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Is there data in the humanities?



What is humanities data?

• Humanities = information that speaks to the 
human condition.
– Text
– Image
– Sound
– Location

• Data 
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What is humanities data?

• Humanities = information that speaks to the 
human condition.
– Text
– Image
– Sound
– Location

• Data = a digital artifact of the human condition 
that is intelligible to a machine



What is humanities data?

• Humanities
– Text

• Published works (books, newspapers, pamphlets)
• Personal writings (diaries, letters)
• Social media posts

– Images
• Still (photographs, paintings, drawings, doodles)
• Moving (motion pictures, home videos, animations)

– Sound
• Recordings (digital, CD, cassette, vinyl, wax cylinder) 

– Spatial
• Maps (GPS)
• Plans

• Data



What is humanities data?

• Humanities
• Data

– Digitization
• Optical Character 

Recognition (OCR)

– Transcription
– Formatting 
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Choosing information and 
finding data

• What is my research question?
• What relevant information exists?
• What tools are relevant to my question?
• What is the format of existing information? 

required by your tool?



Evaluating humanities data

• What format is it in?
• Is it structured or unstructured?
• Is it transcribed?
• Is there OCR? What is the quality?

Padilla, T. (2016, Sept. 29). Collections as Data: Conditions of Possibility. 
Retrieved from http://www.thomaspadilla.org/2016/09/29/possibility/

http://www.thomaspadilla.org/2016/09/29/possibility/


Getting data

• Data is provided
• Means of gathering data is provided
• DIY data
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CC BY 2.0
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Data Provided

• Files of raw data in machine-readable format
• Who typically provides this?

– Openly accessible digitized archives and special 
collections

• Self-service: Documenting the American South (UNC Chapel 
Hill)

• Mediated request: Early English Books Online (Text Creation 
Partnership)

– For-profit vendors
• File: ProQuest Historical Newspapers 
• Customizable downloads: JSTOR Data for Research
• Analysis tools: Gale Nineteenth Century Collections Online

http://docsouth.unc.edu/
http://www.textcreationpartnership.org/tcp-eebo/
http://dfr.jstor.org/??fs=dim1%3Asnm2&view=text&&helpview=about_dfr
https://www.lib.fsu.edu/get/ncco


Gathering Data

• Application Programming Interface (API)
– A backdoor into a website (- Bryan Brown)
– Selectively pull data
– Programming Historian tutorials on the Zotero API: 

http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/
• Digital Public Library of America
• Twitter

– cf. Grandjean, M. (2016). A Social Network Analysis 
of Twitter: Mapping the Digital Humanities 
Community. Cogent Arts & Humanities, 3(1). 
doi:10.1080/23311983.2016.1171458

http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/
http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/
https://dp.la/
https://dp.la/
https://dev.twitter.com/index
https://dev.twitter.com/index


DIY Data

• Tools for scraping web data:
– Download managers: 

• DownThemAll (Firefox plug-in)
• Folx (Safari)
• Chrono Download Manager (Chrome)

– Command line:
• Wget 

– Programming languages
• Python (Programming Historian tutorials)

https://addons.mozilla.org/en-US/firefox/addon/downthemall/
https://addons.mozilla.org/en-US/firefox/addon/downthemall/
http://www.mac-downloader.com/
http://www.mac-downloader.com/
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/detail/chrono-download-manager/mciiogijehkdemklbdcbfkefimifhecn?hl=en
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/detail/chrono-download-manager/mciiogijehkdemklbdcbfkefimifhecn?hl=en
https://www.gnu.org/software/wget/
https://www.gnu.org/software/wget/
http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/


DIY Data

• Gather your own data - crowdsourcing
– Smithsonian Transcription Center
– DIY History (Univ. of Iowa Libraries)
– What is Digital Humanities?
– Scripto.org 

https://transcription.si.edu/
https://transcription.si.edu/
https://diyhistory.lib.uiowa.edu/
https://diyhistory.lib.uiowa.edu/
http://whatisdigitalhumanities.com/
http://whatisdigitalhumanities.com/
http://scripto.org/
http://scripto.org/


Recap

• Humanities data come in all different forms and 
formats.

• Consider quality and utility factors of your data.
• Data can be made available in a variety of ways, 

look for the path of least resistance.

And remember that we are here to help! Make an 
appointment with your subject librarian or the 
Office of Digital Research and Scholarship.

https://www.lib.fsu.edu/scholars-commons/subject-specialists
https://www.lib.fsu.edu/drs/about/team
https://www.lib.fsu.edu/drs/about/team


Questions?

Abby Scheel
ascheel@fsu.edu 
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