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The History of Digital History
Histories of the digital humanities and digital history often get conflated 
together

In terms of “digital history,” we have two competing lineages:

- Quantitative history/Cliometrics: The 1970s “when history last had a 
quantitative turn” (Guldi and Armitage); hit its peak with Fogel/Engerman’s
Time on the Cross; perhaps some resurgence in more recent days 
(Cliodynamics)

- Public History/Digital Humanities: New forms of outreach, engaging with 
the public in new ways, “Valley of the Shadow”

I think to that we can add a third, of historians grappling with new forms 
of source material (from tabular records to text).



And then we get into a 
new wave more 
recently… as the two 
currents join.

Using digital methods to do new 
things with digitized sources;

Exploring new forms of born-digital 
sources.

Historians like to think of “WAVES” 
of digital history, as we shall see



Averting the Digital Dark Age:
Framing it in my Broader Project



Networked Communication 
As a Specific Challenge
The ephemerality of the Web, a growing medium

◦ 2,500 websites (1994); 250,000 (1996), 1,000,000+ 
(1997)

◦ Poof. A server fee not paid; a student graduates from an 
institution; a crash – priceless cultural information being 
lost.

By 1996, clear that this won’t just be a few disappointed 
geeks, but could collectively imperil western culture.

The 404 warning was an evocative symbol that the web was 
in peril.



The Importance of Understanding 
how Archives are Constructed



Why do I care about the 
history of archives?
Historians are expert users of archives, but archivists co-create
historical knowledge through their selection, arrangement, and 
description of archival content. 

If in the 1920s, archival theory was defined by custodialism –
archivists as stewards or ”handmaidens” of historical content – by 
the 1970s post-custodialism understood the activist role of 
archivists to transform and shape the record.

Digital abundance accelerated this transformation.

Yet historians still sometimes act as if the archival role is 
custodialist (they should all read Terry Cook).



Historians + Archives
“Any visit by a historian to an archival institution is now an 
exercise in interdisciplinarity.” (Blouin and Rosenberg, 2011)

By the 1970s, an increasing divorce between historians and 
archivists professionally.

Historians often want to preserve everything, especially with 

the social and cultural turn.

Archivists operate in a scarcity economy and must make 
decisions. How much ephemera to keep? What is ephemera? 



Research Questions
What did the intellectual ferment look like that made the 
development of web archiving possible? 

What did historians and other stakeholders think about digital 
records, and how did they contribute to the conceptualization 
of this medium shift? 



For this talk..

Looking primarily at how 
historians engaged with 
new and emerging forms 
of digital records, esp. 

those created on 
networks.

Sheds new lights on the 
early history of 

computational historians, 
as well as how historians 
engaged during a critical 

medium shift.
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The 1960s and 1970s



The Third Wave of 
Computational History
When do you think the third wave of computational history 
was?

◦ One hack (Milligan, 2012) described it as the phase of 
history defined by cloud computing, increasing storage, and 
increasing computational power (following a first wave of 
quantitative histories and a second wave of H-Net/GIS/etc. 
in the 1990s)



The Third Wave of 
Computational History
As early as 1970, historians thought they were in the third 
wave of computational history

Robert Swierenga, 1970: “the effect of the computer on the 
study of history, whether desired or not, is inescapable.”

◦ First wave: 1930s punch card users

◦ Second wave: 1950s or 1960s scholars studying historical 
demography

Computers and the Humanities established in 1966, and the 
idea that the profession might undergo wholescale 
transformation in the 1970s was increasingly widespread



Therefore, during 1960s/1970s electronic records 
conversations, historians were avid participants!



Electronic Records in the 
1960s
Government and corporate electronic records were growing

At the same time, historians were fruitfully approaching the 
census and other records through the prism of demographic 
history

They began to saw the potential of what if this tabular data 

was preserved in tabular format; imagine what you could do if 
you didn’t have to wrangle the data in the first place? What 
would that mean for future historians?



1968 Conference on the 
National Archives and Statistical 
Research
Historians, archivists, sociologists concerned both with digital 
records but also how all the digital records being created by 

the US government in the 1960s would be accessible to 
future historians.

- DATA DELUGE WARNING 

◦ “Our records since World War I far exceed in volume all earlier 
records in the United States” (Fishbein)

◦ “vast quantities of data” (James B. Rhoads)

A call for machine-readable data for future historians.



This was an early peak, 
however.



1970s Decline
Time on the Cross

Le Roy-Ladurie’s 1968 claim that “the historian of tomorrow 
will be a programmer, or he will not exist”

Shift from quantitative methods to social history meant that 
historians became disconnected with path-breaking digital 

projects



By the late 1970s/early 
1980s, quantitative history 
had been eclipsed.

And with it, interest in 
electronic records (seen as 
niche and quantitative; the 
purview of a small number of 
“social science historians”).
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The Rise of Digital 
Records in the 
1980s

Governments

-Begin to use e-mail; until 1989 in 
the United States, considered 
“transient” documents, only routinely 
archived if they were printed.

Corporations

-Transactions, financial records, 
correspondence

Physical Storage Media



“But her emails…”
The first major e-mail scandal was arguably the Iran-Contra e-
mail scandal

22 November 1986: Lt. Colonel Oliver North deleted 750 e-
mails; his boss another 5,000+.
◦ The PROFS (Professional Office System): Ironically, no 

“delete all” function so they spent days hitting delete on 
every single message.

Tower Commission finds the deleted files during its 
investigation

At the end of the Reagan administration, National Security 
Archive (nonprofit organization) launches a lawsuit to ask for 
its e-mails; lawsuit won and Federal Records Act is expanded 
to cover them



Electronic Records
Will clearly transform record keeping and archives

Archival field begins to ask:

- What are surrogates for telephone conversations and what 
are enduring?

- What should be selected? 

- How to ensure their long-term preservation?

In a field of scarcity, selecting something meant not selecting 
something else. 



Networked Communication 
Brings Special Concerns
Hyperlinks present the biggest issue around networked 
communication, primarily once the Web is present but even 

forms of electronic literature before that

When is a document complete? 

If you grab a document, but not the links, have you grabbed 

it?

But then, if you grab the document, and all the links, scale 
problems begin to appear.



This Couldn’t Have Come at a Worse Time for 
Interdisciplinary Engagement w/ Historians

Historians had been around 
in the 1960s/1970s, 

shaping the first 
conversation.

But with the rise of 
networked communication 

and the web, a conversation 
emerged around its 

preservation. Where were 
the historians?





Let me be fair. A few social 
science historians, primarily 
economic historians, remained 
engaged.



History and 
Computing
Vol. 4, no. 3 on electronic records

Ironically, never digitized; making finding it 
during a global pandemic difficult (thanks to 
ILL!)

Edited by R. J. Morris, an expert on 19th century 
class formation

Wondered what the 1990s record would look 
like in 50 years.



History and Computing
“There is a danger that the period 1750-1950 will be 
seen as a golden age of paper based history, with few 
telephones and almost no computers.”

“It is clear that this debate will remain incomplete without 
a greater participation from practising historians.”

But big questions:
◦ What to preserve? 

◦ Do we need to preserve mainframes so that future users can 
experience electronic documents as they were?

◦ What’s a document in an age of networked or hyperlinked 
comms?



“Virtual Records and Real 
History”
Ronald W. Zweig, a political/diplomatic historian

“This situation is quickly changing as the first machine-readable textual 
records deposited in archives are being opened to research.”

But positive too: digitized records would enable “sophisticated search 
and retrieval techniques.”

Keyword searching too many results, but “if they are combined with an 
understanding of linguistic equivalences, proximity and Boolean 
searches, and other techniques used in text retrieval, it will be possible 
to control the results of a search and to improve its quality.”



Did want to underscore this early and 
sophisticated approach to computational 
history.

(ironically lost due to not being digitized..)



Electronic Information 
Resources and Historians 
(1993)
Another volume lost to the inaccessibility of print volumes.

Ed. Seamus Ross (Assistant Secretary of the British Academy) 
and Edward Higgs (Association for History and Computing), 
proceedings from a 1993 conference

Hopeful notes: “The sheer quantity, diversity, and rich quality of 
the electronic information resources .. would seem to indicate 
that the preservation of the information in electronic form could 
provide historians with a better opportunity to understand our 
period than the paper records alone could ever do.” (Ross)



One of the first to identify the double-edged sword of 
digital records.

This “age of electronic records,” as Ross understood it, 
could swamp “future historians with vast amounts of 
digital information [that might] impede their research 
as they attempt to navigate through it.” 



Drawing on these earlier lineages

Kevin Schürer (demographic historians), harkening back to earlier computational histories

Worried about information overload: “Consequently, given current trends in computer-usage, 
surely it is not all some pervasive technophobia that has caused historians to start sounding the 
alarm bells in warning.”

Felt that approaches might be more akin to paleography; reconstructing old software, like DNA 
analysis or radio-carbon dating



But even the prospects of 
everyday records

Diarists, novelists, intellectuals and word processors –
how would drafts be considered?

How would hypertextual information be saved – all of 
it? What about the stuff that a document links to?



But a darker 
note was 
struck too…



The Age of the Network 
Heralded Loss
R. J. Morris (History and Computing editor) worried:

The age of the network is by far the most imposing of 
the problems faced … it is not clear we even have the 
intellectual concepts needed to talk about the issues we 
faced. The meaning of simple ideas like document, text 
and context, of provenance and sequence fall slowly and 
inelegantly apart



By 1994, several historians and scholars were beginning to 
realize the changing landscape – esp. network-based material 
and personal computing – for the future historical record.



A Brief Contextual 
Interlude
In 1994, the World Wide Web was 
ascendant in terms of accessing the 
Internet – but there were competing 
protocols such as WAIS, Gopher, and 
Archie

But it was clear that increasingly 
networked communication was 
reworking the world of sources



1994: Networking in the 
Humanities
Stephanie Kenna and Seamus Ross convening a 
conference on preservation, access, digitization, 
electronic publishing, and organizational impacts

Introduction:
◦ “How will networked communications and scholarship be 

archived? Who should have access to the archive? What 
levels of documentation should be retained and how should 
it be generated? What standards of data encoding, 
compression, and storage media should be used? Who will 
finance the preservation? What criteria for selection will be 
used? … Are email messages more akin to oral 
communication that textual sources?” (Ross)
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Enter the Digital Dark 
Age



A Spectre Was Haunting Libraries by the 
mid-1990s

“The digital medium is replacing paper in a dramatic record-keeping revolution.” (Jeff 
Rothenberg, 1995)

“… a time bomb.” (Margaret Hedstrom, 1997)

“Being digital means being ephemeral … it will likely fall to librarians and archivists, the monastic 
orders of the future, to ensure that something of the heady days of our ‘digital revolution’ 
remains for future generations.” (Terry Kuny, 1997)

“We can read the technical correspondence from Galileo … we have no way of finding the 
technical correspondence [of the digital age].” (Stewart Brand, 1998)



But with this explosion 
of interest in a “digital 
dark age,” what was 
happening with the 
source conversation?



Librarians and archivists
were on it
As more individuals, informal work groups, and ‘virtual’ communities use networks to 
communicate, carry on discussions, and conduct business, archivists will need to understand 
these forms of communication as well as they understand the use of electronic systems in more 
traditional organizations. (Margaret Hedstrom)



But historians began 
to disappear from the 
conversation.



Documenting the 
Digital Age (1997)
Organized by History Associates, with support from NSF, MCI, and 
Microsoft

A laundry list of significant speakers:

◦ Nathan Myhrvold, Microsoft CTO, who had helped to kickstart 
web archiving with his “Save the Web” memo in 1996

◦ Brewster Kahle, who had founded the Internet Archive in 1996

◦ Donald J. Waters, director of the Digital Library Federation

◦ Margaret Hedstrom, a University of Michigan information science 
professor

◦ Vint Cerf, Senior Vice-President of Technology Strategy

The interdisciplinary turning point of industry, libraries, archives, and a 
few historians.



Documenting the Digital 
Age (1997)
Myhrvold noted that the Internet is “becoming a key method 
for communication and the dissemination of documents and 
ideas”; a revolutionary shift in publishing.

◦ “These properties make the Internet a tremendous information 

resource. Technological trends suggest that the Internet will get 
a variety of new capabilities over time, such as the ability to 
easily deal with high quality video. The Internet is about all you 
could ask of an information resource.

◦ Except one thing: the Internet is not naturally archival.”



Documenting the Digital Age 
(1997)
Arguably this kind of gathering wouldn’t be repeated for another fifteen years

Documented the shortcomings of the current approach well and helped to fuel 
efforts happening in archiving around the world.

But where were the historians?

◦ A few there: MCI’s Corporate historian, James Garnder with History Associates, 
an opening keynote by James Muldoon (Rutgers) on communications. 

But the envisioned future users were not present in the conversation.



Into the Future (1997)
PBS Documentary on digital preservation and the web

Enthusiastically received – reviews by librarians and archivists noted that it was 
commonplace knowledge by this point in their field

Making the point emphatically:

◦ The sheer quantity of digitized information, and the dynamics of an evolving 
computerized world, create complex problems. One of the most serious is 
that we pay little attention to preserving electronic writings for the long 
term, to making sure that important and irreplaceable work will be saved and 
be available not just for our own use, but for generations to follow. What’s 
increasingly at risk is survival into the future of recorded knowledge, the 
survival of collective memory, the core of civilization, the human record



Indeed, we almost must flash 
forward to 2003 to see the 
conversation continued!



Rosenzweig’s “Scarcity or 
Abundance”
Introduced the problems to historians

◦ Feared about the breakdown of the traditional archival system

◦ A call to arms

◦ “If the past is to have an abundant future, historians need to 
act in the present.”

Significance of a publication in the American Historical 
Review cannot be discounted!



Rosenzweig’s “Scarcity or Abundance”
The online discussion – promised to be part of the 
article of record but lost in the transition from 
HistoryCooperative.org to Oxford University Presses 
– was supposed to foster conversation.

Only a dozen authors, twenty-two posts. In January, 
so start of the term; but also not as much 
engagement as they were hoping.

Rosenzweig actively participated, stressing the 
importance to work now.



Were historians coming back? 
(Not quite yet, but the 
foundation and opening was
there)



What had happened?
1960s/70s engagement paints a picture of what could be 
done if there was more engagement.

Early generation: R.J. Morris, Stephanie Kenna, Seamus Ross, 
etc. looking at historians and their engagement.

By mid-1990s to 2000s, we saw historians largely 
disappearing from the conversation.

United Kingdom drove the conversations that remained; perhaps 
due to North American digital historians focusing on public 
history?

A cultural consensus had emerged by 1997 in favour of digital 
preservation, but historians were not at the table.



Historians were not at the table; 
and indeed, we’re still dealing 
with the impact of that today.



Yet it all helped to 
build a 
consensus…
So that by Into the Future and 
Documenting the Digital Age, the 

value of digital preservation and 
web archiving was broadly accepted 
across the information professions.

This would help lay the foundation 
for the Internet Archive’s long-term 

sustainability, the subject of 
another talk!



Thanks, and looking 
forward to your thoughts 
and questions.

Thanks to my funder for this project:


