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Digital Humanities: Possibilities and Limitations

Fan-sen Wang’

Abstract

The rise of the Internet and electronic databases spurs the emerging of digital
humanities. Taking historical studies as an example, technology can facilitate
researchers’ work on indexing and searching research materials in order to create an

ancillary facility of knowledge formation, which used to be time consuming.

Forty-four years ago (1968), French historian E. Le Roy Ladurie published “the
historian and the computer,” a short essay with only few pages but enough to impact
the research communities. Le Roy Ladurie prophesied that “by 1980s, historian will
have to be a programmer in order to survive.” At least in the area of quantitative
history, including the topics regarding to demography, commodity prices and
households, he believed computers would be indispensable.  However, the
quantitative technology has been seen incompatible to the traditional historical

approach, which emphasized on interpretation, narratives, and discovery of meanings.

The recent development of information technology provides historians far more
research tools than Ladurie’s illustration of history and computing. Although my
primary method of research is still based on careful and creative interpretation of
historical documents, I also consider electronic database as an ancillary facility for
information discovery. With full understanding of the disadvantage of over-
dependence on digital technology, I believe we might be able to make the most of it,
and include new research methods into the interpretation and meaning-discovery of

historical approach.
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