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INTRODUCTION 
The humanities, as defined by the Australian Academy of the Humanities, encompass the following disciplines: 
Archaeology; Asian Studies; Classical Studies; English; European Languages and Cultures; History; Linguistics; 
Philosophy, Religion and the History of Ideas; Cultural and Communication Studies; the Arts. Researchers in some of 
these fields employ quantitative and qualitative methodologies similar to those used in the sciences and social sciences. 
But most research in the humanities is perceived as distinctive and different from research in other fields, both in its 
methodologies and in its approach to data.  

Archiving humanities data for reuse by other researchers is crucial in the development and application of e-research in 
the humanities. There has been considerable debate about the applicability of e-research in the humanities, particularly 
around the relevance of programmes to digitize source materials. Conceptualized and designed properly, however, a 
humanities data archive can provide the platform on which data-intensive e-research can be based, and to which e-
research processes and tools which can be applied.  

This paper investigates the nature of humanities data, reviews existing data archiving services and approaches, and 
examines some conceptual and technical frameworks as the basis for future developments. 

DATA IN THE HUMANITIES  
There are quantitative datasets in the humanities similar to those in the sciences and social sciences, e.g. statistical 
spreadsheets and databases. There are also qualitative datasets similar to those in the social sciences, e.g. interviews, 
surveys, and questionnaires. Most current data archiving for the humanities focuses on these kinds of datasets, precisely 
because they can be accommodated within the existing procedures, policies and structures of social science data archives. 

But humanities research also produces other kinds of data which are neither quantitative nor qualitative in the strict sense. 
Identifying and categorizing these is far from straightforward. Describing primary sources as “data” is not particularly 
helpful, since this blurs the distinction between the objects of research and the data derived from them. It becomes 
impossible to distinguish between a digital library and a data archive, or to identify the unique characteristics of a 
humanities data archive which might differentiate it from collections of digitized texts and other digital objects. 

A better starting-point is provided by attempts to develop a model of the humanities research lifecycle. John Unsworth 
[1] identified seven basic activities which he called “scholarly primitives”: discovering, annotating, comparing, referring, 
sampling, illustrating, and representing. He also emphasized the activity of linking – “either in the classic form of 
annotation, or in the more abstract sense of creating operative associations between, among, and within digital objects.” 
A subsequent study by the University of Minnesota Libraries [2] reduced these to four basic activities: Discover, Gather, 
Create, and Share. Project Bamboo [3] uses a generally similar approach, defining annotations as “notes, tags, links, 
and/or citations”, but also identifying a closely related “community curation” function which covers “the ability to 
categorize, annotate, review, rate along multiple spectra, and discuss.” 

From the point of view of data archiving, these models suggest that there are two basic components to humanities data. 
The first consists of the various annotations, tags, links, associations, ratings, reviews and comments produced during the 
humanities research process. The second consists of the entities to which these annotations refer: concepts, persons, 
places and events, as well as creative works, artworks, publications, texts and other physical and digital objects. A data 
archiving framework for the humanities needs to be able to capture these annotations as well as identifying the entities to 
which they refer. 
EXISTING HUMANITIES DATA ARCHIVE SERVICES  

Most international data archives do not specifically cover the humanities, with the notable exception of DANS 
(Netherlands) and the UK Data Service. These archives store humanities researchers’ data, notes and files as digital 
objects. Quantitative and qualitative datasets can be deposited and made available for access within similar technical and 
policy frameworks to those used for data from the social sciences. The archives also offer separate Web sites for specific 
historical datasets. A similar example in the Australian context is ASSDA’s Historical Census and Colonial Data 
Archive (HCCDA), which is a historical quantitative dataset aimed at humanities researchers. 

There are numerous European and North American digital library services which might be seen as providing humanities-
related data, though without an explicit data archiving mission. Notable examples include European Cultural Heritage 
Online (ECHO) and Europeana. But digital libraries of this kind consist of digitized versions of objects accompanied by 
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descriptive metadata about them. They are usually constructed by curatorial experts, with no provision for researchers to 
contribute or create data relating to the objects. Collaborative research services built around large text corpora or 
collections of digital resources, like the TextGrid, are also beginning to emerge, especially in Europe. They provide an 
environment for storing and sharing annotations and similar interpretative research data. But their main focus is on the 
collaborative function, rather than on data archiving. 

There are a range of Australian services which focus on humanities-related collections of metadata and digitized sources, 
including the National Library of Australia’s PictureAustralia (image files) and PeopleAustralia (information about 
individual people); the AustLit (literary studies) and AusStage (performing arts) services; and the University of Sydney’s 
SETIS Australian Studies Resources (PDF text files). None of these is a “data archive” in the strict sense of the term, 
though they contain a mixture of data and digitized data sources. 

A common approach is to publish thematic datasets as separate Web services, each with its own customized interface. 
These tend to be very specific in scope, and are often wrapped up with analysis and research findings into a product 
which is more of a Web publication than a data archive. Exemplary digital humanities sites of this kind include The 
Valley of the Shadow (U.S. Civil War), the William Blake Archive and (in an Australian context) The South Seas Project. 
While these services contain a valuable mixture of data, data sources, and research findings, they are not designed to 
serve as a basis for aggregating, archiving and delivering humanities data on a large scale. 

CONCEPTUAL AND TECHNICAL FRAMEWORKS  
One frequently-employed approach to humanities e-research involves building a desktop platform for the individual 
humanities researcher. Typified by various recent “virtual research environment” projects in the UK and Europe, this 
approach can also be seen in the current SUDAMIH project at Oxford [4]. This kind of environment brings together data 
sources, annotations and analytical tools on a researcher’s desktop – but it is aimed at individual data management rather 
than data archiving, sharing and reuse. 

A second approach involves extending existing digital libraries and curatorial databases to accommodate annotations and 
other data-oriented features. This can be seen in recent work by the Perseus Digital Library to add semantic tagging and 
automatic entity recognition to its text collections. Although this is an important initiative, reuse of data from Perseus is 
made difficult by its reliance on a centralized database which integrates data sources, data and research findings. Related 
work by AustLit and AusStage in the Australian context is more promising, because the central building block in both 
cases is a metadata store rather than a collection of data sources. 

A third approach involves de-coupling “data” – in the sense used earlier – from data sources and citation data alike. 
Applying the approach used by the Linked Data movement [5] would result in an environment for entity identification 
and management: a system for maintaining identifiers for people, objects, concepts, places, events, creative works, and so 
on – using controlled vocabularies, code lists, ontologies and Uniform Resource Identifiers, and managed through an 
RDF triple store. The system would also be capable of expressing, tracking and analysing relationships between these 
entities. Tools for capturing annotations and for constructing links between entities and different types of data sources 
could then be built on top of the linked data, as could interfaces for working with and reusing the data. At the University 
of Western Australia we are currently working on developing a Linked Data environment of this kind for medieval and 
early modern research data.  

Humanities researchers require a platform of this kind on which to build ways of exploring relationships between data. If 
the humanities are to benefit from e-research technologies in the same way as the sciences are doing, humanities data will 
need to be archived into a consistent conceptual and technical framework which identifies “data”, encourages data 
sharing and reuse, and crosses different disciplines and different types of material.  
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