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Digital Humanities Pragmatism – 
Humanities Research through Design 

 

Our research is concerned with timeline visualisations of cultural data 

for the purpose of visual analysis (Kräutli and Boyd Davis, 2015). We 

develop time-based visualisation tools for knowledge discovery in 

digital cultural collections. 

 

Calls for new digital tools for humanities research are widespread. Such 

tools should acknowledge the complexities and ambiguities of humanities 

knowledge production (Borgman, 2009). Visualisation tools specifically 

are expected to employ new metaphors for representing ‘capta’ instead of 

data (Drucker, 2011). 

 

Many existing digital solutions have been inherited from the 

quantitative sciences and indeed employ assumptions that are often 

incompatible with humanities research. However, the expectations that 

theorists put towards new tools for the digital humanities are often 

idealised and introduce their own assumptions on how humanities tools 

should be designed and what kind of information cultural datasets should 

contain.  

 

We will present how we approached the challenge of developing digital 

methods for humanities research through iterative prototyping of 

visualisation tools based on existing cultural collections and in close 

collaboration with curators and archivists (Boyd Davis and Kräutli, 

2015. In doing so we identified the kinds of complexities, uncertainties 

and ambiguities that are already encoded in existing cultural datasets 

and can be revealed through appropriately designed visualisation tools. 

 

While these tools can then assist in the discovery of new knowledge, we 

show how the design process itself is crucial in enabling a better 

understanding of the epistemic role of digital tools and the datasets 

that are to be studied. 
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