To what extent can projects like ‘City Witness: place and perspective in medieval Swansea’ deepen our understanding of a historical period?
City Witness is an important, cross-institutional, multi-disciplinary Digital Humanities research project which receives funding from the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council. A couple of similar Digital Humanities Projects are Monastic Wales and Mapping Medieval Chester. Digital humanities can deepen our understanding of a historical period, this is from the easier access to source’s as well as the creation of new primary sources and the application of digital techniques such as topic modelling and large-scale data visualisation. However, the Digital Humanities does have disadvantages that do not affect our understanding of a historical period, or even make it murkier. There are no set editors of a website that can be held accountable so unlike with book publishers it is easy to spread false information or to put a slanted view of events on the website, also when using algorithms to collect and compare data, because the algorithms are biased to producing an answer the answer that is given by the algorithm may be misrepresentative of the truth. Though Digital humanities can enable us to understand a historical period better, until they can be better monitored, they will be of little use to understand a historical period deeply.
Digital Humanities can provide us with new primary sources, which will extend our understanding of a historical period. City Witness created a interactive map that allows the user to see the location of each witness relative to the City, it also provides a contextual piece of information that can give the reader insight as to what the reason was for each witness being where they were. By using this as a primary source of information historians will be able to deepen of the social normalities of that period for example Thomas Marshall saw William Cragh being dragged from the Swansea castle dungeon and bound and left outside the castle for a while, then later he saw William Cragh being hung from his viewpoint on the city wall. Adam Loughor witnessed the hanging from here also, this could either suggest that they were both Guards at the time, or what is most likely is that they went up onto the wall the e able to watch the execution. Another way that digital humanities can deepen our understanding of a historical period is (argued by David Berry) by using new technologies for processes such as topic modelling and large-scale data visualisation. This is important to understanding a historical period as the algorithms involved in large scale data visualisation enable us to be able to spot a pattern inn the data that is based off a larger selection of data which makes it more likely to be accurate.
Digital Humanities can also not deepen our understanding of a historical period, Mark Hall states that ‘a fundamental binary view of the world is shared by all algorithms, as even where they are designed to support uncertainty, this is always simulated and fundamentally reduced to a binary representation. The effect of this is that algorithms generally are incapable of modelling when they cannot answer a question. An algorithm will always provide an ‘answer’ to a question, fundamentally splitting the set of input data elements into those for which the question is true and those for which it is not. This happens even if the data that is fed into the algorithm is not of the appropriate type or fulfils the constraints set be the algorithm’. This means that the information provided by the algorithm can be wrong and misleading which in the best-case scenario doesn’t affect our understanding of a historical period, and in the worst, it can create confusion or provide misinformation.
However, our understanding of a historical period can be improved by the availability of information about it. By providing a wide array of information about the historical period covered in a digital Humanities project, Scholars can find the information that they require easier, and faster. This makes research of secondary sources and pre-existing primary sources more efficient. Also, if the information is easier to access then there are local communities will get involved who have a greater motivation to help and find out about their local history, allowing/creating more funding making the project go further and access more advanced and costly technologies to understand further. A problem with this is that there are no specific publishers/editors to approve the information given, the best that they can do is to list that project affiliations at the bottom of the page. This can not be said for books which though are to access they also can be taken for granted that the information is accurate as the checks for a book before it gets published are more advanced than for a website. So, the easier access to information can both help and hinder out understanding of a historical period.
Overall, Digital Humanities projects such as City Witness: place and perspective in Medieval Swansea could deepen our understanding of a historical period by giving us a lot of information about the historical period in a singular place, how ever the usefulness of this is brought in to question when you look at the margins for error, and the editorial accountability, a lot of information may mean nothing if it is just been fabricated in order to support a scholars line of argument. These projects can create new primary source’s that enable us to be able to better understand the information displayed to us by original sources, we can locate each person and track them in case of a interactive map, or we can see possible errors in translations of texts that we have by having both the translation and the original text side by side. There are some disadvantages to the digital humanities but there advantages are far larger.
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