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to form associations of their own; they are free to examine all of my evidence not only to 

agree or disagree with me, but they also may come up with alternative interpretations 

based upon a reading of my argument and an examination of my selected source material.  

 

Figure 3.  Screen capture illustrating the connection between arguments and evidence in Editing Populism’s 
digital archive. 

Another thing I had to consider when actually writing for my project were the 

current theory debates about whether or not historians can engage in long-form writing in 

the digital medium.  Even those who complain that the Web is causing the world’s 

attention span to get shorter and shorter recognize the fact that lengthy passages present 

problems for those attempting to read them on a computer screen.  But this is an area that 

even within the last several years we have seen technology improve, for example with the 
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development of higher resolution computer monitors and “electronic ink” that reduce 

eyestrain, making it easier and more comfortable to read online.  Although “chunking” of 

text on the Web (reducing the amount of text for the purpose of making online reading 

easier) has been a fairly standard practice, and most agree that scrolling through hundreds 

of pages of text online is much more difficult than navigating hundreds of pages in a 

book, people are increasingly reading more lengthy sections of text online—largely as a 

result of advances in technology like those mentioned above.4  Still, I tried to keep the 

length of the text on my site at what I considered “manageable” levels for readers.  

Theories about the “chunking” of text and the potential for long-form writing in the 

digital medium are currently in transition with some, such as Daniel Cohen and Roy 

Rosenzweig, arguing that the “skepticism toward long-form text on the web may turn out 

to be transient.”5  Cohen and Rosenzweig believe that historians must challenge the trend 

toward “chunking,” otherwise the tolerance for long-form writing on the Web may 

actually decrease with time.6 

In our digital history seminar we were introduced to a small sample of digital 

tools that were of particular relevance to historians.  Since then even more have become 

available, and still more continue to be developed, increasingly with the input and aid of 

historians and other humanities scholars, a collaboration that is vital if the tools are to 

become what we, as humanities scholars, need them to be.  Two tools that I have found to 

be particularly useful for my work are word clouds and TokenX.  Throughout my 

research, I used Wordle to create my word clouds.  Wordle is an open-source digital tool, 

                                                 
4 Cohen and Rosenzweig, Digital History, p. 124-125. 
5 Cohen and Rosenzweig, Digital History, p. 125. 
6
 Cohen and Rosenzweig, Digital History, p. 125. 
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created by Jonathan Feinberg, which allows users to create word cloud visualizations 

based upon the frequency of words in a given text.  Words used most often appear larger 

in size, and can be made to appear brighter in color.  TokenX is a digital tool that can be 

used to analyze and visualize patterns present in text.  It was created by Brian L. Pytlik 

Zillig, Associate Professor and Digital Initiatives Librarian at the Center for Digital 

Research in the Humanities at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  While a thorough 

reading of text reveals some of the same patterns seen with the use of TokenX, these 

patterns are often more immediately apparent and more easily visualized with the aid of 

TokenX.  I believe that digital textual analysis tools such as TokenX are effective 

facilitators of historical research that can complement “traditional” (i.e. “non-digital”) 

research methodologies.  Both word clouds and TokenX aided my research and 

influenced the formulation of my argument.  After reading and taking notes on a 

particular text, I would typically try creating a word cloud with it to see if any patterns I 

had not noticed via reading and note-taking emerged.  I would then experiment with 

several of TokenX’s functions to see if further patterns became apparent. 
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Figure 4.  Word cloud of George D. Herron’s 1894 commencement address at the University of Nebraska-

Lincoln. 

Figure 4 is an image of a word cloud generated through Wordle using George 

Herron’s 1894 commencement address at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.  Herron’s 

commencement address was fairly typical of the controversial rhetoric he used.  In this 

word cloud it is immediately apparent that Herron is emphasizing the relationship 

between Christ, the state, the people, the social, and the political.  Gibson’s adoption of 

this perspective was crucial to the development of his identity as a Social Gospeler.  

When I compared the word cloud of Herron’s address to a word cloud of a collection of 

Gibson’s editorials prior to the influence of Herron, I was able to identify specific 

differences between the two which I then investigated further by rereading the source 

material and by performing further analysis of the text with TokenX.  I have found the 

keyword in context function of TokenX to be particularly useful to gaining insight into 
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the ideas Gibson sought to emphasize in his attempts to sway others to his point of view.  

Other textual analyses I have done with TokenX and word clouds have supported the fact 

that Gibson’s ideology and theology both became much more specific than before he 

encountered Herron’s ideas.  On both my site and in my thesis I endeavored to take 

advantage of digital tools not only to interrogate my sources, but also to help myself and 

my readers visualize themes and patterns.  

As technology penetrates deeper into everyday life, the academy has an obligation 

to explore and promote the ways digital technology can advance the cause of scholarship.  

Digital technology grants historians more than just new ways to store and organize 

information: it provides new methods to interrogate sources and communicate scholarly 

arguments.  It is imperative that historians be aware of current theories and debates about 

doing history in the digital.  By recognizing the opportunities and challenges the Web 

offers, by confronting and limiting disadvantages while seizing advantages, and by doing 

what historians do best: writing history, we can claim our role in the public space of the 

Web and do history just as well, perhaps even better, in the digital medium than we 

currently do in print.   
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