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Agenda
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● Some key experiences and reflections



Why digital humanities?

Developments in online media, sensors, digitized 
archives, etc. generate new empirical phenomena 
and problems



Why digital humanities?

Computational techniques enable researchers to 
collect a broader spectrum of data and discover 
patterns in new ways



An open party
● Predictive archaeology
● PyStorians 
● Digital migration studies
● Computational linguistics
● Data journalism
● Creative coding
● Distant reading
● …



And then there is TANTlab

● Est. 2015
● Department of Culture & Learning, AAU
● +13 researchers (5 seniors)
● Mixed SSH backgrounds & technical skills



Science & Technology Studies / 
Anthropology of technology

Digital/computational 
methods

Intervention / participation / democracy

Our version of interdisciplinary digital humanities



Studying science and 
technology in society

Particularly: 

● controversies about new 
science and technology

● and often about datafication, 
machine learning, AI, 
algorithms etc.

● as they play out on digital 
media



With anthropological and 
computational methods

Combining:
● Ethnography
● Big sociocultural data
● Machine learning
● Natural Language Processing
● And exploratory data viz

And thus developing:
● New computational research 

practices
● Plus the tools and technical 

competencies to support them



In collaboration with 
partners and stakeholders

As participatory data design

Through sprints and similar formats

To engage publics

Ensure democratic robustness

And build capacity 



Science & Technology Studies / 
Anthropology of technology

Digital / computational 
methods

Intervention / participation / democracy

“Critical proximity!”

Birkbak, A., Petersen, M. K., & Elgaard Jensen, T. 
(2015). Critical proximity as a methodological move 
in techno-anthropology. Techné: Research in 
Philosophy and Technology, 19(2), 266-290.



Proximity with technology 
in the making

EMOVE project (with Core, Saxo): 

Developing a new IT-system for 
matching volunteers in NGOs.

Investigating the logic of users and 
programmers

Proposing ways of thinking about, 
handling and visualizing data



Proximity with 
stakeholders

Doing Data Together: 

Collaborating with Gehl Architects to 
explore how social media data might 
begin to inform the design of urban 
spaces.

Drawing on facebook events to 
explore where in the city political 
opposites meet



Proximity with data and 
computational tools

Algoritmer, Data og Demokrati: 

Building an interface for data 
exploration for our SSH colleagues 
in the project

Harvesting big qualitative data 
(InfoMedia, Scopus)

Performing quali-quantitative 
analyses

Developing a visual search tool that 
facilitates SSH research strategies



STS / Antrop. of technology

Digital / computational 
methods

Intervention / participation / democracy

Incorporating the digital/computational 
into a qualitative SSH tradition: 
Reflections and experiences



Computation ≠ quantitativist ambitions
The pressing question is how we nurture and care for native genres of humanities computing







Mapping revisited 
Long tradition for data intensive research 
practices where the aim has not been to 
explain or predict, but to describe patterns 
and pose better questions. E.g. the 
historical geographical paradigm in 
ethnology and folkloristics.

Munk, A. K., & Jensen, T. E. (2015). Revisiting the 
histories of mapping. Ethnologia Europaea, 44(2), 31.







Munk, A. K. (2019). Four styles of quali-quantitative analysis: Making sense of 
the new Nordic food movement on the web. Nordicom Review, 40(1).
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Munk, A. K., Knudsen, A.G. & Jacomy, M.  (2022). The Thick Machine: An experiment in computational thick 
description. Big Data & Society, special issue on “Machine Anthropology”.

Reaction: 😂
Prediction: 😡 

POST (translated):

For the Prince, the decision not to be 
buried next to the Queen is the natural 
consequence of not receiving the same 
treatment as his spouse when it comes 
to the title and function he has always 
desired, says chief of communications for 
the Royal House, Lene Balleby.

COMMENT (translated):

I will gladly swap problems with him. 
Happy to refrain from a royal title in 
exchange for 8 mio a year. Or just the 29 
mio for the sarcophagus. Then he can 
fight my f***ing ex and the system 
without getting as much as a penny from 
me in return. Get a real problem, King 
Carrot.



HUMANS OF THE TANT-LAB NEURAL NETWORK TRAINED ON 
140K COMMENTS + REACTIONS

Accuracy

52%
Accuracy

51%

Munk, A. K., Knudsen, A.G. & Jacomy, M.  (2022). The Thick Machine: An experiment in 
computational thick description. Big Data & Society, special issue on “Machine Anthropology”.



Computational analyses tend to…

…provide us with more questions than answers
➢ can we not only / always judge them on 

their accuracy as truthsayers, but on their 
ability to stimulate qualitative inquiry?

…improve iteratively through qualitative curation of 
datasets and analytical choices

➢ can we not by default import ideas about 
data as given and methods as 
reproducible?

…display striking similarities with idiographic and 
explorative qualitative work in search of patterns

➢ can we draw on traditions in e.g. 
ethnographic methods to wrong-foot 
debates about explainability in machine 
learning and algorithmic bias?



Humanities computing ≠ IT support 
Pretending that it is comes at the risk of outsourcing knowledge interests and research designs to others



2007        2017

https://docs.google.com/file/d/19sg8sncZA1eGofvRyuFV-AHIM1srlYWz/preview




Datafied female health: year by year

2011 2012 2013 2014

2015 2016 2017 2018

2019 2020



Munk, A. K. (2020). Internettet, infodemien og den sagsorienterede 
offentlighed. In “Det Epdemiske Samfund”. Hans Reitzels Forlag.
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Madsen, A. K., Grundtvig, A., & Thorsen, S. (2022). Soft City Sensing: A turn to computational humanities in data-driven urbanism. Cities, 126



Easy-to-use tools are nice, but…

…they also prescribe certain forms of analysis. 
➢ how do we ensure that research design 

does not become a matter of which 
buttons can be easily pushed (i.e. how a 
tool designer happens to see the world)? 

…scripted solutions often mask a wealth of technical 
possibilities ‘under the hood’.

➢ what kind of technical skills do we need to 
(at least imagine how to) exploit them?



Critique ≠ distance
We need to get closer to the technical infrastructures and decisions we claim to be scrutinizing.



Elgaard Jensen, T., Kleberg Hansen, A. K., Ulijaszek, S., Munk, A. K., Madsen, A. K., Hillersdal, L., & Jespersen, A. P. (2019). Identifying notions 
of environment in obesity research using a mixed‐methods approach. Obesity Reviews, 20(4)



Jensen, T. E., Birkbak, A., Madsen, A. K., & Munk, A. K. (2021). Participatory Data 
Design: Acting in a digital world. In Making and Doing STS. MIT Press.

Madsen, A. K., & Munk, A. K. (2019). Experiments with a data-public: Moving digital 
methods into critical proximity with political practice. Big Data & Society, 6(1)



Proximity to practices of datafication, 
analysis, and visualization can be…

…a way to empower engaged publics / stakeholders / 
users by giving them a possibility to scrutinize 
socio-technical black boxes and possibly redesign 
them.

➢ what are the right formats for this 
engagement?

…and a way to develop more situated critical 
perspectives on such practices.

➢ how do we leverage this potential for 
critique?
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