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This dissertation presents an original methodology for taking into account a large amount of textual
information in the production of historical interpretations. Recently developed and rapidly improving
methodologies for representing text in terms of mathematical vectors have opened up new roads which
promise to help researchers face the problem of information overload by augmenting the capacities of
the human scholar. One such “intellectual prosthetic” is herein described, implemented, and used.

The dissertation begins with an examination of methodology in historical research, focusing on the
metaphor of model-making as a way to describe the complex process of accessing and summarizing
information in order to produce a coherent interpretation of the phenomena. In particular, the aim of
“inner-referential” interpretation is expressed as desirable, but possibly out of reach: the interplay of
what can be said exclusively on the basis of the internal connections in a dataset, and what must refer to
data outside the system in order to be understood, remains an open question throughout the thesis.

The second chapter presents the technique of word vectorization and applies it to several
outstanding problems in the interpretation of ancient Mesopotamian religion. Strengths and weaknesses
of the technique are discussed, and it is affirmed that although word vectorization fails to account for
several important linguistic features of the texts in question, it does succeed in providing a useful
additional tool for the historian’s research.

The third chapter opens with a brief overview of several recent technologies that were developed
for reasons similar to those that motivate the dissertation. They are part of the development of an
“extended mind”, to use Chalmers’ fortunate expression. The essential features of my proposed tool are
described, both in terms of their theoretical underpinnings and in terms of the specific implementation
in a program I wrote. This program, called a “Memex” in a nod to Vannevar Bush’s imaginary device
of the same name, underwent several years of development and successive iterations of complexity,
precision, and visualization. The third chapter ends with a first specific example of what the method
can be used to accomplish within the domain of historical research.

The fourth chapter opens with an examination of digital methods applied to history as expressed
within the Mesopotamian religion website developed by the author together with prof. Buccellati. Two
particularly important examples of the use of the Memex are applied to this website, both as a tool for
navigating complex information through a representation of its web-like structure, and as a tool for
seeing what is not there, for validating bibliographical coverage and discovering topics which are
underrepresented or absent in the critical apparatus.

The fifth chapter expands the examples and applies the program and its underlying methodology to
three more scenarios where it can help historians gain greater intelligence of their subject. The method
offers a way of seeing high-dimensional information within a space that can be intuitively understood
by humans; it shows the time-dependent development of a field of study; it makes visible the granular
structure of scholarly debate. Thus, in chapters Four and Five the Memex is described through five
visual metaphors: as an X-ray machine, a Bird’s-eye view, a Fisheye lens, a Filmstrip, and a
Microscope.



At the close of the fifth chapter and the opening of the sixth and last, an overview of progress is
presented together with an admission of the limits of the research conducted thus far. The most
interesting speculative developments described in the thesis were not brought to full maturity due to
technical difficulties in programming and processing the data. However, they are complete enough to at
least allow the reader to intuit the direction of study and the kind of results that can be reasonably
expected in the near future.

The final chapter expands the scope to include the Digital Humanities as a whole. Digital methods
have already helped scholars in a variety of important ways, including the development of archival
structures that save and render accessible large amounts of information. A further step is now
underway: to create transparent ways of representing the data used throughout an intellectual argument
in such a way that alternative explanations of the same data can be compared, and the better argument
emerge. Inner-referentiality is necessary, but it is insufficient. Once the data has been rendered
accessible and represented in a way that permits the scholar to take into account more information than
he can directly read, interpretation and the “battle for synthesis” remain central aims of humanism.



