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Technology and Historical Research: The Complexities and Intricacies 
Within the past couple of years, the essence of historical research has undergone an unprecedented alteration. The practicality of vastly sophisticated technologies has garnered the attention from multiple professions for years, but only recently have historians begun to fully realize potential of digitalized products. However, both the lifespan of the technologies and their relationship with historical research are still in their infancy. The absence of valid and conclusive results has made the bond an uncertain subject of debate. Generally, the community of historians will remain split over the all the conceivable implications. But to speculate that technological influence is either inherently positive or negative is entirely misguided. The complexity of the relationship exists in the sense that the conceivable and transparent effects can be beneficial, detrimental, or uncertain. As they are understood now, modern technologies have influenced historical research in all three categories. 
	One of the earlier and most profound pieces of technology is the digital image. Since its invention around the turn of the 20th century, the ability to capture still images of real world events has gained enormous popularity. While the historians who believe images are unable to offer any sort of benefit to history are in the minority, many question the extent by which digital images can assist their research. Although images may not replace the value of written sources, their role in understanding and analyzing history are paramount to gaining a greater understanding.

	By themselves, images are limited in revealing only so much. Their practicality doesn’t reach its peak unless they are complimented by other sources. However, when provided with a wide range of appropriate and informative sources, the most distinct feature of digital images becomes observable. By directly appealing to one of the most basic human senses, the immersive capabilities of still pictures reign supreme over any possible written source. Most written secondary sources will attempt to encourage the reader to visualize the context of the scene they describe, but they aren’t always successful. As Peter Burke, an esteemed cultural historian once said, “images allow us to 'imagine' the past more vividly” (13). A first-hand visualization towards the atmospheres and surroundings make the connection between past and present easier to dissect. As a result, history’s more subtle details will be easier to access. 
	Although a more traditionalist approach towards studying history exists, the historians who disregard digitalized images entirely are in the minority. “By presenting them with as full a range of sources as possible,” author Joseph Coohill states, will researchers “begin to comprehend the atmospheres and mentalities of past cultures” (456). Moreover, Coohill’s belief insinuates towards a future implication.  
	In many modern societies, technologies have greatly assimilated into the social mainstream. In the past, the act of taking a photograph occurred infrequently and to the unfamiliarity of the majority of the population. Compared to today, it’s customary for the average individual to photograph every aspect of their public and private lives. In her article, Ana Maria Badenelli remarks that, “documents of ‘ordinary people’…are beginning to be perceived as historical documentation” (83). Consequently, historical research will begin to focus on mundane individuals as well as the more significant figures. If Joseph Coohill’s belief is accurate, using these documented images in future historical research may provide a fuller understanding of our current history. 
	Images play a pivotal role in the study of history. For the study of previous and future history, encompassing digital images greatly increase the scope of knowledge available to the historian. Nevertheless, images aren’t the only piece of technology that has been digitized. 
	Since the rise of the computer, Internet, and research library, primary documents throughout history have been made available through electronic means. This process is referred to as “transduction,” which is the act of converting energy from its original form to another (Turkel,  287). The effects of transduction are well documented and arguably one of the most frequently visited areas of debate for historians. The problems transduction seeks to eradicate are the same problems any kind of resource will have. That is to say, their original form is limited in number and susceptible to physical stress. By converting documents into technological matter, the nature of the historian’s research changes drastically. Instead of spending days, months, or even years searching for geographically exclusive documents, historians can gather any piece of information they need within seconds. 
	Transduction of physical documents into digital ones offers many advantages to historical research. However, there’s a tendency amongst opposing viewpoints to state that more knowledge is lost throughout the process than it is gained. Similar to how images stand out through their appeal to the senses, physical documents rely on the same idea. Content and character of the documents blatantly serve their purpose, but finer details like smell, texture, and aesthetic quality can reveal just as much. By editing and reformatting these documents into digital resources, the overall degree of evidence suffers a loss (Kelly, 373). To remove these finer details in compensation for ease in access is to ultimately deprive the historian from obtaining the highest degree of recognition. 
	Generally speaking, transduction, technology, and the complex interactions they have with historical research offer a limitless range of possibilities. Some hypotheses may have more validity than others, but the complete methods in which technology can influence history are impossible to fully explain. With that said, it is difficult to debate the advantages technology may bring towards obtaining and understanding historical research. Computers, the Internet, archives, photographs and other astounding technologies all parallel each other by making research more intuitive and available to the public. After all, one could argue a principle objective for technology is to make previously tedious tasks more engaging. And while the technologies do accomplish this goal, they inevitably reach a paradoxical juncture in their procedures. 
	By making thousands upon thousands of sources readily available, the issue of informational exhaust becomes more pronounced. The dean of the University of Illinois John Unsworth jokes, “the big problem we’re going to have is ‘I know it’s in there somewhere, but where is it’” (Fox)? Disregarding the hundreds of thousands of different scholarly articles and primary sources, the validity in personal documents such as images and blogs are increasingly gaining value. If one of the roles of the historian is to obtain the most amount of information possible, they can only accomplish one of their responsibilities. By spending the majority of their time sifting through sources ranging from useful to completely irrelevant, the emphasis on interpretation of information loses value. 
This is a terribly alarming phenomenon that continues to gradually get worse and worse. The historian’s job isn’t merely a collective science, but an interpretive analysis for the betterment of the modern state. By excluding a vital aspect of historical research, the very essence of their work vanishes. 
The resounding complexity technology and the field of history form together create a tear in approach. We have seen that new technologies can be both drastically beneficial and terribly detrimental to the status of historical research. On one hand, technologies like online archives offer an unprecedented of scope critical to the study of history. But on the other side, the new technologies could quite possibly create difficulties that put the very nature of historical research in serious jeopardy. However, the idea isn’t to accept on position and disregard the other. The positives and negatives on both sides offer too many possibilities to simply reject. It is therefore imperative that current and future historians ponder deeply over the arguments to try and find their own personal balance. There are little certainties about the future, but we can be assured that technology and the historian will still exist. The only matter is how the two will manage to coexist. 

Burke, Peter. The Use of Images as Historical Evidence. Cornell University 
     Press, 21 Aug. 2001. Web. 13 Mar. 2012.

Coohill, Joseph. "Images and the History Lecture: Teaching the History Channel 
     Generation." The History Teacher 39.4 (2006): 455-465. America: History and 
     Life. Web. 3 Mar. 2012. <http://web.ebscohost.com/>.

Kelly, T Mills. "'But Mine's Better: Teaching History in a Remix Culture." 
     The History Teacher 44.3 (2011): 369-377. America: History and Life. 
     Web. 5 Mar. 2012. <http://web.ebscohost.com/>.

Turkel, William J. "Intervention: Hacking History, From Analogue to Digital and 
     Back Again." Rethinking History 15.2 (2011): 287-296. America: History and 
     Life. Web. 16 Mar. 2012. <http://pace.illiad.oclc.org/>.

Badanelli, Ana Maria. "Making History in the Digital Age: new forms of access to 
     the sources and of preservation of the historical-education heritage." 
     History of Education & Children's Literature 1 (2012): 79-91. 
     America: History and Life. Web. 13 Mar. 2012. 
     <http://pace.illiad.oclc.org/>.

Fox, Stuart. "Digital Age Presents New Problems for Historians ." 
     TechNewsDaily. 16 July 2010. Web. 22 Mar. 2012. 
     <http://www.technewsdaily.com/>.





6


Iachntrsand Motoral A T Compeste snd ks

Wit st oot s, e snce st s s
SR S ———
T ———y
B R —
[P ————
I S s e rosnd o he 20t e eyt e
o sl s e letofe sy st ol b sy




