
Dr. Karin van Es

Associate professor Media & Culture Studies

Centre for Digital Humanities

CDH Summer School 

Tool Criticism for Humanities



Who am I?

Karin van Es

Datafication and algorithmization of culture 

and society; streaming video

• 2014 PhD on the concept liveness 

• Associate professor in Media Studies

• SIG ‘Streaming Video’ (GDS)

• Project Lead GW Data School

- Responsible AI and data practices

- Public debate



Value-driven
recommendations

External partner: DPG Media

Identify the relevant values (e.g.. 

diversity, …) with stakeholders 

news website NU.nl

- Interviews/workshops

- Interaction data

- A/B test and survey 

Implement in design

by DPG Media





AI for investigative 
journalism

External partner: De Groene

Financed by De Groene 

Amsterdammer + AI Labs

PhD candidate works for both 

organizations

Overlap between work there and 

research



Computational turn (Van Es et a. 2021)

- Encounter with the computer – 1950s

- “destabilization and deterritorialization” within the 

humanities (defining themselves in relation to the 

digital)

- The “new empirical” – digitization and datafication

- Development and use of tools to facilitate and aid 

research process; proliferation of easy-to-use tools

https://dspace.library.uu.nl/bitstreams/82fc4755-27bd-4be6-8b13-92594a4c44aa/download


What are data?



Rob Kitchin (2014 :1) 

“the raw material produced by abstracting the world into categories, 

measures and other representational forms [...] that constitute the 

building blocks from which information and knowledge are created” 

(Kitchin 2014: 1) 

Yanni Loukissas (2019)

• Rhetorical “alleged evidence” (taken up as evidence). Things 

become data within interpretative acts. BUT not simply an act of 

naming! Constraints of data - involves measuring, recording and 

capturing world (= processes of translation). 

• Operational : Part of sociotechnical systems. Enmeshed in the 

practices and politics of everyday life

Miriam Posner and Lauren Klein (2017)

• Rhetorical plus “computationally tractable”
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"Data need to be imagined as data to exist 
and function as such, and the imagination 
of data entails an interpretive base." 

- Lisa Gitelman

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262518284/raw-data-is-an-oxymoron/


• Data is not singular (diverse)

• Data are not universal (inscribed in place)

• Data are never ‘big’ (agglomerations of small)

• Data are more than rhetorical

• Not everything can become data

Loukissas’: data as texts

cultural expressions subject to interpretive 

examination

Source: https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262545174/all-data-are-local/
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Critical questions for big data (boyd & Crawford 2012)

• Big Data changes the definition of knowledge

• Claims to objectivity and accuracy are misleading

• Bigger data aren’t always better data

• Taken out of context, Big Data loses its meaning

• Just because it’s accessible doesn’t make it ethical

• Limited access to Big Data creates new digital divides

Big data interplay of 
- Technology: computation power and algorithmic accuracy
- Analysis: finding patterns in large data sets
- Mythology: objectivity, accuracy and truth

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369118X.2012.678878
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369118X.2012.678878
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369118X.2012.678878


What are algorithms?





Rieder & Rohle (2012)

The ‘digital helpers’ humanists use “rely on 

sets of assumptions, models, and strategies’ 

that determine how ‘units of analysis, 

algorithms, and visualisation procedures’ 

are defined” (70).

Source Rieder, Bernhard & Theo R.hle. 2012. “Digital Methods: Five Challenges.” In Understanding Digital Humanities, ed. 
David M. Berry, 67-84. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.





- Software mobilizes concepts and techniques

- Tools are active mediators caught up in the epistemic 

process (built in assumptions and biases of the tool)

“the critical inquiry into digital tools and how they are 

used for various purposes within the research process. 

It reviews the qualities of the tool in light of, for instance, 

research activities, and it reflects on how the tool affects 

the user, the research process and output, and its 

reliance on the user’s training.” (Van Es et al. 2021)

Source: https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/1615-634X-2021-1-46/tool-criticism-and-the-computational-turn-a-methodological-
moment-in-media-and-communication-studies-volume-69-2021-issue-1?page=1

Tool Criticism & Critical Digital Humanities



How would you instruct a computer to 
conduct a word count?



Source: https://medium.com/@oldmanpete/the-
curious-case-of-google-and-microsoft-disagreeing-on-a-
word-count-d6d917cbd71c

Word count

How many words would you say are in the following:

• ISO 9001:2015—Some programs count these are 3 and some as 2
• And/or—You and I see 2 words, but some counters only see 1
• Jane@xyz.com—Programs can count this as 1, 2, or 3 words, depending 

on the algorithm
• Numbers like 123.45, $567.89, 89%—Some programs count them as a 

single word, others as 2, and some even count them as 3
• www.AnyWebsite.com—URLs are generally counted as either 1 or 3 

words
• Under_score—The majority count this as 1 word, with some counting it 

as 2
• a.m.—Some programs count this as 2 words while others count only 1 

word
• Wouldn’t—Contractions mostly count as 1 word, with a few stragglers 

counting them as 2

(source: https://prowritingaid.com/art/691/What%E2%80%99s-with-
ProWritingAid%E2%80%99s-Word-Count.aspx)





Imagine an alternate universe in which people don’t have words for 

different forms of transportation, only the collective noun “vehicle.” 

They use that word to refer to cars, buses, bikes, spacecraft, and all 

other ways of getting from place A to place B. Conversations in this 

world are confusing. There are furious debates about whether or not 

vehicles are “environmentally friendly,” but (even though no one 

realizes it) one side of the debate is talking about bikes and the other 

side about trucks. There is a breakthrough in rocketry, but when the 

media focuses on how vehicles have gotten faster, people call their car 

dealer (oops, vehicle dealer) to ask when faster models will be 

available. Meanwhile, fraudsters have capitalized on the fact that 

consumers don’t know what to believe when it comes to vehicle 

technology, so scams are rampant in the vehicles sector.

Now replace the word “vehicles” with “artificial intelligence,” and we 

have a pretty good description of the world we live in.



Generative AI (GenAI) is a form of artificial intelligence that, based on a 
text provided by the user, a prompt, generates a new text that is a 
plausible continuation of the prompt. 

Besides text generators, also called Large Language Models (LLMs), 
there are also Generative AI systems that can generate images (Dall-E, 
Midjourney), video, speech, or music, and vice versa, based on 
prompts. 



Kyle McDonald (2017)



Some major problems with the use of GenAI

• Text generated by GenAI is unreliable. They can contain falsehoods, however 

plausible they sound.

• What users input, and the feedback they give, can be used as training material

• GenAI is trained on copyright materials and other problematic content

• Bias in training material is reproduced in generated content

• GenAI has a large ecological impact: it uses a massive amount of energy and 

cooling water, and space for data centers.

• GenAI works so well that parts of the researcher process (like writing or 

programming) can largely be left go Gen-AI – the human als post-editors (a 

term from the translation industry)





Not a calculator – Celeste Louro
https://theconversation.com/generative-ai-is-not-a-calculator-for-words-5-reasons-
why-this-idea-is-misleading-263323

1. Calculators do not hallucinate or persuade

2. Calculators do not pose fundamental ethical dilemmas

3. Calculators do not undermine autonomy

4. Calculators do not have social and linguistic bias

5. Calculators are not ‘everything machines’
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Position

• Basic principles of academic integrity do not need adaptation for AI

• Lots of people use AI for all sorts of things, from superficial and 

administrative work to carrying out steps in the scientific process

• The norms of peer reviewing will determine what is and what is not 

acceptable

• As long as everybody is transparent about their use of AI, this can be 

a manageable process. When people aren't transparent, they violate 

academic integrity. This cannot be verified, but that problem is not 

new!

--> but when do we need to be transparent about AI use? about what 

exactly? and how?



Publisher’s policies: SAGE
https://www.sagepub.com/about/sage-policies/corporate-policies/ai-author-guidelines



Methodological debates

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/response-open-letter-
opposes-use-generative-ai-research-friese--idpwe/

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5676462
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Source: https://onlinejournalismblog.com/2025/09/16/i-tested-ai-
tools-on-data-analysis-heres-how-they-did-and-what-to-look-out-
for/
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