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A qualitative data gap

Quantified

In digital humanities, there usually is a
gap between digitally stored data and the
collected data. Time and temporal
expressions are particularly susceptible
to multiple modes of interpretation and
(unintended) modifications due to
limitations in digital data structures, but
also due to the ambiguous and subjective
nature of time itself.
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Can we represent
time by a number?

The origins of time in computing
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Quantified time is one of mankind's
greatest innovations [see 3] and
dominates most of our immediate daily
life. It is how meetings are scheduled,
trains are run, leisure time is coordinated
and money is made. But quantified time
can be in heavy contrast to experienced
time. An hour at work can feel longer (or
shorter) than an hour elsewhere [4]. And
when we remember back in time, it is
usually not that we remember a certain
number of days or months that passed,
but a certain association (a context, an
activity, a person, a place; for an
application of this in computing see [5]).
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What is duration within us?
A qualitative multiplicity,
with no likeness to number.
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(Henri Bergson, (1950). Time and Free
will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of
Consciousness. [2] p. 226)
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Towards a richer digital time
In (existing) datasets, temporal
information is all too often stored
according to the digital data structure: as
a precise value or range of values with
defined start and end points.
But time is not only a specification, it is a
place which can be explored. The tools
are there for digital time to be more than
just a value. What we need is a change in
mindset in how we think about time as
digital data and, subsequently, the
establishment of a consensual
methodology for recording and
representing multiple aspects of time in
digital humanities.
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[We show] the necessity of
arithmetising the Bergsonian
duration for giving it more flexibility,
more numbers, more precision
(Translated from Gaston Bachelard (1963).
La dialectique de la durée. [1] p.20)
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Time in the form of real-time clocks has
been introduced in mainframe computing
during the 1960ies, along with the data
formats for storing temporal information.
The main reason for computers to keep
track of real world time was then rather
mundane: users were typically charged
per second of CPU time and time
information was recorded for accounting
purposes. Time needed to be quantifiable
and it is this numerical model of time that
is still at the heart of time as digital data.
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