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Alternative Historiographies of the Digital Humanities contributes to the 
decolonial resistance of popular narratives that claim the digital realm is 
democratising or neutral and explores the operation of this myth in the 
field of digital humanities (DH). Across eighteen essays (including the 
introduction), the contributors dismantle assumptions about the digital, 
and confront topics, such as the role of fascist feminism, that are challenging 
but necessary contexts for the reckoning DH needs. Both in its content and 
through glimpses into the process of its creation, this volume represents the 
potential for a brighter future with more connection and compassion, not 
just for DH but for scholarship more broadly. 

As the introduction by Dorothy Kim explains, even the coding languages 
that underpin everything digital reveal ingrained settler colonial American 
exceptionalism. This may seem like an obvious concept but it is one I rarely 
consider as an English speaker, just as oppressions are so easily ignored by, or 
invisible to, those that they benefit. The digital is now an unavoidable aspect 
of humanities research, and most historical research and history courses 
already engage with DH tools and methods, especially databases and digital 
mapping, albeit relatively superficially. In Alternative Historiographies, 
through complex accounts of the history of DH and in their reflections 
on this historiography’s impact in the present, Kim and the diverse and 
accomplished contributors persuasively demonstrate why it is crucial these 
alternative historiographies become integral to all scholarship using digital 
humanities tools.
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Some chapters, including the introduction, might be considered difficult to 
an audience not already familiar with DH and its language. However, this 
complexity is justified given it is those in the field currently perpetuating 
its entrenched issues that most urgently need to rethink this history. 
Promisingly, Alternative Historiographies won the 2022 American Studies 
Association Digital Humanities Book Award, suggesting that their reckoning 
is well under way.

There has clearly been extensive editorial care invested in shaping the 
volume’s overall argument, as the essays are thematically cohesive but 
crucially plural—historiograpies, not just a historiography as per the 
dominant narratives of linearity. The authors self-reflexively identify their 
intellectual choices as well as their own positioning within their work, as 
Domenico Fiormonte demonstrates particularly clearly in his chapter 
on monolingualism. Self-reflexivity is even self-reflexively theorised by 
Alexandra Juhasz in a chapter that holds utility as a model for researchers 
working outside DH, particularly historians.

Alternative Historiographies is very deliberately connected to the present 
moment, especially to our experiences of the global pandemic, the 
compounding impacts of racial violence and politics, and the casualisation 
and entrenched power imbalances affecting the emerging generation of 
scholars—indeed, the co-editor Adeline Koh left academia after planning 
this volume and thus passed the project to Kim. In a book about digital 
futures, the short chapter by Nalubega Ross about Dr Stella Nyanzi was 
a powerful reminder that a progress narrative from pre-digital to digital 
ubiquity is a colonial fallacy, and that Black digital futures must be connected 
to minorities’ present experiences—including those that are non-digital. 

One particularly exciting contribution to the volume is Edmond Y. 
Chang’s chapter “Why are the Digital Humanities So Straight?”, which is 
simultaneously a ‘scholarly article, a BASIC program (printed), and a text 
game (executed)’. Chang’s ‘academic essay-as-parser game’ is published 
in the book as the code text and instructs the reader to copy it into a 
BASIC emulator to play. When first playing the chapter, the concept felt 
underutilised—as though I was being told about the technonormativity 
in the code, rather than shown how it worked. However, these embedded 
concepts were much clearer when reading the chapter alongside running 
the game code. There is text that does not appear to the player while the 
program is running, including direct commentary about how text parser 
games demonstrate an illusion of choice within a tightly controlled system, 
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while seeing the code also means witnessing the lists of available choices 
and outcomes normally only revealed through play. I assume the point is 
to make the player feel as if they are cheating by seeing behind the curtain, 
where hidden complexities become visible. The format requires us to act as 
both scholar/reader and player simultaneously and self-reflexively, but as a 
new concept, more specific instruction is needed to facilitate this, and 
the chapter text itself could be enhanced by the self-reflexivity which has 
been used in other chapters. Furthermore, many of these meanings would 
remain inaccessible to a broader academic audience unacquainted with 
computational thinking and text-based gaming conventions. Still, Chang 
masterfully demonstrates the untapped future potential of these kinds of 
digital formats for presenting academic arguments.

The volume’s greatest strength is that its historiographical examination of 
the past is equally integrated with strategising improved futures. This is 
exemplified in Kim’s chapter on databases, structured around a question 
posed by Tara McPherson’s seminal 2012 article:1 ‘if we are always already 
complicit with the machine, what are we to do?’ Kim argues that to address 
this complicity we must know the history of the concepts at the heart of our 
work, and resist the fallacy of a universal audience by redesigning digital 
futures that centre the needs and knowledges of minorities. 

1	  Tara McPherson, ‘Why are the Digital Humanities So White? or Thinking of Histories of Race and 
Computation’, in Debates in the Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew K. Gold (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012), chapter 9.
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