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1.
INTRODUCTION
Building online research components for projects in the digital humanities is a
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common practice. However, not many researchers have a plan for these online

components once the project halts or comes to an end. Consequently, many of

these projects become abandoned and slowly degrade over time –some more

gracefully than others. Additionally, there is a certain inherent fragility

associated with software and our online research tools. In turn, this fragility

threatens the completeness and the sustainability of our work over time.

Previous studies have attempted to harness and manage the fragility of online

resources. Studies have been carried out to address their potential

reconstruction (Klein et al., 2011), the overall decay of websites (Bar-Yossef et

al., 2004) and the decomposition of their shared resources (SalahEldeen and

Nelson, 2012). Recently, our research has been focusing on analyzing the

perceptions of change in distributed collections (Meneses et al., 2016).

However, we believe that the inherent characteristics of online digital

humanities projects present an interesting (and unique) area for inquiry for two

reasons. First, the research aspect of digital humanities projects hinders

previous approaches –as the methods for identifying change in the Web do not

fully apply. And second, digital humanities projects have a limited useful life

–which is accompanied by research from primary investigator, which may or

may not be indicated by updates in the project’s content and tools.

We presented a paper in Digital Humanities 2017 that explored the

abandonment and the average lifespan of online projects in the digital

humanities (Meneses and Furuta, 2017). However, we believe that managing

and characterizing the online degradation of digital humanities projects is a

complex problem that demands further analysis. In this abstract, we propose to

explore further the distinctive signs of abandonment of online digital humanities

projects. For this second instalment of our study we took a different direction:

we departed from strictly using retrieved HTTP response codes and

incorporated additional metrics such as number of redirects, DNS metadata

and a detailed analysis of content features.

This study aims to answer four questions. First, can we identify abandoned

projects using computational methods? Second, can the degree of

abandonment be quantified? Third, what features are more relevant than others

when identifying instances of abandonment? Our final question is philosophical:

can an abandoned project still be considered a digital humanities project?

2.
METHODOLOGY
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A complete listing of research projects in the Digital Humanities does not exist.

However, the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations publishes a Book of

Abstracts after each Digital Humanities conference as a PDF. Each one of

these volumes can be treated as a compendium of the research that is carried

out in the field. To create a dataset, we downloaded the Books of Abstracts

corresponding from 2006 to 2016 –except for 2015 which was not available for

download. We must thank and acknowledge Dr. Jason Ensor from Western

Sidney University for providing us the abstracts for the 2015 Digital Humanities

conference –which completes our dataset of conference abstracts. We

obtained these abstracts after we had carried out our preliminary analysis.

Therefore, we will present our findings using the complete dataset of abstracts

in the presentation of our paper.

Then we proceeded to extract the text from these documents using Apache

Tika and parse the 5845 unique URLs that we found using regular expressions.

Then we used Python’s Requests Library to retrieve the HTTP response codes

and headers corresponding to the URLs, which we used to classify the

websites into two groups depending on their correctness: valid (correct) and

decayed (showing signs of degradation). Figure 1 shows the distribution of

decay for each year. Based on our preliminary findings we approximate the

average lifespan of a research project to 5 years, which aligns with reports from

previous work (Goh and Ng, 2007). The average time in years since the last

modification of the websites in the study is shown in figure 2.

Figure 1: URL decay by year.
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Figure 2: Average time in years since last modification.

3.
DEVELOPING CLASSIFIERS
To develop classifiers for the degradation identified in the previous section, we

considered features computed based on DNS metadata, the initial HTTP

request, number of redirects, and the contents and links returned by traversing

the base node. The features we included are divided into topology, content-

type, anchor-text and child node features. These features stem from concepts

we used in our previous work (Meneses et al., 2016).

The text associated with resources is the most obvious feature for determining

the topics. Given that we are dealing with a very specialized domain, we

developed a domain-oriented expectation model. In particular, we generated

topic and term frequency models to examine the similarity among the

documents in a given project (the contents of the base node and the metadata

and the contents of the child nodes). We used Latent Dirichlet Allocation to

model the content of the text (Blei et al., 2003)

and a simple Tf-Idf ranking function to measure and compare them. This

ranking function is based on adding the Tf-Idf values for the documents, which

were calculated using the terms from the topic modelling as a vocabulary. We

will present a detailed version of our results on the longer version of our paper.

4.
DISCUSSION
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This study is an attempt to categorize change in a very specific domain. More

so, this study constitutes one step towards addressing potential strategies for

the archival and the long-term preservation of abandoned digital projects. It is

important to highlight that not all projects are equal and thus require different

approaches towards long-term preservation. In the case of dynamically

generated projects, a common approach nowadays is to produce a static set of

HTML files which are easier to store. However, this approach assumes the

backwards compatibility of Web browsers over time –something that has not

always been the case.

To summarize, in this study we aim to computationally identify the indicators of

the abandonment of digital humanities projects –as well as quantify their

degrees of neglect. To address our philosophical question, we believe that an

abandoned project can still be considered a valid digital humanities project

depending on its audience. However, this has several nuances that should be

considered. Digital online projects in the humanities have unique characteristics

that make them impervious to the metrics that used in the Web as a whole

–which make them worthy of study. In the end, we intend this study to be a step

forward towards better preservation strategies and for the planned obsolesce of

digital humanities projects.
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