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The goals and methodology of the dissertation 

 

The goal of my doctoral research is to examine and evaluate the theoretical, methodological 

and technical aspects of all areas of computational folkloristics (collection and archiving, 

indexing and classification, representation and navigation, analysis).  My study deals with 

manuscript or printed texts, that is to say, with the possibility of the digitization and 

computational analysis of materials that have already been recorded in folklore archives. 

Among these I specifically deal with questions raised by genre databases through the example 

of the Digital Database of Hungarian Verbal Charms. The theoretical underpinnings of my 

research are constituted by the theoretical and practical considerations of folkloristic textual 

studies; the research trends of computational text analysis and data visualization, as well as the 

approaches of historical pragmatics and media archaeology. 

Methodological and theoretical dilemmas springing from procedures and techniques of 

collecting, archiving and editing have been present since the beginnings of folklore studies. 

Lively debates about them have led to several paradigm shifts in the course of the past more 

than one-hundred-fifty years. For this very reason in the digital age of the 21st century it is 

necessary to open debate on the following questions: 1) What is the best way to store and 

publish the enormous number of texts that have been amassed by folklorists in the course of 

their research? 2) What tools and procedures are necessary for this? 3) What kinds of new 

methods do we need for the analyses of these materials? 4) To what kinds of analysis are digital 

folklore text corpuses suited and not suited? 

 

The structure of the dissertation 

 

The dissertation is comprised six chapters. Following the first, introductory chapter, in 

Chapter II I discuss the theoretical and methodological dilemmas of computational folkloristics 

from the evolution of the idea of folklore archives through digital databases to the computer-

assisted analysis of digitized texts and their critiques. Following an overview of international 

research I conclude that one of the most common types of folklore (text) databases is the genre 

database, therefore in Chapter III I demonstrate the potential interconnections of folkloristic 

textualization and interpretation through the example of a single folklore genre: verbal charms.  

In Chapter IV I summarize the history of the Digital Database of Hungarian Verbal Charms 

and its goals. I also attempt to give practical answers to the questions raised in the first two 

chapters derived from the lessons learnt from the building of the Digital Database of Hungarian 



4 
 

Verbal Charms (http://eastwest.btk.mta.hu/adatbazisok). The database was prepared in the 

“East–West” Research Group on the Ethnology of Religion under the aegis of ERC project No. 

324214.  Until 31st August 2018, the end of the project, we digitally prepared 6037 verbal 

charm texts of which 1712 were uploaded to the public online platform. In Chapter IV I present 

the specific dilemmas and solutions that surfaced in the course of the creation of the charms 

database. I also propose possible solutions with regard to more general problems that can affect 

the digitization of folklore texts in general.  

In addition to Hungarian verbal charms collected in the course of the 20th century by 

folklorists, we also have rich sources regarding the practices of the early modern era. Chapter 

V focuses on the digitization of data extracted from historical sources. The most important 

questions of this chapter are how and with what methods can we choose texts from early modern 

Hungarian witch trials for the Digital Database of Hungarian Verbal Charms and what kind of 

help historical speech-act theory provides in doing this.  

The central theme of Chapter VI is that of application: how can folklorists, and other 

humanities scholars, make use of the new technology, the new types of digital tools without 

special IT knowledge when analysing the digitally prepared corpus of charms. On the one hand, 

I am seeking to determine what kinds of patterns we can discover in the corpus through data-

driven computational text analyses and data visualization and how and to what extent do these 

observations support some of the earlier findings of Hungarian charms research. On the other 

hand, I examine how various publication procedures, methods of preparing texts and the 

theoretical concepts underlying them influence interpretation and what kinds of new questions 

we can pose to the digital corpus by various new arrangements of the texts. 

 

The findings of the dissertation 

 

In the course of examining the theoretical, methodological and technical questions of the 

digitization of folklore texts in the theoretical chapters of the dissertation I have come to the 

conclusion that the digitization of folklore texts is primarily determined by the nature of the 

material to be digitized and the goals of the creation of the database. Following from this, one 

of the main arguments of the dissertation is that textualization is intimately interconnected with 

the goals of the research and with the conceptual framework of the preparers of the database: 

there is no neutral textualization that can serve all purposes, not even if we recognize that the 

number of possibilities for interpretation is multiplied with digital preparation. Although digital 

databases can (and should) strive to prepare their texts for many kinds of analyses and to make 

http://eastwest.btk.mta.hu/adatbazisok
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them interoperable, this can only be achieved to a certain degree and to a certain level. 

Familiarity with digital data production processes, however, is indispensable for interpreting 

the data. 

Therefore it is necessary to deal with textualization in connection with the digitization of 

folklore texts because the first step of scientific interpretation is textualization, which 

determines future possibilities of analysis and interpretation. In order to be able to appropriately 

interpret the digitized data and their analyses, we need to understand the nature and processes 

of digitized knowledge production. I explore these processes and practices in the second chapter 

of the dissertation in which I provide a critical overview of digital folklore projects of the past 

twenty years, examining in detail the practical and technical questions of the processes of digital 

data production, as well as the results of analyses carried out with digital tools. 

Drawing upon the results of this overview, I classify digital folklore projects into three main 

categories based on their theoretical starting points (genre-centred, collector/collection-centred 

and archive-centred).  The three types of projects represent three approaches that have different 

goals and contextualize the erstwhile oral data differently. Examining each approach, I attempt 

to highlight best practices that should be emulated and point out the characteristics, as well as 

the strengths and weaknesses of each approach, leaving it to the reader – and future researchers 

– to decide which is best suited to their own projects and goals. At the same time I have also 

recommended that no matter which textualization practice folklorists should choose – 

depending on their materials and goals – they need to document and make public the 

considerations and principles that guided the publication. Thus far, however, only few of the 

databases prepared with scientific aspirations have done this. 

In Chapter II I also argued that given that our medial techniques fundamentally determine 

perception, the use of computers in the humanities is not simply a “technical question”.  For 

this reason the chapter also discusses what new modes of readings the new digital interface and 

the representation of folklore texts in new medial spaces offer us.  In my opinion the use of 

digital databases inevitably changes both the reading and the methodology of the analysis of 

folklore texts, despite the fact that the new techniques build upon the earlier practices of folklore 

studies (comparative studies, Historical-Geographic Method(s), typologization, etc.) Therefore 

the creation of digital interfaces requires careful and deliberate planning, and the skills 

necessary for the reading and interpretation of new types of forms of knowledge production 

(e.g. visualizations) need to be acquired. 

In Chapter III I focus on the questions, possibilities and limits we encounter in connection 

with genre databases. I demonstrate the possible connections between textualization and 
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interpretation through a historical overview of the attempts of international and Hungarian 

scholarship to study and interpret the folklore genre of verbal charms. The central idea of 

Chapter III is that with regard to digitization the question of folklore genres needs to be 

approached from two viewpoints. On the one hand, our ideas about a given genre determine 

and delimit the boundaries of the desired corpus to be digitized, and we need to be aware of the 

characteristics of these boundaries and patterns in order to be able to draw valid conclusions in 

the course of analysis. However, not only does genre determine the corpus, but also the 

conceptualization of the research. For folkloristics, genre databases primarily afford an 

opportunity to compare the textual materials of different cultures, cultures separated in space 

and time that are nonetheless considered to be similar to each other in some way. Keeping the 

above in mind, on the one hand I identify in the chapter those frameworks that have determined 

and shaped the directions and concepts of the study of verbal charms and the characteristics of 

the corpuses that have come into being as a result. On the other hand, summarizing the 

textological practices and typological strivings of charms research and using these as a starting 

point, I outline a possible textological guideline for the digitization of the genre. 

A further result of the doctoral research is that the beta version of the Digital Database of 

Hungarian Verbal Charms has been completed. As a result several thousand texts can be 

rearranged independently of the goals of the original publication and thus have become 

available to research by digital methods. When we undertake to formalize our texts and 

corpuses to make them computer-readable, we are forced, on the one hand, to break them down 

into their most basic, atomic level and, on the other hand, to reexamine our habitual (and at 

times automatic) textological and reading practices. In the final analysis, this modeling brings 

us closer to understanding our texts.  For this very reason I argue in my work that the building 

of databases and production of digital texts is a scientific activity in itself. In practice, or as 

digital humanities scholars often put it, the nature of a given phenomenon only becomes clear 

in the course of “building,” and “making.” This is what has led me to discuss in the work the 

possibilities for modeling offered by theories of folklore genres and of typologization as well 

as of comparative frameworks and finally of speech act theory in connection with the study of 

verbal charms. Modeling helps us understand complex realities. In the course of building the 

database as well as the examination of early modern witch trials it has become amply clear that 

the knowledge that can be formed about reality is situational and context-dependent and our 

scientific models are only capable of representing this reality imperfectly and fragmentarily. At 

the same time we need to be aware of the mechanisms and nature of formalization and modeling 

in order to be able to make use of the results of analyses carried out on formalized data in 
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scientific research, because no matter how imperfect our models are we need them to 

understand our data.  

I carried out various analyses on the digitally prepared corpus of verbal charms (altogether 

6037 items) with the help of a web-based text reading and analysis environment for digital texts 

called Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org/). Computational text analysis has made it 

possible to test such earlier scientific hunches and conclusions, that is to say to prove or falsify 

what had already been (often intuitively) articulated earlier by the discipline, that could, 

however, not be supported with (numerical) data. In the course of the analyses for the most part 

the earlier conclusions of the discipline were confirmed.  But it also became possible to establish 

correlations that would not have been possible without computer analysis:the line of 

questioning itself has been implicated by the digital tool.  

The question of the place and role of folklore studies in today’s inter- and transdisciplinary 

research and its relationship to the methods and theories of digital humanities is often raised. 

Ethnology and folkloristics are primarily integrative sciences, that is to say, they comprise the 

theories and methodology of several disciplines. Integrative sciences (may) often undergo 

identity crises regarding their self-definition. As a result of the broadening of the concept of 

folk/folklore that had earlier been the defining concept of the discipline and the resulting 

necessary redefinitions, folklore studies of different nations have in recent decades experienced 

serious crises, albeit at differing depths and at differing paces. Archives were among the 

primary victims of this crisis and I have described the causes of the (hi)story of their decline in 

Chapter II of the dissertation. 

Although we cannot predict the rise and fall of disciplines and the future of research (and 

thus can not foretell what kinds of further changes will digital humanities and digital culture 

will bring to the humanities) it is certain that since the beginning of literacy various practices 

have come into being that tried to fix orality. All disciplines that have been involved in that 

process have to now face this medium switch to digital media. The otherness of orality (its 

alterity) can be understood from the direction of literacy, the alterity of the manuscript form 

from the point of view of the printed form, and the alterity of the printed form from the vantage 

point of the digital form. Furthermore, I argue in the dissertation that although when digitizing 

folklore archives, folklore anthologies and the corpuses of the folklore collector ancestors we 

are only examining orality indirectly, it is still indispensable to evaluate the “soft” data 

stemming from folklore texts or more broadly from oral culture or even more broadly from 

intangible cultural heritage in light of the domain-specific knowledge produced by folklore 

studies in the course of the past one-hundred-fifty years. 

https://voyant-tools.org/
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