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Abstract
This text gives two examples of how research within the history of science and ideas 
can make use of digital methods through a combination of close and distant reading. 
The first case maps all churches and prayer chapels in the Diocese of Luleå to answer 
the question if a Bible belt exists in Norrland; what it (if there is one) looks like, what 
its characteristics are, and how it has evolved over time. The spatio-temporal visual-
ization both clarifies patterns of religious fervor and reveals “white spots”, creating 
questions for further research. In the second case distributional concept analysis is 
performed using Sketch Engine on the corpus enTenTen20, consisting of 38 billion 
words gathered in 2020 from the Anglophone Internet. Lists are assembled over which 
words are most often used together (co-locates) with creativity. Then, the research 
process is outlined, where use of such distant reading tools encourages returns to close 
readings of other materials (for instance speeches by American presidents) in an 
 iterative process. The cases illustrate the benefits of moving between “distant” levels 
where digital methods show large patterns, and more specific, detailed, “close” levels, 
with focus on particular points of interest. We also show how this oscillation between 
large-scale computer aided methods, and small-scale interpretations generate new 
questions. Finally, we discuss our experiences of multidisciplinary approaches to 
digital history, and describe setbacks and unexpected wins.
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Introduction

It is not yet common, within the history of science and ideas community 
in Sweden, to use the kind of digital methods which are associated with 
the field referred to as Digital Humanities.1 In this article we want to 
lower the barriers of entry to this field for newcomers by describing two 
examples of how we conduct such research. The aim is to give a sense of 
how useful these kinds of techniques can be to historians of ideas by  giving 
candid, behind-the-scenes access to ongoing research. Thus, we describe 
our work in progress to showcase both the promises and the pitfalls of 
using these digital methods. 

By picking one case each from two of the most well-established subfields 
of Digital Humanities – computer-aided textual analysis and spatio-tem-
poral data visualization – we hope to give as wide of an overview of digi-
tal methods as possible, while simultaneously giving practical insight into 
the nitty-gritty, hands-on and often messy practice of working with them.

Furthermore, based on our experience, we advocate a pragmatic version 
of a mixed methods approach.2 To show why we think this is a helpful way 
of working, we describe how our respective research practices – despite 
their differences – share common traits: in these two cases, both of us con-
tinually move between quantitative, computer-aided readings of huge data-
sets, and qualitative, hermeneutic, more traditional close readings of par-
ticular cases (individual texts or map locations) within the larger pattern.3 

To persistently move between overarching, “distant” levels, where 
digital methods show broader patterns in databases, and specific, detailed, 
“close” levels, with focus on a single source, has been a useful approach 
for both of us. This pragmatic switch between different methods and 
levels is at the core of the approach we propose, and helps ensure that the 
work is directed by our research questions rather than by the methods 
themselves. 

In order to illustrate and substantiate our argument, we will describe 
how we make decisions and solve problems in the midst of the research 
cases we are currently working on – investigating the patterns and distri-
bution of religious activity in Norrland between approximately 1400 and 
2010 (spatio-temporal data visualization), and the use of the concept of 
creativity in the 2020s (textual analysis).

The first case, Stefan Gelfgren’s, is a digital, interactive map of church-
es, chapels and prayer houses in the Diocese of Luleå, displaying changes 
over hundreds of years. The database which the map relies upon is built 
from four inventories of religious buildings in the diocese of Luleå, pro-
duced with different goals in mind by two museums (Skellefteå museum, 
and Norrbottens Museum), one state authority (the County administrative 
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board of Västerbotten), and the Church of Sweden (more below). Cur-
rently, the project comprises of 1,141 data points, and its goal is to include 
every Christian church, chapel and prayer house in this region. The total 
sum of places is unknown at the moment, but given that the different 
inventories were made with the aim to map all places it can be assumed 
that they are at least close to completion.4 The map is meant to help answer 
the question of whether a Bible belt exists in the north of Sweden; where 
it is located (if there is one), what its characteristics are, and how it has 
evolved over time.5 The spatio-temporal data visualization can present 
general patterns of religious fervor, reveal “white spots” where no religious 
organizations have been active, and highlight possible areas of conflicting 
interests between different religious actors. In this way, the map-visuali-
zation both provides answers and generates questions for further research.

Furthermore, rich archival material exists in regard to most of the places/ 
buildings in, for instance, church archives or archives of popular move-
ments archives. These sources can be relevant for a “thicker description” 
(to paraphrase Clifford Geertz) of each building, organization, and con-
gregation (for a qualitative close reading).6    

Annelie Drakman’s case is an investigation into how the concept of 
creativity is used in the English-speaking world today (meaning approxi-
mately 2012–2022). It exemplifies how mixed methods research is con-
ducted in practice through switches between distant and close reading, 
just like Gelfgren’s. The first method, distant reading, is performed 
through computer-aided conceptual analysis of an Anglophone corpus of 
36 billion words, gathered from the Internet in 2020. The program Sketch 
Engine is used to generate lists of which words are most commonly used 
together with the search word “creativity” in this corpus. This is followed 
by an outline of how the process of analyzing such word lists is combined 
with close readings of specific texts: analysis of how the concept is used 
in printed books, and in speeches and tweets by American presidents. This 
overview of an ongoing work process is then used to discuss the strengths 
of the process of moving back and forth from general patterns to specific 
utterances, and to show how such pragmatic switching of methods can 
lead to a deeper understanding of the use of the concept “creativity” dur-
ing the last ten years.

Spatio-temporal data visualizations 
as historical method

Spatio-temporal data visualization is not new per se. Chronologies of time 
and geography have long been used to present and interpret data in time 
and space.7 In the 1980s, an increasing awareness of the importance of 
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geography and space for interpreting human culture and conditions arose, 
often called the “spatial turn”, which meant that these aspects were no 
longer seen as “a backdrop against which life unfolds sequentially”.8

Contemporaneously with this theoretical shift, technological develop-
ments in the 1990s – especially the emergence of Geographical Informa-
tion Systems (GIS) – meant that new tools and methods for representing 
and analyzing data spatially and temporally became available. This 
changed several fields and disciplines.9 Consequently, geographers James 
Ash, Rob Kitchin and Agnieszka Leszczynski claim that digital content 
and platforms are changing what constitutes geography, both by shifting 
what counts as evidence and by provoking new questions — a line of 
 reasoning which also applies to the humanities, including the historical 
sciences.10

In general, digital technology has increased the scale of research since 
the amount of data which can be visualized has expanded. Furthermore, 
different kinds of data can now be combined and filtered through a single 
platform. Thus, we can now use data visualization not only as an end 
product, to merely present conclusions about data analyzed elsewhere, 
but as tools to work with during the whole research process: to formulate 
research questions, compile data, interpret and finally display the result. 
In Johanna Drucker’s words, they present new ways of thinking.11 The 
discussion about digital spatio-temporal data visualization also relates to 
what is referred to as “spatial history”. In 2010, Richard White at the 
Spatial History Lab, Stanford University, claimed that there is more to 
digitization within the historical disciplines than reproduction and pres-
entation. Visualization and spatial history are not meant to communicate 
what has been discovered in other ways, he states, but is rather a means 
of doing research: “it generates questions that might otherwise go un-
asked, it reveals historical relations that might otherwise go unnoticed” 
in order to undermine or substantiate what we already think about the 
past.12

One of the most important advantages of digital spatio-temporal data 
visualization is that it gives the researcher the opportunity to bring 
 together multimodal materials from different sources. It also aids in com-
bining perspectives from different disciplines and thus also encourages 
interdisciplinarity. Therefore, a key difference between traditional, analo-
gous map visualizations and digital ones can be described by the “deep 
map” concept, meaning a map consisting of several layers of information 
on top of each other, combining different perspectives and information.13 
A geographical place can thus be described by Wikipedia entries, photo-
graphs, music, statistics on demographic conditions, etcetera. By connect-
ing data in time and space – and consequently coordinating and filtering 
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data – new patterns in time and space can emerge, as will be discussed in 
the example below.14

My (Gelfgren) interest in spatio-temporal data visualization of church-
es and prayer houses in the diocese of Luleå, is related to my previous work 
with similar questions. In a few previous articles I have studied regional 
religious characteristics and discussed the religious geography of parts of 
Sweden, with a focus on the northern part of Sweden and the possibility 
of a so-called Bible belt in the north of Sweden. 15

However, about a decade ago, I became aware that the County admin-
istrative board of Västerbotten had conducted an inventory of all free 
church and inner mission prayer houses (in order to preserve a, for the 
region, typical prayer house). Intrigued, I investigated further, and found 
three more inventories of churches and prayer houses: the Skellefteå 
 museum made an inventory in the 1970s of prayer houses in the munici-
pality of Skellefteå; Norrbottens museum made an inventory of prayer 
houses in the early 2000s, and the Church of Sweden had a list of all their 
own churches. 

My first challenge was to harmonize all this data since the inventories 
were made with different purposes and in different formats. For instance, 
the Skellefteå museum inventory consisted of scanned, handwritten PDF 
documents; the one from the Norrbotten museum inventory consisted of 
approximately 400 Word documents with questions and answers; the 
inventory from the Church of Sweden was a list in Word format; and the 
one from the County administrative board of Västerbotten consisted of 
an Excel sheet. 

Beyond these dissimilarities in format, the information in each case 
differed widely. Since my goal was to study the changing geographical 
distribution of religious buildings over time, it was essential to clarify 
which building belonged to which denomination, as well as its approxi-
mate location and year of establishment. This information had to be 
manually transferred to my own database – basically an Excel sheet with 
columns for location, religious affiliation and year of establishment. 

One problem is that it is hard to assess whether the different inventories 
are complete. Presumably, buildings could be missing for multiple reasons; 
they might have been demolished, changed their use and character, or 
simply just overlooked. Quality checking the data is a time-consuming 
process, but will be done more thoroughly in the future of this project. 
However, as a pilot project, and a proof of concept, the level of data qual-
ity presented here is sufficient. While the accuracy for each point of entry 
could possibly be enhanced, what matters most is that the patterns on a 
general level are clearly discernable.
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The map can, with the aid of a time slider, show the situation of any 
given time, as well as, through an animation, the process of establishments 
of chapels and prayer houses. Currently, the map can only show the ac-
cumulation of the buildings since there is no end date for each data point. 
The map can also be scaled, both in geography and in content. This means 
that it is possible to add more points in other places across the whole map, 
exceeding the borders of both the Diocese of Luleå and Sweden. It is also 
possible to add other forms of content – such as pictures, text, audiovisu-
als, and hyperlinks.

As previously stated, the DigiBön map in its current state, shown above 
in image form (the actual map being interactive, showing change over 
time) is based upon an Excel file, which contains data about church/de-
nomination, map coordinates, and year of establishment. This informa-
tion is then visualized through the GIS software ArcGIS (developed and 
maintained by the American company Esri). The map interface is devel-
oped in ArcGIS. The GIS competence necessary to create the map was pro-
vided through the Digital Humanities lab Humlab at Umeå University.16 

Fig. 1. The 1141 churches and prayer houses in the Diocese of Luleå, approxi-
mately 1400–2010. Each symbol represents a different church/denomina-
tion: where the major ones are blue for the Church of Sweden, red for EFS 
(the Inner mission), purple for the Laestadian movement, green for the 
Pentecostal movement, orange for the Baptist movement, and yellow for 
the Covenant church. 
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Data issues – new contextual understandings

The fact that the inventories which underlie the Excel sheet are so dis-
similar was a problem. For example, some inventories mainly focused on 
the cultural and historical value of each building, and thus included ex-
tensive descriptions of the quality and representativity of interior and 
exterior details, but provided only vague information about location and 
year of construction. The inventory from Skellefteå Museum, being based 
on handwritten responses to mailed enquiries about ownership and ac-
tivities, was especially vague and incomplete regarding information on 
establishment dates and geographical location. In many instances, it was 
difficult to decide which religious affiliation a building had using only the 
inventory. The affiliation could change over time and sometimes over-
lapped, since churches/prayer houses could be used by several religious 
affiliations simultaneously.

To counter these potential errors, and to accumulate more complete 
data, constructing the database requires substantial manual labor. This 
included cross-referencing the inventories with other sources. For in-
stance, I have searched Google Earth and Google Street View in order to 
find the buildings, have made use of websites produced by local laymen 
historians, have checked maps of land ownership, and so on. Such supple-
mentary material (especially browsing other maps and moving through 
the landscape in Google Street View) has given a richer sense of the 
larger context. Reading through village histories provided insight into the 
local context of the different churches and prayer houses by showing how 
different revivalist congregations were part of the local community, and 
how the buildings were used in the everyday life of the villagers.

All this qualitative, interpretative work gave new insights into the 
 history of the local congregations, and created new research questions. 
Not just inquiries related to the larger patterns of the religious geography 
and the search of potential Bible belts, but others as well. For example: 
what was the role of the church or the prayer house in the local commu-
nity? How important was its theological affiliation for the persons who 
participated in its ongoing activities? How can we understand the role of 
religion in relation to the secular in local settings?

As historians, we know that there are potential pitfalls of turning his-
torical processes into a digital database, apart from the risk of potentially 
missing relevant data. In this particular case data is based upon fixed 
categories such as organizational affiliation, years, and geographical co-
ordinates, but the need to define a fixed year, place or denomination can 
obscure that the historical reality is far more complex than it is possible 
to capture in this kind of visualization.17 
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In reality, some prayer houses did not have a single owner or a precise 
year of establishment. Some buildings are said to have been built by “the 
men” in the village as a shared space for everyone in the village, often 
because there was a need for both a school and a place for religious meet-
ings (and other meetings). In such cases, we might have one year for the 
construction of a building, but the year of the start of the congregation is 
missing. In other cases, a religious organization erected a building for 
themselves but shared or rented out parts of it for some days of the week 
to a school or other organizations. Some buildings had been moved, sold, 
demolished and rebuilt, and so on.

Again, it has been necessary for me to move back and forth through 
different sources. In many cases, the inventories included bits and pieces 
of information, but quite often this information was rather imprecise. 
Therefore, some decisions had to be made to fit the purpose of the map: 
to show larger patterns and tendencies. To know an exact location, for 
instance, is not always necessary – in a small village it’s enough to be able 
to place the building within the village. When it comes to the year of 
establishment, I decided that if the sources provide a timespan, I will set 
the date as the first year of the time span in my database (for example 
1923–28 was set to 1923, and the 1930’s is set to 1930). In some cases, 
where the origins of a building was uncertain, I set the date of construc-
tion not as the year when it was built, but as the year when a religious 
organization first owned it. I also decided that in cases where it was not 
possible to find a year, I put 1900, which is somewhere in the middle of 
an anticipated timespan. All this does indeed mean that what looks certain 
in the visualization is founded upon different design decisions. But as long 
as the viewer is aware of those constraints, this is not a problem for the 
overall picture.

However, when searching for the quantifiable details needed for the 
database, other potentially and qualitatively fascinating issues caught my 
eye as I moved from distant to close reading of data. Especially the inven-
tory from Skellefteå museum was of interest – it consists of compiled lists 
of buildings, but also the actual inquiries, and answers to them, sent out 
by the museum. It includes questions regarding activities throughout the 
years, descriptions of the buildings, its ownership history, and more. The 
answers are available in scanned PDF-documents of handwritten text, one 
per prayer house. Information from some of the congregations is scarce, 
while other respondents have really used the opportunity to describe the 
history of the prayer house. In some cases, there is also information con-
cerning ownership, the interior and exterior design and function, the 
relation between the school and the congregation, descriptions of promi-
nent persons and their position in the congregation and in relation to the 
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local context, and much more. Hence, the need to read the detailed de-
scriptions in search for year, affiliation, and place in the documents (to 
ensure the quality of the distant, quantitative readings), gives further 
understanding of the local context, raising new research questions and 
adding to the contextual knowledge.

Supporting a distant to close reading, and back again

Above, I have discussed how my work with compiling my dataset required 
close reading of the original sources to find the information needed. The 
move between close and distant reading does not stop there. The end 
product, the DigiBön-map, supports a similar move between large patterns 
and smaller details – again encouraging a mixed methods approach. By 
focusing on the large patterns, it is possible to see the outline of a possible 
Bible belt stretching the coast of the Bothnian Bay and further north along 
the Swedish-Finnish border, with an offshoot in an east-west direction 
into the County of Västerbotten. It is also possible to see some character-
istics of the Bible belt – where the inner mission, free churches and Laes-
tadian movements are the different dominant actors in the area, each one 
dominant in different areas within the larger Bible belt.
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Not only the Bible belt in itself is of interest. What the map also shows 
is the absence of religious movements in certain areas. Of course, one 
reason for this finding might be the fact that the northern part of Sweden 
is sparsely populated. That, however, does not account for all the lack of 
religious activity (meaning that maps of population density and religious 
activity do not overlap completely). Therefore, it is relevant to search for 
answers as to why some areas are less religious, at least as is manifested 
through prayer houses and churches. Are there, for example, other actors 
which counteracted the prevalence of these buildings? Some places, on 
the other hand, have a higher degree of religious organization, with  several 
different prayer houses and churches at roughly the same spot. Why is that 
–  and how did the different organizations interact, and how did their 
conflicts and congruences affect local life? There are also examples, iden-
tifiable in the qualitative material, of places and specific prayer houses 
where there seem to have been no conflicting lines between the different 
denominations – the inner mission, the Baptists and the Covenant church 
co-existed and shared resources. Thus, the map also visualizes intensity 
and the absence of religious activity, both in the whole area and locally.

Overall, the construction of the dataset for the DigiBön-map, a seem-
ingly straightforward process, shows the messiness of the religious his-
tory of the northern part of Sweden (a finding probably also true for 
other areas). As a church historian, it is easy to think about religious his-
tory as a process taking place in interactions between discernable actors 
and categories, but that is probably just a construction. Within Religious 
Studies, the subfield of lived religion was established in the 1990s, high-
lighting the need to study religion and its everyday practices among 
 “ordinary people” instead of studying theology, dogmas, and institu-
tional expressions of religion.18 In this field, it is emphasized that theol-
ogy and dogmas are of less importance in everyday life since people tend 
to pick and mix their own religiosity across dogmatic limits, which led to 
religious studies being combined with for example ethnographic methods. 
The DigiBön-map points in a similar direction. At this stage there are no 
answers, but the map indicates new fields of research. To understand these 
patterns and what seems to be inconsistencies, the local, richer material 
is needed – thus switching from distant reading to close reading, and back 
again. 

To show how this point is valid even while doing a very different kind 
of research, the article will now move on to our second case, which charts 
the process of combining computer-aided textual analysis of billions of 
words with close readings of, among other texts, single tweets.
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Investigating “creativity” 
by close and distant reading

This is a brief account of some of my (author Drakman) ongoing attempts 
at analyzing how the concept “creativity” is used in twenty-first century 
Anglophone culture, by switching between distant and close reading meth-
ods, and between quantitative and qualitative analysis of word use.

For a few years now, I’ve been seeking to understand how creativity 
affects twenty-first century ideas about knowledge creation. In dictionar-
ies, this concept is usually defined as “making a new and useful thing or 
idea”, and its synonyms are said to be words like innovation, invention 
and originality.19 Some questions I want to investigate are: how does 
creativity relate to concepts like innovation, invention and originality in 
everyday language? What about its relationship to concepts such as im-
agination, revolution and genius? Which changes does this concept enable, 
and which continuities does it support? In what contexts is this word used, 
and which groups do not speak about creativity? Why do claims to oppose 
creativity appear almost nonsensical?20 In short, I want to understand why 
creativity has become such a popular concept, and what kind of work it 
performs in the everyday life of millions of people.

Initially, my interest in the concept of creativity emerged from the 
observation that this word is used seemingly everywhere, both on- and 
offline. Tens of thousands of articles, hundreds of books and dozens of 
journals both within academia and within popular culture are devoted to 
it.21 To the cultural historian Raymond Williams, outlining the meaning 
of “creative” in his famous Keywords, such ubiquity was problematic. He 
argued that the terms creative/creativity – originally meant to convey high, 
serious original invention – had become conventional enough to be 
 applicable to any activity. This, he claimed, turned them into empty words, 
confusing and misleading.22And if the ubiquity of the terms was problem-
atic in 1976, when Williams was writing, the problem has been exacer-
bated ever since. In the corpus based on scanned English-speaking books 
which Google Ngrams analyzes, the frequency of the word “creative” 
increased 170 percent between 1976 and 2019, and the frequency of “cre-
ativity” increased 250 percent over the same period.23

The range of applicability of the terms also remains wide. Creativity is 
that rare nominalism (or “zombie noun”, an abstract noun made from a 
verb, often ending in -ity) used both in bureaucratic reports and on the 
street. It bridges several previously uncrossable chasms, like the one be-
tween arts and sciences, by remaining helpfully vague on the amount of 
originality required for any novelty to be labeled creative. And it is true 
that creativity can be used to describe almost any human activity. For 
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instance, in its public outreach work from the 1990s onwards, the Nobel 
Foundation uses creativity as the pin which ties together such diverse fields 
as physics, chemistry, medicine, literature, peace and economy.24

But although I agree with Williams’ observations about how the terms 
are used, I disagree with his negative assessment. I see the flexibility of 
creative/creativity as their most interesting trait, and precisely what I want 
to understand better. Which new connections do these flexible terms make 
possible? Simultaneously, however, their widespread use makes analyzing 
them difficult, as the sheer magnitude of relevant empirical material ex-
ceeds the human scale. Historians of ideas have often studied huge, amor-
phous study objects by closely investigating especially influential texts, 
arguing by implication that those texts illustrate the culture at large. In 
this case, that could mean close readings of landmark texts in the history 
of the concept, such as J.P. Guildford’s speech Creativity given to the 
American Psychological Association in 1950, commonly said to initiate  studies 
of creativity within American cognitive psychology, or Richard Florida’s 
book The rise of the creative class from 2002, said to ignite interest in creative 
social groups among political, economic circles.25

But only investigating influential texts would necessitate ignoring the 
discoveries made within the history of science and knowledge during the 
last several decades, regarding the circulation of knowledge. As has been 
convincingly shown, ideas are not just spread unchanged in a linear way 
from center to periphery, or from influential texts into the receptive minds 
of passive readers. Rather, concepts are constantly being reshaped in a 
myriad of locations, and different concepts co-evolve together.26

And this is precisely what I want to understand: the messiness and 
stretchiness of the concept. How creativity can be used so broadly, about 
so many different kinds of people and activities, not how creativity is 
defined in a specific text. Although close reading of specific texts remains 
a crucial part of my investigation, it is not enough. Instead, I would like 
an overview of how the term is being used by millions of people in differ-
ent locations.

To amass such an overview often seems like an impossibly large task. 
To begin somewhere, I started haphazardly gathering examples of how 
the word creativity is used on the English-speaking Internet, mostly by 
taking screen dumps of paragraphs where the word occurred whenever I 
ran into them. This method has created large collection of examples, which 
I organize in Scrivener.27After sorting them into themes, I would say that 
the word creativity is mainly used in the following contexts: education, 
science popularization, advertising and discussions about productivity.

These fields are not exactly those I expected. Previous studies of creative/
creativity have focused on the words being used in three specific milieus: 
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artistic circles from early nineteenth century Romanticism, American 
psychology from the 1950s, and economic and political circles since the 
1990s.28 What had happened to bring the words into new contexts in the 
2010s and 2020s? I still wanted to get a better overview of how the terms 
are used in everyday language today, so I decided to turn to distant read-
ing methods.

Turning to distant reading

In Cambridge and elsewhere, historians like Peter de Bolla are developing 
computer aided conceptual analysis. This means analyzing concepts part-
ly by amassing lists showing which other words are used close to them in 
a specific text corpus.29 This method of analyzing word meaning through 
co-location is often described with the computer linguist John Firth’s 
classic quip: “You shall know a word by the company it keeps.”30

Initially, I planned to compare word use within two corpora gathered 
from science communication and education (the two largest fields in my 
collection), using the program AntConc.31 But perhaps my collection is 
skewed? My ad hoc online collecting is probably affected by what I’ve 
searched for in the past – computer enhanced confirmation bias. To test 
my own assumptions, I instead decided to use a pre-assembled corpus, 
rather than starting from a corpus based on my own, possibly flawed as-
sumptions. This way, I hoped to test whether my view of how the word 
creativity is used corresponds to actual trends.

I turned to Sketch Engine, a tool for analyzing huge text corpora, includ-
ing those gathered from the Anglophone Internet in the last five years, 
which is what I am most interested in.32 Inside this program, I picked the 
biggest corpus available: English Web 2020 (enTenTen20), consisting of 36 
billion words in English gathered in 2020 from Wikipedia, blogs, online 
magazines and journals, etcetera. I began by searching for which words 
are most commonly used together with “creativity”, getting the result 
shown in Fig. 3.

 The words most frequently used before and after “creativity” in the 
enTenTen20 corpus (the first and second columns in Fig. 3) are “imagina-
tion”, “innovation”, “artistic”, “thinking”, “curiosity”, followed by words 
with similar connotations, as seen in the figure.33 What does that mean? 
From my years of doing close reading of books about creativity, of analyz-
ing the examples I collected online, and from what I’ve learned about the 
concept’s history, I’ve come to see it as straddling two clusters of meaning. 
The first cluster presents creativity as stemming from individuals’ imagi-
nation, connecting it to artistic novelty. Here, creativity is often said to 
be recreational (fun, relaxing), and a way of exploring one’s authentic self. 
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This cluster of meaning is connected to nineteenth century origins of the 
word “creative” within the artistic sphere, and the centrality of “creativ-
ity” to American humanistic psychology in the 1960s.

 In the second cluster of meaning, creativity is presented as related to 
productivity, as a means of reaching goals of economic growth, being the 
fountainhead of innovation and entrepreneurship. This cluster is con-
nected to the political, economic interest in the term in the early 2000s, 
exemplified by Richard Florida’s book The rise of the creative class.

 In the two first lists, there are traces of both the first (“imagination”, 
“artistic”, “flourish”, “intuition”) and second clusters (“innovation”, “in-
genuity”, “teamwork”, “resourcefulness”). “Thinking” and “curiosity” 
indicates a third cluster, presenting creativity as a mental trait. This makes 
sense considering the concepts’ history as a study object within cognitive 
psychology by J. P. Guilford, Ellis Paul Torrance and others from the 1950s 
onwards.

Sketch Engine also charts which verbs are used with “creativity”, either 
immediately following it (listing what creativity is said to do) in column 
3 or immediately preceding it (listing what is done to creativity) in column 
4. In column 3, a first cluster of words outlines the effects which can be 
achieved through creativity. Creativity is said to “impress”, “amaze” and 
“inspire”, yielding a rich bounty to whoever wields it. The words “thrive” 
and “flourish” indicate that creativity is something separate from the 
individuals making use of it, that it has an existence on its own. A second 
cluster of words indicate open, undirected searching: it is said to “abound”, 
“flow”, “unleash” and “explore”. In column 4, it becomes clear that the 
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metaphors used with this concept present it as something which already 
exists in the world – it does not need to be created, assembled, built, 
brought to life. Instead, it should be taken care of. Words like “nurture”, 
“encourage” and “foster” and to some extent “stimulate” describe it as 
something vulnerable which needs tenderness. Words like “spark” and 
“unleash”, on the other hand, present creativity like a strong natural force, 
similar to an animal unleashed or a fire sparked. All we have to do is not 
“stifle” it. However, there are still hints of its connections to the produc-
tivity sphere through the words “harness” and “showcase”. Creativity, 
then, is a force which needs to be “nurtured”, so we can “harness” its 
power in order to present or “showcase” its yields to others in order to 
“amaze” and “inspire” them.

Another list (not pictured) shows who is most often said to possess 
“creativity”: “designer”, “chef”, “pupil”, “artist”, “student”, “kid”, “archi-
tect” and “photographer”. Thus, creativity is presented as closely corre-
lated to the artistic world (“designer”, “artist”, “architect”, “photogra-
pher”), but, importantly, it is also presented as an imminent, undeveloped 
potential existing in broad, inclusive categories of people like “student” 
and “kid”. Through these groups, creativity is connected to yet unrealized 
accomplishments in the future, potentially making it related to the con-
cept of hope.

Sketch Engine can also compare two words, for instance to show which 
other words are used with (co-occurs with) one but not the other. As an 
example, “innovation”, one of “creativity’s” most common synonyms, is 
never said to be “unleashed” or “nurtured”, verbs often used with creativ-
ity, while creativity is never said to be “driven” or “accelerated”, verbs 
often used with innovation. Innovation, then, is described using verbs 
related to operating man-made creations: animals aren’t accelerated or 
driven, but machines or cars are. While metaphors about creativity present 
it as a natural force, then, innovation is described as purposely designed. 
Creativity is also used with “sacred” 336 times, while innovation is never 
said to be sacred. Instead, words associated uniquely to innovation, not 
to creativity, are “disruptive” and “incremental”. This was surprising to 
me. Why are the bigrams (word pairs) “incremental creativity” and “dis-
ruptive creativity” never used in this corpus? The term “creative destruc-
tion”, coined by Joseph Schumpeter in 1942, has apparently not had a big 
influence.34 Comparing “creativity” and “expertise”, I find that the term 
expertise is often used with the adjective “in-house” (presumably meaning 
that a company does not need external consultants but should rely on their 
own, in-house expertise), but never creativity.35 Why is creativity never 
discussed as an “in-house” asset? Innumerable questions, then, can be 
raised by distant reading.
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Back to close reading

Distant reading gives a fascinating, unfamiliar perspective, and certainly 
helps me think in new ways, by presenting words torn from their original 
context (the circumstance in which it was written, in a specific medium, 
in tended for a certain audience, etcetera). But I am getting frustrated by 
trying to understand words as free-flowing entities, where meaning is sta tis-
 tically determined through locations and distances from other words. I de cide 
to switch back to close reading, to somewhat regain my historical footing.

Sketch Engine provides lists of “key words in context”, paragraphs where 
the keyword is used (similar to my screen dumps). But going through such 
paragraphs one after the other means jumping wildly between contexts. 
I briefly consider doing analogue close reading by picking up one of the 
twenty-first century books already considered classics in the creativity 
field – for instance Richard Florida’s The rise of the creative class or Mihály 
Csíkszentmihályi’s Creativity. The psychology of discovery and invention – but 
I decide not to, since I still want to retain some of the overview I get from 
reading online.36

Instead, I investigate an online collection of carefully curated sources, 
a database where the collection of a specific kind of sources is the whole 
point. Since creativity as a concept was primarily developed in the United 
States (the noun “creativity” having been coined there in 1926, and ex-
panded within American psychology and management theory), and since 
the political sphere is one of the most central fields for the concept’s recent 
development, I chose The American Presidency Project, collecting materials 
from all 46 American presidents.37

Being interested in the term’s contemporary usage, I search for texts 
where the word “creativity” is used, and begin reading the most recent 
text available: a written version of the speech “Remarkes before business 
roundtable’s CEO quarterly meeting”, given by president Joseph Biden 
in March 2022. Here, Biden complimented the organization by reminding 
them that in 2019, they released the following statement: “America de-
serves an economy that allows each person to succeed through hard work 
and creativity, and to lead a life of meaning and dignity.” This, Biden 
stated, “wasn’t a do-gooder statement; it was a capitalist statement. We’re 
all capitalists in this room.”38 Thus, both Biden and presumably the  Business 
Roundtable CEOs connect being a capitalist to hard work and creativity. 
Creativity is presented as relating to economic productivity rather than 
to self-discovery or artistic imagination. Does Biden, being a politician, 
use creativity in only this economic sense? The next example quickly 
disproves this suggestion. Only 20 days before the speech about capitalists, 
the Biden administration released the following statement: “Reading 
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ignites imagination, insight, and inspiration. It nourishes a child’s creativ-
ity and curiosity, and inspires a passion for lifelong learning.”39 Here, 
creativity is displayed as something awakened by learning, and used with 
traits such as curiosity, imagination, insight, inspiration and passion. Thus, 
creativity is displayed as having intrinsic value to the child, being only 
implicitly economically valuable. This stretchiness of the word, which 
separates it from similar words like innovation and invention (rarely used 
about children or together with words like passion and imagination), is 
definitely part of its power.

The American Presidency Project database also facilitates quantitative com-
parisons, pushing me back into using distant reading. For instance, pres-
ident Donald Trump only uses the word “creativity” a single time in his 
57,000 tweets (while tweeting “great” 1,262 times).40 Also, in his official 
output, including press releases, speeches and so on, he uses “creativity” 
less than half as frequently as president Barack Obama or Biden.41 One 
potential further avenue of exploration would be to examine whether this 
pattern is true for the Republican party in general (instinctively, I find 
this improbable, because of their history of embracing entrepreneurial 
culture, productivity and innovation. Also, as shown above, the word can 
easily be combined with seeing oneself as a capitalist). If not, does this 
mean that creativity is understood as a concept related to an urban, high-
ly educated elite contrasting with the electoral base of Trump?42 More 
questions than answers, again, remain.

To conclude this brief sketch of my research process: my ad hoc gather-
ing of examples was a way to get started working on a project which often 
seemed impossibly large. By unsystematically collecting whatever I hap-
pened to run into, I became convinced that the contemporary use of the 
concept of creativity was widespread, complex, and worth pursuing fur-
ther. But soon, the risks of this method became apparent. To combat bias 
– both my own confirmation bias, and the kind often inherent in casual 
web searches due to machine learning, filtering answers based on what the 
user has searched for previously – I turned to quantitative, distant reading 
methods. I hope that analyzing a pre-assembled corpus will give a more 
neutral overview and new angles to view my questions from. This, in its 
turn, pointed me in new directions which I would not been aware of had 
I only relied on the analogue methods normally used within the history 
of science and ideas, such as doing close readings of canonical texts. These 
new directions in their turn encouraged close reading of texts from the 
American political sphere, aimed at achieving a deeper understanding of 
how the concept is being used. The point is that these two methods com-
plement and support each other, by deepening and broadening my view 
of the concept “creativity”.
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As this is an ongoing project, my description necessarily must end with-
out a satisfying conclusion. Even so, I hope that this text has given some 
new ideas into how close and distant reading can be combined, both fruit-
fully and frustratingly.

Conclusion

The point of this text has been to give an honest view of research in the 
making, by showing how we combine close and distant reading. This is 
done to illustrate the advantages of a mixed methods approach – inter-
weaving the interpreting of quantitative and qualitative data, switching 
between them pragmatically.43 

Our cases are very different. They are based upon different source ma-
terials and different methods, and while Drakman’s case mainly focuses 
on a specific point in time, Gelfgren’s map charts changes over hundreds 
of years in time and space. However, both cases have significant similari-
ties as well, especially our positive experiences of moving between distant 
and close reading –  between the pattern and the particular – as a method 
to deepen the understanding of the phenomena we study. As our under-
standing of our respective study objects grows, for instance when we 
identify large patterns through distant reading of quantitative data, in-
consistencies and complexities become pressing and new issues are raised, 
which necessitates a return to the details to find answers. Close readings 
of specific texts or interpretation of specific datapoints on the map then 
raise questions only answerable on a macro scale, encouraging distant 
reading analysis. And so the research process continues. 

We both find this approach helpful in order to account for the messiness 
of reality. By emphasizing our constant moves back and forth, and by 
openly showing how we combine different sources and methods, we want 
to encourage others to try using methods developed within the Digital 
Humanities. The methods and approaches we propose are not new, but 
we argue that by making use of digital tools, this can be done at a much 
larger scale than ever before, with less effort. Furthermore, this oscillation 
between on the one hand distant, large-scale, computer aided methods, 
and on the other close readings and interpretations, generates new and 
interesting historical questions in an iterative process.

We see three main advantages with this approach. First, computer aid-
ed methods make it possible for a single researcher to investigate a much 
larger number of sources than only those deemed to have been most in-
fluential. In his famous article “The Slaughterhouse of Literature”,  Franco 
Moretti problematized the tendency among literary scholars to focus only 
on canonical texts through close reading (a practice he polemically labeled 
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“secularized theology”), as this means that scholars devoted their lives to 
analyzing only a fraction of all written texts – 0,5%, in his estimation – 
while ignoring everything else.44 In the same manner, within the history 
of science and ideas, distant reading tools make it easier to go beyond 
“Great men” and elite institutions, instead analyzing sources stemming 
from non-canonized texts, mundane events and forgotten knowledge 
makers. This way, we will gain a fuller picture of historical change, and 
how it happens at a myriad of places and levels simultaneously.45 Simi-
larly, the map visualization here described reveals larger patterns, as well 
as providing points of entries to examine the local life and context of the 
religious communities. This raises questions and adds nuances and com-
plexity to the understanding of the role of religion in society and the role 
of the different religious institutions. It is in line with Richards White’s 
notion of finding and revealing historical relations that otherwise will 
remain undiscovered.46 

Second, switching between close and distant reading facilitates the 
discovery of absences. In our respective cases, we have identified areas 
where new prayer houses were not built, and a president who uses the 
word creativity surprisingly rarely. Such absences would have been very 
difficult to detect using only close reading methods, but they are important 
findings, as they delineate the extent of the studied phenomena. These 
absences, then, indicate the need for comparisons on the close reading 
level, to disentangle why the phenomena was widespread in some contexts 
and not others. 

And third, larger patterns of change and continuity, hidden from the 
point of view of a single data point or text – what Ted Underwood has 
likened to the curvature of the Earth, invisible to observers standing on 
its surface – are much easier to identify through distant reading.47 For 
instance, within the historiography of creativity, the interest in the con-
cept is often said to wane in the 1970s.48 Google Ngrams, however, gives 
a different picture, presenting the frequency of the use of this word as 
steadily rising without noticeable dips. When it comes to the churches 
and prayer houses, we can see how the intensity of establishing new build-
ings varies between areas and over time. 

Of course, this approach is not without its difficulties, disadvantages or 
setbacks, which have already been discussed in relation to each case.  Until 
now, apart from a few exceptions (many present in this special issue of 
Lychnos, and the projects ActDisease and International Ideas at UNESCO 
come to mind), distant reading methods have not been embraced within 
the history of science and ideas as strongly as within other fields, for in-
stance in literary studies. Perhaps that is due to this method being incon-
gruent with the most basic assumptions upon which our field is based? 
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Distant reading methods disjoint paragraphs, sentences and words from 
their context within a specific text, authorship, and context of creation. 
Moretti, while coining the term “distant reading”, emphasized that this 
kind of reading means that “the text itself disappears” – and of course, the 
original context disappears too.49 Distant reading is like making a scrap-
book with snippets from different books to use as source material. Isn’t 
that the opposite of what historians of ideas do? Since the 1960’s, propo-
nents of the Cambridge School have encouraged us to investigate “ideas 
in context”, manifested through the book series with the same name.50 
Does it make sense on any level, apart from the linguistic, to study ideas 
or even words in newly created – digitally re-assembled – contexts? We 
argue that it does. For us, the point of distant, computer-aided reading is to 
reach a different kind of understanding compared to traditional methods. 

The main reason we advocate for combining distant and close reading 
methods is that this way of investigating often makes our study objects 
foreign to us, sometimes even nonsensical or outright weird. We see this 
computer-generated weirdness as a great advantage. Looking at our study 
objects from angles not commonly used within the history of science and 
ideas (Word lists? Patterns of buildings?) often throws us out of the box 
which we unknowingly have erected around what we try to understand. 
Inevitably, much historical research, like all other human pursuits, is 
 guided by path dependency. Study objects are understood according to 
what we already know about the world. But such preconceived notions 
limit our horizons of expectations and determine what we notice about 
them and what about them that we neglect.

By using new and sometimes uncomfortable methods, we try to see our 
study object in unfamiliar, strange ways. We are attempting to become 
surprised (if lucky, even baffled!). Hopefully, we will be confronted with 
a completely different manner of conceptualizing our study object, far 
removed from how we previously have understood it. That’s why we en-
courage all readers of this text to try mixing close and distant reading, and 
to embrace the unpredictability of a computer-generated perspective. 
Who knows which strange aspects of your study object might become 
apparent to you if you look at it through the reading glasses of a com-
puter?
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