
Roberto Busa and the Emergence of
Humanities Computing: A Pioneering
Visionary
In the realm of digital humanities, the name Roberto Busa stands as a
beacon of innovation and pioneering spirit. As an Italian Jesuit priest,
philosopher, and computer scientist, Busa's groundbreaking work on
automating the analysis of large texts, particularly the vast corpus of
Thomas Aquinas's writings, laid the foundation for the nascent field of
humanities computing.
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Roberto Busa was born in Vicenza, Italy, on April 28, 1913. From a young
age, he exhibited a keen interest in language, particularly Latin, and
excelled in his studies at the Classical Lyceum of Vicenza. In 1933, he
entered the Society of Jesus, where he pursued a rigorous education in
philosophy and theology, culminating in his ordination as a priest in 1940.

During his time at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome, Busa
became fascinated by the possibility of using computational methods to aid
in the study of ancient texts. Inspired by the work of Edmund Husserl and
his concept of "eidetic reduction," Busa believed that the essence of a text
could be captured through a systematic analysis of its linguistic structure.

The "Index Thomisticus" Project

In 1949, Busa embarked on an ambitious project that would ultimately
define his career: the creation of an exhaustive index of the works of
Thomas Aquinas, the renowned medieval philosopher and theologian. The
project, known as the "Index Thomisticus," aimed to provide scholars with a
comprehensive tool for navigating Aquinas's vast corpus, which spanned
over 10 million words in Latin.

To accomplish this monumental task, Busa recognized the need for
sophisticated computational methods. He enlisted the help of fellow Jesuits
and IBM engineers to develop a series of software programs that could
automate the analysis and indexing of Aquinas's texts. These programs,
known as "concordancers," allowed researchers to search for specific
words, phrases, and concepts across the entire corpus, significantly
reducing the time and effort required for textual analysis.

The Emergence of Humanities Computing



Busa's work on the "Index Thomisticus" not only revolutionized the study of
Aquinas but also laid the foundation for a new academic discipline:
humanities computing. This interdisciplinary field emerged at the
intersection of technology and the humanities, applying computational
methods to the analysis, interpretation, and dissemination of literary,
historical, and philosophical texts.

Busa's pioneering efforts inspired other scholars to explore the potential of
computing in humanities research. In 1971, he founded the Institute for the
Study of Medieval Thought at the University of Milan, which became a hub
for research and collaboration in the field of humanities computing.

Digital Editions and Text Encoding

As the field of humanities computing matured, Busa recognized the
importance of developing standardized methods for representing and
sharing digital texts. In collaboration with other scholars, he developed the
Text Encoding Initiative (TEI),a set of guidelines for encoding textual data in
a structured and machine-readable format.

TEI has become an essential tool for scholars in the digital humanities,
allowing them to create digital editions of texts that can be easily searched,
analyzed, and compared. Busa's contributions to text encoding have had a
lasting impact on the preservation and dissemination of cultural heritage.

Legacy and Impact

Roberto Busa passed away in Gallarate, Italy, on August 9, 2011, at the
age of 98. His legacy as a pioneer in humanities computing continues to
inspire scholars and researchers around the world.



Busa's work on the "Index Thomisticus" revolutionized the study of
medieval philosophy and theology. The digital tools and methods he
developed laid the foundation for the field of humanities computing, which
has transformed the way scholars approach the analysis, interpretation,
and preservation of cultural heritage.

Busa's vision of a seamless integration between technology and the
humanities continues to shape the future of both disciplines. By harnessing
the power of computation, humanities scholars are unlocking new insights
into the human experience, fostering cross-disciplinary collaboration, and
preserving our collective cultural heritage for generations to come.
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