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Our Partners Our Funders

The Living with Machines project

How did the wider introduction of machines 
change ordinary lives in 19th century Britain? 

LwM looks at mechanisation from 1780 - 1920 
via digitised newspapers, books, maps and 
other historical sources.

It's a collaboration between curators, data 
scientists, linguists, historians and other 
specialists - and the public



Context

What did machine mean in the 19th century? How did its meanings 
change over time?
• Relevant question for historical research
• Interesting challenge at the intersection between lexical 

semantics and historical linguistics
• Computational goal: create a training set for automatic sense 

disambiguation for historical texts



Public participation via crowdsourcing in LwM: 
a chance to see history for yourself

…while also:

• Classifying and annotating 
articles to build datasets for 
research and analysis

• Creating engaging tasks to 
introduce the project and 
explore practical applications 
of AI

• Contributing findings to our 
exhibition and publications



New questions from crowdsourcing: 
what was a machine?



OED machine entry analysis



Classify It! 

Describe It! 



… discoveries!



Too many sewing machines? 
Get rid of the ads!



Ads and machine compounds

Detect machine compounds 
preemptively (e.g. via 
gensim.model.phrases or 
ntlk.collocations)

Collocations 
with machine 
are singled out

Specific types of 
machines can be 
studied separately

Automatically-extracted 
collocates can inform 
new crowdsourcing 
tasks

Ads are an integral 
part of 19th century 
newspapers



● Producing annotations useful for a lexicon or training machine learning
● Sharing an open-source end-to-end pipeline

selecting newspaper articles > producing and downloading annotations > post-processing > re-using

● Reflection on sampling tools and procedures that fit project research 
parameters

● Rich visualisations in Living with Machines exhibition
● A concrete opportunity for public engagement with lexical work. 

• Describe it: 940 volunteers
• Classify It: 503 volunteers
• Classify It II: 734 volunteers

Benefits of interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary collaboration



Future work

• Building on lessons about deploying crowdsourcing and 
computational linguistic methods for word sense disambiguation 
on historical texts

• Machine learning models for 'ad or not' classifications
• Publishing Colab Notebooks to process Zooniverse results data 

for wider use
• Workshops for Library staff on processing data with Jupyter 

Notebooks



Thanks for listening!

Find out more:
https://livingwithmachines.ac.uk 
https://www.github.com/Living-with-machines
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/bldigital/living-with-machines

We look forward to your questions:
digitalresearch@bl.uk

@LivingWMachines 
@mia_out @giorgiatolfo @kallewesterling @nilo_pedrazzini 
@BarbaraMcGilli


