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“Alas! that man's stern spirit e'er should mar/A scene so pure—so exquisite as this.”1 This
is a poetic recollection of Susanna Moodie’s arrival in Canada which she writes about in
Roughing it in the Bush (1852). I chose to data mine and analyse Susanna Moodie’s Roughing it
in the Bush with Henry David Thoreau’s An Excursion to Canada (1853) because they take place
in relatively the same geographical area in Canada and around the same time period. Moodie and
Thoreau may have differed in background and lifestyle but the Canadian landscape unified them.
Using Voyant (formerly Voyeur) tools to data mine these texts, patterns in the writing, cultural &
social impacts and, specifically, the view of the Canadian landscape were revealed to present an
interesting view of public history.
Data mining is a tool for public history that leaves judgment to the viewer. Unlike a
museum or website, the data is presented impartially and thus eliminates any aspects of
presentation bias – it offers the solution to remain as objective as possible. Many problems can,
and often do, arise with presenting history in the public sphere. Traditionally, websites,
documentaries, and museums, to use a few examples, have had many problems with this. The
largest problem is that of bias which, unfortunately, cannot be avoided. For example, a museum
curator will always struggle as to what the best way of setting up an exhibit is (what to show and
what to leave out). They will also struggle with the possibility of offending people with what
they choose to show, or leave out of, the exhibit. A website can be much the same, although it
has the ability to show all viewpoints and artefacts. Data mining presents the information from a
textual document as it is. Therefore the viewer could only be offended or misunderstand as a
result of solely their bias. Although data mining allows for misinterpretation, it is reduced greatly
compared to the examples of public history above. Of course it is not free of problems, and new
ones are realized. One technological drawback is that it only handles textual documents which
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need to be in a digital format that can be easily read (i.e. html files). Many projects – such as
Google Books and Project Gutenberg – are solving this problem through mass book scanning.2
Although online and available to everyone with internet access, data mining tools have the
ability to turn people off to using them. It looks technical, complicated, and possibly ‘boring’ to
common person. For them, it seems an inefficient way to learn about history. To scholars this
new way of academic reading also leads many to be skeptical about the conclusions.3 The main
challenge is convincing the use of these tools.
Procedural rhetoric "is a technique for making arguments with computational systems
and for unpacking computational arguments others have created.”4 In other words, it is a way to
express processes and to persuade their use.5 Data mining tools, like Voyant do this by searching
textual documents – from one to millions of words – to reveal patterns that may have been
hidden before. It is a new way of scholarly academic reading, and dense and difficult texts that
were once left alone can now be read and understood easily.6 The advantage is instead of
sampling certain texts to read, one can now read the whole text from a ‘distance’.7 In data
mining, distance reading uses quantitative methods to search for patterns in textual documents,
representing the text in a single image and unifying it to bring things into perspective.8 For
example, the word frequency in Voyant shows trends for one or many words in a simple graph.9
Patterns that one might have subconsciously disregarded or missed before will now be in view.10
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Other tools that ‘offer’ the same procedural rhetoric like Voyant are FeatureLens and MALLET.
FeatureLens looks at texts on several different levels to search for patterns and, like Voyant,
shows the frequency of words and their trend throughout a text.11 Data mining tools are in many
ways the same across the board, though some, like MALLET, involve a bit of programming
which creates a problem for those without a programming background.12 The advantage is that
one can change the program for specific needs.
The data mining results for the selected texts by Thoreau and Moodie revealed the similar
word usage and frequencies, despite the differing backgrounds of the two authors. The top word
for Moodie – and one of the top words for Thoreau – is old. The mid 1800s was a time when
modernity was catching up with the rest of the world yet much of the vast Canadian landscape
remained untouched. In such an unsure and new time of speed, industry, and science, the
landscape would have seemed old to them. Hence, one reason the two authors often refer to the
“old country” (meaning England; the way it used to be). Seen in context, for Thoreau the word
old was used to describe the landscape as well as people; for Moodie, old is used to describe
people as much as objects, but not much in regards to the landscape. On the contrary, Moodie
uses young to describe naivety and hopefulness, not only as a property for people. Word usage
like this reveals that Moodie uses poetry more so than Thoreau (though Thoreau had a way with
words to combine facts and metaphors).13 Moodie was only able to describe the land as an
incomprehensible wilderness and her words were not as refined as Thoreau.14 When something is
difficult to describe, such as a new landscape, people resort to familiarizing (hence the similar
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words). Thoreau’s similes and metaphors are also revealed by the word frequency. The word
like, is used frequently by Thoreau and when seen in context it is apparent that the word is being
used for metaphorical purposes: “Soon the city of Montreal was discovered with its tin roofs
shining afar. Their reflections fell on the eye like [my italics] a clash of cymbals on the ear.”15
Moodie also uses the word like frequently in use for similes and metaphors. Thoreau’s factual
and scientific side is revealed by uses of words like feet to describe the size of many things.16 He
became much more scientific in his descriptions around this time in his life.17 While it is true that
a select group of scholars may know of Thoreau’s metaphors and scientific influence, most
people would not and they might not pick up on that through regular reading. Water is a main
aspect of the Canadian landscape and therefore both texts. Thoreau describes the landscape with
falls, lakes, and rivers. His most frequently used word was St. because he was near the St.
Lawrence while in Canada. In fact, Moodie even describes the St. Lawrence as a great artery of
the heart in Canada.18 Along with the St. Lawrence, Quebec is mentioned a lot by both authors
probably because the railroad was recently opened there and Thoreau’s American home was
close to the new railroad that ran through both countries.19 Since he rarely left his home area, this
shows the effect of modernism: that travel was relatively easy now and would uproot him from
his homeland.20
Data mining tools have already been utilised by scholars and many projects use tools like
Voyant. One project in particular, Data Mining with Criminal Intent looked at a site called Old
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Bailey which contained years of trial documents from 1674 to 1913, or 127 million words.21
They carried out procedures similar this project, but their methods were more advanced (having
a larger and technically trained team while data mining is important but not necessary). The team
first used Zotero to allocate and organize their information and data mined the 127 million words
using Voyant tools.22 They also did experiments with historians and other scholars and had them
use Voyant, finding that education on data mining tools is needed for it to be successful.23 Their
conclusions found interesting changes in social aspect of life and they revealed much of the
millions of words and stories that could have not been done before in such time and with such
carefulness.24 Of course their conclusions may be different than mine but the impact is similar –
that both projects recognize important, often unseen, patterns among the texts.
The similarity in writing between the two authors shows the feeling Canada presented to
them. Their backgrounds and states of mind were much different, yet they wrote similarly and
used many of the same words. Thoreau lived in America and spent much of his time there, he
would be familiar with the landscape but Moodie was an immigrant and the landscape would be
new to her.25 Since Moodie was there working the land and was having trouble since emigrating,
she held a more negative view* of Canada whereas Thoreau was there as an observer, describing
the landscape and geography.26 . The word usage revealed that Moodie’s work exhibits ‘bipolar’
tendencies of emotion whereas Thoreau is more unified and refined. Given their backgrounds,
this idea seems true. Moodie’s description of the hard life of an immigrant tells a lot about the
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landscape and how tough it was to work in Canadian conditions. She would have had a
relationship as close to the landscape as Thoreau, just not as refined in her words.
The presentation bias that is eliminated through data mining tools allows for the most
objective view of public history that exists today, even though the scope may be narrow. The
need for context and secondary sources, as with all history, is still very important. Voyant – and
other data mining tools – may show us patterns but it does not reveal the author completely, as
judgement is left to the viewer. Voyant revealed the many metaphors and a unified view of the
Canadian landscape during the time period from different sources. The similarity in use and
frequency of words between Thoreau and Moodie reveal patterns that show the strong roots to a
cultural story, like a tree firmly planted in the Canadian landscape.
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*

Moodie often describes the night in Canada and always says that it is cold and desolate. It is clear that Moodie was
not prepared for such a landscape. Her work is less focussed on the land compared to Thoreau and her struggle is
with her immigration.

