
Research Assistant

Enlightened Journeys? Expeditions, Science, and Imperialism

My name is Matthew, and I’m a PhD student in the Harvard economics department. My research
primarily focuses on science, innovation, and trade in long-run historical perspective. I’m looking
for part-time research assistants (RAs) for this semester and potentially also the summer break to
work with me on a project that seeks to understand how European exploration around the world
conditioned a “culture of science” and imperialism at home.

Project Summary:

How did European exploration around the world condition public interest and attitudes towards
science at home? I’m working on a project that examines this in the context of British scientific
expeditions throughout the late 18th and 19th centuries. Admiralty-funded scientific expeditions
preserved incredibly rich meteorological and discovery information in the form of ship log books
that provide us with granular insights into voyage participants, conditions, and destinations. We
link scientists who went on expedition to their hometowns, places of residence, and local social
networks using educational records, published and submitted papers, and archival documents
from the Royal Society of London. We then curate a large document corpus consisting of tens of
millions of articles from British local and regional newspapers, 15 million pages from published
books, 3 million pages from periodicals and journals, and tens of thousands of parliamentary
speeches and debates. Using this corpus, combined with tools from natural language processing,
we first investigate the narrative that the Victorian era saw the emergence of popular science. In
particular, we study how novel scientific discoveries conditioned interest and attitudes towards
science both spatially and through social connections to explorers. We also explore the impact of
expeditions on sales volumes of scientific books and membership of regional scientific societies.
We are subsequently looking to examine how expeditions facilitated closer collaboration between
the scientific profession and the state, and relatedly, the interplay between scientific exploration
and expansionist policy. I am recruiting RAs to work on two main tasks. First, to help explore
approaches for undertaking document layout analysis and handwritten text recognition of the
ship log books, including deploying synthetic handwriting generators and frontier OCR/HTR
frameworks. Second, to explore the large document corpus which I have just finished putting
together, focusing on OCR post-processing and refining a deep learning pipeline for classifying
noisy texts and pulling out relevant articles.

Prerequisites: Python proficiency required. Experience using NLP/working with large language
models preferred. An interest in the historical setting is a plus. No background in economics is
required.

Pay rate: $17/hour

Hours: 7-10 per week

Contact: Please send a CV and transcript to scientific.expeditions.data@gmail.com.
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