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Abstract

Historical records indicate that the advent of digital technology in the form of computers, the
internet, and the World Wide Web has helped in providing means of disseminating knowledge to
people who have access, particularly in academic institutions. This has come with an increase in
the use of digital technology in the humanities, which was later referred to as “Digital Humanities.”
Amidst this development, Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) was also not left behind, being the first
University in Northern Nigeria that heavily invests in digital technology with a clear focus and
vision to transform the way the University conducts its core academic activities and administrative
services. This impacted the core academic activities in a slow process. This development modernised
the pattern of research for the humanities, thereby supplementing the traditional manual system of
processing and retrieving information. Using quantitative and qualitative historical methods to
collect sources, historical techniques of assessment, critical evaluation, and review were used in
addressing the oral and written information collected. This paper traces the historical development
of digital technology in Ahmadu Bello University. It analyses its utilisation by the disciplines in the
humanities. The paper observes that digital technology has contributed immensely, particularly in
the dissemination of knowledge and research in the humanities. Despite this development, there
were neither substantial digital humanities centres nor disciplines called ‘Digital Humanities’ in
the University. The Humanities Digital Centre served as a registration unit providing the
administrative services of the university. Also, the paper notes that the available digital resources
in the University can serve as supporting tools for a successful take-off for Digital Humanities
activities. This makes it an indispensable tool, as one can hardly do without using it directly or
indirectly, especially in the academic environment.
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Introduction

Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) Zaria, Nigeria, is one of the country's First-
generation Universities, established on October 4, 1962. It was named after the
Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir Ahmadu Bello, the first Premier of Northern Nigeria, for
his onerous contributions in its establishment. Ahmadu Bello University operates
three campuses: Samaru (Main Campus), Kongo Campus, and the School of Basic
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Studies in Funtua. The university's development has progressed in phases since its
founding. As the first university in Northern Nigeria and the second in the country
to adopt digital technology for academic activities, Ahmadu Bello University
established its first computer unit in 1967.! This innovation laid the foundation for
integrating digital tools into teaching, research, and knowledge dissemination. The
advancements in digital technology, such as computers, the internet, and the World
Wide Web, have significantly impacted academic institutions worldwide.?

The growth of digital technology in the humanities began with Father Roberto
Busa, an Italian Jesuit Priest who, in 1949, started using computers to index Latin
works, which led to the development of "Digital Humanities."> This
interdisciplinary field uses digital tools for analysis, research, and communication
in the humanities, transforming how scholarly work is conducted and shared.

The study adopted quantitative and qualitative historical methods, interviews,
surveys and field observation were the main sources of collecting oral information,
while the documents used in the study were sourced through the university library,
the computing institute and online materials. In the analysis, historical techniques
of assessment, critical evaluation, constructing argument and reviewing were used
in addressing the institutionalisation of digital technology in Ahmadu Bello
University Humanities, benefits and utilisation.

Therefore, the study examines the institutionalisation of digital technology in ABU
as a supporting tool to humanities disciplines. Highlighting the historical
development of computing which began with the use of microfilm, microfiche,
radio player, and video as tools for research in the university. Later digital computer
was first introduced in the 1967 using ICL 1901 computer to serve as a supporting
tool in the university. Additionally, the utilization and benefits of digital technology

! Ahmadu Bello University, 4 History of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria 1962-1987, Ahmadu Bello
University at twenty-five (Kaduna: Ahmadu Bello University Press 1989).

2 Saykili, Abdullah, ‘Higher Education in the Digital Age: The Impact of Digital Connective
Technologies’, Journal of Educational Technology & Online Learning, 2 no. 1 (2019): 6.

3 Hockey, Susa, ‘The history of humanities computing,” A companion to digital humanities (2004):
1-19
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in ABU Humanities was also examine in relation to the academic and
administrative usage.

The Historical Development of Digital Technology in Ahmadu Bello
University

Historical records have shown that the genesis of the use of digital tools in
Ahmadu Bello University for academic activities started with the University
Library (Kashim Ibrahim Library) in the early 1960s, using Microfilm to store
vital information for the University Library.* The microfilm was under the control
of the library media division from the outset of the library (see figure 1). In the
early 1970s, the University introduced Microfiche into the library system as an
upgrade of the former machine (microfilm). By 1976, the University library
services were upgraded to a non-book collection, and photocopying services were
introduced; a sound recorder (radio), slides, filmstrips, and camera.’

The microfilm and microfiche acquired by the University library have increased the
use of audio-visual materials for academic programmes in the past years and also
upgraded the level of the division in offering specialised services. (See fig: 1, fig:
2 [a] and [b], fig: 3, fig: 4, fig: 5 [a] and [b], fig. 6 (a) and 6 (b)).

Fig: 1 showing Media and Public Relation Division
(Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library K.I.L)

4 Ahmadu Bello University, 4 History of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 1962-1987, ABU at
Twenty-Five, (Kaduna: Ahmadu Bello University Press 1989), 262.

5 Ahmadu Bello University, 4 History of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 1962-1987 ABU at
Twenty-Five (Kaduna: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 1989), 255-263.
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Fig: 2 [a] Microfilm Tape Fig: 2 [b] Microfiche
(Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library K.I.L) (Source: Ahmadu Bello University

Library K.I.LL)

Fig. 3 Microfilm Reader Fig. 4 Microfiche Reader
(Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library K.I.L) (Source: Ahmadu Bello
University Library K.I.L)

A il

Fig. 5 [a] Radio Player Fig. 5 [b] Cassette
(Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library K.I. L)  (Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library
K.IL)
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Fig. 6 [a] video player Fig. 6 [b] video cassette
(Source: Ahmadu Bello University Library K.I.L) (Source: Ahmadu Bello University
Library K.I.LL)

However, both microfilm and microfiche readers are machine devices used to
view images, documents, scanning and retrieval of such records. The readers are
the machines used, while the tapes served as the storage for the records. In
addition, the reader player used by the University libraries also served as a means
of storage, keeping records and recordings in the case of conducting an interview.
The video player and the cassette are also connected to the University television
to watch interviews conducted and to display the documents that were digitised.

Ahmadu Bello University got its first electronic digital computer in 1967, using
an ICL 1901 machine with 8k memory and a disc drive. The University created a
unit called the Computer Laboratory Instruction and Programming Unit under the
Department of Mathematics.® By 1976, the University began to see the benefit of
the digital computer in academic activities of the university and showed more
interest. A computer centre was established, named Ahmadu Bello University
Computer Centre and was equipped with a different technology called CYBER
72-13 Mainframe Computer.

By 1987, the ABU Computer Centre operated 24 screen terminals within the
campus, a power controller at the cyber room and a 468K VA generator to ensure
an uninterrupted power supply.” With this opportunity, the University decided to
replace the CYBER 72-13 with CYBER 932 in 19898 for more speed and service

® Ahmadu Bello University, A History of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 1962-1987 ABU at
Twenty-Five (Kaduna: Ahmadu Bello University Press, 1989), 255-263.

7 Henry Babagbale Ade, ‘Computerized Personnel Information System for Ahmadu Bello
University’ (M.Sc. Thesis, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria 1987), 31-33.

8 www.icict.abu.edu.ng Accessed on 29" May, 2019.
The Journal of Zaria Historical Research (ZAHIR) Vol. 6, No. 2, December 2023, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria

45




operation. The former computer, which was 13 years old, limited the operations
and performance of the University computing service. The CYBER 932
Mainframe is a Computer that has 64-bit power and precision to solve complex
numerical problems.” However, the centre was renamed to Iya Abubakar
Computer Centre (IACC) in 1982 and later in 2013 was changed to Ahmadu Bello
University, Institute of Computing and ICT (ABU ICICT).!? In the same year, the
then Acting Director, Sahlu Junaidu, also proposed the retention of the name Iya
Abubakar in the institute.

Globally, the advent of Microcomputers has transformed the global usage of
computers. Initially, computers were large, expensive, and centred only on
processing data and helping in solving complex mathematical problems, but with
the advent of Microcomputers, they became more communicative and available
to individual organisations. This made companies and higher institutions of
learning establish their own central data processing unit, which is called the
Management Information System (MIS).!!

The development of microcomputers came with a small in size, speed in operation
and lower cost in the price. This made ABU install “Microcomputers in 1998, and
all operations became end-user oriented”.!? The installation opened the end-user
computing because it changed the face of computing in ABU. Departments came
to obtain their own computers, operated independently from the Iya Abubakar
Computer Centre.!> An example was the case of the Department of History that
owned a computer in 1998 and utilised it strictly for the Examination Office, and
the same happened with other departments in the University.!# In addition to the
availability of microcomputers at IACC, all the departments were incorporated into

% Interview with Shuaibu Muhammed Umar, aged 40, Ahmadu Bello University, ICICT, 9th April,
2019.

19 Document on Restructuring of Iya Abubakar Computer Centre, Ahmadu Bello University,

Accessed on 17th June 2018.

! Interview with Shuaibu Muhammed Umar, aged 40, Ahmadu Bello University, ICICT, 9th April,
2019.

12 www.icict.abu.edu.ng Accessed on 28" May, 2018.

13 Interview with Emmanuel Kuusu, aged 64, Ahmadu Bello University ICICT, 17th July, 2019.

14 Interview with Abdulkadir Adamu, aged 52, Ahmadu Bello University, 14th October 2019.
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the system to facilitate academic activities, particularly in the area of computing
examinations.

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) served as the tools that
supported humanities scholarship.!> The invention of devices such as telegraphs,
telephones, radios, and computers was said to have set the stage for the
development of what is known as the Internet as a worldwide broadcasting
mechanism for information dissemination.!® This development has revolutionised
computing and communication in the twenty-first century to the extent that
individuals and their computers interact without regard for geographical location.
The Nigerian Universities Commission, which was founded in 1962, served as the
source for the introduction of Internet connection and networking service of
Nigerian Universities in 1997. The Commission introduced what is called NUNet
(Nigerian University Network), which connects all the federal universities to the
NUC Server.!” The aim was to ease the burden of communication between the
universities and the rest of the world and to facilitate easy access to research
materials.

Ahmadu Bello University has been part of the beneficiary of the commissioned
project, an office was opened with a single terminal in the main campus, Samaru,
for their operational services. The convenience and speed of communication by
email then attracted the members of staff and students to prefer the use of the
NUNet facilities over their old conventional way of writing and posting letters.!®

The University established its own independent internet connection in 2001,
together with 15 workstation cafés, and a university website known as

15 Rieger, Oya, ‘Humanities Scholarship in the Digital Age: The Role and Influence of Information
and Communication Technologies’ (PhD, Dissertation Cornell University, 2010): 5-6.

16 Barry Manilow Leiner et al, Brief History of the Internet 1997, (Internet Society 1997): 2-3.

17 Ahmadu Bello University, The Five Years of Mahdi Administration 1999-2004 (Kaduna: Ahmadu
Bello University, Press Limited), 58-60.

18 Ahmadu Bello University, The Five years of Mahdi Administration 1999-2004, (Kaduna: Ahmadu
Bello University, Press Limited), 58-60.

The Journal of Zaria Historical Research (ZAHIR) Vol. 6, No. 2, December 2023, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, Nigeria

47



www.abuzaria.net.!” By 2003, the Ahmadu Bello University Governing Council
approved the supply and installation of the VSAT (Very Small Aperture
Terminal)?°, more computing facilities, computerisation of staff and students
records, digitisation of the University Library, introduction of new computing
courses, and establishment of Multi-Media Communication Centre among others.?!

By 2015, Iya Abubakar Institute of Computing and ICT had six (6) Learning
Technologies Computer Laboratories located within the Institute, in addition to a
270-seat capacity CBT (Computer-Based Test) Centre and twelve (12) ICT
Digital Centres and Laboratories across the twelve faculties in the University.??
However, the digital centres and laboratories were established and scheduled for
practical, lecture classes and CBT exams, professional certificate programmes,
general online registration and research for the entire University students and
members of staff. Although in many cases, the laboratories were used for teaching
and research support services to only the departments that are related and
interested in technology.

Digital Technology in the Humanities of Ahmadu Bello University

It is important to note that before the establishment of Ahmadu Bello University
Iya Abubakar Computer Centre, both the administrative and academic activities
were carried out manually, which involve the use of clerks and messengers who
assisted in exchanging reports and letters from the central administration to
faculties and departments, such as Registry, Bursary, Housing, estate, Library,
Security and others. In case of far places that need travelling, the University sends
information through the aid of the Post Office.?* On the other hand, typewriters,

1% Ahmadu Bello University, The Five years of Mahdi Administration 1999-2004, (Kaduna: Ahmadu
Bello University, Press Limited), 60-62.

20 VSAT- is a two-way satellite ground station with a dish antenna that is smaller than 3.8 metres,
used for communication system that serves home and business users. Source:
https://searchmobilecomputing.techtarget.com

2l Ahmadu Bello University, The Five years of Mahdi Administration, 1999-2004, (Kaduna:
Ahmadu Bello University, Press Limited), 60-62.

22 https://icict.abu.edu.ng/pages/resources/Laboratoryserv/labservice.html Retrieved on 6th, March
2019.

2 Interview with Cletus Ekoja, aged 70, Ahmadu Bello University, 15th November, 2018.
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calculators, fax machines, telegraphs, microfilms and microfiches were the tools
used for storage and communication services.

Researches in the humanities were carried out through information-gathering from
the library or field work.?* This involves the process of identifying and locating
published and unpublished materials; analysing primary and secondary sources
such as manuscripts, oral or visual records, and ethnographic field observations;
and other related sources.

In ABU, teaching and research activities in humanities largely depend on the use
of printed, written and reading materials to support teaching, learning and research
through the aid of the University Library (Kashim Ibrahim Library), Ahmadu Bello
University Printing Press, Ahmadu Bello University Bookshop and Archives. The
University took decades using pen, paper, chalk and blackboard and later began to
use whiteboard markers to teach students and conduct Paper Pen Test (PPT), as
well as using calculators and typewriters to document research, and maintain a
manually-distributed system of data records.

The period 1998-2015 was characterised by the developments in the use of digital
technology and ICT in the Humanities of Ahmadu Bello University. The faculties
of (Administration, Arts, Education, Law and Social Sciences) experienced a rapid
increase in the purchase of microcomputers, establishment of Language Laboratory
and independent Computer Centres (Faculty of Arts Information Technology
Academy). This made it necessary for some scholars in the humanities to acquire
computer skills. Significantly, the introduction of microcomputers and networking
services in the University has made it possible for the humanities to record and
explore material resources in much greater numbers, typing became easier, and
project publication became less stressful. The development also made electronic
mail easier, and exchange was confirmed among the scholars in the University.

Additionally, the internet and networking service (ICT) of the University also made
it possible for the University to start digitisation of its resources in 2005 and also
established a digital library in the same year. Pages and abstracts of theses,

24 Trace, Ciaran, and Unmil Karadkar, ‘Information Management in the Humanities: Scholarly
Processes, Tools, and the Construction of Personal Collections,” Journal of the Association for
Information Science and Technology 68, no. 2 (2017): 497-498.
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dissertations, seminar papers and conference proceedings were digitised and
uploaded online.?> Online resources became available to staff and students at the
library. These include: Arabic Resources, Digital Repository, Government
Documents, Online Catalogue, Open Access Databases, Subscribed Databases,
Special Collections and United Nations Publications.?® However, the digitisation
of the library resources and the establishment of a digital library in the university
made it easier and possible for disciplines in the humanities to access research
materials through free and subscription-based databases.?’ It also allows them to
upload and publish their material online with scholarly communities for more
qualitative and effective work.

Table 1: The locations of available digital resources in some faculties of the university

S/NO | FACULTY FACILITY LOCATION
1 Arts ICICT Digital Centre 30 Computers Opposite Faculty Board Room
Opposite Department of Arabic
ICICT Laboratory 40 Computers ICT Park Beside Faculty of
Education
80 Computers
Language Laboratory Internet Connection
2 Administration ICICT Digital | 40 Computers Public Admin Building
Centre Internet Connection
3 Education ICICT Digital Centre 40 Computers Department of Library and
Multi-Media Lecture Room Electronic ~ smart | Information Science
Board, Computers
Internet Connection
Projector
4 Law ICICT Digital Centre 20 Computers Faculty Building
ICT Unit Laboratory 15 Computers

% Interview, Umar Musa Aminu, aged 40, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 8 May 2019

26 Mohammed, Ahmed, ‘An Overview of Digitization Project in University Libraries in Nigeria: A
Perspective from the Literature,” Control Theory and Informatics 3, no. 6 (2013): 11-13.

27 Aminu Umar Musa and Shittu Musa, ‘Digitization of Library Resources in Kashim Ibrahim
Library: Processes, Challenges and the Impact on the Services of the Library,” Kaduna NLA/AGM

(2012): 9.
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Internet Connection

Centre Internet Connection | Department

5 Social Science ICICT Digital | 78 Computers Second floor Political Science

Source: Ahmadu Bello University, Institute of Computing and ICT

The table above shows the available digital resources for humanities disciplines in
Ahmadu Bello University. This covered the computers, projectors, and board and
internet connection. However, Digital Humanities has been the process of using
digital tools and resources in humanities teaching and research. Patrik Svensson
noted that the landscape of digital humanities involves the mode of engagements,
with information technology as a tool, as a study object, as an expressive medium,
as an experimental laboratory and as an activity’s venue.?®

Utilisation of Digital Technology in the Humanities of Ahmadu Bello
University

In the course of this research, a survey was conducted to assess the level of
utilisation of the available digital technology by humanities in Ahmadu Bello
University. The survey conducted across the departments in relation to utilisation
of digital technology by the university staff and students shows that the University
has employed ICT in conducting its academic activities, even though there is little
progress in humanities disciplines in the area of using it as a tool for teaching,
learning and research in the University despite the benefits. The examination shows
that there is far more progress in the faculties of sciences and engineering than
disciplines of humanities.?

On the other hand, some members of staff in humanities used some of the digital
resources for learning and research, using the internet and software available to
them such as Microsoft word, spreadsheets, Excel, PowerPoint presentations, and
web-browser. The absence of using some of the resources by humanities disciplines
was not a surprise because not all the members of staff are interested in engaging
with technology for their teaching and research work.

28 Svensson Patrik, ‘The Landscape of Digital Humanities,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 4, no.1,
(2010): 23.

2 Interview with Emmanuel Kuusu, aged 64, Ahmadu Bello University, 17th July, 2019.
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In addition, the digital resources are used as tools for the extraction of teaching,
research and learning materials, some of which are available on open-source
platforms or the University databases. Those who own their personal computers
make use of them, while others make use of the University Digital Library or
Smartphones. It is in this process that some of the lecturers extract their teaching
materials and present them to their students.

Furthermore, the survey also shows that ICT was used as a communication tool
between scholars in the Humanities and their counterparts across the globe,
mostly on academic-related matters. However, the communication between them
involves exchanges of emails, information via WhatsApp and publications.

Benefits of Digital Technology to Humanities Research

The available digital technology in Ahmadu Bello University served as an opener
to disciplines in the humanities to collaborate with the university library (Kashim
Ibrahim Library) for their Digital Humanities Scholarship. The University Library
engaged in the production of born-digital and digitised resources for the university
staff and students to use for their research and teaching activities. The collaboration
between the humanities and the University Library in the area of digitisation has
helped in conducting research more comparatively, and has built research
communities by strengthening the connections between the disciplines in the
humanities from different countries. This has, in turn, encouraged scholars of the
humanities to use digital equipment for the recording, storage and archiving of field
materials as well as to train digital experts to work on interdisciplinary projects.

It is significant to note that the development of digitisation has popularised research
outputs to people who have access to them while reducing costs and distance.?' The
use of digital technology in the humanities has enabled researchers to pursue new
forms of inquiry, new questions, and draw more attention from other scholars in

30 Interview with Abdulkadir Adamu, aged 52, Ahmadu Bello University, 14th October 2019.

31 Sabbagh, Karim, Roman Friedrich, Bahjat El-Darwiche, Milind Singh, S. A. N. D. E. E. P.
Ganediwalla, and R. A. U. L. Katz, ‘Maximizing the Impact of Digitization’, The Global
Information Technology Report (2012): 123
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the field. It has also allowed the analysis of large data sets and digitised content,
data visualisation, text mining, and statistical analysis of humanities data.>?
Additionally, engagement of the humanities with digital technology has also
created an avenue for chat, discussion forums and time saving. The engagement has
open room for group discussions, chats, online lectures and a scholarly avenue for
sharing of ideas, knowledge, views and perspectives with scholarly communities,
as well as updates of knowledge and challenges facing the humanities in the 21%
century.

Conclusion

This paper discussed the evolution of research and teaching methods in the
humanities at Ahmadu Bello University (ABU), highlighting the transition from
traditional methods, such as using books, fieldwork, and pen-and-paper
interviews, to incorporating digital technology. While the university began
computerising academic and administrative offices between 1999 and 2004,*3 the
use of digital resources remained limited until 2015. The university has not yet
established a dedicated Digital Humanities Centre, and the available digital tools,
like word processors and Google search, are inadequate for fully supporting
digital humanities scholarship.

Globally, the introduction of digital technology to the humanities has enhanced
traditional scholarship, increased accessibility, promoted interdisciplinary
collaboration, and fundamentally transformed universities by enabling innovative
research methods and flexible, engaging pedagogy. Additionally, it encourages
students to develop essential 21st-century skills such as digital literacy, critical
thinking, and problem-solving, preparing them for a technology-driven world.

To maximise the potential of digital resources, Ahmadu Bello University needs a
collaborative effort involving humanities and departments such as Library and
Information Science, Computer Science, and Computer Engineering to transform
the university curriculum and pedagogical innovation, support interdisciplinary
collaboration, and flexible learning environments. This collaboration would help in

32 Janicke, Stefan, Greta Franzini, Muhammad Faisal Cheema, and Gerik Scheuermann, ‘Visual
Text Analysis in Digital Humanities’, Computer Graphics Forum, 36, no. 6 (2017): 228.

33 Ahmadu Bello University, The Five Years of Mahdi Administration 1999-2004, (Kaduna: Ahmadu
Bello University, Press Limited), 68.
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utilising computing resources for humanities research, particularly in software
development, databases, and maintenance. The establishment of a Digital
Humanities Centre is recommended, which would offer expertise in digitisation,
project management, metadata, programming, and other specialised services and
support interdisciplinary research. The centre would need physical spaces for
collaboration, training, and experimentation, such as classrooms, consultation
areas, scanning labs, video/audio studios, and spaces for virtual reality.

Additionally, training in digital skills like content management systems, database
development, and programming should be provided, along with organising
conferences and workshops to promote the benefits of digital humanities. Overall,
the development of digital tools is seen as an important supplement to traditional
methods of knowledge acquisition in the humanities at Ahmadu Bello University.

Table of Oral Interviews

Abdulkadir Adamu Ahmadu Bello | 52 | 14" October
University, Zaria 2019
Department of History

Cletus Ekoja Ahmadu Bello | 70s | 15" November,
University, Zaria 2018
Retired staff of ABU
ICICT

Emmanuel Kuusu Ahmadu Bello | 64 17" July, 2019
University, Zaria
Staff of ABU ICICT

Shuaibu Muhammed Umar | Ahmadu Bello | 40 | 9" April, 2019
University, Zaria
Staff of M.I.S Unit
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University, Zaria
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