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ABSTRACT

Regardless of whether one supports Digital Humanities as a discipline in its own, ‘traditional’
Humanities are transforming with the incorporation of computational approaches. In this short
positionpaper,weoutlinetenchallengesthatweconsiderimportantandproposetokick-offanin-
depthdialogforthefutureshapingofDigitalHumanities,withoutprejudicesandpreconceptions.
Thepresentationofthechallengessituatesthemwithrespecttotrendsandevolutionarydevelopments
insocietyandtechnology,andsomefirstcommentsarebeingmadeinkicking-offthedialogforthe
shapingofthefuture.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Traditionally, the Humanities are based primarily on critical or speculative methods and embed
asignificanthistoricalelement,renderingthedomainlargelydistinguishedfromtheNaturaland
ComputationalSciences thataremainlybasedonempiricalapproaches.DigitalHumanitiesmay
havebeenoftenconsideredasasortof‘auxiliaryscience’(‘Hilfswissenschaft’)servingtheneeds
ofotherdisciplinesandfieldsofHumanities,focusingontheprovisionofdigitaltoolsandmethods
totackleresearchquestionsinHumanities.Ontheotherhand,itisstillinthestagewheremany
ofitspractitionersshyawayfromconsideringita(coherent)disciplineonitsown.Typically,itis
consideredtobeanacademicfieldconcernedwiththeapplicationofcomputationaltoolsandmethods
totraditionalHumanitiesdisciplines,likeHistoryandArchaeology1.Inadditiontothecontribution
of Computer Science, there are other disciplines to greatly support the Humanities studies, like
Archaeometry,which is amixtureofPhysics,Chemistry,MathandComputerScience.Theuse
ofthewordinestablishedphrases,likethe‘DigitalArt’–theartthatisbeingproducedbydigital
means–revealsthattheremightbestructuraldifficultiesinusingananalogyforthedefinitionof
‘DigitalHumanities’inmorecompactforms.Asaresult,thereisatendencytoregardthefieldas
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anapplicationofComputerScienceinHumanitiesorviceversa,theapplication-orientedequivalent
ofHumanitieswiththeassistanceofcomputertechnologies.

Thereisaneedforthepeoplewhofeellikeoridentifythemselvesas‘digitalhumanists’todefine
aroadmapthatwillprovidethemthemeanstoimplementanambitiousagenda.Theterm‘digital
humanist’denotesapersoninvolvedincross-disciplinaryworkrelatedtoorincludingHumanities
StudiesandComputerScience,andisrathernotconvincing,probably,notattractiveeither–asthe
term‘computerscientist’mighthavebeenacoupleofdecadesago.Theaimoftheenterpriseisto
provethefunctionalityandthevaluethatDigitalHumanitiescanbringtoHumanities,eventually
upgradingtheformerfromthestatusofa‘servantdiscipline’ofthelatter,orontheotherhand,to
totallydiffuseandembedtheformerwithinthelatterandcanceltheneedfortheadjective‘digital’.

In thispositionpaper,we try to identify, layoutandcommenton ten (10)challenges in the
researchagendainDigitalHumanities.

THe CHALLeNGeS

Inthefollowingparagraphs,welistsomeofthechallenges,whichweconsidertobeattheheart
oftheresearchagendainDigitalHumanitiesforthefuture.Itisourunderstandingthatthismight
beadraftagenda,onewhichotheracademicsandresearchcolleagueswillbeabletoelaborateby
providingtheirviews.

Challenge 1: Stop Caring (So Much) to Maintain the Balance With Humanities
Thefirstchallengeisthemostimportantoneanditmaytakesometimetomaterialize;however,itis
worthputtingitfirstbecauseitdeservesit,asitfocusesonthebalancewithtraditionalHumanities.
DoweexpectDigitalHumanitiestocomeupwithanswersonquestionsposedbythe‘traditional’
Humanities?Oraretheformerentitledtocomeupwithiconoclasticandnovelmethodsthatmightpose
newquestionsandchallengestoissuesthathavebeenregardedassettledoranswered?Toagreateror
lesserextent,allchallengesthatfollowbelowhavetheiroriginbacktothisfirst‘foundational’challenge.

Challenge 2: The Applications Make the Science
Onthesameparwiththemaximthatthemediumisthemessage,weshouldfeelcomfortabletoadmit
thattheapplicationsdigitalhumanistscomeupwithformthebasisofthis‘new’Science.Itisthe
digitalhumanistswhodesignorbuildorhelpshapeapplicationsandtoolsforthebetterstudyand
interpretationofthe(traditional)Humanitiesthoughtheydonotposetheresearchquestionsandthey
donotdrivetheresearchinquire–thelatterisnotpart(atleastforthetime)ofDigitalHumanities
butofthetraditionaldiscipline.WecouldnameallthetopicsofsomeestablishedDigitalHumanities
Conferences–andwhatalongandexcitinglistoftopicsthatwouldbe.Wewouldliketoregardthem
asformingthebasisofaclassificationschemeliketheonewehavebeenusinginComputerScience
foryears(Coulter,1997)andwhich–andthisistheimportantpoint–continuouslyevolves!Thefirst
classificationsystemappearedbackin1964andwasextensivelyrevisedsixtimessincethen–and
theversionsappearedwheneverpeoplefelttherewasaneedforanewversionnamelyin1982,in
1983,in1987,andthenin1991and1998,tillthecurrentversionof2012.Themaximheremightbe
somethinglike:‘everyonewhoself-definestheirresearchaspartofDigitalHumanitiesiswelcome!’

Challenge 3: Taming the Language
Languageisimportantineveryhumanactivity–however,itiswellknownthatcomputerscientists
write articles in English without being competent in reading or writing English literature. With
Humanities,thecaseisdifferent:language,atagreatextent,definestheresearch.Wecannotimagine
LawintheU.S.A.,orGermany,ortheU.K.,orDenmark,orIndiapracticedusinga‘sterilized’and
context-neutrallanguage;norforPhilosophyorHistoryandanyotherdisciplineorfieldofHumanities.
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In other words, the point of seizing the opportunity and facing potential challenges in Digital
Humanities,isdevelopingthemeanstohelpbridgethegapsbetweendifferentscholarlylanguages.
Ifdigitalhumanistshelpthetraditionalhumanistsovercomesomeoftheirbiggestchallenges,such
as themasteringofnatural languageinalldifferent typesofcontextsorsituations,wewillhave
reached an important milestone in the quest of establishing Digital Humanities in the minds of
thepeople.LanguageTechnologieshaveevolvedinawaythatresourcesandprocessingtoolsare
clearlyseparated.Inthepast,rule-basedsystemscontainedveryspeciallexicathathadlittletodo
withhumanorientedlexicaandgrammarrulesthatarecompletely‘unnatural’intermsofeveryday
humanuse.Today’scorporaandlexicaareveryclosetohumanorientedresourceswhilethetools
thatprocessthemarelanguageindependenttoaconsiderabledegree(thoughtheir‘naturalness’has
ratherdecreasedthanincreased).

Challenge 4: Taming the Big Data
Muchofthecontentortheinformationoutthereisnotyetdigitized–oritis,butonaratherpoor
scaleorextent.So,eveniftherearedigitalbooks,noonehasbuiltoutofthepresentedtaxonomies
orclassifications,anyontologiessothatyoungresearcherswillbeabletocompareworksandalso
contributewiththeirownideasandresearch.Asforannotationtools,itisbetternottoelaborateatall:
Humanitiesurgentlyneedakillerapplication(ortwoorevenmore)thatwouldhelppeople’sroutine
tasksinannotatingtextsorimagesorvideosoranyothertypeofdatastructure–andthereisstill
nothingconvincing,oratleastsomethingofasignificantlevelofadoptionandbroadrecognition.
Ifhumanistsregarddigitalhumanistsas‘servants’theymayhavesomegoodreasons–andactually
theymighthavesomegoodreasonstoregardusasbadservantsasweseemtobeunabletomeet
theirneeds–atleastasoftoday.

Challenge 5: The Missing Curriculum
Thereisanelephantintheroom!Itmayormaynotbeawhiteelephant2butwecanallfeelit.What
would be economics without Samuelson’s book? InDigital Humanities, there seems to be little
aspirationorambitionforustowriteatextbook–evenawrongtextbookwouldbebetterthana
missingtextbook.Itiseasytocomeupwithaneditedbook–amonographmayneedthetimethat
wealldon’tspare.Apparently,wecanalwaysworkinteamsandstartfromtheend:whatshoulda
studentlearnfromanundergraduatecourseonDigitalHumanities?Wouldthatmeanthatweneed
todifferentiatebetweenstudentsofSTEM3,4andstudentsoftheHumanities?Ouransweris:No–it
wouldbeamistaketobuildonthisassumption.Itiswellknownthatuniversitiesoffercourseson
ProbabilityTheoryorStatisticsformathematiciansandsomemoredown-to-earthapplication-oriented
adaptations‘forengineers’.Butitistheverysamesciencetheytalkabout,withsomesimplifications
onlyinthelattercase.So,weshouldputeffortindevelopingcurriculaandwritetextbooks,expecting
someofthemtobemoresuccessfulthanothers.Inthefirsteraoftheautomotiveindustrytherewere
thousandsofcarmanufacturers--webadlyneedthisspiritofentrepreneurshiphereintheareaof
DigitalHumanitieseducation.

Challenge 6: Helping to Build the Synergies That are Missing
SomeofthedisciplinesinHumanitieshaveratheroldtraditions,severaloftheir‘castles’dateback
toAntiquity,while others havebeenmoulded tovarious scholarlydisciplines from the late 18th
centuryonwards.LanguageandLaw,PhilosophyandHistory,theyallhavelearnedtounderstand
themselvesasdistinctandoftenenoughcompartmentalizedenterprises.Evennowadays,whenterms
likeinter-orcross-disciplinarityarecommonorinfashion,itisstilldifficulttochangethementality
andtheattitudeoftheyounggenerationswhowereeducatedtothink‘insidethebox’.However,
withtheongoingdigitizationofknowledge,newchallengesareaheadforalltheHumanities,asthey
increasinglyfacesimilarissues,eveniftheyarenotawareofityet.Alotofinter-andcross-disciplinary
methodologicalandtheoretical‘bridges’willariseofferingunprecedentedopportunitiestoDigital
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Humanitiesinparticular:wecancontributetotheintegrationofallvariousdisciplinesandfieldsof
researchinHumanitiesbyofferingacommonframeworkandtools(wehavementionedthistypeof
toolsabove,inChallenge4)tocarryouttheeverydaytasksoftheparticularfield.

Challenge 7: Mixing up the Methods
MixedmethodsresearchisnotsomethingnewinScience.Thetermappearedfirstbackinthe1980s
andatthattimeitwasmentionedas‘multi-methodology’andwasrelatedtothecombineduseof
quantitative,qualitativeandothertypesofgenresofresearchmethodsthatmaybeusedeitherinanad
hocwaytofitspecificneedsofaproblemunderinvestigation,orreflectidiosyncrasiesofaproblem
thatifitistreatedwithsomeother‘conventional’or‘standard’means,willoffersuboptimalresults.
Numerousexamplesshowthatatsomepointtheresearcherisunabletofollowastrictmethodology,
thereforetheneedoccursforcontinuingwithsomeothermethod;thesituationisthesameinsports
wherewehavemultiple-stage competition such as the triathlon or thepentathlon, involving the
completionofthreeorfivedisciplinesrespectively.Imaginethecaseofdevelopinganapplication
thatcanrecogniseorevenmeasuretheemotionsofpeoplewhenseeingBernini’sMartyrdomofSaint
LawrenceattheUffiziGalleryinFlorence.Thismayseemlikealongshotfortoday’stechnologiesbut
someofthenecessarytechnologiesmayalreadybehereandwhatisneededistheircontextualization
andsometypeof‘culturalappropriation’(Young,2010)toreflectthepractices,principlesandvalues
ofaparticularareainHumanities.

Challenge 8: It is the Semantics, Scholar!
Noneedtorefertoacatchphrasethatinvolvedeconomybutinthiscase,itisthesolidgroundof
researchinSemanticsthatoffersacommonbasisabletohelpimprovethepositionandtheimpactof
Humanitiesinthemodernworld.Semanticsissupposedtodealwiththestudyofmeaning–andit
certainlydid(thoughinaquitelimitedway)tillit‘met’ComputerScienceandalittlelaterexperienced
itsevolutionintowhatwecall‘theSemanticWeb’.Here,themainidearelatestothedescription
oftypesofdataintheformofmodelsthatcanthenberepresentedbymeansofgraphsdescribing
relationshipsamongst them.However, shouldn’t thisbe thecore ideaofwhat everyHumanities
scientist,scholarandresearcherisdoing?CanweimagineMichelFoucault,JeanBaudrillardand
LouisPierreAlthusserworkingontheirtabletsandbuildingontologiesthattheywouldsharewith
theirfollowersandamongthemselves,toprovideannotationswithcommentsandendlesschainsof
arguments?Onemaywonder:whyhasn’tthishappened?Whyhaven’tweconvincedhumaniststo
investonsuchnewtechnologies?Probablywehaven’tthoughtatallaboutthis(thoughsomeone
mayseeherethatthisisquiteclosetotheideaofphilosophicallanguagesthatwas‘tried’inthe
seventeenthcentury)–sotheanswertothepreviousrhetoricquestionisthatthishasn’thappened
yet,butitwilleventually(haveto)happeninthenexttenyears.Insuchanenterprise,theroleofthe
SemanticWebmaybecatalyticandwhileseveralconceptualizationsinHumanitiesmaynotbetrivial
tobringinsomegraph-centricstructure,thechoiceofparadigmoneusesmightbeasimportantas
thesolutionitself.

Challenge 9: economisation of Humanities
Theterm‘monetisation’wasconsideredasaswearwordinHumanitiesandmaystillbethecase.On
theotherhand,itcanberegardedsimplyasaresultofaneed.Canweaffordtoeducatearchaeologists
iftheirproduceortheirknowledgecapitalwillnotbeconsumedor‘enjoyed’(touseamilderterm)
bythecitizens?TheivorytowerofHumanitieshasbecomeagoldencage:now,underthepressures
of the economy, the society that faces austerity may show Humanities the road to the dustbin.
Humanistscannotaffordtoremaindisconnectedfromtherealworld,theyneedtogivebacktothe
societythe(processed)fruitsoftheknowledgethemselvesdaily‘dive’into;whyshouldn’tthesociety
‘bathe’intothisknowledge?Thesolutiontothisproblemmayagainbetheinstrumentalisationof
DigitalHumanitiesnotasaservant(‘auxiliaryscience’,asmentionedabove)butasapeertohelp
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Humanitiesontheirlastmiletoreachthesociety.Thelattershouldn’tnecessarilybeseenasanegative
developmentatall.Asrecognizedin(Gassée,2015),‘thelimitationsofalgorithmiccurationofnews
andculturehaspromptedareturntotheuseofactualhumanstoselect,edit,andexplain’,thussetting
thestageforanewgenerationofhumancuratorsthatwillneedtodealwithallthebulkamountsof
automaticallyselectedandfetcheddata.

Challenge 10: Helping Find, Keep and Re-Invent the Human(ities) Identity
Burdick,Drucker,Lunenfeld,Presner,&Schnapp(2012)openachapterdevotedon‘Provocations’
withtheremarkthat“TheeraofDigitalHumanitieshasjustbegun,butitmaybecomingtoanend”.
Someofthereasonsthattheauthorspresent,relatetotheproliferationoftechnologiesintoourdaily
lifethatmakesDigitalHumanitiesseemlikereflectingsomekindofa‘banalityoftheinevitable’.
However,andifseenfromanotherpoint,DigitalHumanitiesshouldnowfeelcomfortablethatafter
thecollapseoftheideafora‘grandnarrative’aspresentedin(Caputo,1997)andpostmodernism
(Lotard,1979),thereisaneedtoreplacesuchchallengesbyfocusingonspecificlocalnarrativesor
themes.Andthoughsomeofthemormostofthemmaystillshareageneralorcommonair de famille,
theremaybenoneedtofindsomeunifyingtheoryorexegesistobringthemtogether.Thepotential
usesoftheWebbothasanenablingtechnologyandasametaphorfor‘thingsyettohappen’mayhelp
re(de)finetheexpectationswehavefromDigitalHumanities.SemanticWebapplications,withan
increasingemphasisontheuseofstatisticsbasedapproaches,willinthefuturehelpbuildbetterand
moreaccurateapplicationsforavarietyofthemesthatmaybeattachedtolarger‘worldmodels’,and
decreasedramaticallythecostofknowledgeacquisition.Whilethismayseemliketheimprovement
thatitdefinitelyis,itdoesn’treducetheresponsibilitiescarriedbythehumansasmakers(homofaber)
oftheirownhistory.AndinanycaseSemanticWebisnotapanaceaforsemanticproblemssince
itisbasedonlanguageandweassumethattechnologytodaycanworkonmultimodalsemantics.
However,forthepurposesofhumancommunicationlanguageremainsthemostimportantmeans
andinthissenseSemanticWebthathaslanguageasitsbackboneanditsflesh(toalargeextend)is
themostexpressiveandreliabletoolasoftoday.

CoNCLUSIoN

DigitalHumanitiesmayhavealwaysbeenattheedgebetweentwoworlds.Ontheonehand,given
theirneedtoreceivesupportfromthesoftwaretechnologiesandmethods,theydependonComputer
ScienceTechnologiesand,latelywithanincrementalpace,onSemanticandWebTechnologies.On
theotherhand,theyaimtoservetheneedsandfulfiltheexpectationsofthescholarsandresearchers
intheHumanities.Asaresult,DigitalHumanitiestrytobothfindaplaceinthe‘map’andgetthe
necessarymomentumthatwillenableittobecomeapossiblegamechangerinthewayweperceive
theseTwoCultures(Snow,1959)thatmaybelongtogetherbuthavenotbeengiventhemeansto
growtogetherasyet.Wehopethatourtenchallengesmaybeviewedassometypeoftriggertosuch
adialogue.

Wealsohopethatthisattemptformeaningmakingwillinspireindividualresearchersorscholars
fromthefieldofDigitalHumanitiestoenterinafruitfulexchangeandenrichitbyaccumulating
informationonsimilarexperiencesandcontexts.

ItmaybeadvisabletostartthediscussionforthefutureofDigitalHumanitiesfromthestandpoint
ofSemanticWebandLanguage technologies;both these fieldshavefacedsimilardifficulties to
matureandgettherecognitionandacceptancetheydeservefromotherdisciplines.Ifoneconsiders
thatallfuturedevelopmentsinthehumanintellectwilleithertakeplaceatorwillbedocumented
bytheWeb(asalocusthatcomprisesamultitudeoflarge-scalesocio-technicalsystems,suchasthe
WorldWideWeb,andcombinesresearchfordifferentdisciplines),thenonemayconsiderthatthis
willbetheinevitableHeimat(inGermanforhomeland)of,potentially,everydevelopment,novelty
andinnovationinDigitalHumanities.
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eNDNoTeS

1 Someinterestingdefinitionsanddescriptionscanbefoundinnumerousresources,amongwhicharethe
following, http://www.humanitiesblast.com/manifesto/Manifesto_V2.pdf, https://en.oxforddictionaries.
com/definition/digital_humanities,https://cdh.princeton.edu/resources/new-to-dh/,http://guides.library.
duke.edu/digital_humanities, http://www.iath.virginia.edu/hcs/rockwell.html, http://digitalhumanities.
org/dhq/vol/2/1/000020/000020.html,http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/definingdh/files/2013/10/Chapter-6_EV.pdf,
http://digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/3/3/000065/000065.html#p2, https://whatisdigitalhumanities.com,
http://libguides.northwestern.edu/dh, http://libguides.usc.edu/c.php?g=235247&p=2220309, https://
mkirschenbaum.files.wordpress.com/2011/03/ade-final.pdf, http://jeffreyschnapp.com/wp-content/
uploads/2013/01/D_H_ShortGuide.pdf

2 The‘whiteelephant’concepttakenfrom1882MarkTwain’s‘The Stolen White Elephant’,whichfocuses
ontheineptactivitiesofsomedetectivesinNewJerseyintryingtofindastolenSiamesewhiteelephant
(agifttotheQueenofEngland)thatwasrightinfrontofthemallalong.

3 Science,Technology,EngineeringandMathematics.
4 WeareawarethatnowadaysthereisSTEAMwiththeinclusionof“Arts”,whichsomehowaimstobridge

suchagap.
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