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Jackman Humanities Institute Working Group Application


Locating Data, Locating Digital Humanities

Outline of Work
This working group – comprising students, faculty, librarians and researchers from multiple departments, centres, libraries and research projects on all three campuses – will collaborate in the development of open-source web application(s) that locate / map / visualize complex data sets provided by working group members. Our proposition is that learning to design and build applications for visually locating data will help us locate or define the meaning of  'doing DH,' and where it can be done.
That 'where' is not inevitably within the university, where the availability of or access to resources and infrastructure can be limited or non-existent. DH practitioners are increasingly realizing the efficacy of working with open-source web application frameworks, code repositories and development communities (i.e. Google Code, SourceForge) for collaborative, elegant, cost-effective and rapid development and dissemination of research and research tools.

Importance
The place of application development in 'doing DH' is unclear. Is it supplemental or integral to DH practice? This question is important given the challenges that DH projects face in securing long-term stable external funding for professional programmers and in trying to develop truly collaborative partnerships with technical staff within units such the library or the IT department. Is there a way to do DH that is flexible, adaptive, creative and that is not dependent on or constrained by external funding or institutional infrastructure or access to professional programmers?
A new model of collaboration, breaking down the division between research and programming typically operative in DH work, could be mutually beneficial to those in humanities, computer science and information studies. DH scholars can learn to interpret and intervene in the code that exists in a symbiotic relationship with their data. As computer scientists and information architects are confronted with concepts like ‘ontologies’ and ‘the semantic web,’ and with increasingly complex and ‘messy’ cultural data, they will require a deeper understanding of the methodologies used by humanities scholarship to adequately address those challenges in application development.

Topics for Debate
1. Is the typical division of tasks between researchers, computer application developers and information specialists in DH project teams a viable or desirable model? To what extent does this division inhibit the discipline of DH?

2. What knowledge and skills make a humanities scholar a DH scholar? What ‘digital’ skills should humanities scholars have to do their work?

3. What kind of models of collaboration can be developed between research and IT (Information Technology) units to ensure the institutional stability and longevity of DH projects while giving researchers access, flexibility and the ability to organically grow their DH projects?

4. Rather than relying on universities for infrastructure, should DH projects operate on the entrepreneurial model, using free/low-cost web-based infrastructures developed by the private sector (i.e. Google, SourceForge) for project development and dissemination?

Method and Dissemination of Work
Workshops, discussions and presentations will be held at least monthly. The working group will produce a green paper on the definition and challenges of 'doing Digital Humanities'. All the output of the group will be made available on an online repository (blog/wiki) and archived on TSpace.

(Please see http://digitalhumanitiestoronto.wordpress.com for further details about the working group’s proposed activities)
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