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ETHNOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS  

Do Humanities Produce 
Knowledge? 

• If so, what kind? 

• If not, what do they do?

Do the Humanities Innovate? 

• If so, how?

• Is it different from scientific 
innovation?

Research  Policy Innovation Policy



HUMANITIES DATA INQUIRY

PHASE 1: PRELIMINARY
2021-2024

• MAPPING REVIEW OF 
LITERATURE

• INTERVIEWS WITH 
RESEARCHERS (N=100)

• COMPARATIVE CASE STUDIES 
(RESEARCHER LED 
INFRASTRUCTURE)

• PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

PHASE 2: DATA COLLECTION AND 
SYNTHESIS, 2025-2029

• CONTINUED INTERVIEWS WITH 
RESEARCHERS (N=200)

• INTERVIEWS WITH 
INFRASTRUCTURE DESIGNERS 
(N=300)

• COMPARATIVE CASE STUDIES
(DIGITAL COLLECTIONS)

• DATA SYNTHESIS AND ANALYSIS



DATA

HUMANITIES DATA

Professional 
Background

Scholarly 
Formation

Educational
Background

Work Experience

Research Philosophy 

Infrastructure 



INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORKS

Data as an 
Epistemic 
Object

01
Data as a 
Contentious 
Object

02
Data as 
Cultural 
Shift in 
Disciplines

03
Data as Topic 
of Change

04



NARRATIVES OF CHANGE
DECLINE AND LOSS, ADVANCEMENT



ETHNOGRAPHIC 
ASIDE: PREVALANT 
ANXIETIES

The Loss or death of 
digital humanities 
projects

Prevalence of reflection 
on project and 
community endings



ETHNOGRAPHIC 
ASIDE: PREVALANT 
ANXIETIES

Unevenly 
Distributed

Primarily an Issue 
for Digital 
Humanists



AN ESTABLISHED 
LITERATURE ON 
PROJECT 
LIFECYCLE

The role of precarious labor in 
DH and Limited Funding

Strategies for documenting  
Shifting Technical 
Requirements

Preservation of DH Projects 



ETHNOGRAPHIC 
ASIDE: PREVALANT 
ANXIETIES

Identified a broad 
family of narratives 
about valuing change

Relational and 
Behavioral Framing



POSITIONING HUMANITIES DATA



1.Humanists have special 
data

2.Humanists don’t know 
they have data

3.Humanists don’t (or 
shouldn’t) have data

FROM THE LITERATURE



4.Humanities Data 
Practices are not 
reflected in the 
contemporary debates 
on research data 
management  



CULTURAL LOGICS



FROM THE 
INTERVIEWS WITH 
RESEARCHERS 

(1) Humanists have special data

(3) Humanists don’t have data



HUMANISTS HAVE 
SPECIAL DATA

Humanities researchers work 
with data. 

Humanities have distinct 
methods 

Data differ in comparison with 
science

Produce and Evaluate Evidence

Humanities methods are not 
different from the sciences or 
social sciences



HUMANISTS DO 
NOT HAVE DATA

Humanities researchers do not 
think in terms of data. 

Data is science

Humanities researchers use and 
produce evidence

Evidence and data are different



IF HUMANITIES 
RESEARCHERS 
WORK WITH DATA,  
THEN….

How do they effectively blend or  
translate humanities methods 
into data intensive terms 

Technical and analytical skill 
acquisition



IF, HUMANITIES 
RESEARCHERS DO 
NOT WORK WITH 
DATA, THEN….

How can they—should they want 
to work with data—gain the 
appropriate data skills to develop 
data intensive research?

Analytical skill acquisition 
(learning to think like data 
scientists) 



MAPPING HUMANITIES DATA 
AS PERSPECTIVE ON CHANGE

• SIMULTANEOUSLY A REFLECTION ON 
THE GROWTH OF KNOWLEDGE

• AND THE VALUE OF KNOWLEDGE IN 
INNOVATION
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