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When thinking about the relation between philosophy and
the digital humanities, a number of interdependent pro-
blems need to be resolved:

1. Is there a unified method for the digital humanities and,
if so, is it applicable to philosophy?

2. If we believe that the digital humanities are committed
to ‘the scientific method’, must philosophy be regarded as
a science in order to be part of the digital humanities?

3. Conversely, if DH is not committed to ‘the scientific
method’, does that mean that philosophy must be practised
as a ‘humanist discipline’ in order to be part of the digital
humanities?

This contribution will not present conclusive answers to
these questions. It will rather use them as background for
the introduction for an alternative understanding of the re-
lation between philosophy and the digital humanities that
is inspired by the founder of the Vienna Circle, Moritz
Schlick, a conception that, as I believe, can provide useful
orientation for the future of philosophy in the digital huma-
nities. The first section of this contribution contains some
preliminary reflections on the three questions regarding me-
thod that I introduced above. This will lead to a brief dis-
cussion of Schlick’s understanding of the relation between
philosophy and other disciplines, in particular the sciences.
I will close with some indications how to apply lessons to
be learned in Schlick to understanding the relation between
philosophy and the digital humanities.

‘Methods’ And ‘the Scientific Me-
thod’

When we talk about ‘method’ in the digital humanities,
we can mean two different things:

1. a specific ‘research method’, e. g. topic modeling or
network analysis, dedicated to a specific group of problems
(probability distributions of co-occurring terms or the re-
lative importance of nodes in a network). Methods in this
sense exist in the sciences, too (e. g. radio astronomy, spec-
troscopy).

2. If we use ‘method’ in the singular, we do not refer to in-
dividual methods, but an overarching understanding of how
to proceed in a given discipline or field of study – or, even
more ambitiously, in ‘science’ as such, i. e. ‘the scientific
method’ in the singular. Here, we will concern ourselves
only with the latter. The question is then: are the digital hu-
manities a field that is defined by adhering to ‘the scientific

method’ in much the same way as the natural and (quan-
titative) social sciences? Some think so (Roller 2021, Bar-
zen / Leymann 2017 ), others are more sceptical (Durlacher
2022).

However, I will not address this problem directly, not
least because it is not that simple to understand how to apply
the notion of ‘the scientific method’ to what we do in the
digital humanities. Instead, I want to ask what adoption of
the thesis ‘DH practices the scientific method’ would mean
for the prospects of ‘digital philosophy’, i. e. philosophy
as part of the digital humanities. If research questions in
philosophy can be answered through the application of DH
methods (in the plural), and DH methods are instantiations
of ‘the scientific method’, this would mean that philosophy
– or the parts of philosophy that are amenable to such ap-
proaches – must be considered as a science.

Conversely, if we believe that DH methods are not exem-
plifications of ‘the scientific method’, we may feel tempted
to regard philosophy as being fundamentally different from
the sciences. This raises the question whether it may then
count as one of the humanities (to be conceived in a way
that makes them fundamentally different from the sciences)
or whether we should understand philosophy as something
that is neither a scientific nor a humanist discipline. One
way to conceive philosophy as one of the humanities em-
phasises the role of the history of philosophy for philosophy
as a whole, e. g. as history of philosophical thinking in all
periods of history, all countries of the world, and for infini-
tely many ‘thinking humans’ and their ways of life, in other
words a global history of philosophy in the true meaning
of the term: a research program that is inspired both by Dil-
they’s conception of Geistesgeschichte and the potential of
digital methods to process large quantities of multilingual
texts (Hartung 2023, 102).

Schlick And Philosophy As Science

Some orientation in this complex and disputed area can be
gleaned from an article first published by Moritz Schlick,
the founder of the Vienna Circle, in 1932 and republished in
a collection of his papers (Schlick 1938). As I have argued
elsewhere (Heßbrüggen-Walter 2020), the rubrication of
thinkers of the Vienna Circle as ‘neopositivists’ should not
stand in the way of a deeper appreciation of their contribu-
tions, since it seems that many of the problems they grapp-
led with resurface when thinking about the place of digital
humanities in the contemporary landscape.

Schlick resolves the question whether or not to count phi-
losophy as part of the humanities by making a distinction
between the perspective of the historian and the perspec-
tive of the philosopher proper. While the historian asses-
ses extrinsic values like the beauty or historical relevance
of a philosophical text or author, the philosopher is prima-
rily interested in whether or not it contains truths (Schlick
1938, 118). The perspective of the historian is, according
to Schlick, not per se illegitimate. It only becomes mislea-
ding when we are tempted to draw philosophical conclusi-
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ons from it, i. e. when we derive from the many fruitless
attempts to put forward philosophical truths the scepti-
cal conclusion that progress in philosophy is impossible
(Schlick 1938, 120). If we assume that history of philoso-
phy is part of the humanities in this understanding, digital
approaches in this domain are on a part with the role of di-
gital methods in the humanities at large. But we must ac-
cept the limitation that their results will not contribute to a
better understanding of what Schlick takes to be philosophy
strictu sensu.

The relationship between philosophy and the sciences is
more complex. Schlick reminds the reader that the oppo-
sition between both is a product of the late 18th and 19th
century when the disciplines now comprising the sciences
emancipated themselves from philosophy and, conversely,
philosophers began to propagate philosophy as a science in
its own right: the philosopher “sits in his library, he consults
innumerable books, he works at his desk and studies various
opinions of many philosophers as a historian would com-
pare his different sources, or as a scientist would do while
engaged in some particular pursuit in any special domain of
knowledge; he has all the bearing and really believes that
he is using in some way the scientific method, only doing
so on a more general scale.” (Schlick 124) Schlick provides
mainly two reasons why this self-image of the philosopher
as a scientist sui generis is misguided:

1. Philosophy in this sense has no definite domain: it con-
cerns itself with ‘most general truths’, but what these truths
are about is again undecided.

2. Philosophy differs from the sciences in that it is inca-
pable of aggregating knowledge in a cooperative manner:
“Scientific results go on developing, combining themselves
with other achievements, and receiving general acknow-
ledgment, but there is no such thing to be discovered in the
work of the philosopher.” (Schlick 1938, 124)

Where does this leave digital philosophy? If we under-
stand its role – in analogy to this understanding of philo-
sophy as science sui generis – as contributing to insights
into philosophical problems, i. e. if we believe we could use
the computer to assess the truth or falsity of philosophical
propositions, such attempts might fail. This failure, howe-
ver, would not be due to some deficiency in our technical
solutions (methods in the first of the senses distinguished
above), but due to a misunderstanding of what philosophy
is about. I would not go so far as to claim that such a non-
empirical a priori argument based on a certain understan-
ding of philosophy is in itself conclusive. Rather, I think
that Schlick’s constructive proposal for how to understand
and practice philosophy provides helpful directions for the
future of digital philosophy.

Digital Philosophy As an Activity

Schlick does not think that philosophy should be aban-
doned. We just have misunderstood its proper place in the
overall order of knowledge. Instead of trying to turn it into a
science, he envisions a division of labour between philoso-

phy and science, taking into account that both endeavours
are fundamentally different. Schlick understands philoso-
phy as a peculiar form of activity, namely the activity of
‘finding meaning’ or ‘clarification’, while science consists
in the pursuit of truth. Nevertheless, philosophy and science
are rather intimately related, so that at times the scientist
must turn into a philosopher:

[…] sometimes in the course of their work they [sc. sci-
entists] are surprised to find, by the contradictory results
at which they arrive, that they have been using words
without a perfectly clear meaning, and then they will
have to turn to the philosophical activity of clarification,
and they cannot go on with the pursuit of truth before the
pursuit of meaning has been successful. (Schlick 1938,
130)

Digital humanists engage in clarification as soon, as they
aim to translate foundational concepts of their background
discipline (e. g. history or literary studies) into a form that
is amenable to digital processing (see e. g. Bosse 2019 for
a comprehensive analysis of what is involved in the histo-
rical concept of ‘place’). But, next to that, they need to de-
termine the meaning of concepts related to their own rese-
arch practice (AG Digital Humanities Theorie 2023, Ciula
et al. 2018). These practices qualify as philosophical in
Schlick’s sense regardless of whether practitioners are ta-
ken to be philosophers in the academic sense of the term.
In fact, one can suspect that the practice of clarifying the
terminology of background disciplines is closely related to
how Schlick describes the situation of ethics and aesthetics,
philosophical subdisciplines that “[…] do not yet possess
sufficiently clear concepts, most of their work is still devo-
ted to clarifying them, and therefore it may justly be called
philosophical.” (Schlick 1938, 132)

Conclusion: The Future of Digital
Philosophy

We have distinguished a ‘wide’ and a ‘strict’ conception
of philosophy in Schlick. Both can be meaningfully applied
to philosophy as a part of the digital humanities and are not
mutually exclusive. We can understand philosophy in rela-
tion to the digital humanities as a discipline of the digital
humanities that engages with philosophical texts from the
perspective of the humanities at large, i.e. without an in-
terest in their truth, akin to other historical disciplines. Or
we can take it to be an activity that aims to clarify our use
of terms through ‘operationalisation’, i. e. through a trans-
formation that makes them amenable to digital processing
using formal (i. e. programming) languages. In this sense,
every digital humanist is a philosopher. Besides that, digi-
tal humanities uses terminology that expresses specific con-
cerns of the discipline. Such concepts are in need of clari-
fication and ‘operationalisation’ as well.

But we do not need to stop here. Why should it not be pos-
sible to apply a strict understanding of digital philosophy
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to the history of philosophy at large, using tools of the digi-
tal humanities to clarify philosophical terms in their histo-
rical development? An exploration of this approach would
be a worthwhile project for the future of digital philosophy
(Heßbrüggen-Walter 2023).
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