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Digital scholarship in the humanities

• Media-rich

• Data-centric

• Interactive

• Dynamic

• Interlinked

• Always evolving
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Humanities research infrastructure

Some components of infrastructure for research and communication in the humanities 
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Humanities research infrastructure

How to build infrastructure that can sustain digital scholarship broadly 
without attenuating its diversity?

Looking for (partial) solutions at the level of the data model 

RQ: To what extent can (scientific) research object data models 
accommodate digital humanities collections?
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Prior work: 
Strengths and challenges of RO model for DH
� Strengths of the model for DH collections are substantial:

� ROs readily perform the most essential function of collections: aggregation

� ROs have capacity to accommodate rich, domain-specific relationships 

� Making hidden and vulnerable relationships among components explicit, usable, 
and therefore preservable

� ROs accommodate aggregations of linked data

(We’ll come back to challenges)
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RO-like things in the humanities

� Data-sharing architectures: Perseids (Almas, 2017); Hedges and Blanke (2013)

� Digital preservation and archive serialization: Tarrant et al. (2009); Kouper et al. (2014)

� Digital libraries for musicology: Page, Lewis, and Weigl (2017)

� Computational text analysis worksets (HTRC)

� Suggest need for study of how the model could serve wider range of digital scholarship
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Three challenges

1. Digital humanities scholarship requires specialized interactive use

2. Digital humanities scholarship relies on idiosyncratic, distributed workflows

3. Provenance description in the humanities is “thick”, complex
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Challenge 1: Essential interactivity for specialized use

� Much of humanities digital scholarship is essentially interactive
� dynamic, responsive, participatory

� The scholarly contribution is realized by interactive components
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Challenge 1: Essential interactivity for specialized use

� Much of humanities digital scholarship is essentially interactive
� dynamic, responsive, participatory

� The scholarly contribution is realized by interactive components

� These components not usefully captured at level of RO model
� But RO model could underpin platforms for custom development 
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Challenge 1: Essential interactivity for specialized use

Example: Perseids project
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Challenge 1: Essential interactivity for specialized use

Implication: 

Need RO implementations that create platforms for experimentation 
and collaborative development within distributed communities
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Challenge 2: Humanities research workflows 
� Pretty well established scholarly primitives in the humanities

� Discovery, collecting, reading, annotating, etc.
but how these get cobbled together into workflows is…

� Idiosyncratic 
� Collaborative
� Distributed

� Sources / Collections
� Analytic spaces 
� Teams

� Digital scholarship emerges from AND plays host to scholarly workflows!
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Challenge 2: Humanities research workflows 

Examples:
Constrained, task- or domain-specific workflow capture 
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Challenge 2: Humanities research workflows 

Implication:

What is meaningful workflow capture/documentation in the humanities?

In other words, 
What constrained kinds of / aspects of workflows in different domains are 
important to capture

for validation (authority and integrity of evidence), data reuse, 
reproducibility, evaluation of interpretive decisions, etc.?

Later:
What model extensions and implementation features do these require?
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Challenge 3: Thick provenance
� Fully documenting the provenance of digital scholarship would include documenting:

� Provenance of…

� Data / digital objects as primary sources or evidence

� Including multiple and conflicting provenances

� Including expressions of uncertainty 
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Challenge 3: Thick provenance
� Fully documenting the provenance of digital scholarship would include documenting:

� Provenance of…

� Data / digital objects as primary sources or evidence

� Including multiple and conflicting provenances

� Including expressions of uncertainty 

� Annotations / claims made about the evidence

� Including metadata, which is a site of controversy
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Challenge 3: Thick provenance
� Fully documenting the provenance of digital scholarship would include documenting:

� Provenance of…

� Data / digital objects as primary sources or evidence

� Including multiple and conflicting provenances

� Including expressions of uncertainty 

� Annotations / claims made about the evidence

� Including metadata, which is a site of controversy

� Provenance claims themselves 
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Challenge 3: Thick provenance

Example: ResearchSpace and CRMInf
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Challenge 3: Thick provenance

Implications:

Provenance model and implementations must accommodate conflict assertions and 
formalize uncertainty 

May need domain-specific provenance schemas and standards 

The RO model has the capacity, but what would this look like in terms of implementation?
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Strengths and challenges of RO model for DH
� Strengths of the model for DH collections are substantial:

� ROs readily perform the most essential function of collections: aggregation

� ROs have capacity to accommodate rich, domain-specific relationships 

� Making hidden and vulnerable relationships among components explicit, usable, 
and therefore preservable

� ROs accommodate aggregations of linked data

� In summary: virtual aggregation and semantic annotation are potentially very 
beneficial for a wide variety of humanities scholarship
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Strengths and challenges of RO model for DH
� Strengths: virtual aggregation and semantic annotation are potentially very 

beneficial for a wide variety of humanities scholarship

� Challenges are significant but surmountable:
�Need RO implementations that create platforms for experimentation 

and collaborative development within distributed communities
�Need better understanding of humanities research workflows
�Need creative implementations to support thick provenance description

@kfenlon



Future work

� How to build RO implementations that establish dynamic platforms for experimentation, 
participation, and co-creation?

� How to extend the RO model for DH domain-specific relationships among primary, 
derived, secondary sources and workflows, people, and contextual entities?

� Potential intersections between ROs among other emergent publication models and 
linked data representations of library, archive, and museum collections

� More complete study of DH scholarly forms and workflows 
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