
 

1 Reasons to Engage with the 
Digital Humanities 

In 1981, the music video was very much a new art form. When MTV 
launched in August of that year, they began by broadcasting “Video 
Killed the Radio Star” by the Buggles, a song that highlights the ten-
sion between old and new technologies. The song’s lyrics reflect fears 
of how television might negatively impact audiences’ ability to connect 
with musical performances. Video is not the only innovation addressed. 
They also discuss technology’s ability to impact musical composition: 
“They took the credit for your second symphony, Rewritten by machine 
on new technology, And now I understand the problems you can see.”1 

Of course, these lyrics are accompanied not by acoustic instruments, 
but by synthesizers, further underscoring how, no matter how we may 
feel about it, technological change in the arts is inevitable. 

When considering technological advancements in music, literature, 
and the humanities more generally, many people have voiced similar 
fears about change. Some notable authors in their personal lives have 
adopted stances critical of digital technologies, including Ray Bradbury, 
the author of Fahrenheit 451, who famously refused for years to allow 
publishers to create digital editions of his books.2 However, scholars 
can be quick to point out that printed books themselves are a technol-
ogy, developed after handwritten manuscripts and scrolls. Similarly, 
the radio referenced in the Buggles song was simply the technology 
that preceded television. As we move forward, it is impossible not to 
engage with the fact that the technologies of the future are digital, and 
the study of the humanities has been and will continue to be impacted 
by that change. 

Defning the Digital Humanities 

What do we mean, then, when we talk about the digital humanities? 
When scholars attempt to define the digital humanities, they often 
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2 Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 

consider the discipline broadly and inclusively. Indeed, this book 
explores the many approaches one can take to the digital humanities, 
including the practical and the theoretical. Simply using digital tools as 
a humanities scholar is part of this process, as is the assessment of how 
artists employ digital tools in their work. If taken at face value, then, 
any humanities work involving a computer could be considered digital 
humanities. However, it is generally accepted that digital humanities 
work requires scholars to think about and engage with digital tools 
more deeply in their own research and teaching. Kathleen Fitzpatrick 
has offered one way to think about it: 

Scholarly work across the humanities, as in all academic fields, is 
increasingly being done digitally. The particular contribution of the 
digital humanities, however, lies in its exploration of the difference 
that the digital can make to the kinds of work that we do, as well 
as to the ways that we communicate with one another.3 

As Fitzpatrick points out, the use of digital technology is nearly inescap-
able in current scholarly work. Moving beyond routine use of digital 
technology to thinking instead about how it can transform scholarship 
is to engage with the digital humanities. 

It is important to note that the term “digital humanities” has itself 
been called into question, as scholars have often grappled with how to 
define the term.4 Scholars have even debated whether to consider the 
term singular or plural or to preface it with the definite article: “the 
digital humanities” as opposed to “digital humanities.” Alan Liu con-
ducted a study of academics that found that no unified standard has yet 
emerged despite the fact that scholars do seem to approach it as a “uni-
tary field.”5 Sometimes the debates around the term have become quite 
contentious. Michael Piotrowski has claimed that articles attempting 
to define the digital humanities have become a genre unto themselves, 
with those articles unhelpfully usually coming to the conclusion that 
the term is undefinable.6 Ryan Cordell has offered that sometimes 
sidestepping the terminology can be helpful as, regardless of how one 
attempts to label them, the core concepts common to definitions of 
the digital humanities are beneficial to scholars and teachers and can 
inspire a great deal of enthusiasm and creative output.7 This volume 
will, nevertheless, continue to embrace the term “digital humanities,” 
acknowledging that for all its imperfections, it provides a way to bring 
together concepts and practices related to the use of digital technology 
to transform our study of the humanities. 
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Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 3 

Motivations for Engaging with the Digital Humanities 

How do scholars begin to engage with the digital humanities? To answer 
this question, we can consider the kinds of external forces that inspire 
scholars to implement digital approaches to their work. Institutional 
priorities, stakeholder interests, and the enhanced ability to share ideas 
about an area of expertise often affect scholars’ decisions about how 
to conduct research. We can also consider scholars’ internal motiva-
tions. The reasons people begin digital humanities work range from the 
personal to the pragmatic. Scholars who are intrinsically motivated by 
their own personal reasons are often very optimistic about the possibili-
ties of incorporating technology into their research and teaching. Those 
scholars who are requested (or required) by employers and institutions 
to transition to using digital tools may experience more trepidation. 
Even for those who may be approaching the digital humanities more 
reluctantly, this book seeks to enumerate the possibilities of embracing 
the digital turn in research, teaching, and scholarship. Those possibili-
ties are reliant, however, upon the key to any successful digital humani-
ties project: keeping the humanities at the forefront of your planning 
process in incorporating any new technologies. 

Start your engagement with the digital humanities by focusing on your 
own needs and interests. As you begin a new digital project as a student or 
scholar of the humanities, you should first ask yourself, “Why do I want 
to align my work with the digital humanities?” Maybe you are excited 
about the possibility of building on work you are already doing with new 
technologies. Sharing your work more widely may be another attraction 
to the field. Perhaps, on the other hand, you have been asked to do so 
by your employer, who has made digital humanities a priority for your 
research center, school, or library. It is also possible that you anticipate 
encouraging grant opportunities or job prospects for people with digital 
humanities experience. Reflecting on your reasons for incorporating digi-
tal humanities into your work is important as you develop your eventual 
project because those reasons impact your decision-making processes in 
important ways. As you begin your work, it is also essential that you 
think about how your digital practices can be more inclusive. The digital 
humanities of the future must include in its construction commitments to 
justice, including but not limited to racial equity,8 respect for indigenous 
practice,9 and advocacy for universal design.10 

Consider the following common motivations as you reflect on your 
own goals for digital humanities work, and think about how they 
impact the decisions you will make as you begin a new project. 
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4 Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 

Motivation #1: Finding New Ways to Answer Questions and 
Solve Problems 

Often, long-standing problems in humanities subject areas can be 
addressed by new approaches with digital technology. Digital technolo-
gies can not only provide new ways to answer old questions, but they 
can also prompt new and exciting lines of inquiry. For many digital 
humanities researchers, the need to find new ways to consider their 
subject area is a primary motivation for engaging in digital projects. 

Sometimes the research process is tedious. We wish we could wave 
a magic wand and have the answers we are looking for. Unfortunately, 
technology is not a magic wand, and the results it gives are not perfect. 
Nevertheless, it can speed up many processes. Computing makes pos-
sible in a short span of time types of inquiry that were only previously 
achievable through a lifetime of labor. For an example of a simple use 
of technology, one could use a search function in a digital text to find 
all instances of a certain word. Scholars used to answer those kinds 
of research questions by carefully poring over every page of a text. 
Computers can have those answers in seconds. 

The constant advancement of technology opens new doors for schol-
ars of the humanities, and that can provide exciting opportunities for 
learning. Digital technologies can offer us more nuanced ways to exam-
ine familiar objects. The use of certain digitization and magnification 
tools allows us to see things we never before would have seen. For 
instance, some researchers use high-resolution cameras to examine the 
surfaces of manuscripts and canvases to see if there are faint impres-
sions of work done before or other clues to the early life of an object. 
What they find can change how they think about that object and what 
they hope to learn about it. 

Motivation #2: Building on Digital Work you are 
Already Doing 

Undoubtedly, you have been using digital technologies extensively in 
your personal and professional life. Research for many scholars depends 
upon electronic databases, even if the end result of using that database 
is finding access to a physical book or artifact. Communicating with 
librarians who help provide access to materials, with colleagues who 
are collaborating on a project, or with potential audiences for a pro-
ject all often depend on e-mail, social media, video conferencing, and 
other digital technologies. Teaching, for many instructors, includes uti-
lization of multimedia and other digital sources, often distributed via 
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  Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 5 

online learning management systems (such as Blackboard, Moodle, or 
Canvas). 

Using your previous experience and expertise with digital tools is a 
great way to get into the digital humanities. However, you should not 
let the tools you are using keep you from thinking of new approaches. 
The most successful digital humanities practitioners are open to play-
ing with new technologies and experimenting with using digital tools 
in new ways. This willingness to engage with emerging technologies is 
crucial because technology advances at a rapid pace, such that upgrades 
are often needed even in the midst of a project. Bringing a willingness 
to work with technology as well as an openness to learning new things 
is a path to success in digital projects. 

With any successful digital humanities project, the first place to 
focus is on the research question that interests you about your humani-
ties subject area. The digital tools you employ should always be in the 
service of your research. Don’t shift your research goals to try to fit 
electronic tools. Attempts to build projects around specific digital tools 
are not going to be as successful as projects that begin with a clear focus 
on answering questions grounded in the humanities. 

Motivation #3: Sharing Ideas More Widely 

A main component of Fitzpatrick’s definition of the digital humani-
ties involves the differences that digital work can make to “the ways 
that we communicate with one another.” The printed book or journal 
remains an important contribution to scholarship, but many publish-
ers are now turning to electronic books and journals. With that inno-
vation, the possibility of linked information arises, including linking 
references online for faster access of sources. It is not a big leap to 
consider the increased possibilities of including multimedia in addition 
to more traditional text-based sources. In fact, certain projects, such as 
the Manifold Scholarship initiative, have already moved publication in 
that direction.11 These faster connections increase the speed with which 
we access work and also help increase the sharing of that work. 

As we share ideas in digital format, it can also change our methods 
for processing the information we find. Many scholars find the possi-
bility of providing information in nonlinear format exciting and chal-
lenging. How we access information affects how we understand that 
information, and such nonlinear works might inspire creative, explora-
tory approaches to our subjects. For disciplines that study visual arts 
and performance arts, the increased possibility of including high-qual-
ity representations of the art form makes a big impact as well. 
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  6 Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 

A noteworthy consideration, however, is that sometimes digital pro-
jects do not (or cannot) deliver on the promise of access for all audi-
ences. Links to sources are of minimal value when those publications 
are paywalled. Sometimes, too, a digital project requires certain kinds 
of computing equipment for access that not all potential users may be 
able to acquire. Nevertheless, keeping these cautions in mind, scholars 
can design projects that plan ahead for broader access and sharing of 
ideas. 

Motivation #4: The Pivot to Online Learning and Research 

Recent world events have brought the use of digital tools in educa-
tion and research into sharp focus. In early 2020, as COVID-19 spread 
across the globe, much of the world’s population was asked to practice 
social distancing or was forced into quarantine. The pivot online for 
educational institutions was swift, but for many it was new territory. 
Recognizing the potential for increased deployment of courses online 
again in the future, many teachers have opted to develop more digi-
tal competencies in their pedagogy. As research moved entirely online, 
with only remote access to library materials and museum collections, 
many scholars also chose to develop more digital resources as a way to 
continue work. Of course, while this work is new to some, a long his-
tory of humanities computing already exists. Building upon the strong 
digital humanities foundation that has been established by current and 
previous scholars is essential as researchers seek to incorporate the digi-
tal into their work. It is worth noting that simply teaching humanities 
courses online (or taking such courses) does not necessarily engage with 
digital humanities in a transformative way. Nevertheless, actively using 
digital humanities tools in your pedagogy can transform the way you 
teach, either online or in face-to-face settings. 

Also important to note when considering the relationship of the digi-
tal humanities to a move online is that digital humanities research does 
not always happen remotely. Indeed, sometimes the required special-
ized equipment for a project must be accessed in person. A challenge 
many faced during the COVID-19 pandemic was separation from mak-
erspaces or labs. However, the products of digital humanities projects 
often make possible remote use by other scholars. For instance, schol-
ars studying Romantic poetry could access the William Blake Archive 
remotely, thus advancing their own humanities research while quaran-
tined. Any scholar involved in the project who was in the process of 
scanning or photographing Blake’s texts or images, on the other hand, 
had to pause until they were able to return to work with the specialized 
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  Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 7 

equipment and materials available at their museum, library, or physical 
archive. 

Motivation #5: Opportunities for the Future 

There has been a great deal of scholarly debate about the future of the 
humanities and the role of the digital humanities in helping usher in a 
new era for the studies of arts, literature, and performance. The debates 
are unresolved, but enthusiasm for the potential of digital humanities is 
on the rise with increasing job prospects in centers for digital humani-
ties and numerous grant opportunities for digital humanities projects. 
There also exists the opportunity for potential employment in the pub-
lishing industry, with the rise in popular consumption of e-books, and 
in the entertainment industry, with the increase in online streaming for 
the performing arts. 

As all humanities scholars know, however, there is no single path 
from the study of any humanities field into a particular career trajec-
tory. More relevant when considering opportunities for the future is 
reflection on the changing nature of how we study the humanities and 
how the humanities contribute to society. Twenty-first-century scholar-
ship seems guided by interdisciplinarity, breaking down the barriers 
between academic departments and between universities, museums, 
archives, and libraries. Increased use of technology to achieve those 
goals also helps bring that scholarship to wider audiences beyond the 
university. Study of the digital humanities has much to contribute to 
those pursuits. 

Digital Futures 

Your motivations may derive from any or all of the above-listed cat-
egories, or you may have additional reasons for engaging with the digi-
tal humanities. It is impossible to predict exactly how the humanities 
disciplines will develop over the next several decades, but whatever 
happens seems bound to intertwine with the digital. Nicholas Kristof 
reminds us that the humanities remain essential to our lives and that the 
digital technologies we so often use in our daily interactions reach back 
toward the humanities: 

To adapt to a changing world, we need new software for our cell-
phones; we also need new ideas. The same goes for literature, for 
architecture, languages and theology. Our world is enriched when 
coders and marketers dazzle us with smartphones and tablets, but, 
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8 Reasons to Engage With Digital Humanities 

by themselves, they are just slabs. It is the music, essays, entertain-
ment and provocations that they access, spawned by the humani-
ties, that animate them—and us.12 

Makers of digital products know that people are accessing their com-
puters and smartphones for humanities content. That makes it all the 
more important for humanities scholars to engage with the digital as 
well. 

Questions for Refection 

1. What are your reasons for engaging with the digital humanities? 
Do your motivations align with those listed above, or are there 
other factors influencing you? 

2. Why do you think some authors and humanities scholars have 
adopted stances critical of digital technologies? What are their 
likely concerns? Do you share any of those concerns? 

3. Some scholars have suggested that the future use of digital tech-
nologies in the humanities is so inevitable that a separate study 
of digital humanities will soon be unnecessary. Do you agree or 
disagree with that assessment? What do you think the future of the 
humanities and technology will look like? 

4. Have you found that digital tools have transformed any of the 
work you do as a scholar or student of the humanities? If so, pro-
vide an example. 
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