REPORT ON SUMMIT MEETING for PLANNING A COALITION OF DIGITAL HUMANITIES CENTERS

Dear Susan G. Daisy,

I am writing to report on what transpired during the national summit meeting of digital humanities centers and major funders, which took place on April 12th and 13th at NEH headquarters, in Washington, D.C., as well as what has been done since then to initiate an international network of digital humanities centers.  

The summit proper was planned by a group including Brett Bobley and Fred Winter of NEH, and a steering committee consisting of  Bernie Frischer, Mark Kornbluh, Daniel Pitti, Roy Rosenzweig, John Unsworth, Kay Walter, and me.

The purpose of the meeting was to take seriously the ACLS Cyberinfrastructure Commission’s call for digital humanities centers to become key nodes of cyberinfrastructure in the United States.  We explored just what that might mean, both in terms of the centers themselves and in terms of the primary funders of the field.

To do the kind of exploratory business of this summit, which required intensive group discussions, we knew that we needed to keep the number of participants reasonably small, so instead of opening the meeting to all interested parties, the NEH and the summit steering committee invited participants from a representative group and range of 17 digital humanities centers, as well as 14 key funders of the field, including NEH, Mellon, NSF, IMLS, ACLS, the Getty, and the Luce, Macarthur, and Sloane Foundations, plus two representatives from Google. 
At the summit, we were especially concerned with assessing the value of and the desire for greater collaboration and communication among the centers; among the funders; and between both groups.  Our inspiration was the belief, in the words of John Unsworth, that “we know a great deal more together than we do separately” and that “we can accomplish more together than we can separately.” Along with these inspirational thoughts, we brought what has sometimes been called “a healthy disregard for the impossible.”

The summit consisted of opening plenary talks by John Unsworth and Vint Cerf of Google.  These were followed the next day by morning plenary and breakout sessions devoted to finding common ground and afternoon plenary and breakout sessions devoted to discussing where we wanted to go from there.

What then did we learn? Overwhelmingly, the centers favored greater collaboration, seeing the potential benefits as far outweighing the disadvantages. While the funders were more reserved about the benefits of collaboration--especially the private funders--some of them also felt that there was much to be gained through collaboration.

I’ll make this more concrete by listing the most significant decisions and outcomes of the meeting:

The most important decision of the group was to

I) Attempt to build a network for cooperative and collaborative action that would benefit digital humanities and allied fields in general, and centers as humanities cyberinfrastructure in particular.

There were three associated mandates:

THE FIRST: Make the network international

We recognized that even though funding structures are primarily national, the base of the field, its accumulated and accumulating knowledge, is profoundly international

THE SECOND: Make the network broad and inclusive

We expect that there will be cross-over into the social sciences, media studies, digital arts, and other related areas and are welcoming all those who think their center is a digital humanities center, in whole or in part, including humanities centers with a strong interest in or focus on digital platforms.  Our definition of "center" is only slightly more prescriptive: a center should be larger than a single project, and it should have some history or promise of persistence.

THE THIRD: Make the network free

There is no membership fee, although we are asking members to consider contributing some time or resource to the network

II. Having established the goal of building a network, the group elected five people to serve as a start up committee: Julia Flanders, Matt Kirschenbaum, Mark Kornbluh, John Unsworth, and me.  

This committee has already taken several significant actions in this first phase of organization:

1) We’ve put out a call for participation in the network that has received a robust and extremely encouraging response

2) Based on the response to our call we’ve set up an electronic discussion list that currently has over 150 members from centers around the world, but principally in North America, Europe, and Australia. 

3 & 4) We’ve created a wiki containing a detailed report on the summit, including a list of participants, a copy of the agenda, reports from the breakout groups, John Unsworth’s own plenary talk, and a link to what we are calling the Centers Wiki, first set up by Dan Cohen at the end of the summit, which provides a taxonomic listing of all the digital humanities centers of which we’re aware, along with descriptions of these centers, some of which have been provided by the centers themselves. This wiki began as a repurposing and updating of the foundational taxonomic work of Willard McCarty and Matt Kirschenbaum on this subject, but it has now been updated and added to by many of the centers.  Recently, a group of Australian digital humanists converted this wiki into a fully functional database.

5) We created a Website for the international network of centers (now called centerNet), on which there are links to the other resources discussed above in points 3 & 4: http://www.digitalhumanities.org/centernet

 6) Mark Kornbluh and Kay Walter are currently organizing the next formal meeting of network participants, which will take place at the upcoming C(oalition for) N(etworked) I(nformation)’s annual conference in Washington DC on December 12 and 13.

7) Four members of the startup committee were invited to a very productive initial meeting at the Googleplex in June to talk to Google about digital humanities centers and how Google might involve themselves with centers. A number of possibilities were broached and will be revisited shortly.

8) A nacent collaboration among the NEH, NSF, and IMLS in support of a digital tools workshop is but one of the outcomes of the summit regarding the funders themselves.  Brett Bobley of the NEH has been actively pursuing collaborations with funders both American and international.  The new JISC/NEH collaboration is another example of his efforts.

9) At the summit Roy Osborne, Undersecretary for Science of the Dept of Energy, gave a talk during which he promised to make available opportunities for digital humanities scholars to use supercomputers for their work. 

Finally, some of the other early initiatives we are contemplating include:

*developing a fractr map representing the location of centers worldwide 

* workshops and training opportunities for faculty, staff, and students

* developing collaborative teams that are, in effect, pre-positioned to apply for predictable multi-investigator, multi-disciplinary, multi-national funding opportunities, perhaps beginning with the upcoming RFP that will invite applications for supercomputing 

* exchanging information about tools development, best practices, organizational strategies, standards efforts, and new digital collections, through the digital humanities portal I mentioned earlier

In sum, the summit meeting was both important and substantive in itself and for the various collaborations it has and will continue to promote and enable. I’m very appreciative of the NEH support that made it possible.

Sincerely,

Neil Fraistat

Professor of English & Director

Maryland Institute for Technology in the Humanities (MITH)

