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• The humanities as a challenging domain 

• The humanities and design as a way of thinking 

• A critical, public digital humanities



Humanities’ 
challenges



• ambiguity 

• subjectivity 

• interpretation 

• contingency 

• partial knowledge



ISO 8601



Problematic dates
• possibly 1976 

• approximately 1976 

• some year in the 1970s 

• September 2nd, 197? 

• September or October 1976 

• Fall 1976



Extended Date/Time Format

• 1984? 
uncertain: possibly the year 1984, but not definitely 

• 2004-06? 

• 2004-06-11? 

• 1984~ 
"approximately" the year 1984 

• 1984?~ 
the year is approximately 1984 and even that is uncertain

http://www.loc.gov/standards/datetime/

http://www.loc.gov/standards/datetime/


Semantic indeterminacy



http://perio.do

http://perio.do


Fx ¬Fx



determinately Fx determinately ¬Fx

Rescher & Grim, Beyond Sets: A Venture in Collection-Theoretic Revisionism, Ontos, 2011

¬determinately Fx

¬determinately ¬Fx





Design thinking



– Geoffrey Nunberg, “Story Time,” Human-Computer Interaction 9, no. 1 
(1994): 99. doi:10.1207/s15327051hci0901_3

“A well-designed, readable artifact is highly 
situated and particular, exploiting the 

contingent features of its physical setting and 
acquiring its interpretation through the tacit 
conventions of the community that uses it.” 















– Nunberg, “Story Time,” 104

“The point is to give a close reading of individual 
artifacts in all their particularity, with the attention 
to detail we may give to a literary work, where no 

features of the object can be presumed to be 
contingent or meaningless and no feature of the 

context can be disregarded as irrelevant.” 





“Dizzying but invisible depth”

HTTP, HTML, CSS, Javascript …

DNS, TCP, UDP, IP, Wifi, Ethernet, 
DOCSIS, OC, SONET …

kernel, USB host stack, input dispatcher, 
event handler, font hinter, sub-pixel rasterizer, 

windowing system, graphics driver …

power regulator, debouncer, input multiplexer, 
USB device stack, USB hub stack …

chip manufacturing …
https://plus.google.com/+JeanBaptisteQueru/posts/dfydM2Cnepe

https://plus.google.com/+JeanBaptisteQueru/posts/dfydM2Cnepe


– Johanna Drucker, “Humanistic Theory and Digital Scholarship,” Debates 
in the Digital Humanities, 87. http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/34

“The challenge is to shift humanistic study from 
attention to the effects of technology … to a 

humanistically informed theory of the making of 
technology (a humanistic computing at the level 
of design, modeling of information architecture, 

data types, interface, and protocols).” 

http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/34




– Burdick, Drucker, Lunenfeld, Presner, & Schnapp, Digital_Humanities, 13.  
https://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/content/

9780262018470_Open_Access_Edition.pdf

“Digital Humanities is a production-based 
endeavor in which theoretical issues get 
tested in the design of implementations, 

and implementations are loci of theoretical 
reflection and elaboration.” 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/content/9780262018470_Open_Access_Edition.pdf


– Alan Liu, “Where is Cultural Criticism in the Digital Humanities?” Debates in 
the Digital Humanities, 502. http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/20

“Only by creating a methodological 
infrastructure in which culturally aware 

technology complements technologically aware 
cultural criticism can the digital humanities 

more effectively serve humanists by 
augmenting their ability to engage today's 

global-scale cultural issues.” 

http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/20


Critical, public 
humanities



– Tim Berners-Lee, “We Need to Re-decentralise the Web,” Wired.co.uk, 
February 6, 2014, http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2014-02/06/tim-

berners-lee-reclaim-the-web 

“It's a really important culture, it's important to 
have the geek community as a whole think about 

its responsibility and what it can do. We need 
various alternative voices pushing back …” 

http://www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2014-02/06/tim-berners-lee-reclaim-the-web


– Ethan Zuckerman, “The Internet’s Original Sin,” The Atlantic, August 14, 
2014, http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2014/08/advertising-is-

the-internets-original-sin/376041/ 

“What we wanted to do was to build a tool that 
made it easy for everyone, everywhere to share 

knowledge, opinions, ideas and photos of cute cats 
… What we’re asking for today is a conversation 

about how we could do this better, since we 
screwed up pretty badly the first time around.” 

http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2014/08/advertising-is-the-internets-original-sin/376041/


– Anil Dash, “The Web We Lost,” December 13, 2012,  
http://dashes.com/anil/2012/12/the-web-we-lost.html 

“We've lost key features that we used to rely on, 
and worse, we've abandoned core values that 

used to be fundamental to the web world.” 

http://dashes.com/anil/2012/12/the-web-we-lost.html


– Burdick et al., Digital_Humanities, 120

“… a critical experimental practice, 
carried out in the public laboratory 

of a cultural commons …” 





Audience

civictechnical /  
academic

computer science  
& engineering

information & library 
science, MIS, informatics, 

information policy

Burawoy & VanAntwerpen, “Berkeley Sociology: Past, Present and Future,” 2001, 
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/PS/Berkeley%20Sociology.pdf
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information & library 
science, MIS, informatics, 

information policy
computer science  

& engineering

civictechnical /  
academic

Burawoy & VanAntwerpen, “Berkeley Sociology: Past, Present and Future,” 2001, 
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/PS/Berkeley%20Sociology.pdf

instrumental

reflexive

critical technical  
practice

people’s civil  
service

http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/PS/Berkeley%20Sociology.pdf


information & library 
science, MIS, informatics, 

information policy
computer science  

& engineering

civictechnical /  
academic

Burawoy & VanAntwerpen, “Berkeley Sociology: Past, Present and Future,” 2001, 
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/PS/Berkeley%20Sociology.pdf

instrumental

reflexive

critical technical  
practice

people’s civil  
servicedigital humanities


