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Preface

Taiwan started its cultural digitization effort in earnest in 1998, when the National
Science Council initiated the Digital Museum Program. Since then the government has
invested a large amount of money and has digitized a significant portion of Taiwan’s cultural
heritage. Indeed, the effort has been so successful that B{{7 H158 | the Chinese translation of

“digital archives”, has become a household term in Taiwan.

The success of the digitization enterprise, in particular the National Digital Archives
Program, is at least partly due to the altruistic devotion of many senior scholars. However,
around 2005 I started to notice that many of these scholars do not seem to utilize the outcome
of their digitization work in their own research. This phenomenon baffled me. Since an
important purpose of digitization is to make materials more accessible, why couldn’t they use
the fruits of their own hard work to expedite their own research? After some studies, I observed
that ar least one reason is that the digital archive systems are not designed with the need of
the users, especially researchers, in mind. Thus most people still think that a retrieval system
can do just that, retrieve, but not to help them organize, observe, and explore what has been
retrieved. This is a pity, because combining information technology with massive high quality
digital objects should provide tremendous opportunities for humanities research. I then
learned that this phenomenon is not unique to Taiwan. Indeed, many scholars in the world

have been thinking about this challenge, and the community is called Digital Humanities.

To put it in the simplest term, digital humanities is humanities research with the help
of digital materials and information technology, with an emphasis on the type of research
that cannot be accomplished otherwise. It is interdisciplinary by nature. In 2009, the
Research Center for Digital Humanities of the National Taiwan University started an annual
International Conference on Digital Archives and Digital Humanities to serve as a forum for
researchers from different disciplines and different parts of the world to showcase their work
and exchange ideas. This series, the Series on Digital Humanities, is a product of this effort.
All papers in the volumes have been presented in one of the conferences. The final version
is then submitted and went through rigorous reviews. We hope that the Series will promote

digital humanities and stimulate further research.

Jieh Hsiang
September, 2011

National Taiwan University
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Introduction
Pondering on Digital Humanities:

Foundation and Methodology
Jieh Hsiang *, Chi-an Weng **

Abstract

As Digital Humanities gains popularity and extends its reach into more domains of
humanities, it becomes imperative to consider issues facing Digital Humanities as it emerges
into a new discipline. This paper gives a very brief overview of Digital Humanities before
discussing in greater length of the article by Professor Jin Guan-Tao, who provides a treatise
of the foundation of Digital Humanities from an epistemological point of view. We feel
that as a discipline originated from application, Digital Humanities' foundation cannot
be fully grasped from an abstract angle. We point out the crucial role played by a software
(retrieval, presentational) system in the utilization of a digital archive. Only with a user-
oriented, dynamic system design, can a scholar fully observe, discover, and explore the contexts
explicitly or implicitly embedded in the digital materials. Furthermore, a system developed
for humanities research purposes can claim to truly satisfy research needs if it is developed
with a close collaboration between its users (humanities researchers) and builders (computer
scientists). Thus, such a system will fundamentally change the relationship between the
humanists, the user, the information technologists, the designer, and digital archives, the
content. Putting system into consideration is, in our view, an important starting point for the

methodology for Digital Humanities, and is a future direction of its development.

*  Distinguished Professor, Department of Computer Science and Information Engineering, National Taiwan

University.

*x

Research Associate, Research Center for Digital Humanities, National Taiwan University.
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