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In the spring of 2008, the National Endowment for the Humanities converted its
Digital Humanities Initiative to the more permanent Office of Digital Humani-
ties. Along with other leadership organizations like the Mellon Foundation and
the American Council of Learned Societies, the NEH actively promotes new
digitally enabled forms of research, publication, and pedagogy. Such emerging
paradigms respond to ongoing shifts in an increasingly (if unevenly) networked
public culture, seeking to adapt for scholarly gains the core technologies and so-
citü practices unfolding in online spaces ranging from Wildpedia to YouTube to
Second Life.

Of course, what is now called the "digittJ humanities" is not a new develop-
ment. Indeed, a small subset of humanities scholars have been actively engaged
in working with computer technology for over twenty years. Nonetheless, these
"computing humanists" sometimes labored in relative isolation from the questions
that animated research in other aspects of their home disciplines, particularly work
derived from interpretative frameworks or from poststnicturalist theories. Their
efforts often concentrated on archiving, digitizing, and preserving the human
record, i.e., on large infrastructural projects that could seem more the terrain of
libraries than of "scholarship proper." More recently, we have seen an explosion of
what I might call the "blogging humanists"—folks very interested in the hopes for
participation promised by emerging Web 2.0 technologies. Faced with severe cut-
backs at academic presses and dated systems for peer review, this second breed of
digital humanists port the words and monographs of humanities scholarship to
networked spaces of conversation and dialogue. They envision new modes of con-
nection and peer-to-peer conversation, and text often remains the lingua franca of
their scholarly productions.

Through the decades, this humanities computing work has been quietly
building momentum; the scholarly fields of media studies, visual studies, and
digital studies have exploded, producing valuable insights into the epistemological,
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phenomenological, ethical, and cultural dimensions of the visually intense and
media-rich worlds we inhabit. Indeed, some of today's most cutting-edge human-
ities research takes up questions of visual and aural culture and of tlie emotions.
Nonetheless, we have been slow to explore the potential of interactive, immersive,
and multimedia expression for our own thinking and scholarship, even as we dab-
ble with such forms in our teaching. With a few exceptions, we remain content to
comment about technology and media, rather than to participate more actively in
constructing knowledge in and through our objects of study.

The time is now ripe to join the insights of decades of film and media studies
with the new modes of information management, visualization, and dissemination
that digital technologies are enabling. Who better to reimagine the relationship of
scholarly form to content than those who have devoted their careers to studying
narrative structure, representation and meaning, or the aesthetics of visuality?
Who better to address the Utopian registers of much popular commentary on tech-
nology than historians of media and scholars of political economy? In the late
1990s, fueled by the siren call and profit-driven dreams of "distance learning," ad-
ministrators at many of our universities reduced the role of the humanities scholar
to "content provider" for the digitally enhanced university. In this scenario, our
lectures and research would populate their information systems. I am here sug-
gesting that we should reject this limited role for the humanities scholar and in-
stead fully engage with the platforms and tools of the digital era. This will require
new forms of collaboration and engagement that may push us beyond our schol-
arly comfort zones.' It also means rethinking our allegiance to print as the only (or
even the primary) outcome of our scholarly endeavors.

One potentially rich space for action for the media studies professor is in a
third variant of the digital humanities, the multimodal scholar. This third type of
digital humanist in effect blends many of the desires and goals of the other "early
adopters," the computing humanist and blogging humanist. This emergent breed,
the multimodal humanist, brings together databases, scholarly tools, networked
writing, and peer-to-peer commentary while also leveraging the potential of visual
and aural media that so dominate contemporary life. This multimodal scholar
complements rather than replaces other types of digital humanists, expanding the
scope and reach of the field. She aims to produce work that reconfigures the rela-
tionships among author, reader, and technology while investigating the computer
simultaneously as a platform, a medium, and a visualization dexace. She thinks
carefully about the relationship of form to content, expression to idea.

The multimodal scholar explores new forms of hteracy that include author-
ing and analyzing visual, aural, dynamic, and interactive media. She also takes her
cues from popular culture, imagining what it would be like to immerse yourself in
a scholarly argument as you might immerse yourself in a movie or a video game.
She investigates what happens when scholarship looks and feels differently, re-
quiring new modes of engagement from the reader/user. She takes seriously such
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questions as "How do you 'experience' or 'feel' an argument in a more immersive
and sensory-rich space?" "Can scholarship show as well as tell?" "Will represent-
ing data differently change the ways we understand, collect, or interpret it?"
"What happens to argument in a nonlinear environment?"

This is more radical tlian simply arguing that we should publish our work on-
line. It is an argument that hands-on engagement with digital forms reorients tlie
scholarly imagination, not because tlie tools are cool or new (even if tliey are) or
because the audience for our work might be expanded (even if it is), but because
scholars come to realize that they understand their arguments and their objects
of study differently, even better, when they approach them through multiple
modalities and emergent and interconnected forms of literacy. The ability to de-
ploy new experiential, emotional, and even tactile aspects of argument and expres-
sion can open up fresh avenues of inquiry and research.

For instance, the multimodal scholar explores the power of the database for
organizing and presenting research. It might seem counterintuitive to argue that
using a database can free a scholar to reach new insights, but the database can be
quite amenable to the interpretative humanities. In the course of writing a tradi-
tional scholarly monograph, humanities scholars typically sort and re-sort large
volumes of collected evidence or data, from primary archival documents to cita-
tions of other scholarship to careful textual analyses. The book requires that we or-
ganize this material in subordination to a linear spine, often meaning that certiun
trajectories or trains of thought get pared off or eliminated. The database opens
up new modes of data organization. Our carefully collected evidence can now be
animated in new ways, allowing us to present multiple lines of thought in relation
to the materials at hand and to invite others to join us in this process in extended
collaboration and conversation. Working widi databases dlows us both to present
our arguments differently and to understand our materials differently. Thus, the
database might itself be understood as an interpretative platform that can support
and extend tlie core methodologies of the inteqjretative humanities, including
film and media studies.

Such a process taps into die very pleasures and affordances of the digital, re-
puqDOsing them for scholarly gain. Consider the ways you interact with the digital
in tlie most mundane of scenarios. When I book a ticket through Expédia, surf the
bounty of shoes at Zappos, or obsessively search for signs of life in the southern
Ctxlifornia housing market on Zillow, I interact with data in malleable and mutable
ways, sorting agtiin and again by price, by neighborhood, by departure date, by
color. With each click and sort, I slice tlirough reams of data, offering up new views
on large data sets. This multiperspectival quality (as well as the new visualization
processes that can render it meaningful) also has possibihty for scholarly knowl-
edge production. A deep engagement witli databases and algorithms allows hu-
manities scholars to formulate new research questions. When working with tlie
flexible form of the database, scholars reimagine connections between research
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and analysis that are not necessarily based on the structure of a linear argument,
but may be multiple, associative, digressive, even contradictory. Thus, the role of
computation in the humanities is about much more than building robust archives
that scholars then write about in traditional ways (as rich as that work can be); it is
also about navigating new pathways through scholarly materials that can transform
the questions scholarship might ask.

Beyond the database, emerging and existing computing technologies allow
us to imagine very different scholarly "outputs" at the surface of the screen—we
might create powerful simulations, visualize space and time in compelUng ways, or
structure data tliat the user can then play like a video game, richly annotate on tlie
fly, or capture and represent in interesting new ways. Exploring database thinking
and creating new genres of argument produce new relationships for scholars: to
our objects of study, our methodologies, and our potential collaborators. They
also reconfigure our understandings of technology's role in the humanities (and
vice versa), and, often, to broader publics in and outside of the academy. The
stakes are too high to leave tlie processes of and possibilities for filtering and visu-
alization solely to Google and Microsoft.

The contributors to this In Focus dl map a rapidly shifting mediascape and
share a tone of urgency, even while the various conclusions drawn occupy different
zones on a continuum of possibihty and optimism. All also write from the perspec-
tive of having walked the walk of digital scholarship and pedagogy, here drawing
out some key lessons from their individual experiences. Kathleen Fitzpatrick takes
on the academic sacred cow of peer review to argue for less hidebound modes of
accountability. Drawing on her work with MediaGommons and the Institute for
the Future of the Book, she urges us to privilege filtering over gatekeeping and
to think carefully about what may be motivating our resistance to change. The
founders of die onhne forum Flow, Avi Santo and Ghristopher Lucas, present the
results of an onUne survey investigating the attitudes of media studies scholars to-
ward digital publishing. They consider the potential reach of emerging forms of
digital scholarship, asking how we might usefully engage nonacademic communi-
ties through online publication.

John Hartley zooms out to a long take on the history of print to ask hard ques-
tions about the divisions of knowing from doing in media and film studies. He
urges us to rethink a series of seemingly intractable divides and polemically de-
mands a new form of "cultural science." Rather than banning students' access to
sites like Wikipedia, Hartley demands we directly engage them. Alexandra Juhasz
did just that, teaching an entire course on and through YouTube in the fall of 2007,
an undertaking that attracted a good deal of mainstream interest. Juhasz's contri-
bution powerfully reminds us both of the constraints of print and, more impor-
tantly, of commercial media.

The final two pieces in this section push beyond print to explore the possi-
bilities of the visual and of the database for digital scholarship. Anne Friedberg
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reflects upon the differences between the page and the screen, arguing that each
has its specificities and its strengths. In describing the "translation" of her book
The Virtual Window to an interactive platform, she underscores what the digital
did and did not allow while pointing toward the importance of collaboration for
multimodal scholarship. Finally, Sharon Daniels ties together many of tlie through-
lines of this section in reflecting on her own digital projects. Her work pushes far
beyond the monastic model of the humanities scholar as lonely scribe, asking us to
consider what our scholarship can do in the world. In limning the relations be-
tween research and activism, privilege and oppression, theory and art, public and
private, Daniels's practice reminds us that neat divides between the "real" and the
"virtual" are illusory. She instead models a hybridity that shimmers with the possi-
bility of a more just future.

Each of these authors is engaged in multimedia practices (as am I, in the
electronic journal that I edit. Vectors). In this early stage of digital scholarship
and pedagogy, many of our experiments might seem tentative or difficult, less
"complete" than the final "product" of the book. Partially, this is because these
undertakings destabilize famihar genres and demand new forms of literacy, skills
we are only now learning to grasp and to teach. Partially, this is because hybrid
communities of practice are only now beginning to emerge in the scholarly
realm. But to fixate on the "current state" of these emergent forms is retilly to
miss the point.

What is most important about these networked experiments in mediated
and multimodal expression are the actual acts of making or producing that they
enable as well as the new kinds of social behavior and collaboration they engen-
der. In a different realm, this is equally true of a space like YouTube. The videos
collected there may often be amateurish or even silly, but the videos themselves
are not the most interesting thing about the space. The practices facilitated via
YouTube instigate a shift in how consumers understand their relationship to
media products and also encourage a networked, public mode of visual expres-
sion. We need to provide a platform for similar experimentation for the scholar,
creating a valuable place for creativity, critique, and, collaboration that exists in
dialogue with more commercial forms while also pushing beyond them. Media
and film scholars should be working with technologists, presses, policy makers,
and librarians to shape the very contours of the technologies we will use to imag-
ine, produce, and disseminate our scholarly work in years to come. Our field has
taught us that technologies are not neutral tools, and that they powerfully infiu-
ence social systems. Thus, it is imperative that we be involved in the design and
construction of tlie emerging networked platforms and practices that will shape
the contours not only of our research, but of social meaning and being for
decades to come.
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