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Digital Humanities and Libraries: A Global Perspective 

Introduction 

 This literature review will explore digital humanities as it relates to scholarship, libraries, 

and the application of digital humanities projects globally. Digital humanities (DH) is a relatively 

new field or discipline that involves the use of technology in humanities scholarship and 

teaching. Technological advances facilitate the sharing of information across cultures. Included 

in this review is an overview of DH projects at Universities in North America, Europe, and Asia. 

The following research will present an overview of DH, libraries and DH, global significance, 

DH projects, and recommendations for further analysis. 

 Digital humanities is difficult to define with conceptually similar definitions throughout 

the literature. The field explores the changing landscape of how new digital methodologies are 

transforming traditional scholarship (Burdick, Drucker, Lunenfeld, Presner, & Schnapp, 2012). 

Robinson, Priego, and Bowden (2015) identify the relationship between the field of library and 

information science (LIS) and the digital humanities (DH). Robinson et al. present the strengths 

and weaknesses of the two disciplines, though the relationship is not clear, the definitions are 

similar. Drucker, Kim, Salehian, and Bushong (2014) (as cited in Robinson et al. 2015) define 

“DH to be a field at the intersection of computational technology and traditional humanities 

disciplines, comprising a set of conceptual and practical approaches to digital engagement with 

cultural materials” (p.45).  DH involves research, synthesis, analysis, and digitally presenting 

and sharing information. In addition to the sharing of information, DH involves possibilities to 

apply technology to cultural artifacts (Robinson et al., 2015). The definition of Library and 

Information Science (LIS) has similarities to the definition of DH, when referring to the 

functions of research, synthesis, organizing and sharing information—both fields focus on 
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records and information. Both DH and LIS are separate disciplines and support academia, but a 

weakness is both may be viewed as support functions rather than separate disciplines (Koltay, 

2016). Fenton’s (2017) article “Digital humanities: The most exciting field you've never heard 

of” provides a DH definition similar to Robinson’s. Fenton includes examples of works to 

classify as DH such as online archives, open education resources, and data visualizations. Fenton 

describes his experience at a panel entitled: Curating Digital Pedagogy in the Humanities at the 

Modern Language Association (MLA) convention in January 2017; during that panel, many 

professors shared their application of digital humanities from studying literature and literary texts 

to media literacy. At the MLA Convention, there were an additional 40 panels about digital 

humanities—a relatively large number in comparison to some of the other panel sessions 

(Fenton, 2017).  

Global Projects and Applications 

 Throughout the literature, there are several examples of DH projects in different 

countries.  Digital Humanities is a global movement according to Wong, S. H. R. (2016). 

Wong’s journal analysis of authorship in DH shows the geographic concentration of 

organizations of authors and their involvement with DH. Reviewing Wong’s Table 4 (p.680) lists 

41 counties with the highest distribution of authors in the United States at 35%, then the United 

Kingdom at 14%, Taiwan with 5% and Japan at 4%. North America ranks the highest at 43.81%, 

followed by Europe at 40.8% then Asia at 11.6%. One may ask why the digital humanities are 

not so prevalent in some countries—information technology infrastructure and government 

restrictions over the internet and communications may contribute to the lack of involvement and 

collaboration on DH projects.  Although Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong 

Kong are well-developed countries, there are still challenges with managing the many languages 



DIGITAL HUMANITIES AND LIBRARIES: A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE                                      4 

 

in Asia. The author cites a 2014 study (“Languages: Other,” BBC) that there are 2,200 different 

languages people speak in Asia while in Europe, there are only 260 languages people speak. An 

interesting fact is current technology cannot index and retrieve Chinese, Japanese and Korean 

language characters with accuracy.   Character recognition is an area to research and resolve in 

support of digital humanities as well as other global initiatives to advance the study of cultural 

heritage (Wong, 2016). 

 North America leads not only with the number of DH projects but also with the projects’ 

breadth and depth of the DH initiatives and collaborations both in North America and globally. 

Stanford University is just one example of DH initiatives in higher education and libraries 

(“Stanford University,” n.d.). Although there are many more examples, the focus of this paper is 

to present global initiatives and the following with present DH examples in Europe and Asia.  

Europe 

Digital humanities support the collaboration and communication across boundaries 

within the global community. Technology allows this to happen. Laschinger (2011) explores 

how digital culture has changed humanities pedagogy in well-established, prosperous markets 

versus emerging markets on a global scale.  Turkey is an emerging market and the author studies 

digital humanities applications in Turkey and compares these applications to the developed or 

more prosperous markets such as the United States, Australia, and Germany.  Laschinger 

concludes how humanities pedagogy could promote digital humanities in all markets. An 

example of using DH in instruction is Burrows’ (2016) focus is on studying past cultures and the 

application of bibliometric research and creating visualizations using GIS mapping software. 

Burrows goes through the example of the European book trade in the eighteenth century. The 

GIS application to see where the buyers and sellers exchanged their goods helps in visualizing 
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and putting the concept in perspective.  Ehnes and Hingston (2015) discuss assignments 

analyzing Victorian text – this application has transformed the study of Victorian literature and 

its contexts to help students understand the era through interaction with the digitized text. While 

Barber (2016) applies DH to digital storytelling as the humanities are about the “cultural record 

of human experience.”  Universally, storytelling is a shared experience, and literature, art, 

architecture, and music are avenues in which to share these stories. Today, the combination with 

technology enhances the storytelling aspect of DH. 

Mone (2016) describes the history of DH and provides several examples of applications 

such as the digitization of 6,000 French Impressionist paintings, and how a computer program 

was able to group the paintings by common characteristics. Mone also describes the project: 

Visualizing Venice, a collaboration between Duke University, the University of Venice and the 

University of Padua creating 3D models of the city over time (Mone 2016). Mone discusses 

University of Georgia historian Scott Nesbit’s view that DH is not a standalone discipline.  Much 

of the literature disputes Nesbit’s view. Besides, there are conferences and journals solely 

devoted to DH. However, though not substantiated, that view is understandable given the many 

aspects of DH. When searching the literature, many of the articles and books are relatively recent 

and published in the last couple of years.  

Collaboration between organizations is a way to support many DH projects. For example, 

libraries support initiatives in academia. Universities have been developing digital humanities 

centers with the support of the library or as part of the library. Harvell’s (2017) article reviews 

the DH Sussex Humanities Lab (SHL) partnership with the University of Sussex. Not only is the 

library supporting the work but the library is also an equal partner of the lab dedicated to DH 

research. Tracy’s (2015) case study of the use of a DH publishing platform, Scalar, provides 
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another example of how the library collaborated with the campus humanities center at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign. Truyen and Verbeke (2015) describe another 

partnership for the Europeana Photography Project. There were concerns about preservation and 

intellectual property rights. The KU Leuven in Belgium was the coordinator of the project and 

had to oversee the consortium of 19 other organizations to organize and share 430,000 images of 

early European photographic images. Fay (2014) discusses Webbs on the Web (“LSE Digital 

Library,” n.d.), a partnership between the London School of Economics (LSE) Library, the Open 

Planets Foundation, and the Department of Information Studies at University College London.  

Ferrini (2015) looks at collaborations with universities and students creating online annotations 

and translating digital versions of classics. Ferrini also gives an example of the partnership with 

Gregory Crane, the editor-in-chief of the Perseus Digital Library and a Tufts University 

professor specializing in classics and computer science, went to Germany to the University of 

Leipzig to convert the computer science center to a digital humanities center. 

 Throughout the literature, there is agreement of DH and the libraries role in sharing 

information and supporting cultural heritage. There are many more examples of collaborations 

that are beyond the scope of this paper. Libraries are significant contributors to DH. Many 

partnerships have formed with digitization projects and sharing of cultural objects including 

contributions from scholars and computer scientists. Digital libraries provide many possibilities 

for scholarly research, and DH centers and labs continue to develop globally.  

Asia 

 Digital humanities projects are developing in Asia, though not as widespread as in North 

America and Europe, there are many collaborations presented in the literature.  Following 

Wong‘s (2016) quantitative analysis of DH journals, the author discovers Taiwan and Japan are 
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getting more involved with digital humanities. Sugimoto (2016) describes the development of 

digital archives in Japan since the 1990s. The author describes the challenged of high cost and 

usability to maintain digital archives. He then discusses issues for sustainable development of 

digital archives: social, usability, technological and longevity. Sugimoto stresses it is necessary 

to prove the value of digital archiving. Technological challenges such as appropriate metadata is 

essential to provide discoverability of the resources. He mentions the possibilities of using 3D 

sensing and virtual reality technologies to create quality cultural digital archives. For example, 

the importance of character recognition of old Japanese documents handwritten with a brush. 

The DH project for Japanese culture is one of the main divisions of the Art Research Center at 

the Ritsumeikan University, which has several databases providing information about Japanese 

culture (Sugimoto, 2016). Kim and Wong’s (2015) article focuses on a successful specific 

application of a DH project in an undergraduate class at a Hong Kong University. Librarians 

provided support for data management and DH for the initial project, following this project; 

librarians continue to provide support for future DH and data management projects.  The 

students had to organize and analyze datasets to apply to historical research.  The students 

contributed to the “History in Data” website (“HKBU,” n.d.).  

 Zhu and Bao’s (2015) article details how GIS mapping technology was used to visualize 

1,756 records in chronicles of the Guangdong and Qing dynasty (1820). The project was 

conducted at the University Library, Nanjing Agricultural University, and Nanjing. Zhu asserts 

the value of GIS mapping and possibilities of future visualization projects using various 

multimedia.  

 Hashimoto’s (2017) application is fascinating; the author highlights the advantage DH 

has that other humanities specialties do not – direct access to classic works and writings and 
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digital technology. Hashimoto describes the development of a DH project to create an app for 

learning, teaching, and understanding how to read kuzushiji, a Japanese archaic writing system. 

The kuzushiji project, starting in 2015, was collaboration with scholars from Japanese literature, 

linguistics, and digital humanities to create a mobile app to train users to read kuzushiji.   KuLA  

(kuzushiji learning application) is a freely available app.  In the first month, they were able to 

gauge interest levels with the number of downloads and analyzing user interaction. Hashimoto 

recommends other countries in East Asia develop similar apps to KuLA given the historical 

writing systems (Hashimoto, 2017).  

 Chen (2012) describes a project enabling access to two history museums—the National 

Palace Museum in Taiwan and the Tokugawa Art Museum in Japan. Users experience an 

interactive prototype “museum” with images and timelines to learn about Chinese and Japanese 

cultural heritage. United States universities are taking on digitization projects such as the 

University of Washington and the University of California Berkeley working with the National 

Center Library (NCL) to digitize rare Chinese Books. From 2005 to 2012, the NCL digitized 

2,025 rare books (Yu, 2014). 

Challenges 

 As an emerging field, DH has many challenges including technological obstacles; 

intellectual property rights concerns, to questions about pedagogical applications. Many other 

issues are present throughout the literature. Lanning and Bengtson (2016) identify a problem 

with “digital surrogates,” believing it is important to interact with the physical objects and not 

rely on altered “digital surrogates”—Lanning and Bengston propose that libraries be the place 

where users can interact with the actual physical objects as well as digital versions. Virtual and 

digital resources are reflections of society’s cultural experiences. 
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 Terras (2016) presents how the Open Access Movement (OAM) supports DH by 

providing access to cultural heritage material. Although there are some considerations to 

copyrights and digitization quality, there is a great opportunity to share cultural heritage globally, 

Terras encourages galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAM) to make their material  

open access.   

 Jean Lee Cole of Loyola University of Maryland (2016) questions: How do those in 

academia submit work to digital humanities centers?  The author states there is a lot about 

technology, namely metadata and text encoding schemes that make digitization of texts a 

daunting task. Cole explains how DH is contributing to the growing digital divide between 

editors and traditional researchers.  Cole’s details of the problem are beyond the scope of this 

paper. However, Cole presents a valid argument for recovery editors.  The actual text encoding 

process is difficult (Cole 2016). Kulawik (2016) agrees there are no long-term preservation 

solutions for digitized texts. He along with Cole (2016) recommends the necessity of simple 

digitization programs as accessing digitized works may become more complex with updates to 

operating systems.  

Education and Professional Associations 

 Digital humanities is a growing field of study, many colleges and universities worldwide 

are implementing certificate programs, and degrees, as such many professional associations are 

forming in support of the DH community.  For example, the Hergenradar (2016) article focuses 

on a new Digital Humanities and Social Sciences (DHSS) degree started in the fall of 2016 at the 

Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT).  A few more examples include the University College 

London, University of Alberta, Loyola University Chicago, and National Taiwan University (see 

http://adho.org/).  One mention of DH in other educational settings is from Lynch (2016) and his 
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support of digital humanities instruction in the K-12 and believes DH should not be limited to 

university level instruction. Engwall and Hedmo (2016) discuss how the need to organize 

scientific information is the impetus for the formation of government and academic supported 

organizations, such as the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations (ADHO).  Supporting 

humanities instruction and digital research is the aim of ADHO. ADHO provides an annual 

conference, and a Digital Humanities Summer Institute to share information about advances in 

the field. There are many special interest groups such as the GeoHumanities Special Interest 

Group (SIG) of the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations (“Geohumanities,” 2017). 

Regardless of geography, technology facilitates and visualizes the sharing of cultural heritage. 

Geohumanities involves applying geospatial technology to study the interaction of people and 

geography.  Antoniuk, Panofsky, Kellett, Brown, and Romaniuk (2015) provide several 

examples of DH projects using GIS and other forms of geospatial technology. Antoniuk et al., 

further support the need to use visualizations to understand for context and reflection on cultural 

history. Bodenhamer (2017) provides a historical view of applying GIS and 3D mapping 

technology from 1997 to current use. He provides examples of the successful use of technology 

in Indianapolis and Taiwan.  Throughout his article, Bodenhamer stresses the use of GIS makes 

cultural history available to all—not only scholars. Crang (2005) contradicts this view and warns 

researchers to review all data and not to rely entirely on visualizations.  

 International professional associations and conferences support DH scholarship. The 

Japanese Association for Digital Humanities is one example (“JADH,”2017). The JADH 

provides an annual conference and the open access Journal of Japanese Association for Digital 

Humanities. The JADH purpose statement mentions the obstacles of digitizing Japanese 

resources because of the characters and text. The International Federation of Library 
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Associations and Institutions (IFLA) has a Digital Humanities / Digital Scholarship Special 

Interest Group with representation from many countries (“IFLA,” 2017). 

 Islamic history and the Middle East are two areas for developing DH projects. Arabic 

languages also have the same issue as many of the East Asian countries where the character letter 

script is difficult to digitize with perfection (Muhanna, 2016). 

Conclusions and Future Recommendations 

 Segal (2015) raises the question of “How does one become more culturally literate?” 

(p.71). Collaboration with international organizations is crucial in coming together to develop 

and promote humanities research across cultures. DH projects and education is one way of 

sharing and learning about cultures. Technology and digitization provide such an opportunity for 

bringing works of art and cultural information into the classroom and making the works part of 

the curriculum.  Although there is some contradiction throughout the literature whether DH 

should be a discipline, there is more support that DH is its own discipline evidenced with schools 

developing more degree programs. Libraries are partners in DH initiatives, and there are many 

more opportunities for libraries contribution to DH.  DH international collaborations with 

organizations, universities, and libraries are contributing to global education and cultural 

knowledge.  
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