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Dr. Alex Gil is the Digital Scholarship Librarian at Columbia University Libraries. He
collaborates with faculty, students and library professionals leveraging computational and
network technologies in humanities research, pedagogy and knowledge production. He is
among the founders of several ongoing, warmly received initiatives where he currently plays
leadership roles: Co-director of the Studio@Butler at Columbia University, a tech-light library
innovation space focused on digital scholarship and pedagogy; co-founder and moderator of
Columbia’s Group for Experimental Methods in the Humanities, a vibrant trans-disciplinary
research cluster focused on experimental humanities; senior editor of sx archipelagos, a
journal of Caribbean Digital Studies, and co-wrangler of The Caribbean Digital conference

series. He is also founder and former chair of Global Outlook::Digital Humanities.

Active digital projects include Ed, a digital platform for minimal editions of literary texts,
and wax for minimal exhibits of cultural artifacts; In The Same Boats, a visualization of trans-
Atlantic intersections of black intellectuals in the 20th century; and most recently, the nimble

tent interventions Torn Apart/Separados and Covid Maker Response.
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Abstract

Digital Humanities can be understood to be the productive union of algorithmic
approaches to cultural corpora and the architecture of new genres of knowledge production
in the humanistic sciences. This set of activities finds its highest and most original forms when
it is intensely aware of the mediatic, social and material contexts in which it goes about its
business. Modern research libraries around the world provide half of that context, and most
of them have already begun the process of hiring staff and institute units to work on digital
humanities. And yet, these digital humanities are an uncomfortable travel companion to
modern research libraries. The main reason for this disquiet is the fact that digital humanities
teams and projects make imperfect copies of specific library functions, and a copy of the
library as a whole: metadata, digitization, discovery, curation, automatization, presentation

are all part of the domain of digital humanities and of libraries. While large libraries have very
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precise divisions of labor to serve the overall function of maintaining and providing access to

a collection of cultural artifacts, the small teams of digital humanities practitioners replicate
these efforts at a smaller scale, and with a blurring of the divisions of labor. This begs the
questions: should we have a centralized digital humanities that works as modern libraries do,
with a precise division of labor, or should we encourage a diversity of practices within libraries
that can never be centralized? What should be the relationship of these individuals and

teams to the centralized home where they live? How can a mirror image of the library count
as a division of labor of the library? | will try to answer these questions by first providing an
account of the state of the field around the world in the context of asymmetries in access to
technology, as I've experienced it during my travels studying different practices of computing
within and without libraries. | will then use case studies from our work at Columbia University
Libraries and Columbia's Group for Experimental Methods in Humanistic Research, | will
defend the position that a de-centralized approach, if allowed relative freedom to experiment,
can produce better scholarship, and benefit the centralized library more than a unit imagined
as a specialized service provider with a pre-determined portfolio of genres and tools. This de-
centralized approach, | will contend, must also be allowed to collaborate with other teams in
other institutions freely and in the absence of grants. If this is the case, the enormous talent of
this generalist work-force can even become a beneficient and powerful actor in civic society at

large.
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