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Abstract

This essay reflects on the role of place for humanities practices and contributes to

emerging discussions on infrastructure for the humanities and socio-material conditions

of scholarly knowledge production. I provide a theoretical framework for studying

venues for humanities work drawing on the phenomenological approach to the con-

cepts of place and space, the pedagogical perspective on learning spaces in higher

education, and epistemological studies of scientific places. Next, I analyse the landscape

for the reconfiguration of humanities venues and present arguments for engaging with

space by referring to the functioning of digital humanities. This essay shows that place is

an extremely important resource, seeing as it is endowed with the power to drive new

practices, institutionalize a community, and consolidate a discipline. Therefore, human-

ists should reflect critically on the ‘architecture of the humanities’ and engage in making

their own spaces that determine practices, communication, and well-being.

Keywords

Place and space, humanities space, architecture of the humanities, infrastructure, lab-

oratory, situated knowledge production, community of practice, digital humanities

Introduction

From the 1980s onwards, science and technology studies and the history of science
have turned their attention to spaces for experiments and the production of
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knowledge. All sites used for scientific inquiry have become objects of exploration
in order to comprehend the interweaving of place and knowledge. With the pub-
lication of Laboratory Life by Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar (1979), a labora-
tory, in particular, came to be considered as a gateway to understanding how
scientific knowledge is constructed. Knorr Cetina (1981), Galison (1999a,
1999b), and Livingstone (2003), among others, sought to answer the following
seminal questions: How does a space of inquiry determine the investigations car-
ried out there? How is scientific knowledge created in a particular place? How do
the buildings and sites entail specific practices and values and how do they shape
the identities of researchers and fields?

While the study of scientific spaces is well-grounded, a discussion of the inter-
twining of place and humanities knowledge has been largely unexplored. We rarely
think of the ‘architecture of the humanities’ in a manner similar to, in the words of
Galison and Thompson, the ‘architecture of science’ (1999). Based upon common
belief, humanistic research is not tied to a place; therefore, it might be conducted in
an office, a library, a caf�e, or at home. This broad range of workplaces results from
humanities practices that are performed in isolation and do not require particular
resources or facilities in comparison to scientific labs and their instruments. This
common thinking and picture of humanistic work have not only been simplified
but also significantly transformed. Even though humanities research is a result of
individual work, it does take place in a particular space that is circumscribed by
institutional, geographical, and socio-cultural factors. Questions thus arise as to
how we condition knowledge production in the humanities and how we can use
different venues to extend and enrich humanities work. The rise of laboratories
and makerspaces in the humanities in recent years prompts us to rethink the role of
place in this field and evaluate critically the conditions for knowledge production
that we provide for researchers at our institutions.

This essay reflects on the role of space in humanistic work, builds a theoretical
framework for studying a scholarly place, and analyses the landscape for the
reconfiguration of humanities venues. I particularly refer to the field of digital
humanities that emphasizes the significance of place in supporting new research
practices, including computational experimentation and collaboration. The follow-
ing questions help guide this paper: How are the humanities attached to a place?
How can we study the connections between humanities venues (e.g., a library’s
reading room, office, workshop, lab, makerspace) and the knowledge produced
there? How can we create the conditions necessary for new forms of scholarship to
emerge through physical spaces? How can we reconfigure humanities spaces
to support specific practices, build a community around them, and inspire collab-
oration? How do new spaces for humanities inquiry inform new values of
scholarly work and transform research practices? How can grassroots initiatives
play a transformative role in establishing a place of/for humanities on the univer-
sity campus?

I begin by providing theoretical tools, including discourses on the notion of
place and space from the epistemological and sociological perspectives, the design
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of learning spaces in higher education within a pedagogical context, and the his-
tory of space in scientific knowledge production as presented in science and tech-
nology studies and the history of science. Next, I review the emerging debate on
space and infrastructure in the humanities. Afterwards, I examine the current
institutional and spatial changes occurring in the humanities to show how the
ongoing ‘redesigning’ and ‘rebranding’ of its places is a specific sign of the trans-
formations of the field and how its identity is shaped through spaces. To this end, I
refer to reports, scholarly discussions, and statements put out by humanities
laboratories.

The perspective presented in this essay stems from the conviction that place
matters for humanities research and teaching and yet its importance has remained
largely unexplored by scholars, managers, and policymakers. I argue that we
should reflect critically on venues used in scholarly knowledge production, inter-
rogate what values are embedded in particular places, and engage in making our
own spaces, spaces that determine researchers’ practices, communication, engage-
ment, and well-being.

A theoretical framework: The discourse on place and space
from an interdisciplinary perspective

The phenomenological approach to the concepts of place and space

The first branch of theorizing on the notion of place involves the phenomenolog-
ical, epistemological, and sociological approaches from the perspectives of geog-
raphy and the history of ideas. Drawing on essential studies on place and space by
Relph (1976), Agnew (1989, 2011), Lefebvre (1991), and Harrison and Dourish
(1996), I define place as a socially constructed physical location that engages the
aspects of structure, materiality, interaction, cultural representation, and social
behaviour. ‘In the simplest sense place refers to either a location somewhere or
to the occupation of that location. The first sense is of having an address and the
second is about living at that address’ (Agnew, 2011: 318). In contrast to the
specific notion of place, space is a more abstract concept that can be considered
in nonphysical ways, including as geographical space or a digital platform.
Therefore, as Harrison and Dourish argued, space is the opportunity to build a
place framed as the understood reality (1996: 1).

Since I will identify different reconfigurations of space for humanities research
and teaching, later on, it is important to understand how the concepts of place and
space are entangled with social relations and knowledge production.

In his seminal work The Production of Space (1991), Lefebvre presented three
ways of interweaving society with space. The first dimension is the ‘spatial prac-
tices of a society’, meaning that all daily practices and actions are situated in
particular locations and embedded in specific spaces and times. In other words,
the human experience is always anchored in a space that constitutes and conditions
our work. The second interweaving involves ‘representations of space’, which

Pawlicka-Deger 3



means the conceptualized spaces envisioned by planners, scientists, and other
experts that tend towards systems of verbal signs, including maps, models, and
designs. The third manifestation of space in Lefebvre’s triad is ‘representational
space’, which is the lived space that is occupied by inhabitants and users (1991: 38–
39). As Boys explained in his engaging publication on the architecture of post-
compulsory education, ‘It is the space that is or can be altered by ordinary people;
where their imaginations seek to appropriate, adapt or transform “normal” social
and spatial arrangements and where change “from the bottom up” can occur,
although often incoherent or partial’ (2011: 80).

The political geographer Agnew (2011), identified three fundamental aspects of
place. The first meaning is ‘place as a location or a site in space where an activity or
object is located and which relates to other sites or locations because of interaction,
movement and diffusion between them’ (p. 326). To put it slightly differently, all
places are featured by their locations and all objects are defined by spatial rela-
tions. The second aspect involves ‘place as a series of locales or settings where
everyday-life activities take place’ (p. 326). A locale in Agnew’s definition consists
of the material settings for social relations. It possesses a concrete form that
involves everyday life and can be a workplace, home, shopping mall, church,
and so on. A locale structures social interaction and communication as well as
embeds concrete attitudes and behaviours. The third aspect is ‘place as sense of
place or identification with a place as a unique community, landscape, and moral
order’ (p. 327). This last aspect involves the emotional attachment people have to
place and the strong feelings of belonging to a place. This dimension of place is
particularly significant when we reflect on spaces in the academy. Here, place is not
simplified to a material setting but instead is an object that has the power to shape
social relationships through the complex mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion.

Lefebvre and Agnew provide a rich theoretical matrix for understanding how
society conceptualizes, produces, and perceives space. The sociology of space shows
that the spatial dimension and its socio-material constitution play an integral part in
human experience. The discourses on the spatial practices, place identity, the sense
of place, place-making, and place attachment and exclusion are vital for a better
comprehension of the role of place in social practices that include research, teaching,
and learning in higher education. The discussion of physical place involves many
aspects, such as architecture, design, organization, affiliation, policy, and equipment.
The social practices are also located in a particular environment (local, regional, and
national contexts), which affects their development and implementation. All these
factors shape the conditions and possibilities for doing scholarly work. Hence, we
can discern how the concepts of place and space are important for the debates of the
situatedness of scholarly knowledge production.

The pedagogical approach to learning spaces in higher education

The discourse on place and space is well developed in terms of the studies of
learning spaces in higher education, at least from the pedagogical and architectural
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perspectives, in studies by Savin-Baden (2008), Klein (2010), Boys (2011), and
Friedman and Worden (2016). This section will review the most significant aspects
of the discussion on the relationship between learning and space in terms of the
further understanding of new sites for humanities practices.

According to Savin-Baden, learning spaces are ‘places of engagement where
often disconnected thoughts and ideas, that have been inchoate, begin to cohere
as a result of the creation of some kind of suspension from daily life. In such
spaces, staff often recognize that their perceptions of learning, teaching, knowledge
and identity are being challenged and realize that they have to make a decision
about their response to such challenges’ (2008: 7). Further, she identifies common
types of learning spaces that may include physical places, social learning spaces for
dialogue and debate, and digital spaces for discussion with others. Learning spaces
are thus considered and created via their spatial and temporal dimensions.

Drawing on the phenomenological approach to the concept of space presented
in the previous section, space becomes a vital and necessary resource in the acad-
emy since it defines the organization of universities (e.g., division into disciplinary
departments), provides specific locations for knowledge access and production
(e.g., a library, laboratory, makerspace), creates an environment of opportunity
for researching and learning (e.g., temporary spaces in the form of workshops and
lectures), and conditions the way people meet, interact, and share ideas (e.g.,
through the design of common spaces, long corridors, interdisciplinary buildings).
Given the vital role of space in higher education, it is thus essential to reflect on the
design and organization of learning spaces. The discussion on learning spaces aims
at a better understanding of how to make enhanced learning venues, developing
tools and tactics for improving the architecture of post-compulsory education
(Boys, 2011), and addressing the question of how interdisciplinary spaces should
be designed to foster cross-disciplinary interactions (Friedman and Worden, 2016).

Interdisciplinary research and learning can be enhanced through space. As
Friedman and Worden claim, ‘Campus space is one resource which can be allo-
cated to interdisciplinary endeavors to make them successful’ (2016: 130). They
point out three rationales in support of this argument. First, the organizational
division of a university into faculties and departments is reflected in the spatial
arrangement of the campus; therefore, space designs reinforce disciplinary bound-
aries. Hence, it becomes vital to ‘create a place on campus where scholars from
different academic “homes” can convene to help facilitate cross-disciplinary inter-
action’ (p. 130). Second, space plays a significant role in the development of the
community that, in turn, is essential for research and teaching practices. Referring
to Boix Mansilla and colleagues’ analysis of interdisciplinary research teams,
Friedman and Worden state that interdisciplinary groups ‘depend not just on
shared knowledge and methodologies, but the “human conditions” of collective
purpose and solidarity’ (p. 130). The community is thus the core of learning,
teaching, and research practices, and it should be created and supported by spatial
configurations. Third, space also constitutes a ‘symbolic emblem of status
and legitimacy, which is important to the establishment of new academic
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specializations’ (p. 131). Thus, the allocation of a physical place is a gesture
towards institutionalizing an enterprise and legitimizing its existence.

Space is a crucial facility that possesses the power to re-institutionalise and
reconfigure a field within a university’s organizational structure. Engagement in
establishing new spaces is thus a strategic act since, as Boys stated, ‘it involves
changing the locations, relationships, scale and distinctiveness of practices; even if
the resulting impacts are felt most at the small-scale and/or local level’ (2011: 117).
Taken together, the pedagogical approach to learning spaces shows how the design
of space plays a significant role in social and spatial practices; how common places
are significant in terms of fostering collaborative and interdisciplinary efforts;
and how space is used for the establishment of new academic specializations.
All these aspects will surface again in the discussion about creating spaces in the
humanities field.

The epistemological approach to scientific spaces

To build the theoretical framework for studying venues for humanities practices, it
is imperative to review the literature on the role of space in science. Scientific work
occurs in many different places, such as a laboratory, an observatory, and the field.
Theorists of science and technology studies and the history of science have studied
the interrelations between space and knowledge creation since the 1980s. They
have investigated the significance of physical locations in the shaping of scientific
inquiries via an epistemological and sociological approach. Livingstone, the histo-
rian of geographical knowledge and the spatiality of scientific culture, challenged
the common assumption that scientific claims are universal and detached from the
place from which they emerged (2003). His seminal publication Putting Science in
Its Place showed how scientific knowledge is situated and embodied in the sur-
rounding environment. In the following section, I will briefly present the most
important reflections of the social science researchers, who established laboratory
studies within the science and technology studies.

In the 1970s, sociologist Bruno Latour stepped inside a neuroendocrinology
research laboratory at the Salk Institute in California to seek answers to the
questions: What happens inside laboratory walls? How are scientific facts pro-
duced in a laboratory? What is the theoretical power of the notion of a lab?
(Latour, 1987; Latour and Woolgar, 1979). Questions such as these stimulated
ethnographic studies of laboratories in the 1970s and 1980s aimed at understand-
ing scientific work. Laboratory ethnography was a seminal movement that saw
science as the social practice of constructing scientific knowledge rather than as an
area that merely seeks to reveal reality. It gave rise to laboratory studies, that is,
‘the study of science and technology through direct observation and discourse
analysis at the root where knowledge is produced, in modern science typically
the scientific laboratory’ (Knorr Cetina, 1995: 140). The lab, a place equipped
with specialized instruments and technologies for experimental studies, became a
gateway for understanding how scientific knowledge is constructed. Theorists used
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a novel approach to the study of scientific knowledge production, that is, direct
observation of scientists at work and participation in day-to-day work and meet-
ings. Sociologists aimed to reveal the complexities of the following issues: the way
of constructing scientific knowledge; the role of material objects and artefacts in
the knowledge creation; the culture of laboratory work; and the function of sci-
entific community.

While laboratory studies deal with disclosing the mechanism of knowledge pro-
duction in laboratory settings, the history of science and geographical knowledge
aims at revealing the influence of different places and geographical locations on
scientific practices. Livingstone showed that scientific knowledge is situated and
affected by a local milieu. Thus, science is always embedded in a socio-cultural
environment that can foster or hinder research practice (2003). Further,
Livingstone sought to analyse all the spaces of scientific inquiry, ranging from
the laboratory to the botanical garden, to show how the site conditions the inves-
tigations carried out there. In line with this perspective, I will examine the signif-
icance of physical places for humanities practices, keeping in mind Livingstone’s
claim that ‘the “where?” of scientific activity matters a good deal’ (p. 3).

Historians and philosophers of science have also sought to understand how the
architectural organization of spaces affects how scientists communicate, interact,
and conduct research and to examine the role of common spaces, called by Galison
‘trading zone’ (1999b), in facilitating cross-disciplinary interactions. Galison
(1999a) argues that the design of places plays a vital role in creating the identity
of the field and scientists and positioning the scientist in cultural space.

The work on the design and architecture of scientific activities provides a
useful theoretical framework to comprehend how scientists representing different
disciplines and epistemological backgrounds can communicate, collaborate, and
negotiate different research perspectives and cultures. I will further utilize the
aspect of establishing interdisciplinary interactions and collaborations through
common spaces.

Developing the discussion on humanities spaces

Humanistic thoughts have grown in many different spaces, times, and configura-
tions: humanities centres, libraries, seminars, and workshops. Since humanistic
work occurs in particular places, why have scholars not been involved in the
discussions concerning their own working conditions and the development of
their research infrastructure?

The main reason for the lack of engagement is the long-lasting belief that the
humanities have no infrastructure (Svensson, 2016). Although they utilize libraries,
centres, software systems, publishing and distribution systems, the humanities have
been reluctant to see themselves as engaging infrastructure. Svensson identified the
following four arguments highlighting the complex relationship between the
humanities and infrastructure. First, infrastructure is associated with the fields
of science, technology, and engineering; hence, it is seen as an object ‘in the
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sense of being located there and as an object of critical inquiry separate from the
humanities’ (p. 170). Second, the humanities have been unwilling to engage with
their own modes of knowledge production critically, which has contributed to
their reputation for having no infrastructure. Third, the humanities are pictured
as constituting an ‘institutionally underprivileged and threatened’ field, ‘which is
not compatible with acknowledgment of existing infrastructure’ (p. 170). The last
argument stems from the assumption that the humanities lack ‘the capacity to
imagine and implement intellectually driven infrastructure’ (p. 171). These four
reasons show concisely why the notions of infrastructure and place are largely
unexplored in the humanities and also why they should be taken up by researchers
in a challenge to their own long-lasting image and organizational structure. The
need for engaging with infrastructure was also pointed out in articles published in
non-academic journals and advocated for building a laboratory for the humanities
as a place fostering and propelling interactions, collaboration, and experiment
(Davidson, 1999; Hiatt, 2005; Joselow, 2016).

Svensson’s extensive work on the humanities infrastructure has provided an
important voice in international discussions on approaching infrastructure from
a critical perspective. He coined an intriguing concept of ‘humanistic infrastruc-
ture’ (2017) that constitutes a call for the interrogation of hidden layers of orga-
nizational structure in order to negotiate and reimagine better conditions for
scholarly work. Svensson (2017) argues that ‘infrastructure embeds ideas, values
and institutional goals’ and therefore we should consider those aspects when plan-
ning and creating new infrastructures.

Svensson (2016) examines the formation and the position of digital humanities
among other disciplines and on the university campus and challenged the concept
of infrastructure in this field. Drawing on Galison’s concept of ‘trading zones’ to
illuminate a path towards an understanding of how different epistemic traditions
can work together productively, Svensson conceptualizes the digital humanities as
specific ‘trading zones’ where people representing different disciplines gather
together to share, collaborate, and provide inspiration (2016). The vision of digital
humanities as a liminal space challenges, however, the institutional position of the
field within the university. As he argues, ‘One key question, in any case, is whether
the digital humanities prefer a liminal position, or whether there is a push toward a
more independent role and a more disciplinary, departmental structure’ (p. 110).
Therefore, there is a tension between a desire on the part of the digital humanities
to be seen as a flexible field at the crossroads of many disciplines and an attempt to
become a discipline with a sustainable, institutional place. To reconcile these
efforts, Svensson proposed the notion of ‘meeting place’ (p. 115), seen as both a
physical place with its own organizational status and a concept that implies the
integration of disciplines and epistemological flexibility. The meeting place is a
space that is both liminal and institutionalized.

In the vein of Svensson’s research, Foka et al. (2018) reflect on the HUMlab, the
humanities laboratory infrastructure to show how the material, social, and spatial
components condition knowledge creation. Although the digital humanities field
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requires a robust digital infrastructure, it is affected strongly by an organizational
and material space that influences the scholarly work. The authors exposed a
digital humanities lab as a socio-material organization, based on their experience
in developing the material infrastructure of HumlabX in relation to new technol-
ogy investments. Their essay is a perfect example of what self-reflections on a
space should look like and why we should remain open to the idea of
redesigning our own spaces and engage in the development of digital research
infrastructure policies.

Svensson advocated for the engagement in building infrastructure for the
humanities as well as conceptualizing and critiquing such infrastructures.
However, as he observed, engagement is still not a common practice among schol-
ars who are not keen to reflect critically on their own physical and organizational
structures (2016: 131).

There are a few contributions that constitute a reflection on the humanities
infrastructure and place in the context of the academic organization (Fraistat,
2012; Maron and Pickle, 2014; Nowviskie, 2012), library spaces (Hartsell-Gundy
et al., 2015; Kavanagh Webb, 2018; Wilson, 2020), and socio-material conditions
(Foka et al., 2018; Pawlicka-Deger, 2020; Smithies, 2017; Svensson, 2018). In 2018,
a group of scholars formed the Critical Infrastructure Studies initiative (CIStudies,
n.d.), which aims to develop this nascent field that uses infrastructure as a critical
lens for analysing socio-cultural concerns (Liu, 2018). This emerging field, at the
intersection of science and technology studies, media studies, digital humanities,
and infrastructure studies, is a promising move towards engaging the humanities in
making their own infrastructure and developing a theoretical framework for inves-
tigating infrastructural influences on knowledge production. This is thus an excit-
ing time for the humanities as its research areas are being expanded considerably
by new inquiries at the intersection of critical studies and infrastructure studies.

(Re)designing spaces for humanities practices

In recent years, the landscape of humanities infrastructure and working places has
changed with the development of the digital humanities, a young field that applies
digital tools and methods to the humanities. Although the concept of digital comes
with an assumption of dematerialization and detachment from a physical location,
space still plays a significant role in conditioning digital humanities work. The field
has come to require a research infrastructure as well new practices not yet common
in the humanities, such as collaboration, hands-on work, and experiments. Even
though scholars can argue that these practices are not as new as we think, so far,
they have rarely described their work via these categories. The digital humanities
promote a new mode of scholarship based on values of openness, collaboration,
diversity, and experimentation (Spiro, 2012). Spiro rightly stated that the digital
humanities community promotes an ethos that stresses collaboration as essential to
its work and this aspect, in particular, contributes to the transformation of the
humanities practices at large: ‘Instead of working on a project alone, a digital

Pawlicka-Deger 9



humanist will typically participate as part of a team, learning from others and
contributing to an ongoing dialogue’ (2012).

The new practices require institutional support in terms of allocating and build-
ing a new space that would contribute to fostering digital scholarship, institution-
alizing the field, and enhancing its visibility within a university’s organizational
structure. Since the field demands fluid boundaries between academic departments,
the question is where and how to establish a venue for supporting such interdis-
ciplinary and collaborative practices in the vein of Agnew’s conceptualization of
place as a location (physical site), series of locales (social activities), and sense of
place (community attachment) (2011: 326–327). The resulting spaces have become
a precious resource for promoting and propelling interdisciplinary, team-based,
and technology-driven work.

Consequently, many organizational changes have occurred in the humanities
field. The humanities have established various kinds of spaces so far associated
with non-humanities disciplines, such as scientific laboratories with their well-
established institutional model for experimental and instrument-intensive research,
makerspaces with their engineering-related model for assembling and tinkering
with things, and studios with their artistic model for producing objects. These
new venues have been inspired by communal, unstructured hackerspaces, fab
labs, and other sites of collaborative innovation emphasizing the experimental
nature of their work, sharing knowledge, and a vibrant community built around
them and focused on hands-on exploration. The new spaces have emerged in
humanities departments, centres, and libraries all over the world, providing evi-
dence of the changes taking place in scholarly research and teaching practices as
well as becoming the driving forces behind their development. The architectural
landscape of the humanities has been thus transformed to embrace the values that
are promoted by the digital humanities and reflected in the very design of the
spaces. A good example is Studio@Butler established at Columbia University in
2013. The studio aims to support emerging practices in pedagogy and
digital scholarship and collaboration between scholars, educators, librarians, and
technologists: ‘Just as the leading academic libraries have always cultivated the
solitary critical experience, they are increasingly beginning to support the social
and collaborative research activity of groups and collectives’ (Connelly et al.,
2013). These values are thus embedded in the open, community-driven workspace
at Butler Library.

The next observed change is related to reinstitutionalizing and renaming
humanities units. Institutional transformations are never a neutral act; therefore,
what fascinates me here is the way in which places are ‘redesigned’ and in some
sense ‘rebranded’ and how these processes reflect changes in the field and direct its
future development. For instance, the Reserve Book Reading Room, designed in
1931 for the Sterling Memorial Library at Yale University, was renovated and
renamed the Franke Family Digital Humanities Laboratory in 2019, implying a
shift from the so-called traditional humanities to the digital humanities. Great
attention has been paid to the design of the space. The lab is divided into three
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sections: a flexible workspace enabling multiple layouts able to accommodate var-
ious events; an open-ceilinged glass cube for projects requiring high-powered com-
putation and specialized gear; and individual workstations. The design of the place
aims to support and enable collaborative and technology-based work. A library’s
reading room founded in 1931 was thus entirely redesigned to become a sign of
digital changes in the humanities.

The second example is the Digital Humanities Institute (DHI) at the University
of Sheffield, established in 1994 as HRI Digital and renamed the DHI in 2016. At
the launch event held to celebrate the creation of the DHI, Tim Hitchcock,
Professor of Digital History at the University of Sussex, gave a provocative talk
devoted to the name change being seen as a ‘dialogue between the past and the
present’ (2017). Renaming the place was suggestive and purposeful. After
Hitchcock’s talk, the DHI published a post giving the following three reasons
for changing the name (Sheffield, 2017). First, HRI Digital was one of the UK’s
leading centres for digital humanities and played a significant role in the develop-
ment of this field at the University of Sheffield; therefore, the new name recognizes
all these accomplishments. Second, with the DHI acting as a separate unit, the
HRI continues to exist as a larger institute with a broader mission. The last reason,
yet listed as the second one, is the ‘strategic shift’ towards developing and pro-
moting the digital humanities at Sheffield and beyond. As the DHI exemplifies, the
change of name represents a strategic move in terms of mission and operation.

There are certainly more examples that come to mind: UCLA renamed the
Center for Digital Humanities as Humanities Technology in 2018 as a way to
provide technology expertise to the humanities, including but not exclusive to
the digital humanities and the Maker Lab in the Humanities at the University
of Victoria was rebranded as the Praxis Studio for Comparative Media Studies
in 2019, which is seen as a step towards reframing the lab as not exclusively for the
humanities but rather focused on media studies at large.

The presented institutional changes, running the gamut from designing to
reframing spaces, show that the humanities are, to some degree, in a projection
state. The field as a whole seeks to consolidate its position, enrich its practices, and
interact with other disciplines. It currently is doing so through the use of space as a
transformative agent. Next, I will present arguments for engaging in establishing
spaces for scholarly practices and developing the critical discourse on humanities
infrastructure.

Fostering digital experimentation

The field of digital humanities has given rise to a new mode of scholarship
expressed via experiments and hands-on learning. Prescott (2016) aptly observed
that: ‘As humanities scholarship moves away from the production of scholarship
in book or article form, so different administrative structures will be required’
(p. 462). It is thus imperative to provide conditions and environment for the real-
ization of these emerging practices in the humanities. The report of the American
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Council of Learned Societies considers the institutional requirements for advanc-
ing cyberinfrastructure that include providing training, sufficient resources, and
learning spaces equipped with hardware, software, and digital tools. The report
explicitly expresses the need for establishing laboratories as ‘zones of experimen-
tation and innovation for humanists’ (ACLS, 2006: 36). As a result, labs have been
launched in the humanities departments and libraries as unique places representing
and promoting a culture of experimentation. This well-developed institutional
model conditions the functioning of digital humanities and provides a locus for
the burgeoning new forms of scholarship in the humanities at large. The Franke
Family Digital Humanities Laboratory exemplifies an open learning space estab-
lished in the Sterling Memorial Library of Yale University in 2015 and devoted to
providing ‘consultations, training, and opportunities that support Yale students,
faculty, and cultural heritage professionals in their engagement with digital tools
and techniques’ (FFDHL, n.d.). The historic reading room located on the ground
floor of the university’s library was renovated into a high-tech laboratory equipped
with dual-boot computers with specialized software for text, image, and spatial
analysis. The design of the space aims to inspire the application of digital methods
to humanistic questions and foster a collaborative work, as Catherine DeRose, the
DHLab’s manager stated, ‘We want this space to facilitate serendipitous connec-
tions. (. . .) Maybe two scholars working here in different disciplines discover that
they share a method in common and decide to begin collaborating’ (Cummings,
2018). The design of the open and communal workspace reflects thus the guiding
principles of the lab that encompasses such values as shared resource and support
in digital humanities skills acquisition (FFDHL, n.d.). Located near the main
entrance of the library and at the heart of the campus, the lab constitutes a wel-
coming and accessible space for everyone interested in incorporating digital tools
to study the cultural data.

Inspiring interdisciplinary collaboration

The next argument for engaging with the discussion on a physical space for the
humanities is related to enhancing interdisciplinary and collaborative practices.
One barrier to interdisciplinary research and teaching lies in the spatial organiza-
tion of the university’s campus into schools and departments. Discipline-oriented
cultures and structures can hinder interaction and collaboration across divergent
branches of knowledge (TSPRU, 2016). Therefore, there is a need to allocate
shared spaces on campus for scholars from different disciplines to meet and
exchange ideas (Friedman and Worden, 2016). Interdisciplinarity, however,
requires the collaborative work of researchers from different fields or institutions.
This demands more institutional support in the form of providing infrastructure
and networking opportunities for supporting the cross-disciplinary and team-
based model of scholarship. As a result, the integration of different branches of
knowledge has become the driving force behind building humanities laboratories
seen as a ‘meeting place’ for people coming from different schools and
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departments. A good example is the Price Lab for Digital Humanities at the
University of Pennsylvania founded in 2015 to support innovative uses of technol-
ogy in the study of history, art, and culture, encourage development of new
computing-intensive humanities courses, and promote collaborative faculty-
student experiments and research projects. The lab is situated alongside the
Wolf Humanities Center at the heart of the university campus. The central location
supports its mission to serve as a ‘central node of communication and exchange
across Penn’s many departments, centers, and schools with expertise and interest in
the digital humanities’ (PLDH, n.d.). The space plays a networking role to coor-
dinate and inspire a campus-wide partnership. The Price Lab’s ethos expressed as
‘Experiment–Collaborate–Innovate’ is reflected in its physical situatedness and
activities aimed to enable and nurture collaborative practices. In recent years, it
has launched two project-based spin-off labs called DReAM Lab and Pop-Up
Labs designed to enhance faculty and students’ ability to use computational
tools and improve their collaborative learning and research skills. Through such
inspiring and innovative activities, the lab has become a central space for stimu-
lating interdisciplinary cooperation thereby enriching and transforming the
humanities practices.

Building a sense of community

‘Scholars identify with their disciplines rather than with their departments’, argues
Friedlander (2008: vi) in pointing out the need for interdisciplinary ‘third places’
that would provide networking spaces. Faculty and researchers are affiliated with
particular departments that are not necessarily aligned with their fields. Thus, there
is a need for a ‘home’ for people who are scattered among schools and departments
but connected with a common interest. Agnew’s concept of ‘sense of place’ (2011)
is particularly significant for the functioning of the interdisciplinary field of digital
humanities that brings together a unique group of humanists, librarians, and soft-
ware engineers. The community, in turn, is the core for developing and enhancing
the position of the field at the university campus. The Scholars’ Lab at the
University of Virginia is a perfect example of a lab cultivating the value of com-
munity. The lab is described as a ‘community lab for the practice of experimental
scholarship in all disciplines, informed by digital humanities, spatial technologies,
and cultural heritage approaches’ (Scholars’ Lab, n.d.). The lab, founded in 2006,
is located on the fourth floor of Alderman Library and contains offices and grad-
uate lounge, classrooms, workstations in the public space, and makerspace.
The Scholars’ Lab grew out of a grassroots initiative aimed to create an intellectual
community in the digital humanities by lavishing attention and resources on grad-
uate students and early-career scholars (Nowviskie, 2012). An initial experiment
turned into a successful community-oriented lab where the value of community
became part of the signature of the Scholars’ Lab. The lab’s motto is: ‘We build up
people and practices more than products’, as they explain further, ‘“People over
projects” means that we care more about such outcomes, than about whether a
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formal “project” happens’ (Scholars’ Lab, n.d.). This important approach is often
neglected by digital humanities places focused more on ‘making things’ rather than
on building a strong and welcoming community. A physical place matters for
providing facilities for experimentation with technologies like physical computing
and augmented reality, but above all for building the sense of place attachment and
belonging to a community. As it is exemplified by the Scholars’ Lab: ‘We’ve turned
a large office into a Grad Fellows’ lounge, full of bookshelves for their stuff. And
we give our students a steady supply of caffeine and free run of our little staff
kitchen. This means they not only have an intellectual home in the Scholars’ Lab,
they have a place that feels like home, and they see a good deal of us and of each
other, no matter what academic department they come from’ (Nowviskie, 2012).

Enhancing the visibility of the humanities

The last argument for advocating the development of venues for humanities prac-
tices is related to the aspect of visibility of the field. Having our own space makes a
big difference in the way we are perceived by others. The same is true for any
discipline which, in order to be legitimized and present, needs its own physical
place on the campus map. Centres and laboratories, therefore, contribute to
enhancing the visibility of the humanities on campus and beyond. Space also
plays a key role in institutionalizing a discipline as it cements its place on
campus. As Friedman and Worden argued, ‘Existing discussions of campus
space also frame it as a symbolic emblem of status and legitimacy, which is impor-
tant to the establishment of new academic specializations’ (2016: 131). Further,
they recall Gieryn (2002), who claimed that: ‘Laboratory buildings for chemistry
or physics provide not just square footage for research and teaching; they convert
the abstraction of “discipline” into something more palpable, stable, and enduring’
(p. 46). The allocation of space has been significant for institutionalizing digital
humanities and legitimizing its place within the university’s organizational struc-
ture. Having said that, it is not that straightforward to secure space for digital
humanities. Alexander and Frost Davis (2012) posed a significant and challenging
question: ‘Should liberal arts campuses engage with the digital humanities move-
ment?’. The authors explore several serious arguments for disengagement in the
field at small colleges and universities. The small institutional size, the uncertain
definition of the digital humanities, and the lack of proper infrastructure, including
allocating a physical place, are one of the main reasons why this new field is not
present on every campus. To improve the development and visibility of digital
humanities, small institutions engage with ‘community building and on-campus
advocacy and developing computing expertise and support for finding funding’
(Alexander and Frost Davis, 2012). These kinds of grassroots initiatives function
as networking nodes and advocates for the field that eventually becomes more and
more visible on the campus. For instance, the Digital Scholarship Lab at the
University of Richmond, established in 2007, represents a small physical unit
and grassroots organization located in the university library and is devoted to
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developing innovative digital humanities projects that contribute to research and
teaching at and beyond the university (DSL, n.d.). The values of teamwork and
collaboration have become essential to the progress of the lab that also hires
students to help perform some tasks, such as scanning documents and data
entry (Wilson, 2020). The purpose of digital humanities places is not only to
advance computationally-intensive research, but also to enhance the visibility of
these new practices and consolidate the position of the field among other branches
of knowledge. Once again, a physical place is used as a strategic way to strengthen
the presence of the humanistic disciplines.

The reasons for engaging with space for humanities research and teaching vary
according to local demands, commitments, and conditions. There are also different
approaches for incorporating spatial changes on university campuses. Some trans-
formations are planned and implemented as top-down directives resulting from
national reports and policies. Other innovations result from the bottom-up
approach and are particularly interesting to watch in terms of how they grow
into sustainable and institutionally visible communities.

Conclusion

The phenomenological approach to the concepts of place and space, the pedagog-
ical perspective on learning spaces in higher education, and epistemological studies
of scientific venues demonstrate how the notion of place, along with the concepts
of situatedness and design, plays a key role in conditioning knowledge production.
These approaches provide useful theoretical tools for the study of venues for
humanities practices. Despite the emerging discussion on spaces and infrastructure
for the humanities, the topic of ‘architecture of the humanities’ remains largely
underexplored. The ongoing spatial transformations in the field, however, prompt
many questions that should be addressed by scholars in order to negotiate and
improve the conditions for knowledge creation. How do the humanities manifest
themselves through space? How does a place affect scholarly knowledge produc-
tion? How can we reimagine socio-material infrastructure for the research and
teaching of today and tomorrow?

Drawing on Galison’s (1999a) claim that buildings are active agents in the
transformation of scientific identity, how does the emergence of new spaces—lab-
oratories and makerspaces—reconfigure the way we think about the humanities?
First, it has been brought about a new perspective on the humanities in terms of
their place within the socio-material system. By referring to Foka et al.’s (2018)
reflections, we could see how the issue of place introduces new research inquiries,
such as the impact of social and material assemblages on scholarly practices and
knowledge creation.

Second, drawing on Livingstone’s (2003) work, a discussion on the situatedness
of scholarly knowledge can be opened. New venues can stimulate further research
on the question of how humanistic knowledge is entangled with the institutional
and socio-cultural environment (Oiva and Pawlicka-Deger, 2020). Third,
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laboratories and makerspaces enact new practices that transform the nature of

scholarly work from solitary to collaborative, from writing texts to ‘making

things’ (e.g., building digital collections), and from not being attached to a place

to situated activities. It is thus interesting to observe how these practices, driven by

these places, become desirable not only for the digital humanities with which they

are associated but also in the humanities at large.
Space is an extremely important resource, seeing as it is endowed with the power

to drive new practices, institutionalize a community, and consolidate a discipline.

However, the conceptualization and building of a place entail many challenges not

necessarily related to administrative bureaucracy. Any infrastructure embeds par-

ticular values; therefore, we need to reflect on them when planning and discussing

new venues. While space plays a key role in conditioning knowledge production,

there are many other factors, including community and culture that are as impor-

tant as space. As Svensson rightly argues, ‘The culture built around a place and

institution plays a critical role. Also, a beautifully designed lab without people does

not make much sense, and people can shape spaces to suit goals and visions even if

the conditions are not optimal’ (Svensson, 2016: 204). Designing spaces does not

fall within a humanist’s expertise but critical ‘readings’ of the infrastructures, pol-

icies, and conditions found in the humanities should certainly become part of

critical inquiry. Given the observed spatial transformations, the time is ripe to

think about the ‘architecture of the humanities’.
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