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Abstract 

Research in CSCW has had limited but real relationships 

with interpretive inquiry. In this position paper, I draw 

on some research traditions from digital humanities 

(DH) to derive needs for new research environment for 

collaborative interpretive research.  

Author Keywords 

CSCW; Interpretation; Infrastructure.  

Introduction 

As the workshop Call notes, much research in CSCW 

has focused on computational and data-intensive 

research programmes. Papers that mention 

“interpretive” (or “interpretative”) and/or “grounded 

theory” numbered fewer than 200 entries in the 

Proceedings of CSCW. Common CSCW environments 

provide at best partial support for interpretive work [2]. 

These gaps may be of particular concern for scholars in 

collaborative aspectds of the digital humanities (DH), 

who are increasingly using methods drawn from CSCW 

research traditions, such as text analytics, machine-

learning, and visualization (e.g., [10, 20, 31]). The “fit” 

of CSCW-familiar methods for digital humanities, and 

conversely the “fit” of humanities approaches for 

CSCW, have been somewhat uncomfortable [5, 13, 26, 

31]. In this position paper, I address one part of that 

discomfort, which is the importance of interpretation, 
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speculation, individual perspective, and therefore the 

need for collaborative provenance representations, in 

digital humanities research. I propose some 

infrastructure ideas that CSCW can learn from those 

needs. 

Interpretation in Digital Humanities 

Many humanists are keen to remind their colleagues 

that scholars in DH are concerned less with 

conventional scientific-statistical outcomes (e.g., 

goodness-of-fit, ground-truth, replicability) and more 

concerned with principled developments of a point-of-

view or a personal interpretation of potentially 

ambiguous or multi-perspectival bodies of creative, 

historical, or societal work (e.g., [5]). Based on an 

original argument by Daly [9], Cole et al. suggest that, 

while some DH efforts emphasize preservation and 

distribution of fragile original texts and other resources, 

a major project of DH focuses more on enhancement of 

represented resources through adding layers of 

interpretation on top of the original materials [8]. 

Within this perspective, there are many variations of 

coding and interpreting practices that DH scholars are 

interested to support [22]. Among the manual 

traditions of DH, many scholars expect each paper to 

be an individual perspective, not a recitation of facts or 

proofs [13]. In many DH cases, this emphasis on 

individual perspective and accountability had led each 

DH researcher, or each team of researchers, to develop 

her or his own analytic technologies [11]. 

More collaborative and polyvocal approaches are 

beginning to appear in DH. Potapenko et al. provide a 

web portal to a collaborative annotation environment 

for Neogrammarian corpora [28]. Mácha et al. consider 

ways to support “overlapping and competing ontologies 

within a single research environment [22]. Lawrence 

and Jordanous explore the construction of multiple, 

alternative paths through a shared repository of ancient 

wisdom texts [21]. However, these efforts tend to 

continue the tradition of project-specific analytic 

technologies [11] mentioned above. 

In the context of complex tools for large-scale work, 

DH practices of accountability may operate differently 

from what we would assume in a CSCW context. With 

some exceptions, our traditions assume that a report 

should provide evidence, should employ a standard set 

of rules to evaluate that evidence, and should be 

replicable (e.g., [30]). In this research perspective, we 

often act as if any researcher could go through the 

same steps to reach the same outcome. By contrast, 

the humanities, including the digital humanities, 

emphasize the development of an individual critical 

perspective, a unique way of understanding, and 

sometimes an artful way of arguing for one’s findings.  

There are exceptions to my generalization about CSCW. 

Dourish argues for the irrelevance of questions of 

representative samples and replicability [12]. 

Borrowing from Charmaz [6] and Harding [17], Muller 

makes a case for grounded theory reports as 

constructed accounts that reflect the interests and 

standpoints of each researcher or team [23]. Gaver 

[14] champions the individual designer’s unique 

visions. Echoing the humanists’ arguments (above), 

Bardzell and Bardzell show how critical design depends 

on the critical insights and perspectives of individual 

scholars, or teams of scholars writing together) [1]. 

Blythe and Encinas lay out one such map for exploring 

the possibilities of design fictions [4]. 



 

It may be that all disciplines use methods that 

structure and selectively authorize speech. Cohn et al. 

remind us that “methods establish conditions for who 

can speak in the design process and how” [7]. Muller 

discussed issues of voice and power as a series of 

“who” questions [24]. It is interesting to note that, 

despite our history of collaborative studies in CSCW, 

the bulk of this work is univocal, describing settings 

and even the experiences of informants, from the 

perspective of a small number of verbally-privileged 

authors. What would we need to do differently if we 

wanted to share voice with other researchers? with our 

students? with our informants? 

Sketch of a Proposed Collaborative 

Infrastructure 

Drawing on lessons from DH and CSCW projects [21, 

22, 26, 28, 31], we could imagine a more generalized 

data-coding environment for CSCW and/or for DH in 

which: 

• A common text or corpus (or image or video 

library) is available to multiple research teams; 

• Each person or group or team can assert 

her/his/their own codes1 into either or both of 

private and shared coding vocabularies; 

• Each researcher (as above) can layer their 

individual codes and theories on top of the contents 

                                                 
1 For simplicity, I am using the word “codes” as a generalization. 
Different analytic disciplines might have different structures of 
codes. For example, grounded theory method could involve 
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding – as well as 
memoing, diagramming, etc [6]. These disciplinary distinctions 
and theory-constructions could also be represented, attributed, 
and selectively combined in such an environment. 

of the corpus, in representations that can be 

private or shared; 

• Every item of interpretation preserves its 

provenance, such that each researcher’s activities 

could be attributed, and each researcher’s thought 

pattern can be traced through those layers of codes 

and theories; 

• Searching and filtering methods are available to 

compare codes and theories on the same items (or 

groups of items), or to select and examine layers of 

interpretation from individual researchers; 

• Selected codes and theories can be shared from 

individual repositories to a collective repository; 

And finally, some CSCW research traditions (also 

feminist research [3, 18] and indigenous research [16, 

29]) argue that data about informants should be fully 

accessible by those informants: 

• The original contributors (informants) of material in 

that corpus, as well as other more indirect stake-

holders [27], can access the content, and can write 

their own interpretations, in the spirit of participa-

tory self-documentation (for review, see [25]. 

Collaborative Research in Communities of Researchers  

An environment like this could make a corpus available 

to multiple DH scholars, or to multiple CSCW scholars, 

or to an interdisciplinary collaboration of DH and CSCW 

scholars. The voice of each scholar would be preserved 

through the provenance metadata, and could be used 

as the basis of individual descriptions of the corpus, or 

shared descriptions. The metadata could also be used 

for conventional statistical analyses, including e.g., 

inter-rater reliability assessments. These individual 

voices could be used to study the process of scholarship 



 

on the corpus. Diverse groups of scholars would finally 

be in a position to compare their interpretations while 

they are interpreting, rather than after publishing. For 

complex projects or very large corpora, different 

researchers or sub-teams might work on different 

themes; this environment would allow them to compare 

their semi-independent work-in-progress at any time, 

and to merge or contrast each distinct effort’s codes 

and theories as appropriate. 

Collaborative Educational Scholarship 

In this environment, mentors and students would be 

able to work with calibrated degrees of autonomy or 

teamwork. A student could learn to code while the 

mentor checked the student’s work in the context of 

the corpus. The mentor could determine which of the 

student’s codes were ready to be added to a common 

class-wide or project-wide coding vocabulary, and 

which codes required further refinement by the student 

before they would be ready to share. 

Disciplinarity Scholarship 

When I introduced the section on a collaborative 

infrastructure, I wrote of “CSCW and/or DH.” The 

and/or is crucial. This environment could also provide 

an opportunity for scholars from different disciplines to 

compare how the approach, analyze, and write about a 

shared document or corpus. In this way, the 

environment could become a site for research into 

disciplinarity (e.g., [19]), or the diverse ways that 

different fields of study construct data, rules of 

inference, and reports. 

Infrastructure Needs 

Space does not permit a detailed comparison with 

existing coding environments. The principal innovation 

of this environment would be a richer set of metadata 

about each code, interpretation, memo, or theory – 

allowing enhanced tracing of the thought of each 

scholar, and supporting selective displays of the mark-

ups of one or more scholars, or the theorizing around a 

single item (or a group of items) in the shared 

repository. With that basis, mark-ups could be moved 

or copied from one researcher’s personal store to 

another’s, or to various shared stores. Over time, we 

would learn if we should apply the metaphorical 

concept of “layers of interpretation” literally in the 

display of corpus and mark-ups, or whether there was a 

better way to present this information for 

comprehension of one’s own mark-ups, one’s 

colleague’s mark-ups, and/or collective mark-ups. In 

this way, the infrastructure could become a set of 

resources for research into collaborative practices and 

complex collaborative visualizations. I would guess that 

different constituencies might need different 

visualizations, and different tasks (e.g., exposition, 

education, collaborative coding, collective 

sensemaking) might also lead to new variations. 

Conclusion 

Beginning with a comparison of common assumptions 

about CSCW research [30] and DH research [5], I have 

described a problem space of representations that are 

not yet fit-to-purpose for semi-autonomous, 

collaborative interpretive work. I proposed attributes of 

an alternative infrastructure that could enable stronger 

collaborations and interpretations for both of these 

disciplines, and I suggested some additional problems 

that scholars and educators could address through that 

class of infrastructures. I hope that these initial thought 

can lead to mutual learnings at the workshop. I would 

certainly like to learn more. 
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