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2007 An Epistemological Shift  

“We know not through our intellect but through our 
experience.”

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (1945)

Post-Modernism
subjective, experiential
contingency, ambiguity
fluidity, simultaneity
multiplicity, diversity
emphasis on agency
skeptical, especially of experts
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Unstructured interactions
Volunteered information
Blurred disciplinary boundaries
Does not privilege expert
Networked participant-collaborators
Open to experiential knowledge 
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What perspectives engage humanists? 
• Multiple realities
• Interdependency
• Intercultural and trans-cultural
• Multi-scalar and inter-scalar
• Hybridity and complexity
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Increased attention to space and spatiality, 
beginning in 1960s

New technologies support the spatial turn, with GIS 
the primary tool-kit 

Critique of GIS
Emergence of GIScience
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2007 (Re)Discovery of the Power of Maps 

“Relationships that jump out when presented in a 
spatial format such as a map tend to clog a 
narrative, choking its arteries, until—even if the 
narrative does not expire—the reader, 
overwhelmed by detail, is ready to die of tedium 
and confusion.”

Richard White, Placing History (2008)
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2007 Historical GIS (Spatial Humanities 1.0)

Spatial turn in humanities in 1980s/1990s
Emphasis on integration, visualization, and

spatial analysis through GIS-facilitated tools and 
methods

Strategic datasets (various national HGIS projects)
International collaborations
New genres of scholarship in history, archaeology, 

cultural studies, etc. (e.g., Historical GIS)
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Projects with HGIS components
Salem Witchcraft Trials, e-Williamsburg, etc.

Major HGIS projects
Stanford Spatial History Project, Digital Atlas of American 
Religion, Irish Famine, Aurora Project (Dynamic Atlas of US 
History), Holocaust Project, Literary Atlas of Europe

Major publications and conferences in HGIS and 
spatial humanities
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Mostly mapping/spatial primitives 
Requires technical expertise
Incompatible with much humanities data
About space, not place
Where is time?
Contributions to scholarship debated 
Scanty uptake by humanists
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Systems
Data
Culture
Literacy

Spatial/Geographic
Visual

Spatial
Humanities



Taipei
2007 An Epistemological Clash?  

GIS and (re)discovery of the map: vision of rigorously 
measurable, infinitely sharable information across 
temporal and spatial scales

Where does GIS fit with post-modernism’s emphasis on 
indeterminacy, ambiguity, fluidity, particularity, and other 
non-standard characteristics? 

Can GIS fit the needs of historians and other humanists?
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Pareto principle (80/20): 80% of the effects 
come from 20% of the causes

We often do not need the full analytical 
functionality of ArcGIS to accomplish what 
humanists need

Spatial
Humanities 



Taipei
2007 Virtual Center for Spatial Humanities 

Formed in 2008 as a collaboration among three research 
universities:
Florida State University, West Virginia University, and 
Indiana University-Purdue University, Indianapolis 

Goal: Move beyond GIS and toward the spatial humanities, a 
post-modern and post-structural approach that bends 
technology to the needs of humanists; blends GIScience
with the humanities to understand the reciprocal 
influence of space and place on culture and society.
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2007 Re-booting 

Moving beyond GIS
Making geo-spatial tools open to humanities 

data 
Embracing multimodal approach
Using VREs and immersive environments
Creating collaborative spaces 
Developing a new epistemology (nonlinear, 

fluid, reflexive)
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2007 Emergent Realities   

“[M]aps will be more than the sum of their parts: they 
will possess ‘emerging’ qualities, which were not 
visible at the lower level….Not that the map is itself an 
explanation, of course: but at least, if offers a model 
of the narrative universe which rearranges its 
components in a non-trivial way, and may bring some 
hidden patterns to the surface.”

Franco Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees (2005)
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2007 Spatial Humanities 2.0 

Spatial humanities is an explicit recognition of the      
reciprocal influence of geographic and 
constructed space on culture and society.

Fuses traditional focus on nuance, voice, 
experience, text, and image with the systematic 
approaches of spatial science, computer modeling 
and virtual reality.

Links time, space, and culture dynamically.
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2007 Spatial Humanities and Web 2.0

Space as the meeting ground; an integrated 
perspective on place

Web 2.0 as the toolkit; does not privilege a 
spatial technology or quantitative data

Open, participatory framework for experts 
and non-experts
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Neogeography
Participatory GIS 
Volunteered Geographic Information (VGI)

Virtual globes, APIs, mash-ups, and social 
networking

Gazetteers 
Semantic searching
Text mining
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Synthesis of real 
and digital space
e.g., Architip

Wearable technology, e.g., Google Glass
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VR is an experiential medium, not a 
peripheral
It evokes emotion
The experience is social
It is open to everyone 
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2007 Spatial Humanities Today

What has emerged are new and exciting 
forms of convergence, focused on geo-
cultural spaces (or place).

Also, new types of scholarship and new 
collaborations, while retaining the best of 
HGIS/Spatial Humanities 1.0.
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2007 Opportunities for Spatial Humanities 

Life paths and spatial narratives
Spatio-temporal networks
Spatial imaginaire
Virtual reality/immersion
Gaming and simulations
Practice theory
Deep mapping/deep contingency
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2007 Deep Mapping 

Goal: Reveal the complex and contingent context of 
events within and across time and space

Deep maps (platform, process, and product):
Links time and space (chronotope)
Operates across multiple scales (time and space)
Embodies multiple agents, multiple perspectives
Recognizes alternate schemes/emergent realities
Fosters dynamic context (movement, linkage)
Evokes emotional and experiential (visual and immersive; 
an affective geography)
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2007 Design Requirements 

Deep maps are:
Flexible, inviting exploration
User-centric, supporting differing views
Path-traceable, supporting narration
Open, admitting new material
Immersive, evoking experience
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New collaboratories that allow 
• Retrieval
• Contextualization
• Hypothesis building 
• Fleible narration
• Integration into knowledge networks 

Virtual Research Laboratories(VRL)
• GRID+Web 2.0/3.0+Spatial Technologies 
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spatial, temporal, 
& contextual

what/where/when

total perspective 
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Frameworks: Virtual Resource 
Environments
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Driving through Time: 
Digital Bue Ridge Parkway 
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Imaginative and Historical Cityscapes 
(Literary Edinburgh)
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Time geography
Text mapping
Geospatial semantic web
But how to:

Capture experiential/metaphorical space?
Enable deep contingency? Integrate structure, 
process, event? Space, time, place?
Understand the situatedness of the narrator(s)
Represent the narrative(s)? Make the argument?
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2007 New Vision

New collaboratories that allow 
• Retrieval
• Contextualization
• Hypothesis building 
• Flexible narration
• Integration into knowledge networks 

Virtual Research Laboratories(VRL)
• GRID+Web 2.0/3.0+Spatial Technologies 
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A unique post-modern scholarship with real 
and conceptual space as an integrating and 
animating framework:

Visual and experiential
Multiple perspectives
Complex environments
Emergent realities, deep contingencies
Spatial narratives, spatial arguments
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