ACLS HEB Project

CNI

Alexandria VA, April 16, 2004

Eileen Gardiner & Ronald G. Musto

We’re happy to be sharing the podium with Kate and Rob, our long-term partners in this venture of digital history.

As a result of all our work over the past several years, Cliff Lynch recently wrote:

“As a discipline, history has taken a leadership role in trying to understand the evolution of the monograph into the digital world; not only do we have pioneering historians exploring the digital medium individually through their works, but also leading scholars thinking about the implications of such works for scholarly practice and norms within the discipline in a way that I have not seen in many other disciplines.”

With this two-pronged analysis very much in mind, today we’ll been laying out for your response three themes that have emerged from our experience of almost five years with the HEB Project.  

1 The first is the insights into the structure of history writing that we are gaining from the creation of new titles in history, among them born-digital titles, that have begun to come online with the project.

2 The second: is that we believe that we have, effectively at this date, come to the end of the first phase of digital online history, and that we have already embarked on the second. 

3 The third theme:  is that of the library and the scholarly society as the emerging publishers of digital history

· These themes have begun to emerge both from the HEB Project’s role as experiment into the world of scholarly communication

· But also now from our years of experience: both in creating an online collection and now, at this stage, our first critical mass of frontlist titles,.

I’ll begin by giving a very brief status report on the Project and then share with you our evolving thinking about the structures of history in the digital environment. I’ll take about 10 minutes

Then Eileen will discuss our second and third themes for about another 10-12 minutes.

STATUS REPORT

The ACLS History E-Book project was funded in June 1999 in an effort to map the potential for electronic publication in the humanities. We had certain goals — digitizing 500 previously published and 85 new history monographs — and certain partners, scholarly societies like the AHA and OAH which would act as advisors on the content of our site and the university presses, which would act as our content providers. The library community has been an essential partner from the start both as advisors and ultimately as our subscribers.

We have also relied on the invaluable technical, production, experimental, and structural support provided by the Digital Library Production Service and the Scholarly Publishing Office (SPO) at the U of Michigan. We cannot stress enough that the success of this project would have been impossible without our reliance on the preexisting — and ever-innovating — infrastructures provided by our partners in Ann Arbor.

· The collection now includes a backlist of almost 800 already-published titles of major importance to historical studies. (We’ll have doubled our original goal of 500 by year’s end.) All of these are available as full-text in a completely cross-searchable collection.

· We remain ahead of schedule and still under budget, thanks again due in part to DLPS/SPO; but also to what we believe is our “disruptive technology” approach. Of which more later.

· the History E-Book Project now has nearly 280 subscribing institutions, surpassing the originally projected goal of 200. The current subscribers are evenly divided among major research universities, smaller universities, liberal arts colleges, with community colleges and secondary schools now making up an increasingly important sector. We are also adding international institutions around the globe. 

· our subscription rates still range from $300 to $1300 a year depending on FTE/Carnegie. we’ll be implementing a moderate rate increase this June on the higher end.

· The combined FTE with direct and simultaneous access to the Project from among our subscribing institutions numbers app. 2.5 million, and hits on the site have reached an annualized total of about 500,000.  Recent reports from Michigan indicate that this may soon approach 900,000.

· The Project has completed three royalty periods at this time. We have by now paid out tens of thousands of dollars in royalties to over 60 presses and over 150 authors or their estates.

· As of this date, the collection now includes 12 frontlist books online. We are actively developing over 4 dozen additional frontlist titles. 

· These now range from print-first to our newest born-digital works, Since time is short we will simply name a few and refer you to our site: remind you that those of you with subscriptions have 7/24 access to them; and offer those who are not yet subscribers a free month’s trial subscription.

· These title include 

· Joshua Brown’s book on late 19th-c. American Print culture

· Andrew Lee’s comparative analysis of the two extant versions of the block book recounting the Scottsboro Boys’ trial

· Benjamin Kohl’s digital reconstruction of the archives of the medieval Venetian empire. Its impact on the historiography of the field will be significant

· and Roger Bagnall’s study of late Roman women’s literacy, which makes extensive use of on-line papyri collections such as those at APIS. 

New History

Let me now talk about some of the insights we’ve already gained from putting up our first new digital titles, or our Frontlist

As you may know, the development process for our new (frontlist) titles was slow and deliberate. We first decided to take the most simple of print monographs offered by a university press and parse its consistent elements, dividing our XML tagging (based on TEI lite) into a series of simple modules for every part of the print book. While the process was long and careful, the end result is a series of coding modules, from which we can now construct, with nearly exact replicability and predictability for schedule, budget, and performance, even the most complex, born-digital electronic book in history.

Because our Project aims at transparency and openness, the results of this process are both online in our Specifications, Proofing Guidelines, and Frontlist Features tables, but also formed the basis of our first White Paper by Nancy Lin, SHOW the Report on Technology Development and Production Workflow for XML Encoded E-Books.

But in its overall effect and growing complexity, the HEB Frontlist goes beyond a simple collection of features and modular structures and begins, we believe, to go to the heart of the historical enterprise. Let us put aside for now all the building blocks of highly complex history e-books that we now offer: high resolution comparative views of graphics, searchable image libraries, interactive mapping, hypertextuality, comparative textual analysis, new chunking and citation methods, hyperlinked related historiography and reviews, and the like. 

From this historian’s perspective, simply with the HEB's Project ability to mount or access large collections of primary source materials online in a variety of formats and types -- pamphlet, private letter, newspaper article and image, narrative source, legislation, archival records -- the reader now has the ability — on a regular basis — to view and to experience the building blocks of historical argument in a way previously impossible in the printed book, except as a series of unrelated “illustrations.” 

The cumulative effect of these new digital materials presses home the realization that the fundamental materials of the historian's craft — the primary sources— can now be presented not as illustration or sample. It also graphically demonstrates the narrowly representational nature of the verbal and the visual in print form. 

Up until now, for example, written primary sources of whatever type have been presented to students and other scholars as another form of print: already mediated and edited and formatted text that match the form and design of the printed argument that surrounds them. Thus students have received a false sense of history as a series of preexisting, structured narratives that historians choose to present to the public. The contingent nature of history as a series of deliberately constructed and argued representations — akin to fiction in its approximation of reality — only emerges through exposure to historical documentation, research and argumentation. But this is an insight reserved for the very few who go on to do actual library and archival research. 

Classroom exercises in “primary source” writing give only the most remote representation of this reality, for even the primary sources in print give the appearance of received fact and truth.

What was speculation five years ago, we now know as a reality: with electronic publishing's ability to display the great variety of primary source materials in their original form, readers are exposed to the true building blocks of history. As presented in bulk and in their original forms these materials are:

· accidental and random in their survival

· raw in their form

· irregular in their format and continuity

· ephemeral in their apparent importance, in their structure and format

· unmediated, uncategorized, and unedited

· they’re unaltered by the structures of knowledge. That is, they are presented in their original state prior to the historian's hypothetical restructuring of the past, of his or her selection and editing processes that are essential to the sustained argument and analysis we associate with the historical article and the monograph.

Such important sites as the Valley of the Shadow and APIS have, of course, long exposed students and scholars to such materials. And a wide variety of teaching sites incorporate these materials and insights; but as Cliff Lynch has noted, the HEB Project, like Gutenberg-e, is among the first sustained historical enterprises to incorporate such materials into the essential structures of history writing and of electronic book publishing. 

I’ll now turn the podium over the Eileen to discuss our second and third themes. Thank you.

Thanks, Ron.

Our second major theme is the emergence from the first stage into, what we are calling the second stage of digital scholarship in history. This is one we outlined at the recent AHA conference here in Washington, and one that we think bears further reflection before this audience.

 By the first stage of digital scholarship we mean a cultural complex that had several components: 

· it was born out of the inspiration of individuals

· it derived from the individual research concerns, specializations and methodologies of their originators

· it experimented with media, software, the elements of historical discourse

· it was CD-ROM, website, and HTML based

· its budgets and REAL costs were subsumed, sometimes hidden within the free exchange and service functions of the academic economy

These websites are great teaching resources; and, if carefully mediated, great research tools. As a first-generation research tool they exposed lots of historians to the methods and issues of electronic publishing. But they have their limits in terms of an electronic publishing program. 

These websites stand in effect like the artist’s book to the regular print edition, the mass-produced tool of knowledge we are familiar with. These beautiful works offer a uniqueness like artist books by Picasso, Matisse or Kruger, works that are not intended to be replicated or duplicated but stand alone to present to us the freshness of the state of the art. These titles have also had a wide and positive impact. But the characteristic of this first-stage, website, approach is that its resulting titles in most cases

· lacked common standards and common norms for reading and review 

· and were un-amenable to common publishing and scholarly practices of fixed edition and revision.

· they also cannot be fit easily into structures of knowledge, i.e. they can’t be searched, cited or navigated with any degree of predictability or uniformity.

· The result is that historians were often unable to test hypotheses with any degree of certitude that they had before them in clear view or comprehensible shape and scope all the arguments and evidence that the author had deployed.

· They were also costly (especially the ones that we label “free”), they were unpredictable and open-ended in terms of budget and schedule. 

· And, although collaborative, they were often individually maintained and therefore difficult to sustain and preserve

· Finally, the collections of digital documents associated with these websites are not true archives in the sense of representing complete hard-copy depositories, but representations: selective and sometimes subjective amalgams of documents brought together with the same critical methodologies that scholars bring to bear in assembling evidence for their own monographs – limited in focus and scope. 

Now what do we see as some of the characteristics of the second stage? First of all, the second stage is

· Institutionally, not individually, born — this is a good thing, because it means that the resources that can nurture and foster electronic publishing in the humanities have recognized the potential of the work of the first stage

· So, the second stage is cooperatively or institutionally funded: by consortia, by foundations, by hosting universities

· The creations of the second stage are designed by the scholars: but their work is carried out in institutional settings, by professional programmers, publishers, and librarians

· The second stage seeks answers to questions derived from collective, often institutional concerns

· Generally efforts in this second stage are aimed at addressing structural issues: “fate of the monograph,” the status of recent PhD’s, the condition of the university presses, the nature of the digital archive, etc. and they derive answers from the potentials and promise of electronic publication 

· these efforts seek common standards, methods, workflows, etc.

· they stress uniform approaches over the brilliance of individual features.

· apropos: they give closer and closer attention to the issues of “cyberinfrastructure”: common access and search methods, editorial and citation standards, and long-term access and preservation. 

· and they pay very close attention to production schedules, marketing, access models, 

· AND budget lines — even when there is no exchange of money for the creation and use of these projects. In the second stage we should shun the use of the word “free,” because only when we account for what it costs for this work, can we really talk about sustainability in any rational way with the people who will fund, underwrite and ultimately pay for sustainability 

PAUSE

Our third and last theme, which we will review briefly,  is that of the library and scholarly society as publisher of electronic work.

Why them?

Let’s begin with an admission: almost five years into our project, from the scholar’s perspective, we are seeing many UP’s — with some notable exceptions —failing to take up cutting edge born-digital scholarship in history. 

And why have they not fully embraced the new electronic media both to advance scholarship, and to save their bottom lines?

Despite many efforts at funding and coordination, including our own, 

· the university presses are still — by and large —  producing digital versions of print books, still focusing on traditional markets, and still distributing to them using their tried and true projections, networks, and pricing schemes.

How do we explain all this in a comprehensive way?

One model that we have found very useful — and one very familiar to this audience by now — is that of 

· Clayton Christensen’s book The Innovator’s Dilemma  (H&R, Harvard Bus)

· which focuses on distinction between “Sustaining” and “Disruptive” technologies

· Sustaining technologies: “foster improved product performance”, i.e., they attempt to perfect current models and maximize current revenue streams and work flows. 

· This is exemplified by companies that have had excellent management, design, distribution BUT that have suddenly failed: Sears in retail, IBM in mainframes, Xerox in reproduction

In this sense the University Press print monograph and print-first e-book models are perfect examples of a sustaining technology: the presses do these very well; but meanwhile they are rapidly losing ground on all fronts.

Now to contrast this with: “disruptive technologies”: 

· in short term these under-perform established products in mainstream markets – they are aimed really at emerging markets — they are typically cheaper, simpler, smaller and easier to use; and they use experimental workflows and work groups 

· Examples: the cell phone, digital photography, the electric car, and now on-line music stores. With the move from Napster (a marginalized technology, to iTunes and in the space of 2 years we now see a new model supplanting decades-old production and marketing methods and institutions. This will, of course, soon become the dominant, sustaining model. 

· in publishing, examples of disruptive e-publishing technologies include:

· JSTOR

· Gutenberg-e

· The History Co-op

· History E-Book Project

· these are — or began as — small work-groups, spin-offs of larger organizations. They are flexible in their personnel, budgeting, technical innovation, and marketing, able to sidestep the structural roadblocks of scale, corporate organization, and marketing truisms. So far, beyond expectation, they’re working — structurally and even sometimes financially. 

Christiansen’s work is far more complex and detailed than I’ve laid out here: but his approach, we believe,  helps explain elegantly the current phenomena of UP conservatism: to change what they do would require fundamental adjustments in structure, personnel, workflow,  and business models that so far are not forthcoming.

Given the current situation with university presses, ACLS has therefore begun to look to other partners: 

We will leave the issue of collaboration with the learned societies for another time; but will tip our laptop to Rob Townsend to acknowledge the great advances that the AHA, OAH and History Cooperative have made in this regard. We’ll leave our concluding remarks to focus on the world of the library.

Probably of all the traditional allies in scholarly communication with which ACLS seeks to form partnerships, we see the library as the most hopeful focus of innovation. 

The library community has long been at the forefront of the very issues of cyberinfrastructure and common standards which we outlined as the essence of the second stage of digital scholarship and has had a decades long lead over the academic disciplines in this regard. The library community as a whole has had a track record of collaboration with faculty and graduate students who seek to construct sustained argument and analysis using digital methods. AND the library remains most closely in touch with the end users of this scholarship. For these three reasons: 

· experimentation and innovation

· a track record of collaboration 

· and constant interaction with the end users of this research

they are poised to take an innovative leadership role just as the university presses appear to be caught in the very issues of sustaining technologies that Christensen analyzes.

How will the emergence of libraries to the forefront of scholarly communication affect digital history? 

In the creation of common standards, of the infrastructures needed to create and disseminate this scholarship we already have a firm idea and track record. 

· Will libraries ever completely replace publishers in a new age of open source, cost-free cooperation?

· Or will they have to become publishers themselves, faced with all the “sustaining” pressures now faced by the UPs: budgets, markets, copyright obsessions, acquisition and production quotas, profit margins? 

· These questions are, of course, not a little rhetorical.

But we think that we can conclude that in this imperfect world no one solution will ever be realized: what we at ACLS foresee most clearly is a continued collaboration with the UPs in creating print-first digital publishing and also partnerships with the emerging digital centers at libraries, and thus to work with each partner in scholarly communication in the ways that they work best.

Instead of a crisis, we now see emerging clearly new roles and opportunities that do challenge, and we hope will benefit, us all. Thank you.
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