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Abstract: What is the audience for the work that we professional researchers conduct on Greco-Roman
culture? If the public outside academia does not have access to up-to-date data about the Greco-Roman
world, whose problem is it ? Frequently heard remarks, observed practices, and published survey results
indicate most of us still assume that only specialists and revenue-generating students really matter. If we
specialists do not believe that we have a primary responsibility to open up the field as is now possible in
this digital age, then I am not sure why we should expect support from anyone other than specialists or the
students who enroll in our classes. If we do believe that we have an obligation to open up the field, then
that has fundamental implications for our daily activities, for our operational theory justifying the exis-
tence of our positions, and for the hermeneutics (following a term that is still popular in Germany) that

we construct about who can know what.
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Many traditional humanists have objected — quite
correctly — that digital humanists focus too much of
their attention on questions of how we should ex-
ploit new forms of technology in our teaching and
research and not enough on questions of why. Of
course, in many cases, such criticisms underestimate
the immense challenges that humanists face as they
attempt to implement universally desired capaci-
ties in a digital space that require far more expertise
than amateur digital humanists can usually acquire.
(The production of annotations that we can man-
age across different editions of a text and over many
years is one such deceptively simple but essential
task.) Of course, even if there is much that requires
the attention of us digital humanists (in which we
can justifiably focus upon the question of how), the
most important questions always return to our mo-
tivations for using technology in the first place.

The digital question now before all academics is
the extent to which the shift from print to a digi-
tal space changes how our particular fields can con-
tribute to society as a whole. From a Darwinian per-
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spective, we need to reflect upon the de-
gree to which new forms of technology
may alter the social contract upon which
our departments, our positions, our place
in the curriculum, and our research fund-
ing (such as it is) depend. When we ask
why we might use new methods (digital
orotherwise), the first question is not how
these methods can improve specialist-on-
specialist discourse or even the experienc-
es of our tuition paying students, but why
our particular discipline should exist at
all. We cannot insist upon theorizing the
humanities in a digital age or demand a
new hermeneutics for them unless we ex-
plicitly consider as well how our new the-
orizing and hermeneutics affect the rea-
sons why professional academics should
exist.

Figures published in the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences’ Humanities In-
dicators demonstrate the degree to which
professional academics explicitly exclude
from serious consideration the hard ques-
tion of how our fields contribute to the in-
tellectual life of society as a whole. That
exclusion stands out when we observe the
factors that faculty consider important for
tenure: the most important single judg-
ment to which faculty are subject. Even the
initial hire to a tenure-track line is subor-
dinate to the subsequent tenure decision,
and most departments are careful only to
hire those candidates who have shown
that they will (or atleast can) meet the re-
quirements for tenure.’

The Academy’s data show predictable
and remarkably complementary perspec-
tives about the importance of teaching and
research at both teaching- and research-
oriented institutions: at primarily under-
graduate institutions, roughly 9o percent
of the respondents report that good teach-
ingis essential for tenure, as opposed to 50
percent who cite strong research as essen-
tial; at research institutions, the figures

are reversed, with roughly 9o percent cit-
ing strong research and 50 percent citing
strong teaching as essential. But at both
sorts of institution, faculty agree on one
factor for tenure: only 1 percent of those
surveyed consider “public humanities
(making the humanities and/or human-
ities scholarship accessible to the general
public)” essential for tenure. By contrast,
in both cases, 70 percent of respondents
asserted that making the humanities ac-
cessible to a general public was either un-
important or marginally important for
tenure. About 30 percent stated that such
work was important or very important,
but the final figure shows (in my view) the
true value of such work: 99 percent of
those polled agreed that making the hu-
manities and/or humanities scholarship
accessible to the general public was not an
essential part of atenure dossier. And given
the pressure on junior faculty to win ten-
ure, they understandably can only afford
to focus on those essential parts of their
work.

For Greco-Roman studies (as well as En-
glish and History, the two biggest human-
ities majors), the figures were even more
striking; the respondents were unanimous:
o percent considered it essential that hu-
manists demonstrate an ability to explain
the humanities or humanities research to
a wider audience.> Anyone who has spent
time as a faculty member, especially a fac-
ulty member in the argumentative human-
ities, will recognize how hard itis to getany
group of professors to agree on anything
(other than, perhaps, the belief that they
should be paid more, given more research
support, enjoy more general respect, and
teach less). When 100 percent of the facul-
ty from three major humanities fields in-
dependently agree that a mission is not es-
sential, we have an extraordinarily telling
piece of data.

By contrast, the STEM disciplines (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathe-
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matics) maintain a steady marketing cam-
paign to justify the support they receive
on the basis of the economic, medical,
and other tangible goods that they deliver
to society as a whole.3 Scientists are chal-
lenged to reflect on the general importance
of what they do: reviewers for the Nation-
al Science Foundation (NSF) are formally
charged to evaluate every proposal on the
basis of two criteria: “intellectual merit”
and “broader impacts.”4

Scholars of Greco-Roman antiquity are
not producing new drugs; we are not pi-
oneering ways of better harnessing solar
energy, or creating new forms of mathe-
matics that may, in the future, revolution-
ize some branch of scientific inquiry. In-
stead, we advance the intellectual life of
society, and we can do that only if we make
the public humanities a central focus of
our work. If there are potential dangers in
popularization, the humanities suffer even
more damage from overspecialization and
inbred scholasticism.

Fields like Greco-Roman studies recog-
nize only three sources of input: specialists
in the same university (the need for ser-
vice), specialists in the same field (the need
for research), and students (the group that
ultimately pays for most humanities-fac-
ulty salaries). The need to attract students
is the one saving force that subjects those
of us who teach Greco-Roman culture to
the judgments of nonprofessionals and
challenges us to view the field itself and its
purposes from at least one different — and
arguably broader - perspective. In this, we
enjoy in the United States an odd advan-
tage over colleagues in a country like Ger-
many. In Germany, ancient historians and
Greek and Latin philologists teach a steady
stream of prospective primary and second-
ary school teachers who must have a back-
ground in ancient history to teach Europe-
an history, or to join the ranks of the nine
thousand Latin teachers needed to teach
the seven hundred thousand-plus stu-
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rely upon a comparably steady stream of
majors makes their life anxious, but also
challenges them.

Although the number of students en-
rolled in foreign language courses in-
creased from 1 million in 1968 to 1.6 mil-
lion in 2009 and the relative percentage of
Greek and Latin students declined in this
period, the number of students in Greek
and Latin had, at least in absolute terms,
remained essentially the same (there was
a disturbing 20 percent dip from 2009 to
the figures released for 2013, but this may
reflect a short-term anxiety about more
transparently practical measures after the
financial crisis).> Also, although precise fig-
ures are not available, the big classics Ph.D.
programs seem to be basically as large as
they were in 1985 — perhaps up or down by
one faculty position, but essentially the
same. In Germany, by contrast, we can
point to fifty-one chairs of Greek, Latin,
ancient history,and Greco-Roman archae-
ology listed as gestrichen (cut) in the same
time period.® It may well be that the lack
of a guaranteed clientele has benefited the
field in the United States by pushing us to
address the needs of a wider and mobile
prospective student base rather than serv-
ing a captive audience.

But the focus on serving these revenue-
generating students hasleft not only Greco-
Roman studies but the humanities as a
whole exposed. The National Endowment
for the Humanities (NEH), for example,
provides almost three times as much sup-
port to its federal/state partnerships for
public humanities ($42.5 million out of a
total budget of $146 million in 2015) as it
does to its traditional research programs
($14.5 million, or about 10 percent of the
overall budget).” Even if we include invest-
ments in preservation and access ($15.4
million) and in digital humanities ($4.4
million), the overall funding for research
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remains relatively modest and accounts
for less than one-quarter (23.5 percent) of
the 2015 NEH budget. And even that mod-
est support attracts sometimes virulent
criticism from members of Congress and
from political candidates. Unfortunately,
insofar as professional humanists care on-
ly about other specialists and revenue-gen-
erating students, they undermine their
claim to support from public funding. If
we are subject to attack, we have, for the
most part, brought it on ourselves. On the
other hand, if we can manage to shift our
focus and assert, seriously and tangibly, a
commitment to advancing the contribu-
tions of the humanities and of humanities
research to society as a whole, we have a
chance of reestablishing, over time, the so-
cial contract by which various aspects of
the humanities justify their existence.

So, what does this mean in practical
terms for Greco-Roman studies? We can
take several steps now, and for some of
these, digital technology has a crucial role
to play. First, if we are to advance the intel-
lectual life of society as a whole as effective-
ly as possible, we need to shift not only to
open access (resources available to the pub-
lic free of restriction or charge) but to open
data (source data available to the public for
their own use and manipulation). An anal-
ysis of 780 websites for German and U.S.
faculty in Greco-Roman studies revealed
that perhaps fifteen of these researchers
were actively contributing to the funda-
mental task of creating open resources and
building the sort of open infrastructure
needed for study of Greco-Roman culture
in a digital age. A handful of faculty, for ex-
ample, have made an effort to make their
work available under an open-access li-
cense, and a handful of publications (such
as the now venerable Bryn Mawr Classical
Review) do make their content freely avail-
able. But making the thousands of publi-
cations cited on these websites available

under an open-access license would be a
necessary, though by no means sufficient,
condition for reaching beyond this closed
academic network.

Second, we need a new theoretical foun-
dation for Greco-Roman studies in a dig-
ital age, one that takes into consideration
our new ability to advance the intellectual
life of society as a whole. When we speak
of advancing human understanding, we
may imagine an idealized expert who has
internalized all the primary and secondary
literature and who has gained a new per-
spective (notice that I carefully avoid posi-
tivistic references to knowledge). Such an
idealized expert provides, however, only
one perspective. If there is no plausible
pathway from the impact of that profes-
sional to anyone beyond other specialists,
then I'am not sure how strongly we can ar-
gue for the value of that new perspective.
We need a theoretical foundation that ac-
counts for what happens in the brains of
many different people, starting with stu-
dents but extending to nonspecialists as
well, including not only members of the
general public but also professors in oth-
er disciplines. Such a theoretical founda-
tion will help us prioritize the unbounded
range of research topics that we can pur-
sue. If we assume that the most important
case is the idealized, all-knowing expert,
we will prioritize in one way; if, by con-
trast, we primarily wish to advance under-
standing beyond specialist circles and see
idealized expert knowledge as a means to
this larger end, then we will have very dif-
ferent priorities.

Third, we need to ponder what informa-
tion we wish to represent, given the very
different capabilities of born-digital publi-
cations. For me, the classic case is the dig-
ital edition: I think we should as a matter
of course encode morpho-syntactic inter-
pretations, geospatial and social network-
ing data, our interpretations of where one
text references another, and explicit align-
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ments — on the word and phrase level - be-
tween our source texts and translations
into multiple languages. What we choose
to encode, of course, depends upon both
our research objectives and the audienc-
es we wish to reach. But one fundamental
change is clear. In print culture, there was
pressure to distinguish scholarly editions,
with elaborate textual notes aimed at pro-
fessional scholars, from bilingual editions,
with (for the most part) much briefer tex-
tual notes, but with facing translations into
English, French, German, Italian, or some
other modern language. In a digital space,
we can personalize the data that we pre-
sent to different audiences, and include
many more kinds of data, including much
more expressively encoded textual notes
and translations into multiple languages.

Fourth, there is the challenge of “big
data,” which in this case is largely textu-
al data. This challenge appears not only
as we begin to grapple with the billions of
words of Greek and Latin already available
in the millions of digitized documents now
available, but also as we begin to work with
proliferating categories of automatically
generated annotations (including, as men-
tioned above, linguistic annotations, geo-
spatial and social networking data, text re-
use detection, general optical character rec-
ognition [OCR], and topic modeling). We
have to understand how to work with error
rates. We need to integrate distant and close
reading and we need to understand how to
sample our data and to consider how cer-
tain we can be of our conclusions. We need
to think algorithmically and we need to un-
derstand the implications of text mining
and visualization for the ways in which we
conceptualize our sources; these new me-
dia rewire our brains and we need to study
that as best we can.

Fifth, we need to open up the field and to
engage citizen scholars (or citizen scien-
tists as they are called in Germany, where
Greco-Roman studies and physics are both
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handful of advanced researchers and pro-
fessional scholars to process. But we also
need to do this because opening up the field
transforms the contributions that Greco-
Roman studies can make to society: inso-
far as our fellow citizens can join us, not just
as anonymous members of a crowd, but as
individuals who can develop increasing-
ly sophisticated skills as they contribute
over time, we thus advance the intellectual
life of society beyond academia and attack
the intellectual scholasticism that is doc-
umented in our commercial publications
and in the data collected by the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Sixth, we cannot in a globalized world
continue to use the term classics as synon-
ymous with ancient Greek and Latin lan-
guage and literature or dassical civilization
as coextensive with Greco-Roman culture.
Istill find it hard to believe that my profes-
sional association in the United States re-
cently changed its name from the Ameri-
can Philological Association to the “Soci-
ety for Classical Studies,” formally assert-
ing in the early twenty-first century that
professors of Greco-Roman culture repre-
sented classical languages and literatures
as a whole. The department from which
I received both of my academic degrees
still defines itself as the “Department of
the Classics” (italics mine), with the defi-
nite article driving home the point that
other classical languages including classi-
cal Sanskrit, classical Chinese, classical Ar-
abic, and classical Persian are free to find
space elsewhere in the university, but they
are not the classics. I do not know anyone,
however conservative, in our profession
who would actually advance such a posi-
tion. But somehow we have simply accept-
ed past usage (just as we continue to pub-
lish articles and monographs in the same
basic formats, through the same commer-
cial channels, and for the same specialist

Downloaded from http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/DAED_a_00383 by guest on 20 September 2022

131



Greco-Roman
Studies in a
Digital Age

132

audience). The equation of classics with
Greek and Latin comes from a very prob-
lematic tradition of European hegemon-
ic thought, and emerges from shared as-
sumptions of European privilege that are
neither acceptable nor realistic in a world
where nations such as China and India are
global powers.

And so, the final step we can take is to
evolve from a regional discipline, conduct-
ed almost entirely in a handful of European
languages and focused on Greco-Roman
culture, to one that participates in a glob-
al network of historical languages and cul-
tures, many of which are now considered
classical (as of 2014, India had six official
classical languages: Tamil, Sanskrit, Telu-
gu, Kannada, Malayalam, and Odia,® with
some arguing that Pali should be includ-
ed as a distinct language in this group).?
To do this, we need to redesign our de-
partments, forming strategic partnerships
with colleagues in our universities (such as
with professors of Sanskrit or classical Ar-
abic, if we are lucky enough to have them),
and making creative use of new commu-
nications technologies to work with col-
leagues not only in other universities but
in universities beyond Europe and North
America. We need students in Tehran and
Texas reading classical Greek and classical
Persian together, establishing in the pro-
cess dialogues across boundaries of space,
languages, and culture. Bilingual editions
that face Greek and Latin texts with transla-
tions into English (Loebs), French (Budés),
German (the Tusculum editions), or Lat-
in (older series like the Patrologia Graeca in
France or the Bipontine Editions in what s
now Germany) are not enough. We need
editions that can support readers of non-
Western languages like Mandarin and Ar-
abic, while also offering much better sup-
port for Spanish and Portuguese readers.
We need serious research into the limits
of what ideas we can represent in formats
that can be quickly translated across lan-

guages and customized for different cul-
tural perspectives. Here, the growing cov-
erage of non-English versions of Wikipe-
dia provides a better model than any of the
rigid workflows from conventional West-
ern academia.’®

Those of us who have the privilege to earn
a living as students of the Greco-Roman
world have a decision before us about the
field we wish to build. We can continue
producing publications to which only oth-
er specialists have intellectual or (because
we hide them behind paywalls) practical
access, doing what we need to attract and
hold revenue-generating students, and ig-
noring (if not disdaining) members of so-
ciety as a whole. We can continue writing
and teaching in much the same way we al-
ways have, exploiting new digital methods
as ancillary tools by which we compose
more traditional articles and books, rath-
er than asking ourselves what the purpose
of our research and teaching should be
and then exploring new forms of intellec-
tual activity and production. We can even
continue to conflate the idea of classical
with Greco-Roman and, in so doing, define
ourselves as, at best, a parochial commu-
nity. Deviating from any of these paths
will be difficult: it entails redefining our
field and thus inevitably challenges estab-
lished structures of authority and institu-
tional power. But the potential benefits are
immense, and there will be opportunities
for anyone in the field, at whatever level
of seniority, to contribute to and flourish
within the world we collectively fashion.
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ENDNOTES Gregory

Crane
Author’s Note : Some of the ideas expressed in this essay were first disseminated in 2015 as blog

posts; see Gregory Crane, “Essays on Digital Classics and Digital Humanities,” Perseus Digital
Library Updates, http://sites.tufts.edu/perseusupdates/2015/07/28/essays-on-digital-classics
-and-digital-humanities/. I would like to express my thanks for the comments I received at
that time, as well as for the editorial suggestions I received in submitting this piece to Deedalus.
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My colleagues at Tufts led the way for me. Steve Hirsch has taught ancient China and the Gre-
co-Roman world for years. Anne Mahoney has relentlessly maintained a curriculum in San-
skrit — an array of courses that will finally appear as formal offerings in our course catalog. We
were able to bring Maxim Romanov, an expert in classical Arabic, and, thanks to Vickie Sulli-
van, Riccardo Strobino, an expert on the intimate relationship between Greco-Roman and Is-
lamic Cultures and the debt that the West still owes to its Islamic brethren, into our department
of classics. If we could do more, we would. At Tufts, I am a professor of classics and work in
a department of classics, and I say so now with assurance and invitation: my colleagues have
been true leaders in developing a field that we can truly call classics or classical studies.
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