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Happy birthday Huma-Num! After 10 years of building an infrastructure dedicated to SSH in
France: it’s time to look back and see how far we have come.

Birth

At the beginning, around 2010, a time when digital services were only in their infancy, two
existing infrastructures handled their use: the TGE Adonis, which stands for “Trés Grand
Equipement”, and the Research Infrastructure “Corpus”.

The first one was dedicated to providing digital services and the second one was designed to
support SSH communities in digitizing corpora. In 2013, Huma-Num was created as a
national infrastructure by the ministry of research and the CNRS by merging these two
structures. The initial idea was to develop technological services for digital research data in
close collaboration with research communities.

But what exactly is an infrastructure for SSH? This was a concept that had to be invented.
From Childhood to Adolescence

At the time of its creation, the most urgent task was to try to save data that were at best on a
hard disk and sometimes on a floppy disk. We quickly discovered that preserving raw data
was not sufficient - what was the point of preserving data if it was impossible to understand
them? We had already gained some experience of this issue through long term preservation
projects' but, as SSH are made up of diverse disciplines, we needed the support of experts.
This is where Huma-Num consortia, the second part of Huma-Num inherited from the RI
"Corpus", took over. A Huma-Num consortium is a group of people funded by Huma-Num,
often from different institutions, sometimes from different disciplines, working on the same
scientific objects, methods and themes. They provide expertise about their specific scientific
objects in order to define good practices, training and tools'.

It is an illustration of the fact that an infrastructure cannot be reduced to providing
technological services, but that the expertise of communities and their involvement in the
construction are key to building an infrastructure.

As for the technology, in 10 years we were well positioned to monitor the rapid evolution of
needs. SSH research projects nowadays use more sophisticated tools (e.g. Geographical
Information System, Rstudio, Deep Learning software, etc.), new types of data (e.g. Social
media, LIDAR, 3D objects, etc.) and above all the volume of data has evolved very rapidly.



Toward maturity

Huma-Num has reached a certain level of maturity from a technological point of view even if
there is still room for improvement as the needs and technologies are evolving rapidly: from a
quantitative point of view, Huma-Num hosts more than 1 petabyte of data, about 400 virtual
machines and 800 web sites. More generally, we are able to provide services for each step
in the research data lifecycle. In particular, two services have been developed by Huma-Num
to process, store and display research data while making them FAIR: NAKALAii to share
data and ISIDORE" to disseminate them.

Furthermore, Huma-Num’s consortia are constantly changing and evolving to take into
account new needs, for example supporting a standard such as the Music Encoding Initiative
for the “Musica consortium” or providing a toolbox for historicized data for the “Paris Time
Machine consortium”.

At this point, we were able to focus on addressing one of the main issues we face: the quality
of data, both of the digital object itself and its metadata.

In order to address this issue, we can of course rely on the support provided by Huma-Num’s
consortia, but we need to have other complementary means to be able to support research
projects throughout the whole data life cycle. Two years ago, we set up a dedicated service
internally, currently made up of three people but which is expected to grow: they provide
documentation, training and personalized support for research projects.

This is of course not enough to take into account all needs and Huma-Num has established
partnerships with regional SSH infrastructures, the “Maisons des Sciences de 'Homme"”, in
order to provide additional support to local projects and thus fluidify the relationship with
Huma-Num by clearing the way.

In the same vein, as a national infrastructure, it is important to establish contacts abroad to
remain well-informed and also to be proactive in promoting services and standards
developed by France. For the last 7 years, we have been establishing collaboration at the
international level notably by participating in the construction of European Infrastructures
such as DARIAHY and participating in European infrastructure projects. We also have
developed more targeted cooperation with Canada, for instance on innovative tools.

What’s next?

We now have the necessary building blocks to develop new services and partnerships. The
main one, which started this year, aims to establish a collaboration to link data and
publication with other national infrastructures dedicated to publications, OpenEdition¥i and
METOPESYi. This ambitious project, called COMMONS, will last 8 years for a total cost of
around 30 M€.

During the past 10 years, about 10,000 users have used the infrastructure, so the following
question can be asked: Has Huma-Num influenced the ways of doing research in SSH or
has it simply accompanied the general evolution of Digital Humanities?

The Huma-Num lab was created in part to get an idea of the answers to these questions by
investigating the evolution of current research practices in SSH through the prism of digital
technology.

This paper will present in greater detail what we learned the last 10 years the perspectives
for the coming years.
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