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Datafication in the Historical 
Humanities: Reconsidering 
Traditional Understandings  
of Sources and Data

International Conference and Workshop at the Ger man His-
torical Institute Washington, June 2-4, 2022, co-spon sored 
by the GHI, the Luxembourg Centre for Contemporary and 
Digital History (C2DH), the Chair of Digital History at Hum-
boldt University of Berlin (HUB), the Consortium Initiative 
NFDI4Memory, the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and 
New Media (RRCHNM), and Stanford University, Depart-
ment of History. Made pos si ble by grants from the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) and the Friends of the GHI. 
Conveners: Dan iel Burckhardt (GHI Washington), Andreas 
Fickers (C2DH), Zephyr Frank (Stanford University), Torsten 
Hiltmann (HUB), Jana Keck (GHI Washington), Mills Kelly  
(RRCHNM), Simone Lässig (GHI Washington), and Atiba  
Pertilla (GHI Washington). Participants: Cécile Armand 
(Aix-Marseille University); Jeremy Auguste (Aix-Marseille 
University);Francesco Beretta (Université de Lyon); Laura 
Brannan (George Mason University); Heiko Brendel (Uni-
versity of Passau); Megan Brett (George Mason University); 
Peter Bushell (University of Hawai’i at Mānoa); Kim Dre-
sel (Arolsen Archives); Georg Fertig (University of Halle- 
Wittenberg); Meghan Ferriter (Library of Congress Labs); 
Catherine Foley (Michigan State University); Thora Hagen 
(University of Würzburg); Vanessa Hannesschlaeger (Ger-
man Literature Archive Marbach); Walter Hawthorne (Michi-
gan State University); Sarah Hendriks (Trin ity College Dublin, 
The National Archives Kew); Chris tian Henriot (Aix-Marseille 
University); Katharina Hering (GHI Washington); Jörg Hörn-
schemeyer (GHI Rome); Dan Howlett (George Mason Uni-
versity); Pim Huijnen (Utrecht  University); Nina Janz (Luxem-
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bourg  Centre for Contemporary and Digital History (C2DH)); 
Helena Jaskov (University of Luxemburg); Patrick Jentsch 
(University of Bielefeld); David Knecht (KleioLab GmbH); 
Emily Kuehbauch (GHI Washington); Jeremy Land (University 
of Helsinki); Darren Layne (The Jac o bite Database of 1745); 
Zoe LeBlanc (University of Illi nois, Urbana-Champaign);  
Ben ja min Lee (University of Washington); Sharon Leon 
(Michigan State University); Yunxin Li (Stanford University); 
Katherine McDonough (The Alan Turing Institute); Kathari-
na Menschick (Arolsen Archives); Katrin Moeller (University 
of Halle-Wittenberg); Laura Niewöhner (University of Biele-
feld); Jessica Otis (George Mason University); Clemente 
Penna (Mecila - Maria Sibylla Merian Center Conviviality- 
Inequality in Latin America); Eva Pfanzelter (University of 
Innsbruck); Kristina Poznan (Michigan State University); 
Martin Schmitt (Technical University Darmstadt); Philipp 
Schneider (Humboldt-University of Berlin); Valentin Schnei-
der (National Hel lenic Research Foundation Athens Greece); 
Jennifer Serventi (National Endowment for Humanities); 
 Alice Sheill (Michigan State University); Abigail Shell (Li-
brary of Congress Labs); Daniil Skorinkin (University of Pots-
dam); Dan iel Stracke (University of Münster); Greta Swain 
(George Mason University); Alina Volynskaya (EPFL); Joëlle 
Weis (University of Trier); Daryle Williams (University of 
California, Riverside); Andreas Witt (University of Cologne 
& IDS Mannheim).

After a COVID-related delay, the Fifth Annual GHI Confer-
ence on Digital Humanities and Digital History took place 
in a new hybrid for mat which for the first time com bined in-
per son ses sions at the insti tute with key notes, work shops, 
and a poster ses sion opened up to remote par tic i pants and 
pre sent ers.

After Simone Lässig’s wel com ing remarks, the con fer ence 
started with Zoe LeBlanc’s key note pre sen ta tion “Table for 
One: Anecdotes on the Cultures and Challenges of Data 
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(-fication) for Historians.” Inspired by her 2017 viral tweet, 
which asked if you can do Digital History as an indi vid ual, 
she shed light on what datafication can look like for an indi-
vid ual scholar. Revisiting her ini tial ques tion, LeBlanc stated 
that col lab o ra tion is often seen as a cru cial fac tor for datafi-
cation, but it is unequally dis trib uted and restricted to those 
lacking the nec es sary resources. She there fore empha sized 
that datasets for data-driven research need a new set of 
schol arly prac tices and inter pre ta tive frame works in order 
to enable indi vid ual research ers with out such means to do 
mean ing ful work.

Following a block of two par al lel hands-on work shops, the 
first panel on “Merging Datasets from Different Archives” 
underlined the broad range of build ing and ana lyz ing dig-
i tal archives fea tur ing both highly col lab o ra tive endeav ors 
as well as work car ried out by one or two research ers only. 
Andreas Witt presented the highly col lab o ra tive “Encyc-
Net” which unites 22 Ger man ref er ence works from the early 
eigh teenth to the early twen ti eth cen tury. The goal is to use 
machine learn ing tech niques in order to build a knowl edge 
graph on this cor pus. By extracting, matching and dis am-
big u at ing the entries among the dif fer ent works, it should be 
pos si ble to ana lyze reflec tions of con ven tional knowl edge 
both over time as well as between gen eral and more spe cial-
ized ency clo pe dias. Yunxin Li used both dynas tic his to ries 
as well as the Database of Han Officials to inves ti gate elite 
social net works and geo graphic mobil ity. “Network anal y sis 
tells us some thing old and some thing new”: while ear lier re-
search rec og nized that group ings of influ en tial schol ars ex-
isted, net work anal y sis now makes it pos si ble to deter mine 
which schol ars were influ en tial. But she also cau tioned that 
sta tis ti cal obser va tions more often reflect the struc ture of 
sources than an actual his tor i cal change. Jeremy Land pre-
sented his ini tial reflec tions and a roadmap on how to use 
the so-called “Bill of Ladings” to recon struct, together with 
Werner Scheltjens, eigh teenth-cen tury colo nial Amer i can 
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mer chant net works from scratch. Since every bill was is-
sued in three cop ies (mer chant, cap tain, receiver), they were 
spread all  over the globe and we find them already dig i tized 
in numer ous archives. All three pre sen ta tions underscored 
the poten tial of the dig i tal to break through the tra di tional 
bound aries of a sin gle book or archive. Aggregated cor pora 
and col lec tions are essen tial for iden ti fy ing con nec tions and 
trends that would oth er wise be missed.

The first con fer ence day con cluded with the sec ond pan-
el on “How to Deal with Biased or Incomplete Data(sets)?” 
guided by Meghan Ferriter. It discussed how to write his tory 
on the basis of fragmented sources. Based on dif fer ent text 
cor pora, Martin Schmitt com bined geo graphic, cli matic, 
and soil data to fol low the dis persal of seeds through out the 
nineteenth cen tury and discussed var i ous data-driven pos-
si bil i ties to reconnect for estry prac tices long believed to be 
mostly self-contained. Philipp Schneider showed the poten-
tial of representing graph i cal sources like murals explic itly 
through data mod els on the basis of the Open World As-
sumption. The dis cus sion also illus trated the poten tial and 
con straints of mod el ing gaps in datasets. Making the vague 
state of source mate rial explicit is a first step in avoiding 
wrong con clu sions, for exam ple in social net work anal y sis, 
and pro vi des a starting point to the ques tion how to make 
such gaps pro duc tive.

The next morn ing started with the sec ond key note, “What’s in 
a Footnote? Datafication and the Consequences for Quality 
Control in Historical Scholarship,” by Pim Huijnen. In the last 
cou ple of years, the debate on rep li ca bil ity, ini ti ated in psy-
chol ogy and med i cine a decade ago, reached pub li ca tions 
in the Digital Humanities and led to ques tions about the  
validity of the sta tis ti cal (and com pu ta tional) meth ods used 
to pro mote far-reaching con clu sions. By trac ing the his-
tory of a “fact” from Dutch energy his tory through mul ti ple  
cita tions, Huijnen showed that tra di tional human i ties 



141Datafication in the Historical Humanities

schol ar ship is prone to become a vic tim of a game of Chi-
nese Whispers, no mat ter how many foot notes are placed. 
Despite such weaknesses, he sees lit tle sense in push ing 
human i ties schol ar ship towards for mu lat ing clear hypoth-
e ses based on quan ti ta tive data, which can then be tested. 
Instead, there is a need to con cep tu al ize “repro duc ibil ity” in 
the con text of his tor i cal research, where ques tions on how 
things changed are as impor tant as a prov able hypoth e sis 
on why they changed. Rather than searching for mis takes 
(“max i mal repro duc ibil ity”), we should focus on mak ing the 
implicit more explicit (“min i mal repro duc ibil ity”).

Panel III presented “Case Studies for Research Data Manage-
ment in the Historical Humanities.” Francesco Beretta under-
lined the impor tance of improv ing the reuse of research data 
in the his tor i cal sci ences, which he char ac ter izes as good 
qual ity infor ma tion with reli able prov e nance. To make this 
infor ma tion truly inter op er a ble, it needs to be linked against 
an author ity file and mod eled according to an ontol ogy, a 
shared con cep tu al i za tion across a cer tain domain of inter-
est. David Knecht presented Geovistory, a browser-based 
research envi ron ment that enables users unfa mil iar with the 
at times daunting con cepts of the Semantic Web to cre ate, 
enhance, and share prop erly struc tured research data. Dar-
ren Scott Layne illus trated such con cep tual steps through 
“The Jac o bite Database of 1745,” which pro vi des high qual-
ity pros o po graph i cal entries sourced from archi val records. 
Valentin Schneider presented the scope and chal lenges of 
the Ger man Occupation Database. In addi tion to prop erly 
datafying the his tor i cal records, the pro ject aims to dis play 
the dynam ics of war oper a tions in space and time and find-
ing ade quate rep re sen ta tions of mil i tary and para mil i tary 
units’ cruel impact on the daily life of the local pop u la tion 
in Greece between 1941-1944/45. Working with predefined 
ontologies and off the shelf soft ware prom ise to greatly sim-
plify data man age ment and reuse. But they won’t pro vide an 
easy bridge across dif fer ent con cep tu al i za tions, such as an 
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actor-cen tered approach ver sus one mak ing heavy use of a 
his tor i cal geo graphic infor ma tion sys tem.

Panel IV, enti tled “Turning Analog Into Digital Data,” touched 
upon oppor tu ni ties for transregional research. In his talk, 
Daniil Skorinkin pointed out that the larg est pros o po graph-
i cal data bases for twen ti eth-cen tury Russia cen tered on the 
First and Second World Wars and the Stalin era repres sions. 
They pro vide impor tant over laps (e.g. in peo ple men tioned) 
for which record link age is miss ing. In his pro ject, a het ero ge-
neous team of research ers aims to cre ate a sin gle data pool 
out of the dif fer ent data bases aligning as well as uni fy ing 
per sonal data fields. Among oth ers, the fol low ing dis cus sion 
addressed the chal lenges of these tasks, such as the dif fer-
ent spell ings of cit ies and vil lages in the datasets. Clemente 
Penna and Eva Pfanzelter presented dif fer ent transregional 
approaches. Penna intro duced a data base of Brazilian bills of 
exchange and stated, since the Brazilian bills were not much 
dif fer ent from those in other com mer cial cen ters, the data-
base could later incor po rate legal and notar ial records from 
other regions, such as England, the United States, Africa,  
and Latin America. Pfanzelter reflected on the workflow of 
“ReMigra”, a pro ject that stud ies the return migra tion in South 
Tyrol after the Second World War. An inter dis ci plin ary team 
elab o rated a reus able datafication workflow, which starts 
with dig i ti za tion and orga ni za tion and is char ac ter ized by the 
focus on data as well as on pro cess ori en ta tion as well as crit-
i cal reflec tions. The dis cus sion that followed focused largely 
on the dif fer ence between the polit i cal and eco nomic rea sons 
for remigration. While this aspect of migra tion is still under-
studied, dig i tal his tory shows great poten tial to fill this gap.

The fifth panel on “Research with the Public: Crowdsourced 
Datafication” chaired by Atiba Pertilla chal lenged poten-
tials and lim its of crowdsourced datafication, delib er at ing 
the impact on mech a nisms of agency along three papers. 
Katrin Moeller and Georg Fertig ana lyzed the sit u a tion of 
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female employ ment-based datasets cre ated by indi vid ual 
cit i zen sci en tists. They dem on strated an approach that al-
lows re-use of data in a way that is dif fer ent from its orig i nal 
con text as writ ten sources. By this, new meth ods of sta tis ti cal 
data anal y sis reshape ques tions of eman ci pa tion in the nine-
teenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries in phases of social cri sis. Kim 
Dresel and Katharina Menschick linked the prin ci pal ques-
tions of the panel to the work of online archives cooperating 
directly with vol un teers. At Arolsen archives, crowd-sourc ing 
meth ods are implemented in order to index doc u ments of 
the Shoah and minor i ties who had suf fered Nazi per se cu-
tion. Having new par tic i pants explor ing sources also raised 
a range of eth i cal ques tions on how and by whom the meta-
data should be gen er ated. The panel con cluded with Abby 
Shelton’s pre sen ta tion, who gave insights into the insti tu-
tional pro ceed ings at the Library of Congress mobi liz ing vol-
un teers to con trib ute to dig i tal col lec tions. This broad ened 
the eth i cal dis cus sion to the tri an gu lar rela tion of his to ri ans, 
sources and vol un teers, ask ing which role the lat ter in their 
role as par tic i pants should take within the nego ti a tions on 
the def i ni tion of mean ing ful con tent.

The third day started with the pre sen ta tion and dis cus sion 
of the post ers, avail  able at https:  /  /datafication  .hypotheses 
 .org  /poster. The break-out rooms on Zoom pro vided a great 
envi ron ment for in-depth dis cus sion on a one-on-one basis 
or within small groups. It was followed by a sec ond ses sion 
of three work shops, which again could be attended on-site 
or remotely.

After the lunch break, Dan iel Stracke, Sharon Leon, and  
Peter Bushell intro duced their pro jects, all  of which rep re-
sent dif fer ent “Methodologies of Datafication” in panel VI. 
The aim of the “Euro pean Historic Towns Atlases,” a long 
term pro ject presented by Stracke, is an edi tion of car to-
graphic and icon o graphic sources for the recon struc tion of 
the his tor i cal topog ra phy of pre-mod ern urban spaces. Like 

https://datafication.hypotheses.org/poster
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other pre sent ers, Stracke pointed out the pro ject’s need to 
look for future ways to improve the workflow as well as the 
goal to set new stan dards. Leon talked about the pro ject “On 
These Grounds: Slavery and the University” and her inter dis-
ci plin ary team’s work real iz ing an event-based ontol ogy. The  
fol low ing dis cus sion cov ered the ongo ing debate on the rep-
a ra tion for descen dants of enslaved peo ple by Georgetown 
University and the future incor po ra tion of the data into en-
slaved  .org, the linked open data plat form presented above. 
Her talk was followed by Bushell’s pre sen ta tion on the “War 
Crimes Documentation Initiative” about World War II-era 
war crimes com mit ted by the Jap a nese in the Asia-Pacific 
region. He high lighted the issue of mak ing data acces si ble to 
peo ple who are not very famil iar with datafication.

Elizabeth Murice Alexander chaired the final panel on “How 
to Create Sustainable Digital Projects.” Vanessa Hannes-
schläger began by exem pli fy ing the com pli ca tions of retain-
ing data that was for merly col lected in a self-made data base  
and not even mod eled according to stan dard ized data for-
mats. The dis cus sion faced the prob lems of evolv ing data 
stan dards and research meth ods and tried to shape con crete 
steps for a con ver sion of a rich data col lec tion into a new dig-
i tal edi tion. An hon est insight into the pit falls of devel op ing 
and real iz ing data pro jects was pro vided by Joëlle Weis, who 
opened the floor to a dis cus sion about how to han dle dis crep-
ancy in the final stage of dig i tal pro jects and how to make 
these expe ri ences use ful in regard to future pro jects. Hele-
na Jaskov closed the panel with a dem on stra tion of the data 
orches tra tion engine Kiara, an envi ron ment for supporting 
users in re-using tried and tested data as well as help ing them 
to man age their own research data and its ongo ing expan sion 
with newly added metadata. Despite the prominent posi tion 
of the “exper i men tal” in the dis course on the Digital Human-
ities, talking pub li cally about dead ends and fail ure is still a 
rare excep tion, which was greatly appre ci ated.
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The three inten sive con fer ence and work shop days were 
sum ma rized by Andreas Fickers in his final remarks. Data-
fication is a com plex pro cess that is deeply affect ing our 
dis ci pline. Datafication is about re- and co-constructing 
epi ste mic objects, and the mod els and tech nol o gies used to 
con struct them inter vene directly with our research. While 
this is still very much work in prog ress, we can clearly iden tify 
the research data thus cre ated as a bound ary object, inter-
preted in very dif fer ent ways, for exam ple, in library sci ence, 
infor ma tion tech nol ogy or in the human i ties.

Datafication means trans for ma tions, for mat ting, and these 
forms mat ter. Datafication, despite the rise of machine 
learn ing, is, at least in the his tor i cal human i ties, still a most-
ly man ual, labo ri ous, often frus trat ing task prone to fail ure. 
But it is mostly col lab o ra tive work, which moves us away 
from “lonely research” and points to new ways of doing his-
tory, which is co-designed and co-pro duced. Labor always 
has a socio-eco nomic com po nent and leads to ques tions, 
such as spec i fy ing the return on invest ment and the risk i ness 
of such endeav ors. Epistemic vir tues like trust, care ful ness 
but also cour age, will ing ness and hon esty are impor tant  
aspects to our dig i tal knowl edge co-pro duc tion and will 
there fore stand at the cen ter of the next Digital History con-
fer ence planned for the spring of 2024, for the first time not 
at the GHI but in Luxembourg.

Dan iel Burckhardt, 
(GHI Washington)

Tim Feind 
(Universität Wien)

Lara Raabe 
(Universität Heidelberg)


