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— FUNDING - VOLKSWAGEN FOUNDATION

Kn “Open Up” research project

A collaboration funded by the
Volkswagen Foundation, under

its Open Up — New Research Spaces
for the Humanities and Cultural
Studies programme.

THE PROGRAMME'S WAGER

To “open up” is to take the first step into something new and unknown
— the call backs small teams to explore entirely new research spaces,

complex topics that need more than one perspective.

: .5. VolkswagenStiftung

START Autumn 2026
DURATION 18 months
TEAM Two researchers - two regions
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— THE CONCEPTUAL STAKE

VVhy ‘“peripheries’?

= In Islamic studies, sub-Saharan Africa and Central

Une délégation musulmane Visite de Musglnr:ans
. . soviétiques au Dahome
de PURSS est arrivée el . 4

hier a Lomé pour un séjour

Ils vont prendre contact avec
les Musulmans de I'U.R.S.S.

.

AR

d’une semaine

Asia are often treated as marginal

— Distant from the “real” Islam of the Middle East

= Yet Muslim delegations from Togo and Dahomey
(Benin) visited Soviet Central Asia, 1960s—70s —

and vice versa LA D

do o de prive do
@

. . Togo-Presse - 15 Sept. Daho-Express - 14 Nov.
— The project challenges the centre—periphery frame Togo-Presse 7 Oct. 1963 1971 1972

itself
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https://islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica/item/31899
https://islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica/item/28136
https://islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica/item/28136
https://islam.zmo.de/s/afrique_ouest/item/10217
https://islam.zmo.de/s/afrique_ouest/item/10217

— IN THE NEWS - APRIL 2026

?ogo « Kyrgyzstan, 2026

A different kind of tie in the present day. In April 2026, Togo's president
made the first-ever state visit to Kyrgyzstan — diplomacy and trade now,
where the 1960s links were religious.

REPUBLIQUE TOGOLAISE AKIPRESS - BISHKEK
Faure Gnassingbé a Bichkek Kyrgyzstan and Togo sign accords
First Togolese leader to visit Kyrgyzstan - 29 April 2026 - republicoftogo.com Education, trade, health, digitalisation - 29 Apr 2026 - akipress.org »
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https://www.republicoftogo.com/toutes-les-rubriques/diplomatie/faure-gnassingbe-a-bichkek
https://kg.akipress.org/news:2459325

The challenge

Vast multilingual archives, studied in silos.
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— THE PROBLEM

Vast archives, locked away

DOCUMENTS ~16,000 LANGUAGES

CATALOGUING Partial

RUSSIAN || ARABIC H HAUSA H EWE H KABYE ]
TAJIK || FRENCH || UZBEK H PERSIAN H TURKI ]
GERMAN || ENGLISH ]

12+

WHY IT STAYS LOCKED
— Sheer volume and linguistic diversity defeat traditional analysis
— No single scholar or team reads every language and script

= Rich historical insight stays out of researchers’ reach
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— RARELY COMPARED

Studied in silos

WEST AFRICA - POST-1960S CENTRAL ASIA - SOVIET ERA + TAJIK CIVIL WAR

— Islamic discourse and public engagement — Russian imperial administration records

— DPost-colonial nation-building — Early Soviet governance of Muslim communities
— Western-educated Muslim voices — Islamic reformers and local agency

— Francophone press and audiovisual sources — Rare Emirate of Bukhara materials

COMMON COMPARATIVE GROUND

Secularism ' Modernity . Development - Islamic reformism
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— BOTH HELD AT ZMO

Two multilingual
digital collections

ISLAM WEST AFRICA COLLECTION
(IWAC)

— 14,500+ items — newspapers,
Islamic publications,
audiovisual recordings,

photographs

— 9,315 minutes of audio, mostly
Hausa and Arabic

— 6 countries, since the 1960s

REINHARD EISENER
COLLECTION

— 1,619 documents across 50

archival boxes

— Bukhara (1917-30), Soviet
governance, Tajik civil war
(1992-97)

— 8 languages incl. Turki;

multiple scripts

Samples from both collections.
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— OPEN ACCESS - ISLAM.ZMO.DE

?he Islam West Africa Collection

[ ® ® ® islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica Open 72 }
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https://islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica/page/home

— A SCHOLAR'S ESTATE - ACCESS ON REQUEST

?he Reinhard Eisener Collection

[ ® ® ® zmo.de/en/library - Reinhard Eisener Bestand Open 2 }
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https://www.zmo.de/en/library/special-collection-1/translate-to-english-reinhard-eisener-bestand

— FIELDWORK - OSH, KYRGYZSTAN

A possible third collection

Aksana Ismailbekova has been
at Osh State University, in
southern Kyrgyzstan.

— The university holds a large collection of Islamic materials

— Gathered from local people across the region

Manuscripts, devotional prints, loose-leaf texts

il

s

A POSSIBILITY WE'D EXPLORE

Scanning these holdings and incorporating them — a third collection,

alongside IWAC and the Eisener archive.

Islamic manuscripts and prints collected from local communities -
Osh State University, Kyrgyzstan.

ISLAM'S “PERIPHERIES” - DIGITAL HISTORY IN/OF CENTRAL ASIA - FAU ERLANGEN-NURNBERG - 29 JUNE 2026 11/ 24



The approach

Al-driven digital humanities, built across

two regz'ons.
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How can Al-driven DH methods
transform access to and interpretation
of these collections — enabling

new comparative methods for

Islamic discourse across regions?

The project's guiding question
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— INNOVATION1/3

From raw documents
to structured data

Multimodal LLMs turn scanned
pages into structured data

Organisation du hadj LTI

L]
winlmans), sont é §
(musulmans), de voleurs, &'impostéwrs, de cr-u:ll:i ::::1 m' oy

e sermons. Le triste spectacle auguel se sont livrés les i ;

‘ r imvaavs, lun-

dermier & | ’.““d du district d"Abidjan lors de la réunion bilan du hadj, a
mis e grand jour la division de la communanté,

— Extracts text from scans and audio — Hausa, Arabic,

Cyrillic, Old Tatar

— Now reads handwriting too — cursive letters and

|54
i -
L o Kb o1 e ek Ayl P s painnd phes b mbone lungungd -

manuscripts as well as print

Pulls out people, places, dates as structured fields

Opens DH methods — maps, networks, analysis at

scale A dense multi-column newspaper page — the kind of layout

conventional OCR breaks on.
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— INNOVATION 1IN PRACTICE

Reading printed Ewe

MIAFE ))UTIFAFAFIA EYADEMA KPE TA KPLE EXTRACTED TEXT - EWE

MOSLEMTOWO FE BDEKAWOWO DODZIKPOHA LA

MIAFE NUTIFAFAFIA EYADEMA KPE TA KPLE MOSLEMTOWO FE DEKAWDWD
DODZIKPOHA LA

Mia novi Moslem hamea ngdnd>lawo se nya xd>asiwo tso Togo yeyea
fofo nu

«Woayra amesiwo léa avu la, elabena woaydwo be Mawuviwo»

.
numededea

£ I fof 5 zifia G ingbe Evad o didi

Togo Presse, 31 July 1976. SRR T
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— INNOVATION 2/ 3

Two layers: a server and a skill

MCP SERVER - THE PLUMBING

— A standardised, read-only interface any Al assistant

can call — Claude, ChatGPT, or open-source

Both collections behind one door; the data stays on

our Servers

MODEL CONTEXT PROTOCOL - AN OPEN STANDARD

Ask once, in plain language; the server searches both archives across
eight languages — the same kind of connector that links an AI to Gmail,

here pointed at a digital collection.

Al SKILL - THE INTELLIGENCE

— A curator's method, written down — search

strategies, transliteration variants

Bias and gaps disclosed in every answer
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— INNOVATION 2 - THE POTENTIAL

Erounded answers

— Claims cited back to a record — grounding curbs the

hallucinations a bare chatbot invents

— Exploratory — surfaces links across people, places and subjects

the catalogue keeps apart

— Read-only and verifiable — every call a lookup; the data is never

handed over

BUILT — AND WHERE IT'S GOING

The IWAC server already runs, open source: github.com/fmadore/iwac-mcp-server. The goal: fold in the Eisener collection, then a public assistant on

the project website, on an open-source model.
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https://github.com/fmadore/iwac-mcp-server

— LIVE DEMO - THE IWAC MCP SERVER

From a plain question
to cited sources

Question in natural language — the
Al runs the tools

=m  jwac-mcp-server
<)

— Scopes the collection, then searches it in French
— Reads the strongest hits in full

— Claims linked back to its IWAC record

Live for the IWAC; the same door onto the Eisener estate is the goal.

Exigences

A Claude Desktop extension — read-only, ~22 tools.
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— SAVED RUN - SECULARISM IN COTE D'IVOIRE

Brief — the default depth

® ® ® claude.ai/share/d37cbché.. Full chat »

Islam and secularism in Céte d'lvoire - brief report

i 1cp What does the Islam West Africa Collection tell us about secularism
in Cote d'lvoire

Good. Now let me load the tools reference file and then present the depth choice to the user.

I have everything I need. Before diving in, let me offer the depth choice.

Great question — the IWAC collection is well-suited to exploring how secularism (laicité) is
framed in Ivorian Muslim public discourse. Before I start, how deep should I go?

e Brief — Quick overview: article counts, key actors and themes, plus a close reading of 2-3
key articles. Faster, leaner.
Extended — Full five-phase analysis: multiple search variants, sentiment analysis, cross-
subset triangulation (press articles + Islamic publications + academic references), with
confidence grading. Richer but slower.

‘Which would you prefer?

Claude Sonnet 4.6 - high effort
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https://claude.ai/share/d37cbcb6-7257-4ffd-82b5-595bc80aabfc

— SAVED RUN - ISLAM IN KPALIME, TOGO

Extended — the full method

® ® ® claude.ai/share/2bdf2009.. Full chat »

Islam in Kpalimé - extended report v

i cp What can the Islam West Africa Collection tell us about Islam in
Kpalimé, Togo?

Good, I have the workflow guidance. Now let me ask the user their preferred depth before
proceeding.

Before I dive in, how deep would you like to go?

e Brief — Quick overview: article counts, key themes and actors related to Kpalimé, plus a

close reading of 2-3 Key articles. Best for a fast, substantive answer.

Extended — Full 5-phase analysis: multiple search variants, full-text reading, sentiment
analysis, cross-subset triangulation, and confidence grading. Much more thorough, but
takes considerably longer.

extended

Now let me launch the full Extended analvsis. I'll run Phase 1 scoping in parallel.

A five-phase pass — every claim traced to a record in the collection.
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https://claude.ai/share/2bdf2009-d54a-4f93-9ef9-a7eb7dc21b8c

— INNOVATION 3/ 3

Equitable, accessible, sustainable

Designed to run anywhere, and to be

checked by people.

— Open-source models by default; commercial Al only as

fallback

— Runs locally — but requires some infrastructure

— Human-in-the-loop: experts validate before anything

enters the database

— All code open access — reuse and adapt the pipelines:

fmadore/iwac-ai-pipelines /

La féte de Ramadan et le PDCI-RDA se partagent la Une des journaux ivoiriens
D: 76552

t - tepx +

L'Aid el-Fitr ou féte de Ramadan marquant la rupture du jeGne musulman ainsi que le Parti démocratique de Céte d'lvoire (PDCI-RDA) se partagent la Une des
journaux quotidiens ivoiriens parus, vendredi, sur 'ensemble du territoire national

Img : La féte de Ramadan et le PDCI-RDA se partagent la Une des journaux ivoiriens

Célébration du Ramadan : les imams appellent & des élections apaisées, barre en Une le journal 4 capitaux publics Fraternité Matin. « Nous exhortons  des élections

locales apaisées » a insisté Iimam Touré Mamadou de la Riviéra, selon Le Nouveau Réveil

En retour, souligne Le Patriote, le Premier ministre Amadou Gon a préné la concorde entre les ivoiriens. « Nous saluons vos actions », a-t-il dit aux guides religieux,

rapporte le confrére.
A moins de 72 heures de son Bureau politique, le PDC! fait également la Une de la presse locale. A ce propos, Le Mandat propose un dossier sur «ce grand rendez-vous
du 7& Bureau politique» du parti septuagénaire. Bureau politique du Pdci : «le grand jour dimanche», commente, de son cété, Le Nouveau Réveil, la ot L'inter évoque

«un duel & mort » entre pro et anti parti unifié.

«Que va faire Bédié ? » , s'interroge ensuite ce journal. B&dié pose « un piége » & quelques jours du Bureau politique du Pdci, répond Soir Info, quand Le Nouveau

Courrier renseigne que « Bédié est sous des braises (..) »

CK/hs/Is/APA

Legend: Subject Location (Jsearch ()Hover

~ Previous Article 4 of 577 skip Next —

— Backto Sessions  AlI-NER-Validator Session: item_set_2230_processed_openaicsv

4/577 validated 1%
|

Validate All (19 pending)
SUBJECTS + Add
Amadou Gon
Bédié
Concorde
Elections
Fraternité Matin
Imams
Jelne
Linter
le Mandat
le Nouveau Courrier
le Nouveau Réveil
le Patriote
Parti

Parti Démocratique de Cote
Dilvoire

Peiit coeur manua

Export Validated CSV

AI-NER-Validator — experts verify Al-extracted keywords before

entry.

ISLAM'S “PERIPHERIES” - DIGITAL HISTORY IN/OF CENTRAL ASIA - FAU ERLANGEN-NURNBERG - 29 JUNE 2026

21 / 24



https://github.com/fmadore/iwac-ai-pipelines

— POTENTIAL DOWNSIDES

Embracing and managing risk

RISK MITIGATION

Al invents text (hallucination) or modernises Original scans preserved beside every Al output; all models and prompts documented on
historical spelling GitHub

The chatbot approach is largely untested on these Iterative development; we document what works and what does not

collections

Collections are only partially catalogued Al complements — never replaces — manual cataloguing

Al tools evolve rapidly Modular architecture; swap components as better tools emerge
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— WHERE IT LEADS

Euilding sustainable networks

A concluding workshop turns the
tools into a lasting network

— Bringing together scholars from West Africa and Central Asia
Interdisciplinary: Islamic studies, history, anthropology, DH

Hands-on training for researchers, archivists, heritage

professionals

— Goal: South—South networks that outlast the project
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_Cmc;vl%paring the “peripheries”

Al-driven DH lets two locked archives speak to each other
and questions the centre they were measured against.
Aksana Ismailbekova Frédérick Madore

Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient (ZMO) Data Curator
Africa Multiple - University of Bayreuth

UNIVERSITAT
BAYREUTH
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