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AI and the work
of the historian
Researching Islam and Muslims in West Africa.

Curating the sources through which we study them.
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CO LLECTI O N  I TE MS 20,000+ WO R DS I N  THE  TE X TUA L CO R P U S ≈31 million

YO U TU B E  AU DI OVI SUA L MI N U TE S 34,468 I TE MS I N  MY  ZOTE R O  LI B R A R Y 38,142

islam.zmo.de/s/westafrica/page/home

A familiar problem for historians: “scanning parties”, thousands of photographs,

little time to read them.

Abundance has a history

Open ↗
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TRA N SCRIPTION  A N D  IN D EXIN G  IN  M Y WORKF LOW

TRANSCRIPTION

A readable text

Which spellings and uncertainties survive?

→
INDEXING

A connected record

Do two names identify the same person?

→
CATALOGUING

A findable collection

Which names and places get recorded?

H ISTORICA L  SOURCE CRITICISM

A wrong transcription still reads well. Keep each transformation

traceable to the document.

Newly readable, still interpreted

Multimodal LLMs extract text from printed and handwritten

pages

Draft transcriptions to check against the original page

Small LLMs identify names, places and organisations
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Togo Presse, 31 July 1976.

EXTRACTED  TEXT ·  EWÉ

Reading printed Ewé

MIAFE ŊUTIFAFAFIA EYADEMA KPE TA KPLE MƆSLEMTƆWO

FE ƉEKAWƆWƆ DƆDZIKPƆHA LA

Mia nɔvi Mɔslem hamea ngɔnɔlawo se nya xɔasiwo

tso Togo yeyea fofo nu

«Woayra amesiwo léa avu la, elabena woayɔwo be

Mawuviwo»

Enye Togo yeyea fofo avafiawodzifia Gnassingbe

Eyadema fe didi vevi be amesiame nanɔ dzidzɔ

kple ŋutifafa me lle yefe Denyigba la katã dzi,

Dzre, fuéle kple mamãwo manɔ amewo kple habɔbɔwo

domo o. Eyaŋuti dukplɔla Eyadema anukwaretɔ laE XC E R P T
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A I-A SSISTED  COD IN G

Generating and revising code through

conversation.

RESEA RCH  D ECISION S

Defining the task and checking what

the tool counts, links and excludes.

The interface needs to be checked against the underlying records.

Building tools for the collection
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IWAC · Places · All entities · Place bubbles

Explore the places most frequently mentioned in the IWAC—and the

documents that mention them.

Where do the sources direct our attention?
Open full screen

IWAC · 11 Sept 2026
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IWAC · Entity network · All types · All links

A co-mention is a starting point for investigating a relationship.

What does a connection mean?
Open full screen

IWAC · 11 Sept 2026
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IWAC · Sentiment analysis · Polarity · Centrality · Subjectivity

AI-assisted sentiment analysis · 12,349 newspaper articles

What should I read next?
Open full screen

iwac.frederickmadore.com
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COM M ERCIA L  SERVICES Gemini · ChatGPT · Claude

Low entry costs, little local hardware.

Dependence on external providers.

OPEN -WEIG H T M OD EL S

Increasingly capable alternatives.

Greater control when run locally.

Small models can run on personal computers; larger ones need

substantial infrastructure.

Open weights do not mean equal access to computing resources.

Affordable access,
unequal control
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Whose sources become usable?

01 Digitisation
Faster processing still depends on preservation and scanning.

02 Language
French-language gains are only a starting point.

03 Expertise
The people who know the sources remain essential.
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Expanding what
historians can do
More accessible sources. New tools.

New starting points for reading.

Historical judgement throughout.

The goal isn’t simply to process more sources,

but to help more people work with them.
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