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Purposes:


Last year, we began a project to provide a web-based methodology for moving beyond impasses in conflicts based in widely differing portrayals by stakeholder groups about historical events.  This methodology is focused upon the notions that in conflict situations, we do not know many facts and we do not know what we do not know.  What has grown out of this is a program that aids in analyzing the dynamics of a developing conflict as well as quickly accessing, through linkages between source documents, significant information.  This program is designed to ascertain communalities and differences in stakeholder groups’ accounts as well as gaps, discrepancies, ambiguities, and uncertainties in the data.  All of this is to be done to provide the framework of a digital archiving program.


The initial impulse for this project came from the desire to automate functions within an existing “paper and pen” methodology using web-based technologies. The program consists of a shell embodying the automated methodology.  This shell can then be applied to numerous case studies.  When we began to develop the shell, we selected three case studies to use as pilot implementation with the objective of increasing the flexibility of the shell through working on varied assemblies of data.  Later, a new course was discussed on ‘Conflict Resolution in the Mediterranean’ in which this methodology would be used by students working on term projects.  As discussions grew, the scope grew and a much more participatory program housed on a public web-site was envisioned.


The program, tentatively entitled DocuMap, will allow users to search a digital collection of primary source documents; including textual, cartographic, and visual documents; through certain attributes of the documents, namely events, players, time, and location.  Besides simple searches, which can be performed textually or visually through the use of interactive maps and time-lines, DocuMap will also create a web-like network around each document based upon its searchable attributes.  Attribute data relating to time and space will be detailed enough to allow users to move quickly across multiple scales of analysis.  The document centered webs are integrated with a time-line generator that facilitates the creation of a master narrative reflecting as precise and accurate a reading of the data as possible.

Design:


DocuMap is a tool for analysis consisting of three major interlinked components; a database storing scans of primary source documents, an interactive GIS of locations and areas related to the documents, and a calibrated time-line visible at multiple scales; and a fourth component derived from the first three; a master narrative drawn from the primary source documents and organized around their attribute data.


The interface was envisioned as residing on a public web site.  The general public would be allowed to search the archives, view documents, and perform analysis on the documents through the network of related attribute data.  By requesting a user name and passwords, individuals could also upload documents with the necessary metadata and attribute data and potentially correct and complete existing metadata and attribute data.  Although the initial plan for this project was focused on the shell’s ability to handle a single case study, it was soon realized that by generating a web of primary sources documents based upon attribute data, we had the potential of uncovering linkages not only between documents but also between case studies we had not thought of as being linked.  With that in mind, we discussed opening up the focus of the program to include any primary source documents individuals would be willing to properly document within the program.

Difficulties in Implementing:


In developing this analytical tool for serious scholarly research, we have encountered a number of specific issues, real challenges which have hindered DocuMap’s implementation.  First, there is an issue of permanency.  The internet leaves no permanent record once a web site’s content has been altered.  Given the idea of the DocuMap program being in a potential state of constant change as users upload new documents and alter/correct metadata and attribute data for existing documents, the ability of this tool to be a stable and citable source came into serious question.


Monitoring the potentially constant uploading of data provided us with another challenge.  This dealt with protecting the program from the insertion of faulty or falsified documents and the inputting of equally faulty or falsified metadata and attribute data.  We see the potential sources of such “bad” data as being either hackers looking to sabotage the program itself or parties with a politically/emotionally motivated plan to distort the narrative created by the shell.  This second source of “bad” data is especially important when considering that this project would be focusing on resolutions to historical conflicts.


The nature of the shell itself left documents out of any kind of historical context.  People would view these documents without any information about the author, the document’s purpose, or the conditions under which it was created.  This gave users the opportunity to access a great deal of information, but did not give them the proper tools to use this information.  One particular type of document that gives us particular concern in this regard is the historically falsified document.  Such documents can be a crucial part of historical research on a good number of topics, but could completely skew one’s research if their nature as falsified or incredulous documents is unknown.

Possible Solutions for Case Study Use:


The majority of the challenges facing the implementation of DocuMap resulted from the program being in a constant state of change and alteration with these changes coming from a wide, diverse user base.  A change in the protocol of the project can make these non-issues.  Instead of seeing DocuMap as an open receptacle for digital documents, we have moved towards a protocol in which a small group of researchers perform a quarterly case study that is then published digitally.


The format of the shell will still be maintained.  We have simply altered the user privileges.  Search and basic analysis functions will still be open to public use, but data entry will only be performed quarterly by a small (5-7 person) collaborative working group.  This will give the case study team the opportunity to fully monitor what goes into the program, verify its veracity, and make certain that all individuals entering data are doing so in a standardized and explicit work procedure.


Each three month iteration will be structured along the following time line.  The first month will consist of data collection, during which the participating researchers will bring forward any documents they would like included.  The second month will involve the insertion of all metadata and attribute data into the master database and the creation of accompanying base maps for the GIS portion of the program and time-lines.  During the third month, the researchers will collaborate in writing a master narrative for the case study based on the documents collected in the first month.  At the end of each iteration, the updated application will be burned to a CD for storage and loaded onto the DocuMap server.


Contributors will be expected to come at this project with their own set of primary source documents ready to be scanned into a digital format.  They must also be ready to document these sources.  This documentation must go beyond the traditional forms of metadata describing the document and include information about events relative to the document, players involved (including non-human players such as infrastructures, weather, etc.), dates, and locations.  This set of attribute data is what makes DocuMap work, by linking all documents within the shell to each other through their attributes.  For each document, the case study team will also keep track of the contributor that provided the document and any contributors who may have added to the metadata or attribute data of the document.


To further deal with the concerns of presenting these documents outside of any context, each contributor will also be asked to provide a paragraph or two describing each document they share with the project.  This should be a simple explanation of the author, the conditions under which the document was produced, its audience, and the reason for its creation.


Contributors must also participate in the writing of a master narrative for each case study.  The master narrative will be a cooperatively written account of the facts involved in each quarterly case study relying on the documents entered into the shell for its documentation.  For situations in which differing accounts appear to be irreconcilable, we will use a split screen format to display parallel accounts.  The master narrative will be an account of events that,.we hope, will  be as free of bias as possible, except for situations where the sources leave an unbiased account unrecoverable.


Quarterly, newly collected and digitized documents, updates to the related databases, case study specific maps and timelines, and a revised master narrative will be published on-line.  The public will be able to search documents across any of the attribute data sets and through the interconnected webs between individual documents.  They will also have access to the master narrative, time lines, and GIS components of the web site.  The general public will also have the opportunity to contribute by posting thoughts on individual documents or the master narrative through bulletin boards.  The quarterly publication schedule will give a case study team time to make sure data for every document is complete before making it public and give the public time to review new data and our analysis of it before the field of documents is expanded.


At the University of Michigan, we will host a central repository of all documents included in the individual case studies.  This repository will be accessible and searchable by the public.  Each case study team will also be required to host their own web site in which their work will be displayed.  This will include a searchable repository of documents used in the specific case study, interactive GIS of the case study area, calibrated time-lines, and a master narrative.  The central repository will link to the individual case studies and vice versa.  In addition, the documentation for each document in the central repository will indicate to which case study/case studies it belongs..  The central repository team will be responsible for recruiting and training case study project team.

Conclusions:


The basic concept behind DocuMap is a shell that organizes digital reproductions of primary source documents in a way that not only allows the user to search for documents through four key fields of attribute data, but also through connections made between individual documents.  The framework of automated time lines and interactive mapping within the shell not only provides different methods for searching the archive, but also innovative ways to analyze the role of certain documents and the events and players they describe.  By including master narratives, we will provide a context for these documents through an independently arrived upon account of events based in the primary sources we are making immediately available to the reader.
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