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Project analysis
Let Them Speak is a project based on what has been recorded as the last wish of the victims of the Holocaust; to be remembered. Through oral history testimonies of survivors, the potential collective suffering experienced by the dead has been compiled from video and audio recordings transcribed and organised into a hierarchal tree diagram, and a parameter and keyword-based search engine. The project is a collaborative piece headed by Dr G.M. Toth and contributed to by Yale Fortunoff Archive, USC Shoah Foundation Visual History Archive, and the US Holocaust Memorial Museum.[footnoteRef:1] Together these institutions provided 2700 testimonies to the project making a significant collaborative effort and sharing of knowledge to ensure the accuracy of the historical narrative and enhanced educational outreach potential.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  G. M. Toth, Let Them Speak, 2021. Available at: <https://lts.fortunoff.library.yale.edu/> [Accessed 29 February 2024].]  [2:  D. M. Berry, & A. Fagerjord, Digital Humanities (Cambridge: John Wiley & Sons, 2017) p.117.] 

The project centres on multiple forms of preservation. Digital preservation usually prioritises deteriorating physical items, in this case, it’s the mortality of survivors that pushes the necessity for oral history preservation, these stories will not die with the people telling them.[footnoteRef:3] Adaptive preservation ensures they will continue to be accessible and their format updated for relevance to future generations, here, videos and transcripts have been transformed into an interactive website.[footnoteRef:4] The interactivity required to access the information through search engines and fragment selection ensures its users are actively engaging with the content rather than passively observing it.[footnoteRef:5] Data preservation safeguards the cache of survivor information for reuse by scholars with research questions in the future.[footnoteRef:6] Global accessibility is a great benefit of the project, anyone with internet access can explore the site and its cultural and historical heritage, and the housing of stories from multiple nationalities residing in America increases the likelihood of access by foreign countries.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  D. A. Boyd, & M. A. Larson, Oral History and Digital Humanities Voice, Access, and Engagement (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) p.94.]  [4:  J. Edmond, Digital Technology and the Practices of Humanities Research (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2020) p.15.]  [5:  M. K. Gold, Debates in the Digital Humanities 2019 (Minneapolis: University Of Minnesota Press, 2019) p.108.]  [6:  R. Siemens, S. Schreibman, and J. Unsworth, A Companion to Digital Humanities (Hoboken: Wiley, 2008) p.606.
]  [7:  C. Warwick, M. Terras, and J. Nyhan, Digital Humanities in Practice (London: Facet Publishing, 2012) p.210-212.
] 


Research Questions
This section is a detailed documentation of Toth’s cognitive process in defining his goals and research questions. Upon landing on the ‘Essays’ page there is a quote that while not referenced reiterates the goal of the project, the wish of the ‘drowned’ to be remembered. All are paramount concerns for a sensitive topic such as this. Before beginning the essays there is a written request to read them all in succession with an approximate timeframe for completion, an unusual request but understandable for continuity purposes and made easier by the addition of a ‘next essay’ button at each section's end. The essays are a cocktail of written documentation and questions supported by quotes, audio and video clips. The formatting needs refining however as questions and quotes are both presented in italics where there should be clear differentiation. The audio clips used to emphasize points need transcripts attached as the fuzzy quality makes them almost impossible to understand.
The project was prompted by the imminent threat of the last of the survivors passing away. This sparked the wish to preserve the emotional history of their murdered family and fulfil their ethical legacy to remember. 
How do you portray emotional history?
It was felt by survivors that art, film, and literature do not accurately express the living memory survivors have. The worry was that an abstract approach would be emotionless and merely state the cruelty and meticulous planning of the Nazis and degrade the murdered by continuing the cruel practice of referring to them as a number as ‘the six million’ rather than individuals. This is a valid concern as the portrayal of emotional history is something still debated by historians. 
How do you differentiate between imagining and knowing?
In this case, there’s a co-existence of truths, we know what the Nazis did and we imagine how it felt for the victims based on survivor testimony. We cannot know how every person feels, that fact cannot be determined but their likely experience can. Recurrences in testimony can be documented and become probability. Imagining coupled with possibility is transformed into knowledge, while this isn’t a recognised area of history nor does it fall within any existing category, it does work alongside what can be validated as fact. Defining historiography was a taxing issue for Toth as told in his essays but I believe his classification and justification are made clear. 
How do we find a balance between homogenized and heterogenized stories? 
The analogy of a suitcase on display in an Auschwitz Museum represents that belongings were taken from everyone, but that suitcase belonged to one person with their individual story. While the testimonies have been compiled into homogenized collections in the hierarchal tree or keyword parameters, the stories still link back to the original testimony it was pulled from, it’s this feature that ensures heterogeneity. Without this feature, the project lives in fear of being cold and removed from the individual stories it aims to tell. 

Methodology 
Acquiring data 
Each institution conducted and organised its interviews years before the project’s commencement. In terms of qualitative data, the Yale interviews were conducted in a community of survivors with no set questions, interviewees were encouraged to share their story in chronological order. The USC Foundation conducted life interviews, before, during, and after the war, interviewers were encouraged to ask questions based on their contextual research but were given a set of questions to prompt the interviewee if necessary. The Holocaust Memorial Museum had no set methodology for conducting interviews as a result, a portion of their data is incomplete or incorrect. These various interview techniques leave a large potential for inconsistencies in interpreting and organising the data. Had Toth broadened his search he may have found institutes with similar interviewing methodologies closing the potential margin for errors in his data. 
Visual data
Due to the varying standards of qualitative material, interpreting the data quantitively becomes difficult. The data sets are either enormous, missing metadata, contain inaccurate transcriptions, or are mere summaries of whole interviews. The representation of the data is unreliable as Toth is interpreting data he knows to be inaccurate. The visual presentation of this data holds many issues with unusual axis labels and numerical values. 
The Yale data gender distribution has a subsection for interviews with multiple victims, the gender breakdown of the group could have been identified by hand and added to the other segments of the pie chart however data sorting methods were strictly computational. This leaves a whole segment of uninterpreted data. The representation of age throughout the institutions' visual data is unclear, the axis states the year the interviewee was born and how many interviews of other people born in that year were conducted. A better presentation of this data would replace the year of birth with the age of the interviewee for clearer interpretation by the public. The ‘Recording Years’ graph axis is listed in intervals of .5 of a year, this representation is odd and unexplained; it was only remedied for the presentation of 1/3 data sets. The same peculiarity is seen in the ‘Interview Length’ graph, the data is taken from video or audio files and transcriptions, representing the length in both word count and minutes in a stacked line graph would be more accurate.  
Cleaning and processing
Toth harmonized the metadata from 3 institutions to make it uniform and cross-searchable when fed to the Java Script and Corpus engine, Black Lab. Due to the large quantity of data Toth exclusively used computational methods which he discloses have produced some inaccuracies and inconsistencies in the information. While this disclosure is ethically correct, it renders the site somewhat unreliable from an academic point of view. During the cleaning process, Toth specified only the names of camps and ghettos expunging other geographical information. 
For linguistic interpretation, he used a Stanford Parser to identify the grammar structure of testimonies and filter out token phrases to be stored in Mongo Database as HTML transcripts for transforming into the hierarchal tree and Black Lab for keyword searches. To generate the hierarchal tree a dual approach, algorithmic and human-supervised was used. The Stanford Parser distinguished recurring verbs, these were then linked to aspects of physical or mental suffering, the matches were linguistically modelled to search for synonyms and orthographic variants, and once the connection was made, they were passed through topic modelling to create the relevant list presented in the hierarchal tree using D3J.

Product
Testimonies 
There’s a description of the section content in addition to a guide on its use. Toth discloses inconsistencies in the data due to its origins from 3 separate institutions however, the interviews with inconsistencies are not flagged and leave the public somewhat unknowingly interacting with flawed data. The ‘Explore’ feature presents a table of contents, the interviews are clearly labelled ‘Oral history with (interviewee name)’ highlighting the individuality of each testimony. Presentation by name is a feature shared with another oral history project by the Bracero History Archive, however, their subject content is on a worker initiative that brought Mexican workers to the USA.[footnoteRef:8] On the left side of the page is a search refining parameter drop-down list however, the ‘Recording Year’ parameter has a slide feature that shifts the whole page to the left when engaged. The ‘Recording Year’ is preset to include every interview however only 2681 interviews are listed as present whereas the introduction states there are 2700 total in the collection, but the location of the missing 19 interviews is unclear. If this is due to the inconsistencies noted in the section introduction, then the statement is false and should include ‘incomplete’ to the disclosure. The search parameters are identical to those found in a similar Holocaust Testimony project by the Nebraska Stories of Humanity Organisation, they also used the drop-down feature making the content easier to navigate and refine.[footnoteRef:9] A warning about the high pitch tone at the beginning of the videos would be useful to users sensitive to sound. The transcriptions are mostly accurate and adhere to accents, there are clear citations and self-marks for each interview and their presence in specific categories.  [8:  George Mason University, Bracero History Archive, 2021. Available at: <https://braceroarchive.org/> [Accessed 9 March 2024].]  [9:  Nebraska Stories of Humanity Organisation, Holocaust Survivors & WWII Veterans, 2022. Available at: <https://nestoriesofhumanity.unl.edu/> [Accessed 9 March 2024].] 

Search 
There’s a general introduction to using the search engine but then shifts to an academic component of corpus searches and linguistic techniques. While it’s necessary to understand the full function of the search engine and its linguistic capabilities, these academic tools and the guides for using them should be labelled as such to ensure the average person doesn’t become overwhelmed and confused by the content. The presence of this amount of terminology with little to no glossary is jarring for the average viewer and may be off-putting. Hyperlinks to follow based on whether you’re an academic visitor or the general public would be beneficial for portraying information to the correct target audience. There are detailed explanations of the search components with hyperlinks to a separate AI-generated platform GitHub where more information on these techniques is stored however, there is no instruction on how to navigate its content. The search engine produces testimonial fragments based on the keyword entered that directs you to the interview it's present in and highlights the section of the transcript. This feature is more advanced than the search engine in the Bracero History Archive project as the keyword search produces the interviews it’s present in but doesn’t highlight the content, you have to search the whole transcript.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  George Mason University, 2021. ] 

Fragments 
The section introduction notes the function and content of the hierarchical tree diagram with a warning of the potential errors with video files. When a fragment is clicked on it transports you to the interview it originated from highlighting the section of the transcript however the video accompaniment doesn’t always skip to that part of the interview, it can play from the beginning linking to a coding error. The diagram is centred around keywords based on senses, emotions, and verbs with subcategories for various experiences linked to the main subject. This visualisation of data is similar to the network map of contributors found in the Holocaust Survivors and WWII Veterans project.[footnoteRef:11] Several programs are combined to create the tree with the physical aspect produced by D3J and the linguistic analysis components originating from Black Lab, Mongo Script and the Stanford Parser.   [11:  Nebraska Stories of Humanity Organisation, 2022. ] 

Conclusion 
Toth takes full advantage of the benefits of digital humanities in making the project accessible and preservatory of multiple aspects of history through collaborative work with institutions. As a whole the website functions well and is presented engagingly with the rationality behind the project explained in detail giving it an added layer of interest to visitors. The educational capability is high and detailed in numerous areas of historiography: emotional history, the Holocaust, cultural history etc. However, its shortcoming sits largely in the compiling of data from multiple institutes with varying disciplines for conducting interviews, this element creates issues with the reliability of the data. An additional flaw is that information that has inconsistency and inaccuracy issues isn’t clearly labelled for the public to approach and interpret with care. It’s understandable with the volume of data Toth would exclusively use computational methods for processing and arranging but upon discovery of flaws, the project would have benefitted from being published with the disclosure that content was under review by hand and subject to change in the future. 
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