DARIAH-CH Workshop 2019

Analyzing and Visualizing the Complexity and Multidimensionality of an
Historical Network
Martin Grandjean, University of Lausanne
The purpose of this contribution is to contribute to the reflection on the use of multilayer network
analysis1 in the humanities. It is based on a case study on the structuration of scientific and cultural
coordination in the inter-war period within the League of Nations (International Committee on
Intellectual Cooperation).2 It consists in developing a quantitative and structural analysis jointly
mobilizing mathematical theories, computer sciences and archival questioning, and is also a way of
questioning the relationship between historical research and digital technologies. Without however
making these technical developments an end in itself, the contribution of such methods of social
network analysis and visualization makes it possible to multiply the perspectives, to play with the scales
and to allow the navigation between a global overview of the structure (here, an international
organization) and an approach closer to the individuals.
Created in 1921, the International Committee on Intellectual Cooperation (ICIC) is a committee
bringing together leading scientists such as Henri Bergson, Albert Einstein, Marie Sklodowska-Curie
and Hendrik Lorentz. The rise and bureaucratization of this organization during the 1920s is
accompanied by a rapid increase of the number of documents produced and received as well as a
complexification of information flows. This research proposes to analyze the activity and the ability of
the ICIC to create link through a fine indexing of it correspondence archives. By mapping this
circulation in a network composed of more than 3.000 individuals involved in intellectual cooperation
during its early years (1919-1927, approx. 30.000 documents),3 this method reveals the main
organizational trends while highlighting the situation of actors that are so far little studied in this
context.
This exploratory “datafication” of the archives of the League of Nations leads us to reconsider and
recontextualize the personal commitment of the individuals who made up the ICIC. Thus, the
development of visualization methods that allows a comparison between different layers (the official
institutional framework of the international organizations of this time and the structuring of information
exchanges at an individual scale) helps to highlight the discrepancy from a hierarchical level to another.
More generally, this research develops a framework for coding, analyzing and interpreting such
metadata networks in history.4
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