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On 24 February 2022, Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, a resumption
and an expansion of a conflict that had begunwith an incursion into eastern Ukraine
and Crimea in 2014. In addition to themassive loss of lives and destruction of civilian
infrastructure, the invasionwas accompanied by an intensive propaganda campaign
which distorted historical facts to stigmatize and demonize Ukrainians resisting the
invasion (Ferraro 2023; US Dept. of State 2023). One common target of such distortion
concerned memories about the Holocaust in Ukraine, which were instrumentalized
by the Kremlin officials and pro-regime activists to present Ukrainians as the main
perpetrators of the Holocaust and other Nazi crimes (e.g., Meduza 2023; Smart 2022).

The dangers of propaganda-driven rewriting of the Holocaust history by the
Kremlin are amplified by the risks of the physical destruction of Holocaust heritage
in Ukraine. An attack against a TV tower in Kyiv in the early months of the invasion
gained notoriety because of the proximity of the attack to the Babyn Yar memorial
located nearby (Forensic Architecture 2022), although the memorial remained
mostly intact in this case. However, a Holocaust memorial in Drobytsky Yar was
damaged by the Russian shelling soon after (Lonas 2022). Multiple strikes against the
Ukrainian educational centers (Dearen, Juliet, and Stashevsky 2022; Jerusalem Post
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Staff 2023) as well as the destruction of memorials in the Russia-occupied territories
(Gabowitsch 2023) further illustrate that historical memory is at risk during this war.

The conventional means of preserving heritage at risk is to create an archive
whereby the documents and items can be secured and cared for. While this practice
has long been the protocol in these cases, changes brought on by the digital turn have
added new layers of complexity in heritage preservation. There is an ontological shift
in the understanding of what is meant by the heritage collections in the age of
digitalization (Karp 2014; Thwaites 2013; Zucker et al. forthcoming). Alongside the
iconic elements of Holocaust heritage, such as museums, memorial and video ar-
chives, stand instances of online atrocity memorialization produced through digital
technologies (Bultmann et al. 2022; Simon and Zucker 2020). Archival efforts to
capture the flow and the varying expressions of Holocaust memorialization per-
taining to Ukraine, must now extend beyond the physical and digital collections of
established Holocaust institutions to include a diverse range of materials produced
by independent initiatives, published in a variety of internet media ranging from
dedicated websites to posts on social media. These materials vary from audiovisual
reflections on the Holocaust on YouTube (Makhortykh 2019), to narratives emerging
from collective history-writing on Wikipedia (Pfanzelter 2015), to blogs (Stevens and
Brown 2011), and to mini-archives on Pinterest (Činátl and Pyýcha 2021).

The first challenge of the practical implementation of this task is that the ma-
terial to be archived is plentiful, prolific, widespread, and even ephemeral
(Makhortykh et al. 2023). Individual websites dedicated to the Holocaust in Ukraine
can consist of thousands of web pages, often including not only textual but also
audiovisual content. Moreover, multiple content items inhabit news sites and social
media platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, or X. Collecting and storing this diverse
and expansive range of content is essential for a number of reasons, including the
importance of understanding which types of Holocaust-related content are uploaded
and interacted with online, whether particular content is shared or uploaded in
relation to particular events and/or to create specific narratives (Zucker et al.
forthcoming), and how such content can be misused including desecration and
alteration for the purposes of denial, artistic expression, or narrative construction
for political or cultural purposes (Zucker forthcoming). However, to achieve these
tasks, one must first have a means of identifying Holocaust-online content in the
online environments so that it can be collected and archived.

Second, the increasing fluidity of digital matter adds new dimensions to mate-
rials that never existed in their analog forms (Ibrahim 2018; Makhortykh et al. 2023;
Simon and Zucker 2020). For example, a photographic image may appear in a
digitally altered state, including colorization, added text, and animation features
(Zucker forthcoming). It may also be synthesized with other photos, embedded in
video, potentially accompanied by audio, or even transformed into an internet
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meme.1 Consequently, there is a need for new tools to compare different features of
the archived digital objects and, ideally, match them to the original to track potential
use or misuse. Such functionality is particularly important considering the risks of
deep fakes, which have already been used in the context of the Russian aggression
against Ukraine. Most of these deep fakes have been focused so far on the present
(e.g., Twomey et al. 2023), but, presently, there does not seem to be technological
limitations that could prevent the emergence of historical deep fakes, considering
the intense efforts of the Kremlin to vilify Ukrainians through distortionist propa-
ganda and instrumental use of narratives about the past.

Finally, once the collection of content for a Holocaust-related online archive
begins, an additional challenge arises in determining how to make content useable
by researchers and the general public. Themajor challenge is how to help users of an
archive navigate this wealth of data without getting lost in it, being overwhelmed,
and being discouraged from the exploration (Zucker et al. forthcoming). To achieve
these purposes, one must consider questions increasingly posed in archive usability
research (e.g., Abrams et al. 2019; Walton 2017): What type of interface would allow
easy access and usage of digital archival collections? How to filter material in the
archive to prevent unintended harm to its users and to individuals’ information stored
there? What features and tools should be included to motivate users to engage with
archival materials and help them realize their epistemic goals?

To ensure both the preservation of different forms of Ukrainian digital Holo-
caust heritage and the ability tomake it available to present and future generations, a
new form of archive is needed. It need not replace existing archival institutions in
Ukraine and other parts of the world but, rather, would supplement them consid-
ering thatmany analog collections stored in the heritage institutions dealingwith the
Holocaust in Ukraine remain non-digitized. Specifically, it is necessary to consider
how the recent rise of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies can influence archives
of digital Holocaust heritage and how the above-mentioned challenges can be
addressed with the help of these technologies.

Holocaust heritage institutions have been using AI systems for curating and
processing their collections for quite some time (Arolsen Archives 2022; Carter et al.
2022). However, the advancements in the field of generative AI characterized by the
advanced capacities for generating and processing content signify several important
changes that are particularly relevant regarding the preservation of Holocaust
heritage under the risk of disappearance. In addition to contributing to the growing
amount of Holocaust-related content in online environments by generating it in

1 For some examples of such transformations, see Commane and Potton (2019) andGonzález-Aguilar
and Makhortykh (2022).
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response to user prompts, generative AI models can also label, identify, and retrieve
various types of content relevant to the Holocaust.2

AI is a powerful tool for analyzing large amounts of data, a feature that makes it
ideal for handling the magnitude of Ukraine-related Holocaust content that exists
online. It provides a means of addressing the first challenge identified above by
allowing the mapping of online content. Three particularly important areas in the
context of Holocaust heritage, where such analytical potential can be particularly
relevant, concern the detection of sensitive content (i.e., content that raises privacy
issues), denialist content, and manipulated or non-authentic Holocaust-related
content. One example of the potential of AI in this context is the development of
AI-basedmodels capable of detecting abusive and offensive language (e.g., HateBERT;
Caselli et al. 2021). Such models can be adapted to facilitate research in the context of
mass atrocities, for instance, to analyze representations of trauma genocide trials
(Schirmer et al. 2023).

The analytical capacities of generative AI are not the only way this technology
can contribute to archive usability. Generative AI can be integrated into the digital
archive functionalities to provide summaries of context in different formats (e.g.,
image, text, or video), translate individual content items into different languages,
and enable archive users to enter information queries in the interactive
conversation-like format. The latter feature is particularly important given the evi-
dence that conversation-like exchanges with chatbots have the potential to render
individuals more open and accepting of information that they would normally not
agree with (e.g., Zarouali et al. 2021). Under these circumstances, the integration of
conversation-like AI-powered interfaces in Holocaust archives has the potential to
counter denialism and distortion more effectively.

Several practical and ethical challenges accompany the making of a digital
archive of theHolocaust heritage in Ukraine. Practical challenges include contending
with the vast sea of digital content and enabling possibilities for long-term preser-
vation of the archive of captured content, categorization of archived materials, and
design of user tools. The ethical challenges relate to copyright and privacy issues, as
well as deciding how to manage content that propagates false narratives about the
past or attacks victims and their descendants. The risks of bias of AI-driven tools,
incompleteness of collected materials—including the possibility of some online data
having been destroyed, and technical limitations for collecting certain types of
content (e.g., journalistic materials protected by paywalls) present additional
challenges.

2 For an example of the application of the AI tools for automated enrichment of the databases
containing semantically complex data, see https://glocon.ku.edu.tr/.
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It bears acknowledging that digital Holocaust heritage in Ukraine is already
being archived. Relevant content is being stored and processed by the general use AI/
archiving initiatives, such as ChatGPT or InternetWaybackMachine, which captures
a certain proportion of the Holocaust-relatedmaterials available online. However, to
rely on these general initiatives in the long run is not sustainable, especially when
certain aspects of Holocaust heritage are at serious risk of disappearance and
destruction. General use initiatives are often characterized by the limited curating
processes that are required to safeguard against potential collection bias and mis-
handling of sensitive, denialist, andmanipulated or non-authentic Holocaust-related
content. The consistency of snapshots of digital Holocaustmemorial sites can also not
always be ensured by general archiving initiatives, despite such consistency being
integral both for the preservation of Holocaust heritage and for the study of its
evolution over time.

These concerns are amplified by evidence of general use AI platforms (e.g.,
ChatGPT) being subjected to malfunctioning regarding information about contested
and actively instrumentalized episodes of the Holocaust, in particular in the form of
generating inaccurate or outright false claims (Makhortykh, Vziatysheva, and
Sydorova 2023). To prevent this, it is crucial to explore the possibilities for developing
Holocaust-sensitive AI solutions. These solutions should be designed in a way that
will take into consideration the ethical and historical complexities associated with
the event, along with the diverse range of threats to the preservation of Holocaust
heritage. In the same way that curators are specially trained to deal with traditional
forms of archives, a carefully trained and supervised AI platform is needed to
implement the automatic process of selection, traceability, and navigability of the
content. Such an approachmust ensure that human-centered values, such as respect
for the victims, are kept at the forefront of an archiving process.

References

Abrams, Samantha, Alexis Antracoli, Rachel Appel, Celia Caust-Ellenbogen, Sarah Denison,
Sumitra Duncan, and Stefanie Ramsay. 2019. “Sowing the Seeds for More Useable Web Archives: a
Usability Study of Archive-It.” American Archivist 82 (2): 440–69.

Arolsen Archives. 2022. “#Everynamecounts Uses AI to Uncover Information on Victims of Nazi
Persecution.” Arolsen Archives. https://arolsen-archives.org/en/news/everynamecounts-uses-ai-to-
uncover-information-on-victims-of-nazi-persecutionormation-on-victims-of-nazi-persecution/
(accessed November 10, 2023).

Bultmann, Daniel, Mykola Makhortykh, David J. Simon, Roberto Ulloa, and Eve M. Zucker. 2022. Digital
Archive of Memorialization of Mass Atrocities (DAMMA) Workshop Whitepaper. New Haven: Yale
University: Genocide Studies Program.

AI and Archives: Preservation of Holocaust Heritage 361

https://arolsen-archives.org/en/news/everynamecounts-uses-ai-to-uncover-information-on-victims-of-nazi-persecutionormation-on-victims-of-nazi-persecution/
https://arolsen-archives.org/en/news/everynamecounts-uses-ai-to-uncover-information-on-victims-of-nazi-persecutionormation-on-victims-of-nazi-persecution/


Carter, Kirsten Strigel, Abby Gondek, William Underwood, Teddy Randby, and Richard Marciano. 2022.
“Using AI and ML to Optimize Information Discovery in Under-utilized, Holocaust-Related Records.”
AI & Society 37 (3): 837–58.

Caselli, Tommaso, Valerio Basile, JelenaMitrović, andMichael Granitzer. 2021. “HateBERT: Retraining BERT
for Abusive Language Detection in English.” In Proceedings of the 5th Workshop on Online Abuse and
Harms, 17–25. Stroudsburg: ACL.

Činátl, Kamil, and Čeněk Pyýcha. 2021. “The Visuality of the Holocaust in the Digital Environment:
Examining the Case of Pinterest.” In The Afterlife of the Shoah in Central and Eastern European Cultures,
edited by Anna Artwinska, and Anja Tippne, 296–312. London: Routledge.

Commane, Gemma, and Rebekah Potton. 2019. “Instagram and Auschwitz: A Critical Assessment of the
Impact Social Media Has on Holocaust Representation.” Holocaust Studies 25 (1–2): 158–81.

Dearen, Jason, Juliet Juliet, and Oleksandr Stashevsky. 2022. “War Crimes Watch: Targeting Ukraine
Schools, Russia Bombs Future.” PBS: Frontline. https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/war-
crimes-watch-ukraine-russia-targets-schools-bombs-future/ (accessed November 10, 2023).

Ferraro, Vicente. 2023. “The Contradictions in Vladimir Putin’s “Just War” against Ukraine: The Myths of
NATO’s Containment, Minority Protection and Denazification.” SciELO. https://preprints.scielo.org/
index.php/scielo/preprint/download/5486/contradictions-in-putin-arguments-war-in-ukraine-
nato-enlargemen (accessed November 10, 2023).

Forensic Architecture. 2022. “Russian Strike on the Kyiv TV Tower.” Forensic Architecture. https://forensic-
architecture.org/investigation/russian-strike-on-kyiv-tv-tower (accessed November 10, 2023).

Gabowitsch, Mischa. 2023. “Monuments in Times of War.” Eurozine. https://www.eurozine.com/
monuments-in-times-of-war (accessed November 10, 2023).

González-Aguilar, Juan Manuel and Mykola Makhortykh. 2022. “Laughing to Forget or to Remember?
Anne Frank Memes and Mediatization of Holocaust Memory.” Media, Culture & Society 44 (7):
1307–29.

Ibrahim, Yasmin. 2018. “Transacting Memory in the Digital Age: Modernity, Fluidity and Immateriality.”
Fudan Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences 11 (4): 453–64.

Jerusalem Post Staff. 2023. “Russia Is Destroying Hundreds of Ukrainian Schools - Study.” Jerusalem Post.
https://www.jpost.com/international/article-745221 (accessed November 10, 2023).

Karp, C. 2014. “Digital Heritage in Digital Museums.” Museum International 66 (1–4): 157–62.
Lonas, Lixe. 2022. “Russian Military Damages Holocaust Memorial Near City of Kharkiv.” The Hill. https://

thehill.com/policy/international/599865-russian-military-damages-holocaust-memorial-near-city-
of- (accessed November 10, 2023).

Makhortykh, Mykola. 2019. “Nurturing the Pain: Audiovisual Tributes to the Holocaust on YouTube.”
Holocaust Studies 25 (4): 441–66.

Makhortykh, Mykola, Eve M. Zucker, David J. Simon, Daniel Bultmann, and Roberto Ulloa. 2023. “Shall
Androids Dream of Genocides? How Generative AI Can Change the Future of Memorialization of
Mass Atrocities.” Discover Artificial Intelligence 3 (1): 1–17.

Makhortykh, Mykola, Victoria Vziatysheva, and Maryna Sydorova. 2023. “Generative AI and Contestation
and Instrumentalization of Memory about the Holocaust in Ukraine.” In Eastern European Holocaust
Studies 1 (2): 349–355.

Meduza. 2023. ““Even the SS Troops Didn’t Consider it Possible” Putin Says “Local Nationalists and Anti-
semites” Killed 1.5 Million Jews in Ukraine during WWII.” Meduza. https://meduza.io/en/feature/
2023/09/05/even-the-ss-troops-didn-t-consider-it-possible (accessed November 10, 2023).

Pfanzelter, Eva. 2015. “At the Crossroads with Public History: Mediating the Holocaust on the Internet.”
Holocaust Studies 21 (4): 250–71.

362 E. M. Zucker et al.

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/war-crimes-watch-ukraine-russia-targets-schools-bombs-future/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/war-crimes-watch-ukraine-russia-targets-schools-bombs-future/
https://preprints.scielo.org/index.php/scielo/preprint/download/5486/contradictions-in-putin-arguments-war-in-ukraine-nato-enlargemen
https://preprints.scielo.org/index.php/scielo/preprint/download/5486/contradictions-in-putin-arguments-war-in-ukraine-nato-enlargemen
https://preprints.scielo.org/index.php/scielo/preprint/download/5486/contradictions-in-putin-arguments-war-in-ukraine-nato-enlargemen
https://forensic-architecture.org/investigation/russian-strike-on-kyiv-tv-tower
https://forensic-architecture.org/investigation/russian-strike-on-kyiv-tv-tower
https://www.eurozine.com/monuments-in-times-of-war
https://www.eurozine.com/monuments-in-times-of-war
https://www.jpost.com/international/article-745221
https://thehill.com/policy/international/599865-russian-military-damages-holocaust-memorial-near-city-of-
https://thehill.com/policy/international/599865-russian-military-damages-holocaust-memorial-near-city-of-
https://thehill.com/policy/international/599865-russian-military-damages-holocaust-memorial-near-city-of-
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2023/09/05/even-the-ss-troops-didn-t-consider-it-possible
https://meduza.io/en/feature/2023/09/05/even-the-ss-troops-didn-t-consider-it-possible


Schirmer, Miriam, Isaac Misael Olguín Nolasco, Edoardo Mosca, Shanshan Xu, and Jürgen Pfeffer. 2023.
“Uncovering Trauma in Genocide Tribunals: An NLP Approach Using the Genocide Transcript
Corpus.” In Proceedings of the Nineteenth International Conference on Artificial Intelligence and Law,
257–66. New York: ACM.

Simon, David J., and Eve M. Zucker. 2020. “Introduction: Mass Violence and Memory in the Digital Age—
Memorialization Unmoored.” In Mass Violence and Memory in the Digital Age: Memorialization
Unmoored, edited by Eve M. Zucker, and David J. Simon, 1–19. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Smart, Charlie. 2022. “How the Russian Media Spread False Claims about Ukrainian Nazis.” The New York
Times. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/07/02/world/europe/ukraine-nazis-russia-
media.html (accessed November 10, 2023).

Stevens, Elizabeth Years, and Rachel Brown. 2011. “Lessons Learned from the Holocaust: Blogging to
Teach Critical Multicultural Literacy.” Journal of Research on Technology in Education 44 (1): 31–51.

Thwaites, Harold. 2013. “Digital Heritage: What Happens whenWe Digitize Everything?” In Visual Heritage
in the Digital Age. Vincent Gaffney and Henry Chapman, edited by Eugene Ch’ng, 327–48. Berlin:
Springer.

Twomey, John, Ching Didier, Matthew Peter Aylett, Michael Quayle, Conor Linehan, and Gillian Murphy.
2023. “Do Deepfake Videos Undermine Our Epistemic Trust? A Thematic Analysis of Tweets that
Discuss Deepfakes in the Russian Invasion of Ukraine.” PLoS One 18 (10): 1–22.

United States Department of State. 2023. “Disinformation Roulette: The Kremlin’s Year of Lies to Justify an
Unjustifiable War.” United States Department of State. https://www.state.gov/disarming-
disinformation/disinformation-roulette-the-kremlins-year-of-lies-to-justify-an-unjustifiable-war/
(accessed November 10, 2023).

Walton, Rachel. 2017. “Looking for Answers: A Usability Study of Online Finding Aid Navigation.” American
Archivist 80 (1): 30–52.

Zarouali, Brahim, Mykola Makhortykh, Mariella Bastian, and Theo Araujo. 2021. “Overcoming Polarization
with Chatbot News? Investigating the Impact of News Content Containing Opposing Views on
Agreement and Credibility.” European Journal of Communication 36 (1): 53–68.

Zucker, Eve M. forthcoming. “Picture This: Social Memory and the Tuol Sleng Photographs in Museum,
Commercial, and Virtual Spaces.” In Museums and Mass Violence, edited by P. Morrow, L. Kahn, and
A. Sodaro. London: Routledge.

Zucker, Eve M., Roberto Ulloa, David J. Simon, Mykola Makhortykh, and Daniel Bultmann. Forthcoming.
Archiving Holocaust Digital Memorialization: The Lublin District Camps. Digital Archive of Memorialization
of Mass Atrocities (DAMMA) Workshop Whitepaper. Yale University: Genocide Studies Program.

AI and Archives: Preservation of Holocaust Heritage 363

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/07/02/world/europe/ukraine-nazis-russia-media.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/07/02/world/europe/ukraine-nazis-russia-media.html
https://www.state.gov/disarming-disinformation/disinformation-roulette-the-kremlins-year-of-lies-to-justify-an-unjustifiable-war/
https://www.state.gov/disarming-disinformation/disinformation-roulette-the-kremlins-year-of-lies-to-justify-an-unjustifiable-war/

	1
	References

