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WHAT DATA DO HISTORIANS USE?

Primary Sources = Evidence = Data

Material Generated in the Historic Era Being Studied

Documents: Correspondence, Speeches, Newspapers, Legal 
Records, Census & Vital Statistics Records, 
Literature, Maps

Materials: Built & Natural Environment, Artifacts, Photographs, 
Paintings



HOW DO WE COLLECT/ORGANIZE 
OUR DATA?

Archival Collection: Manual & OneDrive Scans

Indexing: Google Sheets

Encoding: xml & csv 

Analysis: SQL & TEI



WHAT DOES HISTORICAL DATA 
ANALYSIS LOOK LIKE?

Field Specific: Environmental, Religious, Gender/Sexuality, 
Race/Ethnicity, 19th-c Studies, Global Capitalism, Slavery, Indigenous, 
Foreign Relations, etc.

Legal Historian + Gender, Race, Class + CRT & CLS



TYPICAL LEGAL 
HISTORY DATA 

STRUCTURE: WHAT’S 
MISSING?

Party Names

Case Type (Civil, 
Criminal, Cause)

Year

County/State



PETITIONING 
FOR FREEDOM: 

HABEAS CORPUS 
& LIBERTY IN THE 
AMERICAN WEST, 

1812-1924

Comparative Study of Habeas Petitioners, 
1812-1924

Arizona, New Mexico, Washington, 
Oregon, Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, Iowa

Black, Indigenous, Immigrant, Family, & 
Institutional Petitioners

Database of More than 8,000 Petitions



MY PRIMARY CATEGORIES 
OF DATA

Habeas Corpus Petitions = 1000s of Petitions 
Ranging 2-100 pages each

State & Federal Habeas Statutes = Dozens of 
Statutes Defining Habeas Procedure

Newspaper Accounts = 100s of Articles & 
Editorials Covering Habeas Reform & Habeas 
Proceedings

Census & Vital Statistics Records = 
Demographic Data for the 100s of Petitioners 
Featured in the Project



CHALLENGING INTERPERSONAL CHILD REMOVAL: LUCIA MARTINEZ IN AZ

1864: Act Of the Support of Poor Persons & Orphan Children of Indians

1864: Habeas Law Allowing Judges to Reassign Custody

1871: Lucia’s Petition



CHALLENGING BOARDING SCHOOL CONFINEMENT: LELAH PEKACHUK IN IA

1899-1900: Lelah Pekachuk’s Petition

Reveals Sensational Fascination & Settler Tensions Over Native Parenting & Sovereignty

OIA Response = Villainize Native Families & Make Abuse Charges



PROPOSED LEGAL 
HISTORY DATA 

STRUCTURE: 
PARTIES Person Case Role

Petitioner

Self

Mother Of

Father of

Grandparent Of

Next Friend Of

Bound Party

Holding Party

Sheriff

Mother Of

Father Of

Superintendent 
Of

Indian Agent Of

Husband Of

Wife Of

Judge

Pltf Atty

Def Atty

Sex, Race, Age, 
National Origin



PROPOSED LEGAL 
HISTORY DATA 

STRUCTURE: 
CASE TYPE

Petition Type

Interpersonal

Type: Child Custody, Marital 
Dispute, Wrongful Enslavement, 

Wrongful Servitude, Debt 
Peonage, Trafficking

Holding Party Role/Relationship 
& Name

Institutional

Type: Insanity, Juvenile 
Detention, Child Custody, 

Indian Agent/Superintendent, 
Indigent/Poor, Public Health 
Detention, Underage Military 

Enlistment

Institution Name: 

Carceral (Person Jailed)

Relief Sought or Claim Made

Grounds for Detention (What 
Charge Are They Facing?)



CHALLENGES 
POSED BY THE 

DATA

Unstable Categories: What is a 
Case/Petition?

Unreliable Data: How Do We Determine 
Race? Age? 

Unreliable Records: Recorders/Clerks Did 
Not Include All/Accurate Information

Unreliable Archiving: A Complete Dataset 
is Impossible to Achieve



YOUR QUESTIONS?


