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Guest Speakers bring Lively Discussions on Ethnographic and GIS Research to the
Department

The Department Co-organises Symposium on Interdisciplinary Big Data Research
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Take a Chance and Try
- An interview with Dr. Astrid Harth

[ Lee Yuen Ying Hazel (Double Degree Year 5)

Dr. Astrid Harth is an Assistant Professor of Art History at the Department of Chinese and
History of the City University of Hong Kong. Previously Dr. Harth was a postdoctoral researcher at
Ghent University (Belgium), a visiting scholar at Columbia University (USA), a Chester Dale Fel-
low at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (USA), and a PhD Candidate at Ghent University (Belgium).
Both her PhD and her postdoctoral research were funded by competitive grants from the Research
Foundation Flanders. As both an art historian and conservation scientist, Dr. Harth specializes in
technical art history in particular in relation to Northern Renaissance and Baroque Art thus bridging
art and science.

Dr. Harth has published in several top-ranked peer-reviewed scientific journals, including
Heritage Science and X-Ray Spectrometry. Moreover, her work has been published in award-win-
ning exhibition catalogues such as Van Eyck: An Optical Revolution (Hannibal) and Diirer s Jour-
ney’s: Travels of a Renaissance Artist (Yale University Press). In the coming years Dr. Harth plans
to conduct research on intentional alterations of early Netherlandish paintings as well as further
develop research aimed at connecting art and science using imaging and analytical techniques. She
has an extensive network among museums across the globe including at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art (NYC), the National Gallery (London) and the Museum of Fine Arts (Ghent).

Prior to joining City University in August, Dr. Harth

was a visiting scholar at Columbia University and the Met-
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ropolitan Museum of Art in New York. As an assistant pro-
fessor in the Department of Chinese and History, she main-
ly teaches in the stream of cultural heritage. Her research
focuses on Western art history and conservation science in
particular in relation to Northern Renaissance and Baroque
Art thus bridging art and science.

From design school to academia

Long before obtaining her doctorate degree in art
history, Dr. Harth dreamed of being a fashion designer.
Although initially pursuing that youth dream, she quickly
discovered a passion for art history, and especially for tech-
nical examination of paintings. This passion ultimately led

to an itinerant road in academia, which started with acquir-




ing a master’s degree in art history, another one in
art conservation, to being a PhD student in Ghent,
a fellow of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York, and so forth.

From New York to Hong Kong

After Dr. Harth came to City University, she
felt starting a new chapter in her life. From Belgium
to New York, and then from New York to Hong
Kong, she led a wandering and uncertain exist-
ence characteristic for junior scholars pursuing an
academic career. Although not knowing where she
would ultimately end up after her PhD - and after
living in New York for a year - she hoped for a life
and career in an international and vibrant metropo-
lis full of opportunities. And Hong Kong ticks both
boxes, so she was excited to come to the pearl of the
Orient last summer, and join the department Chi-
nese and History at the City University.

As Dr. Harth expected, she quickly adapted
to a very fast pace of life in Hong Kong. She said
Hong Kong is a very convient city with fast and effi-
cient public transport, and above all the Hong Kong
people are very friendly and welcoming. So she felt

immediately at home. Moreover, the fast pace at
which museums like M+ Museum are established
now in Hong Kong is a unique situation - definitely
in comparison to Europe and USA - which provides
a lot of opportunities for her both as a scholar and a
teacher. She is most thrilled about the idea that she
can team up with museums for research, as well as
teaching, mainly to prepare students for a profes-
sional career in the cultural sector.

Finally, in addition to these professional op-
portunities, she hopes that Hong Kong will bring
her new intellectual and cultural insights, and inspi-
ration. She is convinced that living in a completely
different cultural environment help us reflect on our
own culture, which is in turn conducive to culti-
vating and exercising the thinking of scholars. For
example, learning about Asian history, heritage and
art, among other things, in the coming years, will
definitely be an enriching experience; an experience
that will definitely make her a better teacher, schol-

ar, and person.

Dr. Astrid Harth’s Message:

Although opportunities are hard to predict, they always come to those who are

well prepared for them. Dr. Harth stressed that planning is the key to success. It doesn’t

have to be a day-by-day plan, but setting goals for the next few years , such as career,

personal growth, family, etc. Those goals can help us to find our way in life after grad-

uating, and above all to cope with unexpected obstacles, or adversity.
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When Big Data Meets Sociological Imagination:
Transdisciplinary Approaches and Infrastructures for

Computational Social Science
(15 June, 2022)

The online Symposium “When Big Data Meets Sociological Imagination: Transdiscipli-
nary Approaches and Infrastructures for Computational Social Sciences” held on 15 June 2022
was sponsored by the Digital Society research cluster of CityU’s College of Liberal Arts and
Social Sciences (CLASS). The Department of Chinese and History (CAH) co-organised with
the Department of Media and Communication (COM) and Institute for Advanced Study in Hu-
manities and Social Sciences at Zhejiang University. This symposium focused on how to embed
sociological imagination into big data analytics, and how to enrich the sociological imagination
by incorporating big social data.
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Tai Kwun Exhibition Guided Tours:
“Behind Your Eyelid: Pipilotti Rist” &

“‘Gender & Space”
(11 November 2022)
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The visit included a guided tour to (1) the
large-scale multi-media exhibition called “Behind
Your Eyelid: Pipilotti Rist” and (2) the “Gender &
Space” exhibition which adopts a gender lens to
re-visit Tai Kwun’s history over its first hundred
years from 1841 to 1941.
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On June 14 and 17, 2022, the Department
held two seminars which are part of the CLASS
Advanced Methods School of 2022. Joseph Bos-
co from the Chinese University of Hong Kong and
Washington University in St. Louis, and Fabian
Drixler from Yale University were the guest speak-
ers. The topics of their presentations were “Ethno-
graphic Research” and “A Digital Atlas of Tokuga-
wa Japan”, and were organized and moderated by
Dr. Cheuk Ka-Kin and Dr. Li Yiwen respectively.

A total of more than 160 CityU members
and guests participated in these two
seminars on Zoom.

In the first seminar, Profes-
sor Bosco, who had taught anthro-
pology and Chinese studies at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong
for more than 20 years, explained
that ethnographic research is use-
ful not only for anthropologists but also
students in other fields of social sciences and
humanities. He illustrated that “culture”—the qual-
itative data about the vast diversities of human be-
haviors—is a highly complex phenomenon that is

Qin Xue and Zhang Tingting (PhD students)

not easy to be clearly defined. So, instead of relying
on survey or other kinds of quantitative methods, he
showed that ethnographic research—including in-
depth interviews, participant observation, and cul-
tural domain analysis—enables us to fully appreci-
ate such complexity in different research settings.
While elaborating the theoretical and conceptual
basis of ethnographic research methods, Profes-
sor Bosco also generously shared his long-term
research on popular religion, consumerism and
rural development in Hong Kong, China,

Taiwan, and the US over the last

three decades. His lecture led to a

lively discussion with audiences

made up of students in political

science, public policy, sociology,

history, media studies, and market

research.

Professor Drixler specializes
in the history of Japan (with a particular
focus on the Tokugawa period) and historical
demography (with a particular fascination with fer-
tility and family planning). Since 2019, he has led
the Digital Tokugawa Lab, which with its inaugu-
ral project brings together expertise
in history, linguistics, programming,
and GIS to create a continuous set of
highly detailed maps of Japan’s feudal
territories from about 1600 to 1871.
His talk is co-sponsored by the Digital
Society research cluster of the College
of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences of
CityU.

Professor Drixler’s talk consists of five parts.
The first part is about the historical setting. Tokuga-
wa Japan has an enormous volume of surviving
documents and has generated a body of sophisti-
cated historiography. However, accurate territorial
maps that go beyond small regions and individual
years have remained elusive. The second part of his
presentation is about the goals of the project. The
overall goal is to create a historical GIS infrastruc-
ture for general use. Furthermore, there are
two more specific goals: to map Japan’s
feudal territories of early modern
Japan with accuracy and precision,
and to complete a dataset on the
population of the Edo-period vil-
lages to open up new estimation
methods in quantitative history.
Then the speech came to the third
part: the process of building the
digital atlas. Their basic approach is to
build up national maps from the village lev-
el. Rather than modifying existing maps created
from top-down information, his team is reassem-
bling Tokugawa Japan’s territorial structure from
its basic units, the villages. They identified each
village in space and then tracked
its history through the early mod-
ern period. In the fourth part, Pro-
fessor Drixler explained some of
the major challenges that his team
encountered, including the scale
of data collection and cleaning;
premodern  cartography; gaps
and conflicts in sources; and the

fractal complexity of Tokugawa

Japan. He then proposed solutions to the above
problems, such as employing text mining with Py-
thon to set up Regular Expressions (RegEXx), slicing
maps until each slice is able to bear the number of
control points, and designing a data structure that
accommodates uncertainty and contradiction. Last
but not least, Fabian summarized the lessons that
are learned from the project. He then had a Q&A
session with the audience, addressing questions
from postgraduate students, historians of Ja-

pan, and architectural historians.

The Department of Chinese
and History promotes interna-
tional research and teaching ex-
cellence to provide students with
a well-rounded humanities edu-
cation. This series of seminars is
open to all, and serves to broaden
the horizons of our research stu-

dents, especially in order to help them

master research methods for studying histo-

ry and culture. Similar seminars and discussion

events will continually be held by the Department
as part of our research postgraduate education.



The arrival of the digital age has had an enor-
mous impact on many facets of daily life. One of the
pressing issues facing society today is the evolving
relationship between technology and people. On the
one hand, the positives include being able to cover
a lot more ground than previously, with keyword
searches, computational analysis, and much more
data at one’s disposal. However, with an overload
of information — and the issue of whom takes con-
trol of the data — the digital transformation creates
new challenges for educators and society in gen-
eral, including for humanities researchers and stu-
dents. To examine how the trends of big data anal-
ysis serve the need of long-term public interests,
sponsored by the Digital Society research cluster of
CityU’s College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences
(CLASS), the Department of Chinese and History

(CAH) co-organised an online symposium with the
Department of Media and Communication (COM)
and Institute for Advanced Study in Humanities
and Social Sciences at Zhejiang University, entitled
“When Big Data Meets Sociological Imagination:
Transdisciplinary Approaches and Infrastructures
for Computational Social Science” on 15 June 2022.

The symposium began with a keynote di-
alogue between distinguished scholars and was
followed by four presentations. About 210 people
attended this symposium on Zoom and more than
2,700 people watched the livestream on the Internet.
Dr. TSUI Lik Hang, Assistant Professor of CAH and
also Convenor of the Digital Society cluster wel-
comed the speakers and participants by introducing
the Digital Society cluster, and emphasised “the
understanding of the relationship between technol-

ogy and society informed by both the humanities
and social sciences must involve vigorous interdis-
ciplinary research.” Next, Dr. LIN Fen, moderator
and convenor of the Symposium and also Associ-
ate Professor of COM explained the background of
this symposium, noting that although fruitful results
have been gained in social sciences, the big data
movement still sees challenges in the measurement,
the generation of social theories, the governance
and infrastructure of data, and more.

After the commencement, invited to be key-
note speakers, Prof. ZHAO Dingxin, chair of the
Department of Sociology at Zhejiang University,
and Prof. CHEN Zhiwu, Chair Professor of Finance
and incoming Director of the Hong Kong Institute
for the Humanities and Social Sciences at the Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, both delivered their opinions
on the utilisation of big data in social science. Prof.
Zhao pointed out there are both potentials and dan-
gers in the future of big data analytics. The four dan-
gers summarised by Prof. Zhao are the ignorance of
the context knowledge, the uncertainty of the reality
derived from the data, the possible pitfalls of associ-
ational analysis, and the interference from powerful
providers of the data. Prof. Chen shared his previ-
ous research on the underlying trends of the use of
quantitative methods among humanities and social
sciences research in recent 40 years. He accentuat-
ed the significant influence of the increasing digi-
talization and quantification of historical archives
and archaeological materials on rethinking some
fundamental questions in humanities, which can be

regarded as a “New Knowledge Revolution.”

In the dialogue between these two leaders
of their fields but are also deeply interested in his-
torical analyses, both professors shared their ideas
about three topics, which involve the advantages
and shortcomings of big data analytics in social
science at the current stage, the potential and the
ways big data will be shaping the development of
social theories, and the development of discipli-
nary boundaries in social science. In response to the
question whether big data will direct social sciences
towards a more prediction-oriented approach, Prof.
Zhao went on to voice his concern about the lack of
causality of the prediction under associational data
analysis, and Prof. Chen demonstrated how digital
approaches test and explain the existing historical



hypotheses against the question from other perspec-
tives. Prof Chen, taking the research on how states
were created in China as an example, explained
how big data analysis could test whether geograph-
ical patterns contributed to the vast territories of the
State of Chu 2%[& in the Spring and Autumn Period.
Prof. Zhao also pointed out that as big data methods
definitely facilitate interdisciplinary research, new
disciplinary boundaries will be reestablished as a
result. In addition, Prof. Chen talked about the diffi-
culties in publishing interdisciplinary papers in aca-
demia nowadays. Then, Prof. Jonathan ZHU, Chair
Professor of COM at CityU and one of the founders
of computational communication, joined the schol-
arly discussion and commented briefly on the two
keynote speakers’ inspiring sharing. He emphasised
the unknown nature and even the unknowability of a
lot of the data employed in big data research. Many
models based on these are not predictive strictly
speaking, but explanatory models only.

Dr. Chen Kaiping, Assistant Professor of the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, first delivered
her presentation entitled “When National Identity
Meets Conspiracies: The Contagion of National
Identity Language on Public Participation and Dis-
course about COVID-19 Conspiracies.” Applying
the Social Identity Model of Deindividuation Ef-
fects (SIDE) model, this research tried to under-
stand large-scale public engagement activities with
misinformation and counter-narratives on social

media. The project team retrieved nearly 40 mil-
lion posts in a Weibo dataset during the early period
of the COVID-19 outbreak and identified 6,735 of
them, which originally crafted COVID-19 conspir-
acies in discussing the origins of the virus. Dr. Chen
and her collaborators analyzed the nuances between
in-group favoritism language and out-group hostili-
ty language by their metrics.

The second presentation was hosted by Dr.
Alexander HOHL, Assistant Professor of the De-
partment of Geography at the University of Utah.
His presentation entitled “The Geography of An-
ti-Asian Hate on Twitter during the COVID-19 Pan-
demic, November 2019 to May 2020,” echoed Dr.
Chen’s sharing accordingly. His research aimed to
explore the spatial concentration of anti-Asian sen-
timent on social media. The keyword-based classi-
fier was used to filter those hateful posts towards
Asians from 4 million COVID-19-related tweets in
English. After obtaining the location information of
those tweets to be studied, Dr. Hohl applied Space-

time Scan Statistics (STSS) with Bernoulli distribu-
tion to mark clusters of them at the county level. As
a result, spikes of the anti-Asian tweets and clusters

of the people who sent them are clearly illustrated.

The next speaker Dr. ZHANG Xiaoming,
who is a Ph.D. candidate from the University of
Hong Kong about to join the Department of Sociol-
ogy at Zhejiang University, spoke on “Information
Foundations of State Capacity: Evidence from the
Imperial Bureaucracy of China.” To examine the ca-
pacity of information acquisition and transmission
of the state, Dr. Zhang used the data of over 37,000
public relief activities at the prefecture level. This
research manifested that the communication reform
conducted by Qing dynasty emperor Yongzheng
1E in 1730, which allowed certain local officials
(functioning as informants) to report to the emperor
directly, marked a salient improvement in informa-
tion transmission and competition of the state, but
has also brought about potential misallocation to-
wards emergent events due to biased communica-

tion.

Last but not least, Dr. LI Linzhuo from Zhe-
jiang University gave a speech under the title of
“Epistemological Issues of Big Data Researches in
Social Science.” After describing the existing prob-
lems of quantitative social science in the big data
age, Dr. Li attempted to take big data research as
a social and cultural practice, and makes the case

that the knowledge generated from those big data is
epistemological. Based on the survey of around 140
articles in quantitative social science studies from
13 leading social science journals from 1973 to
2022, he found that there are fewer legitimate var-
iables and equal theoretical concerns in those big
data studies compared with earlier traditional quan-
titative studies. Based on this, Dr. Li characterized
4 types of theory-intensive big data research in his
studied articles, which are seeking interpretation,
pro-crusting existing theory, finding the best cut,
and deep integration.

Upon the close of the event, there was a panel
discussion and Q&A session involving all the par-
ticipants. Speakers shared their experiences in and
suggestions on big data analytics in social science
with the audience and fellow students, and drew a
perfect end to this symposium.
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