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SocFace:

The local face of  social change: one century of  French social structure 
seen from the ground, 1836–1936

Collecting, processing, transcribing, and organizing all French individual census lists
from 1836 to 1936 (20 censuses, metropolitan France only).

SocFace aims at producing a complete microdatabase of all individuals who lived in
France between 1836 and 1936 and at using it to study social change in the long run.



Why Socface? General context

➢ Microdata are increasingly important for research in quantitative social sciences:

economics, history, sociology, demography...

➢ Explosion in quality of automated writing recognition (especially manual

writing) and treatment of images.

Mass production of microdata at 
the national level

Develop new methods to extract 
individual-level data from a very 
large set of archival document 

images Disseminate individual 
information produced to the 
general public, genealogists, 

and researchers



Liste nominative:

Aubervilliers, 1921



Why using listes nominatives?

➢ A standard, abundant, and quite simple source.

➢ A source that is (relatively) stable over time.

➢ Already digitalized by many archival depositories.

➢ A national, uniform source.

➢ Allows to build a database of France as a whole (almost…).

→An ideal source for scaling up HTR and NER

→A source that matters only at a (very) large scale.

→ Individual data at the national level.



Integration of HTR and NER
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HTR+NER

HTR

NER

Sequential approach
DAN or PyLaia for HTR
SpaCy for NER

End-to-end approach
DAN for HTR+NER
Special tokens are used to tag entities
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Method Socface/POPP

CER (%) ↓ F1 (%) ↑ Level

GT + SpaCy 0.0 96.4 Line

PyLaia + SpaCy 17.19 76.3 Line

DAN + SpaCy 8.18 84.0 Page

DAN end-to-end 7.83 85.9 Page

• End-to-end models are competitive

• End-to-end models are easier to train, improve and deploy

Integration of HTR and NER



Ground-truth preparation

Not transcribing , but filling a 

form

A single form is used for 

different document documents: 

all the fields are not always filled

No interpretation of  the data : 

transcribe “idem”

Open-source platform: 

https://gitlab.teklia.com/callico
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One step beyond : Integrated DLA+HTR+NER

A single model for text line detection, text recognition and typing from full page 

Extension of  DAN (Coquenet et al. 2023) to NER (Tarride et al. 2023)
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• Full page end-to-end models are competitive

• They are even easier to train, improve and deploy

• Ground truth generation is easier (can be trained from page transcription)

One step beyond : Integrated DLA+HTR+NER

Model LEVEL CER % ↓ F1 (%) ↑

DAN HTR+NER Line* 7.8 85.9

DAN DLA+HTR+NER Page 11.7 85.3

Evaluation on POP Test Set



Challenges and obstacles

➢ Data recollection

❖ Original sources and images are located at the département (100 of them) and municipality levels.

❖ High heterogeneity in terms of conservation over time and space.

➢ Text transcription

❖ Huge quantity of different writers, with different practices.

❖ Very important heterogeneity of type of information entered, especially for abbreviation (‘idem’).

➢ Linking individuals across time and space

❖ Important gap in information: whole areas are missing for some periods, no collective dwellings, etc.

❖ Limited information on individuals (e.g., often only one first name).

➢ Social Science

❖ Limited socio-economic information: only occupation, rather fragile.

❖ Important gaps: no Paris (until 1926), missing areas, etc.

→ A common challenge: size, millions of images, hundreds of millions of records…



Collecting images
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Challenges as objectives

➢ Data recollection

❖ SocFace aims at giving a full picture of the situation of census conservation in France.

❖ This also act as an incentive for archives to expand their collection, improve it, and digitalize it.

➢ Text transcription

❖ Diversity of cases is not just a question of writing, but also in habits, practices, and so on.

❖ Strong justification for collaboration between historians, demographers and ML experts.

➢ Linking individuals across time and space

❖ Specific features of French census may help linking (e.g., maiden name for women).

❖ Need to assess how HTR produce data affect quality of linking.

➢ Social Science

❖ Allow to focus on understudied part of the country (far from Paris and other prominent areas).

❖ Database will form the basis for other studies, using other sources.



Taking advantage of microdata at the national level

➢ Structural change in the long run

❖ Transformation of the labor market: spatial variations, gender inequality, …

❖ Evolution of transportations: effects on the spatial distribution of the population…

➢ Shocks

❖ Short-, medium- and long-term consequences.

❖ E.g., phylloxera crisis; World War One.

➢ Spatial organization of economic activities (project Landurb)

❖ Linking individual information with spatial database.

❖ Consequences of the transition from agriculture to industry at the very local level.

➢ And in the future?

❖ The basis for future historical studies as a platform for contemporary quantitative history.

❖ Link with other sources (civil registers, military registers, …) and databases (e.g., genealogical records).

❖ Connection with the contemporary period.



Dissemination: back to Archival deposits, and beyond

➢ Raw database to be distributed by the Archives

❖ On a national database (FranceArchives), with a search engine.

❖ Sur les bases des Archives Départementales.

❖ Direct links with the image.

➢ Encoded database to be distributed for research

❖ A database where various information are organized and encoded (occupation, place of birth, etc.).

❖ A database with probabilistic linkage between individuals.

➢ Opening on other sources: a model for disseminating French national archives?



Thank you!

https://socface.site.ined.fr/

contact@socface.org

https://socface.site.ined.fr/

