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Issues	in	handling	racist	or	colonial	
works	in	our	collec8ons	

AMIA	2020,	session	1043	
Fri	Nov	20,	10AM	PST	
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Cultural	Ins8tu8ons	and	our	allied	fields	have	been	
dealing	with	racist	and	colonial	prac8ces	for	years	

•  1990	NAGPRA	(Na8ve	American	Graves	Protec8on	and	
Repatria8on	Act)	intent	“is	to	address	long-standing	claims	
by	federally	recognized	tribes	for	the	return	of	human	
remains	and	cultural	objects	unlawfully	obtained	from	
prehistoric,	historic,	former,	and	current	Na8ve	American	
homelands.	Interpreta8on	of	human	and	indigenous	rights,	
prehistoric	presence,	cultural	affilia8on	with	an8qui8es,	
and	the	return	of	remains	and	objects	can	be	controversial	
and	contested.”	Wikipedia	

•  Film	distributors	have	pulled	films	from	circula8on	because	
of	embarrassment	at	racism	(Song	of	the	South)	

•  Cinema	Studies	classes	and	Cinemathéque	screenings	oZen	
insist	on	contextualizing	a	film	through	an	introduc8on	or	
film	notes	(Birth	of	a	Na8on)	
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And	media	ar8sts	have	remixed	films	
to	comment	on	their	racism	

DJ	Spooky,	2004,	2015	
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As	Moving	Image	Archivists:	
•  What	are	the	ways	that	we	can	address	ves8ges	
of	racism,	gender	bias,	and	colonialism	in	our	
collec8ons?	

•  This	session	is	just	the	beginning	of	a	few	
sugges8ons	of	what	we	could	do.	It	is	neither	
thorough	nor	comprehensive.	And	it	doesn’t	deal	
with	some	important	issues	(like	developing	our	
collec8on	content	to	reflect	diversity	that	goes	
beyond	white	cisgender	males	of	European	
ancestry).	
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Issues	in	handling	racist	or	colonial	
works	in	our	collec8ons	

•  Jacqueline	Stewart,	Univ	of	Chicago	
–  Lessons	from	Gone	With	The	Wind	

•  Howard	Besser,	New	York	Univ	
– Making	our	Metadata	&	Descrip6ons	less	offensive:	
Lessons	from	the	Library	and	conven6onal	Archive	worlds	

•  May	Hong	Haduong,	Academy	Film	Archive	
–  Descrip6on	and	underrepresented	communi6es:	an	
alternate	approach	

•  Ryan	Lakin,	New	York	Univ	
–  Ques6ons	to	Panelists	

•  Audience	response	
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Making	our	Metadata	&	Descrip8ons	
less	offensive:	

Lessons	from	the	Library	and	conven8onal	Archive	worlds	

Howard	Besser	
New	York	University	

hjp://besser.tsoa.nyu.edu/howard/Talks/	
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Making	our	Metadata	&	Descrip8ons	
less	offensive:	

Lessons	from	the	Library	and	conven8onal	Archive	worlds	

•  Not	talking	about	these	(though	we	can	talk	
about	them	during	the	discussion	period):	
– Labeling	works	as	homophobic,	colonial,	racist,	
etc.	

– Using	metadata	to	filter	out	offensive	works	from	
normal	searches	

– Highligh8ng	works	that	are	more	diverse	and/or	
less	offensive	(as	May	will	describe)	
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Making	our	Metadata	&	Descrip8ons	
less	offensive:	

Lessons	from	the	Library	and	conven8onal	Archive	worlds-	

•  Why	our	Metadata	and	Descrip8ons	majer	
•  Collec8ve	responses	to	the	“awakening”	the	past	
summer	

•  Changes	implemented	by	individual	collec8ons	
(including	alternate	classifica8on	systems)	

•  Ajempts	to	change	more	global	guidelines	and	
standards	

•  Guides	and	public	statements	on	making	your	
collec8on	less	offensive	

•  Readings	&	Links	
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WHY	OUR	METADATA	AND	
DESCRIPTIONS	MATTER	

Besser-Digital	Privacy	Berkeley	11/13/2020	 9	

Archival	Descrip8on	majers	

•  “Social	contexts,	individual	and	ins8tu8onal	biases,	
and	structures	of	power	influence	how	records	are	
created,	maintained,	represented,	and	interpreted.	
Archival	descrip8on	plays	a	role	in	
the	representa8on	of	records	–	it	shapes	whether	
and	how	collec8ons	are	discovered,	navigated,	and	
understood.	Archivists	decide,	for	
example,	which	names	and	subjects	will	be	included	or	
omijed	in	descrip8on,	and	what	language	is	used	to	
represent	and	contextualize	those	subjects.”	

•  Guidelines	for	Inclusive	and	Conscien8ous	Descrip8on	
Harvard	Center	for	the	History	of	Medicine	
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Think	carefully	about	your	
Archival	Descrip8on	

•  What	role	can	your	words	have	in	either	perpetua8ng	or	
comba8ng	marginaliza8on	and	archival	erasure?		

•  Who	is	harmed	and	who	benefits	from	your	descrip8on?		
•  In	the	interest	of	clarity	and	equity,	what	should	be	

brought	to	the	forefront	to	appropriately	contextualize	the	
records?			

•  What	you	might	be	leaving	out	(Winston)?			
•  How	have	colonialism,	racism,	sexism,	or	other	forms	of	

hegemony	impacted	the	origins	of	the	records	you	
are	describing	(Drake)?		

•  Guidelines	for	Inclusive	and	Conscien8ous	Descrip8on	
Harvard	Center	for	the	History	of	Medicine	
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COLLECTIVE	RESPONSES	TO	THE	
“AWAKENING”	THE	PAST	SUMMER	

Besser-Digital	Privacy	Berkeley	11/13/2020	 12	
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Cultural	Objects	called	out	
for	promo8ng	Racists	
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Cri8cal	Cataloging	discussion	group	
hjp://critlib.org/about/critcat/		
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We	Here	on	Cri8cal	Cataloging	
hjps://www.wehere.space/shop/p/cs004-101-incorpora8ng-cri8cal-cataloging-into-

your-work-social-jus8ce-ini8a8ves-series-sknh5	
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Metropolitan	NY	Library	Council	
Workshop	
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AMIA	Cataloging	&	Metadata	
Commijee	(Sept	22,	2020	Agenda)	

•  Welcome	
•  conference	session	support?		
•  an8-racist	cataloging:	thoughts?	future	
training?	

•  resources	of	interest	

•  Thanks	to	Chloe	McLaren/Cornell,	Winter	Shanck/WNET	
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CHANGES	IMPLEMENTED	BY	
INDIVIDUAL	COLLECTIONS	

Besser-Digital	Privacy	Berkeley	11/13/2020	 18	
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Woman	Names	
hjps://blogs.cul.columbia.edu/rbml/2020/09/09/eleanor-roosevelt-speaks-for-

herself-iden8fying-1257-married-women-by-their-full-names/	
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Lawrence	P.L.	Expands	Religions	
hjps://ddc.typepad.com/025431/2020/09/reclassifying-the-200s-at-lawrence-public-

library.html	
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American	U	Library	on	Cri8cal	Cataloging	
as	An8racist	Praxis	

hjps://subjectguides.library.american.edu/c.php?g=1025915&p=7749829	
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Oklahoma	U	changes	“tulsa	race	Riot”	
hjps://libraries.ou.edu/content/ou-librarians-and-archivists-submit-proposal-change-

library-congress-subject-heading	
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Alterna8ve	Cataloging/Classifica8on	
schemes	
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Brian	Deer	Classifica8on	scheme	
hjps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Deer_Classifica8on_System	

•  The	organiza8onal	structure	of	BDC	reflects	a	
First	Na8ons	worldview,	with	an	emphasis	on	
rela8onships	between	and	among	people,	
animals,	and	the	land.	Subcategories	
demonstrate	the	rela8onships	among	First	
Na8ons	by	grouping	them	geographically	as	
opposed	to	alphabe8cally,	as	is	frequently	
used	for	specific	topics	in	the	Library	of	
Congress	Classifica8on.	
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Recent	Webinar	on	Brian	Deer	system	
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ATTEMPTS	TO	CHANGE	MORE	GLOBAL	
GUIDELINES	AND	STANDARDS	
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ALA:	Alterna8ves	to	“Illegal	Aliens”	
hjps://alair.ala.org/handle/11213/14582	
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Change	the	Subject	
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Change	the	Subject	
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Change	the	Subject	
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•  “The	story	of	Dartmouth	College	students,	
whose	singular	effort	at	confron8ng	an	
instance	of	an8-immigrant	sen8ment	in	their	
library	catalog	took	them	all	the	way	from	
Baker-Berry	Library	to	the	halls	of	Congress.	
This	film	shows	how	an	instance	of	campus	
ac8vism	entered	the	na8onal	spotlight,	and	
how	a	cataloging	term	became	a	flashpoint	in	
the	immigra8on	debate	on	Capitol	Hill.	“	
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Change	the	Subject	
available	on	PBS	un8l	12/19		(Made	Here	9|22)	
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Prejudices	and	An8pathies	(1971)	
hjps://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm	
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Prejudices	and	An8pathies	(1971)	
hjps://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm	
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GUIDES	AND	PUBLIC	STATEMENTS	ON	
MAKING	YOUR	COLLECTION	LESS	
OFFENSIVE	
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List	of	Statements	on	Bias	in	Library	
and	Archives	Descrip8on	

hjp://cataloginglab.org/list-of-statements-on-bias-in-library-
and-archives-descrip8on/	

•  A	compila8on	of	statements	from	libraries	and	
archives	on	harmful	or	offensive	language	in	
descrip8on	and	bias	in	cataloging.	This	list	
includes	statements	about	problema8c	language	
in	both	descrip8on	and	resources	themselves,	as	
statements	about	resources	will	frequently	
discuss	the	descrip8on	of	those	resources.	

•  last	updated	October	5	2020	
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Bias	in	Descrip8on—links	(excerpt)	
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Guidelines	for	Inclusive	and	Conscien8ous	
Descrip8on	

Harvard	Center	for	the	History	of	Medicine	
hjps://wiki.harvard.edu/confluence/display/hmschommanual/

Guidelines+for+Inclusive+and+Conscien8ous+Descrip8on		
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An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	
hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf	

Cri8cal	Metadata	 38	

Voice	and	Style	(1/2)	
Philadelphia	An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	

hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf		

•  Unlearn	the	“neutral”	voice	of	tradi8onal	archival	descrip8on.	
Rather	than	striving	for	an	“objec8ve”	voice,	which	reinforces	
exis8ng	power	structures,	base	descrip8on	in	the	ques8on:	“Is	the	
descrip8ve	language	I	am	using	respecvul	to	the	larger	
communi8es	of	people	invested	in	this	record?”	Decenter	
“neutrality”	and	“objec8vity”	in	favor	of	“respect”	and	“care.”	

•  Avoid	passive	voice	(or	passive	language	in	linked	data	predicates)	
when	describing	oppressive	rela8onships.	Use	ac8ve	voice	in	order	
to	embed	responsibility	within	descrip8on.	For	example,	consider	
the	difference	between	these	two	sentences:	
–  1)	“Four	Kent	State	University	students	were	killed	on	May	4,	1970,	

during	a	clash	between	the	Ohio	Na8onal	Guard	and	a	crowd	gathered	
to	protest	the	Vietnam	War.”	

–  2)	“Members	of	the	Ohio	Na8onal	Guard	killed	four	Kent	State	
University	students	during	a	mass	protest	against	the	Vietnam	War	
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Voice	and	Style	(2/2)	
Philadelphia	An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	

hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf		

•  Use	accurate	and	strong	language	such	as	lynching,	
rape,	murder,	and	hate	mail	when	they	are	
appropriate.	Do	not	let	your	discomfort	with	the	terms	
censor	the	material.	It	is	okay	to	be	uncomfortable	
with	racist	material.	It	is	not	okay	to	privilege	your	
discomfort	above	accurate	descrip8on.	

•  »	Describe	rela8onships	of	power	when	they	are	
important	for	understanding	the	context	of	records.	
Racism,	slurs,	white	supremacy,	colonialism,	and	
histories	of	oppression	are	important	context.	
–  For	example,	“Thomas	Jefferson	was	a	known	enslaver	
despite	his	legacy	as	a	supporter	of	individual	rights.”	
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Community	Collabora8on	(1/3)	
Philadelphia	An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	

hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf		

•  Describe	records	in	a	way	that	supports	the	informa8on-seeking	needs	of	
stakeholder	communi8es,	not	just	academic	scholars.	
–  Develop	and	maintain	rela8onships	with	community	members/stakeholders	in	

order	to	learn	language	that	the	audience	recognizes	and	uses	to	refer	to	
itself.	

–  Consider	the	needs	of	family	historians	and	genealogists	who	may	not	be	
seeking	“a	fact	or	date,	but	to	create	a	larger	narra8ve,	connect	with	others	in	
the	past	and	in	the	present,	and	to	fi	nd	coherence	in	one’s	own	life;”	provide	
opportuni8es	for	genealogists	and	other	researchers	who	may	want	to	“give	
back”	by	contribu8ng	descrip8on	or	connect	socially	with	one	another.	

–  Take	into	account	poten8al	human	rights	uses	of	records,	as	well	as	the	
interests	of	survivors	of	abuses.	This	involves	avoiding	the	inclusion	of	
informa8on	or	linkages	that	could	put	living	persons	at	risk,	providing	
descrip8ons	in	languages	used	by	stakeholder	communi8es,	and	crea8ng	
metadata	about	the	inten8onal	destruc8on	or	accidental	preserva8on	of	
records,	which	could	be	mobilized	as	evidence	in	human	rights	proceedings.	
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Community	Collabora8on	(1/3)	
Philadelphia	An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	

hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf		

•  When	draZing	archivist-supplied	descrip8on	and	notes,	use	
terminology	that	Black	people	use	to	describe	themselves,	while	
recognizing	that	the	Black	community	is	not	a	monolith,	and	
different	people	will	have	different	and	some8mes	conflic8ng	
preferences.	Be	mindful	that	terminology	changes	over	8me,	so	
descrip8on	will	be	an	itera8ve	process.	
–  Observe	and	take	cues	from	the	language	of	current	historians,	

writers,	ar8sts,	and	others	who	are	from	(or	descended	from),	
specialize	in,	and	have	working	rela8onships	with	the	par8cular	
communi8es	you’re	describing.22	For	older	records,	this	means	
consul8ng	with	experts	who	are	knowledgeable	about	specific	
communi8es	exis8ng	in	a	certain	place	and	point	in	8me.	

–  If	you	ask	people	from	marginalized	communi8es	to	help	with	
descrip8on,	be	respecvul	of	their	8me/labor	and	provide	
compensa8on.	Do	your	homework	first,	and	don’t	ask	others	to	
provide	informa8on	you	can	easily	find	yourself.	Pay	them	for	their	
work.	
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Community	Collabora8on	(1/3)	
Philadelphia	An8-Racist	Descrip8on	Resources	

hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf		

•  Make	sure	ins8tu8on-created	descrip8on	is	assessed	by	
outside	communi8es.	
–  Provide	a	feedback	mechanism	such	as	crea8ng	a	highly	visible	
“Suggest	a	Correc8on”	bujon	or	comment	form	on	online	
finding	aids,	and	make	it	clear	that	you	welcome	this	kind	of	
feedback.	

–  Provide	mechanisms	for	users	to	annotate	finding	aids.26	
–  Organize	focus	groups	with	community	members	and	
incorporate	feedback	into	archival	descrip8on.	

–  For	descrip8on	to	be	assessed	by	outside	communi8es,	it	must	
be	discoverable.	If	online	finding	aids	are	difficult	to	locate	and	
access,	or	if	descrip8on	exists	on	websites	that	are	hard	to	
navigate,	community	members	may	be	less	likely	to	interact	
with	them.	
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READINGS	AND	LINKS	

Besser-Digital	Privacy	Berkeley	11/13/2020	 44	

Further	Readings	on	Harmful	Language	
hjps://dca.tuZs.edu/about/policies/Addi8onal-Reading-Poten8ally-Harmful-

Language-in-Archival-Descrip8on	
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Links	
•  hjp://besser.tsoa.nyu.edu/howard/Talks		
•  hjps://wiki.harvard.edu/confluence/display/

hmschommanual/
Guidelines+for+Inclusive+and+Conscien8ous+Descrip8on		

•  hjps://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/
ardr_final.pdf		

•  hjp://cataloginglab.org/list-of-statements-on-bias-in-
library-and-archives-descrip8on/		

•  hjps://dca.tuZs.edu/about/policies/Addi8onal-Reading-
Poten8ally-Harmful-Language-in-Archival-Descrip8on		

•  hjp://critlib.org/about/critcat/		
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