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Centering Humanity in 
Digital Scholars hip

Yas meen Shoris h
@ yas meen_azadi 

As s ociate Profes s or & Data Services  Coordinator
J ames  Madis on Univers ity

2019 Digital Initiatives  Sympos ium

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thank you to Dr. Byrd and the DIS for this opportunity to speak. II am excited to talk about Centering Humanity in Digital Scholarship with you today.  I will admit, this talk will be somewhat out of my comfort zone or usual methods. I often speak about practice approaches, like how to embed data ethics in your instruction. But today, I am speaking about something that is core to the work we do in digital scholarship, yet often unacknowledged and certainly not designed for, or considered with, great intentionality. How can we center our humanity in the production of digital scholarship? What could a reframing of our approaches to DS look like and what impact could that reframing have? And even this lens of DS is a bit disingenuous of me, as I believe that the topics we will discuss have currency across all scholarly communication discussions, but that digital scholarship has certainly amplified many of the tensions we will be discussing. So this presentation will be partly informative - why this work is important, what has been done - and partly speculative - what can we gain by centering people in our processes, rather than the product or the technology that gets us to the product. 



Topics of Discussion
● Technology

● People

● Scholars hip

● Values

● The Future

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In an attempt to tether this amorphous and complex topic into a coherent and useful format, I will build the conversation around these topics, giving each a fairly high-level treatment that will hopefully still illustrate the connections. Also, some warning – there are links on some of these slides so people can bookmark them and also so you have access to them when I share the slide deck after the event. 
 
Technology - what we are working with and how we can engage with all the possibilities that technology can offer with an ethical approach. Also, how the promise and potential of these technologies can easily mask some of the inherent problematic designs of these technologies. 
People - This work is meaningless without people. Those who produce the work, intellectually, technically, conceptually and those who consume the work. What is our responsibility to each other as we engage in this landscape, which we can broadly define as “scholarly communication” while highlighting the areas significant to digital scholarship? 
Scholarship - some people see this as the point, the end all be all. Others see it as a way to contribute to a larger whole. Regardless your perspective, it is a core part of the work that we do every day. Whether is be as teachers, learners, scholars, citizens...we engage with scholarship in some way. The format of that scholarship is variable and evolving. There is a lot of discussion around what that means. So this core area is itself very fluid and increasingly ill-defined. 
Values - what drives the work. Do we have shared values? Are some values more valuable than others? How do we - for lack of a better word - operationalize those values - how to put them into practice in an intentional and effective way? 
Lastly, the Future - the future is ahead of us and we can influence it. But it is predetermined to a certain extent - not in a theological way (I’m not here for that discussion necessarily), but in a systematic way. Systems preserve themselves, so without intervention the future looks a lot like the past. The veneer may change, but the core practices persist. We can attempt to shape it, disrupt it, improve it but we must interrogate what aspect of the system we want to interfere with in order to assess what kind of impact we can have on the future. 



Technology
● Digitized collections  help reveal a computationally-ready 

corpus

● AI > Machine Learning

● Linked Data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When we think about technology, this is the vehicle which has brought us into engagement with DS. Technology has always been with us, of course, but the increasing availability of networked tools, digitization, and analysis packages has increased the number of people working with and across collections and metadata on scales not common in the past. The technologies on this slide may not be something that every library engages with, but they are working their way into practices across the profession and in ways that may bring pressure on institutions to engage - whether they have the capacity to or not. Before we dig into this slide, a disclaimer: I suspect that as I lay out some of the current or future engagement with these technologies, I will sound like a luddite or a techno-pessimist. I am not. My job is literally dependent on these technologies. But I am critical and I do question how, why, and when we work with some technologies. My critique is not meant to brush away the positive outcomes that this technology can facilitate. 

I have yet to have a conversation with anyone where they tell me that they have no backlogs in digitization, or competing priorities for digitization projects, and this has been since libraries recognized the value in making physical collections more findable - and sometimes usable -  via digital surrogates. But once libraries recognized that digitizing collections could increase computational operations, and words like “computational operations” and AI and “data science” became purchase words on campus, the prioritization landscape became even more complicated. 

Where linked data started in metadata and cataloging circles, as an attempt to unify distributed holdings or provide better search relevance, it has - in some cases - taken on a silver bullet reputation as a thing which will “modernize” description and somehow facilitate global connectivity of attributes - with high relevance and precision. This would be extremely labor intensive, of course, but for the promise of machine learning (and vendor solutions). 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
AI & Machine learning are things that libraries are definitely engaging with. To what end is the question on my mind. Have we thoughtfully considered the how to integrate this technology into our systems - the costs and changes to systems to make collections available to existing and emerging technologies? Given the infrastructure and expertise required to thoughtfully and wisely integrate these technologies, will we deepen the divide across libraries based on resourcing? Will these be the purview of elite institutions that everyone rushes to catch up to - potentially to the detriment of other work? 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And speaking of deepening divides, do we understand what we are getting when we incorporate this technology into our systems? These are just a handful of examples for how very imperfect and problematic AI can be. When you think that data are neutral, or that code is neutral, you can ignore or not notice the amplification of biases and the gaping holes in data representation that result in unmediated process. Are we reinforcing harmful biases, or do we have the opportunity to retrain them? Are the systems irredeemably broken, or can they be improved? 





Microsoft 
CaptionBot

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An emerging frontier in DS is using AI to catalog or describe images from special and digital collections. I would argue that we are not at a point in the maturity of the technology that we should uncritically adopt this method. And I say that for two reasons: one - we run the risk of allowing problematic image descriptions to be added to our collections. These descriptions can be problematic because they are imperfect, such as the example of the slide.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Or problematic because they are discriminatory....they reinforce racist tropes or gendered stereotypes that diminish the subject the of the image and corrupt our catalog or finding aid descriptions. Which brings me to the second reason to be critical of this practice: will a quality control check of these descriptions be more economical? And do we have people working in libraries who have the awareness to judge when a technology is reflecting a harmful bias? Is the practice of QC of these images potentially more harmful to some people more than others?



Collections as Data
● IMLS-funded Collections  as  Data project “Santa Barbara 

Statement” includes  10 principles  to guide working with 
collections -as -data.

● “Ethical concerns  are integral to collections  as  data. 
Collections  as  data s hould make a commitment to 
opennes s . At the s ame time, care mus t be taken to 
comply with legal requirements , cultural norms , and the 
values  of vulnerable groups .”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This IMLS funded project that focused on a strategic approach for developing and using computationally ready collections, was very intentional about how to treat the subject. I have called out one of the 10 principles here that explicitly states that ethical concerns are integral - not an afterthought or something to be treated as a separate issue. And part of what must be considered are cultural norms and values...people-driven attributes. 



People
● ...who are the s ubject or generator of the artifact/collection

● ...who manage the collections  in an archive/library/mus eum

● ...who produce the data/digital object 

● ...who produce the s cholars hip

Thes e are not neces s arily exclus ive populations !

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Which brings us to People. As we have discussed, it may seem that emerging technologies like AI can reduce the need for people to do certain processes. But those technologies are imperfect and may do harm. Concurrently, fundamental technologies like digitizing, are very labor intensive. And that labor is frequently erased from view of the public or user community. These concerns for the welfare, agency, and experiences of people is not contingent on how we use technology, per se. Colonist attitudes towards collecting persists through the GLAM sector, robbing communities of both their heritage and their agency. We have standards that we apply to works that may not be reflective of how the subjects would describe themselves, nor how they would want to be arranged. The labor to digitize or migrate content is often unacknowledged outside of budget lines. And access to information systems may privileged some people in their production of scholarship more than others. 
But it is important to note, that these groups are not necessarily mutually exclusive populations.  



People
● Community-bas ed initiatives

○ Documenting the Now

○ Open call for Mellon funding

○ Culture Lab Cooperative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I think we are beginning to see the detrimental effects of paternalistic approaches to collection building and, to some extent, scholarship production. I say this because of these recent developments in community-based initiatives. So much of digital scholarship work is built upon some local history collection or is produced as a way to build a stronger connection to the community. But if we aren’t being thoughtful about how to engage those stakeholders and aren’t allowing their norms and values to be centered in an authentic way, we are building weak bridges with hollow intents. As I said, there is a lot of good movement in this area and I want to highlight three here, so you can either learn more about the efforts or get involved with these opportunities. 
DocNow is is accepting applications from US-based social justice activist organizations that would like to benefit from a free community-based digital archives workshop in their city or town in 2020. I want to note two of the learning outcomes from the workshop: Build relationships with local archivists and other historical documenters in your city, and engage in conversations leading to deeper understanding about how digital content generated in online spaces affects our personal, social, and professional lives. This workshop is for community organizers - not libraries, archives or museums. But those institutions are historical documenters and some of us in this room may belong to both communities. This effort could help bring better awareness to our institutions of community norms and values. 

The Mellon call is very exciting. It is an open call for community based archives to fund areas in operations, collections, and outreach and programming support. It can be hard for community archives to consider partnering with institutions or to support digital scholarship when their existence is precarious. This precarious moments are when the savior complex of GLAM institutions can kick in, swooping in to ‘save’ the archive from the community. This funding could help provide more equity to partnerships between parties.

Similarly, the Culture Lab Cooperative is launching in New Orleans, to explore the future of museums as hubs for community-centered empowerment. There is much that we can learn from efforts such as these, considering the outreach and programming agendas of many libraries. 


https://www.docnow.io/workshops/call-for-applications/
https://mellon.org/programs/scholarly-communications/call-for-proposals-community-based-archives/
https://www.culturelabcooperative.org/


People
● Labor is s ues

○ DLF Working Group on Labor in Digital Libraries : 

■ Res earch Agenda

■ IMLS grant “Collective Res pons ibility: National Forum 
on Labor Practices  for Grant-Funded Digital 
Pos itions ”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I also want to draw focus to the very real issue of labor in digital scholarship. Many people are working hard to bring greater attention to the labor and contribution of people in digital scholarship, but I think this recent development from the DLF working group bears notice. Not only did the working group produce a research agenda on this topic last year, but members of that group successfully secured an IMLS grant to convene a national forum on the issue of grant-funded digital positions. 

While these efforts are important and helpful to provide the profession with guidance and paths forward, we have practices available to us to limit the erasure of contribution that can sometimes occur in our work. The Collaborators Bill of Rights is one output from the NEH-funded “Off the Tracks—Laying New Lines for Digital Humanities Scholars” workshop from 2011. We must intentionally build systems that provide recognition for the work that goes into producing this scholarship - not just for the economic, budget line reason - but for the ethical and just reasons of valuing one another and valuing collaborative work. 

https://wiki.diglib.org/images/d/d0/DLF_ValuingLabor_ResearchAgenda_2018.pdf
http://laborforum.diglib.org/


Scholarship
● Rife with complexities

○ What counts

○ Who counts

● What ques tions  are as ked, by whom, and why?

● Can it be s trengthened through “generous  thinking?”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we think about scholarship - here I will speak more broadly about scholarship and not digital scholarship, because the greater culture around scholarship and scholarly communication is the foundation that DS work is built upon. Here too we have similar complexities: what is scholarship? Do some fields of engagement ‘count’ in the academy more than others? 
And I ask a question here about generous thinking. Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s new book by this title seeks to interrogate the systems that we are allowing to shape the way we operate within higher ed and proposes that we get out of the combative and competitive nature of academia - where someone is the “best”, where there are winners and losers, and reframe our thinking to be more generous with one another. Where we actively listen and grow with one another. Where our scholarship can be generative and expansive because our motivations are not precarious labor lines, or tenure, or ROI but a search for knowledge and justice. 
What would the academy, libraries, and scholarship look like if we could redefine our motivations and values in this way?   



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Are some people doing the scholarship seen as more valuable or authoritative than others?  

The Chronicle’s spicy Digital Humanities Wars essays took a point/counterpoint approach, albeit a bit fuzzily. Note: is it really productive to frame these different approaches and perspectives as “wars”? Thinking back to operating from a place of generosity, is this framing helpful? No, it’s not.  


These long - public - Twitter exchanges, which branch off one another, are both in response to Nan Da’s essay as well as others’ responses to it. But one can see from responses that observations about who’s scholarship is valued in the field is a hot topic, especially considering the representation of women in DH and literary analysis. But then you also get this closing tweet, shining a light on an additionally troubling trend in the field. 



Scholarship
● Ethical Framework for Library Publis hing

● ACRL’s  forthcoming res earch agenda “Open and Equitable 
Scholarly Communications : Creating a More Inclus ive 
Future” 

● Architecting Sus tainable Futures  Recommendations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So as we think about scholarship - here I will speak more broadly about scholarship and not digital scholarship, because the greater culture around scholarship and scholarly communication is the foundation that DS work is built upon. Here too we have similar complexities: what is scholarship? Do some fields of engagement ‘count’ in the academy more than others? Are some people doing the scholarship seen as more valuable or authoritative than others? 
We also have positive movement in this area, through outputs like the ethical framework for library publishing. The Library Publishing Coalition produced this document that covers publishing practice; accessibility; diversity, equity, and inclusion; privacy and analytics; and academic and intellectual freedom. Each section includes an overview and recommendations to promote ethical practices. 

ACRL’s forthcoming RA - which i have had the good fortune to help draft and which references a lot of what has been discussed thus far, is entitled “Open and Equitable Scholarly Communications: Creating a More Inclusive Future” because the areas for engagement that we have identified in that report should help drive change in these areas. We chunked the report into three sections: People, Content, and Systems - but in reality they all are intertwined with one another, much like the topics I have been discussing today. 

Architecting Sustainable Futures is a project that focused on sustainable funding for community-based archives and produced a report with some key recommendations. The recommendations are for the archives themselves, the funders, the university library partners, and for the scholars looking to use the archives for their work. In making recommendations about equity, transparency, and centering of the community directly to the scholar, I think that ASF is also indicating that if scholarship adopted these recommendations, the scholarship itself could be changed...to be more equitable, transparent, and authentic to the community. 

https://librarypublishing.org/resources/ethical-framework/
https://www.architectingsustainablefutures.net/recommendation


Values
● Privacy

● Agency

● Acces s  

Care

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And underlying every single slide to this point has been the concept of values. I spoke about centering our values when considering technology implementation. Considering values when making labor decisions. That our scholarship is a reflection of what AND WHO we value - as a profession, a discipline, and a society. We must continue to work on developing shared values and common vocabulary with one another. 

I argue that if we could more thoughtfully, comprehensively, and intentionally center our values and our practices around this concept of CARE, we could have more authentic and gratifying work experiences and contributions to society. I also think that operating from a framework that centers care, we can bring forward other values into our work and - perhaps as importantly - have conversations with one another when we realize that perhaps we have not developed shared values together. 

Now, this framing is not actually an intuitive one for me. Not that I am heartless or cavalier, but I have not spent my working life cultivating this practice in an intentional way. I may have it as a personal value, but we are not often encouraged to bring our “whole selves” into the workplace. In fact, doing so can be very dangerous for some us. And the workplace culture of academia and libraries do not center this either. 




Values
● The Maintainers

● Debates in the Digital Humanities 2019, Matthew K. Gold 
and Lauren F. Klein (eds )

● Carol Gilligan

● Bethany Nowvis kie

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So how do we inculcate this value into our work? How do we put it into practice? I would love to know what strategies you all employ and I hope we can share those at the end. I rely on others. Either through organizations and conferences or through their writings. These are a handful of people and resources that help guide my journey in all this. And I pull from my own lived experience - which has only been in academic libraries for 7 years. My previous career and my cultural heritage inform a lot of how I think about centering my values in my work. And I hope that modeling this behavior can influence the systems that I engage with. 


https://themaintainers.org/


The Future
● The environments  in which we work (and live) are 

governed by s ys tems

● The agency that we have in thos e s ys tems  varies

● To produce s us tainable and productive change, 
intervention points  within the s ys tem must be identified

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So I close with some thoughts about the future. I mentioned before that systems preserve themselves - that is the status quo, inertia, neutrality. We work - and live - in the context of these systems. Our ability to exert influence in any system is dependent on our positional power, awareness of the system itself, and acknowledgment of where we are within the system. I propose that, barring an eat the rich style revolution, we can positively influence the future to be more representative and equitable, IF we can identify the areas to intervene. 

Modeling the behavior I wish to see is great, but has a limited radius of influence. Just the people I interact with, right? So, if I want to maximally influence the system - let’s say scholarly communication - I have to find ways to both increase the sphere of influence and be directed to an area with the most potential for change. In my experience, the best way to do this is through collective action. I have definitely operated from within the system approach, working through groups and committees in ACRL and starting a working group in DLF, but leveraging those existing communities has meant that we can collectively do the work and exert more pressure. Is this the best approach? I don’t know! But it is the one that I am doing for as long as I see positive movement. I think we are at a moment in our profession - in our society - to both enact change and demand change, but we must maintain focus and deliberate, collaborative, and coordinated effort with one another! to transform our systems and keep the moment from passing. This is the way towards a just and ethical future for us all. 



A few people that I have learned from...
➢ Andromeda Yelton

➢ Angela Galvan

➢ April Hathcock

➢ Bergis Jules

➢ Bethany Nowviskie

➢ Carolyn Schubert

➢ Charlotte Roh

➢ Chris Bourg

➢ Dorothea Salo

➢ Emily Drabinski

➢ Kathleen Fitzpatrick

➢ Paige Morgan

➢ Patricia Hswe

➢ Safiya Noble

➢ Stacie Williams

➢ Steven Van Tuyl

➢ Thomas Padilla

➢ Zeynep Tufekci

➢ Family

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is clearly an incomplete list, but these are a few people who have helped me think deeply about these issues. I don’t even know all these people personally - some are strictly Twitter connections, but they do make me think, critique, and care more deeply. And I am thankful for that. 



Referenced & Interesting Work
● Santa Barbara Statement https ://collections as data.github.io/s tatement/
● American Libraries: https ://americanlibraries magazine.org/blogs /the-

s coop/ai-lab-library/
● American Libraries: 

https ://americanlibraries magazine.org/2019/03/01/exploring-ai/
● DLF WG on Labor in Digital Libraries : https ://wiki.diglib.org/Labor
● ACRL Res earch Agenda “Open and Equitable Scholarly Communications : 

Creating a More Inclus ive Future,” Forthcoming! 
https ://americanlibraries magazine.org/blogs /the-s coop/acrl2019-acrls -new-
res earch-agenda/

● Community Cultivation – A Field Guide: https ://educopia.org/cultivation/

https://collectionsasdata.github.io/statement/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/ai-lab-library/
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/2019/03/01/exploring-ai/
https://wiki.diglib.org/Labor
https://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/blogs/the-scoop/acrl2019-acrls-new-research-agenda/
https://educopia.org/cultivation/


Referenced & Interesting Work
● Architecting Sus tainable Futures : 

https ://www.architectings us tainablefutures .net/
● Generous Thinking, Kathleen Fitzpatrick: 

https ://generous thinking.hcommons .org/
● “From the Gras s  Roots ” Bethany Nowvis kie: http://nowvis kie.org/2019/from-

the-gras s -roots /
● “Women Als o Snowboard: Overcoming bias  in captioning models ” 

https ://arxiv.org/pdf/1807.00517.pdf
● Collaborators  Bill of Rights : http://mcpres s .media-

commons .org/offthetracks /part-one-models -for-collaboration-career-paths -
acquiring-ins titutional-s upport-and-trans formation-in-the-field/a-
collaboration/collaborators %E2%80%99-bill-of-rights /

https://www.architectingsustainablefutures.net/
https://generousthinking.hcommons.org/
http://nowviskie.org/2019/from-the-grass-roots/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1807.00517.pdf
http://mcpress.media-commons.org/offthetracks/part-one-models-for-collaboration-career-paths-acquiring-institutional-support-and-transformation-in-the-field/a-collaboration/collaborators%E2%80%99-bill-of-rights/


Thank you!

Questions and Comments welcome!
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