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Can We Trust the University?

Digital Humanities Collaborations with
Historically Exploited Cultural Communities

AMY E. EARHART

ocial justice digital humanities work is increasingly outward facing and com-
munity and activist oriented.! However, historical abuses of communities
and systemic inequities present formidable challenges for those who seek to
develop partnerships with vulnerable populations. Excellent work in negotiating
this long-standing problem is occurring in pockets of digital humanities work, with
scholars working in indigenous studies leading the way. However, we must develop
aset of best practices for all of us who are working with historically marginalized
communities, recognizing that an understanding of individual and group situated-
ness is crucial to digital humanities practices. Such an approach involves both intro-
ection and a historical understanding of the power dynamics within institutions
nd communities. In this chapter I would like to think through how we might, as a
matter of best practices, begin to address such an issue. First, we must understand
he relationship between our localized environment and the community with which
e would like to partner. Second, we must interrogate issues of ownership and con-
t0l. Careful attention to both must occur, for without such introspection, we will
id up exploiting communities with which we engage. Further, social justice digital
limanities practitioners must begin the difficult task of articulating best practices
2t account for such issues, including the development of safeguards for commu-
‘ &s. A baseline concern needs to be that we might think about our materials as
3, but that the data are not a free-floating signifier; instead, that data are always
bart of a community or individual.
Here I want to turn away from thinking about this as an inclusion issue or an
€about the ideas or texts that we study. There has been ample, important work
1 nting such issues.2 What has received less attention as a practice in digi-
-‘]?“.manities is how we understand our work in relationship to ownership or to
] ]Edg‘-‘-‘ practices in the service of social justice. As I was researching current
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digital humanities work in preparation for this chapter, I found that there is a Teveg].
ing and disturbing use of the term “exploitation” by scholars in their understanq.
ing of digital data. One might exploit “diverse digital media and strategies While
maintaining the scholarly apparatus of a research paper” (Johanson et al., 132); we
might find funded digital humanities projects such as Alan Smeatons “The Djg;_
tal Humanities (DigHum): The Formation of a National Working Group op the
Exploitation of Data in the Humanities” or the report “Exploitation of Cultura] Con-
tent and Licensing Models,” which discusses rights of cultural institutions, such as
museums, but never mentions the thorny issues of ownership of, say, indigenoyg
artifacts.’ The blithe way that one might consider how to exploit data points to the
underlying assumption that data are without value, that items have no cultural ¢cop.
nection to those who produced the knowledge, is a sleight-of-hand move that pro-
vides a dual exploitation as value is removed and, at the same time, the value of the
cultural knowledge is displaced and even consumed. Alexander R. Galloway ang
Eugene Thacker in The Exploit: A Theory of Networks emphasize the complicationg
of network culture, where “what is at stake in any discussion of the political dimen-
sions of networks is, at bottom, the experience of living within networks, forms of
control, and the multiple protocols that inform them.* Networks are contingent
upon “technological, biological, social, and political” forces and, as such, need to
be analyzed within such complicated webs, effectively a similar argument to how
intersectional feminism understands power relations. This is not an issue with our
field per se, but about how the methodological approaches of turning lived experi-
ence and cultural expression into digital data for computer manipulation, the way
that we gather data, is disconnected from the recognition that data are always con-
nected to people and to lived experience. It is a humanities problem that centers
the humanities within technological questions, the heart of digital humanities. It
is the center of how we must think about the digital content that we produce, for
to lose sight of the layers of issues of human “ownership” and “exploitation” does
a disservice not only to those communities that are re-exploited but to our ability
to produce scholarly knowledge and advance digital humanities.

Intersectional feminism provides the greatest guidance to ethical approaches
to digital humanities and has been taken up by digital humanities scholars across
a range of disciplines, offering, according to Roopika Risam, “a viable approach to
cultural criticism in the digital humanities”® Enacted intersectionality in “existing
digital humanities projects,” notes Risam, “provide examples of how, in small and
large ways, theory and method can be combined to address recurring questions
of the role of race, class, gender, ability, sexuality, nationality, and other categories
of difference within the field” crucial connections central to addressing the way
that scholars engage with the cultural production and knowledge of marginalized
groups. Other scholars, including Moya Bailey, Alexis Lothian, Amanda Phillips,
Anne Cong-Huyen, E. M. Ettarh, and Anna Everett, also view intersectionality
as a means to ethically engage in digital humanities work, particularly in their
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representations of situated standpoints and resistance to essentialist definitions, as
theorized by Patricia Hill Collins.® Intersectionality helps us to unpack multiple lay-
ers of exploitation, such as the tensions involved with labor and digital projects, as
discussed in T. L. Cowan and Jasmine Rault’s “The Labour of Being Studied in a Free
Love Economy,” which makes clear the ways that volunteer labor, even that born of
Jove, might exploit.” As such, the positionality of the scholar engaged in the digi-
tal humanities project necessarily shifts the way that she interacts with the project.
For example, scholars embedded in the project’s represented community have an
opportunity to shift narratives and to tell their own stories.® The recognition of one’s
own experience in relationship to complex positionality is crucial to understanding
how we, as digital humanities scholars, might work in ethical, nonexploitive ways,
attending to what might be missteps due to lack of consideration.

We are at a moment where we need to think about how the exploitation of
data is related to historical exploitation of people(s), to reconnect the digital with
embodied experience. Mark Turin notes, “Archives become more complex when the
‘Jocuments’ in question are representations of human ‘subjects’” (Turin, 453).” Doc-
uments are never devoid of embodiment, as we might never use the term “exploi-
tation of data” without understanding that, eventually, exploitation of data has real
impact on individuals and communities. A division of human subjects and docu-
ments leads to problematic interactions with those with whom we are working to
digitize. We need to think about how our data embody experience. One of the most
interesting projects to wrestle with the disconnect is Jacqueline Wernimont's “Safe
Harbor: Hosting California’s Eugenics Data.”'® Wernimont and her collaborator
Alexandra Minna Stern are working with a compiled dataset of California eugenic
sterilization records, and are using both sensory and audio representations to show
the numbers of sterilizations conducted over time. Wernimont notes, “There is no
data without people. . . . Exploring the vulnerabilities of quantifying and archiving
the human experience, we ask, ‘How can we better care for people by caring for
their data?’”!! Contending that a central concern of digital humanities is the con-
flict between open access and privacy, or individuals’ “right to be forgotten,” the
project forces us to consider how the haptic and sonification approaches dislocate
from the lived experiences while, at the same time, sensory and auditory feedback
recenters our bodies, recenters the person. No longer can we displace the human, as
we are engaged with the person who is the data experienced through our own body.

Another way to view the centeredness of the human body is to recognize the
way that bodies have been used or exploited and how such exploitations are related
to cultural knowledge exploitation. In the “Safe Harbor” project there is a desire to
represent the impact of racist ideologies that disproportionately impact Latinx and
African Americans, while at the same time avoid reproducing historic exploitation.
Similar questions arise in my work “Millican Race ‘Riot’: 1868,” where a leader of
the freedman’s community, Pastor George Brooks, was lynched and disfigured. How
does an archive represent the horror of the lynching without revictimizing Brooks?
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Such questions have become even more central in the midst of the numeroyg vid-
eos documenting the deaths of black men in America, from Tamir Rice to Philand,
Castile to Terence Crutcher, all of whose deaths were played and replayed as Vira]
videos spread across the internet. While some view such videos as proof of police
brutality, there remains an element of spectatorship similar to the gaze applied t,
lynching victims, a reexploitation that turns the individual death into a spectace
for consumption. Those of us working with such sensitive materials, materia]g
intimately connected to an often violent embodied experience, need to carefuuy
consider how the intersections of race, gender, class, and disability work in tander,
to create a particular power expression.

To center the human experience, to rethink our working partnerships with his-
torically marginalized communities, necessitates the development of best practices,
but we have not yet, collectively, considered how we might articulate a framework
for research. We might look to indigenous studies and museum studies communj-
ties for guidance in developing best practices. Kimberly Christen Withey, a digital
humanities and indigenous studies scholar, has a long history of scholarship and digi-
tal project production that is careful to consider ownership and concepts of openness,
including the idea that “information wants to be free”? Kimberly Christen Whithey’s
Mukurtu is a “community archive platform . . . adaptable to the local cultural pro-
tocols and intellectual property rights systems of Indigenous communities.”'? Inter-
rogating ideas of ownership, recognizing historical abuses of colonization, Christen
Withey’s projects reject a fully open access approach, instead recognizing that work-
ing with particular groups and ideas requires “us to look differently or not look at
all”** Such work is built on relationships of trust and a clear understanding of how
the academic’s relationship to the project must be shaped not by his or her own
goals but by the partner communities’ knowledge, practices, and beliefs. Academ-
ics working on projects must be willing to cede control from the individual and the
academic institution and position the project within a community or activist site.

What I am suggesting is that every project must attend to the specificity of the
cultural context in which the project is being produced. The most obvious, but not
only, issue of specificity is the cultural context of the materials under study. The
long-standing Tibetan and Himalayan Library (THL) provides one example of
how we might think through issues not only of ownership but of the specificity of
the materials within cultural contexts. The THL emphasizes “technology, knowl-
edge, and community” and demonstrates a commitment to the community that it
is studying, prioritizing “social networking facilities, as well as the means to facilitate
scholarship to have socially productive impact in Tibetan and Himalayan Commti?
nities”'* Scholars have a responsibility to address the ways that technological spect
fications might force Western representations of knowledge onto materials that O
not use such systems. Linda E. Patrik cautions, in a discussion of Tibetan texts, that
“it is important to respect the control that indigenous scholars have over their 0“’?
textual heritage;” and that “the model of broad ‘access’ that often motivates westeri
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digitization efforts does not apply universally, and may in some cases go directly
against the indigenous textual tradition.”’® Central to the work with any historically
marginalized group is an understanding of the cultural construction of ownership,
Jeading to an equitable partnership that positions the control of materials within
the community, rather than within the academy.

In addition to careful attention to ownership, we must consider how our digital
representation and manipulations impact knowledge production itself. When we
think about digital humanities projects, we need to recognize that there is more
than a set of technological specifications that represent best practices. For exam-
ple, the University of Nebraska has released “Best Practices for Digital Humani-
ties Projects;” a document focused on technical issues related to interoperability
and preservation including the use of XML, EAC, METS and other such stan-
dards.’” The problem with such a narrow focus, however, is that such meta-
data standards may run counter to certain marginalized communities’ under-
standing of preservation or knowledge. For digital humanists, best practices might
be better understood as ethical guidelines of practice. Tibetan texts, for example,
require technological functions that are aware of the cultural specificity of the
materials. TEI-XML is normally applied to textual materials to ensure preserva-
tion and interoperability, yet in the case of Tibetan texts “the challenge” is how to
represent what “escapes this kind of basic encoding”’® Patrik describes her teamn'’s
response to the cultural encodings surrounding the text, encodings that include
the readers’ bodily movements, hand movements, chanting, and visualizations,
none accounted for by TEI yet “integral parts of the text and its meaning, without
which it cannot be said to be truly preserved.” We see this same issue in the Mod-
ern Language Association’s (MLA's) “Guidelines for Authors of Digital Resources,’
where the focus of the guidelines privileges an academic, Western understand-
ing of knowledge and ownership. The “Authorship and Credit” statement doesn't
represent how a community might own knowledge. How, for example, does one
extend credit to oral histories? What responsibilities does a digital scholar have to
the individual who recounts a story and also to the community that has, over years,
built a particular oral narrative?

On the topic of “Authorship and Credit,” the MLA “Guidelines for Authors of
Digital Resources” direct authors to

identify all individuals and groups responsible for the creation and mainte-
nance of the resource. Include individuals’ institutional affiliations when rel-
evant, Information to be given might include the following:

Authors and Researchers

Editors

Designers

Software developers and other collaborators
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Institutions or organizations hosting the site
Funders

Contact information'’

The same issue appears in the statements in “Citations and Reuse,” which suggeg
that one should “offer appropriate citations for content quoted or republished in the
resource””" If one would like to include oral histories of historically marginalizeq
communities, a mere citation may be another form of exploitation and a misuse of
materials. As indigenous scholars have demonstrated, some stories are not for publjc
consumption. Guidelines must consider this within an ethical framework of cultyrq)
context, rather than presuppose a linear and individual understanding of Ownership,

We need to develop an ethics of practice that account for what Martha NeJj
Smith, digital humanities scholar and executive editor of the Dickinson Electronjc
Archives, has called the “Human Touch,” where Smith situates issues of identity
as central and inextricable from the formation and use of technologies.”! We have
outstanding feminist digital humanities projects, such as Women Writers Online
or Orlando, in which we might imagine “the tools and technologies of the digital
archive are themselves feminist,” yet, as outlined by Jacqueline Wernimont in her
analysis of Orlando, such structures are complicated and are in danger of coopta-
tion through their very structures.”? Twitter has become a site in which tensions
between feminist use and platform/technology have clashed. As Dorothy Kim and
Eunsong Kim lament, “We enter Twitter because we believe it's a medium that's
not hostile to women of color writers, thinkers, and conversations—but perhaps
we should reconsider”” While Kim and Kim recognize that the work occurring
within Twitter’s space may be liberatory, the platform itself is closed and hostile,
resisting the anticolonialist work that is underway. Further concerning, and key to
this discussion, is the recent move by the Library of Congress to archive all public
tweets, a move that “follows an ancient model of provenance/collecting: the objects
belong to the purchaser, The Man With The Papers”** Reminiscent of the treat-
ment of indigenous artifacts by libraries and museums, we now see another ques-
tionable archiving practice, with the added layer of potential exploitation by those
who will treat the Twitter collection as a mineable dataset. Certainly copyright law
is fuzzy on the use of proprietary individual knowledge when converted into such
large datasets, and ethically this is even murkier as individual knowledge produc-
ers lose control of their materials and have no say in how such materials might be
used. However, data mining of tweets is not necessarily exploitive and depends on
who is utilizing the tweets and how such a dataset is constructed. Central to ethi-
cal engagement with large datasets that contain individual identifiers, such as is the
case with tweets, is careful consideration of the positionality of the researcher and
the development of a methodology that protects the privacy of individuals. Though
the tweets are public, the shift in their intended use, from individual expression to
algorithmic manipulation, and the rearticulation of the data within a new medium,
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such as a database or digital humanities tool, require new practices. While it is cru-
cial that we continue to work for technological standardizations and the lure of big
data is exciting, we must be aware that individuals might not be best served by rigid
standardizations that presuppose particular knowledge or ownership structures.
[nstead, we must develop an ethics of practice that put technological standardiza-
tion in dialogue with individual and community specificities.

Digital humanists have begun to develop best practices for certain forms of col-
jaboration, providing models that we might use to articulate how we would like our
feld to interact with historically marginalized communities. The 2010 workshop
«Off the Tracks: Laying New Lines for Digital Humanities Scholars” produced the
“Collaborator’s Bill of Rights,” which made important steps toward defining ethi-
cal practices as about alternative academic (alt-ac) individuals involved in proj-
ects.2s The more recent “A Student Collaborators’ Bill of Rights” has refocused our
attention on undergraduate students involved in projects.*® What remains miss-
ing from these standards, though, are the collaborations with those connected
to the subjects that we are studying and an ethics that focuses on collaborations
that occur outside of academic structures. For example, the New York University
“Digital Humanities Best Practices: Engaging a Collaborator” document provides
important guidelines for managing collaborations, but it assumes a certain type
of collaborator, “individuals/institutions.”” Such an assumption supposes that the
primary collaborator will be an individual in academia or a related field, such as
museum studies or a library. We who work with communities in collaborative part-
nerships and who understand that objects of study are not neutral but intimately
connected to individuals must work to articulate a statement of ethics of practice.

To meet such a goal, we need to shift our understanding of digital humanities
projects away from the academic, the principal investigator (PI), the project team,
and to a more holistic representation of the participant. In our current publish-or-
perish, highly competitive academic environment, we are driven to seize credit, own-
ership, of projects to survive. However, this narrative also contributes to exploitation
and abuses of the communities that are connected to the materials we would like to
digitize. We need to develop a model of collaboration that positions the academic as
an equal, even lesser, partner in the relationship, which is the only model that will
begin to balance inequity. Moya Z. Bailey’s rearticulation of Mark Sample’s collab-
orative construction centers a community-driven feminist approach that practices
what she calls digital alchemy, “the ways that women of color, Black women in partic-
ular, transform everyday digital media into valuable social justice media magic that
recodes failed dominant scripts;” and provides a model for how we might articulate
ethical practices.?® Bailey argues that ongoing collaborative consent places author-
ity and control in the hands of the knowledge producer rather than the scholar. To
best achieve this, we must be clear about our specific position. For all the concerns
regarding the diminishing position of the academy and academics, we remain in a
very privileged and powerful position. We must remember this when we interact
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with historically marginalized communities, which have been stripped of cop
of their own materials over centuries, sometimes by the very institutions thyy i: l
our employers. Traditional markers of ownership might be redefined in oyr p;o-e
ects. Timothy B. Powell and Larry P. Aitken model authorship attribution that i
community oriented and recenters cultural ownership in their article “Encodins
Culture: Building a Digital Archive Based on Traditional Ojibwe Teachings” py,,
ell, senior research scientist at the University of Pennsylvania Museum OfArchae()l‘
ogy and Anthropology at the time of publication, cedes authority to Aitken, tribai
historian at Leech Lake Ojibwe reservation, throughout the essay, often comment.
ing on his lack of “adequate training” to properly interpret the materials, a role that
may be filled only by the tribal historian; hence the shared authorship of the artije
(261). When working with historically marginalized groups, we must give up the
central position of the academic in projects, and by doing so we have much to gain
Each digital humanist practices within a localized environment that presents‘
different challenges for working with historically exploited cultural communpj.
ties, and we must interrogate our own position, both individually and within oyr
institutional structures. This has proved particularly important to the work I have
undertaken. I work at Texas A&M University (TAMU), a land grant university
that began in 1871 as Agricultural and Mechanical College of Texas. For most
of its existence TAMU was military, all male and all white, admitting women in
1963 and ending segregation in 1964. TAMU likes to think of itself as unique, but
an institutional history of racism and sexism is not uncommon. Brown University,
for example, in 2005 launched an investigation of the university’s connection to the
practice of enslavement and other schools, including Emory University, the Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the University of Virginia, followed
Brown's lead. Some schools, such as Georgetown and William and Mary, are launch-
ing digital projects that document their connection to slavery.*® Recognizing the
structural legacy of the exploitation of enslaved peoples, the institutions have made
a variety of important recommendations including more realistic representations
of university histories, targeted endowments, public outreach, and scholarly ven-
tures. Brown also recommends that “the University’s Corporation, administration,
and faculty will undertake a major research and teaching initiative on slavery and
justice! Such responses to historical abuses are to be commended, yet such histo-
ries provide a challenge for scholars who are interested in developing partnerships
with historically marginalized communities. To assume that such histories have no
impact on partnership efforts or to assume that a scholar is not seen as intimately
affiliated with his or her institution, and his or her institution’s past, will stymie the
ability of digital scholars to develop the types of digital projects that benefit scholar-
ship and the larger public. We digital scholars must always situate ourselves in rela-
tionship to our institutional pasts if we want to ethically work with groups who have
every reason to be suspicious of our institutions. For example, the segregated past
of my home institution, while long ago, continues to impact the way that our Jocal
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African American community understands those associated with the university.
gfforts to build partnerships to explore race-related histories of our communities,
including the ongoing project “The Millican ‘Riot; 1868,” are necessarily inflected
by past and present events. To ignore the past is to miss a chance to begin to have
the difficult conversations necessary to have a positive, collaborator-focused project.

“The Millican ‘Riot; 1868” archives materials related to the 1868 event that
occurred in Millican, Texas, a small town located fifteen miles from Texas A&M
University, that may well have been the largest so-called race riot in Texas. Details
remain unclear, but we believe that during the first KKK rally in Millican, armed
freedmen fired on the rally, driving the Klan out of town. After the rally, George
Brooks, a local Methodist preacher, former Union soldier, and Union League orga-
nizer, began a black militia. Several confrontations occurred, including an attempted
lynching of the brother of a former slave owner, a march on the county seat of
Bryan by a large group of armed blacks, and the demand for payment for work by
Miles Brown, a local black contractor, all of which ended in an assault on the local
black community and deaths of numerous black women, children, and men. Work-
ing with undergraduate students, “The Millican ‘Riot, 1868” project is an Omeka-
installed digital archive that houses primary materials related to the event. What is
clear from our initial work is that there are conflicting reports on the cause of the
riot and of the numbers of dead, which newspapers report as being from five to one
hundred, and the local black community suggests that there is an unmarked mass
grave. As we might expect, the white-owned newspapers and government records
tell the story from one perspective, that of the white community and political struc-
ture. There are few print records of the black communities’ responses to the event.
If I wanted to develop a project that tried to speak to other narratives of what the
Daily Austin Republican labeled in its reporting on the event a “massacre,” then I
would need to work with local community members to see if oral histories provided
additional details about the event. Yet how does a white professor who is employed
by an institution with a well-known segregationist past develop a partnership with
alocal community to explore such a painful event?

As a white scholar who has worked in African American literature since the
1990s, I have spent a good amount of time thinking through the ways that my expe-
rience and position might impact my scholarship and how others view my inter-
vention into such work. What I hadn’t considered within the context of scholarship
was what my institutional employment and my local community might mean to
the work I undertake. I interpret literature. I work with texts, often texts that have
nothing to do with what occurred within my local community. Beyond recogniz-
ing that working at an R1 (Research 1) institution gives me more funding and time
for research than other schools, my thoughts about past and current climate issues
were confined to how my colleagues and students might experience their time at
Texas A&M. None of this, however, carried weight with my potential collaborators.
I'might say that Texas A&M is an R1, public, land grant institution. The words that
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the local African American community that I hoped to work with associate With
my institution are “exclusion,” “white,” and “racism.” To create a partnership thgy i
based on the nonexploitive principles I have outlined at the beginning of this essay
would involve serious consideration of my institution’s past and present.

A few years ago Texas A&M University decided to digitize old yearbooks, 4
typical activity that many colleges and universities undertake. However, examip,_
tion of our (and it is important that scholars own the history of the institutiop in
which they work, for good or bad) yearbooks is more than a bit disturbing, Early
clubs include the Kala Kinasis German Dancing Club, the Swastikas Dancing Club,
and the Kream and Kow Klub, all student groups affiliated with white natjong].
ism and the KKK.* Pictures of student organizations include the K.K.K’s, wearing
their Klan robes, with typical cross insignia, hoods, and brandishing swords. Eyep,
more telling is that while the Klan often wore the uniform to remain anonymous,
so entrenched and normalized was this K.K.K group that the hooded members anq
their leadership are named in the yearbook. When the university took on the year-
book project, discussions occurred regarding how to treat this material. The library
rightfully decided to be transparent about the images in the yearbook (see Figure
20.1). At the same time, they added a statement to the online collection that made
clear that the images were problematic: “Cushing Memorial Library and Archives
strives to make our digital collection resources available and useful to our faculty,
staff, students, alumni, researchers and the general public. Through our web site,
the Libraries offers public access to a wide range of information, including historical
materials that may contain offensive language or negative stereotypes. Such materi-
als must be viewed in the context of the relevant time period. Texas A&M does not
endorse the views expressed in such materials”*? Some may view the statement as an
artful political move, but such statements are crucial interventions in the digitization
of historical materials. Given Texas A&M University’s segregated past, the materi-
als need to be glossed against current university values. Like all digital humanities
projects, the situatedness of the institution and of the content is crucial.

The Klan student groups are not the only marker of the racism of the institu-
tion.* If you had any doubt about the position of African Americans, the images
of the “Negro janitors,” and the ode to “Uncle Dan”—who “does the work of
ten young niggers”—would assure you that African Americans were welcome
in the university community only if they occupied subservient positions (see Fig-
ures 20.2 and 20.3).%

To develop collaborative partnerships with historically marginalized commu-
nities, we must, once again, recognize that the individual, in this case the academic,
is situated within the context in which he or she works. The structures of academia
are built on exploitation of particular groups, whether exploitation through Jand
seizure from indigenous peoples or enslaved labor, as is the documented case with
numerous universities. Other exploitations are built into our structures, such asis the
case with the long-standing racism that delineates the culture of Texas A&M, which
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Figure 20.1. Page for the K.K.K’s “club” in the University Yearbook. Long Horn, 1906.

creates a conundrum when we return to the same groups and ask them to work with
us to preserve and collect their cultural heritage and knowledge. Why would an Afri-
can American community group want to work with an individual in an institution
that institutionalized the Klan, an organization known for brutal attacks and mur-
ders? Why would an African American community group trust that their truth, their
knowledge would be told accurately? For digital projects, an examination of such
structures must be the center of the collaboration, rather than an afterthought. As
we build partnerships for digital projects looking outward, we have a responsibil-
ity to plumb the depths of our institutions and our adopted communities. We can-
not see ourselves as separate from these entities, as our partners rightly see that our

work is constrained by such structures.




The Negro jenitors

HERE are some who will probably smile at this page, and yet, that is your privilege. But

we have placed this page in the book in keeping with a policy of placing credit where
credit is due. It is these men, under the able direction of Capt. Watkins, who police the
campus from dawn until dark, and meke the most of the impossible job of beautifying our
campus.

They go about their appointed duties so quietly that their presence is hardly known,
but the calibre of their valuable work is easily seen. Faithful and honest, they are a happy-
go-lucky lot, and too often the butt of some cadet’s joke or prank.

Most of them are campus characters, and have a history that is linked hand in hand
with the growth of the College. Many is the yarn that they can spin of the "'good old
days,” and their knowledge of campus lore is unlimited. Their only weapon is  broom,
but they use it to the best advantage.

Their duties consist of everything from waking one up to go to class to making braces
to keep some ancient dormitory wall from falling, and each building bears some unique
contraption of one sort or another, products of their own hands.

Take & stroll behind the mess hall some day st noon, and watch the Brothers of the
Broom in their hot contests, and then take a good lesson in cheerfulness and sheer joy in

living.

Page I4d

Figure 20.2. Page featuring “The Negro Janitors.” Long Horn, 1932,
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YUnele Dan.

Perhaps you can remember,

You Ahwmnus, old wnd gray,

How vou came here when o Freshman
In the fall of yesterday.

Pime has wrought hee many changes,
Recollections are made ding,

But there’s one man you remenber:
Unele Dan, of A amd M.

There's aowan for ndiniralion-—
Unele Dan, of A and M.——

Does the work of ten young niggers;

Buginess is the word for him.

Hauls up trunks and cleans out borracke
Proes w sdozen other things;

And we'll all remember Daniel
With the memory college hrings.

Now, when Pmoan old, old graduaate,
With both feel slipping in the grave;
When 1 dlide clean into heaven
(10 £ happen my soul to save)
When 1 sail acress the river
In ol Charon's trusty barge,
I expeet to find old Dan there
Iauling trunks up free of charge.
J. R

UNcLE DaAN,

Figure 20.3. Page featuring “Uncle Dan” Long Horn, 1906.

In 2014 I received an email from Charles Swenson, an amateur historian who
was part of the Camptown Texas Ten Counties Historical Explorers. Swenson had
located the Millican “Riot” project website and wanted to discuss possible collabora-
tion. The Camptown Texas group, formed of community activists and church lead-
ers, has a history of exemplary work in documenting African American experiences
in Texas, successfully renovating the Camptown Cemetery in Brenham, Texas, an
important African American cemetery, and obtaining historical markers to com-
memorate black history events. The knowledge possessed by individuals who partic-
ipate in the group is rich and often underestimated by scholars. The group members
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have historical knowledge that is often undocumented and unappreciated, and
initial conversations have suggested that group members have heard fmnily st (.J-u
about the events that shift the official narrative of the events. To build a pqr:’llcs
ship with community groups is a slow process. Trust needs to be built tl:m“@lﬂ
continual meetings and discussions, with frank admission about the conte .Ug.h
which the partnership will occur. Through a number of meetings and emaj]kcll.ln
cussions, through fits and starts, we are moving closer to developing shared gq N
Crucial to developing trust is to give the community group full veto power ogn "
way that information is used. The development of shared projects that re S
the scholar’s investment in the concerns of the community group is also Crqufal
The Camptown Texas group has researched the individuals buried in the Campt;l,:l.
Cemetery, compiling life histories of black citizens who have received little schulaﬂn
attention. Early in our collaboration, one of the participants asked if T might do a b‘y |
of genealogical research for him. I agreed and completed family history research‘th ;
added to his family history, an important moment where the community memb ,
set the research agenda and the scholar used proprietary, paywalled research to E;r
and shared skills and knowledge. In fact, many of the cofnmunity group membs S
are interested in personal family stories and want to position such narratives E
the center of digital projects. To develop trust is to listen to the community’s cen-
tral interest and concerns, in this case individual histories and personal narratives
rather than to see such a focus as peripheral to the project. Instead of viewing suc};
approaches as nonscholarly, we might turn back to intersectional feminism which
situates the personal in direct relation to the scholarly and which recognizes how
T ASOH Uiy s Bt e s e
e Danss story? Or the black janitors’
story? Such an approach re-centers the individual and rejects a narrative of histor
that devalues the experience of African Americans. ]
Crucial to developing shared goals and an equitable partnership is recognizing
that a partnership does not only exist between individual scholars and community
groups. Instead, our home institution is a partner, and we must consider if our insti-
tutional structures will allow us to build protective barriers between the community
partners and the institution. Partners from historically marginalized groups rightly
distrust powerful organizations with problematic pasts, such as Texas A&M Univer-
sity. When I began to discuss a partnership with local African American commu-
nity groups, the first question that arose was, “Can we trust someone from TAMU?”
For those of us who are interested in building partnerships, we must ask the same
question of our institutions and our funding agencies. Will our institution and/or
funding agency allow us to build a project that treats our partners in equitable man-
ners, and will our institution and/or funding agency allow us to develop projects
that cede control of materials to historically marginal groups? While we might exist
in institutions that stress academic freedom, researchers must be aware of how uni-
versity rules might impact our ability to develop such partnerships. Further, if we
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understand that open access is not appropriate for all partnerships, will our institu-
tion and/or funding agency support a tiered system of openness? Do we have the
infrastructure to build such a project? And even more important to equitable part-
nerships, will our university attempt to claim ownership of the materials that are
digitized? Will a funding agency force materials to be deposited in an archive with-
out consent of individual knowledge producers? Ultimately, we must build trust
and protection into digital projects, which is a decision that must include an assur-
ance that our partners have complete control over their cultural heritage materials
and knowledge.
Several strategies might be used to develop equitable partnerships with com-
munity members. One effective mechanism is the development of a contract of
partnership. When I was working with the Concord Public Library to build “The
19th-Century Concord Digital Archive;” a legal contract, drawn between lawyers at
Texas A&M University and the Concord Public Library, was a necessity. Some com-
munity organizations might want a similar mechanism. If the community organi-
sation is not interested in a legal contract, it remains useful to both parties to work
together to produce a document of understanding, delineating all issues of col-
laboration, including control of materials and agreements regarding open access.
The development of such a document is crucial to a sustained partnership, as many
potential problems might be averted. Careful attention to the digital platform and
server on which the digital materials reside is also crucial. Some groups might trust
business sites more than they trust the university, leaving a commercial server the
only place on which to reposit digital surrogates of knowledge. Reclaim Hosting,
for example, offers hosting specifically designed for educators who are interested in
using a variety of platforms including Omeka, Mukurtu, WordPress, Drupal, and
other related products. In our development of the White Violence, Black Resistance
Project, Toniesha Taylor and I were well aware of the past history of cooptation and
removal of materials from the Prairie View A&M, the Historical Black University
where Taylor works, to Texas A&M University, the predominantly white institu-
tion where I work. Given this history, we decided to create our project informa-
tion page in Google Sites and to avoid any institutional labels.* The selection of a
platform also ensures that collaborators control the materials. Mukurtu CMS is a
platform that allows control over levels of access. The Mukurtu Wumpurrarni-kari
Archive, built on the platform, designates differential access based on cultural proto-
cols: “When content is uploaded a specific set of criteria must be considered: which
families can see the image (a pull down menu allows families to be added); is the
content restricted to men only or women only; is the image restricted only to those
related to specific countries (a pull down menu allows countries to be checked); is
the image sacred and thus restricted to elders only; is anyone in the photo or video
deceased; or, finally is this content ‘open’ to everyone (no restrictions to access it)?”¥’
One might extend this platform to account for in-community knowledge, such as
oral history stories that are not to be shared with the general public because doing
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so includes identifying names of individuals, and out of community know[edge
haps an oral history story that removes names of individual participants, An;f: N
useful mechanism to ensure that historically marginalized community groups -
trol their information is copyright. The Traditional Knowledge (TK) Labels (h o
www.localcontexts.org) were designed to ensure protection of vulnerable po “fl:!!
tions, though it might be extended to other groups to ensure control of knowlzd 3
Crucial as well is the recognition that situatedness means that a collaborat i
team should include individuals who are viewed as stewards of the cultura] kn P
edge. Without such individuals, trust is far less easily developed. The USC Anz?Wiw
berg Innovation Lab ignored this central tenet of ethical collaboration whe en.-
announced the Black Twitter project (see Figure 20.4) and was faced with an outn ;
of anger based on fear about the treatment of the vibrant and central Black Twitct '
corf';munity‘s intellectual product.® The initial website announced the DSATL, Bla:lz
Twitter project run by “Project Owners” Alex Gold and Francois Bar with “Lead
researchers: Prof. Francois Bar, Dayna Chatman, Kevin Driscoll, Alex Leayitt™
Not surprisingly, Black Twitter responded by asking why its work was t.>ein
studied by two white men who would not, in their perception, understand the comg
plexities and nuances of the community. Other community members feared that th;_
study would commoditize their intellectual property, providing market research to
businesses. After a very public outcry, Dayna Chatman, an African American gradu-
ate student who was initially listed as second researcher, stated, “The project is lead
[sic] by me, was devised by me, and contributes to my dissertation” and that she
“did not approve the description of the project that was on the Annenberg Innova-
tion Lab website. It does not fully encapsulate the scale, methods, or full reasonin
behind the project”*® Chatman's image shows up in newer versions of the websiteg
as shown in Figure 20.5. ’
The concerns that were expressed by Black Twitter were founded. Clearly
the originator of the study, Dayna Chatman, had not been given full intellectual
credit for her launch of the study and Black Twitter understood that black cultural
knowledge has historically been exploited by the larger white society without fair

PROJECT OWNER
Aiex Gold

Passions:

= t surfing, musie, art, social

Figure 20.4. Archived original announcement of the University of Southern California’s
Black Twitter project. https://web.archive.org/web/ZO140425182822/http://www
-annenberglab.com/projects/dsail-black-twitter-project

| Frangois Bar
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PROJECT LEAD
Dayna Chatman

ADVISOR
Frangois Bar

COLLABORATORS

Kevin Briscoll | Alex | eavitt

Figure 20.5. The “Project Team” for USC's Black Twitter Project, which appeared
after the initial images and announcements. http://www.annenberglab.com/projects

/dsail-black-twitter-project

recompense. To launch equitable collaborations, a collaborative team must think
carefully about situatedness and the historical legacies of past exploitation.

The Black Twitter tension also reminds us that communities are often divided,
presenting additional challenges to a scholar interested in ethically engaging in proj-
ect partnerships. My experience with various community organizations during the
development of the “Millican Race ‘Riot’: 1868” project has revealed such tensions
between individuals regarding the way their community is portrayed and about how
much information they will reveal through the project. As scholars work with com-
munities it is important to remember that no community will be monolithically in
agreement. Knowing that disagreements are likely to occur, a scholar interested in
partnership must be prepared to work with multiple perspectives and to spend time
listening to community members.

Ultimately, it is our responsibility to navigate the complexities of structures in
which we develop partnerships. As we reach out to community partners, we must
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turn inward as well, examining the places in which we reside, looking to understand
how our institutions have interacted with the communities with which we hope ¢,
partner. For historically marginalized communities, institutions have, with some rare
exceptions, been exploitive. This legacy will alter the way we structure partnershj
and should make us think carefully about ownership, control, and openness. Ag dips
ital humanities engages with large corpora projects, we cannot forget the individualﬁ
for a data point is not neutral. A data point is, instead, representative of an inclivid:
ual, a culture, a knowledge system—and to treat data as exempt from the structureg
in which they are situated is to erase individuals. To “exploit” data is to exploit indj-
viduals. The development of an ethics of practice should be developed to guide
us through data selection and use. Such practices are predicated on communj
control. Ultimately, the community must maintain control over its knowledge
and to ask that we “not look” at data. Through open dialogue and careful attep,
tion to technological structures, we might begin to find ways to develop rich and
equitable partnerships. '

Notes

1. Social justice-oriented approaches to digital humanities use technologies to enact
a variety of social justice outcomes including increased visibility and the examination of
power dynamics. I trace such work to early activist digital projects including the Lesbian
Herstory Archives (http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org) and the Native Web (http://
www.nativeweb.org).

2. See, for example, Bianco, “This Digital Humanities”; McPherson, “Why Are the
Digital Humanities”; my own “Can Information Be Unfettered”; Risam, “Beyond the Mar-
gins”; Bailey, “#transform(ing) DH Writing”; and the work by Global Outlook::Digital
Humanities, http://www.globaloutlookdh.org.

3. Johanson and Sullivan, with Reiff, Favro, Presner, and Wendrich, “Teaching Dig-
ital Humanities”; Smeaton, “Digital Humanities (DigHum)”; Rosati, “Exploitation of Cul-
tural Content”

4. Galloway and Thacker, Exploit, 70.

5. Risam, “Beyond the Margins”

6. Collins, “Some Group Matters” Kimberlé Crenshaw’s work such as “Mapping
the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color” is
foundational. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction,
offers an excellent overview.

7. Cowan and Rault, “Labour of Being Studied”

8. See chapter 3 of my monograph for additional discussion of the history of activ-
ist digital humanities projects, Earhart, “What’s In and What's Qut?”

9. Turin, “Born Archival”

10. The project overview is discussed at https://www.newschallenge.org/challenge
/data/entries/safe-harbor-hosting-california-s-eugenics-data. Wernimont presented her
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haptic and sonification interface at a talk delivered at the University of Kansas, October
2015: https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=E86rIGjWsyY.

11. Wernimont, “Safe Harbor”

12. See Withey, “Does Information Really Want.”

13. Withey, “Mukurtu”

14. Withey, “On Not Looking,” 365-66.

15. “Overview”

16. Patrik, “Encoding”

17. “Best Practices””

18. Patrik, “Encoding”

19. “Guidelines for Authors?”

20. “Guidelines for Authors”

21. Smith, “Human Touch Software”

22. Wernimont and Flanders, “Feminism” See also Wernimont, “Whence Femi-
nism?”; Flanders, “Body Encoded”; Schilperoot, “Feminist Markup.”

23. Kim and Kim, “#TwitterEthics Manifesto.”

24. Kim and Kim, #TwitterEthics Manifesto.

25. Off the Tracks.

26. DiPressi et al.,, “Student Collaborators’ Bill of Rights.”

27. Buhe, “Digital Humanities Best Practices.”

28. Bailey, “#transform(ing)DH Writing?”

29. Powell and Aitken, “Encoding Culture.”

30. See Brown University Steering Committee on Slavery and Justice, http://brown
.edu/Research/Slavery_Justice/; Emory Slavery and Discrimination, http://emoryhistory
.emory.edu/issues/discrimination/index.html; University of Virginia President’s Commis-
sion on Slavery and the University, http:/slavery.virginia.edu; The Georgetown Slavery
Archive, http://slaveryarchive.georgetown.edu; and The Lemon Project, http://www.wm
.edu/sites/lemonproject/index.php.

31. Steering Committee on Slavery and Justice, “Brown University’s Response.”

32. For additional discussion, see Garrett Nicholss important dissertation, “Rural
Drag: Settler Colonialism and the Queer Rhetorics of Rurality”” Nichols’s extensive archi-
val research reveals the deep and lasting racism at the core of Texas A&M University.

33. “About the Yearbooks;” in Texas AeM University Yearbook Collection.

34. Texas AeM University Yearbook Collection. The university discussed how best to
respond to such a history and chose to digitize the materials and present them without cen-
sorship. The library, however, attached a splash page to the materials that states, “Through
our web site, the Libraries offers public access to a wide range of information, including his-
torical materials that may contain offensive language or negative stereotypes. Such materi-
als must be viewed in the context of the relevant time period. Texas A&M does not endorse
the views expressed in such materials.”

35. Texas A&M University Long Horn yearbook, 1906: 174.

36. See Earhart and Taylor, “Pedagogies of Race.”
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37. Withey, “Archival Challenges,” 22.

38. Black Twitter is a Twitter social network focused on issues related to the black
community.

39. See the Internet Archive’s April 25, 2014 capture of the initial announcement from
February 2014: https://web.archive.org/web/20140425182822/hitp://www.annenberg]a,
.com/projects/dsail-black-twitter-project.

40. Chatman, “In Reply”
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Domestic Disturbances
Precarity, Agency, Data

BETH COLEMAN

Data and Agency

My position in this chapter is to frame an understanding of how networks both
located and disseminated affect change around a social issue. My interest is in
reading against the grain of a flat, closed “dataset” of black subjects in relation to
racialized violence and toward a complex, heterogeneous dataset that speaks to the
mechanisms of marginality and the possibilities of finding public voice. Toward
this end, my method is to read across heterogeneous data, between the located and
the distributed, in order to better understand the effects of networked media in the
hands of activists for social change.

Necessarily, I use the data archive as an “ocular proof;” the desired and always
failed proof positive of an event, of the thing itself. The argument for an ocular proof,
as Othello demonstrates, offers the noisiness of “proof” in its complexity and self-
divergence. It is also an argument that posits data as both witness and action. Each
case study addresses a different mode of a data public—the broadcast of informa-
tion to a distributed network. In the case of the anti-racism protests and the spooky
presence of its counterprotest on the Colgate campus, it is an instance of small data
narratives. With #BLM (Black Lives Matter), [ address the issue of big data as deraci-
nated from its context and the critical value of suturing place and utterance in the
figure of “shadow data” The third site of exploration is Diamond Reynolds’ real-
time broadcast as bearing witness to the shooting of Philando Castile as a modal-
ity of complex data.

The networked data points I discuss are beyond the 2011 Gladwell-Shirky
debate of networked versus “armchair” activism. I look at instances of networked
media technologies as constitutional elements in the disclosure of risk, violence,
and the activation of resistance. I focus primarily on the emergence and activity of
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