
The Ethics of Virtual Cultural Representation

Digital humanities projects pose unique ethical challenges to teachers and researchers 
focused on representing historical and cultural materials to wider audiences.  Public access 
to our products means we can longer take for granted the analog limits on circulation, 
reproducibility, and narrative that protect privacy, frame geospatial representations, and
contextualize representations. What can and should we do to mitigate these e�ects? Must we 
reproduce the material and social limits of analog media forms to support ethical practice?

 

As part of a community service/outreach and development project 
focused on improving girls’ educational prospects in rural Muhuru Bay 
Kenya by creating a boarding school for girls, identi�able community 
members were pro�led in videos, and other multimedia projects. While 
the media was used for educational purposes within a speci�c NGO, 
it was also initially to be published publicly on the web. But are poems by  
community girls about gender inequality ours to share with the world - 
even with a global-health-focused IRB in place? Are video interviews with 
�shermen describing their rationale for engaging with transactional sex
with school-age girls earning school fees appropriate inclusion for a 
website that is currently the only online presence for that community? 
We decided to limit access to the girls’ work to people directly involved 
in the school, and to provide contextual information about the �sherman 
videos when o�ering them online.  Longer term, the computer lab at the 
school will also function as a community center with web access and 
authoring tools on hand so the community can create their own digital 
presence.

 

 

When a community history project a�ects the people who live
there today, special attention to the attitudes and concerns
of the community is critical. While analog media forms hardwire 
context and limit circulation, open access means greater responsibility 
and sensitivity to disparate audiences - and recognition that our
abstracted projects can have real social e�ects. When working with 
8th graders to transcribe and geolocate the 1930 census for the 
historically African-American Walltown neighborhood in Durham NC 
(adjacent to Duke), some school employees objected  to the use 
of the term “Negro” because of its strong associations with historic 
discrimination and continuing perjorative connotations. However, 
this was the term used in the public documents we were reproducing 
and sharing, so we wanted to be historically accurate. Our decision
in this case was to abbreviate the term, and to explain our use online 
and especially in person when the project was presented by students
to the community. This became a great conversation about labels
and meaning with students as well.
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As part of an exploration of how Haiti is respresented in the media, 
our Franklin Humanities Institude Haiti Lab team proposed to create 
a virtual “tent city” in the Second Life virtual world environment. This 
project will then be developed in partnership with colleagues in Global 
Health and our Human Rights center in anticipation of students 
workers and NGOs visiting the actual spaces as part of relief teams. 
However, some of our most devoted students felt an avatar-driven, 
gamelike environment trivialized a serious topic, and perhaps exploited 
real human su�ering. Yet, given that the tent city dwellers already live
so much in the public media eye, is this a fair critique? Or does it 
reinforce assumptions of what can function as a “serious” medium? 
Our tentative answer will be to produce a more intensive immersive 
experience through a combination of augmented reality, where we 
“map” a tent city onto a local environment in support of realtime 
physical experiences (carrying heavy water jugs, for example), and
a richly annotated and documented virtual environment. 

Digital Humanities 2011, Stanford University, https://dh2011.stanford.edu/

http://www.muhurubay.org http://www.duke.edu/web/digitaldurham http://www.fhi.duke.edu/labs/haiti-lab/


