Wikimedia Research Fund 2025 - Research Proposal

Testing Ethical Representation of
Indigenous Primary Sources in Wikidata

Diana E. Marsh Ugoma Smoke

University of Maryland University of Maryland

Jesse Johnston Lucy Havens
University of Michigan University of Maryland
Abstract

This project aims to improve the representation
of Indigenous nations and their cultural
heritage collections on Wikimedia platforms by
using Wikidata as a central tool. With our
partners at Wikimedia DC, the new North

American Wikimedians/Native American issues
team, our CoPAR Working Group, and

community collaborators, we will co-design a
project that builds a community-focused and
research driven model of integrating Indigenous
archival content into Wikimedia projects via
Wikidata. We ask: What potentialities does
Wikidata, as a distributed, networked, linked
data infrastructure and set of community
practices, have for discovery and reuse of Native
and Indigenous data, while adhering to ethical
principles? We will utilize a semi-structured
diary protocol to test and evaluate experimental
data transformation workflows for integrating
collections into Wikidata, drawing on an
existing dataset and community-based
catalogue records; throughout we will take a
community-based participatory action research
(CBPAR) approach in which our research
process is co-designed with core community
and repository stakeholders, and we emphasize
community-building as part of the work. Key
outcomes include: 1) Enhancing overall
Indigenous representation in Wikidata; 2)
evidence-based guidance on ethical Wikidata
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representation and data transformation for
GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives, &
Museums) sector and beyond; 3) Community
protocol development and community building;
and 4) Development of wiki practices for subject
matter experts and training for Indigenous
editors. Our project contributes to the
Wikimedia Foundation’s goal of knowledge
equity, testing Wikidata as a back-end data
infrastructure for breaking down
cultural-technical barriers to Indigenous
cultural heritage, and in turn making more
achievable the ‘right to know’ (O’Neal 2015) for
Native and Indigenous communities. f metadata
transformation workflows.

Introduction

There are many historical and cultural materials
in museum collections, archival institutions,
and community-based repositories that are
underrepresented in public digital platforms.
Many of these collections include historical
photographs, oral histories, and museum
records that reflect Indigenous cultures,
experiences, and contributions.

Such primary source materials are invaluable
for research and education, and are also
irreplaceable cultural resources for the
communities in which they originated,
particularly Native and Indigenous communities
(O’Neal, 2015). These communities have been
disenfranchised from their own information,
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data, and knowledge through the evidentiary
and collecting practices of historical
anthropological researchers, and of archives,
museums, and other collecting institutions
(Montenegro, 2019; Smith, 2006). Knowledge
extraction took place in the context of
assimilation, epistemicide, and genocide
(Schweizer & Henry 2019); localized information
(which was often never meant to be recorded)
was dispersed to archives worldwide via what
scholars have called an “archival diaspora”
(Punzalan, 2014a; O’'Neal 2014) and out of the
hands of the host communities. These historical
factors underscore the ethical responsibility to
provide community access to archival and
unpublished information (Caswell & Cifor, 2016;
Odumosu, 2020) on public digital platforms.

Greater access to online and digital collections,
and the growth of community-based archives
and Tribal heritage centers has made more
concrete the possibility of virtually reunifying
(Punzalan, 2014b) primary sources with users
and descendant communities. Native and
Indigenous community members are
increasingly using these collections for their
own research and community initiatives,
particularly for language revitalization (Holton
2012; Baldwin et al. 2018; Carpenter 2019), but
also for Tribal and legal histories and federal
recognition (e.g. Reijerkerk & Reed 2023;
Lowery, 2009), artists projects, and studies on
environment, and kinship (see Marsh, 2023).
And of course, access to archival sources is also
crucial for physical repatriation and successful
Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) claims as well
(Fforde et al., 2020; Fforde et al., 2015). Many
Native and Indigenous communities are
building their own digital archives using a mix
of copies obtained from colonial repositories
and new contemporary collections made in the
community (e.g. Bhasin, Roy & Arriaga, 2011;
Christen et al., 2017). But, these scattered
documents, and this core epistemic

infrastructure, including a wide range of
cultural data from communities, are still largely
held in physical repositories and
underrepresented on the web. Recent
NSF-funded research has shown that these
materials are often not discoverable, either to
anthropologists or to descendant Native and
Indigenous communities (Marsh et al., 2022;
Marsh et al., 2021; Marsh, 2019). Wikidata and
Wikipedia have the potential to provide such
discoveries worldwide.

Research has shown that a mere 20-30% of most
archival collections have been processed, or
rehoused in proper archival boxes, inventoried,
and described in a public-facing digital
cataloguing system (Bucciferro, 2008; Greene &
Meissner, 2005; Panitch, 2001). An even smaller
percentage of those primary source materials
have digital catalogue records that are published
to the web, or otherwise made accessible as a
unified body of evidence that can support
research. Still fewer are digitized and available
for viewing online. For example, the National
Archives and Records Administration (NARA)
had scanned just 2.4% of its collections (over
289,500 pages) by August 2024, despite immense
scanning capacity including mass digitization
workflows, conveyor belt scanning, and staffed
state-of-the-art facilities. Information scholar
Douglas Oard has recently estimated that if
NARA digitized 121,000 pages/day (a page every
2/3 of a second), it would take 375 years to
digitize all of its current 12 billion pages of
paper holdings (Oard 2023).

Thus, many primary source resources can only
be found by the descriptions about them that
are held in institutional catalogues, requiring
institution-to-institution search.
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Related work

In the 1990s, the Council on the Preservation of
Anthropological Records (CoPAR) conducted a
survey to determine where anthropological
records were located and compiled a list of
archival institutions and the anthropologists’
papers they held. The resulting Guide to
Anthropological Fieldnotes and Manuscripts in
Archival Repositories (available at copar.org as a
printed list and at copar.umd.edu as a
hyperlinked list) is still the main resource for
archival discovery for anthropology.

A 2011 AAA-organized workshop focused on
archival discovery (NSF grant BCS-1159109),
resulted in a wiki prototype for a registry of
anthropological data that would index many
repositories (Schmid & Cliggett, 2011). This
crowd-sourcing initiative (anthropologists
would list where their papers were) was not
funded or staffed, and was not sustained. This
showed the need for a sustainable and funded
inter-institutional infrastructure for the
discovery of archives and data. Now there are
well-established platforms (discussed above)
with greater infrastructural and crowd-sourced
support.

More recently, Wikidata has begun to act as a
core alternative to this model by helping to
surface archival descriptions, connect archival
collections and content to Wikipedia articles,
and explore connections among distributed
archives through the power of Wikidata SPARQL
queries that search connections across diverse
data sources (e.g., Association of Research
Libraries, 2019; Szekely et al., 2014). For
archivists in particular, Wikidata has emerged
as a more approachable and likely sustainable
platform for doing linked data work (Roke and
Tillman 2022) and a core experimental tool for
improving discovery and access (Babcock et al.,
2021). Archives and archival content
management systems such as ArchivesSpace are
increasingly incorporating Wikidata into their

metadata fields. OpenRefine, a core tool for
batch metadata transformation in heritage
fields, also has a Wikidata extension. Wikidata
also interlinks with most core standards and
authority files across the world. Yet, little
empirical research has been conducted to test
the applicability of Wikidata for Indigenous
archival data.

At the same time, momentum has been growing
in the creation and adoption of new protocols
and models for describing and representing
Indigenous knowledge. In August 2018 the
Society of American Archivists adopted
Protocols for Native American Archival
Materials (PNAAM, a Native-led effort first
drafted in 2006, see O’Neal 2014) making ethical
stewardship of Native American collections a

mandate; in 2019 the International Council on
Archives (ICA) established the Expert Group on
Indigenous Matters, in response to the UN

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples. The Steering Committee on Canada’s
Archives (SCCA) established the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission Taskforce (TRC-TF)
and released a Reconciliation Framework for

archives in 2022. Scholarship in Indigenous Data
Sovereignty has advanced a parallel set of
principles for collective benefit, authority to
control, responsibility, and ethics (CARE)
focused on ethical aspects of the accessibility
and reuse of cultural data (Carroll et al. 2020;
Walter et al. 2019), to be adopted in tandem with
the FAIR (findability, accessibility,
interoperability, and reuse) principles for data
stewardship (Wilkinson et al. 2016; Taitingfong
2024).

While much Indigenous knowledge is difficult to
represent in Western knowledge systems and
data models (Littletree et al., 2020; Littletree et
al., 2015), existing Wikipedian efforts dedicated
to specific communities, such as the Cherokee
Wikipedia (https:/chrwikipedia.org), as well as

efforts to draft Wiki protocols for Indigenous
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communities elsewhere (Thorpe et al., 2023),
illustrate Wikimedia’s promise for community
information efforts. In theory, linked data
models allow multiple truths and forms of
expressions, unlike many information systems
that delimit by fixed categories (Moriarty &
Turner, 2023; Mohan & Rodgers, 2021). And
unlike many linked data environments,
Wikimedia’s community cooperative model and
open access training model may also allow for
community empowerment and sovereignty over
data description, modeling, and access.

Indeed, in a report from the Association of
Tribal Archives, Libraries, and Museums
(ATALM) on a 2021 survey and summit with 80
Tribal archives, participants noted that funding
and access to collections were among the top
four most reported management challenges,
with funding also acknowledged as a barrier to
outreach activities that encourage engagement
with collections. The top five funding priorities
were “Improve collections care and
conservation,” “Expand technology,” “Develop a
greater online presence,” “Train existing staff,”
and “Expand collections.” Given the
volunteer-based and open-sourced nature of
Wikimedia, leveraging Wikidata could help to
address Tribal archives’ access and outreach
needs, or "the Right to Know” (O’Neal 2015),
without stretching their already limited funding
(Jorgensen & Johnston, 2022). Wikidata in
particular could provide an alternative avenue
to other approaches to training Tribal archivists
in digital collections access and cataloguing.

In 2022, our revitalized CoPAR group began
collaborating with Wikimedia DC to experiment
with this registry as a dataset to be integrated
into Wikipedia and Wikidata. Through
Wikipedia edit-a-thons in 2023, 2024, and 2025,
work from student curators in graduate
Information courses at the University of
Maryland College of Information, and work
from CoPAR collaborators, we have built that

registry into a Wiki dataset and worklist for
bringing community records into linked data
infrastructure. In addition, in 2024, CoPAR
research assistant Ugoma Smoke made crucial
additions to the worklist by integrating 75
Indigenous anthropologists. The dataset now
contains over 700 entries, linking
anthropologists with archival repositories.

The work is based on preliminary experimental
NSF-funded research (BCS 2314762) undertaken
in 2023-2025 to (1) conduct a systematized
search and review of the use of linked data for

representing primary source data (Marsh et al.,
2024), and (2) test a semi-automated workflow
for deriving data from primary sources using
the free version of ChatGPT (version 40). That
work illustrated some of the core affordances of
linked data, and yet many of the technical and
resource challenges that remain. This proposal
follows on that work by partnering with
Wikimedia DC and community stakeholders to
collaboratively test the integration of
Indigenous archival catalogue data into linked
data infrastructures in Wikidata, while building
a community of practice around the unique
ethical considerations for this work. We ask:
What potentialities does Wikidata, as a
distributed, networked, linked data
infrastructure and set of community practices,
have for discovery and reuse of Native and
Indigenous data, while adhering to ethical
principles?

Methods

With our partners at Wikimedia DC, the new
North American Wikimedians/Native American
issues team, our CoPAR Working Group, and
community collaborators, we will co-design a
project that builds a community-focused and
research driven model of integrating Indigenous

archival content into Wikimedia projects via
Wikidata. To that end, we will use
community-based participatory action research
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(CBPAR) as our overarching project framework
(Leavy, 2017; Swantz, 2008). The
community-based element of CBPAR ensures a
human-centered approach, with research being
motivated by problems or challenges faced by
communities. The participatory element of
CBPAR communicates the collaborative nature
of CBPAR, with a research team establishing and
developing a collaboration with specific
members of a community, partnering with
stakeholders rather than viewing them as
subjects of the research project. The action
research element of CBPAR emphasizes a
research project’s dedication to creating change
in a community. As Leavy (2017) writes, projects
that use CBPAR tend to be responsive, revising
research methodology and outputs based on
new or clarified understandings of stakeholder
needs. The methodology we outline in this
project thus represents a starting point for our
research, one that is informed by existing
literature on challenges facing Native and
Indigenous communities’ archives, and will be
refined through collaboration with stakeholders
during the project.

In this new phase of work, we aim to test two
core methods and workflows for Wikidata
integration. First, we will test our ongoing
dataset of anthropological records, built by
CoPAR and now transformed into a Wiki
worklist, utilizing the OpenRefine wikidata
plugin to attempt batch ingest of this data into
Wikidata. Second, we will test a set of
real-world descriptive catalogue
representations (in archives usually referred to
as finding aids) of collections from Native,
Indigenous, and anthropological archives, at
varying depths of description, and evaluate the
outcomes of transformations. how well linked
data can be represented in Wikidata.

We will design both of these processes and their
evaluation in collaboration with Native and
Indigenous colleagues (including those on the

CoPAR Working Group and Advisory Board) and
in partnership with Indigenous community
archivists, archives, and repositories holding
community-relevant collections. In both
processes, we will couple our CBPAR approach
with semi-structured research diary protocols,
in which team members document their
observations during or after sessions of work on
these data workflows, to allow for the study of
situational, temporal, and internal phenomena
(Fan et al., 2025; Czerwinski et al., 2004; Sheble
et al., 2017), rendering visible the barriers and
challenges that determine the success and
failure of sociotechnical processes (Elliot, 1997;
Waller & Ragsdell, 2012; Reis & Wheeler, 1991),
and facilitating autoethnographic reflection
(Garcia & Cifor, 2019) that is crucial to our
community-oriented work.

In our work over Fall 2024 - Spring 2025, we
piloted this approach for our image-to-linked
data workflow facilitated by ChatGPT, and found
it highly successful in documenting each step of
the process, reflecting on the affordances and
challenges of sociotechnical infrastructures,
time, ethical positionings, and data or tool
alignment (or incommensurability).

In this new phase of work, major gaps for
workflow testing include not only broad
community representation but major gaps in
available data mapping and more specific areas
for enhancements to description such as adding
Native American languages to Properties in
Wikidata.

We aim to utilize findings from this work to both
inform Wikidata practices, and to develop new
Protocols for working in Wikimedia with Native
and Indigenous collections in the North
American context, in collaboration with the
North American Wikimedians/Native American
issues team. In that work, we are inspired by
Australian Indigenous communities to develop
community-driven data protocols, and aim to
look to our First Nations colleagues and
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archivists in Canada, to begin shaping similar
structures for Indigenous communities in the
United States.

In the final two months of the project, we will
host a virtual Evaluation and Protocols
workshop over two days with core
constituencies, including Wikimedians, Native
data curators and archivists, international
Indigenous Wiki-interested colleagues, and
community and repository collaborators during
the project. We will host four focus group
discussions (FGDs) with invited participants to
the workshop to reflect on our work and
findings in Wikidata representation. Each focus
group will meet for two sessions, once before
and once after our workshop, and be comprised
of 4 participants from different core audiences
(Morgan 1997). All diary entries and FGDs will
be transcribed using Otter.ai and coded using an
inductive, grounded theory approach (Charmaz,
2008) in the qualitative coding software NVivo.
Emergent codes, categories, and themes will be
discussed and honed at weekly group meetings.

Research Methodology:
In summary, our research methodology
includes:

e A community-based participatory
action research (CBPAR) model in
which our research process is
co-designed with core community and
repository stakeholders, and we
emphasize community-building as part
of the work.

e Experimental workflows of catalogue
records to Wikidata representation to
include batch metadata transformation
(from the CoPAR dataset).

e Further testing of a set of data
transformation workflows via the
OpenRefine Wikidata plugin, here
focusing on catalogue descriptions and
specific Wikidata integrations.

e Both of the above will utilize a
previously tested diary protocol among

four data curators as they undertake
these workflows, documenting
necessary technical expertise, gaps,
challenges, as well as core areas for data
alignments, as they trial various tasks.

e All diary entries will be qualitatively
coded by PIs and our lead GA, using an
inductive, grounded theory approach
(Charmaz, 2008).

e Finally, we will conclude the project
with a two-day virtual Evaluation and
Protocols workshop bringing together
Wikimedians, data curators, and Native
archivists, community members to 1)
evaluate impacts of Wikidata
integration, including conducting four
formal focus group discussions in
tandem with the workshop to reflect on
outcomes, and 2) refine drafted
protocols.

Expected output

1. Enhance Overall Indigenous Representation
in Wikidata: Through our work to integrate the
CoPAR dataset/worklist and partner community
collections with Wikidata, we will increase
overall Indigenous representation for a wide
range of community researchers and heritage
professionals; Attendant priorities include:

A. Expanding the number of Wikidata
items that include Native American
language Properties. Current examples:
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q33388,
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q105405

B. Working with language specialists and
our networks to make constructive edits

to indigenous language content on
Wikimedia, e.g. the Cherokee Wikipedia
at
https://chrwikipedia.org/wiki/%E1%8E
%A4%E1%3E%BS%EI%NSEWAE%E1%SE
%B5%E1%8F%8D%E1%8F%97.

C. Adding IPA pronunciation examples to

Native American terms in Wikipedias
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and perhaps on Wikidata. A likely set of
examples is the earliest name of the
places whose name was inherited from
a Native name. E.g. [[w:Wisconsin]] has
the oral pronunciation of the current
name but not the Native name from
which it developed.

D. Adding information about specific
Native American or First Nations
archives into Wikidata using [[d:P485]],
or perhaps along the model of
representing particular artifacts in
Wikidata along the model of
[[d:Q66319806]].

2. Guidance on Ethical Wikidata
Representation and Transformation
Workflows: Evidence-based workflows and
recommendations for ethically representing
dispersed anthropological and Indigenous
primary sources via Wikidata, including
findings from transformations and diary
protocol and work with the North American

Wikimedians/Native American issues team for

Wikimedia editing communities and GLAM

professionals.

3. Protocol Development: Research and adapt
existing metadata standards to create best
practices suitable for representing diverse
cultural narratives within Wikimedia platforms;
Develop and implement protocols for
representing diverse cultural narratives in
Wikidata and related platforms; Working with
the new Native American issues team to create
guidelines and best practices for inclusive
metadata description, drawing inspiration from
existing models such as the ATSILIRN Protocols,
and geared at Wikimedia editing communities,
GLAM professionals, and subject specialists.

4. Community Building: Organize training
sessions to recruit and educate new editors,
focusing on sustainable community
engagement; Establish and train a community

of editors committed to long-term engagement
and roles within Wikimedia projects, focused on
novice and interested Native and Indigenous
community members, community-based
researchers and heritage professionals; we will
plan presentations of this work as it is underway
to anthropologists, GLAM professionals,
Indigenous repositories, Wikimedians at
meetings and conferences, and to experts on
Native American materials.

5. Institutional Collaboration: Partner with
libraries, archives, and museums and related
professional communities to integrate
authoritative data sources into Wikidata,
enhancing content accuracy and depth;
Collaborate with institutions with Indigenous
materials and expertise such as the Library of
Congress to integrate authoritative linked data
sources, enhancing the quality and reliability of
information, while also reflecting on
institutional barriers to doing this work (e.g.
resources, policy constraints, misaligned
ethics).

6. Development of Wiki Practices for Subject
Matter Experts: Project participants will learn,
share, demonstrate, and train (or develop
training materials) in Wikidata and Wikimedia
skills related to Indigenous languages, cultural
histories, and primary source materials; We will
explore training alignments with needs for
Tribal and community archivists for digital
curation and access tools.

Risks

Given the sensitive nature of Indigenous and
Tribal representation, and the long history of
knowledge extraction and misrepresentation,
we envision some risks to undertaking this
work, which we aim to mitigate through our
overall framing and collaborative approach, as
well as taking specific actions in our process.
Risks we envision include:
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Staff and professional employment of
participants in the project may be cutin
the current fiscal environment.
Culturally-sensitive or politically fraught
information being released to open
platforms.

Indigenous and community-based
archivists’ time is already extremely
stretched, and community knowledge
bearers moreso; we will need to ensure
that our project not overburden
collaborators

To ensure maximal benefits and mitigate risk, we

will:

Utilize our institutional IRB at the
University of Maryland-while
institutional boards such as this do
prioritize institutional considerations in
some cases, we have found that the
UMD review boards include a range of
experts on ethical risks and key aspects
of community project design; they
provide thorough feedback on methods,
as well as project documentation such
as consent forms

We will also submit our project design
to any relevant Tribal IRB or Indigenous
ethics review boards, as relevant to
specific collections we aim to test.

Our overall community-based
participatory action research
methodology focuses us on making all
project decisions with input from key
community members; we will choose
collections descriptions, and relevant
data in them, to integrate with Wikidata,
in collaboration with relevant
community members and archives, to
ensure that sensitive or traumatic
information is not brought into the
platform.

We will defer to GLAM and community
archives or repository professionals as
to bandwidth for collaboration as our

project and their resource contexts
emerge.

e Our CoPAR Advisory Board, Working
Group, and current metadata team
include Native and Indigenous
members, and we have continued to
prioritize diversity in our leadership and
teams to ensure we have a range of emic
community perspectives both within
our own groups and with professional
and community partners.

Community impact plan

Our project contributes to the Wikimedia
Foundation’s goal of knowledge equity, testing
Wikidata as a back-end data infrastructure for
breaking down cultural-technical barriers, and
in turn making more achievable the ‘right to
know’ (O’Neal 2015) for Native and Indigenous
communities. We envision that this work will
lead to:

e Enhanced representation of diverse
cultural narratives within Wikimedia
platforms and evidence-based,
cultural-technical solutions to
increasing Indigenous Wikidata
representation.

e Atrained and active community of
Indigenous and ally editors contributing
to sustained Indigenous content
development.

e Improved integration of authoritative
linked data sources, increasing the
reliability and richness of information,
as well as the development of key
datasets of importance to not only
Wikimedia research and heritage
communities, but wider Tribal and rural
communities.

e Established guidelines for inclusive
description, promoting best practices
across the Wikimedia community, and



informing policy decisions in
collaboration with the new Native
American issues team and international
Wikimedia groups.

e Intandem with this research project,
and in partnership with Wikimedia DC
and the North American Hub of
Wikimedia chapters and user groups,
we are eager to plan and host events for
a wide audience, including international
colleagues in other state contexts for
Indigenous underrepresentation.

Evaluation

Overall, our research design integrates
evaluation in the form of iterative
semi-structured diary protocols, and
collaborative meetings with community and
repository partners, as well as Wikimedia
partners and CoPAR boards, throughout. We are
also eager to gain iterative feedback as we work
with others interested in Native issues in
Wikimedia throughout the project, and reflect
on emergent findings. Our Focus Group
Discussions will provide specific evaluation of
workflows and representational issues with key
stakeholder groups.

Our primary avenue for evaluation, however,
will be our two-day virtual Evaluation and
Protocols workshop, to take place toward the
close of our project. There, we will present and
gain core stakeholder feedback on findings, and
successes and failures of various workflows in
the domains of Indigenous knowledge
representation; ease of application for other
contributors, users or repositories; ethical
protocols adherence; and training approaches.
We also aim to utilize the workshop to plan
outreach activities and additional community
events beyond the scope of the funded work,
including follow-on community protocols
events, planning publications or white papers
geared at Wikimedians, data curators, and

GLAM professionals, planning presentations at
relevant community-oriented conferences (e.g.
Association of Tribal Archives, Libraries, and
Museums (ATALM).

Budget

We request $49,890 to support key Personnel to
carry out this project, including: 1) research
assistance during the length of the academic
year, including a 9-month part-time (20
hour/week) Lead Research Assistant to
participate in metadata work and lead CBPAR
research, community collaboration, and
relationship building ($16393.32); three 9 month
part-time (10 hour/week) Data Curators to
undertake data transformation experiments and
diary the process ($24,589.98); and 2)
honoraria/incentives for both Focus Group
Discussion participants (4 groups of 4
individuals) to evaluate Wikidata integration for
Indigenous primary sources at the completion
of our data integration work ($800), and for
Community Collaborators, to compensate
Tribal and Indigenous archivists or community
members for consulting on use of
community-based collections or information in
Wikidata ($1,600); plus 15% indirect/overhead
cost ($6507). See our budget template here.
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