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Ongoing projects at Rubenstein Library
❏ Guiding Principles for Description

❏ We will use inclusive and accessible language when describing the people represented by or documented in our 
materials. We commit to continually educate ourselves on evolving language and practices of inclusivity and 
accessibility. 

❏ We will prioritize facts and accuracy, and resist editorializing, valorizing, or euphemistic narratives or phrases in 
our description. This includes a commitment to revisit and revise our past description.

❏ How We Describe (Style guide for inclusive description)
❏ Establish a Reparative Cataloging and Processing Queue

❏ Re-process / re-describe legacy archival collections

➔ Audit, analyze, and remediate description
❏ Identify harmful language in catalog records / finding aids
❏ Identify collections where BIPOC voices and experience have been ignored
❏ Develop remediation work plan

https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/about/technical-services-department/guiding-principles-description
https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/about/technical-services-department/how-we-describe


Problem(s)

1. Catalog records and finding aids contain language that is:
○ Racist
○ Sexist
○ Ableist
○ Colonialist
○ Aggrandizing (upholds / reinforces white-supremacy)

2. Many catalog records & finding aids ignore, undervalue, or 
otherwise deny agency to BIPOC individuals / communities

○ no “find and replace” solution



Building a description audit toolset
Guiding principles:

● Develop tools / techniques to automate as much as possible
○ Acknowledge need for manual review & analysis; make that work as easy as possible 

● Support iterative audits (easy to modify / re-run)
● Build tools that are flexible / shareable
● Build on work from other libraries / archives

○ Princeton University Libraries (Kelly Bolding, et al.)
○ University of Pittsburgh Libraries (Kayla Heslin)
○ Many others...

https://library.princeton.edu/news/general/2020-08-02/pul%E2%80%99s-inclusive-description-working-group-shares-progress-effort-describe
https://github.com/kheslin0420/kheslin0420.github.io/tree/master/Legacy_Description_Audit


Description audit tool: Building blocks
● Input: Source Data

○ Finding aids: 4,033 EAD (XML) files
○ Catalog records: 11,920 MARC records (MARC XML exported from Aleph ILS)

● Input: Lexicons
○ Lists of harmful terms / phrases
○ Lists of terms / phrases that might indicate presence of hidden/ignored BIPOC voices
○ HateBase (used by companies to identify online hate speech)

● Processing: Python / spaCy (Natural Language Processing library)

● Output: CSV audit reports
● Developer: 1 Duke student (Miriam) + Noah

https://hatebase.org/
https://spacy.io/


description_audit.exe

https://gitlab.oit.duke.edu/dul-rubenstein/description-audit

https://gitlab.oit.duke.edu/dul-rubenstein/description-audit


Lexicons managed in single CSV file



Sample audit report - MARC (6800 rows)

Collection info

Match info
(where, match term/phrase, snippet, match lexicon)



Initial findings

● Many “false” positives

○ Harmful terms in formal titles, organization names

● Terms of aggrandizement are pervasive

○ “Prominent”, “eminent”, “pioneer”, “notable”, “successful”.....

● HateBase lexicon is not very useful in library context



Scale and scope of the reports
Archival catalog records:

Out of 11,920 MARC records, 
2600 collections (21%) have at 
least one hit from one of the 
lexicons

Finding aids:

Out of 4,033 EAD files (~1 
million described components), 
1676 collections (41%) have at 
least one hit from one of the 
lexicons



Using the reports



Next steps...

● Develop visualizations to assist with report analysis

● Refine lexicons based on analysis

● Identify categories of remediation work needed

○ Remove / replace harmful terms in library-produced metadata
○ Contextualize harmful terms in transcribed description (e.g. folder titles)
○ Rewrite aggrandizing / colonialist biographical notes to de-center whiteness
○ Seek to recover agency for BIPOC voices

● Develop remediation workflows



Sorting into remediation workflows



Thanks for listening!

Feedback / Questions?
noah.huffman@duke.edu

meghan.lyon@duke.edu

Code Repository: https://gitlab.oit.duke.edu/dul-rubenstein/description-audit

Slides: https://tinyurl.com/v3hk7p4w

https://gitlab.oit.duke.edu/dul-rubenstein/description-audit
https://tinyurl.com/v3hk7p4w

