
Mired in a cynical mood, a historian might sum 
up his profession in a single thought: a source 
can be found to prove anything. No other 
group of scholars has tried so valiantly to 
prove this point as the students of American 
slavery 

- David Thomas
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Digitization Concerns 

Or: the 1930s were super racist 



John A. Lomax



Letter to FWP State Directors from 
George Cronyn, FWP Associate Director
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“Based on first-hand experience with 
slight and vague slavery data and 
personal history of an 
indistinguishe[d] kind. The tone of the 
statements is honest, but the narrative 
contains nothing of value.” 
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ETHICAL RISK SWEEPING: Ethical risks are choices that 
may cause significant harm to persons or other entities with a 
moral status, or are likely to spark acute moral controversy for 
other reasons. Failing to anticipate and respond to such 
risks can constitute ethical negligence. Just as scheduled 
penetration testing and risk sweeping are standard tools of 
good cybersecurity practice, ethical risk sweeping is an 
essential tool for good design and engineering practice.



EXPANDING THE ETHICAL CIRCLE: In most cases where a 
technology company has caused significant moral harm due to 
ethical negligence, the scope of the harm was not anticipated or 
well-understood due, at least in part, to forms of cognitive error 
that lead designers and engineers to ignore or exclude key 
stakeholder interests. To mitigate these common errors, design 
teams need a tool that requires them to ‘expand the ethical 
circle’ and invite stakeholder input and perspectives 
beyond their own.”



THINK ABOUT THE TERRIBLE PEOPLE:

○ - Who will want to abuse, steal, misinterpret, hack, 
destroy, or weaponize what we built?

○ - Who will use it with alarming stupidity/irrationality?
○ - What rewards/incentives/openings has our design 

inadvertently created for those people?
○ - How can we remove those rewards/incentives?



“Dr. Waters had a good heart. He didn’t call us 
slaves. He call us servants.”

“Marse Lewis, he was right good to all his 
slaves.” 

“I ain't never forget when Mistress died—she had 
been so good to every nigger on our plantation.”

“I loved young Marster John, and he loved me.” 
“My white folks was so good to me.” 



Next Steps

Or: how do I do this???  
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