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Abstract

This research examines how the practice of critical catalogu-
ing—the power-aware interrogation of cultural heritage ob-
ject records—can be supported through the development of
AI tools which match the ethical framework of the intended
users. I apply a feminist ethics of care to analyze the criti-
cal cataloguing domain and articulate technical requirements
for the development of computational supports in this space.
I test my hypotheses through technological development and
research embedded in the Victoria and Albert Museum.

Introduction
The practice of critical cataloguing refers to work taking
place in museums to understand and address the presence
of offensive, biased, and outdated language in catalogue
records (Canning 2026). This work is driven by concepts
from bodies of critical theory such as feminist, queer, crit-
ical race, and de- and post-colonial theory (Caswell, Pun-
zalan, and Sangwand 2017; Drabinski 2019; Watson 2020).
Museums are starting to look to computational methods to
support critical cataloguing work and while there is potential
for this field to do so, ethical and theory-based approaches
are essential for working towards justice-oriented goals in
this space (Jaillant et al. 2025; Long et al. 2025). After all,
critical cataloguing efforts are not about changing data for
the sake of doing so, but about examining and challenging
oppressive power structures and working to create just and
equitable environments (Frick and Proffitt 2022). The appli-
cation of computational methods in this space requires a ro-
bust understanding of the critical cataloguing domain as one
with needs related to the broader goals of justice-oriented
work in addition to the challenges of working with diverse
and complex datasets. The question therefore is how to ad-
dress the practical challenges of critical cataloguing work in
ways that forefront the ethical and conceptual concerns of
practitioners, in order to fit the needs of intended users.

Research Questions
This study explores the high-level question of if and how
computational methods can support the goals of, and work
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involved in, critical cataloguing practices in museums, tak-
ing the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) as the applica-
tion context. In pursuit of knowledge towards this goal, this
research aims to answer the following questions:
1. What is a methodology for the development of compu-

tational approaches that is informed by the theoretical
foundations and concerns of critical cataloguing?

2. Can computational models be trained to model domain
expert judgements regarding the presence of problematic
terminology in catalogue records?

3. Can a technical system which enables critical engage-
ment with catalogue data be developed by leveraging do-
main expertise regarding problematic terminology in cat-
alogue records?

Project Description
In order to answer these questions, I developed a mixed-
methods research study in which qualitative and theory-
driven analysis of practitioners is used to determine en-
gineering approach, design, and implementation decisions.
Guided by an analysis of the literature, and corresponding to
my research questions, my thesis covers four areas of work:
1. an interview-based study of critical cataloguing practices

and practitioners;
2. the creation of an ontology and knowledge graph (KG) of

critical cataloguing guidelines, workflows, and decisions;
3. the development of artificial intelligence (AI) mod-els for

major pain points of critical cataloguing work; and
4. the construction and user evaluation of a user-facing tool

which uses the KG and AI models to support staff at the
V&A in their critical cataloguing work.

At this stage of research, the main project work has been
completed. I have conducted a series of interviews with 24
individuals who identify as “critical cataloguers” or as en-
gaging in critical cataloguing work. The analysis of this
work has resulted in an articulation of critical cataloguing as
a practice in which an ethics of care is applied in a museum
setting, and an articulation of domain technical requirements
for working in the critical cataloguing space which reflect
these ethical foundations. I have also analyzed available doc-
umentation on critical cataloguing practices and produced
a formal ontology for the representation of museum-based
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critical cataloguing guidelines and decision-making. I have
populated a KG with the contents of three cultural heritage
terminology guidance documents, three sources document-
ing critical cataloguing decisions and actions, and a related
linked open data project vocabulary. I have worked with the
V&A to create a dataset of museum records annotated for
critical cataloguing tasks. I have compared different AI mod-
els using this dataset and evaluated them on a set of metrics
which treat target uncertainty as signal, not noise; reward
probability mass placed on plausible alternatives; and pe-
nalize overconfidence in ambiguous cases—following per-
spectivist data approach (Basile et al. 2023). Lastly, I have
made a web-based tool for critical cataloguers at the V&A
which draws on the KG and AI models to use to assist their
practice. The effectiveness of this tool in supporting critical
cataloguing work and improve user efficiency, confidence,
and critical engagement was evaluated through user testing
with V&A staff.

Contributions and Significance
Expected Contributions
This research is the first study of critical cataloguing in mu-
seums, as well as the first research on developing technical
tools for practitioners working in this emerging area of prac-
tice. It proposes a novel methodology for integrating the the-
oretical concerns of the user community into the technical
development process and presents a set of domain techni-
cal requirements. In doing so, it demonstrates how concepts
from critical theory—in particular an ethics of care—can in-
form methodology for data engineering projects situated in
the context of critically-informed work practices. Further-
more, it articulates a formal, machine-readable characteriza-
tion of the critical cataloguing knowledge domain, drawing
on and extending best practices for the semantic representa-
tion of cultural heritage and linguistic data. It also demon-
strates how AI models can be trained using an annotated
dataset of museum records and additional critical catalogu-
ing documentation resources to model the judgement pat-
terns of practitioners embedded the V&A context. Lastly, it
evidences how a user-facing technical system can encourage
critical engagement with museum data by bringing critical
cataloguing guidance and expertise to users during their re-
view of catalogue records. In sum, this research is positioned
to makes several contributions to knowledge in the areas of
ethical AI development and data engineering in the context
of cultural heritage organizations.

Alignment with AIES
My contribution AIES will focus on the core ethical di-
mensions of this work: the connection between the criti-
cal ethics frameworks of cataloguers, the design of compu-
tational techniques, and the development of computational
tools through which users interface with the underlying tech-
nologies. This research is grounded in real-world technology
development and a distinct institutional setting. This work
fits into three of the AIES conference theme categories—AI
Systems, Values, and Ethical Design; AI in Social and Insti-
tutional Domains; and Critique, Consequences, and Limits

of AI—with the strongest connection being to AI Systems,
Values, and Ethical Design. Although this project looks at
cultural heritage institutions as the context for this work,
and thus these proposed interventions, the core question is
not bound to this domain: how to incorporate ethical design
into the development of AI systems from the point of con-
ception in ways that align with the ethical perspectives of the
system’s intended users.
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