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1.0 Introduction 
 
This presentation examines the relevance of knowledge or-
ganization to a problem identified by both cognitive psy-
chologists and humanities scholars: the problem of present-
ing information about pressing human problems in a way 
that engenders both rational comprehension and ethical 
awareness. In particular, we address the presentation of infor-
mation related to human rights violations such as intimida-
tion, abuse, violence and genocide. As with other urgent is-
sues facing us today—climate change, environmental devas-
tation, polarization of political cultures—human rights viola-
tions arise from complex origins and therefore require sophis-
ticated analysis. The causes of rights violations may not be im-
mediately visible. Some may seem innocuous at first sight but 
acquire greater urgency when amassed on a wide scale and 
subjected to descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. At 

the same time, communities and governments are facing in-
creasingly urgent pressure to respond to the evidence of these 
violations in a swift and effective manner, a response that de-
mands that we organize the knowledge in the most informa-
tive and revealing manner possible, and analyze it at a high 
level of numeracy as well as empathy. This combination of ur-
gency and complexity subjects these violations to a paradox 
identified by Scott and Paul Slovic in their 2015 essay collec-
tion, Numbers and Nerves: while we need “the best available 
statistic information … to assess various situations and miti-
gate problems … numerical information often fails to register 
on audiences an effect forceful enough to lead to significant 
action” (2015, 1). The tension between these two types of rea-
soning becomes urgent in situations where governments, or-
ganizations and citizens must confront evidence of human 
rights violations on a massive scale and respond justly and ef-
fectively. 
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Knowledge organization is intimately concerned with 
the ethical implications of providing access to information, 
a concern which manifests itself in both theory and practice. 
Sanford Berman’s activism through the decades has high-
lighted numerous problems with the Library of Congress 
Subject Headings, while Hope Olson’s work has greatly en-
hanced the sophistication of both the critique and the ren-
ovation of knowledge organization tools and practices. 
More recently, theorists and practitioners have built on such 
foundations to integrate critical theory into standard prac-
tices of analyzing classification systems (Martínez-Avila et 
al. 2016), to raise awareness of newer concerns such as inter-
sectionality (Fox 2016). Leazer and Montoya (2020) iden-
tify the task of recognizing “unjust and politically oppres-
sive practice in KO” as an urgent responsibility (370).  

Throughout these and other efforts to engage with the 
ethics of KO, however, we can detect a subtle tension be-
tween what our tools say and what they do. Smiraglia 
(2002), citing Svenonius (2000), argues that knowledge or-
ganization “is accomplished through a bibliographic lan-
guage or, more properly through a complex set of biblio-
graphic languages), with semantics, syntax, pragmatics, and 
rules to govern their implementation” (330). As with all lan-
guages, we can assess how well KO languages convey com-
municate necessary concepts; we can also assess what prin-
ciples, assumptions and implications these languages pre-
sent while communicating. Many critiques of KO tools jus-
tify themselves through the pragmatic needs of access and 
retrieval. Olson’s critique of biases such as those of gender, 
sexuality, race and age rest partly on the prosaic conse-
quences: “Library users seeking material on topics outside 
of a traditional mainstream will meet with frustration in 
finding nothing, or they will find something but miss im-
portant relevant materials” (2001, 639). And Berman 
(2016), rejects what he calls “nanny cataloging”—using sub-
ject headings as trigger warnings—as “patronizing, arrogant 
and censorious.” Rather, headings should be justified in 
terms of the work they’re intended to do: “to fairly and fully 
reflect what the material is about, what’s in it, and what per-
spective it conveys” (3).  

Implicit in this task of reflection, however, is the expec-
tation that we assign materials appropriate names. In his re-
quest to have the LC heading Armenian massacres, 1915-
1923 changed to Armenian genocide, 1915-1923, Ber-
man’s objection to the term “massacres” rests only partially 
on the efficiency of retrieval. The choice of “massacres” as 
the authorized term makes an implied statement that is in-
accurate: “the primary heading is wrong, is correction ap-
parently being held hostage to both passivity and political 
deference” (2016, 3). Similarly, Fox (2016) demonstrates 
how the mechanics of classification systems, even when 
they work effectively, result in a form of erasure in cases of 
intersectionality, in which citation order forces us to assign 

primacy to one facet of a subject at the expense of others 
(378). 

The following piece attempts to separate these two as-
pects of knowledge organization—what our tools do, and 
what they say by doing it—by exploring practices, not of 
naming for retrieval, but simply naming for its own sake. 
Such a practice ironically forces us to invoke some of the 
most prosaic of all knowledge organization: name authority 
control. We argue that the simple act of naming, for its own 
sake, and for the rhetorical visual effects of seeing names 
listed, play an important role in bridging the two types of 
reasoning identified by the Slovics. 
 
2.0 Background: Levinas, Gadamer and the “fusion 

of horizons” 
 
In this paper, we proceed from a core assumption: that a just 
response, whether individual or collective, requires us to 
strike a middle ground between indifference on the one hand 
and despair on the other. Instead, we must engage what tools 
we have—in this case, knowledge organization—to foster a 
meaningful connection between ourselves and the others 
whose suffering we witness. Another term for this connec-
tion might be “involvement,” as the poet John Donne termed 
it when he claimed, “Each man’s death diminishes me, for I 
am involved with mankind” (2007). Inspired by the writings 
of Emmanuel Levinas and Hans-Georg Gadamer, we argue 
that a just and effective response to evidence of human rights 
violations requires movement toward a truly ethical relation-
ship between “I” and “Thou.” I and Thou are Gadamer’s 
terms for myself and the other as equal selves. Levinas articu-
lates the challenge that knowledge organization faces in work-
ing toward this ethical goal, while Gadamer expresses one way 
for us to respond to that challenge. 

Levinas takes an uncompromising and demanding posi-
tion: that the core of an I-Thou relationship is a mutual phys-
ical presence: the face of Thou, which is “inviolable” and 
Thou’s eyes, “which are absolutely without protection, the 
most naked part of the human body, [yet] none the less offer 
an absolute resistance to possession in which the temptation 
to murder is inscribed” (Levinas 1990, 8). If relationships 
about things are expressed in language, then the face speaks 
before any word is spoken. In other words, every face-to-face 
encounter forces a dialogue that is meaningful, even if no 
words pass either I’s or Thou’s lips. The interaction is not 
necessarily verbal: but it is direct and powerful and insistent. 

Levinas offers another way to consider the effect of the 
physical presence that “Thou” has on an encounter: When 
“I” speak to “Thou” in a face-to-face encounter, “One does 
not question oneself concerning him; one questions him” 
(Levinas 2011, 47). “Thou” cannot be the subject of the dis-
cussion in which “Thou” participates. Dialogue between 
two people, as simple as it may seem to us, forces “I” to en-
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counter all the ways in which “Thou” is unique. The face-
to-face encounter makes “Thou” fully present. As Levinas’ 
evocation of the eye indicates, the full presence of “Thou” 
may actually be uncomfortable because “I” cannot control 
“Thou” as “I” perhaps could as an object of discussion. “I” 
clearly see things in “Thou”’s eyes that “I” cannot explain. 

While face-to-face encounters are frequently impossible, 
the implications of Levinas’s insistence on physical presence 
are inescapable: we cannot repair the ruptures of violence 
and injustice without some direct exposure to the other that 
transforms the other from a topic of discussion into a real 
and distinct companion who is entitled to our full ethical 
consideration. Our challenge in knowledge organization is 
to find ways to cultivate an ethical relationship with 
“Thou” even without direct exposure. 

Gadamer suggests a different way to consider I’s relation-
ship with Thou. Like Levinas, Gadamer believes that I ex-
perience Thou too often as an object of inquiry. Gadamer 
offers two other options. In the first, I experience Thou as 
something more than that rationalized object, yet I do not 
escape the limitations of my point of view as I. Here, Thou 
is only Thou by virtue of I. However, the second option is 
characterized by openness and we “experience the Thou 
truly as a Thou, i.e., not to overlook his claim but to let him 
really say something to us” (Gadamer 2006, 355). If a point 
of view is prioritized here, it is that of Thou, who speaks 
while I listen. However, Thou also listens because “Belong-
ing together always also means being able to listen to one 
another” (355) Here, Gadamer is referring to his concept of 
the fusion of horizons, in which I encounter something new 
that questions I, leading I to ask new questions. Gadamer’s 
“horizon” refers to a person’s historical-cultural context for 
a phenomenon, especially as experienced through language. 
As I encounter a different horizon—something that is new 
or strange, and that challenges my situation—I engage in a 
process of dialogue. What is familiar and what is unfamiliar 
impact each other, fusing together into a new horizon. This 
process is ongoing so that understanding is never static. 

The difference between Levinas and Gadamer is subtle 
but significant: Levinas focuses on I’s inability to reduce 
Thou, who can never be fully comprehended, into some-
thing familiar. Gadamer shifts our attention from Thou to 
Thou’s claim, which can be comprehended through the fa-
miliarity of a shared language that emerges from dialogue. 
This shift in thinking emphasizes the limits of knowledge 
organization while, at the same time, helping us to avoid the 
“numbing” effect observed by the Slovics. Knowledge or-
ganization, on its own, will never foster Levinasian respon-
sibility to Thou. It can, however, harness data in such a way 
that assists a decision-maker in understanding a cry for jus-
tice in a way that fosters both rational understanding and 
emotional empathy in a productive way.  

In the sections that follow, we will first examine how 
both cognitive psychology and information practice align 
with the distinction between “numbers” and “nerves.” We 
will then move to knowledge organization and how our es-
tablished practices of creating and manipulating structured 
data could potentially facilitate a sense of relationship and 
involvement.  
 
3.0 “Numbers and nerves” dichotomy 
 
Since the early 1990s, researchers in psychology have identi-
fied two distinct types of cognition: a rapid and intuitive re-
sponse (Type 1) and a slower and more rational response 
(Type 2) (Epstein 1994; Kahneman 2011). This phenome-
non maps partially to the problem identified by the Slovics. 
First, in order to grasp the numerical and logical complexity 
of human rights violations, we need Type 2 reasoning, in-
volving considerable powers of numeracy, a sound grasp of 
logic and paradox, and facility with large numbers, together 
with a skeptical scrutiny of information sources. Second, we 
need to grasp the situation without our Type 1 responses—
empathy stimulated by individual narratives—becoming 
numbed and paralyzed by the bewilderment caused by large 
numbers (Slovic 2007; Newcomb 2010). Just responses to 
ethical violations requires, not just a command of the facts, 
but a capacity for imagination (Kaul and Kim 2015): what 
Gadamer would call a “fusion of horizons” (2004), and the 
Slovics would call an “emotional and informational equilib-
rium” (Slovic and Slovic 2015, 8).  

It is important, however, to realize that the Slovics’ dis-
tinction does not align precisely with Kahneman’s distinc-
tion between Type 1 and Type 2 thinking. For Kahneman, 
Type 2 thinking does not entail indifference or absence of 
empathy; rather, it works to ensure that our empathy be 
grounded in a rational, accurate and comprehensive under-
standing. Similarly, Type 1 thinking involves reasoning, but 
reasoning based on rapid heuristic assumptions; the emo-
tional responses such reasoning inspires, therefore, may or 
may not be accurate or justified. Numbers can appear in 
both Type 1 and Type 2 reasoning, and to be numerate does 
not simply mean that one is skilled with numbers or happy 
working with them. Numeracy also entails placing numbers 
into a meaningful context: a process that involves making 
their implications clear and anticipating, to some degree, the 
Type 1 response that the numbers might inspire. Harper’s 
Magazine illustrates this through its monthly Harper’s In-
dex, which presents numerical data in an artfully-arranged 
sequence that appeals to a variety of emotions, including 
whimsy, humor, surprise and anger. Take, for instance, this 
excerpt from the March 2022 Index: 
 

[Percentage increase] in the number of bird watchers in 
the United States: 16 
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In the number of pickleball players: 39 
Percentage by which men are more likely than women to 

sexually harass a boss of the opposite sex: 10 
By which men are more likely than women to say they 

use sex appeal to get what they want in the workplace: 
10 (Harper’s Magazine, March 2022, 9) 

 
The Index arranges its data to take us from the idle—in-
creases in bird watchers and pickleball players—to the seri-
ous—harassment in the workplace—to the paradoxical: 
contrary to prevailing assumptions, men are more likely 
than women to rely on sex appeal at work. Numbers can be 
used for rhetorical purposes just as words can. 

When presenting data in an ethical fashion, then, we 
need to consider at least three possible adverse effects: 
 
– Small effects: in which numbers are presented devoid of 

any content that would trigger empathy or ethical reflec-
tion; 

– False effects: in which the numbers are framed, inten-
tionally or unintentionally, in a false narrative, thereby 
inspiring an inappropriate emotional response. This is 
where we typically find instances of misinformation and 
fake news. 

– Overwhelming effects: in which the size, intensity or 
scale of the data numbs our responses and causes them 
to close down, often with a sense of fear or futility. 

 
4.0 Numerical data and information visualization 
 
The field of information studies has already made im-
portant contributions to the problem of rendering complex 
data in meaningful ways. Paul Otlet, in his concept of the 
Mundaneum, applied architectural metaphors to his con-
cept of knowledge organization as a means “to order human 
actions and to create a better society” (van den Heuvel 2008, 
129). Neurath’s ISOTYPE project sought to develop an 
iconic form of communication that evaded “roundabout” 
problems of alphabetic literacy in favour of “immediate vis-
ual presentations,” particularly in the expression of statisti-
cal phenomena” (Hartmann 2008, 284). Information visu-
alization, particularly through the work of Donald Nor-
man, has shown how the subtle and perceptive presentation 
of data can appeal to both experiential and reflective cogni-
tion (1993). Such research and experimentation anticipated 
a conclusion reached by Clavier (2019) that the visual rep-
resentation of data has passed over from being a simple tool 
to a new, powerful and increasingly prevalent language of its 
own:  
 

Visual representations are now the predominant 
modes of expression in our society… [It] is not a ques-
tion of demonstrating that we live in “a world of im-

ages” . . . but rather that the importance assumed by 
visual representations—or ‘visuals’ as they are referred 
to by communication specialists—as forms of semio-
tization influences the ways in which knowledge is 
represented and organized. (617-8) 

 
Effective visualization has been used in human rights situa-
tions to indicate areas of concentration, such as maps of the 
United States indicating frequency of racial crimes (Hep-
worth and Church 2019). They have been used to indicate 
sharp progressions, such as bar charts indicating the increas-
ing frequency of hate crimes (Rainbow Railroad 2021). 
Many organizations, such as Rainbow Railroad, employ 
strategic combinations of quantitative data and stark images 
that bring the figures to imaginative life. But information 
visualization rests upon reliable sources of data. And this is 
where knowledge organization comes in: through an under-
standing and exploitation of the structure whereby the data 
is gathered. 
 
5.0 Structured data and knowledge organization 
 
Structured data is data that has been rendered in a standard 
format, so that all of the data elements are consistent with 
one another and are accompanied by semantic metadata 
which identifies the constituent parts of the data and how 
they relate to each other (Crockett 2023). It therefore pre-
supposes a very different approach to data than that of 
“reading” unstructured text such as “normal” prose. The lit-
erary critic Northrop Frye argued that when reading a text, 
we experience it two senses: the sequential process of read-
ing the text word by word and page by page, and the subse-
quent comprehension of the entire structure of the text in 
all its parts and facets (Frye 1990, 1). Structured data re-
verses this process, to some degree: the structure comes first, 
and is subsequently “filled in” with data, to be followed by 
some kind of narrative interpretation. Structured data, 
therefore, begins with the overall design: of a bibliographic 
record, for instance, or a set of tables in a relational database. 
The data elements are determined from the outset, along 
with the parameters of those elements: the data types and 
ranges and relationships. The data elements are surrounded 
by metadata which identifies them, enabling them to be fil-
tered and combined in queries, sorted in various ways, and 
displayed in reports.  

We can see this reversal at work in the research of Silva et 
al. (2021) at the Universidade Federal de Paraná, who have 
extracted expressions of hate speech in Brazilian online com-
munities and established what they call “uma ontologia do 
discurso de ódio.” The sequential text of messages that dis-
play intimidation of marginalized communities has been 
converted into a structured representation of hateful senti-
ments (see Figure 1). 
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The schematic representation reflects the results of ex-
tensive and careful reasoning: establishing and naming the 
categories, formulating the criteria for category member-
ship, and displaying the data in an effective visual manner. 
But seeing the hatred laid out in rows is an experience: an 
emotional one. And Silva and Botelho-Francisco (2018) 
hope that the emotions inspired by this careful work will 
lead, not to indifference or despair, but to an acknowledg-
ment on the part of all who see it that such expressions de-
mean us all, and to “assertive strategies to maintain tolerance 
in online environments (28).” 

Structured data is useful in modern information systems, 
because it makes the data machine-readable and machine-un-
derstandable, enabling sophisticated semantic combinations. 
But the history of structured data goes back before comput-
ers: libraries, for example, have historically used of standard 
structures for bibliographic records, as well as standards for 
authority records for entities such as names, places and sub-
jects. Structured data in computerized form appeared with 
the MARC format in the 1960s, as well as through the devel-
opment of relational database design. It has since been ex-
tended into standards for semantic markup such as SGML 
and XML, and into the standards for Linked Data. 

Structured data has also extended its reach beyond main-
stream information institutions such as libraries, suggesting 
a widespread social consensus that structured data is worth 

creating. Online communities that maintain resources such 
as Wikipedia have embraced the crowdsourced conversion 
of unstructured data, in the form of free text, into struc-
tured form. Wikipedia has established a series of what it calls 
“Infoboxes” that make it easy for those creating a Wikipedia 
page to create structured data (see Figure 2).  

The various boxes established so far are classified into 
various types and subjects, such as Arts and culture, History 
and events, Person, Place, Religion and belief, Society and 
social science, and Technology and applied science. Among 
the various templates available, we have a template for 
“Event,” which provides a list of fields, along with guidance 
on how to fill them out. Such fields include: title, duration, 
date, location, venue, cause, perpetrator. Projects such as 
Wikidata enable the extraction of structured data elements 
from free-text resources such as Wikipedia entries; the entry 
for the Armenian Genocide, for instance, contains struc-
tured data providing the date, location, target, attack type, 
perpetrators, number of deaths and trials (https://en.wik-
ipedia.org/wiki/Armenian_genocide).  

The contrast between the structured data and the un-
structured prose is complex. Here, for instance, is the open-
ing of the Wikipedia entry on the Armenian Genocide[1]: 
 

The Armenian genocide was the systematic destruc-
tion of the Armenian people and identity in the Ot-

 

Figure 1: Uma Ontologia do Discurso de Ódio (Silva et al. 2021). 
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toman Empire during World War I. Spearheaded by 
the ruling Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), 
it was implemented primarily through the mass mur-
der of around one million Armenians during death 
marches to the Syrian Desert and the forced Islamiza-
tion of others, primarily women and children. 

 
The entry itself gives us a narrative account of the genocide, 
seeded with hyperlinks to further information that provide 
background context and explanation for names, terms and 
events that might not be obvious to us a century later. In the 
infobox to the side of the screen, we find a set of attributes 
that have been defined by Wikipedia as appropriate for what 
they call an “Event.” Wikipedia provides documentation for 
this type of infobox, enumerating the parameters and recom-
mended best practices for the listed attributes in a manner 
reminiscent of descriptive cataloging rules used in libraries, 
such as Resource Description and Access (RDA). One such 
recommendation is that we use this particular type of infobox 
for “one-off events,” rather than for recurring events, which 
go in their own infobox type, “recurring events” (https:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Template:Infobox_event). This inter-
pretation is consistent with the scope note of the concept 
“Event” as defined by the International Council for Muse-
ums and the International Committee for Documentation, 
which defines event as “an instantaneous change of state” 
(2018). The Armenian Genocide is thus summed up as fol-
lows:  
 

Location: Ottoman Empire 
Date: 1915-1917 
Target: Ottoman Armenians 
Attack Type: Genocide, death march, forced Islamiza-

tion 
Deaths: 600,000-1.5 million 
Perpetrators: Committee of Union and Progress 
Trials: Ottoman Special Military Tribunal 
 
The unstructured narrative tells us, in sequential prose, 
what happened. The infobox extracts from this narrative a 
list of facts that have a stark power similar to Silva and Bo-
telho-Francisco’s ontologia do discurso de ódio. Clearly, we 
live in a world where we need controlled vocabulary terms 
for genocide and death marches, and where death counts 
can land somewhere between 600,000 and 1.5 million. 

The case of violinist Tyler Clementi offers a slightly dif-
ferent contrast between unstructured and structured de-
scriptions[2]:  
 

Tyler Clementi (December 19, 1991– September 22, 
2010) was an American student at Rutgers University–
New Brunswick who jumped to his death from the 
George Washington Bridge over the Hudson River on 
September 22, 2010, at the age of 18. On September 
19, 2010, Clementi's roommate, Dharun Ravi, used 
a webcam on his dorm room computer and his hall-
mate Molly Wei's computer to view, without Clem-

 

Figure 2: Wikipedia Infobox (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:Infobox_event). 
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enti’s knowledge, Clementi kissing another man. 
Clementi found out after Ravi posted about the 
webcam incident on Twitter.  

 
Out of this, the following attribute-value pairs are derived: 
 
Deaths: Tyler Clementi, aged 18 
Location: Manhattan, New York City, U.S. 
Type: Teenage suicide, suicide by jumping, 

drowning 
Motive: Homophobia 
Accused: Dharun Ravi 
 Molly Wei 
Convicted: Dharun Ravi 
 
In this instance, the unstructured narrative of Clementi’s 
death differs from the narrative of the Armenian Genocide 
in its use of hyperlinks. While the hyperlinks for the Geno-
cide provided relevant background information for contex-
tualizing and understanding the background of the event, 
here the hyperlinks, with one important exception, are irrel-
evant. They link to the Wikipedia pages which give bland 
information about the school, the bridge, the river, webcam 
technology and Twitter. The exception is the link “jumped 
to his death,” which takes the reader to a structured list of 
“lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people whose sui-
cides were deemed sufficiently notable to be reported by the 
media” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_LGBT-re-
lated_suicides). At some point in this article’s life, someone 
felt that the story of Tyler Clementi needed to be linked to 
a structured list: that the tragedy of the incident lies not just 
in what happened to Clementi but the fact that it has hap-
pened to many, many people. 

By contrast, the structured data of the infobox, while 
confining itself to the bald facts of the narrative, shows a re-
vealing instance of the cataloguer’s judgement. Whoever en-
tered the value for the attribute “deaths” elected to include, 
not just Clementi’s name but his age. Whether Clementi’s 
age makes a difference is a matter for debate: one could ar-
gue that a life destroyed is a life destroyed, whenever it hap-
pens. But someone clearly decided that the data should in-
sist on the fact that the person who killed himself in the 
wake of homophobia was not yet 20 years old. As we saw 
with Harper’s Index, the strategic placement and arrange-
ment of structured data can create a stark and brutal elo-
quence.  
 
6.0  Structured data and meaningful numerical 

accumulation 
 
In both uses, structured data serves as an intermediary step 
between the intimate narrative that appeals to our emotions 
and the quantified syntheses that engage our reason. This 

paper suggests that the presence of structured data as this 
middle ground leads to four possible effects upon our un-
derstanding of crimes against humanity. 
 
6.1 Impact through numbers 
 
First, in terms of human rights violations, structured data 
has one long-standing and obvious use: the capacity to com-
bine and assemble existing collections of data for quantita-
tive analysis. Only through the accurate and effective com-
bination of data from various sources can we have access to 
the information we need to understand and grapple with 
human rights violations. Structured data facilitates such 
amalgamation, allowing for the representation of cumula-
tive effects that might not otherwise be relevant. Further-
more, the use of standard formats and metadata labels ren-
ders the principles of accumulation more evident and sub-
ject to analysis, reducing the chance of erroneous or fraud-
ulent data displays. 

Structured data facilitates not only the effective aggrega-
tion but the effective presentation of numerical data, and 
while the Slovics (2015) are correct to point out the com-
plexities of presentation and dangers of over-simplification, 
the 2021 Annual Report of Rainbow Railroad reminds us 
that numbers matter on a visceral level. The organization, 
which mobilizes support for LGBTQ+ people throughout 
the world facing persecution, makes effective use of attrib-
ute/value pairs (see Figure 3). 

In this display, the stark numbers are linked to stark and 
vivid attributes: “family-based rejection,” “sexual violence,” 
“family-based violence,” “beat up,” “shot at,” “chopped,” 
“threat” and “in hiding due to credible threat.” Elsewhere in 
the report, a similar display links numbers to health and wel-
fare concerns: “risk of suicide,” “lack of basic needs,” “lack 
of income due to COVID-19,” “homeless” and “mental 
health concerns.” The report also shows that 503 individu-
als were supported in 2020 and 1,812 in 2021. 

Numbers are frequently used for rhetorical purposes: in 
2015, for instance, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Tru-
deau proudly presented Canada’s first federal Cabinet that 
was 50% female (Murphy 2015). In the case of human rights 
violations, however, the numbers signify an important facet 
of a burgeoning I-Thou relationship. On the one hand, 
knowing that 39% of the LGBTQ+ individuals facing safety 
concerns are afraid of being beat up, shot at or chopped pro-
vides a forcible reminder to a complacent “I” that there are 
people living far more precarious lives. On the other hand, 
data categories such as suicide, lack of basic needs, COVID-
19 unemployment and homelessness allude to frightening 
possibilities for all of us. 
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6.2 Impact through exploration 
 
Second, even without such amalgamation, structured data 
facilitates exploration and discovery, by enabling an isolated, 
traumatic incident to lead, through structured links, to doc-
umentation of other similar incidents; the Wikipedia entry 
for the murder of George Floyd, for instance, leads to a 
structured list of incidents of police brutality ordered by 
date and another by country. The Wikipedia entry on “Vio-
lence against women” provides a subdivided list of violence 
types: killing, sexual assault and rape, disfigurement and 
other issues. The topics included under these main headings 
include bride burning, dowry death, forced prostitution, 
campus sexual assault, cybersex trafficking, acid attack, gas-
lighting and narcissistic abuse (https://en.wikipedia.org/ 
wiki/Violence_against_women). While the sheer number 
of headings for violence—28 at the time of writing—pos-
sesses its own sombre eloquence, the strength of connection 
also lies not just in the overall number but in the detail and 
variety of these headings, each of which provide access to 
those seeking understanding and support. Sometimes, the 
trauma of one story needs to be balanced, not necessarily by 
a quantitative summation, but by access to more stories. 
 
6.3 Impact through consistent display 
 
Third, structured data lends itself to regularity and con-
sistency of display, thereby enabling us to enact the process 
of retrieving and amassing cumulative effects that appeal to 
rational comprehension, but on a more direct emotional 
level. In this sense, structured data long predates computer 
technology; it is a key element of memorials, in which the 
repetition of a familiar structure heightens the rhetorical ef-
fect. The traditional practice of listing names on cenotaphs 
has been adapted in many imaginative ways, all using some 
regularity of entry and structure to heighten the emotional 
impact. The AIDS Memorial in Toronto presents repeated, 

regular entries of the names of those who died. In the 
United States, the National AIDS Memorial contains a dig-
ital representation of each panel of the AIDS Quilt, the mas-
sive tribute to those who died in the AIDS Epidemic: a re-
source that was crowd-sourced before we had even invented 
the word. Each panel represents the individuality of the per-
son or persons who died, resulting in a dizzying variety of 
colors, designs and motifs. But the names are contained in a 
structured database, normalized and rendered consistent, 
enabling us to locate the panel of any individual through the 
Web interface (see Figure 4).  

In a variation on the same method, Brazilian artist Ana 
Flores has created an exhibit similar in spirit to that of Silva’s 
and Botelho-Francisco’s ontology: a relentless line of men’s 
dress shirts, each adorned with a quotation of hate speech 
from social media (Zavadil 2022). Isolated words and 
phrases are assembled in regular and consistent order, turn-
ing them from passing utterances into a sinister collective 
expression of hatred and intolerance. 

Structured data also extends beyond words. The discov-
ery of unmarked graves of Indigenous children who died in 
Canadian residential schools has led to multiple displays of 
children’s shoes, and the many missing Indigenous women 
and girls in Canada have been commemorated by installa-
tions of dresses hanging, unworn, on the boughs of trees. 
The absence of words reflects the all too frequent absence 
of names, the inadequate archival records and above all the 
disruption of families in order “to prevent the transmission 
of cultural values and identity from one generation to the 
next” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 2015, 1). Ca-
nadians are slowly and reluctantly learning to accept this 
namelessness as cultural genocide. 

In all of these cases, we can witness the “gathering” effect 
made possible when data has been cleaned, normalized and 
structured, thereby enabling us to gain a more accurate 
sense of the spread, frequency and seriousness of human 
rights violations. In such cases, however, the final number 

 
Figure 3: Rainbow Railroad Annual Report 2021. 
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is less important than the process of experiencing each data 
element in sequence. Frequently, such displays provide not 
numbers but names, words, shapes and artifacts, one fol-
lowing the other with relentless regularity. Such regularity 
preserves the memory of those who would otherwise be lost, 
much as the Holocaust survivors in Norman Lebrecht’s The 
Song of Names preserve the names of lost comrades through 
song. The regular pattern of delivery also reminds us that 
the tragic events commemorated are not exceptions; they 
are regularities. Not only did they happen; they are happen-
ing again, again, and still again. We may not be able to create 
the mutual physical presence that Levinas advocates; we 
cannot confront, face-to-face, the “Thou” of those who suf-
fer, or who have suffered violations of their safety, their 
rights and sometimes their very lives. But structured data, in 
the form of names, symbols, songs and artifacts, can insist 
that we recognize their existence. 
 
6.4 Impact through dispersion 
 
Finally, structured data, in its regularity, works in the reverse 
direction as well. We are all trained to recognize standard 
and familiar information structures within our environ-
ment: red, yellow and green traffic lights, for instance, or 
signs that direct us to washrooms and elevators. Some me-
morial projects are facilitating recognition of injustices by 
seeding memorials in widely dispersed locations, relying on 
discovery and chance encounters to surprise us into aware-
ness, rather than through memorial installations that people 
approach purposefully (Helphand 2015). One striking ex-
ample is the distribution of “sopersteins,” or “stumbling 
stones” throughout Europe: gold-coloured plates fitted 
into paving stones in front of houses where victims of the 
Holocaust once resided. In the words of Barbara Steiner, a 

resident of Berlin, these small plates are more meaningful 
than large memorials: “I think the huge monuments are al-
ways about performing memory, when this is really con-
nected to a person” (Smith 2022, 27). Artist Gunter 
Demnig, who originated the project, argues “that individual 
stories are more powerful tools than statistics for coming to 
terms with this history” (Smith 2022, 27) (see Figure 5). 

Structured data is fundamental to the solperstein project. 
The plates present their data with the regularity of an old-
style bibliographic record, providing the same elements in 
the same order. One of the solpersteins in Figure 5 reads: 
 
HIER WOONDE 
KLARA ELZAS-WALVISCH 
GEB. 1911 
GEDEPORTEERD 1943 UIT 
WESTERBORK 
VERMOORD 21-5-1943 
SOBIBOR 
 
In this plate, the line between structured data and linear nar-
rative begins to fade. We have structured attributes: name, 
birth date, year of deportation, name of the transit camp, 
date of murder, and location. But ordered as the elements 
are, a narrative emerges. The pedestrian who stops to read 
the plate learns that in the house nearby lived a woman 
named Klara Elzas-Walvisch, born in 1911. She was de-
ported to the Westerbork transit camp in 1943, and was 
murdered on the twenty-first of May, 1943, in the Sobibor 
concentration camp. The adjoining plate indicates that her 
husband was arrested and jailed a year earlier in 1942 and 
deported to the Mauthausen camp, where he died on the 
eighteenth of December in that same year. 

 
Figure 4: The AIDS Quilt Interface (https://www.aidsmemorial.org/interactive- 
aids-quilt). 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2023-6-427 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2023-6-427
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Knowl. Org. 50(2023)No.6 
D. G. Campbell, M. Nord. Structured Data and Human Rights Violations 

 

436 

The stones have a clear and simple structure, and the 
consistency of the structured data enables the pedestrian to 
see and recognize the message easily. The clarity and simplic-
ity of the message facilitate rapid comprehension of a very 
simple narrative. The isolation of the paving stone from oth-
ers stimulates an initial response to an individual story ra-
ther than a collective phenomenon. And the insidious fre-
quency with which the pedestrian encounters these stones 
throughout Amsterdam, throughout the Netherlands, and 
throughout all of Europe in a multitude of languages, 
brings on an incremental awareness of the scope of the Hol-
ocaust, while presumably delaying and forestalling the 
numbing effect brought about by large numbers. 

Perhaps this dispersion brings us closest to Gadamer’s 
notion of the fusion of horizons, in circumstances where 
physical confrontation and dialogic interchange are impos-
sible. The brevity and regularity of these small, repeated rec-
ords of individual lives might surprise pedestrians past their 
own points of view into that state of openness that Gada-
mer argues we need for that fusion of horizons that consti-
tutes a just response to human rights violations. 
 
7.0 The role of knowledge organization: what must 

we do? 
 
First, we must break down the “numbers” and “nerves” dis-
tinction to some degree. Feeling and reason are not diamet-
rically opposed in the cases previously cited. Numbers are 
full of nerves, and nerves are full of numbers. There is deep 
and powerful emotion to be derived from slow, careful rea-
soning of any kind, numerical or nominal, empirical or phe-
nomenological. And we find reason and calculation at work 

in the most immediate and impulsive of responses. A more 
helpful distinction might be, drawing on Kahneman, be-
tween ethical responses that have a secure foundation in 
slow thinking and those derived from rapid thinking. Our 
ethical responses to injustice of any kind must be founded 
upon thoughtful, realistic awareness: the kind that comes 
through patient exercise of the widest possible range of in-
quiries: empirical, phenomenological, philosophical, aes-
thetic. 

In information studies, we have an opportunity to make 
as much of this slow and patient work available to any indi-
vidual or organization seeking to respond to evidence of hu-
man rights violations. As we write this, the Manitoba gov-
ernment in Canada must decide whether to instigate a 
lengthy, costly and possibly hazardous search of a landfill 
site for the bodies of two murdered Indigenous women 
(Gowriluk 2023). A pedestrian in Europe may encounter 
the micro-narratives of person after person murdered in the 
Holocaust and wonder, as those gold plates keep appearing, 
how to respond. We must do what we can to help them re-
spond justly and appropriately. 

As knowledge organization theorists and practitioners, 
specifically, two options present themselves. First, as crea-
tors and curators of large authority files, both for subjects 
and for names, we have an existing infrastructure of struc-
tured data that can be harvested for projects such as the 
solperstein initiative. Projects that expand the reach of our 
authority records, as well as the depth and accuracy of their 
contents and their cross-references, could make a difference. 
We have procedures and affordances for establishing names 
in multiple languages, for synonym control, for embedding 
background information and documenting the sources of 

 
Figure 5: Stolpersteine Holocaust Memorials Amsterdam (https://www.traveldarkly. 
com/stolpersteine-holocaust-memorials-amsterdam/). 
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that information. To quote Hope Olson (2001), we who 
work in knowledge organization possess a certain power to 
name. Let us use that power carefully, responsibly and cou-
rageously. 

Second, the wealth of affordances in resources like Wik-
ipedia and Wikidata for creating structured data and links 
within that data attest to the need for knowledge organiza-
tion in crowd-sourced projects. We certainly need more pro-
jects like that of Silva and Botelho-Francisco, who impose 
ontological concepts onto the seemingly formless nature of 
social media, in order to derive a truer and more persuasive 
picture of destructive online trends and practices. We also 
need to help non-experts who are reaching in the same di-
rection. Whoever linked Tyler Clementi’s story on Wikipe-
dia to a structured list of others who shared his fate was 
surely trying to do what we’ve been trained to do: to create 
a bridge of structured data through a seemingly endless and 
endlessly confusing information environment. Let us help 
when and where we can. 
 
8.0 Conclusion 
 
In her novel Daniel Deronda, British author George Eliot 
describes a crucial moment in the life of her heroine, Gwen-
dolyn Harleth[3]: 
 

There comes a terrible moment to many souls when 
the great movements of the world, the larger destinies 
of mankind, which have lain aloof in newspapers and 
other neglected reading, enter like an earthquake into 
their own lives. … [Gwendolyn] was for the first time 
feeling the pressure of a vast mysterious movement, 
for the first time being dislodged from her supremacy 
in her own world, and getting a sense that her horizon 
was but a dipping onward of an existence with which 
her own was revolving.  

 
Many of us, as individuals, as organizations, as races, as cul-
tures are finding ourselves face to face, not necessarily with 
an individual, as Levinas urged, but with the realization that 
our individual horizons cannot make sense of what we’re 
witnessing. Deciding to search a landfill for missing bodies 
is not simply a matter of provincial and municipal finance; 
the scenic pavements of Berlin and Amsterdam have more 
to tell us than we’re prepared to hear on our holiday. As with 
Gwendolyn, our horizons are dipping: or, as Gadamer 
would put it, they are fusing with those of others. 

The field of knowledge organization possesses theoreti-
cal and practical tools to facilitate and mediate those painful 
passages of realization within individuals, within govern-
ments, within populations. Our facility with structured 
data, whether as a means of producing accurate statistics, or 
of amassing or dispersing names, can be a key tool at our 

disposal. However we choose to curate our own collections 
of structured data, and however we choose to participate in 
broader projects beyond our institutional walls, we must 
strive to enable meaningful fusions that lead us all between 
the extremes of despair and indifference. 
 
Endnotes 
 
1. Wikipedia, s.v. “Armenian Genocide”, last modified No-

vember 14, 2023, 01:56, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Armenian_genocide 

2. Wikipedia, s.v. “Suicide of Tyler Clementi”, last modi-
fied November 10, 2023, 08:43. https://en.wikipedia. 
org/wiki/Suicide_of_Tyler_Clementi  

3. Eliot, George. 2005. Daniel Deronda. Project Guten-
berg. https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/7469. 
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