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Experience

Recent projects I have led as UK PI:

(1) AURA (Archives in the UK/ Republic of Ireland and AI: Bringing together Digital Humanists, 
Computer Scientists & stakeholders to unlock cultural assets) – funded by AHRC and Irish Research 
Council.

(2) AEOLIAN (UK/ US: AI for Cultural Organisations) –funded by AHRC and the US National 
Endowment for the Humanities.

(3) EyCon (Visual AI and Early Conflict Photography) – funded by AHRC and LABEX in France. 

(4) LUSTRE (Unlocking our Digital Past with AI) –funded by AHRC Follow On Grant, with the Cabinet 
Office, The National Archives and other partners



THE PROBLEM

Policy makers produce digital records on a daily basis: emails, PDFs, Word 
documents, A/V files, etc.

A selection of records is then preserved in archival repositories. 

However, getting access to these archival materials is extremely 
complicated for many reasons ςincluding data protection, sensitivity, 

national security, and copyright. 



THE SOLUTION?

Artificial Intelligence can be applied to archives to make them more 
accessible, but it is still at an experimental stage. 

Issues with skills gaps.

BUT also issues of mistrust and miscommunication.



mistrust between 
stakeholders

mistrust of technology



"What do you need to make a new AI system?  You need 
algorithms, you need people, you need computer, you need 
data.  And for this AI system to also be useful in the world, you 
need funding and you need product market fit.  And you need to 
have sufficient levels of trust and performance."

(Interview with Shahar Edgerton, Centre for the Study of Existential Risk [Cambridge], 3 Nov. 2022) 



What are the potential applications 
of AI to make born-digital archives 
more accessible and usable? 

And what are the barriers to 
implementing them? 



Our argument
stakeholders share 
similar professional 
ethics

Ą Surfacing these similarities can lead to deeper 
collaborations between humans



TRUST AND 
COLLABORATION

archival circle (from 
record creators to 
archivists, and from 
archivists to users)



Section 1: 

Mistrust of other 
stakeholders and of 
technology 



A DIGITAL DARK AGE?

άL ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻǊǊȅ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŀǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ǘǳǊƴ ǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅΣ ǿŜƭƭΣ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŦŦ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘŀǊƪ ŀƎŜΦ  !ƴŘ 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘŀǊƪ ŀƎŜΣ ǿŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ Řƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

kind of way more complicated now in the age of the born digitalΦέ

Interview with James Baker (academic, formerly GLAM sector professional), 22 June 2021



SCALE OF BORN-DIGITAL ARCHIVES

ά¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ǘƻŘŀȅ Ƙŀǎ рлл Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŜƳŀƛƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŜƎŀƴ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ hōŀƳŀ 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ¢ǊǳƳǇ ŜƳŀƛƭǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ȅŜǘ ƻǊ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ рлл Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 

distinct emails, and then more than a billion pages because those emails have attachmentsΦέ

Interview with Jason Baron (academic/ legal professional), 22 June 2021



TRUSTING THE USER

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Řǳǘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

take a far more active and conscious role in maintaining . . . the integrity of the archival discovery process. And I think 

that can be done by having well developed and well-respected codes of conduct that the user very consciously 

agrees with beforehand, which means that even if they see sensitive information, that sensitive information goes no 

further than that individual researcherΦέ

Interview with Adam Nix (academic), 22 June 2021



PROVIDING ACCESS RESPONSIBLY

άŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ²ƛƪƛƭŜŀƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƪƛ[Ŝŀƪǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ Χ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Řŀǘŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΤ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΤ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƭŀǿŦǳƭΦ {ƻΣ ǿŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǘƻ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭȅΦέ

Interview with John Sheridan (The National Archives UK), 29 June 2021



Section 2: 

Collaborations 
and building 
trust



KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

άLǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΦ No one is building anything specifically for us. It is 

ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ άhƘΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΦέ !ƴŘ L 

think all we can really do is equip ourselves with learning to understand what that kind of technology transfer process 

ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜΦέ

άƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ōǳŘƎŜǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŦƭŜŀǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ 

ƻǿƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

who share concerns, is going to be very important, too."

Interview with John Sheridan (The National Archives UK), 29 June 2021



ENGAGING WITH ACADEMICS AND OTHER USERS

άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ŀǘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ 

what they might want. And . . . the majority of our existing core research audience is not yet working with born-

ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΦέ

Interview with GLAM sector professional [name withheld], 27 May 2021



άL ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ώǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎϐ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜƭŦ-confident, but they all seemed to doubt their essential skill 

sets as historians in using this kind of material and, for similar reasons, hoping to be retired too before they had to do 

too much of this, which really surprised meΦέ

Interview with Andrew Riley (archivist), 7 July 2021



FACILITATING ACCESS 

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŜ Řƻ ƛǎ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōǳŘƎŜǘǎ ƻǊ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛǎŜŘ ōȅ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ 

and by journalists and by everybody else. Most of our work should be public by default. . .  I think if more of our work 

ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘΣ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦΣ ōƻǊƛƴƎΦ .ǳǘ ŀƭǎƻΣ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ώƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ƭŜŀƪǎϐ άhƻƘΣ 

secret trove of Cabinet Office emails released by aideΦέ

Interview with government professional, 1 July 2021



there can be no betrayal without trust. 

It is precisely the lack of trust in other stakeholders, and in new technologies, that 
was highlighted in our interviews. 

Mistrust of technology makes it difficult to implement AI tools. 

The concerns highlighted by interviewees –in terms of accountability, control, and 
bias –make it difficult to accelerate the development of AI applied to archives.



What is needed: 

more cross-sector and cross-disciplinary dialogue to 
surface the shared professional ethics between 
stakeholders. 

more research across disciplinary boundaries.



Digital Humanities

Digital Humanities – which is in 

essence an interdisciplinary 

field – has an important role to 

play in bridging the gap 

between record creators, 

archivists, researchers, and 

other users.



“For there to be betrayal, there would 
have to have been trust first.”
Suzanne Collins
The Hunger Games



there can be no betrayal 
without trust



Thank you!

l.jaillant@lboro.ac.uk

mailto:l.jaillant@lboro.ac.uk
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