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For  a  f i e ld  def ined  by  the  H ippocrat i c  oath  to  “do  no  harm” ,  modern  med ic ine  
has  a  long  and  t roub led  h i s to ry  o f  exp lo i t i ng  the  bod ies  o f  pat ien ts .  From the  
Tuskegee  Syph i l i s  S tudy,  to  the  s to len  ce l l s  o f  Henr ie t ta  Lacks ,  to  the  o rgans  
p i l fe red  f rom dead  ch i ld ren  in  the  A lder  Hay  scanda l ,  to  the  a t roc i t i es  
commi t ted  by  Naz i  sc ien t i s t s  in  the  second  wor ld  war,  med ica l  sc ien t i s t s  have  
a  long  and  documented  h i s to ry  o f  ma l feasance.  The  cod i f i ca t ion  o f  i n fo rmed 
consen t—or  the  e th ica l  gu ide l ines  where  med ica l  sub jec ts  need  to  be  
in fo rmed o f  the i r  par t i c ipat ion  in  a  s tudy,  how the  s tudy  w i l l  a f fec t  them,  and  
g iven  the  opt ion  to  opt  ou t  o f  med ica l  research—deve loped  in  response  to  the  
l as t  o f  these  examples ,  p rov ides  a  f ramework  fo r  the  e th ica l  t reatment  o f  
research  sub jec ts .

There  i s  a  p rob lem,  though ,  in  the  h i s to ry  o f  med ic ine,  as  l i b ra r ians ,  
a rch iv i s t s ,  and  o ther  knowledge  workers  have  to  work  w i th  mater ia l s  s to len  
f rom the  bod ies  o f  sub jec ts  w i thou t  the i r  consen t .  The  protoco ls  and  po l i c ies  
o f  i ns t i tu t iona l  rev iew boards  ( IRB)  and  o ther  b ioeth ics  sa feguards  have  
h i s to r ica l ly  d i s regarded  the  des i res  and  r igh ts  o f  the  long  dead  and  the i r  s t i l l  
l i v ing  commun i t ies .

The  Opaque On l ine  Pub l i sh ing  P la t fo rm (OOPP)  was  des igned  to  re f lec t  on  
and  specu la t i ve ly  address  how knowledge  workers  in  the  h i s to ry  o f  med ic ine  
m igh t  reassess  the i r  p r imary  mater ia l s .  A  m in ima l  comput ing ,  Jeky l l -based  
web  temp la te ,  the  OOPP was  bu i l t  to  he lp  scho la rs  l i te ra l i ze ,  i n  the i r  research ,  
Édouard  G l i ssan t ’s  not ion  o f  opac i t y.  A  pos tco lon ia l  f ramework ,  opac i t y  re fe rs  
to  the  ab i l i t y  fo r  i nd iv idua l  sub jec ts  to  re fuse  to  be  inges ted  w i th in  the  
to ta l i t a r i an  ex t rac t i v i sm o f  wes tern  ep is temics .  By  p rac t i c ing  th i s  opac i t y,  the  
OOPP enab les  scho la rs  to  re f lec t  on  what  m igh t  be  los t  when  they  choose  to  
d ives t  uneth ica l ly  sourced  mater ia l s ,  and  prac t ice  a  h i s to ry  o f  med ic ine  that  
respec ts  the  r igh ts  o f  the  long  dead.
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Guidelines for Applying 
Opacity
The t ransparen t ,  semi -opaque,  and  
opaque  categor ies  a re  determined  
based  on  the  fo l low ing  c r i te r i a :

1 .  Non-opaque  adds  no  f i l te r ing  
whatsoever  to  the  images  o r  tex t .  I t  i s  
j us t  as  they  were  o r ig ina l ly  wr i t ten .  

2 .  Par t i a l  opac i t y  i s  used  to  p rotec t  the  
p r i vacy  o f  the  pat ien t ,  bu t  keeps  the  
sc ien t i f i c  in fo rmat ion  g leaned  f rom the  
sub jec t  in  tac t .  Th is  cor responds  w i th  
con temporary  norms regard ing  pr i vacy  
and  images .

3 .  Fu l l  opac i t y  takes  in to  cons iderat ion  
that  the  sub jec t  p robab ly  d idn’ t  
consen t  in  the  f i r s t  p lace,  and  erases  
a l l  i ndex  o f  the  body  (d i rec t  o r  
ind i rec t)  f rom the  image i t se l f .

The neurological lab at the Henry Phipps Institute circa 1905. In the foreground are dozens of jars with human brains, taken without consent from 
patients who died at the hospital. Lawrence F. Flick, director of the institute, noted in 1904 that they needed to expand the facilities to store and 
study the posthumous materials extracted at autopsy.

Source: Report of the Henry Phipps Institute for the Study, Treatment, and Prevention of Tuberculosis. Philadelphia: Henry Phipps Institute, 1905-1906.

The Opaque On l ine  Pub l i sh ing  P la t fo rm (OOPP)  prov ides  work f lows  and  code  
to  make  tex t  and  images  opaque.  Researchers  a re  encouraged  to  e rase  what  
m igh t  be  va luab le  ep is temic  in fo rmat ion  th rough  the  b lack ing  ou t  o f  tex t  and  
par t s  o f  the  image in  a  method  that  ca l l s  a t ten t ion  to  the  imp l ic i t  ex t rac t i v i s t  
assumpt ions  emp loyed  by  med ica l  researchers .  Th is  responds  to  a  l a rger  
ep is temic  i ssue  regard ing  arch iva l  co l lec t ions :  no  mat te r  the  e th ics  o f  the i r  
i n i t i a l  acqu is i t i on ,  the  poten t ia l  fo r  nove l  research  supersedes  the  harm 
produced  a t  ex t rac t ion .

The  OOPP fo l lows  the  scho la rsh ip  o f  Ind igenous  scho la r  K imber ly  Chr i s ten  
(who  deve loped  the  Muruk tu  a rch iva l  p la t fo rm)  and  an t ico lon ia l i s t  sc ien t i s t  
Max  L ibo i ron  to  a r t i cu la te  a  d ig i ta l  p rac t i ce  o f  re fusa l .  Refusa l ,  v i a  L ibo i ron ,  
re fe rs  to  an  unders tand ing  that  in  o rder  to  p rac t ice  an t ico lon ia l i s t  research ,  
scho la rs  need  to  know that  the i r  poten t ia l  research  avenues  may  be  den ied  to  
them,  ou t  o f  respec t  to  the  commun i t ies  upon  wh ich  the i r  research  depends .  
As  L ibo i ron  wr i tes ,  “G iv ing  up  the  en t i t l ement  and  perce ived  r igh t  to  data  i s  
cen t ra l— the  cen t ra l !—eth ic  o f  an t i co lon ia l  sc iences .  You  w i l l  l ose  th ings  in  
an t ico lon ia l  research  that  you  au tomat ica l ly  get  as  a  researcher  in  co lon ia l  
modes  o f  research  (regard less  o f  your  her i t age)”  (142) .  

In  l i gh t  o f  con temporary  scanda ls ,  regard ing  the  thef t  o f  rema ins  a f te r  the  
MOVE bombing  in  1985  and  the  hundreds  o f  b ra ins  ma in ta ined  in  the  
co l lec t ions  he ld  a t  the  Smi thson ian ,  med ica l  know ledge  workers  need  to  
acknowledge  the i r  assoc ia t ion  w i th  these  prac t ices ,  and  more  ac t i ve ly  re tu rn  
and  re in te r  mater ia l s  p lundered  by  the i r  p redecessors .  The  OOPP he lps  
imag ine  how the  h i s to ry  o f  med ic ine  wou ld  be  d i f fe ren t  shou ld  a l l  tha t  s to len  
mater ia l  be  removed  f rom academic  access .  

Refusal as Method

Images are applied with increasing amount of opacity. 

Left: No opacity. The image is exactly as it was found in the original text. Middle: Opacity has been applied to provide anonymity to the 
photographic subject, but keep the epistemic value of the image in tact. Right: All information from the subject has been removed from the image.

Source: Crofton, W. M.. Pulmonary Tuberculosis: Its Diagnosis, Prevention and Treatment. Philadelphia: P. Blakiston's Son & Co., 1917.

The process  o f  pub l i sh ing  on  the  Opaque On l ine  Pub l i sh ing  P la t fo rm (OOPP)  
invo lves  cons tan t ly  reassess ing  the  pr imary  sources  w i th  wh ich  scho la rs  work .  
Time in tens ive ,  the  p rotoco ls  and  work f lows  deve loped  fo r  pub l i sh ing  a  
d i sser ta t ion ,  exh ib i t ,  o r  b log  w i th  the  OOPP ’s  temp la te ,  ask  scho la rs  to  
reassess  every  ob jec t  they  use  and  every  sen tence  they  wr i te .  Scho la rs  a re  
encouraged  to  ask ,  “ f rom whose  body  does  th i s  a rgument  depend?”

An  eth ica l  aud i t ,  th i s  reappra isa l  admi ts  that  th i s  work  i s  con t ingen t  and  
ongo ing ,  wh i le  a l so  address ing  the  needs  and  r igh ts  o f  sub jec ts .  The  OOPP 
and  i t s  p ro toco ls  a re  incomplete  and  insu f f i c ien t ,  and  th i s  re f lec t i ve  p rocess  
encourages  fu r ther  in te r ven t ions  aga ins t  the  imp l ic i t  co lon ia l i sm employed  by  
med ica l  researchers  and  the  h i s to r ians  who  document  the i r  work .

Ethics Audits

Works Cited: Christen, Kimberly. “Does Information Really Want to Be Free?: 
Indigenous Knowledge Systems and the Question of Openness.” International 
Journal of Communication 6 (2012): 2870–93; Colwell, Chip. “Curating Secrets: 
Repatriation, Knowledge Flows, and Museum Power Structures.” Current 
Anthropology 56, no. 12 (2015): S263–75; Glissant, Édouard. Poetics of Relation. 
Translated by Betsy Wing. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997; Liboiron, 
Max. Pollution Is Colonialism. Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2021.


