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Abstract 

 
A community, a nation of people with knowledge of their own history, with 
current connection and access to that knowledge in all forms are in control of 
their own destiny. A cultural database brings information sciences, 
engineering and a community together by forming a centre for where digital 
data can be uploaded, described and shared. The consultation process is 
community led and the initiative is an empowering process for everyone 
involved, guided by the traditional custodians of that knowledge. A cultural 
database provides an opportunity for a community to repatriate from 
individual, private and organisational digital collections world wide.  
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Key Challenges 

 
The ongoing key challenges for a community considering or implementing a 
digital cultural repository are appropriate access, sustainability and the 
ongoing human administration of that cultural resource. These challenges are 
faced and resolved by a community that imbues the socio-ethical principles of 
solidarity, subsidiarity and tolerance.  1

 

Understanding Purpose 

 
A digital repository can retain digital artifacts, can store, make accessible, can 
convert, combine and disaggregate select content with digital object 
identifiers (DOIs).  
 
In summary it is a basic, networked or internet enabled information system. 
The complexities of such a system emerge when examining the purpose or 
intent for development of this resource centre, hub, container or any other 
term that better fits the intended use. The purpose of a database is to easily 
navigate through information that would otherwise be disconnected, either in 
form or in function. A digital repository is similar in that, the content which is 
being navigated through is made accessible in sections, much like a boab 
tree that is grounded in country, has roots that draw up resources to be 
stored in a trunk, connected to branches that support leaves that aggregate 
oxygen to the world. 
 
A cultural database, a collection of digital data that is accessible to those with 
internet connection or stand alone access is achieved only by community 
driven, community focussed development. Permissions for access and 
ongoing sustainability of that digital resource collection is a community driven 
initiative. A successful cultural database is an ongoing resource centre that 
returns knowledge back to country via its people. 
 

1  Walgrave, J.H. (1969) Socio-ethical Principles. Person & Society. Pittsburg: Duquesne. U.P. pp. 145-175 



Cultural Focus 

 
History is littered with examples of cultures who have predated on others, 
capturing, collecting and removing important information, artefacts and 
cultural knowledge for their own purpose. A cultural database, a collection of 
digital data that is accessible to those provided internet or stand alone access 
can only be achieved when the initiative is community driven, a community 
focussed development.  
 
All other forms of database are a direct distortion of culture and not acting in 
the interests of community, ultimately leading to the destruction of country. 
 

"...Centuries ago you white people chose the path of science and 
technology. That path will destroy the planet. Our role is to protect the 

planet. We are hoping you will discover that before it's too late."  
 

Dhungutti   Elder, Rueben Kelly   2 3

 
To avoid this calamity, this data genocide therefore, a cultural database, a 
collection of digital data must be focussed on culture, diversity of knowledge 
and protection of people. The digital platform must always be considered to 
be only the manifestation of energy around which culture and knowledge is 
maintained, not an authority to knowledge. 
 
Consultation with those who have knowledge of how these digital 
technologies are constructed, operated and maintained is easily described. A 
cultural database, a collection of cultural knowledge that is community led, 
self selects those who have the information sciences knowledge to use that 
tool, that technology. The intent for technology use is what matters most, as 
with all tools they can be used for good, bad and other purpose. 
 

2  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dunghutti 
3  As cited in Anne Wilson Schaef, Native Wisdom for White Minds: Daily Reflections Inspired by the Native 
Peoples of the World (Random House, 1995). 
 



Key Challenges 

 
A vast amount of cultural and collective human knowledge is now held in 
digital format. Much of what is created from an analogue source, from a 
physical activity or from an existing digital collection becomes inaccessible. 
 
The following key challenges summarise that which communities face as 
digital formats change through time. 
 
Challenge 1 - Storage and transfer of digital data  
 
A community member is an avid photographer and has a vast collection of 
digital photos taken over many years. That community member has stored 
these photos in differing digital formats on a number of devices such as 
compact discs, USB sticks and portable hard-drives.  
 
Due to changes in that community members personal circumstances those 
different storage points are compromised due to physical loss, corruption by 
computer viruses or incorrect archiving practices. The result is duplication of 
primary data and destruction by computer software incorrectly removing files 
from photo gallery programs.  
 
Challenge 2 - Digital data retained in a proprietary format 
 
A researcher visits a community and interacts with community members, 
recording personal and family stories using a digital voice recorder. The 
proprietary format that the voice recordings are saved in will not allow them to 
be played on a standard audio playback program via a computer. Copies of 
the digital recordings have been given to the community but the knowledge 
as to how to convert these to a playback format is not known. 
 
Challenge 3 - Physical hardware reliance 
 



A community has run a number of life skill projects which were captured at 
different times using a video camera that recorded in high resolution and in a 
format that requires a computer that can run software requiring advanced 
processing speeds.  
 
The video data is stored on DAT tape which requires the use of the camera to 
transfer the film in real-time to the computer. If that camera has been 
damaged or become inoperable due to incorrect use, the digital data that 
relies on this device to be made accessible will therefore become 
inaccessible. 
 
There are many other examples such as the dependency of communities on 
devices for archival footage playback that are not in digital format such as 
DVDs that require an operational DVD player or a VHS tape that requires a 
VHS player.  
 
The key challenges of format for digital data retention are sometimes referred 
to as the “format war”   4

 
This has not ceased with the advent of digital data conversion nor data 
repositories and continues to be a key challenge for any community who have 
cultural knowledge spread across a wide variety of device types and forms. 
 
A cultural database, a repository provides another way in which to bring these 
points and nodes of data together and provide continued community 
controlled access to that cultural knowledge. 
 
 
  

4  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Format_war 



On Country 

 
The Internet provides those with access a connection to information that is 
uploaded to sites or nodes such as a cultural database.  
 
A cultural database therefore can serve it’s purpose in a connection to 
knowledge in one of three ways; 
 

1. Stand Alone - the cultural database is not connected to any other 
system in order for it to operate nor for it to be accessible. An example 
of this is a computer that is not internet connected, that has a user 
interface that permits an individual, group or other to access knowledge;  

2. Internet Mediated (read only) - the cultural database is made accessible 
to those with access permissions via the Internet to collections of digital 
data made either publicly visible (no login required), publicly accessible 
(login required) of fully restricted (login required and strict controls on 
access to collections) for read or download purpose; 

3. Fully Aggregated - the cultural database is made accessible to those 
with access permissions via the Internet and has the capacity to trace 
and retain records of knowledge either being contributed or shared via 
digital object identifier tracking. 

 
To bring knowledge back to country, to achieve the full return of power to a 
community the cultural database must be community driven and maintained.  
 
A cultural database is only useful if the whole process provides knowledge of 
its operations and connections worldwide if the initiative is collectively 
respected, community driven and community owned. 
 
 
 
  



Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, this short paper provides the reader with the key challenges 
and parameters that serve as a foundation for a cultural database. 
 
Country, the protection of its people, the community and the collective 
wisdom of an initiative that harnesses the power of this cultural database, this 
repository, technology, tool must come before any single one personal 
purpose or agenda. As with a boab tree that has become the centre to a 
series of roads well travelled, of routes of human endeavour, so too must we 
as a community protect and respect that collective source for growth and well 
being. 
 
 

 
 

Photo: Boab tree - Balkinjirr Community , Kimberley region, Western Australia. 5

5  http://majala.com.au/ 


