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Digital cultural heritage engagement – a new research field for ethnology

Abstract:

Digitization of cultural heritage objects, photos and texts does represent new materials and new contexts for research as well as for practice in the cultural heritage field. The field called digital cultural heritage has, after being concerned with questions related to digitization of collections and objects, developed and broadened its scope following developments in digital technologies as well as in society where the digital is becoming part of life. The digital is taking the role as enhancing and extending prior means, and the digital is increasingly discussed in relation to communication, participation and engagement of audiences and visitors in cultural heritage institutions and sites. In this article some aspects of the engagements that the digital opens up for will be discussed to frame some points to how ethnology can integrate digital cultural heritage as part of knowledge building in the research field.

Digital cultural heritage raises cultural heritage as not being only an issue of definitions in museums and cultural heritage institutions, but of practices in all kinds of cultural heritage organisations and engaged private contributors that are vivant in the field. Besides supporting new practices related to documentation, collection management and analysation of cultural historical texts, photos, objects, processes and places, the digital also brings new forms of collecting, categorising, understanding and reflecting upon cultural heritage. New forms of participation and engagement are introduced by virtual spaces, mobile media and interactive tools inside museums, archives, libraries, galleries as well as outside these institutions. This participation also invites new social groups to engage in both physical interactions as well as digitally enhanced related to cultural heritage sites. 

Currently, the research field digital cultural heritage does bring discussions of the interchange between cultural heritage practices and theories on digital culture, theories on institutional transformations, theories related to documentation and archiving practices, new communicative practices and genre developing in public heritage communication - as well as new relationships with the audiences. In the background of these discussions transformations of concepts related to representation and interpretation of cultural heritage are at work (Cameron and Kenderdine 2007). Interactive tools, mobile media, webbased services and other digital tools and solutions does in a practical way bring to the forefront issues of social, cultural and political power in cultural heritage. Interestingly the relation between communities and heritage institutions mediated through digital technologies is emerging- and builds a especially interesting research issue for ethnology. This article will describe different forms of using digital technologies and media as tools to build new relations with audiences, communities and new forms of interactions. Issues like access, convergence, digital literacy, categorization and social media that will be taken up here will only to some degree give an impression on the research issues that this broad and complex field of digital cultural heritage represents. 

Access to digital heritage

A major motivation for the transformations inside heritage institutions has been to establish public access to cultural heritage material (e.g. Lund principles 2001), as well as meeting with growing expectations towards archives, museums and libraries on a public level (Usherwood, Wilson & Bryson 2005). It is argued that publicly accessible cultural heritage archives, museums and collections will increase interest in the original collections, and is desired for visitors because it raises their cultural and historical awareness as well as literacy in the information society (DigiCULT 2002). 

One consequence of this is that cultural heritage institutions are transforming from being focused on collections to being focused on making narrative connections with cultural heritage content. In some institutions this has taken the form of inviting audiences and visitors to participate in narrative activities either online or in the museum space. This involves also a focus on learning and experience as part of new communicative practices. It is presumed that “In the future, users of cultural resources will be able to enjoy new interactive cultural heritage services and products that relate to their personal lives. They will able to manipulate digital artefacts online and participate in communities of interest” (DigiCULT Report 2002: 8). This vision is expressed by one of the larger European digital cultural heritage projects, and illustrates the expectations connected to the role of digital technologies for a broader and more involving cultural heritage communication in future. 

The vision can be recognised in several countries and in numerous national and regional projects, and is based on the fact that a large amount of cultural heritage content in libraries, archives and museum collections is made accessible by digital and interactive technologies, solely because it is represented in digitalized forms. The UNESCO Charter on the Preservation of Digital Heritage, defines a new legacy based on this, where digital resources of information and creative expression produced, distributed, accessed and maintained in digital form are defined the digital heritage (UNESCO 2003).

On the audience side we only have few indicators that could help us establishing a more general understanding of what engagement and participation in accounting cultural heritage in digital ways consists of. One current example indicating the power that public interest and engagement might have, is the popularity that Europeana, the portal for local and regional cultural heritage,experienced during the lounge. Europeana is financed by the eConentplus programme of European Commission, and the portal is a cross-domain portal that gives access to books, maps, recordings, photographs, archival documents, paintings and films from 27 european member states. Europeana has as a goal to connect digital content from countries participating in the project, connecting institutional and multidisciplinary content mediated by digital technologies in the field of cultural heritage. 
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Fig. 1 Europeana, the European digital library, museum and archive was launched in 2008 under the support of the European Commission

The amazing interest from the public during the launch of the Europeana portal clearly illustrates the reshaping of engagement in relation to cultural heritage issues – which at the end of the day might indicate directions for institutional transformations. The story goes like this: When the Europeana site was lounged, the portal experienced 5 millions hits per hour, which in fact demanded a technical reshaping of the portal to sustain such a massive interest and access. Europeana had to be closed, and redesigned to be able to service access from much larger user groups than originally planned for. The large interest though, show indications that access to digital cultural heritage content does engage audiences internationally, and that the convergence between institutions and their content does fill a meaningful mission for people in general. Digital cultural heritage services, like the Europeana portal, can in this way be understood as common cultural spaces for collecting, connecting, communicating and preserving digital cultural heritage and memory (Forster 2006). This leads us further to a next issue of digital cultural heritage.

Convergence in cultural heritage networks

Many institutions have made their collections partly or wholly available on the web, being searchable by private users and giving insights into categories and taxonomies, photos and information that earlier was only used by professionals inside disciplines. These public accessible collections and archives do in reality build on convergence between databases, systems, disciplinary categories and taxonomies. As well as between sectors and institutions. In Norway the idea of convergence was put to reality in the cultural heritage sector on a policy level in 2003 when the Norwegian Archive, Library and Museum Authority (ABM) was established. This involved a fusion of the major governmental institutions in the field of museums, archives and libraries, and ABM is expected to meet with cross-sectional challenges and cooperation. One of the main challenges is to establish better collaboration in developing standards for cultural heritage content crossing traditional institutional borders, and to take care of material that is created in digital form (Østby 2006). 

Several reports show though, that the convergence on the level of institutional practices is problematic and filled with difficulties (Milekic 2001). There seems to be obvious challenges on an international level, for example in the lack of sufficient appreciation of the implications of cultural diversity for ICT systems, the challenges of multi lingual and multi cultural thesauri (EPOCH, 2007, D2.11) as well as the issues of multiple standards and taxonomies for multidisciplinary based documentation and archiving (Stuedahl 2007, Stuedahl and Smørdal forthcoming).  On a concrete level, some of the challenges are also related to the inability to meaningfully work across collections placed in multiple institutions (Goldman 2005), and to shortcomings of standards and divergence of database systems (Wilson 2005). 

The crossing of institutional and national borders between different cultural heritage institutions means that considerable amount of resources has to be spent on “translations” between technological systems, standards and categories of archiving. This translation has in addition to relate to public discourses, genres and knowledge to meet with future audiences and their activities of engaging with, and making sense of cultural heritage content in multiple ways. This is why archives and museums are of specific interest for understanding the role of convergence in digital cultural heritage . 

Convergence in museums is thus the process that makes old and new media meet, where documents on papyrus are represented in digital platforms and where wooden fragments from Viking times, for example, meet with current public expectations about access and interaction. Such expectation has to be met with a focus not only upon digitisation of collections and accessibility to databases, it has also to be met with an emphasis on the role of communication. It seems that, currently, museum institutions do experience convergence between practices inside the institution, as, for example, when new standards are integrated to categorise digital cultural heritage for the purpose of public access to collections. This convergence brings the multiplicity of knowledge related to the museum’s objects to the forefront. 

Categorizing cultural heritage in new ways

Cultural heritage institutions and museums have currently become more and more responsive to the communities and the cultures they represent (Message 2006). While cultural heritage institution till now has been shaped into physical buildings, where cultural heritage objects and narratives are displayed in de-contextualised ways – the trend towards re-contextualising and re-localising cultural heritage objects and knowledge has taken many and diverging forms. The convergence of digital tools and systems has meanwhile brought to the front other and more serious divergence processes related to documentation and communication practices. The standards for metadata that are linked with categories, taxonomies and typologies used to tag digital cultural heritage objects and documents, and as tools for search and access from multiple institutions as well as public. To establish common standards and categories across institutions and countries is seen as an essential part of reaching an integrated world of cultural heritage content. But this does call for an international process of integration on a level of knowledge definition: “A huge amount of effort is needed to achieve agreement between a representative international group of experts on the specification of any standard” (EPOCH, 2007, D2.11: 109). 

It is clear that documentation, registration, archiving, and consumption of digital content is based on categories that are reproduced from existing ones - if they are not actively transformed. In projects where ICT is used to categorise knowledge from a non-western and non-institutional perspective, it becomes clear how strongly standard categories do build on central western scientific knowledge traditions. These do in fact exclude the knowledge from indigenous people. Several studies have shown how digital technologies, rather than merely representing objects, do open up for multiplicity of knowledge. Reports from projects where groups of indigenous people point to the inadequacy of standard collection documentation which are based on Eurocentric chronologies and categories, and start to categorise cultural heritage according to their own knowledge, (see Verran 2006 and 2007, Brown 2007, Witcomb 1997, Witcomb 2003, Cameron and Robinson 2007). These studies clearly show how multiple categories can be integrated and play a major role in digitization of objects. Interestingly the studies also show how categorization of cultural heritage content might influence the public engagement and interest for digital cultural heritage content. This makes categories and standards interesting points for a reflexive discussion on the knowledge and conceptions that builds a background for our conception of digital cultural as such, as well as the concepts that inform practices in the field.

Categories and standards of documentation and collections can easily be understood as objective, and as traditional communication of cultural heritage knowledge has been focused on the material qualities of cultural heritage objects, the questioning the context of categories used for indexing and interpreting them has been weakly raised (Witcomb 2007). The emerging extended conception of cultural heritage challenges this and calls for a revisit of “the current epistemological foundations on which documentation is formulated and to consider how diverse cultural and theoretical ideas (…) might revise documentation, taking account of these technological potentialities” (Cameron and Robinson 2007:168). Digitization does represent transformative possibilities for indexing, archiving and mediating cultural heritage (Mannoni 1996). One of these transformative possibilities is in fact related to a revision of existing categories (Ore 2001), as digitization makes feasible to collect multiple, contextual knowledge and interpretations of the object. This opens up for connecting material and immaterial cultural heritage knowledge in digital collections and archives. 

The possible new categories, as well as the possible mediation of connecting multiple knowledge related to the cultural heritage object, do also change the status and authority of the object in communication. This becomes clear in the exhibition of cultural heritage objects in digital environment; ”The status of the object and their authority to speak is questioned by the inclusion in exhibitions of non-objects, mock-ups, audio-visual technologies and interactive computer information points” (Witcomb 1997). The cultural heritage objects can be exhibited based on multiple knowledge and interpretations related to them, which in theory can open up the interpretative process and bring in multiplicity in cultural heritage classification and communication.

Meanwhile, in studies of classification systems outside the cultural heritage field, a more pragmatic view on classification systems are raised. Approaching classification systems as working tools, the studies show how understanding of categories might be heterogeneous in that they work as boundary objects, in the meaning of flexible concepts and common framework for classification in defined communities. An example is used in classification of race, diseases in medicine or taxonomies and in zoology or botany (Bowker and Star 1999, Star 1990, Star 1995). The development of categories in the digital cultural heritage field might be informed by the concept of boundary objects, in the essay to establish flexible categories that can work as a common framework both inside defined cultural heritage communities and social groups that base their interpretation of cultural heritage on existing cultural conception outside communities and institutions.

Social media and communication in digital cultural heritage sites

Apart from the development of digital cultural heritage, inside cultural heritage institutions and museums, discussions of multiple narratives and individual construction of meaning have become an overall issue (Hooper-Greenhill 1992). The changing museums practice and curator ship related to this, and the changes related to developing museums as arenas for audience participation. The shift that can be connected to the discussion of the new museum (Vergo 1989) special attention is put on cultural diversity and cultural sustainability by designing exhibitions related to formulation of social policy goals and contemporary cultural conditions. Cultural diversity and multiplicity plays an increasing role – and the museums visitor is conceptualised as influenced by multiple social belongings and identities. This also brings a focus on audience engagement and participation, which with the support of digital media has been realised as project on co-creation and sharing of cultural heritage content. Digital technologies do build an infrastructure for co-creation of cultural heritage content between institutions and audiences which opens up for online and onsite participation by visitors with competencies and knowledge which are not part of the official expertise of the institution. In this participation, the construction of identity, memory and narratives do build important issues for understanding how digital cultural heritage content becomes part of socio-cultural processes of transformation.

Currently social media and social networking has become a central focus in digital cultural heritage communication, especially related to media phenomena as web 2.0, such as blog, wiki, facebook, myspace, YouTube etc. The character and technical possibilities of these diverse media types clearly shows how different forms of participation and co-creation can be integrated into cultural heritage communication – but challenges existing communicative practices inside the institution. Some examples of this will broadly illustrate the variety of how different institutions do integrate this in transforming their communicative practice.

A study based on the use of blog in communication between museum curators at Sydney Observatory, Power House Museum and the community of people interested in astronomy, indicate that there is an innovative and effective role for social media to play in evolving a many-to-many communication model within the museum whilst maintaining and perhaps even strengthening its voice and authority (Russo et al.2006).
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Fig. 2 Museum curator meet the audience at Sydney Observatory blog  

Using social media such as blogs (see; http://www.sydneyobservatory.com.au/blog/) has for a longer time been part of Sydney Observatory strategy for building new relations with their audience. The blog is related to events and news about astronomy as well as ongoing work at the observatory. This covers content that is not necessarily mediated in the museums exhibitions. Visitors at the museum website are invited into discussions and dialogue with the curators at the observatory. The museum has registered an increase in online visitors as well as general interest among the audience based on this service (Chan 2007). In addition the dialogue on the blog has strengthened the authority of the museum, and the study suggests that; “(…) social media can be used to enable cultural and scholarly dialogue while strengthening the veracity of museum knowledge. The subsequent communication demonstrates how the many-to-many model can enhance both audience interaction and experience and museum authority” (Russo et al. 2006).

Using blog for curatorship changes the one-to-one and on-to-many communication model that has been the framework for museums. This communication model has also been part of museum authority, establishing their role as gatekeepers towards objects collections and expertise knowledge. While museums traditionally have been providers of both authoritative and authentic knowledge, their organization of collections and narratives into recognizable and authoritative narratives, have in addition mediated the relationship between visitors and objects (Russo et.al.2006). The example illustrates how a cultural heritage institution can use social media to build new relations with their audience and even with new communities of potential visitors. The blog media opens for this in a controlled way, as the curator does edit the blog and even can edit comments from users. The example also shows how cultural heritage institutions can take part in public dialogue, based on their authority and competencies, but without involving their body of collections and exhibitions.

Another project based on social media does to a higher degree involve people in a co-creative way in the reflection upon objects of museum collections. The research and development project called STEVE; The Art Museum Social Tagging Project (see http://tagger.steve.museum/ ) funded, in part, by a grant from the U.S. Institute of Museum and Library Services does focus upon how non-professionals` descriptions of artworks may differ from professional categorising, as well as how they by tagging artworks may experience the activity of looking at and describing museum collections (Trant, Bearman and Chun 2007). The project is based on open software developed for the project, called STEVE, where users can tag representations of art works from museums involved in the project. The museums involved do cover a broad spectre of collections, making in possible for users to explore museums collection across disciplinary borders. The project is based on users tagging museums objects with their own keyword or categories. These categories are exhibited on the STEVE website as tag clouds. Tag clouds are visualisations of keywords, where the number of use of a keyword is visualised by font size. 
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Fig. 3 Using social tagging to understand peoples understanding of art works. http://tagger.steve.museum/

The tagging activity is based on a scheme connected to the objects exhibited online on the website. The scheme registers the keywords, or tags, that user relates to the object and serves as a project that opens museum collection for folksonomy – another concept for this kind of social tagging (Trant, Bearman and Chun 2007, Wyman et.al 2006). Folksonomy is defined as a social and collaborative practice of categorising, indexing and classifying that stand in contrast to traditional indexing by experts. Folksonomy are categories that are aggregated by non-experts and is highly related to the possibilities of web 2.0 technologies.

The STEVE project builds at this state, with its over 850 permanently registered users that has collected 51,477 tags related to 300 artworks, a most interesting research material that serves as important contributions for the work of semantics and categories in the field of digital cultural heritage. The project does join a rising number of projects in the cultural heritage field that demonstrate that; “social networking sites outside of museum control, such as Facebook, YouTube, or Flickr, should be viewed as strategic points of presence for the institution. This, in effect, focuses their judgments of success on reading the impact of their external activity on programmes within the museum” (Trant and Bearman 2008). 

Several projects point in this direction, that social media seems to get more meaningful for users when connected to other social media. One clear example is the ArtShare project on Facebook created by Brooklyn Museum Information Systems department. ArtShare enables Facebook-users to select works of art from the museums collection and shuffle them on their personal profiles on Facebook; “ArtShare allows them to display their favourite paintings, photographs, and objects on their own terms and in their own social spaces. Browsing through Facebook users who have installed ArtShare, one begins to get a sense of the personal tastes and interests they have, just by looking at the works of art they’ve selected for their profiles.” (Bernstein 2008). ArtShare makes the sharing of art become part of social networking in online communities that connects to museum collections – and does at the same time show a way for the cultural heritage institutions to connect with new groups of audiences in so called external activities. ArtShare does not only provide the sharing of art works on Facebook, but also representations of cultural heritage objects that can be shuffled to personal profiles and shared. This gives a possibility for cultural heritage object to be part of social activities online that was not so evident when giving access only in the museum institution. Also ArtShare builds a good example of how digital media opens up for new communicative practices – giving the institutions new roles and missions.
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Fig. 6 ArtShare on Facebook; http://www.facebook.com/apps/application.php?id=7723691927&ref=pr

The third and last example of social media technologies that will be presented here is a Norwegian project, Lokalhistoriewiki.no, a participative project on local history that was launched by The Norwegian Institute of Local History in 2008. The project is based on WIKI technologies, which are open for content creation from users that have registered online as a member of the wiki. The online encyclopedia on Norwegian local history is based on voluntary contributions as well as on contributions from professional historians. In short time the amount of articles in the wiki has grown to an amount that makes the wiki an interesting place to search for information related to local history in Norway. An extended amount of search categories related to themes, issue and geographical places has grown with the articles written. Text about buildings, people and places, representations of elder topographic documents – as well as personal narratives of memories do in multiple ways communicate local history from voluntary local historians as well as professionals.
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Fig. create local history collectively on lokalhistoriewiki.no http://lokalhistoriewiki.no

An interesting point of the wiki technology is the collective way the texts are written. Several articles have multiple contributors which in collaborative ways have developed the articles based on their local knowledge. In many ways the wiki technology opens up for a kind of collaborative writing of history that meets well with an ethnological understanding of history. The collaborative writing of history on the wiki gives space for multiple voices and interpretations related to historical objects, people and events that may remind us of the content of numerous ethnological collections that are based on personal memories and narratives. On the wiki though, this material is not collected by expert categories and not with a project based approach. The written local histories of the wiki does communicate multiple and even, in some cases, internally contradictory narratives related to one issue. This makes the wiki project an extremely interesting case for ethnological studies into the field of digital cultural heritage.

Understanding digital cultural heritage

Having traditionally referred to monumental remains of culture, the conception of heritage has gradually included new categories such as intangible, ethnographic and industrial heritage. Conceptions of heritage today therefore are more open and reflecting living cultures. This goes parallel with the changes that is undergoing conception of culture as such. The gradual integration of social participation and the procedural conception of culture do open the heritage field for multiple definitions. Consequently the extended conception of cultural heritage in some cases represents conflict with established conceptions that are vivant in cultural policy and institutions. 

But from an ethnology perspective digital cultural heritage points to interesting empirical issues that can provide new understanding of cultural processes and relations to heritage and past. As shown above the use of social media in cultural heritage communication do at the end of the day point to the concept of the collective, central for ethnology. This collective activities related to cultural heritage are based upon communication of multiplicities rather than sameness or otherness. The phenomena of multiplicity that comes to the forefront in collective activities might supply existing theories about the collective in ethnology – as well as it demonstrates the need for further developing the understanding of collective processes and memory related to cultural heritage that ethnology can supply.

In his studies of historical understanding in Russia, James Wertsch professor of anthropology, revealed how a society in reality can continue several versions of the same historical process; the official version and the alternative as well as the oppositional one. The versions have the same status and can be part of the same meaning making processes related to history. The multiple versions are in fact, argues Wertsch, integrated into the collective memory that builds a historical consciousness among people (Wertsch 2002). Without continuing the discussion of collective memory and historical consciousness here, the two concepts do state interesting issues that might inform the studies of cultural heritage communicated by social media and digital technologies. As these technologies brings to the forefront social activities related to history, memory and historical interpretations that calls for development of concepts and theories that involve technology as tools for social and cultural activities. 

The field of memory studies does with its multidisciplinary origins propose an interesting approach to digital cultural heritage based on the integration of the social activities of people. The growing field of digital memories invites research from media studies, as well as anthropology and ethnology. It is interesting to notice that digital technologies, with its inherent capacity to document and communicate instantly, this especially goes for mobile technologies, do provide new types of memory activities. The studies of memory therefore needs to be developed within a rapidly developing techno-social context (Reading 2008) 

From ethnology perspective the studies of memory is established as analytical means to understand the personal, collective and social sides of culture as a process. In a world where digital technologies makes documentation of memories a common activity that everybody participates in, it is even more emergent to understand thee role memories takes for establishing the collective. Memories are in this context not only influenced by social context, but also by the technological tools and activities proposed by the digital. Both the use of memories to structure knowledge, and the use of memories as a resource for interpretation, are in fact influenced by this tool.

Some perspectives from media studies can be relevant for developing an integration of these communicational tools into digital memory studies. In media studies the focus on digital media has extended the scope of media reception studies to also involve peoples ability to access, analyse and create messages across a variety of media forms and contexts (Livingstone 2005, Russo 2007). This moves towards an understanding of the complexities of reception of mediated content, based on relation between media type, the form of the content and the involvement of different media. Media use is now more related to competencies in handling multiple media sources, or mixed media environments, that all together build the ground for meaning making.

Several theoretical approaches from within humanities do highlight this multimodal and mixed character of digital media use and competencies. Understanding that rhetorical forms as a connection between language and image (Fagerjord 2003) offers a valuable direction for understanding digital communication connected to digital memories and cultural heritage Further, the focus on genre development articulates ”the way in which the media elements are combined to form conventions, structures and messages (documents) of certain types (genres)” (Liestøl 2006: 262), are important in understanding how forms of memories and digital cultural heritage can communicate to heterogeneous groups of visitors, and as a means to meet the challenges of making connections to multiple individual interpretations of cultural heritage narratives and objects. 

A new research field for ethnology?

The list of varieties on how cultural heritage institutions integrate digital media and digital technologies in their communicational practices could have been longer, also by focusing on interesting Scandinavian projects only (see also Møhlenfeldt Jensen 2008). The goal here has not been to give a full overview of these, rather to describe some points of current changes in cultural heritage practice and communication that brings up new phenomena that are relevant for an ethnological perspective. The changes are not related to cultural heritage institutions only, but to cultural communication as such. 

Meanwhile, the focus on converging practices and collaboration paves the way to understand cultural heritage institutions as networks (Russo 2007) rather than institutions with clearly defined borders. New relationships between museums and their visitors are built in these interactive situations. These are based on a convergence of various disciplinary activities inside museums as exhibitions designers, collection managers, public and educational professionals and information departments at the museums will collaborate in new ways. In addition to the convergence of professional practices related to collections and exhibitions, the onsite museums might provide learning resources deeply based on visitors own activities. We also see that the introduction of social software and social media, such as blogs and wikis, builds relations between communities outside the cultural heritage institutions and professionals in ways that are totally new. Social media like wikis and blogs help to create a museum that is based on a many-to-many communication model that integrates museum visitors with museum websites, with the museums’ presentation of knowledge (Russo et al. 2006). With help of digital technologies, do cultural heritage institutions have the potential to create trusted cultural heritage networks where audiences and visitors can follow themes and associations free of the institutional systems and collecting practices inside institutions (Trant 1998, Russo 2007).

Historically, cultural heritage institutions and museums, build their authority by defining legitimate cultural knowledge based on their authentic collections of objects. From this standpoint, interpretations of the past are mediated with authority based mostly on the primacy of the museum’s collection. The question of what authority museums will have in a future society characterized by convergent and participatory media is therefore a highly important one. As part of institutional changes in the cultural heritage sector, digital cultural heritage involves a wider change that also concerns new levels and forms of institutional authority. The role of the museum professional is redefined as an interpreter rather than a legislator of culture (Ross 2004). This indicates a growing understanding of cultural heritage institutions as reflexive, and as facilitators rather than centres with defining power. 

Several ethnological studies have been concerned about the new conditions that digital media and digital technologies pose for cultural processes as identity shaping, youth culture, gender shaping (see for example Stuedahl 1996, 1998, 1999, Svenningson 1999, 2002, Kaare 2002, 2005). The entrance of digital media into the cultural heritage field, the practices of institutions as well as into peoples engagement and participation does present a connection between these studies and the field of ethnological studies into cultural heritage as the lived and experienced connections to the past. Issues like the digital influencing or even transforming cultural processes like continuity and change, of relation between the collective and individual, and of belonging and multiplicity do pose new questions related to memory, heritage and history. These issues are, as the examples above illustrate, in transformation and do ask for an understanding of communicative activities as well as meaning making enhanced by technology. 

The varieties of digital technology used in cultural heritage communication does show that technology achieves meaning when users are actively relating to the content and participating in the transformation of cultural heritage knowledge by way of digital tools. Many issues related to digital cultural heritage still have not been fully imagined, understood, or critically explored in relation to the communication and knowledge practices that are developing in the field (Cameron & Kenderdine, 2007). Clearly these do involve new social practices, that do involve new processes of knowledge – but we do know less about the power of these digital technologies for promoting new types of interpretation, understanding and building of relations to cultural heritage objects, places and narratives.

The Danish anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup points to the fact that knowledge is based on a spesific perspective. This underlines the social aspect of knowledge rather than knowledge as an absolute object (Hastrup 2004). The concept relational knowledge defines knowledge as the relation between objects and humans beings as well as in between humans. This stands in contrast to encyclopaedic knowledge which is based on seing, studying and systematising. Being part of the enlightenment, Hastrup argues, has made the encyclopaedic concept of knowledge a framework for cultural heritage knowledge on an institutional level. While knowledge about cultural heritage outside institutions could be understood as based on relational knowledge. This is the reason why cultural heritage, material or immaterial as such, is a field characterized by conflicting understandings and complex knowledge.

Is it that, when digitized and communicated by way of digital media, that these conflicting understandings are brought to the forefront? Highlighting the complexity and giving ethnology a new way into understanding the relation between past and present, categories and objects, as well as between people, places and narratives?
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