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Who Should Catalog Indigenous Moving Images? 
 

Introduction: 
 
 One of the earliest attempts to catalog moving images may be Ernest Lindgren’s 

explanation of what was then the British Film Library’s attempt to organize the films in their 

collection.i In some respects, very little has changed since Lindgren’s time. Debates over the best 

method of describing a moving image continue to captivate certain corners of the moving image 

archive field and it does not seem as though these debates will likely end anytime soon.  

 While certain things have not changed much since Lindgren’s time, others have changed 

quite radically. An important example of this has been the rise of inexpensive, easy-to-use 

consumer video cameras in the 1980s. True, this has largely been a boon to the world’s major 

electronics manufacturers, e.g. Sony, but it has also given rise to a very important appropriation 

of this technology, namely, the use of video by indigenous communities throughout the world. 

Many of these communities have been trained in the usage of video cameras by activists and 

researchers from outside of their groups, but once trained these groups have often adapted the 

technology to their needs and interpreted its usage in a way that speaks to their specific culture.  

 The question, then, is how does one catalog an indigenous video? The debates mentioned 

above have taken place largely amongst individuals from dominant cultures and discussions of 

interoperability between standards and systems are often given great attention. However, do 

notions of interoperability survive when we discuss videos that have been created by cultures far 

different from our own? Is it possible to create a single set of metadata, which serves the needs 

of both cultures or are the ways of seeing (And organizing) the world too different? If the 
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multiple ways of seeing cannot be reconciled into a single system of organization, is it possible 

to create a system that gives equal weight to multiple perspectives? Beyond this question, is it 

proper to discuss cataloging indigenous video at all?  

 It is unlikely that we will be able to come to a completely satisfactory answer to these 

questions, but they do deserve deeper exploration, which will occur below. Looking at a Western 

organization model, FRBR, and the degree to which it may be useful to an indigenous group will 

precede this deeper exploration along with several case studies of indigenous media projects  

 
FRBR and Indigenous Video: 
 
 
 Before we create completely new types of catalogs to accommodate indigenous video, it 

may be helpful to see how this type of material fits into an existing model of organization. There 

are, of course, many to choose from, but the best option for examination are the Functional 

Requirements for Bibliographic Records (FRBR). FRBR is the best model for closer 

examination because it has been designed with the idea of being able to accommodate many 

different types of resources, including moving images. As just about any library student can tell 

you, the FRBR model is divided into four levels: Work, Expression, Manifestation, and Item. 

Each level flows from the one above it and each level requires its own record. In this way, a 

complete picture of the object at hand can be described.  

 To elucidate how a video from an indigenous video project may or may not fit into 

FRBR, it will best to simply use a hypothetical example and see how it proceeds through the four 

levels. The hypothetical video at hand is a recording of a ritual performed annually by the 

indigenous community and has been recorded by a mini-DV camcorder supplied by an activist in 
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years past. Additionally, the group has recorded this yearly ritual every year since they acquired 

video cameras.  

 Since we will be proceeding through all of the levels of FRBR, it is best to begin at the 

top with “Work.” The work level is an abstract notion of the object at hand and is in many ways 

somewhat difficult to pin down. As described by IFLA, the professional body that created 

FRBR, the work is, “… a distinct intellectual or artistic creation.”ii With the indigenous video we 

are describing, what is the work? Is it the video shot by a member of the group or is it the ritual, 

which is the subject of the video? It is easy to see how quickly these questions complicate the 

notion of the work. If we decide that the video is the work, then we may enter a situation where 

we have to decide how to attribute responsibility in a way that may not make sense to the 

indigenous community that produced the video. This is because we may have to attribute the 

video to the individual who shot it, rather than say, the entire group. This is not say that an 

indigenous group would not view the situation this way, but clear-cut ideas of responsibility may 

not exist in a particular culture. They other way one might proceed is to view the ritual itself as 

the work. In this case, it may make the most sense to attribute the work to the entire group, rather 

than the individual behind the camera. However, where things become complicated is how one 

treats this one recording of the ritual in relation to other recordings of the ritual. If we take the 

ritual to be the work, then does that mean that the video, as well as the other videos of this ritual, 

is actually part of a different level of FRBR? It would seem that in this case whether or not the 

ritual was recorded on video is inconsequential, as the ritual will continue to exist as a distinct 

creation regardless of whether or not a camcorder was present.  

 According to IFLA, works are realized through “Expressions,” i.e. “the intellectual or 

artistic realization of a work in the form of alpha-numeric, musical, or choreographic notation, 
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sound, image, object, movement, etc., or any combination of such forms.”iii Another way to think 

of expressions is as variants/versions of the work. What then is the expression in our hypothetical 

example? Much depends upon how we have defined the work. If we have decided that the work 

is the video shot by an individual, then how we would decide what constitutes the expression 

might be based around whether or not the video is manipulated in any particular way, e.g. edited, 

subtitled, etc. or of it is simply recorded and then placed on a shelf. If it has been manipulated, 

then the various manipulated versions would each constitute a different expression. However, we 

arrive at a very different conclusion if we have decided that the ritual itself constitutes the work. 

In this case, it seems that each performance of the ritual is an expression of the work, rather than 

having to do with the recording of the ritual on video. The recording, it seems, would be a 

“Manifestation” of this expression, the next level down in FRBR.  

 As defined by IFLA, the next manifestation is, “the physical embodiment of an 

expression of a work.”iv Proceeding with our example, it seems clear that on the first path (The 

recording as the work), the manifestation would be any DVDs, tapes, etc. of the various versions 

that have been created from the work. Whereas, on the second path (The ritual as the work), as 

mentioned above, the recordings might constitute manifestations of the versions. The FRBR 

model ends at the “Item” level, which describes a single example of a manifestation. As such, it 

is probably the simplest level to understand and does not seem to be complicated by indigenous 

video.  

 From going through each level of FRBR using our example, it is clear how indigenous 

video can complicate this organizational model and make it very difficult make decisions about 

how it fits. However, it does not seem impossible to fit indigenous video into FRBR, just 

significantly more complicated and ambiguous. The roots of this complication lie at the very 
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heart of FRBR, defining what constitutes the work. With indigenous video, this is a very difficult 

prospect because there may be significant cultural differences in what one should consider the 

primary creation and who should be considered responsible for that creation. There are many 

paths to take and each one leads to a very different account of an intellectual or artistic creation. 

The open-ended question we are left with is: what level of ambiguity are we willing to allow in a 

description before that description no longer has any utility?  

 
Case Studies: 
 
 
 To further understand how we can reconcile the differences in seeing and understanding 

the world between dominant cultures and indigenous cultures, it will be valuable to examine 

several case studies. The three projects presented below have much in common with one another, 

but one element that seems to be key is the use of digital media as the backbone for creating an 

archive that speaks to an indigenous community. The reason for this seems to be rooted in the 

ability of digital media to reflect the perspective of its users. While this may not be the case with 

a site like Facebook, starting from scratch allows indigenous groups to build a project around 

their own perspective and with their own goals in mind. Additionally, a digital project allows for 

the potential of cross-cultural exchange, not only between an indigenous culture and a dominant 

culture, but also other indigenous cultures.  

 
The Ara Irititja Project:  
 
 
 Ara Irititja translates as, ‘stories from a long time ago’ in the language of the 

Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara peoples (Collectively known as Anangu) in central Australia.v 

Begun in 1994, this project was designed to tackle some of the problems involved in cultural 
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repatriation for aboriginal groups in Australia. While it was considered important for these 

groups to have their objects, photographs, and moving images returned to them, the feasibility of 

doing so and the conservation infrastructure required was out of reach. Instead, Anangu elders in 

collaboration with several archival consultants opted for what they refer to as digital repatriation. 

Rather than re-take physical control of the heritage objects, the Ara Irititja Project would create 

digital versions of the objects, which include many reels of film, and place them in a purpose-

built digital archive accessible to Anangu online, as well as at strategically located computer 

centers throughout the region.  

 The design of the digital archive is an important part of the project’s ability to be built 

around the culture of Anangu and to reflect their information needs. In doing so, the Ara Irititja 

digital archive integrates the Pitjantjatjara language, as well as the community’s social and 

knowledge structures, e.g. access is determined by one’s place in the community. As such, there 

are four levels of access: Open, Operator, Sorrow, and Offensive. Open provides access to 

material that can be seen by anyone, but does not allow one to edit a record. This level of access 

is designed primarily for outsiders, as well as children in the community. The operator level adds 

the ability to edit records and is designed for community members to be able to add their 

knowledge of an object to the record. 

While the first two levels might be found in any number of digital archives, the next two 

strongly reflect the needs of Anangu.  Sorrow provides access to materials, specifically images 

and sounds, which feature people who have died. Within the community it is important that 

family members not see images of their relatives who have passed away. As such, access to this 

material is limited and features a clear warning to those who choose to view it. By defining 

access in this way, the digital archive reflects the values and culture in the community. It also 
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makes it clear that while one can learn about Pitjantjatjara culture from the archive, its primary 

goal is to serve the community’s needs, which include access restrictions. The final level of 

access covers so-called offensive material. These are objects, which have been deemed 

potentially offensive, embarrassing, or should not be viewed by certain groups within the 

community, e.g. men only or women only. Again, this reflects the values and needs of the 

community, rather than those from the outside.  

 
IsumaTV: 
 
 
 Based in the Inuit community in Canada, IsumaTV is an online network of indigenous 

media producers. It provides a platform for these media producers to share their projects and 

connect with one another to share ideas and collaborate. The project was created in 2008 as a 

collaboration between various Canadian indigenous media organizations, including the producers 

of The Fast Runner, an Inuit film that has garnered widespread attention outside its community. 

IsumaTV has since grown to include the voices of any indigenous communities who wish to 

participate.vi  

 One may ask why a platform for sharing multimedia projects among indigenous 

communities is important to a discussion about the role of western cataloging in indigenous 

communities. The answer lies in the fact that the IsumaTV platform is based around the needs of 

the communities that created it. Unlike other video sharing platforms, like YouTube, IsumaTV is 

not mediated by an outside group and ownership of the videos stays with their creators. Thus, the 

creators of the videos can control the context in which their work is shown. Controlling context 

means that creators can also control meaning. As will be discussed in more depth below, the 

creators of the videos on IsumaTV express a way of knowing the world very different from what 
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might be found on a platform like YouTube. This is not to say that someone from outside his or 

her culture could not appreciate a video, but the expressed knowledge may not resonate in the 

way intended.  

 
Mukurtu CMS: 
 
 
 Mukurtu, meaning “Dilly bag” in the Warumungu language, is an open-source content 

management system designed for use by indigenous communities. Similar to the Ara Irititja 

Project, the goal of this program is to allow indigenous communities to develop information 

services, specifically digital archives that reflect their own needs and protocols. Mukurtu began 

as a community project in 2005 to create a “comprehensive system”vii for organizing the 

thousands of digital objects that had been returned to the aboriginal Warumungu community in 

Australia. As stated by Kim Christen, the project’s founder, the goal “…was to leverage the 

technological functionality of search, database retrieval, and interface design to create a system 

built from Warumungu protocols and knowledge systems.”viii 

With this in mind, the design team collaborated directly with the community to integrate 

the necessary protocols, “In addition to standard archive metadata, including a unique ID number 

for each piece of content, dates, names, and places, all content is tagged with a set of restrictions 

relating to family relations, gender, and country affiliations.”ix For example, access to certain 

content is limited to specific families or countries. To ensure that people are only able to access 

specific content, each user must create a profile documenting their background and community 

status. There is also a public access point designed for use by community outsiders, which 

provides access to only those objects without any restrictions. It should be noted that the 

interface is very different from what one would normally think of for a content management 
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system. According to Christen, knowledge is viewed as inherently place based within the 

Warumungu culture.x That is, knowledge is often related to a specific place, though not in a 

strictly geographic sense. As such, every object in the system is associated with one of the places 

identified by the community. Access restrictions manifest in the form of content that may be only 

partially viewable or stops playing when it reaches a certain point, along with an explanation for 

the specific knowledge restrictions. In this way, Mukurtu reflects the community and the way 

that knowledge moves through the community.  

Mukurtu seems to have been very successful with the Warumungu community and as 

such the developers have turned it into an open-source system, which can be adapted or changed 

by any indigenous community that wishes to do so. The core of Mukurtu CMS is the integration 

of indigenous protocols at every level of the design, as it was when the system solely served the 

Warumungu.  

   
Western and Indigenous Knowledge Organization: 
 
 
 Now that we have explored how indigenous video fits into a Western cataloging model 

and several case studies that illustrate alternatives to this model, we can examine some of the 

deeper issues that have been raised. In particular, how does one reconcile the disparity between 

Western theories of organization with the indigenous theories of knowledge present in video 

projects?  

 The hypothetical FRBR example used above shows how difficult and complicated it can 

be to integrate an alternative approach to knowledge into an established system. One can see how 

the parts might fit together, but there is clearly something missing, something that does not 

translate. This ambiguity prevents us from being able to directly map different knowledge 
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systems to one another. In the case of the FRBR example, the process seems to become 

completely ambiguous from the beginning because the question of how one wants to define the 

work shades all of the other levels of the model. This seems to lead to the view that we should 

not be trying to catalog indigenous video using western models because too much is lost in 

translation.  

It is not controversial to say that cataloging and archival description are highly dependent 

upon the context of the item in consideration. Context imbues objects with the reason that they 

have been designated for description and preservation. In a certain respect, context is everything; 

without it, the object at hand essentially has no meaning beyond itself. With indigenous video, it 

seems that trying to describe it using a western model removes it from the context in which it 

was created. As such, the video will be rendered, not completely meaningless necessarily, but 

will certainly lack the context necessary to explain why it is important. What then is that 

context? An indigenous video is rooted in the ways of knowing from the culture that produced it. 

That is, the video exists within a specific culture and was made with that culture in mind. 

Without understanding these ways of knowing, it is difficult to say why something is important 

or why it is worth preserving.  

One possible workaround is to describe a video with both western and indigenous 

explanations side by side. In this way, an indigenous perspective is given equal weight and can 

be viewed as having the same expert status as that of a cataloger or curator. However, if we look 

to the Mukurtu case study, it is not difficult to see how hard it will be to truly integrate 

indigenous explanations. As mentioned above, the Warumungu view knowledge as being closely 

related to an evanescent notion of space and place. Having a member of this community explain 

a video’s significance may not be enough because what it conveys is so deeply rooted in a 
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specific mindset that defies explanation in another language, let alone another way of knowing. 

This is why Mukurtu and the Ara Irititja Project needed to be built from the ground up. Put 

another way, a westerner and a member of the Warumungu are not operating from the same set 

of first principles, so how can they be expected to reconcile their perspectives into a single, 

unified system?  

So then, are we doomed to have hundreds or thousands of different catalogs, all serving a 

small segment of users without any chance for interoperability? In response, it does not seem that 

this is radically different from the situation that exists today, even in the west. Take the Moving 

Image Collections (MIC) Projectxi for example, despite the goal of creating a union catalog for 

the world’s moving images, it failed to catch on within just the US moving image archive 

community and is most often discussed in the context of, “What could have been…” 

Furthermore, the notion of interoperability is not only untenable with indigenous video, as 

evidence above; it is also undesirable. We often place a high premium on user access, on the 

ability of users to access as much material in the archive as possible. However, in the case 

studies above, restrictions on access in many ways form the core of how the archives are 

organized and managed. Providing full open access would destroy the very thing that makes 

these projects so special. These groups engage in what Faye Ginsburg labels, “Strategic 

traditionalism.”xiiThey use digital archives not as a way to engage with outside cultures, but to 

reaffirm their own cultural identity in a way that works for them. The fact that the archives are 

digital and accessible online is inconsequential to whether or not access to them should be 

completely open.  

One might look to the IsumaTV case study and suggest that the cross-cultural exchanges 

that occur between video producers from different indigenous communities faces the same 
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problems that have been discussed above. In a certain respect, yes, this is the case, but at the 

same time many commonalities exist between these communities in the form of similar 

experiences with dominant cultures. At the same time, the goal of IsumaTV is not necessarily to 

produce cross-cultural exchange, so much as it is offering a place that respects the multiple ways 

of knowing that exist in the world. As they state in their mission statement, “Our tools enable 

Indigenous people to express reality in their own voices: views of the past, anxieties about the 

present and hopes for a more decent and honorable future. Our goal is to recognize and respect 

diverse ways of experiencing our world, and honor those differences as a human strength.”xiii 

 
Conclusion: 
 
 
 What conclusions can we reach from the discussions above? One perspective might view 

the situation as hopeless, that the inability to experience the world in the same way as another 

culture can only lead towards misunderstanding and distrust. However, this need not be the case. 

Rather than dwell on the potential for misunderstanding, one should view the myriad ways of 

seeing as a strength, as IsumaTV describes. Questioning the utility of western catalogs 

describing indigenous videos does not signal the end of positive cross-cultural exchange, it 

simply asks members of the field to think about the activities they are engaged in and why they 

are engaged in them. If we as a field cannot openly question our practices, then we risk engaging 

in the activities that have caused so much pain in the past.  

 
                                                 
i E.H. Lindgren, “Cataloguing the National Film Library,” Sight and Sound 9, no. 35 (Autumn 
1940): 50–51. 
ii “Functional Requirements for Bibliographic Records - Final Report - Part 1,” accessed March 
20, 2013, http://archive.ifla.org/VII/s13/frbr/frbr1.htm#3.2. 
iii Ibid. 
iv Ibid. 
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v “The Ara Irititja Project,” accessed March 5, 2013, http://www.irititja.com/index.html. 
vi IsumaTV, “IsumaTV,” IsumaTV, accessed March 20, 2013, http://www.isuma.tv/lo/en/home. 
vii Kim Christen, “Archival Challenges and Digital Solutions in Aboriginal Australia,” SAA 
Archaeological Record 8, no. 2 (August 2008): 21. 
viii Ibid. 
ix Ibid., 22. 
x Kim Christen, “Changing the Default: Taking Aboriginal Systems of Accountability 
Seriously,” Journal of the World Anthropology Network 2 (May 2006): 6. 
xi “MIC Home,” accessed March 21, 2013, http://gondolin.rutgers.edu/MIC/. 
xii Faye Ginsburg, “8 Rethinking the Digital Age,” The Media and Social Theory (2008): 19. 
xiii IsumaTV, “IsumaTV.” 
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