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“Any materials containing Karuk traditional 
knowledge are the intellectual and cultural 
property of the Karuk People, and we will 
therefore make these materials available 
according to our Karuk cultural protocols 

regardless of their current copyright assignment 
[...] The Karuk Tribe asserts primary ownership of 

all cultural knowledge specific to our Tribe.” 



Indigenous data sovereignty: 

“the right of an Indigenous nation to govern the 
collection, ownership, and application of its own 
data.” 
 

                                       US Indigenous Data Sovereignty Network 
       University of Arizona 

    



Indigenous data sovereignty (ctd.): 

…It calls for Indigenous people to be involved in 
decisions about every aspect of the management 
of their cultural materials – from the research, 
collection, circulation and access to their 
traditional knowledge, to controlling their 
description and documentation.  



This presentation seeks to: 

1) contextualize issues concerning the histories, politics, and 
implications of documenting Indigenous traditional 
knowledge, 

2) connect these issues with a brief analysis of the 
underlying meanings and cultural patterns of the stated 
roles of two of Dublin Core metadata elements, and 

3) introduce the Traditional Knowledge Labels as an anti-
colonial, and culturally-appropriate metadata tool that can 
be used to promote Indigenous data sovereignty.



Background… 
• Colonial collecting practices: cultural materials were 

removed from their homelands and detached from local 
knowledge systems and contexts. 

• materials remain today not only physically distant from the 
communities of origin but also held within a legal system 
that refuses Indigenous claims to stewardship and 
ownership of these materials.  

• efficient, interoperable, standardized, and universalist 
documentation systems tend to assimilate Indigenous 
cultures into existing schemes designed to treat collections 
as fragmented and static materials preserving “frozen”



Consequences… 

• Indigenous people have been historically excluded from 
the decision-making processes that determine what 
information from and about them should be collected, who 
should gather that information, who should manage it, and 
who should have access to it. 

• Metadata standards fail at taking into consideration 
Indigenous cultural protocols around ownership and the 
informed and responsible sharing of Indigenous cultural 
materials. 



From Dublin Core Metadata Initiative Website 



…documentation systems are never neutral – 
these allegedly value-free tools impose their 
own rationale and systematic way of seeing 
the world (Cook and Schwartz 2002) through a 
universalization that erases differences and 
localities in ways that continue to embody tacit 
hierarchies that are inherent to most archival 
and other information work.  
     



Rights metadata element: 
“Information about rights held in and over the 
resource […] encompasses Intellectual Property 
Rights, Copyright, and various Property Rights.” 
 

RightsHolder extension: 
“a person or organization owning or managing rights 
over the resource.”  



Creator metadata element: 
“an entity primarily responsible for making the 
content of the resource […] A person, an 
organization, or a service”  
 

Contributor metadata element and refiner: 
“an entity responsible for making contributions to the 
content of the resource […] A person, an 
organization, or a service”  



Rights element presumes that IP laws are 
universal, but: 
• IP laws were designed to recognize and protect new 

creations and innovations, and thus requiring the 
designation of individual ‘authors’ and ‘original’ works in 
order to offer any protection. 

• Notion of ‘individuality’ imposed by Dublin Core conflicts 
with the ways in which Native communities understand 
notions of ‘authorship’ and ‘ownership.’ 

• According to IP laws, the material that records the lives of 
Indigenous people is legally authored and owned by the 
person who ‘made’ the material rather than by the 



By defining Rights according to western notions of property 
and ownership, Dublin Core systematically disenfranchises 
Native communities from describing their own cultural 
heritage.  
 
Dublin Core's definition of Creator has the effect of legally 
and socially reducing and excluding Indigenous and other 
non-western cultural forms of attribution, articulation, 
expression, and association, thus also perpetuating a 
history of appropriation of Indigenous materials. 
 
Dublin Core ideologically privileges western over tribal 
systems of knowledge. 







Traditional Knowledge (TK) Labels: 

• Enable users to assert data sovereignty: distinct tribal 
control through the creation of their own locally customized 
labels. 

• Offer a way to add additional and/or missing information to 
already publicly circulating content. 

• Educate non-tribal users about the proper use and access 
parameters for traditional knowledge. 







The Attribution Label partially de-naturalizes 
western notions of authorship and de-
legitimizes those who are normally credited 
as the ‘authors/owners’ of Indigenous 
materials, making possible a different kind of 
understanding about traditional knowledge.  
 











Concluding points: 

• Taken together the TK Labels are examples of differing 
scales of interventions that seek to upend and disrupt the 
colonial legacies of collecting and documenting traditional 
knowledge.  

• Important turn towards privileging the multiple forms of 
owning and stewarding traditional knowledge, as well as 
the relationships of rights and responsibility to heritage 
materials that span generations and contexts from an 
Indigenous perspective. 

• TK Labels function to localize (as opposed to universalize) 



TK Labels: 

• Work as a mechanism that refuses to erase the hegemonic 
condition of standardized metadata fields, leaving those 
exclusionary terms visible and evident. 

• Promote the education of information practitioners and 
users, developing a capacity for critical reflection about the 
fixed, universalist, and marginalizing order of information 
standards rather than correcting them. 

• Allow Native communities to finally regain control of the 
data that was collected from and about them and removed 
from their tribal nations, promoting tribal cultural and data 



Thank you 


