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 “In subjects of pure Science an Individual can speak as if he were all Mankind: for tho’ it is he who speaks, yet that which is spoken is the Reason, which is one in all men.  From whatever point of the periphery, or of its Area, the Word proceeds, in the moment of its utternace it becomes the same everywhere within the sphere of its audibility” (Coleridge n.d.): f.17.

The Problem: Sharing Knowledge is Integrally Spreading Ideology
Just who we universals are is not an obvious question.  The Athenians grounded their equality in their autochtony (Loraux 1996): it was a foundation of their equality – a foundation that excluded women (not born of the earth) and outsiders.  The phrase is resonant today – the French with their terroirs at home and universalizing French empire abroad still refer to themselves as ‘autochtones’ (Braudel 1986; Détienne 2003).  The tension between universality and rooted locality runs deep.  Possibly closest to our globalizing ethnicity (I speak for my fellow universals) is that of the Goths: they have an unfortunate reputation vested on them by their victors as ravaging hordes, but they are arguably the first political group for which ethnicitywas not an issue: one became a Goth through ascribing to the Gothic political organization (Wolfram 1988); just as one becomes a member of Axis of Good through ascribing to a given form of political organization which goes under the universalizing name of democracy.  We universals are the only group to have a non-local history – the truths we discover were always already there; they are not rooted in a creation myth tied to this spring or that species: Stefan Tanaka has a brilliant analysis of the work of synchronizing the local with the global as Japan ‘entered the world stage’ (Tanaka 2004).  We are the group which has a maximal break with the past – as Michelet taught us, we are not determined by our climate (others are); as Comte taught us, our knowledge is not tied to its roots in metaphysics and religion but is increasingly liberated from same (unlike the knowledge of others).  We are the group which maximally rejects its past except as pure flow into an ideal eternal present – the real present that lurks beneath the appearance of disorder.  
Key to our universality is our particular knowledge/power nexus: scientific knowedge and technological prowess marching hand in hand today as did the missionaries and the merchants in the nineteenth century.  Learning to use the Internet is integrally about learning to accept the categories of Western knowledge: there is no separation of science and infrastructure.  Indeed, the global sweep of the imperial move to impose our ways of knowing on the world is potentiated by its association with a very specific, locally grown infrastructure.  

A Possible Solution: Keeping All Knowledge Local

When a science test starts with the phrase: “All things being equal…”, asking then how fast a falling body will take to light, it points in the direction of all the work that is done in making other things equal - excluding vibrations, foreign products invisible to the naked eye, weather conditions so that in this very small, highly localized place, the laboratory, universal knowledge can be produced. Mark Meadow and Bruce Robertson’s Microcosms project (http://www.microcosms.ihc.ucsb.edu/) shows just what a strange array of objects university knowledge is conjured out of: they inventoried then exhibited collections of objects in libraries and in departments across the University of California system, showing how like they are to Cabinets of Curiosities.  Further, as Latour points out, this highly localized knowledge can only travel along very sparsely populated networks (from one laboratory to another) before it begins to make the necessary set of alliances and affect (or effect, depending on your point of view) the world (Latour 1987).  So I don’t want to say that at universities we produce universal knowledge and then in the outback others produce local knowledge.  Knowledge is always firmly tied to a locality.
We are currently, as a globalizing presence, seeking to preserve many kinds of diversity – linguistic, cultural, ethnic, genetic to name but a few.  And yet that preservation has its price – ethnic and linguistic diversity can best be maintained by sequestration: which is  good for the connaisseur of the diverse, but not necessarily for the diverse themselves.   Databases are often seen as a good site for preservation without politics: from the Mayan cultural atlas (Toledo Maya Cultural Council and Toledo Alcaldes Association 1997) through the efflourescence of museums of indigenous knowledge.  Really listening to other ways of knowing entails more than databasing – after all indigenous knowledge tends to end up in text fields in scientific databases: collocated with the real data but unmanipulable and hence unusable.   How should we record and remember other ways of knowing?

Designing with A Positive Lens


Clearly the solution (keeping knowledge local) involves more than just database design – it is integrally about designing work practices and reframing knowledge claims more generally.  For the purposes of this exercise, though, I shall concentrate on databases of knowledge – agreeing here with Manovich’s assertion that the database is the central form of our times.  

Take the case of an environmental database for the Yolngu in Northern Australia, which should represent their own landscape management techniques (fire-based rather than the water-based technology of the West); their own particular imbrication of the social and the natural, the cultural and the factual; and it should also be able to ‘talk’ with databases from other cultures, most notably the Western scientific mode.

A few points.  First, the problem seems hardest when you take ‘indigenous knowledge’ as a thing apart which has to fit into the Procrustean bed of our knowledge frameworks.  Designing such a database involves loosening our conceptions of our own knowledge – so that we make our own imbrication of the social and the natural, say, more explicit at the same time as we make the expression of the Yolngu way of knowing more formal.  Second, the design procedure may well lead to new forms of knowledge representation.  For example, there are rich perceptions of temporal process and rhythms within Aboriginal culture which are not readily translatable into the terms of a traditional relational database.  Data objects need to accrue a new kind of historicity.

And what is so positive about this?  The technical act of producing a database for a generalized Other ethnos operates as a way of learning how to listen to other ways of knowing, how to consider our own ways of knowing as culturally and socially marked just like any other: getting the databases to talk together is predicated on our learning ways to talk together.  The design process, between different social and cultural groups, becomes a process of exploration.  I note in passing that this is true of people trying to create common data structures across multiple scientific disciplines (for example in the GEON project, which is attempting to federate knowledge across the geosciences).  The set of relatively intractable problems the designers have faced can be radically differently read when the conjoint work of community building is recognized: you cannot design a database without building a community which will use it, and the work of database design helps you identify just what it is you need to be understanding about the other.
