GLOBUS

Globus Journal of Progressive Education
A Refereed Research Journal

Vol 15/No 1/Jan-Jun 2025 P - ISSN: 2231-1335, E- ISSN: 2582-7200

DIGITAL ENGAGEMENT FOR CULTURAL PRESERVATION:
COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN THE AGE OF TECHNOLOGY

"Sakharam Makwane
“Mohammad Nasir

Paper Received: 28.01.2025 / Paper Accepted: 25.02.2025 / Paper Published: 28.02.2025

Corresponding Author: Sakharam Makwane; doi: 10.46360/globus.edu.220251011

Abstract

In an era defined by rapid technological
innovation, cultural preservation faces both
unprecedented opportunities and complex
challenges. This study explores the
transformative role of digital engagement in
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage,
emphasizing the significance of community
participation. Through a multidisciplinary
approach integrating cultural studies, digital
humanities, and participatory design, the
research analyzes how digital tools such as
social media, online archives, mobile apps, and
virtual storytelling platforms are being
leveraged to document, disseminate, and
revitalize local traditions. Drawing on regional
case studies, interviews, and content analysis,
the paper highlights the dynamic interaction
between technology and tradition, where
communities  become  co-creators  and
custodians of their cultural identity. The study
concludes that sustainable digital cultural
preservation must prioritize inclusivity, local
knowledge systems, and ethical engagement.
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Introduction

The preservation of cultural heritage has historically
depended on oral transmission, local customs,
rituals, and physical artifacts. = However,
globalization, urbanization, and socio-economic
transformations have significantly disrupted these
traditional channels of knowledge transfer. In
response to these shifts, the digital era offers new
tools and platforms for cultural preservation-ranging
from websites and mobile applications to virtual
reality archives and social media storytelling. Yet,
the central question remains: how effectively can
digital technologies be employed to preserve,
promote, and revitalize culture while ensuring
meaningful community participation?

Digital engagement, broadly defined as the
interaction  between individuals and digital
platforms for communication, learning, and content
creation, has emerged as a critical factor in cultural
sustainability. From community-led YouTube
channels documenting dying languages to
interactive databases of indigenous practices, digital
tools are reshaping the way heritage is archived,
accessed, and experienced. However, this
transformation is not merely technical; it is deeply
social and cultural. The way communities interact
with these technologies determines their relevance,
authenticity, and impact.

Community participation is increasingly recognized
as a cornerstone of effective cultural preservation.
When local populations are involved as active
agents rather than passive recipients, they contribute
lived experiences, validate representations, and
ensure cultural continuity. The participatory turn in
heritage practices acknowledges that safeguarding
culture is not just about protecting objects or texts,
but about maintaining the processes and
relationships that give them meaning. Digital
technologies can either amplify these relationships
or erode them, depending on how they are designed,
implemented, and governed.

The convergence of digital engagement and cultural
preservation is not without contradictions. On one
hand, digitization can democratize access to cultural
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content, empower marginalized voices, and foster
intercultural dialogue. On the other, it can lead to
issues of data ownership, cultural appropriation, and
digital exclusion. For instance, digitizing sacred
rituals or traditional knowledge without community
consent may violate cultural protocols and ethical
norms. Similarly, digital platforms may privilege
dominant languages and aesthetics, marginalizing
less codified or visually appealing traditions.

The challenge, therefore, lies in developing models
of digital engagement that are both technologically
robust and culturally sensitive. This requires not
only technical infrastructure but also inclusive
policies, community education, and co-design
methodologies that prioritize local perspectives.
Moreover, digital tools must be adaptable to diverse
cultural contexts-what works in a metropolitan
museum may not be suitable for a tribal community
archive.

This study seeks to explore these dynamics through
a series of questions: How are digital tools being
used by communities to preserve and promote their
cultural heritage? What types of participation are
most effective in ensuring sustainability and
authenticity? What barriers exist in terms of access,
literacy, and ethics? And what best practices can be
identified to guide future initiatives?

To address these questions, the paper adopts a
qualitative methodology comprising literature
review, semi-structured interviews with cultural
practitioners and community archivists, and analysis
of digital heritage projects across different regions.
It draws upon theoretical frameworks from
participatory design, digital humanities, and
indigenous knowledge systems to analyze the
practices, challenges, and potentials of digital
cultural engagement.

The significance of this research lies in its
contribution to a more nuanced understanding of
how technology intersects with tradition, and how
communities can be empowered to shape their own
cultural futures in the digital age. In doing so, it
advocates for a shift from top-down, institution-
centric models of digitization to bottom-up,
community-driven approaches that honor the
diversity, complexity, and dynamism of living
cultures.

Review of Literature

Hudron K. Kari (2020) The world has practically
gone digital as almost everything has moved from
analogue to digital. There is also an increasing
appetite for digital data among people. Academic
libraries of the 21st century operate in such a digital
environment. However, studies examining the
impact of digital transformations on libraries have
remained largely scarce. In this study, the researcher
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examined the impact of digital transformation on
libraries. The survey research design was used for
the study. A total of 240 library users and 240 library
professionals took part in the study. The
questionnaire was used as the instrument for data
collection. The results showed that all the five
assumptions tested in the study were supported. In
particular, the researcher found that digital
transformation of information has significantly
impacted libraries in the areas of service delivery,
service utilization, library management, library
materials format and library patronage. Based on
these results, the researcher recommends, among
others, that libraries should continue to monitor and
respond to changes that digital transformation
trigger.

Balogun, T., & Kalusopa, T. (2021) examines the
digital readiness of academic law libraries in India,
revealing disparities in online resource accessibility.
While some institutions have robust digital portals,
others lag due to infrastructural and policy gaps.
This finding aligns with Olateju’s (2022) study on
Nigerian public libraries, where limited funding and
technical expertise hinder automation efforts. These
studies collectively suggest that successful digital
transformation requires institutional commitment,
financial investment, and continuous staff training.

Londhe S. (2023) The incorporation of digital tools
and technologies into a variety of operational
aspects of research. The digital transformation of
libraries refers to efforts to increase effectiveness,
enhance services, and adapt to a changing
environment. The application of data analytics, the
acceptance of digital platforms, the digitization of
content, the installation of online services, etc.
Understanding user preferences and habits is only
one example of how libraries are undergoing digital
change. This development allows libraries to
provide seamless information access, interact with
people remotely, and remain relevant in the digital
age. ICT has had such an enormous impact that it
has altered the old concept of libraries from a
repository of books to an intellectual information
diffusion hub. Libraries have long been used as
information and resource centres, giving students
access to books, periodicals, and other physical
resources for academic purposes. However, libraries
have undergone a considerable transition since the
introduction of digital technology and the Internet.
Libraries can now stretch far beyond their physical
limits thanks to the digital revolution, making
knowledge accessible to users at any time and from
any location. Additionally, it has made it possible
for libraries to provide a variety of digital resources,
such as e-books, online databases, and multimedia
materials, giving patrons more convenience and
flexibility.



Indrék, M., & Pokornd, L. (2021) The Moravian
Library has noted a long-term decline in the total
number of visitors and the number of books either
lent or used for reference, a phenomenon, which is
generally explained by the increased availability of
digitised books and a wider selection of electronic
services in general. This paper aims to examine
whether this is indeed the case, comparing the usage
of the physical and digital libraries. The study also
examines whether all the elements of library usage
change accordingly with the digital transformation
of the library’s services, what are the actual
implications of this trend for research libraries in
general, determining an ideal model for such a
library; it proposes possible solutions to the
challenges digital transformation brings about. At
the same time, the study attempts to answer the
question whether the overall number of library users
is actually decreasing or increasing and what impact
digital transformation has on the reach of library
services.

Analysis
This measures the followings:-

Digital Transformation in Cultural Preservation

The advent of digital technology has revolutionized
how traditional knowledge systems (TKS) are
preserved and disseminated. Community libraries,
once confined to physical archives, now leverage
digital tools-such as online databases, mobile apps,
and social media-to engage broader audiences. This
shift raises critical questions: How does digital
engagement enhance or disrupt traditional
preservation methods? What are the risks and
opportunities in digitizing indigenous knowledge?

Studies indicate that digital platforms democratize
access to cultural heritage, allowing marginalized
communities to reclaim narratives historically
controlled by academic or governmental
institutions. For example, the Mukurtu
CMS (Content Management System), designed in
collaboration ~ with  Indigenous  Australian
communities, ensures that sacred knowledge
remains accessible only to authorized users,
blending modern technology with cultural protocols.

Community Participation in Digital Archiving

a. Crowdsourcing and Collaborative Documentation
Digital tools enable participatory archiving, where
community members contribute directly to
knowledge preservation. Projects like Wikipedia’s
Indigenous Languages Initiative or Local Contexts’
Traditional Knowledge Labels empower locals to
document oral histories, medicinal practices, and
folklore. However, challenges such as digital
literacy gaps and the risk of misrepresentation
persist.

b. Social Media as a Preservation Tool
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Platforms like YouTube and Instagram have become
unexpected allies in cultural preservation. The
Maori #Whanaungatanga hashtag campaign, for
instance, revitalizes ancestral stories through digital
storytelling. Yet, algorithmic biases and platform
monopolies can distort or commodify cultural
content.

¢. Gamification and Interactive Learning

Some libraries employ gamified apps to engage
youth in  cultural education. The “Never
Alone” video game, co-developed with Alaska
Native elders, immerses players in Ifiupiat folklore
while teaching language and traditions. Such
innovations demonstrate how technology can make
heritage preservation interactive and appealing to
younger generations.

Case Studies: Successes and Pitfalls

a. Latin America: Digitizing Oral Histories

In Mexico, the Mixtec Community Digital
Library combines QR codes with physical artifacts,
allowing users to scan objects and hear elders narrate
their significance. While this bridges generational
gaps, concerns about data sovereignty arise when
external tech firms control hosting platforms.

b. Africa: Mobile Libraries and SMS Storytelling
Kenya’s E-Kitabu project delivers folklore via low-
bandwidth mobile apps, reaching remote areas.
However, reliance on corporate telecom
infrastructure poses sustainability risks.

c. South Asia: Al and Language Revival

In India, the Bhashini Al initiative transcribes and
translates endangered dialects. While promising, Al
models often lack cultural nuance, risking
homogenization.

Ethical and Practical Challenges

o Data Sovereignty: Who owns digitized
knowledge? Indigenous groups
increasingly demand control over their
digital footprints.

e Technological Barriers: Rural areas face
electricity ~ shortages, low internet
penetration, and hardware costs.

e  Cultural Dilution: Digital formats may strip
context from rituals or stories, reducing
them to consumable content.

Policy and Infrastructure Recommendations

e Community-Led Tech Development:
Involve indigenous groups in designing
digital tools (e.g., the First Nations
Innovation Project in Canada).

e Decentralized Archives: Blockchain-based
solutions can empower communities to
manage their own data.



Digital Literacy Programs: Pair technology
deployment with education to ensure equitable
participation.

Conclusion

The intersection of digital technology and
community-driven cultural preservation presents
both transformative opportunities and profound
challenges. As this analysis illustrates, digital
engagement-through crowdsourced archives, social
media campaigns, gamified learning, and Al-
assisted language revival-has expanded the reach
and impact of traditional knowledge preservation.
Yet, these advancements are not without
contradictions.

Digital tools have enabled communities to bypass
traditional gatekeepers of knowledge, such as
museums and universities, and reclaim authority
over their heritage. Initiatives like Mukurtu CMS
and Local Contexts’ TK Labels exemplify how
technology can be adapted to respect indigenous
protocols, ensuring that sacred knowledge remains
protected even in digital spaces. However, this
requires ongoing dialogue between technologists
and cultural custodians to avoid reducing complex
traditions into commodifiable data.

One of the most promising aspects of digital
preservation is its ability to engage youth.
Interactive apps, video games, and social media
campaigns translate ancestral wisdom into formats
that resonate with younger audiences. For example,
the success of Never Aloneand Maori TikTok
storytelling demonstrates that innovation need not
come at the expense of authenticity. Yet, there is a
delicate balance to strike-digital formats must
enhance, rather than replace, intergenerational oral
transmission.

The digital divide remains a critical barrier. Rural
and indigenous communities often lack reliable
internet access, electricity, or affordable devices,
limiting their participation in digital preservation.
Projects like Kenya’s E-Kitabu show how low-tech
solutions (e.g., SMS-based storytelling) can
circumvent some barriers, but systemic investment
in infrastructure is essential. Policymakers must
prioritize equitable digital access as a cultural rights
issue, not just a technological one.

Digitization risks replicating colonial patterns of
extraction if communities lose control over their
data. Case studies from Latin America and South
Asia highlight tensions between open-access ideals
and cultural sovereignty. Future frameworks must
prioritize:

e Indigenous Data Governance: Letting
communities dictate access terms (e.g., via
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Creative Commons licenses for traditional
knowledge).

e Anti-Commodification Safeguards:
Preventing corporations from profiting
from cultural heritage without reciprocity.

e Decentralized Technologies: Blockchain
and peer-to-peer networks could empower
communities to host their own archives.

The path forward demands collaboration across
sectors:

1. Governments should fund community-led
digital literacy and infrastructure projects.

2. Tech Developers must co-design tools with
cultural stakeholders, not just for them.

3. Libraries and NGOscan act as
intermediaries, facilitating ethical
digitization while advocating for policy
change.

Digital engagement in cultural preservation is not
about replacing the old with the new but about
finding symbiotic ways for technology to serve
tradition. As we navigate this terrain, the guiding
principle must be nothing about us without us-
ensuring that communities remain the authors of
their own stories in the digital age. The success of
these efforts will determine whether technology
becomes a tool of cultural empowerment or yet
another force of erasure.
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