
Valuing Significance or Signifying Value? 
Culture in a Global Context

Robyn Sloggett

Robyn Sloggett is Director of the Centre for Cultural Materials 
Conservation at the University of Melbourne. In this capacity she 
oversees the programs of the CCMC which include the conservation of 
the University's vast range of cultural collections (over thirty and rising), 
the management of a large commercial program for external clients, 
delivery of a range of teaching programs including the Masters in 
Cultural Materials Conservation and the Postgraduate Diploma in Art 
Authentication, and a range of focused research programs. Her research 
interests include: identity and the development of ethnographic 
collections, art authentication and art fraud in Australia, the use of 
scientific instrumentation in the analysis of artwork, and the 
development of cultural policy. Since 2000 she has contributed to a 
partnership with UNESCO Jakarta, and staff in the Division of Culture 
in the Ministry of Education and Culture, for training and museum 
development in East Timor. She is a member of several editorial 
committees for a number of professional journals, and has been both 
President of the Victorian State Branch and the National Council of the 
Australian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Material (AICCM). 
She is currently Chair of the Arts Victoria Indemnification Committee. 
In 2004-05 she shared the AICCM Conservator of the Year Award.

The UNESCO Memory of the World Program commenced in 1992 as a program 
for documentary heritage that aimed to 'guard against collective amnesia calling 
upon the preservation of the valuable archive holdings and library collections 
all over the world ensuring their wide dissemination'. The Program's threefold 
agenda, raising awareness, increasing access and ensuring preservation is 
progressed through the ‘Memory of the World Register'. The Australian
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Memory of the V\/orhi Program uses significance assessment methodology to 
provide an objective framework for decisions relating to registration. This paper 
argues that while the concept of significance may be a useful tool with which to 
address issues of access, identification and preservation for the built heritage 
and for some individual items or collections, it is not useful as a generic 
construct. Further, the hierarchical and exclusive nature of the framework on 
which the program rests could, in some circumstances, run counter to its stated 
aims.

Introduction

The Memory of the World Program is a big program with a big heart 
and a big vision.

Established in 1992:

The UNESCO Memory of the World Programme is aimed at 
safeguarding the world's documentary heritage, 
democratizing access to it, and raising awareness of its 
significance and of the need to preserve it.1

The documentary heritage of the world is a form of 
collective memory which is fragile and irreplaceable. It 
records the diversity of the human race, its languages and 
its method of committing memory to paper, papyrus or 
stone tablet. It is a record of shifting cultures, the repository 
of the pinnacle of our achievements in literature, 
philosophy, law, politics, science and spirituality.2

Let us, for the moment, ignore obvious questions that arise from the 
assumptions expressed above (the privileging of the written form of 
memory over the oral, exactly who the 'our' is in 'our achievements', 
the preferencing and reinforcement of the iconic as 'the pinnacle', and 
obvious biases that are implicit in any program based on veneration). 
The aims of the program are laudable and optimistic; by highlighting 
the significance of documentary heritage its value will be acknowledged, 
celebrated and confirmed and its security and preservation ensured.

The Memory of the World Program operates through the mechanism of 
listing. There is an international register for iconic documents of 'world 
significance', regional registers that include 'documentary heritage
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approved for inclusion by each regional committee' and which 'may 
afford opportunity for minorities and sub-cultures to be appropriately 
represented', and national lists registers that somewhat unsurprisingly 
'list documentary heritage of the nation approved for inclusion by the 
national committee'.3

In Australia there are currently two items listed on the international 
Memory of the World Register, the Mnbo Case Manuscripts and the Endeavour 
Journal of James Cook, both located at the National Library of Australia. 
The Australian Register holds another thirteen items.4

As a UNESCO program, Memory of the World represents the focus of 
sustained endeavour and financial commitment; and, like other 
UNESCO programs it channels resources and creates (or diverts) 
agendas. While UNESCO's cultural programs are multifarious and 
important they also, and sometimes problematically, signify an 
ostensibly agreed philosophical position within an international 
framework. This is often used to drive agendas at local levels. UNESCO 
identifies 'governments, National Commissions, Parliamentarians, 
NGO's and associations ... the media, schools, cultural and scientific 
institutions, private sector partnerships and the United Nations family 
of institutions' as natural partners in the development and delivery of 
programs.5 Little wonder then that these programs are successful when 
they are seen to have broad take up, and to offer the model of a global 
strategy that can overcome local impediments in the advancement of a 
particular cause. At the same time however these programs need to 
acknowledge diversity, identify competing but equal priorities, enable 
cross-cultural understanding, develop participatory mechanisms, and 
balance resources to enable active engagement rather than observer or 
marginal status at a local level. Operating across professional divides 
and national and international boundaries, the Memory of the World 
Program faces a number of challenges. How well it manages conflicting 
sensitivities will be a test of its relevance and resilience. Much of this 
will depend on the intellectual rigour of the program.
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Bribery and intellectualism: The genealogy of effective engagement

Article I section 2 (c) of UNESCO's constitution commits the organisation 
to:

Maintain, increase and diffuse knowledge:

By assuring the conservation and protection of the world's 
inheritance of books, works of art and monuments of 
history and science, and recommending to nations 
concerned the necessary international conventions.'1

In order to be effective UNESCO must engage, at a program level, with 
its member states. It does this through a range of mechanisms including 
the development of intellectual tools that can be used to leverage 
practical outcomes. The Memory of the World Program is one such tool.

In the international program the concept of significance is employed 
less as a methodology, and more as a descriptor for those items that 
would be accepted within a framework of worldwide significance. In 
Australia significance assessment methodology has been adopted as 
the tool in the nomination process. On both counts the attraction of 
significance, as a tool and as a framework, arises from its perceived 
success as an intellectual construct in protecting built heritage.

As an intellectual construct relevant to culture, significance is very much 
a product of nineteenth and twentieth-century Europe. VioIlet-le-Duc 
(1814-1879) was an early exponent of the preservation of built heritage, 
identifying the need to define the history of the building as a critical 
first step in returning it to its original character.7 This philosophy formed 
the basis for conservation (as practiced in museums, galleries and the 
built environment) as opposed to preservation (as practiced in archives 
and libraries).

In his article 'Architectural Conservation: The Triumph of an Idea' 
Stephan Tschudi-Madsen charts the development of iconic significance 
as a tool in the fight to preserve built heritage, noting that by the end of 
the nineteenth century conservation, coupled with an 'anthropological 
interest' and the concept of Alterswert (age value), overlapped with 
nationalist ideals.8 The destruction of cities during the Second World 
War (Warsaw, Leningrad, Coventry, Dresden) focused attention on the 
role of preservation within national reconstruction agendas as a tool
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for cultural continuity led by a need to establish cultural continuity 
by preserving the past.9 The concept of national significance was secured.

When the League of Nations established the International Institute for 
Intellectual Cooperation (llIC) in Paris, its bureau the International Office 
of Museums (lOM) sought to develop internationally recognised and 
accepted principles. Member states were the 'wardens of civilisation' a 
responsibility initially embodied in the 1931 agreement known as the 
Athens Charter.10

After WWII UNESCO continued the programs of IIIC actively working 
to extend its charters and areas of influence, through the regular 
development of conventions and recommendations aimed at ensuring 
the protection of cultural property.11 This intellectual genealogy, focused 
on the built environment, is reflected in these Charters and 
Recommendations. Despite UNESCO's more recent focus on 
documentary and intangible heritage, the tools are familiar, signification 
by registration and the promise of financial assistance.12

But a useful political tool is not the same as a critical intellectual position, 
and the question remains. Do the latest expressions of significance 
represent a sustained and critical next step in identifying and critiquing 
cultural significance? Or rather do they represent an atrophied 
transplant indicating the politicisation and appropriation of what has 
been a particularly fruitful, but very specific discourse? Does the concept 
of significance represent an anachronistic and very specific response to 
a nineteenth-century philosophical position developed within Europe 
and fine-tuned in response to very specific threats? Is the concept of 
significance so culturally loaded as to be, at best, an irrelevant and, at 
worst, a dangerous tool with which to address issues of local or 
distributed culture?

Competing professional cultures: Significant document or 
significant record?

Significance means the historic, aesthetic, scientific and 
social values that an object or collection has for past, present 
and future generations.13

Although fluid and contextually dependent, the concept of the 
significant is not hard to grasp. It is the basic intellectual tool used in
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even the most minor decision-making process, and by extension is 
inherent in any form of cultural transmission. Significance is about 
hierarchies of choice and about the articulation of those hierarchies. We 
move easily from 'significant' to 'iconic', as if they are levels on a gradient 
of value. Given that culture is such a fluid and disputed term, listing by 
significance provides a hierarchy of the most important, in turn enabling 
a practical and actionable focus for the requirements of UNESCO's 
international Conventions and Recommendations.

But because significance has to do with hierarchies of choice it is also 
about exclusion. In Australia the principle of the Distributed National 
Collection, an intellectual driver in library and museum debate and 
activity through the last decade, presented a broader philosophical 
construct from which to examine issues of cultural identity; a construct 
which, it could be argued, is at times antithetical to the concept of 
prioritised, hierarchical significance. The Australian Memory of the 
World Program acknowledges both concepts of distribution and 
significance, but there are tensions inherent in the two approaches. The 
intellectual dichotomies inherent in linking the pyramidal hierarchy of 
significance and the integrated interconnected meaning of distribution 
are not easily resolved.

While significance assessment earned its stripes in the built environment, 
in Australia the concept was further developed through the (mainly 
museum focused) work of the Heritage Collections Council, and 
published as (significance) A Guide to Assessing the Significance of Cultural 
Heritage Objects and Collection.l4

Section 6 of the nomination form for the Australian Memory of the World 
Program requires nominators to ascribe value within three categories 
of 'Primary criteria - significance value':

• Historic significance

• Aesthetic significance, and

• Community or spiritual significance.15

(significance) also includes 'Scientific or research significance' and 'Social 
or spiritual significance' but these are not a requirement for assessment 
for the Australian Memory of the World Register (although it could be 
argued that 'social' and 'community' are interchangeable to some 
extent). Workshops held in Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney in early
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2005 had discussed these two criteria with the Final Report from these 
workshops recommending modification of these criteria for the 
assessment of documentary heritage.'6

Sub-section '6.2 Secondary criteria - comparative value' also requires 
the nominator to:

demonstrate how rare or representative is the item/ 
collection, and whether its degree of integrity 
(completeness, sound/original condition) contribute to the 
significance of the item/collection.

The nominator must also:

compare it with others of its kind to show why it is of 
Australian Memory of the World significance.17

This process relies heavily on methodology developed for the built 
environment, modified for the museum sector and outlined in 
(significance). But is the intellectual construct so readily translatable 
across sectors, even if the tool is useful? And even if the tool is useful 
are there potential dangers in its use that we should be thinking about 
in a proactive way? Does the intellectual genealogy of the built 
environment make the Memory of the World Register a very blunt 
instrument by which to make sense of the value of documentary heritage, 
particularly that managed as archives?

Significant records or significant institutions

The term 'documentary heritage', which is used to denote the area of 
interest covered by the Memory of the World Program, is imprecise, 
flexible and context dependent. This makes signification an attractive 
tool, setting parameters which while not necessarily objective, are at 
least verifiable. But as a tool it cannot provide the intellectual framework 
required to progress the rigorous debate needed for the Memory of the 
World Program. In this respect the concept that framed the development 
of the significance assessment methodology, and that now frames the 
agendas of the Collection Council of Australia, that of the 'distributed 
national collection', offers a more complex and richer intellectual base 
from which to explore making and meaning in collections.
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For archives, concepts of distribution and significance have always been 
key. Many government and business archives are framed within 
legislative and requisite frameworks which are more exacting than that 
required for libraries or museums. The significance assessment 
methodology treats significance as an acquired trait; it is an intellectual 
patina identified after the event. Art history generally acknowledges 
that the contribution of an artist is unlikely to be clearly evident 
contemporaneously. A major part of museum collecting activity aims 
to 'frame' the past. But archival documents are as much active 
contemporary readings as they are isolated historical tracings - they 
require issues of authenticity, integrity, purpose, context, reliability and 
use to be addressed at the point of creation, and hold a special 
requirement: they are transactional and must be managed as such.18

The regulatory and transactional nature of archives suggests that the 
Memory of the World Program in its current form, is not particularly 
useful in addressing archival preservation issues. It could also be argued 
that a philosophical model that removes the archive, or document, from 
its context (by listing it as an item of significance in its own right) not 
only misunderstands, but undermines the standards that make archival 
preservation effective.

The role of archives in functional societal memory is generally recognised 
in the stringent standards and legislative requirements that govern their 
birth and identification, and which are in themselves extremely effective 
preservation tools.10 It would be surprising if registration on the Memory 
of the World Register could offer any additional insurance over and above 
the requirements of the AS/ISO 15489, Australian Standard Records 
Management, Part 1 - General, 2002 or legislative initiatives such as the 
UK's Freedom of Information Act (2000) and the Lord Chancellor's Code of 
Practice on the Management of Records issued under Section 46 of the FOI 
Act.20

The stringent requirements that govern archives management indicate 
a very specific management paradigm which is reflected in approaches 
to archival preservation. Concepts central to information management 
preservation such as risk analysis, metadata management and 
development, and functional analysis are tools that are much more 
effective than environmental and condition assessments. The latter are 
articulated in Memory of the World preservation strategies which fit
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within a conservation/restoration paradigm, more than a conservation/ 
preservation paradigm.

The local within the global: Competing cultural identities

According to UNESCO cultural diversity faces three challenges:

a) Globalization ... by highlighting the culture of economically 
powerful nations, has created new forms of inequality, 
thereby fostering cultural conflict rather than cultural 
pluralism.

b) States are increasingly unable to handle on their own the 
cross-border flow of ideas, images and resources that affect 
cultural development.

c) The growing divide in literacy (digital and conventional) 
have made the cultural debates and resources an 
increasingly elitist monopoly, divorced from the capabilities 
and interests of more than half the world's population who 
are now in danger of cultural and economical exclusion.21

Created in response to global aggression, the UN acts as adviser, 
watchdog and police to the community of nations that spawned it, 
providing a global framework in which to engage nation-states and to 
address issues that matter at a local level. So what is the role of the 
Memory of the World Program in preserving culture at a local level, or 
in driving national or international agendas at a global level?

The concept of world heritage, a category of democratised heritage, 
which is so significant as to transcend local or national boundaries, is 
not a benign, apolitical construct.22 Indeed the Memory of the World 
Program acknowledges the political nature of its own agendas in the 
discussion papers it has commissioned on lost or missing documentary 
heritage.23

Just as the term 'world-music' has come to represent a blended product 
of multi-national and multi-cultural engagement and influences, the 
concept of 'world heritage' is complex and problematic. Is it a 
geographical concept where world status is ascribed by breadth of 
impact? Or is it quantitatively measured by its impact on the largest 
number of people on the globe (status by statistics), or is it an issue of
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rarity (the last remaining evidence of the existence of a person, a place, 
or a thought)? Or is it simply the case that we have not yet sufficiently 
critiqued the term?

At the national level issues of cultural identity are generally framed 
within a positivist historical discourse (that which we observe and verify 
- generally the written word). The Memory of the World Program sits 
comfortably here. However post-colonial histories, where issues relating 
to indigenous and settler cultures and multicultural minority histories 
form part of the national identity make the story less clear. For example 
for the Hmong communities of Myanmar the rise of the nation-state 
has directly contributed to the decline of Hmong culture. Across the 
globe it is brain-numbingly obvious that many nations are only 
peripherally concerned with the survival of culture, and that national 
culture is an odd kind of term, most effectively used politically in 
contests about identity. The recent review of the National Museum is a 
case in point.24

A further challenge (and complication) for programs like Memory of 
the World is how to engage across the international boundaries created 
by colonisation. Substantial Bohol diocesan records from the Philippines 
are held in the Jesuit archives in Madrid. The United Kingdom Colonial 
Office records provide much information that is peripheral to the 
interests of the metropole but highly significant within the colony. Even 
in Australia records such as those of the Christian Mission Society 
contain information that is important to indigenous communities, and 
not only to those in Australia. It is possible that such material may be 
identified within the current Memory of the World program, but such 
material may not clearly be of world significance or even of national 
significance, and its dispersed nature provides no regional base from 
which to describe its value. More to the point, the energy and effort 
required to get international agreements for the identification, let alone 
the listing of such material is a severe impediment. The 2002 'Statement 
on the Value of the Universal Museum' opposing repatriation and signed 
by museum directors from major institutions across Europe and North 
America indicates the difficulties faced by dispossessed or minority 
cultures in accessing their heritage.25

The issues of minority cultures are also difficult to address in 
preservation models predicated on national significance. Cultural value 
is not an attribute that can be easily or meaningfully bestowed from
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beyond the culture; cultural attributes are insider knowledge. There 
are few cases where we can talk about national culture in a more 
meaningful way than we can about local cultures, and when we do so 
we are generally identifying a process that privileges the 'stories' of a 
particular group. And there many examples where national agendas 
are best served by the marginalisation or negation of local cultures.

While the National Library was successful in registering the Mabo Case 
Manuscripts on the Memory of the World Register it has been argued that 
in fact the Mabo case made very little difference to the advancement of 
indigenous land rights in Australia.26 In Victoria the State's success in 
Yorta Yorta v. Victoria saw Justice Olney proclaiming:

The tide of history has indeed washed away any real 
acknowledgement of their traditional laws and any real 
observance of their traditional customs.27

Homo nullius in place of terra nullius and this only six years after the 
Mabo ruling. The loss of traditional indigenous archiving systems and 
the retention and development of settler and state systems favoured (of 
course) the state.

There is a danger inherent in the registration of the Mabo Case Manuscripts 
in that it may embed the meaning of the Aboriginal land rights struggle 
in one pivotal, successful action. Mabo is located within a much richer 
genealogy including the 1996 Gurindji Wave Hill Station walk off, the 
1970 Milirrpum and Others vs. Nabalco Pty Ltd and the Commonwealth 
of Australia, the 1996 Wik case, the 1997 10 Point Plan and the 1998 
Yorta Yorta Aboriginal Community vs. State of Victoria, to mention only a 
few. What the Mabo Case Manuscripts document is the forced response 
of the Anglo-Australian judicial system, an impact on a dominant 
culture, not the mechanisms and key cultural signifiers that enabled 
Mer culture to continue. It is also worthwhile considering how the 
significance of these papers and the threat to them, compares with the 
loss of the last Jiwarli speaker, Mr Jack Butler, who died in April 1986. 
Jack still speaks (via soundtrack) from the website of the University of 
Melbourne's Department of Linguistics and Applied Linguistics.28 Such 
examples serve to highlight the difficulty in determining the divide 
between tangible and intangible. The Mabo papers reflect the intangible 
values held within Mer culture. Was Mr Butler and the speaking of the 
Jiwarli language really intangible?
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The issue of the last language speaker highlights another challenge for 
Memory of the World Program. What does it mean to be of 'worldwide 
significance'? Cultural significance is after all a very relative construct. 
Could the members who make up the Memory of the World assessment 
panels recognise the real significance of a document proposed by a 
cultural minority? Is there an inherent numbers game in the concept of 
significance such that the most significant item in a small community 
may not be considered of having national significance? How realistic is 
it that an Aboriginal elder, living traditionally in a remote area, could 
make a case for the preservation of a highly significant sacred item - 
yet who else could claim the understanding of that item which would 
be necessary to articulate its significance?

The tension between national and local, a very real tension, and one 
characterised often by the power imbalance inherent in such 
relationship, is often played out within a nation's archiving. How the 
Memory of the World Program could capture the subtleties and impacts 
of such tensions is not clear.

Don’t mention the war

The documentary heritage residing in libraries and archives 
throughout the world constitutes a major portion of the 
Memory of the World - and much of it is currently at risk.29

The loss of archives is as serious as the loss of memory in a 
human being; societies simply cannot function properly 
without the collective memory of their archives.™

In Lost Memory - Libraries And Archives Destroyed In The Twentieth Century 
Hans van der Hoeven identifies threats to the preservation of archives 
and lists archive and library loss in the twentieth century. Unfortunately 
examples that ostensibly show just how much a Memory of the World 
Program is needed, also serve to highlight how ineffectual any list will 
be in the face of real disaster or intended destruction.

Continuing acts of terrorism, ethnic cleansing and related 
archival cleansing and other acts of barbarism will add 
many more record groups to the list. Some of the disasters 
resulted from brutal violence by agents of the dominant 
political system, others from similar action by their
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opponents ... Continuing attacks by humidity, heat and 
termites will result in the annihilation of archives in several 
countries in the tropics in the African, Asian, Pacific and 
South American regions in the next decades...31

The Memory of the World Program focuses on registration as a 
preservation tool. The program incorporates three mechanisms. Firstly 
the process of listing in order to engage governments in identifying, 
acknowledging and acting to preserve significant material. Secondly 
the profile and status given to the listed material to ensure that, if under 
local threat, there will be other voices raised and other forums available 
to advocate for the preservation of the material. Thirdly securing digital 
access in order to 'democratise' the material. The challenges are obvious. 
Yet as recent experiences indicate, registering sites on the World Heritage 
List does not provide protection. Whether the threat comes from the 
Taliban or the US Army, listing on a register or acknowledgment of 
world-class significance makes little difference in the face of real threat. 
How could listing on the Memorxj of the World Register make the difference 
between continued existence and destruction? The real issue is the 
effectiveness of the UN, and unlikely to be affected by the Memory of 
the World Program.

Ironically most material listed on the Memory of the World website is 
already of acknowledged national value, and is housed in premier 
national institutions. Although the Memory of the World Program 
embraces the idea of distributed listings, the concept of distributed 
meaning presents real preservation challenges that remain largely 
unaddressed in the current model. The bulk of documents, individual 
records and artwork may be managed by an institution whose key brief 
is to collect, document and preserve, but key material may reside within 
a smaller local organisation without such a mission (family records, the 
local shire, the local football club). This is particularly likely to be the 
case with records belonging to marginalised or conquered communities. 
The integrity of the proposed listing may be compromised by not being 
able to include this other material, but by listing part of the material the 
rest may be acknowledged and therefore more likely to be preserved.

The fact remains that any real threats are unlikely to be mitigated by 
listing on the Memory of the World Register at national, regional or world 
level. Certainly if we look at the Australian register none of the



Valuing significance or signifying value 123

documents could seriously be said to be under 'natural or man-made 
threats'. Of all the examples of documented heritage in Australia these 
are among the least likely to be threatened. On the other hand there are 
very real threats to much material in private hands. When Judge Olney 
declared that the 'tide of history' had washed away evidence of links to 
the land he was identifying a very real preservation issue. When 
members of Tasmanian establishment removed evidence of their 
families' convict past from journals and ledgers their actions signified 
the continued relevance of a convict history to a contemporary 
Tasmanian. Their destruction of a document gave that document 
additional meaning. Significant actions can be multifarious and context 
dependent.

How much significance is too much significance?

Significance is a 'gate-keeping' concept, privileging certain material and 
rejecting the rest. For risk management the process may assist in 
prioritising the use of precious time and resources. Yet the emphasis on 
identifying cultural winners is problematic, and the enshrining of 
significance works against the relative and fluid way in which cultural 
value is often developed and ascribed.

To engage successfully with its constituents the Memory of the World 
requires them to have:

• an understanding and agreement of the concept of citizen 
of the world,

• a politicised position that understands, and agrees with the 
role of globalised agendas,

• a set of agreed criteria,

• International organisation with carriage of the protocols and 
standards for judging suitability/significance, and

• cooperative agreements between members that registration 
is acknowledged and means something .

This results in a culturally determined self-selecting process. How can 
traditional elder who speaks English as a second or third language 
articulate cultural significance to an urban, inappropriately gendered,
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group of professionals? In such cases the methodology is highly 
problematic.

I began by noting that the Memory of the World Program has a large 
vision and ambitious aims. It has been described as 'the collective 
memory of the peoples in the world; it is of vital importance in 
preserving cultural identities and plays an essential role in shaping the 
future'.32 But whose future, and what shape? What will this universe of 
selected significances tell us about the world? The program will need 
to be highly flexible if it is to address some of the challenges it faces.33

There is no doubt that the Memory of the World Program advances 
some important agendas. It may assist with protection and with funding. 
It may stimulate an environment where needs are understood and 
resources are made available, and it may proactively address perceived 
threats.

But there are some inherent difficulties to be addressed. Those who are 
closest to the process are best positioned to be successful in the process, 
those on the email list, in the professional body, or the institution. The 
concept of national is problematic too. Without predetermined national 
categories the program looks like a scramble past the post. With 
predetermined categories it looks like agendas waiting to be activated. 
In addition, with no active identification program in place the assessment 
committee is dependent of the knowledge, energy and ability of what 
is probably an already well-resourced and privileged group of 
professionals who are primarily interested in driving institutional rather 
than national agendas (although at best the two may correlate). And 
where do marginalised or minority cultures sit within national agendas, 
and can such groups be provided for in the current Memory of the World 
model?

Heritage is by definition local. The concept of world culture is as 
anachronistic and problematic as any other globalised agenda. With 
programs that claim a preservation and democratisation role there is a 
very real need to actively seek out material. As the Yorta Yorta case 
showed, certain classes of documentary heritage are more likely to be 
preserved than others; and as the Memory of the World examples show, 
those documents most likely to be preserved are documents to do with 
nation building, or those which, housed in our major institutions, are 
least likely to be at risk.
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Memory of the World picks up the most optimistic aspects of 
cosmopolitanism as a means by which to forge 'possibilities for shaping 
new transnational frameworks for making links between social 
movements'.34 This view however overlooks the impact of cultural 
hegemony, financial unevenness, the capacity of key centres to thrust 
forward, and the inability of many communities to actively pursue 
critical economic or social agendas at a local level, let alone on a global 
stage, let alone in heavily contested or competing environments.

Getting reasonably full access to the information value of 
these communications is largely dependent upon 
familiarity with the conventions of the particular genre. 
Sometimes that familiarity with a genre is cultivated 
through formal instruction - particularly when dealing 
with highly specialised documentary forms in the context 
of arcane knowledge and skill such as an accountant's 
spreadsheets, a doctor's X-rays or an archaeologist's pottery 
shard. More frequently we come to understand the 
conventions of a document genre through our cultural 
immersion in its form.35

There is an amusing irony in the fact that national institutions whose 
mission it is to identify, collect, make accessible and preserve significant 
documents are submitting key material from their collections for listing 
within a program that aims to reduce the threat brought about by 
invisibility, poor management, and poor preservation strategies. In the 
light of Justice Olney's summation it is worthwhile asking how 
significant is the threat to the Mabo Case Manuscripts, housed as they are 
in one of the premium institutions.

Or put another way, if the Mabo Case Manuscripts, housed in the National 
Library of Australia, really do need to be listed on the Memory of the 
World Register in order to be acknowledged and preserved, there is 
indeed a national crisis that needs to be addressed.
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