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Round Table Description:

Increasingly, archaeologists have found that their quests to understand the past and to evaluate that understanding objectively require comparative analysis of multiple sites and assemblages, scattered across temporal scales ranging from decades to millennia and at spatial scales ranging from single sites to entire continents. The emergence of web-enabled database technologies has solved the baselevel problem of access to data. However, the simple feasibility of web access is not enough to advance historical understanding.

This roundtable session is devoted to a wide-ranging consideration of the serious additional obstacles that remain, the assessment of recent strategies designed to overcome some of them, and a consideration of novel strategies that might successfully address others. Among the outstanding issues we consider are the difficult problems of coalescing existing datasets into large-scale databases to facilitate comparative and synthetic analysis.

Although some commonalities exist in the intellectual organization of the content of digital resources, the categories, allowable value ranges and modes of expression of that content vary widely: some incidentally, many substantially. These varieties occur across the full range of conceptualization: data storage forms, indexing mechanisms, collection management techniques, finding-aid forms, base archaeological classification measurement protocols, and levels of data aggregation. To what extent might these problems be solved by the post-hoc use of ontologies in integrating existing datasets? Can large-scale collaborative projects that seek to collect and integrate data related to a particular region or problem, on scales that have been previously unimaginable in the discipline, encourage sharing of measurement protocols and the data that result from their application, along with comparative and synthetic analysis? In the wake of two decades of post modernism and the correlated disengagement of much of our discipline with comparative research and the computing and quantitative skills required to execute it on large amounts of data, how can we ensure that curious archaeologists everywhere can receive the technical training required to take advantage of the new analytical opportunities? How can we foster the wider understanding of the critical roles that digital data sharing and preservation play in professional ethics?

In considering these and other questions, we emphasize not only the technical issues, but the social and cultural ones as well. Panelist contributions will feature case studies designed to illustrate concretely the issues involved and to catalyze discussion with the audience.
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