
OWNING 
Global Intellectual Property Law, Indigenous Knowledge, and Indonesian Arts

Are human creations individual or cultural-group achievements? Any clear-eyed assessment shows they are 
both, but the Euro-American  concept of intellectual property rights has an object-and-owner architecture that 
works to dispel ambiguities of origin and distill tangibility or assign exclusive economic and moral rights. These 

“ownership rights,” formerly confined to precise units such as individuals or business corporations, now 
increasingly are claimed by, or for, “native” cultural groups. Yet culture is an abstract concept, and cultural 

groups have fluid and shifting boundaries that often are hard to determine except by the fiat of political states. 
Individuals who are newly exposed to intellectual and cultural property models also begin to reinterpret their 

ritual practices or traditional knowledge as “things” to be defended, bought, and sold. LORRAINE ARAGON's 
research explores new conceptual and practical dilemmas created by efforts to globalize legal

models of property ownership to regulate local creative activities worldwide.

Cultural anthropologist Lorraine Aragon began studying Indonesian regional art practices in the mid-1980s, and 
participated in a 2005-2007 multinational research project to consider the possible impact of new copyright and 
cultural property draft laws on Indonesian artists such as weavers, carvers, musicians, dancers, and puppeteers. 

Her subsequent research aims for a better examination of the real-world interstices between Euro-American 
assumptions of an individual creator's agency, Foucault's "authorship," and the presumed opposite: "communal 

folklore," which often is described legally as eschewing original, independent contributions in favor of an 
inherited group repertoire.  Lorraine Aragon is an Adjunct Associate Professor of Anthropology at UNC.
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