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Abstract 

Addressing the socio-cultural impediments that influence the development of inclusive heritage 

digitisation in Sri Lanka constitutes the primary aim of this research. While global digitisation 

initiatives have demonstrated the technological potential to document, interpret, and preserve 

heritage assets, Sri Lanka’s progress in this field remains fragmented and inconsistent. The study 

seeks to understand not merely the technical feasibility of digitisation, but the deeper cultural, 

institutional, and ideological factors that influence its acceptance, resistance, and sustainability 

within the Sri Lankan context. 

Adopting a mixed-methods approach, the research integrates a thematic inquiry into community 

and stakeholder perceptions with a qualitative project analysis of selected digitisation initiatives 

undertaken between 2015 and 2024. Semi-structured interviews with heritage professionals, digital 

strategists, architects, and conservation practitioners are analysed using content analysis to identify 

recurring themes and sub-themes. These are complemented by survey findings and a review of 

project documentation, enabling a layered understanding of how digitisation unfolds both 

discursively and practically. 

The findings reveal that resistance to digitisation in Sri Lanka is less a matter of technological 

incapacity and more a reflection of socio-cultural sensitivities, institutional inertia, fragmented 

governance, and ambiguities surrounding ownership, access, and custodianship. Religious 

authority, fears of misuse, concerns about commercial exploitation, and weak regulatory 

frameworks emerge as key impediments. There also exists a parallel recognition of digitisation’s 

potential for education, repatriation, climate resilience, and global collaboration. The collapse of 

national-scale initiatives such as the E-Heritage platform further highlights the critical importance 

of long-term infrastructural planning, transparency, and institutional accountability. 
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Ultimately, this dissertation demonstrates that the digitisation of Sri Lankan heritage buildings is 

both feasible and necessary, but cannot succeed through technology alone. It requires a culturally 

sensitive, legally structured, and institutionally coordinated framework that recognises the layered 

meanings of heritage within Sri Lankan society. By situating digitisation within broader debates on 

sacredness, power, ownership, and narrative control, the study contributes a context-specific 

understanding of how digital heritage initiatives may be responsibly developed in postcolonial 

settings. 

Key words: Digitisation; Socio-cultural resistance; Feasibility; Conservation 

Word count: 14,653  



vi 

 

Table of Contents 

Declaration ...................................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgement .......................................................................................................................... iii 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... iv 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................... vi 

Table of Figures .............................................................................................................................. ix 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................................... x 

List of Abbreviations ...................................................................................................................... xi 

Chapter 01 - Introduction ................................................................................................................ 1 

01.1 Background ......................................................................................................................... 1 

01.2 Defining Digitisation within the Scope of this Study .......................................................... 1 

01.3 Need/justification of the study: ........................................................................................... 2 

Research Questions: ................................................................................................................ 3 

01.4 Scope of the dissertation: ..................................................................................................... 3 

01.5 Limitations: ......................................................................................................................... 4 

Chapter 02 - Literature review: ....................................................................................................... 6 

The Landscape of Digitisation in Heritage Conservation ........................................................... 6 

Why digital information? ............................................................................................................ 7 

Digitisation statistics ................................................................................................................... 7 

Methods and common practices currently employed for digitisation ......................................... 8 

Heritage buildings ................................................................................................................... 8 

Heritage artifacts ................................................................................................................... 11 

Video digitisation .................................................................................................................. 11 

Developments and new concepts in the field ............................................................................ 12 

Complexity that led to further development .......................................................................... 14 

Heritage building information modelling .............................................................................. 15 

Legal and Policy Frameworks for Heritage Digitisation ........................................................... 16 



vii 

 

The legal methodology for protection of digitised content ................................................... 16 

The ownership and holding rights of digitized content ......................................................... 17 

Economic Constraints and Prioritisation in Digitisation of Heritage ........................................ 18 

Socio-Cultural Resistance: Towards a Critical Inquiry ............................................................. 19 

Religious Doctrines and Sacredness ...................................................................................... 19 

Concerns Over Cultural Dilution and Commodification ....................................................... 20 

Questions of Ownership, Authority, and Gatekeeping .......................................................... 20 

Misinformation, Digital Illiteracy, and Community-Level Scepticism ................................. 21 

The Need for Context-Sensitive Strategies ........................................................................... 21 

Technical, Infrastructural, and Institutional Barriers ................................................................. 22 

Reviewing Heritage Theories that Help Understand the Socio-Cultural Aspect of Digitisation25 

Chapter 03: Research Methodology .............................................................................................. 28 

03.1 Theoretical framework ...................................................................................................... 28 

03.2 Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 31 

03.2.1 Thematic Inquiry (Study 01): Community Perceptions and Cultural Contestations .. 32 

03.2.2 Project Analysis (Study 02): Digitisation Projects in Sri Lanka ................................ 34 

Chapter 04 – Data analysis and findings ....................................................................................... 42 

04.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 42 

04.1.1 Introducing the Questionnaire Survey ........................................................................ 42 

04.1.2 An Introduction to the Semi Structured Interview input ............................................ 46 

04.2 Data collection and analysis .............................................................................................. 48 

04.2.1 Quantitative data ......................................................................................................... 48 

04.2.2 Qualitative data ........................................................................................................... 58 

04.3 Results and findings .......................................................................................................... 66 

Heritage Digitisation is Technically Feasible in Sri Lanka (RQ1) ........................................ 66 

Institutional Weakness Represents the Primary Barrier (RQ2) ............................................. 66 

Heritage Digitisation is a Cultural Process Rather than a Technical Exercise ...................... 67 



viii 

 

Sacred Heritage Requires Conditional and Consultative Approaches (RQ2) ....................... 67 

Ownership, Access, and Digital Sovereignty are Central Concerns (RQ2) .......................... 68 

Public Accessibility and Capacity Building Remain Limited (RQ2) .................................... 68 

Responsible Digitisation Offers the Greatest Potential (RQ3) .............................................. 68 

Summary of findings ............................................................................................................. 69 

Chapter 05 - Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 70 

Answers to research questions ................................................................................................... 70 

Key Contributions and Broader Implications ............................................................................ 72 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................................. 75 

APPENDIX A (Questionnaire survey) .......................................................................................... 83 

APPENDIX B (Questionnaire survey – responses) ...................................................................... 84 

APPENDIX C (Transcripts of Semi-structured interviews) .......................................................... 98 

 



ix 

 

Table of Figures 

Figure 2.0.1 The use of photogrammetry in documenting heritage ………………… 10 

Figure 2.0.2 The Sigiriya VR experience …………………………………………… 14 

Figure 3.0.1 Theoretical framework translating onto the Research Methodology 

(illustrated) …………………………………………………………… 30 

Figure 3.0.2 The E-heritage programme logo ……………………………………… 36 

Figure 3.0.3 Image published by the CSIRO team at the start of the Digitization 

project …………………………………………………………………. 37 

Figure 3.0.4 Preview of Sri Lanka Museums mobile app…………………………… 38 

Figure 3.0.5 The Satmahal Prasadaya as presented by the Zamani Project in Sri 

Lanka ………………………………………………………………….. 39 

Figure 3.0.6 Photograph released by the Endagered Archives Programme ………… 40 

Figure 3.0.7 Digitisation work going on in the National Archives of Sri Lanka as 

part of IFAP …………………………………………………………… 41 

Figure 4.0.1 Pie chart showing breakdown of respondent profession………………. 45 

Figure 4.0.2 Pie chart - response received on question "How familiar are you with 

the concept of digitisation?" ………………………………………….. 48 

Figure 4.0.3 Bar chart showing response received on question "Which of the 

following forms of digitisation have you personally interacted with?" . 49 

Figure 4.0.4 Pie chart showing response received on question "In your opinion 

digitisation is mostly what?" …………………………………………. 49 

Figure 4.0.5 Bar chart showing response received on question "Which of the 

following benefits of digitisation do you believe are most relevant to 

Sri Lanka?" ……………………………………………………………. 50 

Figure 4.0.6 Pie chart showing response received on question "What is the biggest 

barrier to digitising heritage?" ………………………………………… 51 

Figure 4.0.7 Pie chart showing response received on question "Do you think 

digitisation of religious or sacred sites is...?" …………………………. 52 

Figure 4.0.8 Pie chart showing response received on question "Do you think 

digitising sacred or culturally sensitive objects could lead to spiritual or 

cultural harm?" ……………………………………………………….. 53 



x 

 

Figure 4.0.9 Pie chart showing response received on question "What role do you 

think religious and spritual authorities should play in heritage 

digitisation?" ………………………………………………………….. 54 

Figure 4.0.10 Pie chart showing response received on question "Do you think 

repatriation under conditions set by the holding country is a good 

compromise?" ……................................................................................. 55 

Figure 4.0.11 Pie chart showing response received on question "If a heritage item is 

repatriated, is it acceptable for the holding country to keep a digital 

copy?" …………………………………………………………………. 56 

Figure 4.0.12 Pie chart showing response received on question "If repatriation fails, 

who should legally own the OP rights of that heritage artefact?" ……… 56 

Figure 4.0.13 Pie chart showing response received on question "Do you think Sri 

Lankan society is culturally ready to embrace digital heritage?" ……… 57 

Figure 4.0.14 The Pollonnaru Vatadage as digitised by the Zamani Project ………… 62 

 

List of Tables 

Table 4.0.1 Age Distribution of questionnaire respondents ……………………… 45 

Table 4.0.2 Coding process themes from Semi Structured Interviews…………… 59 

Table 4.0.3 A cross-project analysis of the three chosen digitisation projects…… 65 

   

 

  



xi 

 

List of Abbreviations 

AHD Authorised Heritage Discourse 

AI Artificial Intelligence 

ANT Actor-Network Theory 

AR Augmented Reality 

BIM Building Information Modelling 

CAD Computer-Aided Design 

CFCHC China Foundation for Cultural Heritage Conservation 

CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

DRM Digital Rights Management 

FZA 3DFlow Zephyr Aerial 

HBIM Historic Building Information Modelling 

ICT Information and Communication Technology 

ICTA Information and Communication Technology Agency 

IFAP Information for All Programme 

IP Intellectual Property 

LiDAR Light Detection and Ranging 

MVS Multi-View Stereo 

RQ Research Question 

SfM Structure from Motion 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

VR Virtual Reality 

WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization 

 


