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ABSTRACT 

In its 18 years of operation, the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, 

D.C. has continued to attract the attention of researchers and non-specialist audiences alike. 

Researchers have characterized the museum as a grand experiment in “New Indian Museology” 

on a national stage, some even suggesting that the institution represents a decolonizing museum 

(Shannon 2014, Smith 2005). In this thesis, I describe how the NMAI has articulated their “New 

Indian Museology” and engaged with decolonial praxes through an analysis of their object-

oriented displays. In focusing on the physical collections on display for public consumption, this 

research contributes to decolonial studies of the museum which did not systematically analyze 

material collections themselves which, “are in fact at the core of the NMAI in profoundly 

contradictory ways” (Ronan 2014:133). I situate the institution’s strategic goals, mission 

statements, and methodologies in the context of the actual work that they produce (the 

exhibitions themselves) to assess how the exhibitions do or do not meet the goals of the 

institution and the aims of decolonization.  

Through qualitative content analysis of object display labels and associated texts, I argue 

that while museum staff activate some elements of decolonial museology (e.g., including 

narratives of Indigenous persistence and resistance, allowing for Indigenous self-representation, 

thematic exhibitions), they are unevenly distributed across displays and embedded within 

colonial modes of knowledge production that are continually upheld in museum displays and the 

institutional structure. Though the museum continues to rework its curatorial ambitions and 

strategies, its very status as an institution created and funded by the settler nation-state to manage 

an enormous colonial object collection inhibits its ability to fully engage with decolonial praxes 

to create a “Native Place” (NMAI 2004 Strategic Plan).   
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 CHAPTER 1 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 
 
 In its 18 years of operation, the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, 

D.C. has continued to attract the attention of researchers and non-specialist audiences alike. 

Researchers have characterized the museum as a grand experiment in “New Indian Museology” 

on a national stage, some even suggesting that the institution represents a decolonizing museum 

(Shannon 2014, Smith 2005). Developed out of an act of Congress to rescue the George G. Heye 

collection, a massive collection of Native-made arts and artifacts, the NMAI has collaborated 

with Tribal nations to re-interpret these object collections through object-oriented exhibitions 

along with educational programming and museum trainings. While museum staff and their 

supporters framed their work as a massive shift in museological modes of knowledge production 

and Indigenous self-representation, the institution has also been criticized for omitting coherent 

and honest stories of colonialism in its exhibitions (Lonetree and Cobb 2008). In its dual position 

as both federally funded national institution and site of Native cultural sovereignty, the NMAI 

faces the incredibly broad challenge of meeting the needs of thousands of communities whilst 

simultaneously telling their stories through exhibitions to Native and non-Native audiences 

(Brady 2009:137, Cobb 2005, Atalay 2006:600-601).  

In my encounters with Indigenous-oriented museological and anthropological literatures, 

the NMAI often appears as an example of a success or failure in Tribal collaboration and 
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representation depending upon the perspective of the author and their area of inquiry (the 

institution is massive and multifaceted, allowing for different findings across studies). Most 

frequently, decolonial Indigenous scholars cite the inadequacies of the museum’s approach to 

topics of colonialism, the reification of colonial power dynamics in curatorial practices, and the 

unproblematized display of objects with troubled collection histories. Researchers like Amy 

Lonetree (2006, 2008, 2012), Amanda Cobb (2005, 2008), Sonya Atalay (2008), Myla Carpio 

(2006), and many others expressed deep concern with the museum’s first exhibitions that 

centered the collaborative process at the cost of presenting a coherent curatorial narrative. To 

these authors, the exhibitions lacked any firm lessons about the realities of settler-colonialism in 

the U.S., leaving unchallenged non-specialist viewers’ preconceptions about Indigenous peoples.   

Despite is symbolic import as the first national Native-run museum, non-specialist 

visitors and scholars shared mixed reactions to the exhibitions that lacked any strong historical 

narrative. Based on journalists’ and scholars’ published statements, they felt that the museum 

was hyper focused on the collaborative curatorial process and inattentive to audience needs and 

capacities for understanding complex Indigenous knowledges and histories (Rader 2011:209, 

Brady 2009, Lonetree and Cobb 2008). In response to these critiques, NMAI curators have 

altered their curatorial strategies away from an experimental art-gallery approach towards 

thematic exhibitions that tell chronological narratives of Native histories and experiences of 

colonialism. While curators have attempted to provide counter-narratives of settler-colonial 

processes, their pivot towards mainstream (i.e., colonial) modes of curation to cater to their non-

Native audiences and their untroubled use of colonial object collections perpetuates rather than 

challenges settler colonial power dynamics.   
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 Given that the studies that produced such critiques were conducted ethnographically and 

within the decade of the museum’s opening, I seek to provide an updated account of the present 

content and objects on display in the physical museum space using an object-centered method 

(Shannon 2008, Lonetree 2012). In this thesis, I describe how the NMAI has articulated their 

“New Indian Museology” and engaged with decolonial praxes through an analysis of their 

object-oriented displays. In focusing on the physical collections on display for public 

consumption, this research contributes to decolonial studies of the museum which did not 

systematically analyze material collections which, “are in fact at the core of the NMAI in 

profoundly contradictory ways” (Ronan 2014:133). I situate the institution’s strategic goals, 

mission statements, and methodologies in the context of the actual work that they produce (the 

exhibitions themselves) to assess how the exhibitions do or do not meet the goals of the 

institution.  

 In this study, I collected and analyzed the textual information presented alongside 

Native-made material objects so that I might assess the ways in which exhibition design 

articulates with the NMAI’s stated mission and the decolonial goals that they reference. This 

primary question is associated with a number of sub-inquiries including: How do the exhibitions 

align with the goals of the NMAI? How do they align with the decolonial museology agenda? 

How do the curatorial strategies informing object-oriented curation challenge or perpetuate 

settler-colonial institutional hierarchies, epistemologies, and narratives? How are the troubled 

histories of the collection addressed in the museum? How do exhibitions support the sovereignty 

and self-determination efforts of Tribal Nations? 

Answers to these diverse but interrelated questions produce a more nuanced 

understanding of the ways that the museum has and has not met the goals outlined in its strategic 
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plans as well as how their material displays articulate with decolonial approaches to museology. 

In characterizing object curation trends at work in the museum, I argue that while museum staff 

activate some elements of decolonial museology by including narratives of Indigenous 

persistence and resistance, allowing for Indigenous self-representation, and creating thematic 

exhibitions, these elements are unevenly distributed across displays and embedded within 

colonial modes of knowledge production that are continually upheld in the museum. Despite 

being heralded as the first theory-informed decolonizing institution, the museum’s exhibitions do 

not neatly align with its published mission statements which often invoke the language of 

decolonial museum theory. Though the museum continues to rework its curatorial ambitions and 

strategies, its very status as an institution created and funded by the settler nation-state to manage 

an enormous colonial object collection inhibits its ability to fully engage with decolonial praxes 

to create a “Native Place” (NMAI 2004 Strategic Plan).   

In addition to explicating the contradictions and tensions at the heart of the NMAI, this 

study also demonstrates how object-oriented methods might be used to assess museum 

exhibitions in addition to ethnographic observations and interviews. Object collection and 

display was a key element of colonial extraction, appropriation, and domination of Native 

peoples and materials. Museums that housed these objects served as a gateway through which 

non-Native people learned about Indigenous cultures and colonial institutions legitimized their 

position as repositories for Native goods. Yet despite the problematic history of museums, they 

have also emerged as key sites for Indigenous communities to resume stewardship of their 

material heritages and provide counter-narratives about the brutal realities of colonialism. Given 

the potential for museums to become sites of “truth-telling”, it is critical to understand the role of 

Native material objects in these contemporary endeavors to repatriate and reinterpret material 
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objects. Since the NMAI was founded to care for the massive George G. Heye collection, object 

curation is necessarily implicated in the negotiation of troubled object collection and object-

oriented display histories. In this study, my attention to the role of the objects themselves works 

to reveal how the NMAI challenges, and, more so, perpetuates colonial museological practices.  

In the following section of this thesis, I outline the theoretical and methodological bodies 

of literature that inform the NMAI’s praxis and my own approach to this study. I first describe 

the New Museum Theory that NMAI staff have explicitly credited and the Decolonial 

Museology literature from which the language of mission statements and exhibition texts is 

drawn. Finally, I describe my methodological approach and its foundation in Critical Archival 

Studies. In Chapter 3, I describe the object-centered methods that I used to critically analyze the 

NMAI’s curatorial strategies. Then, in Chapter 4, I provide background for this thesis by 

outlining the history of the Heye collection and the development of the NMAI. In Chapter 5, I 

explore how the museum engages with the object collection histories through qualitative content 

analysis of provenance data presented in display labels. In Chapter 6, I describe and analyze the 

three curatorial models at work in the museum (community curation, multivocal, object-oriented) 

through three case studies of exhibitions that follow one of the models. Then, in Chapter 7, I 

critically examine how the museum represents the diversity of Tribal Nations in its displays and 

how it engages with topics of sovereignty and self-determination. In each of these three 

analytical chapters I analyze data gathered from eight exhibitions on display at the NMAI in 

2022: Our Universes: Traditional Knowledge Shapes Our World (2004), Nation to Nation: 

Treaties between the United States and American Indian Nations (2014), Americans (2018), Why 

We Serve: Native Americans in the United States Armed Forces (2021), Return to a Native 

Place: Algonquian Peoples of the Chesapeake (2006), and three Windows on Collections cases 
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(2004 - ca. 2010). In these chapters I examine how the actual displays align with the NMAI’s 

stated goals and the decolonizing museum agenda. Finally, in Chapter 8 I explore the limitations 

of the NMAI’s position as a settler institution in creating decolonizing exhibitions and point 

towards areas of future study.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 
 
 

Literature Review 
 

 

Introduction:  

 Contemporary calls by Black, Indigenous, and People of Color communities for accurate 

representation are an extension and elaboration of long-standing efforts by historically 

underrepresented communities to change mainstream museum practices around colonial object 

collection and display. Building upon theoretical and methodological innovations first offered in 

the 1970’s, scholars, museum staff, and Indigenous community members have demanded a 

radical reorientation of the hegemonic museological hierarchy wherein minoritized peoples being 

represented in museums are actually involved in the development of those exhibitions. 

Concurrent with this turn towards an ethically oriented “New Museology”, Native scholars and 

activists developed their own critical interventions in decolonizing museology and 

historiography. Successive generations of academics continue to experimentally define a 

decolonial praxis, which remains emergent and unsettled in contemporary debates.  

 In this chapter I provide an overview of these efforts to define decolonized theories and 

methods in museum work, drawing upon two theoretical and methodological approaches that 

inform the NMAI’s mission and curatorial strategies. Decolonial scholarship, and decolonization 

more broadly, entails a critical consciousness of the ongoing processes of colonialism and 

requires the active identification and deconstruction of material and conceptual colonialisms. 



 13 

Each of the theoretical approaches that inform my study provide varied modes for interpreting 

and combatting colonial modes of discourse and representation to produce an awareness of 

museums’ ongoing participation in colonial power and knowledge flows, as well as strategies by 

which they might thoughtfully decolonize their praxes. First, I describe the 1980’s turn towards 

New Museology—a call for power-sharing and collaboration in museums that echoed concurrent 

efforts by Native scholars and activists for greater authority over their material heritage and 

representations. Then, I explore theoretical engagements of scholars in Native historiography and 

museology to outline the contours and aims of decolonizing work in museum spaces. Embedded 

within this discussion are the decolonizing methodologies accompanying such theoretical 

commitments, which I present alongside the methodological innovations offered by scholars in 

Critical Archival Studies. Each of these threads of decolonial (or at least colonial-conscious) 

theory provide pathways into critically analyzing the NMAI’s museological praxes, including 

their engagement with decolonial museology. Throughout this section, I discuss the roles of 

provenance, collaboration, multivocality, and representation in colonial and decolonial modes of 

object curation.  

 

New Museum Theory:  

 Over the course of the 1970’s, scholars engaged in museology, or the underlying theory 

and philosophies of museum work, began to critique hegemonic museum structures and purposes 

(Hudson 1977:15, Mairesse and Desvallees 2010). They claimed that museums were, “isolated 

from the modern world, elitist, obsolete, and a waste of public money” (McCall and Grey 

2013:20). In response, scholars and museum workers proposed an alternative purpose for 

museums to meet changing societal demands. According to scholars like Vergo (1989), Smith 
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(1989), and Hudson (1977), museums should no longer function as a repository for material 

collections curated by museum workers who hold ultimate curatorial authority, instead they 

should adapt to the needs of audiences and adopt an educational model of curation that engages 

with diverse audiences (Vergo 1989:1-2). Peter Vergo, editor of the first major volume on The 

New Museology (1989:3), claimed that the “old” museology was preoccupied with methods of 

museum practice and overlooked the real educational purpose of museums. While museums have 

always, in some ways, been concerned with the educational benefits of interactions with material 

collections, this was often limited to a particular subset of educated elites (Smith 1989:6). A key 

strategy to facilitate the transformation of the museum space was the shift in focus from objects 

to ideas—a value echoed throughout contemporary scholarly conversations of decolonizing 

museums (Weil 2005:95, Lonetree 2012:42).   

 To depart from these modes of “irrelevant” hierarchical knowledge production and 

dissemination, museums began to foster relations not only with diverse publics, but also with the 

communities who created the material collections on display. Beginning primarily in the 1980’s, 

mainstream museums prioritized collaborations with “source communities”, whose voices they 

sought in object display and interpretation (Schorch 2020:10). Scholars engaged in New 

Museum Theory point towards multivocality and collaboration featured in exhibitions as a key 

departure from the practices of their predecessors (Marstine 2008:5-6). Some authors like King 

and Marstine (2008) and Simpson (2012) align New Museum Theory’s commitments with those 

of postcolonial scholars who seek to (re)present the voices of marginalized peoples and the 

divergent viewpoints they represent.   

Museum work surrounding collaboration came to be framed as a social and moral 

responsibility and research into objects’ provenance—their known history of creation, transfer, 
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and sale—similarly was understood by museum workers as a pathway towards ethical 

collaboration with “source communities” (Schorch 2020:11, von Oswald 2020:108). Successive 

scholars recognized that these initial community engagements followed no particular model and 

were unevenly successful in altering power dynamics within the museum—curators and museum 

staff often remained the ultimate arbiters of exhibition design as well as community 

identification and definition (Onciul 2015:1).  

Despite scholars’ interests in engaging diverse audiences with cultural meanings that 

communities themselves provided, New Museum Theory often remains imbued with Western 

epistemologies founded upon “grand narratives of Western national and elite class experiences” 

that reinforce ideas of “innate cultural value tied to time depth, monumentality, expert 

knowledge, and aesthetics” (Smith 2006:299). Scholars and viewers continue to experience this 

shift in museum purpose and methodologies—collaboration and community engagement seem to 

have become standard refrains across public-facing museums that work to create educational 

displays, digital and in-person tours, and public lectures or demonstrations (Ames 1992). 

Scholars like Robin Boast (2011) stress that the focus on museums as egalitarian, multivocal 

“contact zones”—between collaborators, museum staff, and visitors—might mask “persistent 

neocolonial relations within the museum world” (2011:56, in Lonetree 2012:38). The language 

of egalitarianism relies on the modernist notion that objects and displays can be non-political; in 

resorting to “universalist multiculturalist” discourses, museums working towards the 

poststructuralist and postcolonialist goals of New Museology reify status quo power dynamics 

they intended to reject (Lonetree 2006:640, Ronan 2014:142) 

Similarly, while provenance has become a key technology for identifying “source 

communities” to repatriate items or engage in collaboration, it remains an ambivalent category in 
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the quest to invert institutional hierarchies (Brown and Bruchac 2006:2001). Research into 

ownership histories even has the potential to trouble museums’ “commonly recognized status as 

legitimate owner[s] of collections” (von Oswald 2020:107). Yet it simultaneously reproduces 

colonial and anthropological epistemologies in its very definition, categorization, and 

authentication of ownership. As I discuss below, decolonial theorists stay with this trouble of the 

inherent contradictions of utilizing standard museological categories and methods in work with 

Indigenous materials and collaborators.  

 

The “New Indigenous Paradigm”: Decolonization and Native Historiography  

While some researchers who work with New Museum Theory are also committed to related 

bodies of thought like postcolonial thinking to reveal the ongoing colonialisms within museum 

spaces (Simpson, 2012, Marstine 2008), New Museology does not overtly center the historic and 

ongoing role of colonialism nor does it define decolonization as an aim of the praxis it entails. As 

mentioned in the previous section, this leaves exposed the contradictions of New Museum 

Theory that critics state exemplify its hyperattention on rhetoric and its inattention to material 

changes (Ronan 2014:142). Yet calls for material and symbolic change are central to 

decolonization and Indigenous approaches to museology that not only spurred the passage of 

NMAIA and Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) legislation 

but informed the development of the NMAI’s theoretically-engaged curatorial practices (Rader 

2011, Ronan 2014, Smith 2005). Since decolonial thinking is apparent in NMAI-authored 

materials (though it is not explicitly named as a goal) it informs my own approach to analyzing 

the NMAI’s material practices. By grounding my analysis in decolonial theoretical approaches 
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offered by scholars working in Native historiography and museology, I compare the NMAI’s 

exhibition practices to their own stated mission as well as those defined by decolonial thinkers.   

Decolonial thinking entered into Western academic discourses through the voices of Native 

activist-scholars during the "Self-Determination” era of the 1970’s, a moment marked by 

vociferous protest against U.S. assimilationist policies that sought to absorb and disappear Native 

nations and peoples (Deloria 1969, 1971, 1974). As defined by Indigenous North American 

scholars and communities, decolonization refers to a process of developing a critical 

consciousness of the ongoing mental, conceptual, and material effects of settler-colonialism; a 

process through which Indigenous individuals and communities can untangle and validate their 

own ontologies and epistemologies, reclaim their material and cultural lifeways, and perpetuate 

land-based sovereignty efforts. The term does not connote a return to the past, but a conscious 

effort to reclaim and legitimize Indigenous ways of knowing and being that have continued to 

adapt to meet the current circumstances (Miller 2008:15). This process also entails the active 

identification and deconstruction of colonial modes of thinking and being that are taken for 

granted and naturalized in settler society (Lonetree 2012, Atalay 2006).  

 Vine Deloria Jr. (1969, 1971, 1974) thrust these assertions into academic conversations, 

calling scholarly and public attention to the ongoing acts of settler incursion into Indigenous 

sovereignty. His legalistic calls for the protection of Indigenous self-determination—Tribal 

Nations’ and individuals’ authority to define and live Native lifeways and to seek compensation 

for or repatriation of stolen lands and materials—continue to be reformulated in contemporary 

scholarship (1974:228). At this time, Deloria (1969) also publicly revealed the complicity of 

academic research in the settler-colonial project, identifying anthropological modes of inquiry 

and knowledge as prime offenders in the appropriation and misrepresentation of Native lifeways 
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and material culture (Biolsi and Zimmerman 1997). Indigenous scholars continue to weave these 

critiques into their iteration of decolonial theory, offering methods to further decolonize through 

the critical assessment of colonial modes of thinking and the liberatory potential for research 

methodologies informed by Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, and axiologies (Smith 1999, 

Wilson 2001, 2008). While in recent decades scholars from across disciplines call for 

decolonization vis-à-vis rhetorical change, Tuck and Yang (2012) offered a timely reminder that 

decolonization is not merely symbolic or metaphorical but is always embedded in pursuits for 

material reparations and reclamations since settler-colonialism is a structure rooted in the 

material dispossession of Native peoples and lands (7, Wolfe 1999, 2006).  

 With roots in this scholarly lineage that seeks conceptual and material decolonization 

through a deeply reflexive consciousness of colonialisms, Indigenous researchers like Miller 

(2008, 2011), Sleeper-Smith (2009), and Lonetree (2006a, 2006b, 2008, 2012, 2021) identify the 

complicity of historical and museological work in settler domination and appropriation of Native 

peoples, practices, and materials. Central to the 1970’s activism and scholarship in which Deloria 

was operating were calls for not only accurate representations of Indigenous peoples in museums 

(the main space in which settlers learned about Native peoples outside of film and television), 

but for repatriation of the, often stolen, Indigenous human remains and material objects housed 

in museums (Colwell 2017). In 1989 and 1990, Indigenous scholars’ and activists’ efforts 

brought to fruition the passage of national legislation to 1) order federally funded museums to 

assess and repatriate human remains and qualifying material objects (NAGRPA) and 2) charter 

the creation of an Indigenous-run Smithsonian Institution to house the Heye collection and 

oversee the assessment and repatriation of Smithsonian collections (NMAIA). At this time, 

Native communities also increasingly developed Tribal museums and cultural centers to house 



 19 

repatriated items and create their own spaces of self-representation and remembering (Sleeper-

Smith 2009:3, Lonetree 2012:11).  

While museums remain contentious institutions that were central to the material 

dispossession and scholarly appropriation Native peoples and objects, they also offer sites for the 

unsettling of colonial narratives and practices through radical self-representation and truth-telling 

(Lonetree 2012:12). I now turn towards the theoretical and methodological lenses offered by 

Miller and Lonetree to clearly define what decolonization entails in museological history-work—

a definition that informs my analysis of the NMAI’s curatorial practices.  

 

Native Historiography and Museology:  

 To address the perpetual misrepresentation of Native histories and epistemologies, Susan 

Miller (2008, 2011) offered a comprehensive “New Indigenous Paradigm” for decolonial 

historical research; a paradigm that has deeply informed the scholarship of decolonial Native 

museologist, Amy Lonetree (2006a, 2006b, 2008, 2012). Through their work, each of these 

authors provide the theoretical framework I use to analyze the NMAI’s curatorial practices.  

 Following decades of Indigenous scholarship that sought to validate and legitimize 

Indigenous approaches to knowledge and history (Fixico 1996, Cordova 2007, Deloria 1971, 

1973), Miller (2008, 2011) offered a comprehensive paradigm for engaging in decolonial 

historical research. This paradigm is founded upon four central concepts: 1) Indigenousness, 2) 

sovereignty, 3) colonization, and 4) decolonization (Miller 2008, Lonetree 2012:24). Like the 

tenants that Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) identifies in her model for decolonizing research 

methodologies, Miller’s (2008) Indigenous historiography recognizes and explicitly states the 1) 

validity of Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies, 2) the inherent sovereignty of Native 



 20 

nations, 3) the ongoing process colonization in our material and conceptual worlds, and 4) the 

need to actively identify and combat these material and conceptual colonialisms. According to 

Lonetree’s (2012: 24) interpretation of this paradigm, Miller’s approach calls for authors to 

directly name “colonialism”, the perpetrators of colonial violence, and its ongoing effects rather 

than shying away from using the term, as previous generations of historians might. These 

theoretical commitments are bound in a methodological approach that, 

includes producing scholarship that serves Native communities; 
following Indigenous communities’ protocols when conducting 
research; rigorously interrogating existing scholarship and calling 
out the “anti-Indigenous concept and language” embedded in 
existing literature; incorporating Indigenous languages, such as 
place-names, names of people, and proper nouns; and, finally, 
privileging Indigenous sources and perspectives over non-
Indigenous ones. Miller clearly and forcefully states that the 
United States has not come to terms with or fully reckoned with its 
colonial past and writings from this paradigm are challenging these 
silences (Lonetree 2012:25).  

 

As the purposes and strategies of museums so closely align with those of historical researchers, 

Lonetree applies this paradigm to assess and foster decolonial museological work. Drawing upon 

Miller’s theoretical and methodological paradigm, Lonetree (2012) articulates features of what 

she dubs a “decolonizing agenda” for museums that present the knowledges and materials of 

Native peoples. Lonetree’s decolonizing agenda is built upon the principles of self-

representation, truth-telling, sites of knowledge making and remember, thematic exhibitions, 

storytelling, survivance, Indigenous epistemologies, places that matter, and community 

connectedness.  

Self-Representation:  

Museums should be spaces of self-representation wherein Native peoples tell their own 

stories about themselves. In contrast to colonial museum practices wherein an outside expert 
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(usually a non-Native scholar) interprets and disseminates Native knowledges or practices, this 

representational sovereignty hinges upon meaningful collaboration and multivocal displays in 

museum spaces (Raheja 2011, Graham 2016). To Lonetree (2012), this offers the opportunity for 

Native peoples and Nations to perpetuate their own cultural survival through self-determined 

narratives. Other decolonial authors have described this work as counter-narratives or 

restorying—Native-authored histories based on Native experience and history that contradict 

mainstream, colonial histories (Corntassel 2009, Regan 2010).  

Truth-Telling: 

Museums should be sites of conscience that acknowledge the violent truths of settler-

colonialism and provide space for Indigenous awareness and healing. Pulling language directly 

from Miller’s framework, Lonetree (2008, 2012) highlights the importance of naming 

colonialisms as such instead of relying upon obfuscating language (e.g., mainstream or 

traditional curatorial strategies) to analyze museum praxes. Instead of reifying colonial 

tendencies to romanticize violent histories or perpetuate narratives of the vanishing race or noble 

savage, displays should confront such techniques of colonial erasure and misrepresentation. As 

an example, Lonetree (2012) points to the murky histories of colonial object collections and the 

historical context of extreme economic duress that “should never go unacknowledged, especially 

since questions over the ownership of cultural objects have not ended’ (28). 

Sites of Knowledge Making and Remembering: 

Museums should be a site where community histories can be rebuilt and where new 

knowledges can be made across generations of tribal members. This can serve as a space to 

begin healing “historical unresolved grief that is every present in Native American communities” 

(Lonetree 2012:164).  
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Thematic Exhibitions: 

Following the lead of the New Museology’s shift away from fetishizing object displays 

and anthropological taxa, a decolonizing museum should favor thematic displays over object-

oriented ones. By beginning exhibition development around a desired theme, curators can tell 

stories that might not otherwise be reflected in the material record or collections.  

Storytelling, First-person Voice: 

Museums can better reflect Native ways of teaching and learning by featuring stories 

over purely descriptive texts. The use of first-person voice in exhibition texts humanizes 

Indigenous collaborators and credits contributors directly as individuals and communities rather 

than embodying a contrived pan-Indian voice. Crediting diverse contributors assists in dispelling 

myths of erasure and sameness, instead presenting the diversity of Tribal peoples and 

perspectives. It also importantly inverts colonial museological hierarchies wherein an outside 

expert usually speaks for the voiceless subject.  

Survivance:  

While exhibitions should tell the “hard truths” of colonialism, they should simultaneously 

reject “victimhood narrative[s]” (Lonetree 2012:22). Here, Lonetree draws upon Gerald 

Vizenor’s concept of “survivance”, which refers to Indigenous peoples’ creative adaptation to 

brutal colonial violence and dominance rather than mere survival. Decolonizing museum 

displays should center these stories of persistence and resistance in the face of colonization.  

Indigenous Epistemologies: 

As reflected in the call to include stories, decolonizing museums entails goes beyond the 

inclusion of Indigenous ways of knowing and teaching. Instead, curatorial strategies and displays 

should operate according to these epistemologies. In honoring Indigenous forms of inquiry and 
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evidence, like those offered through oral traditions, the decolonizing museum assists in 

legitimizing Native epistemologies rather than reifying the hegemony of colonial ones through 

more “traditional” forms of evidence, ordering, classification, and labeling.  

Community-Connectedness: 

Exhibitions should be more focused on specific Tribal communities who are involved in 

the development of content and displays that represent the community following their own 

protocols. 

Places That Matter:  

Museums that depict representations of Native peoples or lives are not a “matter of 

detached, academic interest;” museum content “involves life, ancestors, culture, our continued 

existence, and future generations” (Lonetree 2012:41-42). Decolonizing museums should be sites 

of conscience, knowledge-making, and remembering developed in conversation with Indigenous 

communities so that they might begin to heal and reclaim their histories.  

 

While many items on this agenda are applicable across a range of scenarios and 

communities, the importance of each principle varies depending upon the community in question 

and their navigations of the politics inherent to methods like labeling contributors or creators by 

name. This aligns with the call for self-representation and determination, wherein communities 

follow their own protocols for formulating and representing their histories. These strategies 

clearly address some of the same values embedded within New Museum Theory, such as the 

toppling of hierarchies through extensive collaboration, yet they are more radical in their 

willingness to deviate from colonial modes of museum work (Ronan 2014:132).  
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Interventions in Critical Archival Studies and Pathways Forward:  

 Since the NMAI has claimed to be an experiment in developing an Indigenized “New 

Indian Museology”, in the following chapters, I utilize the decolonial theory of Miller and 

Lonetree to assess the NMAI’s use of decolonial language in their mission and their actual 

museum exhibitions to demonstrate how the museum is and is not upholding decolonial values 

and methods. My project further elucidates Lonetree’s (2006, 2008, 2012) critique of the 

NMAI’s avoidance of telling the hard truths of colonialism. In doing so, I assess the 

unacknowledged and unproblematized histories of their object collections, the limits of 

multivocality within colonial modes of curation, and the contradictions of representing sovereign 

Tribal Nations in an institution of the settler nation-state. I seek to hold the institution 

accountable to their mission and to the mission of decolonial scholars with whom NMAI staff 

sometimes align themselves.  

 I also seek to further develop this practice-oriented theory by focusing on the material 

object displays themselves in order to understand more thoroughly how the museum tells stories 

through and with native-made objects (Brickhouse 2015). My methods are informed by 

contemporary Critical Archival Studies that have engaged in questions of ethical interactions and 

uses of colonial archival collections. Critical Archival Studies, as defined by preeminent archival 

scholar Michelle Caswell (2017:2), are approaches that identify what is unjust in current research 

and practice, develop practical goals for how the research should change, or provide norms for 

that critique. For Caswell, decolonizing archival praxes “begins from this understanding, that 

western colonialism, empire, and race are a much more pervasive aspect of our field than is 

usually considered” (Ghaddar and Caswell 2019:78). To her, decolonizing records-oriented 
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work, which I consider closely enmeshed with object collections management and research, 

requires moving beyond neoliberal remedies to foster inclusion, representation, and recognition.  

While an object-centered approach to analyzing the NMAI’s exhibitions in conversation 

with the decolonizing agenda proposed by Lonetree (2012) is less attuned to assessing interactive 

goals of decolonizing museology, my approach reveals elements otherwise invisible through 

ethnographic research. Similar to these charges of Critical Archival Studies and the Indigenous 

research methodologies described by Smith (1999) and Miller (2011), my methods are intended 

to draw out both the theoretical and methodological possibilities of object-oriented museum-

focused research. Through my data collection and analysis, I examine the varied strategies at 

work in the NMAI to understand the possibilities and limitations for decolonial museum work in 

largescale institutions created and funded by settler-nation states.  
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 CHAPTER 3 

 
 
 

Research Methodology 
 

 
 

Introduction: 

 In order to systematically examine how NMAI staff presented material objects in the 

museum space, I conducted two visits to the museum to document all physically available 

information about the objects on display. During my first visit in January 2022, I recorded the 

bulk of this information and, following review and analysis of the data, I returned to the museum 

in June 2022 to revisit exhibitions or objects of interest and capture more photos of the materials 

and physical spaces. In the following sections I provide detailed descriptions of my data 

collection and analysis strategies.  

 

Site Visits and Data Collection:   

 I conducted two visits to the NMAI’s D.C. location on January 9th and June 7th, 2022. 

During my January 9th visit I systematically documented all textual information associated with 

material objects on public display in the museum. Using a smartphone camera on the highest 

resolution setting, I photographed every object display label and associated exhibit texts across 

every exhibition in the museum except for the traveling artist gallery that was closed for 

maintenance during my visit. I also photographed any objects of interest that illustrated some 

aspect of NMAI exhibition design or community collaboration and recorded any audiovisual 
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information that was playing in gallery spaces. During my visit I took detailed notes on 

exhibition layouts and my first impressions of the main themes, messages, and object types on 

display. The goal of these notes was to document details about the contexts in which objects and 

display labels were located so that I could accurately relay the experience of viewing these items 

and the influences of the spaces on these experiences.  

Given the Covid-19 spike at the time of my visit, some spaces were closed to the public, 

including small spaces for viewing videos like the Lelawi theater on the fourth floor in which 

visitors usually watch an introductory video orienting them to the first display (Our Universes) 

and setting the tone for their visit. Similarly, some interactive displays that usually hosted 

touchscreens were turned off to prevent the spread of Covid-19, which impacted the amount of 

information that I could gather about some objects on display.  

 After familiarizing myself with the data and photographs from my visit, I returned to the 

museum on June 7th, 2022, to revisit exhibitions and objects that provided specific provenance 

information and cultural origins or demonstrated particular curatorial strategies. I also used the 

visit as an opportunity to observe any changes in Covid-19 protocols or exhibitions and their 

impact on exhibition information.  

 

Data Sample:  

 During my visits I collected information associated with 542 Native-made objects on 

display across eight exhibitions: Our Universes: Traditional Knowledge Shapes Our World 

(2004), Nation to Nation: Treaties between the United States and American Indian Nations 

(2014), Americans (2018), Why We Serve: Native Americans in the United States Armed Forces 

(2021), Return to a Native Place: Algonquian Peoples of the Chesapeake (2006),  and three 
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Windows on Collections cases (2004 - ca. 2010). These exhibitions represented three modes of 

curation presently on display in the museum: community curation, multivocal curation, and 

object-oriented curation.  Community curation entails deep collaboration with community 

members whose names and words form the foundation of exhibitions like Our Universes, Return 

to a Native Place and Windows 4. Multivocal curation entails less transparent collaborative 

processes and instead mark a shift towards the creating coherent curatorial narratives like those 

found in Nation to Nation, Americans, Why We Serve, and Windows 3. Object-oriented curation 

entails displaying a larger number of objects that are not framed within larger historical 

narratives, as seen in Windows 1 galleries.  

 

Interviews: 

 In designing this study, I consulted with two NMAI employees regarding my preliminary 

research questions. In January and February 2022, I conducted informal phone interviews with 

Dr. Matt Sanger, Curator at the NMAI, and Maria Galban, Collections Documentation Manager 

at the NMAI, to gather additional information about historical and contemporary documentation 

and curatorial practices at the museum. Conversations remained informationally oriented so that 

I could gain a clearer understanding of the contexts in which exhibits were created as well as 

future curation plans for the museum. I wrote notes during these conversations and then more 

fully recorded what was said after concluding the conversations. Each of these interviewees has 

given permission for the inclusion of personal communications in this thesis.  
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Database Construction and Descriptive Statistics: 

 To analyze the textual data that I gathered, I created a database in Microsoft Excel to 

organize and code information associated with each object. I took individual objects as my unit 

of analysis so that I could gather a clear understanding of the trends in object-oriented displays. 

Through immersion in the data and extant literature, I developed codes to identify various aspect 

of how objects where displayed. Alongside these pre-defined codes, I took note of any specific 

information associated with the item not reflected in the defined codes including the names of 

creators, authors, or collectors associated with the item. In my coding for object type, I utilized 

the major categories established by the NMAI to classify material objects. Codes for detail 

varied across categories from absence to exact detail. For example, in the dating detail categories 

I developed codes for exact dates, ca. year (within 1-4 years), ca. decade (within 5-50 years), ca. 

century (>50 years), and no dates. Themes reflect the topic of the associated text and frames 

reflected how the curator or content-creators framed these themes in terms of larger exhibit 

narratives (Ravelli 2007, Bench 2014). I developed the codes for themes and frames after my 

first pass through the data and continued to refine these codes after I began coding the data. 

Based on my own familiarity with the literature of Native history and keywords that I observed 

in object display texts, I utilized the following codes: 

Themes:  

• Animals, Lands, and Plants: texts that center animals, lands, and plants as relatives, 

teachers, knowledge keepers, or otherwise important actors in Native lifeways 

• Childrearing: texts that focus on childrearing practices and material objects associated 

with those knowledges and practices.  
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• Cultural Values and Knowledges: texts that describe culturally specific values, 

ideologies, and knowledges.  

• Politics: texts focused on tribal leadership, governance, and diplomacy.  

• Spirituality: texts that center ceremony, sacred sites or practices, religion and/or 

spirituality.  

• Subsistence: texts that focus on foodways including agriculture, gathering, foraging, 

harvesting, hunting, fishing, water management, food preparation, and culinary practices.  

• Trade: texts that focus on the trade of goods or knowledges within, between, and across 

culture groups, communities, or nations.  

Frames: 

• Culture Contact and Colonialism: Interactions between colonizers and Native peoples 

and attention to longer term structures and processes of colonialism.  

• Decolonization and Justice: Active consciousness and rejection of material and 

conceptual colonial incursions on Native lifeways and decolonial restorative justice.  

• History: Focus on historical practices as something done in the past without any clear 

connections to sociopolitical processes.  

• Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Values: Defining, legitimizing, and validating 

Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, and axiologies.  

• Oral History and Origin Stories: Oral traditions that tell sacred or historical narratives 

important to Native histories and identities.  

• Survivance: Native adaptation and persistence under settler-colonialism, drawn from 

Vizenor’s concept and featured throughout exhibition texts.  
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I only entered data for objects made by Indigenous North American peoples presently 

located in the U.S. and Canada as my own background provides me with a foundation in those 

specific social and legal histories. As a result, I excluded material objects that originated from 

Central and South America including three alcoves in Our Universes and a variety of objects 

across Window displays. In doing so, I am more confident in my understanding of how Native 

North American experiences are translated in the museum space.   

Analysis consisted of a combination of creating pivot tables and bar and pie charts to 

visualize the data across one or two themes and/or frames. Pivot tables enabled me to track 

frequencies across variables while charts enabled me to visually distinguish trends across 

variables to identify possible relationships across features of object presentations in the museum. 

I then interpret these findings in conversation with the relevant literature to produce a thick 

description of exhibitions and curatorial strategies.  
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Figure 1. Database Codes 

Database Codes:  
• Object Accession Number  
• Floor 

o 1; 2; 3; 4 
• Exhibition 

o Our Universes; Nation to Nation; Americans; Why We Serve; Return to a Native 
Place; Windows 1; Windows 2; Windows 3  

• Object Type 
o Object Types; Bags (Containers); Ceremonial Objects; Clothing; Culinary Equipment; 

Fishing and Trapping Tools and Equipment; Footwear; Furnishings; Games; Headgear; 
Hide Working Tools; Jewelry; Musical Instruments; Personalia; Pipes (Smoking 
Equipment); Records; Sculpture, Carving, Figure; Sound Devices; Tools; Toys 
(Recreational Artifacts); Vessels (Containers); Weapons and Warfare; Weaving Tools; 
Works of Art 

• Text Authorship 
o Not listed; Indigenous Person; Non-Indigenous Person; Indigenous Curator; Non-

Indigenous Curator 
• Geographic Location of Origin 

o Arctic; Great Basin; Northeast; Pacific Northwest; Plains; Southeast; Southwest; West 
Coast 

• Geographic Information Detail 
o Reservation or Town; Region; Unclear or Multiple; None 

• Culture or People 
o Fill-in response 

• Culture or People Detail 
o Exact; Likely; Unclear or Multiple; None 

• Date 
o Fill-in response 

• Date Detail 
o Exact; ca Year; ca Decade; ca Century; None 

• Acquisition, Collection, or Creator Notes 
o Fill-in 

• Acquisition or Sale Information Detail 
o Person Name; Collection Name; Acquisition Trip or Transfer; None 

• Acquisition or Sale Date Detail 
o Exact; ca Year; ca Decade; ca Century; None 

• Creator Information Detail 
o Person Name; Family Name; Community; None 

• Theme 
o Animals, Lands, and Plants; Childrearing; Cultural Values and Knowledge; Politics; 

Spirituality; Subsistence; Trade 
• Frame 

o Culture Contact and Colonialism; Decolonization and Justice; History; Indigenous 
Ways of Knowing and Values; Oral History and Origin Story; Survivance 

• Notes 
• Photo File Name  
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CHAPTER 4 

 
 
 

A Museum Different: 

The History of the Heye Collection and the Development of the NMAI 

 

 

Introduction: 

The history of the National Museum of the American Indian, and the George G. Heye 

collection it houses, reveals many of the tensions foundational to the institution and its operation. 

Borne out of the voracious collecting appetites of a wealthy private citizen at the turn of the 

century, the material collections illustrate common pathways by which non-Native individuals 

and institutions have come to be the owners and interpreters of Native material goods. In this 

chapter I provide an overview of the Heye collection and documentation strategies as well as the 

transfer and reinterpretation of his collection in the NMAI. First, I describe the role of George G. 

Heye in amassing one of the largest Native American object collections and his role in 

developing the Museum of the American Indian Heye Foundation. I then outline the foundation 

of the NMAI and its assumption of ownership over the Heye collection. Finally, I describe 

collections stewardship and curatorial strategies of museum staff as well as public and scholarly 

reactions to those strategies.  
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“Good Old Material”: Heye’s Collecting Practices and the Development of the Museum of 

the American Indian 

By the turn of the twentieth century, the collection of Native-made material objects by 

non-Native private citizens, scholars, and public institutions reached a fever pitch (Hutchison 

2009). For private citizens, the purchase of Indigenous material goods offered the opportunity to 

distinguish oneself based on some insider knowledge of or access to exotic materials that were at 

the height of fashion. Owners often placed objects in an “Indian room” or curio cabinet, 

reflecting the symbolic distinction of discerning connoisseurship (Price 1989). Other collectors 

were much more systematic in their approaches to purchasing materials that later came to serve 

as scientific specimens that gave insight into Native cultures or larger social evolutionary 

processes—a key endeavor of early anthropologists who made their careers using Native 

materials in museum settings. These scholars sought to explain social processes that legitimized 

the inferiority of Native peoples using Native material object to demonstrate how they, as outside 

experts, could interpret meanings of objects unknown to the makers of them. At a time when 

boundaries between private collecting and academic research weren’t always defined, some 

collectors engaged in these efforts simultaneously so that they might distinguish themselves, 

provide entertainment for guests, and create pedagogically oriented collections (Jacknis 2006, 

Hutchison 2009). George G. Heye’s inspiration and methodologies for Native object collection 

represent these tensions in the development and formalization of museums and anthropology. 

Born to wealthy New York socialite parents of German ancestry in 1874, George Gustave 

Heye was raised in a privileged environment where depictions of Indians were regularly 

exhibited as examples of primitive human pasts. Trained as an electrical engineer, Heye took a 

position with the railway in Kingman, Arizona where he observed a Navajo woman maintaining 
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her husband’s deerskin shirt (Kidwell 1999:233-234). He purchased the shirt and in his own 

words, “the collecting bug seized me, and I was lost” (Jacknis 2006, Monahan 2018). In 

consultation with leading ethnologists and archaeologists of the era, including Franz Boas, 

Marshall Saville, and George Pepper, Heye went on to fund numerous collecting expeditions 

across North, Central, and South America (McMullen 2009:7). These expeditions entailed the 

purchase of materials directly from Indigenous families and trade stores as well as collection 

through archaeological excavation. His partnerships with professional ethnologists and 

archaeologists, and his own desire to professionalize his collecting through the creation of a 

museum, illustrate how the aesthetic tastes of American elites were eventually codified, 

legitimized, and naturalized in mainstream museums.  

One can see Heye’s background as hobbyist-cum-ethnologist reflected in his intentions 

and methodologies for collecting and cataloguing Native-made goods. Like other amateur 

anthropologists, Heye had little experience in research and saw collecting as an opportunity to 

not only own a world-renowned collection, but to provide fellow New York businessmen with 

introductory anthropological training (McMullen 2009:76). His interest in Native American 

material culture was mostly divorced from contemporary issues facing Indigenous peoples. 

According to a letter between he and Franz Boas, Heye states that he wished to collect “good old 

material and none of the commercial specimens the Indians are now making” (Kidwell 

1999:237). Heye’s statement reveals how his collecting was fueled by preconceptions that “old” 

materials that had been used by Indigenous peoples were more authentic and pedagogically 

valuable than those made expressly for sale. His concern with historical, pre-contact Indigenous 

life was well known amongst his peers, so much so that a contemporary anthropologist (who 

remains anonymous) complained that Heye, “didn’t give a hang about Indians individually, and 
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he never seemed to have heard about their problems in present-day society…He bought those 

objects solely in order to own them—for what purposes, he never said” (Wallace 1960:118).  

The collectors and archaeologists in his employ also exerted their own influence in the 

formulation of the collection and the Heye Foundation Museum, collecting archaeological or 

ethnographic objects that were considered aesthetically or functionally important or those that 

altered settler conceptions of historical progress.  Heye wished to create a museum to house the 

collection and by 1906 he began to solicit funding for the museum that he eventually founded in 

1916 New York (History of the Collections n.d.). The Museum of the American Indian (MAI) 

opened to the public in 1922 as a “museum for the collection, preservation, study, and exhibition 

of all things connected with the anthropology of the Indigenous people of the North, Central, and 

South Americas, and containing objects of artistic, historic, literary, and scientific interest” 

(History of the Collections n.d.). Heye and his museum staff continued to grow the collections, 

oftentimes acquiring whole ethnographic and archaeological collections from other museums 

(George Heye’s Legacy n.d.) By the time of his death in 1957, Heye had amassed over 700,000 

objects—85% of the NMAI’s current holdings (History of the Collections n.d.) During this time 

the collection was again questionably managed, often subject to covert sales to private 

individuals to maintain museum operations (Ronan 2014:137).  

The MAI continued to operate after Heye’s death under that name until it’s transfer to the 

federally operated Smithsonian Institution in 1989. During the 1990s, the museum’s staff 

continued to acquire objects and archival materials, but at a fraction of the pace set by Heye 

(McMullen and Galban 2020). After its acquisition by the Smithsonian Institution, the MAI 

moved to a new building in Manhattan and continued to operate under its new name: The NMAI 

George Gustav Heye Center.  
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The Foundation of the National Museum of the American Indian:  

 After extensive Indigenous activism, Congress passed the National Museum of the 

American Indian Act in 1989 (Public Law 101-185) which chartered a national Smithsonian 

Institution to represent the arts and culture of Native North America. The legislation outlined the 

parameters of the incorporation of the George Gustav Heye collection into the new museum 

including the repatriation of sensitive native items in the Smithsonian Institution’s collections—

including human remains and funerary objects. Congress later amended the law in 1995 to 

require the repatriation of sacred objects and objects of cultural patrimony, using the language 

and categorizations of the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (Public 

Law 104-278, Public Law 101- 601). The legislation also required extensive Indigenous 

participation in leadership roles of the museum. Under Native leadership, the museum focused 

on partnerships with contemporary Native communities and allocated resources to support 

cultural revitalization efforts through public exhibitions and educational programming, research, 

production of artworks, and museum training for Indigenous peoples (Significance of the 

Collections n.d., Rader 2011). After extensive planning and unprecedented collaboration with 

Indigenous communities, the NMAI in DC opened its doors to visitors in 2004.  

 Given this history of private collection, repatriation, and reinterpretation, the materials 

housed in the NMAI present an interesting case through which to study how Indigenous peoples 

and institutions continue to reckon with the colonial histories of anthropology and museology. 

Representing a rare glimpse into the diversity of Native arts across the continent, these 

collections and the museum continue to be the object of inquiry for many scholars and museum 

professionals. In the following sections, I explore how NMAI exhibitions articulate (or not) the 

missions of the NMAI and the goals decolonial museology. I now turn to examine how the 
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NMAI has reckoned with this contentious object collection history through assessing when and 

how they describe object provenance.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 
 
 

(Un)Troubled Histories: Provenance in NMAI Exhibitions 
 

 

Introduction:  

 Across the exhibitions on display during my 2022 visits, I observed varying amounts of 

information physically displayed alongside objects. The display of object information seemed 

highly context-dependent; each exhibition entailed a particular strategy for the labeling of 

objects. Information regarding an object’s provenance—its known history of creation, transfer, 

and sale—was often missing across display labels in the museum. The relative dearth of 

provenance information in the museum was puzzling to me, as stories of colonial object 

collection seem ripe with opportunities to connect these objects to the historical narratives of 

settler-colonialisms’ effects on the movement, production, and consumption of material goods.  

 The Heye collection has been the center of the NMAI since its founding, and its troubled 

histories are well known. Yet while the objects represented the “capture” of Indigenous peoples 

and culture (Rickard 2007:88), Native scholars and activists in the 1980s were forced to seek 

protection of the collection lest it be lost forever—all while doing so with the support of a 

colonial institution. The tension and contradictory position of the object collections to the 

mission of the NMAI is clearly articulated by Ronan (2014) who states that,  

Native Americans were fighting to save a collection that in fact 
represented the plundering of their own peoples. But the threat of 
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the collection’s objects landing on the black market or 
disappearing into private hands was a real one, and one that, 
seemingly, could only be leveraged by the institutional power of a 
national museum. Power, in this instance, is extended twice over, 
as Native Americans called on the power of the Smithsonian as a 
museum to take over the MAI collection, in essence maintaining 
that collection’s attendant colonial power over and above 
Indigenous agency. Or, in another rephrasing: Indigenous agency 
could only be exercised through colonial power structures when it 
came to the redemption of Native-made objects caught in a 
colonial-era collection (Ronan 2014:140).  

Despite the centrality of the object collection to the foundation, this contentious history is rarely 

addressed in the museum displays themselves. Though this hard truth of colonialism rocks the 

foundations upon which the museum’s legitimacy as stewards rests, it is largely ignored or 

presented as apolitical at best.  

This is particularly surprising because the study of object provenance has always been 

embedded in the mission of the NMAI—an institution founded upon the need to (re)locate 

Indigenous objects’ life histories to ensure proper care and repatriation to ancestral communities 

when possible. Through extensive research over the past two decades, NMAI staff have 

associated sale and transfer records to physical objects, most of which are publicly accessible 

through their online catalogue. Despite the existence of these detailed records, curatorial staff 

rarely include such stories in the physical exhibits or add them without necessarily 

interconnecting them to the historical narrative created through the display. The striking gap 

between what is known about the acquisition history of objects and what is shown to the public 

calls into question the impacts of the multiple models of curation at work in the museum. Why 

might the curators include or exclude this information across different display cases and how 

does that align, or not, with the decolonizing agenda?  
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In this chapter, I explore the role of provenance in the NMAI’s exhibitions and, more 

generally, in work towards socially just museum praxes. I provide a brief discussion of the 

development of provenance as a discrete unit in museum practice to highlight the limitations and 

potentialities of such stories for decolonial curation. I then identify and analyze patterns in the 

data I collected from exhibition signage to explore when and how the NMAI presents object 

provenance and the effects of these decisions on the historical narrative projected through the 

exhibitions. 

 

Provenance: An Enlightenment Era Concept in Decolonial Museum Praxes 

A term of French origin, provenance refers to “the total body of verifiable knowledge that 

can be attached to a particular object at a particular moment” (Nicholas 2019: xi). Now central to 

museological practice, art historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists extract different 

elements of provenance to support their claims about history, aesthetics, and social processes 

(Nicholas 2019: xi). Championed by Boas (1887) in his seminal commentary, temporal and 

contextual information about a given object was seen as vital to creating educationally valuable 

object-oriented museum displays about non-Western cultures. Pedagogical values of provenance 

remain deeply entrenched in anthropological object-oriented research wherein objects can 

illustrate cultural phenomena.  

Undoubtedly, the tracing of an object’s “true” life history endorses a positivist and 

rational (i.e., colonial) notion of reality that often conflicts with non-Western epistemologies, yet 

this construction has been the primary mode by which repatriation has been enabled across a 

number of cultural contexts in the past century (Pearce 2005:154). This mode of coming to know 

object histories via ownership records has been an essential element of repatriation of 
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Indigenous-made materials and human remains under NAGPRA and the NMAIA. While 

provenance information is only one feature that researchers use to trace object ownership 

(alongside provenience and cultural affiliation studies), these records are relatively murky. Yet 

they still provide one of the most accessible entrées into an object’s status within the museum 

and the museum’s obligations to reconnect the item to its ancestral home (Brown and Bruchac 

2006:2001). As anthropologists and tribal members continue to rely upon acquisition histories, 

provenance provides a pathway towards “ethical museum practices and approaches that are 

attentive to sensitive concerns and not just knowledge production per se” (Schorch 2020:2). In 

the following sections I describe patterns that I observed across my data that illustrate these 

relationships between provenance information and other elements of the objects including, but 

not limited to, date of creation, geographic origin and specificity, associated textual themes and 

frames, and object types. 

 

Sporadic Provenance Information: 

 From the data I gathered, trends emerge about the circumstances under which curators 

include provenance information in object display labels. Most apparent is the variance of 

acquisition information across different exhibitions in the museum (Figure 2). The cabinets on 

the ground floor of the museum (Windows 1) featured the most consistent inclusion of some 

form of acquisition information across display labels. These cabinets tend to serve as 

introductions to the collections, setting the tone for museum visits by presenting familiar, 

colonial models of labeling. For example, in a cabinet introducing the Our Universes exhibition, 

a ceramic plate entitled “Plate with avanyu (water serpent) design, 1984” features the creator’s 

name, the U.S. state of origin, the medium of the object, the name of the object donor, and date 
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of donation. This level of detail regarding the museum’s acquisition of the item and the name of 

the previous collector diverges significantly from the labeling standards followed in Our 

Universes, which almost never include this information. It becomes apparent that curators 

utilized varying strategies when crafting these displays, especially when compared to the larger, 

and often, more textual exhibits.  

 

 

Exhibition Person 
Name 

Transfer or 
Gift 

Absent Total  

Our 
Universes 

0 0 292 292 

Nation to 
Nation 

4 5 71 80 

Windows 4 0 10 9 19 

Windows 3 7 2 59 68 
Americans 0 1 8 9 
Why We 
Serve 

0 2 0 2 

Return to a 
Native 
Place 

0 0 11 11 

Windows 1 38 21 2 61 
Total 49 41 452 542 

Figure 2. Acquisition or sale information across exhibitions.  

 

 Despite the variance across exhibits, the general trends found across all objects associated 

with provenance information depict when and how curators include acquisition information. 

Thematically, provenance information was most commonly associated with textual themes of 

subsistence and childrearing. These themes were prevalent in Window cases, which seemed to 
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focus on pre-contact strategies for healthy food production and family life. As one would expect, 

these seemingly apolitical themes were often associated with frames of History and Indigenous 

Ways of Knowing but were also sometimes framed as examples of native Survivance.  

Most of the objects textually framed as instantiations of Survivance were located in one 

cabinet tucked away in a corner beside the entrance to a conference room that is rarely accessible 

to the public. This cabinet showcased the work of contemporary Native artists who drew upon 

historic Southeastern ceramic traditions to create these items, most of which were ceramic pots. 

Acquired through anonymous gifts, transfers from the Indian Arts and Crafts Board Collection, 

or as museum purchases, these items were absorbed into the collections between 2000-2005. In 

this case, provenance seems to be shared to fit the goals of this particular set of cabinets—to 

“illustrate the vitality and persistence of Native lives and arts in North America, especially over 

the past fifty years. Each piece speaks to the dynamism of Native people and their arts, as 

individual artists and communities continue to develop in new ways of expressing traditional and 

contemporary identities” (McMullen 2006). The cabinet itself featured Southeastern Ceramics 

created from 1975-2005 and the associated text stated that,  

Europeans’ arrival in the American Southeast after 1500 drastically 
altered much of what had gone before. Some Native communities 
kept ceramic traditions alive but most adopted brass kettles and 
other containers. Since the 1970’s, Native artists have worked to 
bring back their ceramic traditions, either relearning traditional 
technologies or drawing on the past as an inspiration for 
contemporary works (McMullen 2006).  
 

 Not only does this example illustrate how context-dependent curatorial choices are in the 

inclusion of provenance data in display labels, but it also typifies the tendency for newer objects 

to host creator information. Across the labels that listed some form of acquisition and creator 

information, the majority of objects were made from the 1970’s onward, with many created 
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around the time of the museum’s opening in 2004. This could be due to the murkiness of each 

object’s acquisition history or its (perceived) lack of relevance to the overarching narrative 

presented in exhibition texts. It may also be due, in part, to intentional silences by curatorial staff 

who choose to de-center colonial actors in the object representations. Yet even if these gaps are 

intentional, their unevenness presents a confusing image of whether viewers need to know 

provenance information or not. This trend is an example of Lonetree’s critiques that the museum 

avoids the truths of colonialism and the institution’s own implication in colonial strategies of 

museum display. The stories of historic objects’ pathways into the NMAI present key 

opportunities to name material colonialisms, yet curators do not overtly situate object 

provenance in these historical narratives.  

While the Southeastern ceramics example in Windows 4 connects object provenance to 

the larger narrative of the associated texts, the narrative of Windows 1, which host the largest 

numbers of objects with acquisition data, does not relate specifically to all the information 

presented on object labels.  For example, upon first entering the museum one sees standalone 

display boxes with a handful of items that introduce the main theme of each major exhibition 

(Figure 3). In one case alongside a sign outlining the Americans exhibition, opulently beaded 

Plains moccasins beckon the viewer to read their labels which list George G. Heye as the 

purchaser—two of only four object labels in the whole museum that name Heye as the collector. 

Nothing about Heye’s role in the object collection is indicated in the associated text, another 

missed opportunity to directly name persons involved in colonial processes of appropriation. In 

conjunction with the smaller blurb alongside the object labels, the moccasins illustrate traditional 

Native arts and seem to perform as colonial curators might desire—through straightforward 

object labels alongside beautiful examples of Native artistry.  
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Figure 3. Beaded Lakota moccasins collected by Heye provide visitors with a preview of the 
materials on display in Americans. 
 

This and the other “Windows on Collections” seem to do just that—illustrate the breadth, 

depth, and quality of the material object collections housed in the museum, aligning with the 

intention of the museum as stated in their 2004 mission. Based on my visits, these items are 

doing illustrative work, representing or demonstrating aspects of Native lifeways, like cooking 

and clothes-making, that are described in the associated texts. The collection histories of the 

objects aren’t directly connected to these stories, leading one to ask why this information might 

be included. In creating other exhibitions, like Our Universes, curators didn’t list any acquisition 

history, which may signal a form of intentional omission or refusal. Yet the labels across 
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Windows 1 remain the outliers, possibly following an easily digested formula for incoming non-

Native visitors who peruse these cabinets whilst milling around the entryway and restroom area.  

In my impression the inconsistencies with which elements of provenance information are 

presented in the museum typify some of the most troubling aspects of the museum’s present 

operation. While refusal to engage with colonial modes of categorizing and labeling objects may 

have contributed to exhibitions like Our Universes, their unproblematized presence in the 

Windows indicates that while the museum might be addressing some items on the decolonizing 

agenda, it continues to perpetuate other colonial modes of museology more closely aligned with 

the less radical New Museology.  

Given the repatriation mandate and ongoing provenance research to support these efforts, 

the museum continually ignores an opportunity to reckon with the contradictory position of 

objects within the museum’s mission. Though no museum-authored document questions these 

histories, many contemporary decolonial scholars—even those who conducted research within 

the NMAI (e.g., Rickard 2007)—do center these troubled histories evident vis-à-vis provenance 

data. While provenance may in some ways be a colonial, anthropological tool to order and define 

authenticity, frank discussions of objects’ collection histories would provide an opportunity to 

contest the object-oriented nature of colonial museums and the NMAI’s very existence. As 

described by van Oswald,  

Provenance research troubles, on the one hand, the museum’s 
commonly categorized status as legitimate owner of collections. 
Provenance research is troubling, on the other hand, because it 
shows how difficult attempts to tackle colonial and anthropological 
epistemologies are. There is, simply put, no easy way out of 
particular modes of naming, ordering, and categorizing collections. 
Furthermore, such work risks reproducing asymmetries of access, 
knowledge, and thus, of the interpretative sovereignty between 
former colonisers and colonized (von Oswald 2020:107).  

 



 48 

Despite these potentialities for critically interrogating museological authority, or at least 

acknowledging the contested and ambivalent status of the collections, the NMAI perpetuates 

colonial, authoritative modes of object presentation that naturalize and silence the history of 

museum collecting and its intersections with settler colonialism and Indigenous dispossession. In 

the following chapter, I investigate these disparities between curatorial strategies at work in the 

different exhibitions of the museum to explore further how Native histories are presented and the 

role of objects in those stories. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
 
 

Changing Strategies:  

Curatorial Practices Across Exhibitions 

 

Introduction: 

 In my movement from one exhibition hall to the next, I became acutely aware of the 

differences between each space. These differences included different kinds of information on 

object display labels (as I describe in Chapter 5), varied voices and languages in texts and audio 

recordings, types of objects on display, exhibition layouts, histories and lessons conveyed 

through texts. Since the museum’s 2004 opening, curatorial staff and community collaborators 

have created exhibitions through distinctive methodologies which impact the resulting displays 

and visitors’ experiences of them. As I explored in Chapter 5, these decisions play a large role in 

the kind of histories that are told in relation to material objects and provide a key avenue of 

inquiry into the commitments the museum makes through each of their curatorial strategies.  

In this chapter, I investigate the diversity of curatorial strategies at work across the eight 

exhibitions currently on display in the museum to understand curatorial staff’s methodologies for 

presenting Indigenous histories. First, I characterize the three models of curation found within 

the museum: community curation, multivocal, and object-oriented. In this discussion, I describe 

the trends associated with each mode through an exhibition that typifies the trend, drawing upon 

the themes, frames, object types, textual authorship, and overall narratives apparent in the 
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exhibition. In doing so, I evaluate how these distinct curatorial strategies meet the 

contemporaneous goals of the museum and how those strategies align, or not, with the 

decolonizing agenda articulated by Lonetree (2012).  

 

Three Models: Community Curation, Multivocal Curation, and Object-Oriented Curation 

Seen by many as a radical “experiment” in ethical, collaborative museum exhibition 

development, the D.C. NMAI centered Native collaboration unlike any other national museum at 

the time of its inception (Shannon 2008:102). The overall authority of Indigenous peoples at 

every level of the museum’s organizational structure, including a primarily Indigenous-led board 

and senior administration, represented a groundbreaking inversion of power relations between 

Indigenous peoples and museum experts (Phillips 2006:76). Exemplary of the “New Indian 

Museology”, which builds upon the “New Museology” is the NMAI’s commitment to 

collaboration with Indigenous peoples—usually elders or cultural experts—in the development 

of museum exhibitions. Following descriptions provided by NMAI curatorial staff, I explore how 

the museum has engaged in community curation and reoriented their strategies towards 

multivocal collaboration following visitor critiques (Turner 2011:40). Based on my own 

observation of displays that don’t clearly follow either of these models, I also describe what I 

perceive as an object-oriented model of curation found almost exclusively across the Window 

cases.  

 

Community Curation: Our Universes, Return to a Native Place and Windows 4 

Central to the development of the first exhibits in 2004 was the NMAI’s commitment to 

genuine collaboration with Tribal peoples. The iterative, consensus-building process whereby 



 51 

Indigenous consultants selected items that would be used to tell their stories became known as 

the “community curation” model according to Christopher Turner (2011), a cultural research 

specialist at the museum (40). Following the theoretical foundations in New Museology that 

were solidified in an internal museum document, “The Way of the People”, the curatorial staff 

prioritized creatively reformulating modes of cultural representation, authority, and aesthetic 

approaches that would convey native voices “more effectively” (Turner 2011:40). In general, this 

model entailed collaborative curation between groups of six to twelve community consultants 

and a lead NMAI curator who would select objects for exhibits. Curators recorded conversations 

between themselves and community consultants during meetings to select physical objects for 

display, which often informed exhibition texts. In a departure from historically colonial museum 

practices, community members held authority to make judgements regarding which objects and 

ideas to share and omit, and their stories were relatively unadulterated in the final gallery 

presentations. Our Universes (2004), Return to a Native Place (2006), and Windows 4 (ca. 2004-

2006) exemplify this mode of community curation wherein named Indigenous peoples retained 

curatorial control over the stories told and the objects used to illustrate those stories. In the 

following section I describe and analyze the trends that I observed in the Our Universes (2004) 

exhibition, which typifies the community curation model. Then, I present conclusions about the 

model drawing upon trends that I observed across the community curated three exhibitions.  

 

Our Universes: Traditional Knowledge Shapes Our World (2004): 

The “Our Universes” exhibit, which remains in its original 2004 formulation, followed 

this model. In an interview, NMAI curator Emil Her Many Horses (Oglala Lakota) reports that 

the purpose of the exhibit was to share Indigenous philosophies by describing annual ceremonial 
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cycles. Eight target communities were selected to participate in the development of the 

exhibition based on current research on these groups and their geographic location across the 

Western Hemisphere. According to Her Many Horses:  

We began doing our own research first…and we built the 
bibliography, and then we saw who was publishing heavily on 
these communities. If we had a question about one, if we weren’t 
sure about it, we actually flew in an academic person and presented 
the idea to them. And if they said, “Yes that sounds like a great 
idea” or “That will work,” [then we continued]. They often gave us 
a community contact. Then the academic person, we usually 
dropped them away; they still served as some kind of consultant. 
But…we didn’t want to have heavy anthropological research 
presented; we wanted Native voice (Lonetree 2012:99).  
 

After gaining community approval for the project, a small board of 6-10 community experts was 

formed. In a process not entirely transparent, the NMAI curator identified spiritual leaders to join 

this board to enable the ethical and accurate presentation of ceremonial traditions in the gallery—

no small task in a field that has continually mis-represented Indigenous religions (Kidwell 

1994:14, Shannon 2008:181). Community members were then brought to the NMAI storage 

facility in Suitland, Maryland to review and select from a group of historic material objects 

gathered from their communities. Curators drafted models for the galleries based on the 

conversations during those review meetings and presented it back to the community curators for 

discussion and approval. This iterative process of curator creation and community review and 

approval comprised the remaining work to develop exhibit design, texts, and labels.  

Across the five Native North American-focused galleries in the “Our Universes” 

exhibition (Santa Clara Pueblo, Anishinaabe, Lakota, Hupa, Yup’ik) 292 objects are on display, 

a hefty 54% of all objects that I documented in the museum.1 Dimly lit to create a celestial 

 
1 Groups that are the focus of the Our Universe exhibit: Pueblo of Santa Clara (Espanola, New 
Mexico, USA), Anishinaabe (Hollow Water and Sagkeeng Bands, Manitoba, Canada), Lakota 
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atmosphere, each of these alcove entrances is labeled with the name of the Nation alongside an 

illustration of a culturally meaningful plant. Next to this label sits a large photograph of the 

group’s home landscape featuring a quote from a community curator encapsulating a key 

element of their cosmology. The opposite wall features an illustration of each group’s view of 

the universe and a textual description of the model. Further inside the alcove, a map orients the 

viewer to the location of the specific nation and accompanying texts list the names and brief 

biographies of community contributors whose photographed faces look out into the gallery 

(Figure 4). While the interiors of each gallery differed, they all entailed diorama-like display 

cases filled with labeled material objects associated with daily life, subsistence, childrearing, and 

spirituality. Texts, audio recordings, and videos featuring the voices of community curators 

describe the meaning of objects, their role in ceremonies, activities, and cosmologies.  

 

 
(Pine Ridge Reservation, South Dakota, USA), Quechua (Communidad de Phaqchanta, Cusco, 
Peru), Hupa (Hoopa Valley, California, USA), Q'eq'chi' Maya (Cobán, Guatemala), Mapuche 
(Temuco, Chile), and Yup'ik (Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, Alaska, USA).  
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Figure 4. Anishinaabe Community Curators 

 

Across the Santa Clara Pueblo, Anishinaabe, Lakota, Hupa, Yup’ik galleries in the “Our 

Universes” exhibition, primary texts associated with objects were thematically oriented towards 

Cultural Values and Knowledges, Spirituality, and Subsistence strategies, themes that I define in 

Chapter 3. The majority of texts related culturally specific values, often oriented towards how 

one should live and act in the world. In alignment with the ambitions of the exhibit, community 

curators framed texts most frequently in terms of what I labeled Indigenous Ways of Knowing. 

For example, the team of Lakota community curators and NMAI staff constructed the Lakota 

gallery thematically around the four directions, the colors associated with those directions, and 
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the stages of life and values that each direction traditionally represents (Figure 5). The exact 

topics addressed in each gallery varied and were naturally dependent upon the cultural group, but 

they did center on culturally specific knowledges for achieving spiritually and physically 

fulfilling lives. 

 

Figure 5. The Lakota Our Universes gallery design based on the four directions and four colors.  

 

Unlike in the other galleries, a small number of secondary texts in the Hupa gallery 

confront themes I labeled Politics, Survivance and Preservation. For example, in a quote 

alongside a description of the White Deerskin Dance, Mervin George Jr. explains how the tribe 

must negotiate American bureaucratic structures to perpetuate their ceremonial dances: “The 
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Boat Dance is part of the White Deerskin Dance. Before we do it, we have to phone up and ask 

the Bureau of Reclamation to let more water out of the dam so that we can have our dance” (Our 

Universes 2000). This attention to how Hupa people navigate colonial structures to perpetuate 

their religious practices is unique amongst the Our Universes galleries which mostly presented 

information in terms of ancestral or historical practices without employing a sociopolitical frame. 

Though while Hupa people assert survivance through overtly discussing resistance to colonial 

power and their rights to culture, others may do so by choosing to highlight the persistence of 

everyday objects or practices.  

Objects chosen by community curators across these five galleries illustrate important 

lessons in lifeways handed down from human and nonhuman ancestors, including strategies for 

being good relatives to humans and nonhuman relatives. This often manifested in many placards 

and dioramas depicting traditional food acquisition and preparation inside the home, oftentimes 

with dressed mannequins performing these tasks. Accordingly, community curators favored 

displaying articles of clothing, vessels of various compositions like ceramics, recreational objects 

(e.g., toys), headgear, culinary equipment, bags, various personalia (e.g., clothing accessories), 

weapons, jewelry, tools, and ceremonial items, among others (Figure 6). This exhibition 

presented not only the largest overall number of historical objects, but the greatest variety of 

them, with all object categories represented except for games or sound devices. The objects on 

display represent an image of Native life and artistry that is marked by specialization, perhaps an 

assertion of the wholeness, legitimacy, and persistence of material and cultural practices. While 

the objects were primarily created before the 20th century, these do not demonstrate a pre-contact 

period: objects like glass beads, trade cloth, and metal are not marked as foreign, but are 

presented as unmarked elements of their material practices.  
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Figure 6. Object types in the Our Universes exhibition.  

 

 Exemplary of the community curation model, most texts associated with objects in the 

Our Universes exhibition were attributed to Indigenous community curators while a small 

number were attributed to Indigenous curators (primarily Emil Her Many Horses), and an even 

smaller number lacked authorship information. Alongside textual voice, many of these galleries 

featured recorded voices of community curators via audio recordings or videos. Curators listed 

Indigenous creators of some newer items on display but did not list acquisition information, 

focusing instead on the likely use of objects rather than their histories of entanglement in 

colonial consumption habits. These strategies all produce a very authoritative and authentic 
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“Native voice” in Our Universes, rather than relying on outside experts’ (often flawed) 

interpretation Native spirituality (Shannon 2014, 2008: xi).  

 This example of the community curation model, which centered consensus-building 

across collaborators, illustrates the co-created “Native Voice” that the museum sought to produce 

in the early exhibitions (Shannon 2008:4). In their work to produce a radical site of “cultural 

sovereignty”, or a “Native Place”, wherein Native communities held ultimate authority to tell 

their own stories via the objects that they chose, NMAI staff centered Native authorship 

throughout community curated displays (Cobb 2005, Rader 2011). In translating Native 

knowledges and values, authors tended to activate themes of Indigenous knowledges, subsistence 

strategies, and spirituality, framing them primarily as particular to Indigenous epistemologies 

and ontologies. Yet the freedom for community curators to devise their own messages also 

provided enough flexibility for contributors to mention the politics of persistence, like the 

messages found in the Hupa gallery of Our Universes. Curators utilized material objects as 

illustrations of Indigenous lifeways and arts, focusing on their historic use and creation, and their 

contemporary role as objects of cultural heritages. They overall did not reference the role of 

collectors in the object labels, instead centering Native actors over colonial collectors.  

 These aspects of the community curated exhibitions clearly meet the early goals that the 

NMAI listed in their 2004-2008 strategic plans. In the 2004 plan, one of the first strategic goals 

concerning public impact states their plan to, “develop effective exhibition guidelines and 

processes to ensure that exhibitions and public spaces are created in collaboration with Native 

communities and other museums and attain the highest professional standards” (NMAI 2004 

Strategic Plan:60). These exhibitions are transparent in describing the collaborative processes 

that informed their creation as well as the individuals who participated in collaboration. Many 
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elements of these displays align with Lonetree’s (2012) decolonizing agenda, most importantly 

the community’s representational sovereignty in these consensus-oriented curatorial meetings. In 

representing their own knowledges, these exhibits provided some of the first truly collaborative 

displays that represented Indigenous religions and cosmologies (Shannon 2014). In doing this, 

the Our Universes displays are able to operate around Indigenous epistemologies in the 

structuration of the textual narrative, the presentation of values related to Indigenous ways of 

knowing, and the physical orientation of the galleries. First-person narratives and stories are 

central to these multimedia displays, creating an “authentic” sense of self-representation.  

Clearly connecting to the communities that they seek to represent, the Our Universes exhibition 

in particular meets some of the goals of the decolonial museological praxis defined by Lonetree 

(2012). These elements also seem to overlap substantially with the aims of New Museology 

wherein curators center collaboration and the production of previously marginalized voices in 

displays.  

 Despite these innovative strategies to center Indigenous communities, voices, and 

knowledges in community curated displays, these exhibitions do not meet all of the goals of the 

NMAI’s mission nor the decolonizing agenda. One component of the 2004 mission stated the 

desire to create a “meeting place for Native people”, which seems to match the language used by  

decolonial authors to explore how museums should be “places that matter” and foster 

knowledge-production, remembering, or healing (Lonetree 2012:42). Though the creation of 

these galleries may have provided such opportunities, this is not necessarily visible through the 

physical displays alone.  

 Most disappointing for Indigenous scholarly audiences were the near total silences about 

the roles of settler-colonialism in Native life. While the displays discussed above obliquely 
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reference colonialism, it was in the context of the whole museum in 2004, which featured two 

other largescale community curated exhibitions (Our People, Our Lives), that critics accused the 

museum of avoiding brutal histories of colonialism. Scholars like Lonetree (2006, 2008), Cobb 

(2005, 2008), and Atalay (2006, 2008) argued that while the museum was successful in inverting 

museum power relations and centering actual Native peoples’ experiences, the lack of a strong 

curatorial voice in presenting coherent historical narratives left visitors with, “no sense of the 

struggle” (Atalay 2006:596). These exhibitions do not provide any overt or coherent truths about 

the reality of colonialism and Native survivance in the face of those systems of violence and 

oppression.  

 The NMAI’s 2006-2008 strategic plan similarly avoids naming these traumatic histories,  

The National Museum of the American Indian is committed to 
advancing knowledge and understanding of the Native cultures of 
the Western Hemisphere—past, present, and future—through 
partnership with Native people and others. The Museum works to 
support the continuance of culture, traditional values, and 
transitions in contemporary Native life (NMAI Strategic Plan 
2006-2008:7).  

In skirting the role of colonialism and instead using obfuscating language like “transitions in 

contemporary Native life,” the museum’s early mission and design lacked any truth-telling or 

counter-narratives of colonial history (NMAI Strategic Plan 2006-2008:7). While this may have 

been the intention of curators who sought to center Native voices and experiences, the silence 

surrounding colonialism was concerning to many critics (Lonetree et al. 2008). To these 

decolonial scholars the museum was responsible for producing counter-narratives on a national 

stage to the largest audience any Indigenous museum would host. This shirked responsibility led 

some to consider whether unfamiliar audiences would learn that colonialism was a closed 

chapter rather than a very pressing, ongoing structure effecting all peoples.  
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 The central role of objects in community curated exhibitions also demonstrates another 

mismatch between the NMAI’s foundation in New Museum theory and Decolonial Museology. 

Our Universes and Windows 4 all featured many more objects than texts, the former in a diorama 

format that was a standard display strategy of colonial anthropological museums. Following the 

decolonizing agenda, the continued fetishization of the object as central to learning about Native 

identity and culture perpetuates colonial modes of knowing through classifications of culture 

groups and their associated materials. Yet the displays are indeed thematically oriented, hinging 

upon contemporary peoples’ narratives. This contradiction is one of many that indicates the 

NMAI’s troubled position as an extraordinary broad institution housing a massive object 

collection that also seeks to serve Native communities and non-specialist audiences.  

Critics also called into question the central role of “traditional experts” in interpreting 

objects and sharing histories, a practice that has been met with ambivalence by younger 

Indigenous staff members who believe that it perpetuates anthropological and museological 

modes of colonial, hierarchical knowledge production (McMullen 2009, Zimmerman 2010:33). 

While the latter sentiment has not been alleviated by curatorial changes, the former has been 

addressed by NMAI staff who began to rework their model of collaboration around 2010 to 

provide more of these chronological histories of culture contact and colonialism in a manner 

accessible to unknowledgeable, and often non-Native, viewers (Turner 2011:40). This 

reconfigured mode of curation has been dubbed the multivocal model by staff, which I describe 

in detail below. 
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Multivocal Curation: Nation to Nation, Americans, Why We Serve, and Windows 3  

Concerns with the community curation model were acknowledged by the NMAI staff, 

who have openly responded with explanations for omissions, as described above, or with 

humility at the gaps and contradictions inherent to museum work with Indigenous communities 

(Turner 2011, Ronan 2014). In turning their focus from the process of collaborative exhibit 

creation to the needs of the museum visitors, curators shifted towards a “multivocal” model of 

curation in which collaborative processes or consultation are still central, yet the curator takes on 

a stronger role in designing the exhibition narrative (Turner 2011:41). According to NMAI 

cultural research specialist Christopher Turner (2011), curators have reoriented towards a more 

structured approach to collaborative meetings to “elicit historical narratives that can be more 

consistently unified in an effective way, given what we are concurrently learning about 

mainstream receptivity to historical topics” (42). This required the museum to 

familiarize and publicize our effort to take seriously our mandate 
to provide more general historical context for the material we 
present, and to get at the substance evoked in Lonetree’s ‘willed 
ignorance’ observation: presumably, we must come to understand 
and address this psychosocial aspect of the national identity, even 
if it appears that it may complicate our dedicated collaborative 
approaches (Turner 2011:42).  

According to staff, the multivocal model is not a set of strict standards, but rather guiding 

principles that can be adapted to best suit the changing needs of the audience and Indigenous 

communities.  

For the viewer, this shift has resulted in exhibitions that describe and problematize key 

colonial processes in Native history with stronger curatorial narratives and fewer material 

objects. The majority of displays created post-2010 use this mode of curator-crafted exhibitions, 

including Nation to Nation (2014), Americans (2018), Why We Serve (2021), and Windows 3: As 

We Grow (n.d.). In the following sub-section, I describe the themes, frames, objects, and 
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authorship of texts on display in the Americans (2018) exhibition to characterize the multivocal 

mode of curation.  

 

Americans (2018): 

 Americans, which opened in 2018 and is revised on an ongoing basis, portrays Native 

presence in non-Native life through co-opted imagery and revisionist histories that perpetuate 

Native erasure and the sanitization of brutal colonial histories. The main hall of the exhibition 

featured hundreds of logos, illustrations, photographs, and memorabilia that reproduced some 

element of Indianness for non-Native audiences in the past three centuries. Three attached 

galleries explore the misremembering of the Battle of Little Bighorn (Who really won the Battle 

of Little Bighorn? It’s complicated.), the fetishization of Pocahontas (The cult of Pocahontas), 

and the harsh reality of the Trail of Tears (Trail of Tears: Not what you think. Not even close.). A 

fourth gallery, Why Americans? held a textual explanation of the gallery alongside videos of 

people explaining their relationship to Native identity and blank notecards on which visitors 

could write about their own experiences with Native stereotypes. The first gallery featured the 

only nine historic, Native-made material objects present in the whole exhibition, all of which 

were records or ceremonial objects that illustrate Plains leadership and documentations of battle. 

Predominantly textual and graphic, this exhibition provided important retellings of well-known 

stories in American history, challenging the presumably unknowledgeable viewers’ 

understandings.  

Texts associated with material objects mostly portrayed themes I labeled as Politics and 

Spirituality and were framed as Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Values. For example, Plains 
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ceremonial shirts were contextualized as indicators of political standing particular to Lakota, 

Cheyenne, and Arapaho societies:  

Ceremonial shirts identified a man’s place in his society. They 
represented his leadership position and right to speak on his 
people’s behalf. These honors were not granted to a man until he 
had proven himself by performing war deeds. But so important 
were generosity, wisdom, and fortitude in addition to bravery, that 
if a wearer did not embody all these qualities, his shirt could be 
taken from him. The locks of hair fastened to some of the shirts are 
tributes to the wearer from the community’s women (Americans 
2018).  

 

The small sample of Native-made material objects on display in the Battle of Little 

Bighorn gallery included ceremonial shirts like those described above, weapons, headgear, 

records, and works of art (Figure 14). Objects helped curators describe elements of the Plains 

leadership and warring knowledges that enabled their victory at the Greasy Grass (also known as 

the Battle of Little Big Horn). Curators mentioned the acquisition history of one object, a large 

muslin painting created by Cegape or Strike the Kettle (Sihasapa Lakota), a Sitting Bull 

follower, that was exhibited at the 1893 Columbia Exposition in Chicago. This represents one of 

the few instances in which curators incorporated an object collection story into the larger 

historical narrative of the gallery. Since this gallery explored the largescale reproduction and 

appropriation of Plains warrior imagery, the history of the painting’s collection is relevant to this 

exhibit. Only the first gallery hosted Native-made objects, which may indicate that this one 

historical event was more easily encapsulated by material objects compared to the broader, 

longer-term histories presented in the other two content-oriented galleries. It may also be based 

upon the items available for display in the NMAI collections, a topic which I discuss at length in 

Chapter 7.  
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Figure 7. Object types in the Americans exhibition. 

  

 None of the texts associated with objects on display have any listed authors, creating an 

unnamed, authoritative voice of the curator. Native voices can be found in quotes and in an 

interpretive video in the Little Bighorn gallery in which a Lakota elder explains the meanings 

behind eagle-feather headdresses similar to the one on display in the space. Non-Native, non-

curator voices were present throughout the other galleries that featured videos of different people 

reacting to their own Native identity or to stereotypes of Indigenous people like Pocahontas. 

Voices of visitors were also present on the hand-written note cards in the Why Americans space, 

creating a collaborative experience for viewers to actively participate in the exhibition. Language 

was also more varied in the Little Bighorn gallery, which featured many words in Lakota and 

Indigenous groups’ autonyms on display labels.  
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 Based on this example and the other multivocal exhibitions, one can identify the NMAI’s 

shift in curatorial strategies through an examination of trends in authorship, themes and frames, 

object types, and overall narrative arcs of the exhibitions. Curators included more interpretive 

texts in these displays that closely followed historical processes chronologically. In focusing on 

histories, curators more directly addressed themes of politics and colonialism compared to the 

earlier community curated exhibitions.  

 I observed a mixed range of curatorial voices and authors across these exhibitions, most 

of which possessed an air of expert authority over the histories in question. While not nearly as 

common as in the community curated exhibitions, I noticed Indigenous voices coming through 

relevant quotes as well as through the words, phrases, or autonyms in Native languages peppered 

throughout displays. Overall, curators completed much more of the interpretive work for the 

viewer, which allows the museum to arrive at reflexive prompts that ask the viewer to reflect 

upon what they’ve learned and how they feel about it. In this way, the Multivocal model 

produces more engaging educational experiences wherein staff can point to clear moments of 

violence, persistence, and resistance, rather than prioritizing the collaborative curatorial process 

and hoping the audience “gets” the implied message (Sleeper-Smith 2009, Rader 2011). 

The importance of truth-telling and restorying is evident in the strategic plans from 2017-

2026 as well as in the contemporaneous displays. Introducing the 2017 plan, museum director 

Kevin Gover states, 

The NMAI is an institution born out of necessity and committed 
to serving indigenous peoples of the Western Hemisphere in their 
continuing struggle for social, economic, and political justice. We 
seek to counteract ignorance and bias with knowledge and 
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perspective. We believe in the American people and American 
institutions, and we are convinced that when they are properly 
informed, they will support programs, projects, and policies that 
promote the self-determination of Native Nations…In our diverse 
country, we must learn to present history with complexity, 
fearlessness, and integrity (NMAI Strategic Plan 2017-2021:1). 

 

These aims to dispel stereotypes and misrepresentations of Native history for non-native 

audiences both supports the decolonial agenda in providing counter-narratives that unsettle 

colonial histories and speak the truths of colonialisms’ brutality. Multivocal exhibitions act as 

sites of critical remembering and conscience, prompting viewers to reflect on misperceptions 

surrounding native-made objects and the histories associated with them. Display texts regularly 

highlight Indigenous survivance and persistence through Indigenous forms of evidence and 

history (e.g., oral evidence, pictorial records, etc.). I also observed a greater number of loan items 

and a relatively sparser number of objects on display, indicating perhaps that the curatorial staff 

first developed the theme of the exhibition then sought fitting material objects to display. 

 Yet despite these moves to align more closely with Decolonial museology’s insistence on 

truth-telling and counter-narratives of Indigenous survivance in the face of harsh colonial 

realities, the multivocal model seems to ignore other decolonizing strategies integral to the 

earlier community curated model.  In assuming an unnamed curatorial voice to chronologically 

track settler encroachment on Native lands, the contributors and collaborators whose voices 

informed the development of displays are almost nowhere to be found in the physical displays. 

These exhibitions are not a place defined by community connectedness and seem to be oriented 

towards non-specialist, non-Indigenous viewers.  

 Embedded in Gover’s message is an insistence that the NMAI serves “the American 

People” and is indeed an “American institution” concerned with audience experience (NMAI 



 68 

Strategic Plan 2017-2021:1). No longer is the NMAI seeking to create a “Native place”, instead 

it is overtly turning towards “[settler] audience needs” to create educational “experiences” that 

uphold capitalist and anti-Indian structures (Ronan 2014:141-142). Settler epistemologies guide 

the flow of these exhibitions that seek to speak some of the “hard truths” of colonialism while 

upholding the Smithsonian as a legitimate and apolitical public serving institution. The sporadic 

used of decolonial rhetoric in this era’s strategic plans and exhibitions seems to indicate once 

again that this museum is rife with contradictory aims that it struggles to meet simultaneously.  

 

Object-Oriented Curation: Windows 1  

 The window cabinets throughout the first floor do not neatly match either of the 

curatorial models described by museum staff. I observed two types of cabinets on the first floor: 

smaller ones that sat alongside descriptions of exhibitions in the front entryway, and larger, 

thematic cabinets in a main hallway.  

 

Windows 1: 

 Upon entering the NMAI, one sees descriptions of the exhibitions currently on display 

alongside a small glass case filled with objects that represent what exists in the full exhibitions. 

The Our Universes preview cabinets held Pacific Northwest spindle whorls collected by George 

Thornton Emmons and ceramics that represented different levels of the world; a traveling artist 

exhibition box, which was closed during my visit, held an example of the glasswork on display 

in the gallery; the Americans preview cases held a sample of historic household items featuring 

Indian imagery and beautifully-beaded Lakota moccasins collected by Heye; the Nation to 

Nation cases displayed a contemporary Lakota belt commemorating influential Native women as 
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well an historic war club, tomahawk, and peace medal. Further inside the museum, larger display 

cases were thematically arranged around culinary practices, music and song, and dance and 

drama. Each of these cases held a huge variety of items from across the Western hemisphere, all 

of which displayed the diversity and similarities of cultural practices.   

 Throughout object texts, content creators most commonly focused on themes of 

Subsistence and Cultural Values and Knowledges and framed these texts as Histories, examples 

of Indigenous Ways of Knowing, along with a small number of other frames. While texts 

describing subsistence strategies in other exhibitions centered and described unique Indigenous 

epistemologies, these texts were more often framed simply as the way things were, leading to my 

categorization of the majority of these texts as historical. For example, curators provided one of 

these more historical descriptions of dining practices across groups:  

Traditionally, family meals were often shared from a communal 
dish or pot, but each person usually had a spoon or ladle to serve 
themselves or fill a smaller bowl. Eating utensils—knives, forks, 
and spoons—could be highly personalized with individualized 
carving or marks (Family Meals & Feasting, n.d.) 
 

While some texts included more specific cultural practices and their continuation into the present 

day, most were written as the one above, in past-tense descriptions of bygone practices.  

 Sixty-one objects sat within the Windows 1 cabinets and were more varied in type than 

the other windows I documented. Most items were culinary equipment, vessels, sculptures or 

carvings, footwear, and instruments (Figure 8). These objects originated from cultures across the 

Western Hemisphere and represent culinary and entertainment practices through the display of 

spoons, bowls, mortars, masks, and musical instruments. Object labels host the greatest amount 

of acquisition information across the whole museum, as described in Chapter 5. Curators also 

included more creator names than in other windows.  
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Figure 8. Object types in the Windows 1 display cabinets.  

 

 Texts did not list their authors and had a tone of anthropological authority. This work to 

group all “like” objects together in the display typifies colonial, anthropological modes of 

curation like those bemoaned by Boas (1887) as decontextualized. While other windows curators 

also used themes to group objects together, these displays also entailed more transparent 

collaborative processes and spoke to particular cultural practices more readily than in Windows 

1.  

Differences in these elements in first-floor cabinets led me to question the methodologies 

at work in these displays. According to museum documents, these permanent displays provide “a 

window into the museum’s collection and reveals the breadth and diversity of Native objects” 
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(Windows on Collections, n.d.). That seems to be the primary goal of these windows, as they 

host a huge number of objects without any strong narrative arc or contextualization. Similarly, 

the acquisition information that is prevalent in object display labels does not relate to anything 

integral to the messages conveyed in the accompanying descriptive texts. Perhaps this invocation 

of colonial display practices works to introduce settler viewers to the museum (Rader 2011, 

Phillips 1998).  

These windows align with the 2004 strategic plan which states that “NMAI will produce 

a permanent Study Collection area featuring rotating and in-depth presentation revealing the 

breadth and scope of the NMAI collection” (NMAI 2004 Strategic Plan:2). The centrality of 

objects to the foundation of the NMAI seems to indicate that the institution seeks to cater to 

colonial museum standards inherent to the state-sanctioned Smithsonian Institution, by way of 

object-focused and apolitical displays of the diversity of Indigenous crafts or bygone histories. 

Practices such as these uphold the status quo of the colonial nation state and the primacy of 

colonial epistemologies. While some object texts mention survivance and Indigenous ways of 

knowing or subsisting, these displays do not neatly align with any of the aims of the 

decolonizing agenda. As described in Chapter 5, they do nothing to trouble the presence of 

Indigenous objects in the museum or their pathway into the museum despite naming collectors. 

Overall, this object-oriented strategy does little to disrupt the material or conceptual colonialisms 

of museological practice.  

 

Conclusion:   

Across time, NMAI staff have engaged in diverse curatorial strategies to work towards 

the goals outlined in their successive strategic plans and, in doing so they both challenge and 
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perpetuate colonial forms of museological praxis. Earlier community-curated models met some 

goals of decolonial museology including self-representation, first-person narratives and stories 

that hinged upon Indigenous epistemologies, and deep community involvement in exhibition 

design. The ever-present names, faces, and voices of Indigenous community members work to 

reproduce and translate complex Indigenous ways of knowing and being that had up until that 

point been sorely misrepresented in national museums. Rather than conveying serious messages 

about Indigenous experiences of settler-colonial violence, oppression, and assimilation, these 

exhibits instead focused on the collection process and centering Native voices in an effort to 

disrupt colonial power hierarchies.  

Multivocal exhibitions, on the other hand frequently address politics, coloniality and 

critically examine the ways in which museum’s reproduce stereotypes surrounding Native 

peoples and histories. These textual narratives featured more selectively chosen material objects, 

aligning with Lonetree’s call to turn away from object-centered displays. Yet in their approach to 

speak truths about the ongoing injustices at the foundation of the nation-state, curators were 

inattentive to those elements of decolonial museology that marked the earlier community-curated 

exhibitions. Exhibitions exemplifying the multivocal model, like Americans, more frequently 

feature unnamed narrators that provide authoritative historical narratives following linear 

chronologies. Some Indigenous voices—those of the collaborators and relevant historical 

figures—come through via interpretive videos and quotes, but do not form the basis of the 

descriptive texts as they do in the community curated exhibitions.  

Meanwhile, the object-oriented model found in the Windows does not clearly match any 

of the NMAI’s missions couched in New Museological or Decolonial languages. These cabinets 

closely resemble the colonial models of curio cabinets that were heavily critiqued by the scholars 
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foundational to the development of the museum. The lineage of the museums’ ownership of the 

Heye collection is not clearly defined anywhere in the museum, and despite these cabinets 

hosting more provenance information, these names are not described in the context of settler-

colonial object collection.  

These inconsistent curatorial approaches do succeed in meeting some of the decolonial 

goals of the museum and of decolonial scholars, yet many also perpetuate settler-colonial power 

hierarchies, knowledge flows, and anti-Indianism. While strategic plans often use grandiose 

decolonial rhetoric, they never overtly name decolonization as a goal or colonization as a 

problem. Exhibition strategies similarly are inconsistent in their alignment with mission 

statements and with the decolonial agendas implied through those documents. While these 

strategies can meet some of the goals of decolonial museology, no one has yet to meet all of 

them. The tensions between explicit and critical decolonial exhibition strategies and more 

collaborative and power sharing ones seems to reiterate a key criticism leveled against the 

museum: as an institution founded and supported by the settler-nation state, there are indeed 

limits to what the NMAI can accomplish in physical displays (Brady 2009:137). Its 

extraordinarily broad charge to create a “Native place” to display a massive colonial object 

collection for primarily non-Native audiences is itself a contradictory challenge. These limits to 

the NMAI embodying a decolonial museological praxis are further identified in the following 

chapter, in which I address how the museum presents the diversity of Tribal Nations that it was 

mandated to represent.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 
 
 

Tribal Representation Across Exhibitions at the NMAI 

 

 

Introduction:  

 Hundreds of Tribal Nation flags hang motionless across the hallways of the NMAI, 

adorning the white and tan walls with a kaleidoscopic array of primary colors (Figure 19). Many 

flags boast a seal naming the nation and indicating the contested status of Indigenous sovereignty 

in the U.S. Located barely 500 yards away from the Capitol building, this dizzying display 

confronts visitors to the capitol, calling them to acknowledge the tension between American 

nationhood and tribal sovereignty. As a national museum dedicated exclusively to the display of 

“history and art of cultures Indigenous to the Americas”, the NMAI has faced an extraordinarily 

broad charge to provide a public museum to represent Native American cultures (PL101-185 

1989). The museum aims to support “Native peoples” generally, as can be found in its founding 

legislation and strategic plans. Yet despite the impressive array of Tribal Nation flags and the 

museum’s role as national stewards of almost a million Native-made material objects, tribes are 

differentially represented in the current museum exhibitions.  
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Figure 9. Tribal Nation flags on display in the first-floor hallway. 

 

 In this chapter, I explore who is represented and the circumstances of that representation 

in the museum’s exhibitions on display in 2022. While my sample of material objects doesn’t 

capture the full breadth of Tribal representation in the museum, it does provide a robust example 

of the groups that are physically represented in exhibitions. In the following sections I describe 

and analyze the trends that I observed across the geographic areas represented in the museum 

exhibitions. I track patterns in the ways that groups are represented through themes, frames, 

authorship and voice, object type, and location of objects in exhibits.  

In this analysis I divide Native nations according to geographic regions and utilize 

“people or culture group” designations located on display signage. This entails strategic 
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participation in entrenched anthropological modes of categorizing native peoples and obscuring 

“the great historical, cultural, and linguistic diversity of Tribal Nations by dividing Native people 

into cultural groups” (Lonetree 2012:30). Yet, similar to my use of provenance, I use this 

colonial technology to reflexively interrogate that very act of division and essentialism and the 

effects that it produces in museum exhibitions.  

Given this history of homogenizing Native peoples, I seek to address the differential 

visibility of Native groups in the museum to assess how the museum meets its mission to 

maintain an “active and rotating exhibition program with a commitment to reflect as many tribes 

as possible,” and increase “participation on the part of Indigenous communities that are not 

represented in the museum’s collections” (NMAI 2006-2008 Strategic Plan). Despite these 

intentions, I argue that the NMAI presents an uneven array of tribal diversity that relies on 

romanticizing popular elements of Indigenous histories and identities to address its goal of 

deconstructing and reconstructing “cultural narratives” (NMAI Strategic Plan 2022-2026). In my 

assessment, the museum is once again limited by its conceptual and material implications in the 

colonial nation-state. Specifically, as a federally funded institution mandated to provide 

educational experiences to (non-Native) publics, the museum cannot make radical claims about 

the illegitimacy of settler sovereignty (Brady 2009:137). Similarly, it’s mandate to preserve and 

display the Heye collection binds the museum to both colonial epistemologies that link material 

goods to claims about the social world or history and to acts of colonial appropriation. The 

material and conceptual limits of the institution inhibit curators’ ability to accurately display the 

diversity of tribal nations or present any robust interrogations of Native sovereignty and self-

determination that might align with the decolonizing agenda (Miller 2008).  
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Tribal Diversity and Presence in the Museum:  

Plains:  

Objects on display originated most frequently from the Plains region, with 163 objects 

crafted by the 48 different Plains culture groups (Figures 10 and 11). Curators focused on Plains 

groups across many exhibitions: Our Universes, Nation to Nation, Americans, and Windows 4 

also held subsections dedicated to Plains and, more specifically, Lakota material objects and 

culture. Across these diverse presentations of Plains material objects, curators most frequently 

described them in relation to Cultural Knowledges and Values, Politics, and Spirituality. These 

themes were framed most often as Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Values and History. As I 

described in Chapter 6, Plains objects like pipes, pipe bags, and ceremonial shirts were 

frequently related to protocols surrounding leadership and diplomacy. 

 

 

Figure 10. Tribal representation across exhibitions. 



 78 

 

Figure 11. Count of culture groups within geographic regions.  

The large sample of Plains objects was very diverse, but I most frequently observed 

clothing (usually beaded or quilled), bags (mostly pipe bags), and toys (mostly in Our Universes 

and Windows 3) (Figure 12). Curators did not list authorship for the majority of texts relating to 

Plains objects, likely as a result of their prevalence in multivocal exhibitions like Nation to 

Nation, Americans and across the Windows. After unlisted authorship, Indigenous people most 

frequently authored explanatory texts, which is unsurprising given the quantity of Lakota items 

on display in the community curated Our Universes gallery.  
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Figure 12. Object types across Plains groups. 

These aesthetically pleasing items are well-established elements of American cultural 

imaginaries. As curators explain in Americans, visual reproductions of Plains warrior 

accoutrements spread rapidly in the U.S. and Continental Europe after the violent relocation and 

confinement of the particularly resistant Plains Nations. It seems that Americans curators 

included the more misrepresented and appropriated items, like eagle-feather war bonnets to 

elucidate the tribally defined meanings behind them and the conditions under which they are 

appropriately used. Yet in doing so, they still cater to the settler desire to consume the Plains 

noble savage aesthetic—idealized images of a naturally rational, albeit primitive, Native man 

whose stoic behavior matched European ideals regarding “natural” reason that they believed to 

be innate to humans. Working in this double bind, curators both challenge and reproduce the 

central role of Plains material goods in understanding Native peoples.  
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Northeast: 

Items from the Northeast were also prevalent across the museum. One hundred and 

twenty-three objects on display originated from 25 Northeastern culture groups. Similar to Plains 

groups, Northeastern tribes were overrepresented as a result of the curatorial focus on 

Anishinaabe peoples in Our Universes and Iroquoian peoples in Nation to Nation. Authors, who 

were mostly Indigenous peoples, most frequently described items through themes of Cultural 

Knowledges and Values, Politics, and Subsistence which they framed as examples of Indigenous 

Ways of Knowing and Values and Culture Contact and Colonialism. These themes and frames 

align with the ambitions of the exhibitions in which most of these items reside—the Anishinaabe 

display in Our Universes focuses extensively on the morals and values inherent to living a 

responsible life, while Nation to Nation explores the role of Northeastern leaders in diplomacy 

and conflict with the United States. Objects from the Northeast represented a variety of 

categories but most frequently were culinary equipment (from Our Universes and feasting 

spoons in Nation to Nation), clothing, ceremonial objects (mostly Wampum Belts in Nation to 

Nation), vessels, footwear, and bags (Figure 13). Indigenous authorship was closely associated to 

the wealth of items on display in the community curated Our Universes exhibition, and while 

most other texts did not list an author, a small number listed an Indigenous curator as an author. 
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Figure 13. Object types across Northeastern groups.  

It seems that curatorial staff and community curators work to highlight Northeastern 

values and knowledges related to leadership and responsible personhood through the display of 

Northeastern objects. In my opinion, Northeastern nations’ long-term relationships with colonial 

forces and their well-known history of governance allowed curators to easily include them in 

stories of colonialism. Similar to the inclusion of Plains objects, it seems that the curatorial staff 

strategically reproduce essentialisms to complicate viewer understandings of these elements of 

Indigeneity that have been assimilated into colonial historical narratives.  

 

Arctic: 

Sixty-seven objects on display were created by 13 different groups from the Artic. I 

found items from the Arctic most frequently in the Yup’ik gallery in Our Universes, as well as in 

Windows 3 and 1. Authors centered themes of Subsistence, Cultural Values and Knowledges, 
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and Spirituality in object descriptions, framing them almost always as Indigenous Ways of 

Knowing and Values. Most of these authors are Indigenous people (community curators in Our 

Universes), while the others are unlisted. I did not observe any Indigenous curators listed as 

authors. While object varieties on display are diverse, I mostly observed toys (Windows 3), 

culinary equipment (Our Universes and Windows 1), and ceremonial objects (Our Universes and 

Windows 1) (Figure 14).  

 

 

Figure 14. Object types across Artic groups.  

Based on these trends and my own observations, these displays did not engage with any 

histories or questions of politics or colonialism. While this was likely an intentional move by 

Yup’ik community curators in the development of the Our Universes display, the authors of 

Windows 1 and 3 texts also focused primarily on culturally specific subsistence practices and 

games. Perhaps these people’s historical and ongoing encounters with colonial systems remain 
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outside of the direct purview of the museum and aren’t necessarily incorporated as a pressing 

story about the history of Native survivance. Despite the museum’s work to include culture 

groups outside of the immediate scope of the U.S. nation-state, they are not all equally involved 

in producing decolonial counter-narratives or truth-telling strategies associated with Plains and 

Northeastern groups within the continental U.S.  

 

West Coast: 

 During my visit I observed 65 objects associated with 8 different groups who reside on 

the West Coast. This region was overrepresented given the relatively small number of 

contributing groups likely because of the Hupa display in Our Universes—other geographic 

regions with a similar number of contributing groups, like the Great Basin, had only a few items 

on display. Besides this gallery space, I also found small numbers of West Coast objects in 

Nation to Nation, Windows 3 and Windows 1. Authors, who were usually Indigenous community 

curators, described objects through the themes of spirituality and subsistence, framing these 

themes almost always as Indigenous Ways of Knowing. These themes and frames match the 

overarching goals of Our Universes and Windows exhibits, which demonstrate the depth and 

diversity of Indigenous knowledge and religious systems. However, I did find some more 

political sentiments alongside themes of spirituality in Our Universes. As I describe in Chapter 6, 

some community curators described the interactions between themselves and colonial state 

systems in the perpetuation of their ceremonies. Curators chose a smaller range of objects to 

convey these themes, but most frequently displayed headgear, ceremonial objects, vessels 

(mostly baskets in Our Universes and Nation to Nation), jewelry, and culinary equipment 

(Figure 15).  
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Figure 15. Object types across West Coast groups.  

 While not readily politicized by NMAI curators in multivocal and object-oriented 

displays, Hupa community curators infused the political into the presentation of their unique 

epistemologies and religious practices. Once again, we must acknowledge the weight of 

inclusion in Our Universes, which provides a key platform for self-representation in the 

museum. 

 

Southwest: 

 Sixty-four objects are associated with 22 different Southwestern groups in the museum 

space. One can find them most easily in the Santa Clara Pueblo gallery in Our Universes, as well 

as in Windows 3 and 1. Authors, who were usually an Indigenous community curator or were 

unnamed, described objects mostly through themes of Cultural Knowledges and Values, which 

they framed as Indigenous Ways of Knowing and History. Again, this aligns well with the 
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purpose of the Our Universes and Windows displays that work to convey Indigenous ontologies 

and epistemologies. I observed Southwestern ceramic vessels most frequently, along with 

clothing, and sculptures and carvings (Figure 16).  The emphasis on Southwestern ceramics 

aligns with the Santa Clara Pueblo’s self-representation as well as mainstream American 

expectations of Southwestern arts and colonial collecting tendencies.  

 

Figure 16. Object types across Southwestern groups.  

 

Pacific Northwest: 

 I documented 30 objects from 18 different Pacific Northwest groups, most of which were 

in the Windows 1 cabinets as well as in Nation to Nation and Windows 3. Cabinets on the first 

floor display these items in a preview for the traveling artist exhibit honoring Tlingit 

glassworker, Preston Singletary, and in the cabinets focused on subsistence practices. I also 

found them in first floor cabinets that depicted Indigenous subsistence strategies. In Nation to 
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Nation, fishing gear illustrated the struggles that Pacific Northwest peoples have faced in 

enacting their treaty-enshrined fishing rights. Authors, whose names were usually unlisted, 

activate these themes of Cultural Values and Knowledges as well as Subsistence, framing them 

mostly as Indigenous Ways of Knowing as well as the more political story of the battle for 

justice around fishing rights. Curators chose to display a diverse array of objects from this 

region, but most often featured culinary equipment (Windows 1), fishing and trapping tools and 

equipment (Nation to Nation), games (Windows 3), weaving tools (Windows 1 entryway 

cabinets), and vessels (Figure 17).  

 

 

Figure 17.  Object types across Pacific Northwest groups.  

 The presence of Pacific Northwest stories in exhibitions seems to be tied to both their 

role in highly publicized enactments of treaty rights in the U.S. and to the presence of a diverse 

array of PNW material objects in the NMAI collections. It seems that the presence of these items 
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in the collections alone may have led curators to highlight these objects in Windows since they 

were less visible elsewhere in the museum.  

 

Southeast: 

 During my visits I observed 22 Southeastern objects from 15 different culture groups, the 

majority of which were located in Return to a Native Place and Windows 3. Authors, who were 

either unlisted or an Indigenous curator (Gabrielle Tayac), most frequently discussed themes of 

Cultural Values and Knowledges and politics through the frames of Survivance. As I described 

in Chapter 6, the small sample of Southeastern objects are located in two cabinet-type displays 

that explicitly tell stories of Indigenous survivance throughout their experiences of colonialism. 

This small sample is comprised of ceremonial objects, toys, vessels, weapons, and culinary 

equipment (Figure 18). While highly visible through the permanent Return to a Native Place 

exhibit, Southeastern peoples are not prevalently represented in other museum spaces, perhaps 

out of a lack of material objects related to them in the NMAI collections.  



 88 

 

Figure 18. Object types across Southeastern groups.  

 

Great Basin:  

 I observed objects from the Great Basin least frequently, with only 8 objects from 6 

different culture groups. I found these items almost exclusively in Windows 1, 3, and 4, and one 

item in the main hallway of Our Universes. Authors, mostly unlisted with the exception of an 

Indigenous curator in Our Universes (Emil Her Many Horses), connected these objects to all of 

the themes, with the exception of Politics, and framed them in terms of history most frequently. 

The objects were primarily personalia (cradleboards) and footwear (Figure 19). These objects 

mostly serve as illustrations of artistic diversity and are not connected to any historical or 

culturally specific narrative. While the NMAI’s collection doesn’t house as many objects from 

this region as it does for others, one of Heye’s most important archaeological excavations was 
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undertaken by M.R. Harrington at the Lovelock Cave in contemporary Nevada. Surprisingly, few 

of these objects are displayed in the museum despite the important histories that they convey. 

This may have been the result of a number of factors, including a tribal consultant’s express 

wishes or curatorial choices, conservation concerns about objects in the collections, or items 

considered aesthetically uninteresting.  

 

 

Figure 19. Object types across Great Basin groups.  

 

Uneven Representation: Reflections and Conclusions 

Most apparent in this analysis is the overall “airtime” that each culture group is allowed 

throughout the museum. Plains arts are clearly the most visible in the museum space, with 

Lakota-crafted objects being the most prevalent. Across the Our Universes, Nation to Nation, 

Americans, and Windows exhibitions viewers find dozens of examples of Lakota artistry, 
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oftentimes in the form of embellished articles of clothing or footwear. While these displays 

importantly remind viewers of the continuation and adaptation of these material traditions, most 

of the objects on display were made in the nineteenth century. Might such attention perpetuate 

the overrepresentation of Plains imagery to non-Native viewers that the Americans exhibition 

seeks to challenge? Similarly, multivocal exhibition narratives focus almost entirely on the role 

of male leadership in the Lakota world—another stereotype identified by Americans curators.  

Curators focus extensively on the political and diplomatic prowess of Plains and 

Northeastern peoples in Nation to Nation to demonstrate the legitimacy of Native modes of 

leadership and diplomacy. Yet does this both counteract stereotypes and reinforce them?  In the 

balancing act of legitimizing Native modes of governance and interrogating familiar stereotypes 

associated with them, NMAI staff seem to have centered the most recognizable examples of 

Native cultures to provide accessible educational experiences for non-expert guests.  

I observed this pattern across community curated and multivocal exhibitions wherein the 

most familiar aspects of Native groups were represented from an emic perspective to 

“reinterpret” objects that had previously been overlayed with outsider interpretations. This 

strategic essentialism seems to address commonly misrepresented cultures or objects, yet in 

doing so engages in colonial romanticism—reifying and glorifying elements of Indigeneity that 

have been assimilated into colonial descriptions of “good” or “noble” Indians (e.g., fearsome 

male leaders from the Great Plains who inspired awe in colonial soldiers or the diplomatic 

members of the Iroquois Confederacy that inspired the founding fathers). The lack of attribution 

of authorship or voice throughout the exhibitions creates a sense of authorial murkiness and leads 

one to ask, would these essentialisms be less worrisome if they were clearly authored by 

community members endeavoring to restory their own histories?  
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Given this unclear authorship, other trends found across exhibitions are difficult to 

interpret in relation to the decolonial agenda. For example, community and NMAI curators 

seemed to focus more attention on the subsistence practices and epistemologies of Arctic, 

Northwest, and West Coast groups rather than their political histories or navigation of colonial 

structures. While Our Universes does address some of these subsistence practices, I observed 

them more often in the Windows that usually utilized objects of diverse origins to illustrate 

modes of food gathering and preparation or other culturally specific processes that have been 

objects of anthropological inquiry.  

Based on observations of the physical displays alone, some culture groups seem to be 

siloed or slotted into particular roles throughout the exhibits—Southeastern peoples exemplify 

Native survivance, while Southwestern people perpetuate historic ceramic traditions. Plains 

people were fearless leaders and warriors, while Northeastern people were civic-minded. West 

coast peoples are concerned with continuing their ceremonies, while Pacific Northwest peoples 

filled their 15 minutes of fame enacting their fishing rights. While these statements are 

intentionally reductionist, they reflect key messages about the characteristics of tribal peoples 

that can be gathered through observation of the physical displays. Some groups, on the other 

hand, are so underrepresented that visitors might not even notice objects attributed to them. The 

miniscule number of Ute and Paiute objects on display perpetuates the relative lack of attention 

surrounding these peoples in U.S. popular culture and mainstream education.  

These trends do not align with the mission of the museum to represent as many possible 

Tribal Nations—simple inclusion in display does not necessarily mean that each group receives 

the same amount of space to represent themselves through self-authored texts or recordings. 

Based on my analysis, it becomes clear that Tribal inclusion in largescale exhibitions is one of 
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the primary dividing lines between who represents themselves in the museum space and who 

remains a passive element of Native history. The object heavy Our Universes exhibition is a key 

example of this. While curators intended for the exhibition to deeply examine Indigenous 

cosmologies, ontologies, and epistemologies, they did not intend for the groups in the exhibit to 

be permanently featured. Exhibition designers and community curators worked under the 

impression that new groups would come and inhabit the gallery space on a rotating basis. And 

yet the displays remain unchanged since their 2004 unveiling. How might community curators 

have developed different curatorial strategies if they had known about the permanency of their 

words and choices? And what kinds of impacts does this unplanned overrepresentation have on 

museum relations with Tribal nations? In my conversations with curators, they acknowledged 

these issues and indicated hope that the exhibition would be updated in coming years to reflect 

the ceremonial cycles of different tribal nations (Sanger, Personal Communications 2022).  

These trends in representation demonstrate that the museum space only partially 

accomplishes elements of its mission statement and the decolonizing agenda. Attention to 

audience needs by focusing on countering stereotypes displaces attention that should be paid to 

creating a site of remembering and conscience for Native community members. Unreflexive 

usages of strategic essentialisms in this endeavor veer dangerously close to reproducing flattened 

colonial interpretations of Indigenous diversity. And most importantly, especially in conversation 

with decolonial theory that the mission statements draw upon, these exhibitions do not critically 

interrogate Native and settler sovereignty. Sovereignty issues can be represented in the past tense 

(e.g., Nation to Nation), but curatorial staff themselves do not bring to the public’s attention the 

contemporary contested status of Indigenous sovereignty. This is another limitation of the 

museum as a settler-enabled and -serving institution.  
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Community curators that developed the Hupa display in Our Universes were the most 

direct in expressing the present infringements on their sovereignty by governmental agencies that 

manage waterways. In skirting conversations of ongoing colonialisms that limit Native 

sovereignty and self-determination, the NMAI leaves untroubled colonial authority, refusing to 

name it as Miller (2008, 2011) and Lonetree (2012) would recommend. While curators 

legitimize colonial authority over Native lands and peoples in this state-sanctioned space, the 

walls of flags continue to assert Native sovereignty even when exhibitions do not.   
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CHAPTER 8 

 
 
 

Conclusions 

 

 

Based on my analyses of the information on display across exhibitions at the NMAI, it 

becomes clear that the museum’s praxis only partially meets the goals of the decolonizing 

museological agenda (Lonetree 2012). According to Lonetree (2012), this agenda entails creating 

spaces that enable Indigenous self-representation, truth-telling about the harsh and ongoing 

realities of colonialism, knowledge-making and remembering, storytelling through first-person 

voices, and Indigenous epistemologies. These should be sites that matter for Indigenous 

communities to whom displays should be deeply connected through thematic exhibitions rather 

than object-oriented ones.  

Some of the museum’s curatorial models enable modes of decolonial work, yet no one 

model, or exhibition fully meets the goals outlined in the NMAI mission statements or in the 

decolonial theory that inform such statements. Based on my analyses and interpretations, the 

NMAI is unable to fully embody the decolonizing aims of decolonial museological theory since 

it is deeply entrenched in the settler-nation state through its status as a federally mandated and 

funded institution.  

In Chapter 5, I examined how the museum fails to meaningfully question, or even attend 

to the troubled history of the Heye collection that it displays in exhibitions. While acquisition 
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and creator information was relatively sparse across displays, curators did choose to include 

them more frequently across the Windows, which seemed to serve as more traditional cabinets 

that displayed huge arrays of Indigenous arts following colonial organizational and labeling 

strategies. Some of this information was also included in Our Universes to highlight the ongoing 

work and creativity of Native artists from a variety of backgrounds, but for the most part curators 

did not describe historic items’ pathways into the museum. This represents an instance in which 

the museum missed a key opportunity to interrogate their institutional authority and, in this 

silence, perpetuates colonial authority over Native materials.  

In chapter 6, I described the curatorial models at work in the museum: the community 

curation, multivocal, and object-oriented models. Community curated exhibitions featured much 

stronger Native voice and authorship to share Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, and 

cosmologies with the viewer. In these collaborative engagements, the exhibitions successfully 

accomplish some of the goals of the decolonizing agenda, but they failed to provide any coherent 

counter-narratives or truths about settler-colonialism. Multivocal exhibitions represented a 

marked shift away from the community curated model towards stronger, unnamed curatorial 

voices that present chronological narratives of colonial interactions and Native survivance under 

those conditions via thematic exhibitions. Yet in this turn, the multivocal model also only fulfills 

a few of the decolonial goals described by Lonetree, namely truth-telling. Finally, the object-

oriented displays simply perpetuate colonial museological practices and does not meet either the 

museum’s or decolonial theorists’ goals.  

My analysis of Tribal Representation in the museum space in Chapter 7 also represents a 

tendency for the museum staff and collaborators to attempt decolonial work through colonial 

epistemologies for non-Native audiences. Contrary to the museum’s strategic goals, exhibitions 
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do not evenly represent the diversity of Indigenous cultures, especially those underrepresented in 

the material collections. Instead, curators engage in forms of strategic essentialism that risk 

reifying colonial romanticism and noble savagery in their hyperfocus on well-known culture 

areas and their material objects. In their attempt to serve their non-Native audiences by dispelling 

stereotypes, the NMAI treads dangerously close to perpetuating those stereotypes. While this 

might be the product of the tastes of Heye and his colleagues to collect materials deemed 

characteristic of a people, the NMAI does little to counteract this and instead reproduces the 

uneven representation found within the collections themselves. Importantly, the museum does 

not attend to contemporary struggles over Indigenous sovereignty, a key aspect of both their own 

missions and the decolonizing agenda. Perhaps its position as a settler-funded and -serving site 

prevent any radically political discourses that challenge the legitimacy of the nation-state.  

Through these analyses it becomes clear that the NMAI is defined by tensions and 

contradictions—it is an Indigenous-led institution created by the nation-state to protect a colonial 

object collection and to represent all Native peoples from the Western hemisphere in a museum 

space tailored to non-Native audiences. Instead of obscuring or ignoring these political 

complexities, NMAI staff veer toward New Museological notions of neutrality in exhibitions. 

Yet leaning into these contradictions and rendering them visible in the museum space could 

provide a more realistic understanding of the material complexities that Indigenous nations face 

in the U.S. and worldwide. Scholars like Ronan (2014:134) have accepted, “the impossibility of 

contradiction-free museum praxis when dealing with Indigenous materials, as the case of the 

NMAI makes clear”. She instead argues that “embracing such contradictions could point to the 

next step in advancing Indigenous-based Museum practice, and in radicalizing museology in 

general” (2014:134).  
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These sentiments point towards the future goals of the NMAI’s museology and raises 

questions about how effectively the institution will ever be able to serve Native peoples through 

exhibitions. As it continues to center “audience engagement” in its mission statements, will the 

museum only become more tailored to non-Native and non-specialist audiences? These larger 

questions point toward directions for future studies that consider visitor perceptions and 

experiences. Engaging in visitor surveys and semi-structured interviews would help to reveal 

who the comprises the NMAI’s audience and what experiences they have in the museum as well 

as what their intentions are in visiting the museum. This would clarify what the NMAI is 

working towards when they vaguely cite “audience needs” in their statements without clearly 

defining who that audience is or from whence they learn and define these needs.  

While the object-oriented approach presented in this thesis offers some preliminary insights 

into what a visitor might experience in the museum, it does provide an important assessment of 

what the museum is actually presenting in comparison to their mission statements. Through this 

analysis, I demonstrated how the NMAI fails to live up to their own goals as laid out in their 

strategic plan as well as those defined by decolonial theorists. Yet the contradictory nature of the 

NMAI, the largest state-sanctioned, Indigenous, narrative-creating institution, continues to 

provide opportunities to learn about how decolonization might take shape within institutions and 

the limits of using colonial tools to decolonize these spaces.  
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