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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This paper examines the ways in which museums encode meanings about American 

Indian nations into their exhibitions. Characteristics such as the physical objects used, the layout 

of the exhibit, the ideals and values of the curators as well as the museum itself, and society’s 

overarching ideological views all play roles in determining the types of meanings that are 

encoded. An in-depth theoretical framework utilizing research from Stuart Hall and scholars of 

symbolic interactionism was used in this study; these theories were selected due to their insights 

as to how messages and meanings are created in society through symbols and ideology. Case 

studies of three museums – the National Museum of the American Indian, the Buffalo Bill 

Center of the West, and the Custer Battlefield Museum – were conducted in order to analyze the 

features of their Native American exhibitions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
Who has the right to speak on behalf of American Indian nations? Currently there are 

over 565 federally recognized tribes in the United States, and the total American Indian/Alaskan 

Native population is almost 4.12 million people (Kelsey, 2011, p. 67; National Congress of 

American Indians, 2016). To date, colonization and the attempted genocide of cultures have 

defined the relationship between American Indian nations and their non-native counterparts, 

which in part has led to a United States that “does not know how to think or talk about Indians” 

(Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 58), and a society that basically  “seek[s] to imagine Indians 

out of existence” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 67).  

Language is an extremely important aspect of this thesis, and it would be remiss of this 

paper to not address some of the terms that will be used throughout it. The very act of giving a 

group of people a name is a form of representation; the name itself can carry many associative 

connotations and meanings that may or may not accurately reflect the people themselves. 

American Indian people describe their own cultures in many different ways – nation, tribe, 

community, village, pueblo, and band, to name just a few. Each community has “a word or 

phrase in its own language that identifies it, as well as an official name recognized by the federal 

or state government” (Do All Indians Live in Tipis, 2007, p. 4). When Europeans arrived in the 

Americas, they found many of the indigenous names extremely difficult to pronounce, and so 

they came up with their own ways of identifying tribes. For example, the term given to the Diné 

Nation of Arizona by western conquistadors was “Navajo,” which loosely translated means 

“people who steal”; the indigenous term Diné, on the other hand, simply means “the people” (Do 

All Indians Live in Tipis, 2007, pp. 6-7). In general, Native communities throughout the United 
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States and Canada prefer to be referred to by their own distinctive community identities. This 

thesis recognizes and acknowledges the fact that every indigenous community has its own 

unique way of describing itself, and in instances where specific communities are mentioned, 

their preferred method of identification is used. In general, however, this paper will use the terms 

‘Native American,’ ‘American Indian,’ ‘First Nations,’ and ‘Native,’ interchangeably. There is 

no general consensus as to how to properly address the indigenous groups living throughout the 

world; not only is each unique, but they all prefer different terms for identification. Thus, this 

thesis will use them all, with the understanding that every nation, tribe, community, village, 

pueblo, and band has “its own distinct viewpoint and culture” (Do All Indians Live in Tipis, 

2007, pp. 4-5) 

Out of the many methods of representation that exist - including film, literature, and other 

forms of popular media – the museum has been a prominent institution in America that has 

consistently broached the subject of the American Indian. Historically, museums have used their 

collecting practices in order to tell a story to the public about what life as a Native American 

might be like, whether it is wildly savage or romantically tragic. Not surprisingly, these 

stereotypical and often inaccurate historical presentations of American Indians have led many 

Native Americans to feel that “much of ‘academic’ Indian history does not reflect a Native 

American perspective; it reflects only what non-Indian academics think is important in the lives 

of Indian people” (Morrison, 1997, p. 19). Though times have changed and museum policies and 

practices have progressed, in America today, museums continue to represent First Nations 

people. After all, “museums, like textbooks and other records available to the public, serve to 

spread the dogma of a nation” (Morrison, 1997, p. 403). Museums are powerful identity-defining 

machines, and they play large roles in the representations of American Indians.  
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Considering how important museums are to the spreading of ideas and values to groups 

of people, this paper will examine the ways in which 21st century museums use exhibitions to 

create and encode meanings about Native American peoples by asking four questions: 

Primary Question: 
How do 21st century museums, through the process of interpreting Native American  
artifacts in exhibitions, create and contribute to representations of American Indian 
culture? 
 

Secondary Questions: 
What kinds of specific meaning do museum exhibits create to represent Native American 
identity, and in what ways are exhibits used as medias of communication? 

 
 What role does ideology play in the formation of museum exhibitions?   

 
What kinds of material evidence are used to represent American Indian culture? 

 

In order to answer these questions, an in-depth theoretical framework will be presented in 

order to build a justification for how messages about Native American peoples become 

enmeshed within the fabric of a society through the language, layout, and artifacts utilized in a 

museum exhibition. The framework will also explore how symbols and other material items that 

belong(ed) to American Indians are used to create deeper meanings about Native Americans as a 

whole, and how ultimately these representations can turn stereotypical and often harmful. Next 

will be a discussion of three case study museums and their exhibitions, followed by an analysis 

of the findings at each institution. The analysis will include an examination of how American 

Indian identity is defined in the museum setting, using two methods: representation of culture 

through symbols and objects, and representation of culture through language. It will also look at 

the intervention of ideologies in exhibitions. It is imperative to understand the ways in which 

museum exhibitions can contribute to overarching societal ideas about specific groups of people, 



 

 

4 

especially marginalized ones like American Indians. Exhibits are unique medias of 

communication because they purport to be the “highest, most authoritative truths” of a society 

(Karp, 1991, p. 101-102), and thus have a lot of influence over how wider socio-cultural 

ideologies about Native Americans become ingrained into society.  

The Smithsonian Institution (2000, p. 55) asks a compelling question: “What happens to 

museums when their object becomes a speaking subject?” The voices and cultures of Native 

American nations in museums have historically been silenced, overlooked, distorted, and/or 

whitewashed. However, as the 21st century marches forward, Native voices in mainstream, 

popular media sources are starting to get louder, and their demands to represent themselves in 

museums are beginning to be acknowledged. Museums are finding that the traditional methods 

of exhibition that have been used for decades are no longer adequate, nor are they diverse 

enough to properly portray the many different nations that make up Native America. The human 

beings that museum exhibits have consistently portrayed as inanimate products to be consumed 

are now insisting on speaking for themselves, and museums are now faced with one key 

question: who should speak for whom? 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 

A deep look into the works of previous and well-known scholars must first be conducted 

in order to set the stage for analysis. The following theories serve as the infrastructure – and 

justification – of the theoretical framework used in this thesis. First, the literature of Stuart Hall 

will help examine the way that messages are both encoded and decoded by a society, and the 

way in which signs and symbols can be used to create meanings in communication medias such 

as exhibits. Next, a discussion of symbolic interactionism will provide an understanding of how 

symbols can be imbued with different meanings and values that can communicate – and 

manipulate – ideas about groups like Native Americans. Literature that explores the importance 

of museums and their exhibition methods will follow. Finally, this theoretical framework will 

address the historically negative collecting practices that first defined the relationship between 

American Indians and museums, and how those practices have affected Native representations in 

museums.  

 
Encoding/Decoding  
 

Stuart Hall, a prominent British researcher and scholar, constructed a densely theoretical 

approach to how messages are both produced and disseminated in society. Hall is known for 

founding the discipline of cultural studies, the foundations of which “lay in an insistence on 

taking popular, low-status cultural forms seriously and tracing the interweaving threads of 

culture, power and politics” (Morley and Schwarz, 2014). The perspective of cultural studies 

draws from many disciplines, including cultural anthropology, literary studies, and linguistics, all 

of which Hall used to analyze diverse subjects, including popular media and sub-cultures. During 
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his lifetime, Hall was a Sociology professor at the Open University, and a very popular orator 

and theorist (Morley and Schwarz, 2014). 

Stuart Hall’s influential essay on how messages are both produced and disseminated 

played a large role in shaping this thesis. Though Hall refers specifically in his work to television 

as the producer of messages, for the purposes of this paper, museum exhibitions are used as the 

communication medium. In this case, the producers of the “messages” within a museum are 

defined as both specific curators and the institutions themselves. For this paper, I will use Hall’s 

postulations to examine the ways in which exhibits of American Indians are used to encode 

specific meanings to viewers, and the ways in which different museums attempt to encode 

different messages depending upon their ideological positions.   

 
Fundamental Assumptions 
 

Hall proposes that the message process can be broken up into four distinctive – but linked 

– “moments”: production, circulation, distribution/consumption, and reproduction. The ultimate 

goal of these moments is to articulate “meanings and messages in the form of sign-vehicles” that 

operate through codes that are created and consumed by society (Hall, 2014, p. 91). These sign-

vehicles are the ways in which language is used to convey messages in the production process. 

Circulation and distribution then take place through discourse, which is translated into social 

practices, and thus the communication circuit is complete. However, Hall states, “if no 

‘meaning’ is taken, there can be no ‘consumption.’ If the meaning is not articulated in practice, it 

has no effect” (Hall, 2014, p. 91). In order to be effective, audiences must be able to draw 

meaning from (i.e. consume) messages. The encoding and decoding process can end at any point 

if the message is not properly formed and/or distributed to the audience.  
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Communicative Process 
 

Production of messages requires “material instruments – its ‘means’ – as well as its own 

sets of social (production) relations” (Hall, 2014, p. 91). Thus, production constructs the 

message. However, as Hall points out, the production process can be influenced by the meanings 

and ideas of the producer in question, which includes “knowledge-in-use concerning the routines 

of production, historically defined technical skills, professional ideologies, institutional 

knowledge, definitions and assumptions, assumptions about the audience, and so on …” (Hall, 

2014, p. 92). In other words, messages can be altered by the producer depending on his or her 

background knowledge and beliefs. Furthermore, the audience can act as both the “source” and 

the “receiver” of messages, because producers can draw “topics … events … images of the 

audience, [and] ‘definitions of the situation’ [from the] wider socio-cultural and political 

structure of which they are a differentiated part” (Hall, 2014, p. 92). Producers can be just as 

affected by the society in which they live as audience members are. It is important to note that 

Hall defines ideology as “the moment that occurs when codes have become profoundly 

naturalized, when through habitual use they have developed an appearance of equivalence with 

their referents so that instant recognition occurs” (Makus, 1990, p. 497). In other words, ideology 

refers to codes (messages) that have been used so many times they have become ingrained in 

society. Ideology plays an important role in this thesis, because it can be used to demonstrate 

how common messages about American Indians have been reproduced through exhibits so many 

times that they have become an institutionalized norm.  

 In order for the message to be distributed and consumed, messages must be encoded into 

a “meaningful discourse,” which means that messages have to “pass under the discursive rules of 

language” (Hall, 2014, p. 93). By this, Hall means that the message must be shaped into 
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meanings that the audience can readily understand and consume, which usually means putting 

the message into words. Even though “reality exists outside language … it is constantly mediated 

by and through language: and what we can know and say has to be produced in and through 

discourse” (Hall, 2014, p. 95). Discourse represents the relations and conditions that society 

considers meaningful. Language is coded into “discursive practices” that shape the message into 

the type of reality that the producer wants. For example, language can be used to produce a 

reality that is conveyed as “naturalistic” or “realistic” – both of which are the results and effects 

of “a certain specific articulation of language on the ‘real’” (Hall, 2014, p. 95). If the 

language/discourse is effective, the message can be meaningfully decoded by the receiver, and 

Hall tells us that these decoded meanings are the ones that will “have an effect, influence, 

entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological 

or behavioural consequences” (Hall, 2014, p. 93). Most importantly, Hall postulates that before a 

message can have any effect at all, whether the effect is defined as satisfying a need, being put to 

use, etc., it must first be “appropriated as meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded” 

(Hall, 2014, p. 93).  

Certain codes can appear to occur naturally, but Hall points out that this is because the 

codes are so widely distributed within a specific culture or community and learned at such a 

young age that they appear not to be constructed at all. Many symbols and signs appear to have 

achieved “near-universality,” but they in fact remain culture-specific (Hall, 2014, p. 95). Hall 

labels these societally ingrained types of codes as “naturalized,” which reveal “not the 

transparency and ‘naturalness’ of language but the depth, the habituation and the near-

universality of the codes in use” (Hall, 2014, p. 95). These codes produce natural recognitions by 

receivers, which have what Hall calls an “ideological effect” of concealing the coding itself; 
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however, in reality what is happening is that an equivalence has been achieved between the 

encoder and the decoder. Decoders have “conditions of perception” that are the result of “a 

highly coded, even if virtually unconscious, set of operations – decodings” (Hall, 2014, p. 96). 

The articulation of signs – whether they be visual or verbal – are arbitrary and depend on a set of 

conventional codes that the decoder (and perhaps even the producer) have internalized. This 

leads us, for example, “to think that the visual sign for ‘cow’ actually is (rather than represents) 

the animal, cow” (Hall, 2014, p. 96). Signs, and often symbols, look like objects we recognize in 

the real world because they reproduce codes of perception that the viewer-decoder knows.   

 
Denotation and Connotation 
 
 There is a distinction between the types of signs that are used to communicate messages. 

Signs can be interpreted with a denotation perspective, which means they are consumed as a 

literal meaning, or signs can be interpreted as connotative, where more associative meanings are 

consumed. Hall states that in actual discourse, most signs will be a combination of denotative 

and connotative aspects. Signs acquire their ideology at connotative level with their associative 

meanings, and it is also at this level that meanings and associations can be exploited and 

transformed. Hall uses the example of a sweater to demonstrate denotative and connotative 

meanings. At the literal (denotative) level, a sweater represents a warm garment, and thus the 

activity/value of keeping warm. At the connotative level, however, a sweater can signify an array 

of meanings – it can symbolize the coming of winter, a cold day, or in a specialized sub-code set 

against an appropriate background, a sweater can represent a long autumn walk in the woods 

(Hall, 2014, p. 97-98). Both denotative and connotative signs translate into a wider ideological 

code that refer signs to “the ‘maps of meaning’ into which any culture is classified; and those 

‘maps of social reality’ have the whole range of social meanings, practices, and usages, power 
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and interest ‘written in’ to them” (Hall, 2014, p. 97). There are dominant meanings within 

different societies that govern not how all events will be decoded, but how decodings of events 

are enforced and made legitimate within dominant definitions that have connotative significance. 

However, this does not mean that dominant meanings are uncontested. 

 
Misunderstandings 
 

Sometimes, producers find that their messages are not ‘getting across’ to their audiences; 

i.e. their messages are misunderstood. Though Hall does say that it is possible that the audience 

can literally misunderstand the code – like not knowing the terms used, not being able to follow 

the logic of an argument, being unfamiliar with the language, etc. – more often it is a case of the 

audience not taking the meanings as they (the producers) intended. What the producers really 

mean is that “viewers are not operating within the ‘dominant’ or ‘preferred’ code,” where the 

producer’s ideal of “perfectly transparent communication” is not met (Hall, 2014, p. 99-100). 

Even though encoding cannot guarantee decoding, as each has its own separate conditions of 

existence, encoding can dictate and construct “some of the limits and parameters within which 

decodings will operate” (Hall, 2014, p. 100), unless the encoding is wildly off the mark. As Hall 

points out, if there were no limits on the message, audiences could read whatever they like into 

any message.  

 
Decoding Positions 
 

Hall postulates that there are three hypothetical ways in which decodings can be 

constructed. The first is the dominant-hegemonic position, where there is perfect, transparent 

communication (or as close as we can come to it in the real world). A viewer is operating within 

the dominant-hegemonic code when he/she straightforwardly takes the connotative meaning 
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from the message and its medium, and then decodes the message “in terms of the reference code 

in which it has been encoded” (Hall, 2014, p. 101). The dominant definitions are “hegemonic 

precisely because they represent definitions of situations and events that are ‘in dominance’ 

(global)”; they connect events to grand views of the world (Hall, 2014, p. 102). In order to have a 

dominant/hegemonic viewpoint, Hall says that two conditions must be satisfied:  

(a) [T]hat it defines within its terms the mental horizon, the universe, of possible 
meanings, of a whole sector of relations in a society or culture; and (b) that it carries with 
it the stamp of legitimacy – it appears coterminous with what is ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’, 
‘taken for granted’ about the social order (Hall, 2014, p. 102).  
 
The second construction that Hall uses is the negotiated position, where the legitimacy of 

hegemonic viewpoints is acknowledged, but it also takes its own stance on certain issues. Hall 

says it well when he says that the negotiated code “accords the privileged position to the 

dominant definitions of events while reserving the right to make a more negotiated application to 

‘local conditions’” (Hall, 2014, p. 102). For example, a bill may limit the right of workers to 

strike for better working conditions and to freeze wages, and at the dominant level the decoder 

may agree that this is for the national interest, i.e. that we should all pay ourselves less in order to 

limit inflation. However, this may have no relation with his/her willingness to go on strike at 

his/her own company in order to get better pay and conditions.  

The third and final construction is an oppositional position, where a viewer “perfectly 

understands both the literal and the connotative inflection given by a discourse, but [decodes] the 

message in a globally contrary way” (Hall, 2014, p. 103). In other words, the viewer frames the 

message within some alternative framework of reference. To use the same above example, a 

viewer may listen to a debate on the need to freeze wages, but decodes every mention of the 

“national interest” as “class interest” (Hall, 2014, p. 103). 
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Symbolic Interactionism 
 

Symbolic interactionism can be used to examine the way in which objects and symbols 

form meanings for people in museums. Most museums that broach the subject of American 

Indians use objects and symbols that are socially derived, or have been institutionalized in 

society, to represent entire cultures. Specific objects and products are used to create ideas and 

meanings (i.e. define situations) that are then translated to audiences, which they may internalize. 

Certain symbols used by a museum create specific meanings, and they shape perceptions about 

the peoples or cultures on display. As scholar and activist Patricia Hill Collins says, using certain 

symbols over and over again to represent a society of people can lead to stereotypical and/or 

misinformed perceptions, and ultimately classify the people on display as outsiders. Objects and 

symbols can be manipulated to fit a stereotype, and these enduring images of the people defined 

as “Other” can lead to – or perpetuate – societal inequality and oppression. Museums have 

indeed been shown to define notions of American Indians, and to also perpetuate stereotypes 

about them.  

 
Fundamental Assumptions  
 
 Symbolic interactionism examines the ways in which people (i.e. actors) act toward 

symbols that have meaning for them. It focuses much of its attention on “the processes by which 

individuals understand their world” (Solomon, 1983, p. 320). The ways in which humans act 

toward objects and symbols depends completely on the meanings that those specific objects and 

symbols have for them. For example, the way in which Americans act towards the American 

flag, like saluting it or burning it, is based on the meanings that the flag has for them (i.e. our 

homeland, a repressive regime, etc.) and is not based on its physical characteristics. Perhaps most 

importantly for this study’s purposes, symbolic interactionism states that the  
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[W]orlds that exist for human beings and for their groups are composed of ‘objects’, 
which can be categorized as physical (chair, tree), social (mother, friend), or abstract 
(moral principle, ideas such as justice, compassion) (Blumer, 1969, p. 10).  
 

Objects’ meanings are social creations, and can have different meanings depending upon the 

individual. As Blumer points out, “the meaning of anything and everything has to be formed, 

learned, and transmitted through a process of indication-a process that is necessarily a social 

process” (1969, p. 12).  

Meanings “stem from our interactions with other people,” and humans are unique in that 

we can use symbols to stimulate meanings for us and then we can act on that meaning (Ritzer, 

2007, p. 133). While animals react instinctively, humans are fully capable of thinking through 

concepts. Another fundamental assumption of symbolic interaction theory is that though people 

do internalize meanings that they gather from others, those meanings are able to be modified 

through the process of reinterpretation; in other words, one’s view of the American flag can 

change based upon a reinterpretation of the flag as a symbol of American society and values. 

Furthermore, another tenet of this theory states that people are able to shape their actions and 

interactions by reflecting on themselves and what they do; however, though humans do have a 

large measure of autonomy to do as they please, there are still external constraints in the societies 

in which we live (e.g. social and cultural norms) that keep people from doing totally as they wish 

(Ritzer, 2007, p. 133).  

Finally, symbolic interactionism theorizes that “people have purposes when they act in, 

as well as toward, situations … we define situations, give them meaning, and then act toward 

them (Ritzer, 2007, p. 133). What matters to the sociologist doing the research is how people 

subjectively define situations, and not necessarily what situations are defined as in some 

objective reality. How people define and interpret situations is what leads them to engage in 
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certain actions. Definitions of situations can happen through the interaction of actors with each 

other, and they can also occur when the actor interacts with language, which can be basically 

defined as a conversation that people have with themselves (Ritzer, 2007, p. 57). Definitions can 

also often be directed by a third party through the use of certain language and rhetoric, which in 

turn fosters meanings in the actor, and ultimately shapes the actor’s actions. In other words, 

situations can often be defined for the actor, or at least presented in such a way that it leads the 

person to certain pre-defined paths. Symbolic interaction theorists ultimately believe that “people 

produce society” and that “society is the joint action of people” (Ritzter, 2007, p. 135).  

 
Symbols  
 
 Michael Solomon (1983, p. 320) defines a symbol as a stimulus with a learned meaning 

and value, and states that a person’s “relation to physical (objective) reality is mediated by the 

symbolic environment.” It must also have at least two parties in order to exist – both a sender 

and receiver (1983, p. 324). People use symbols to help them define situations and understand 

the world around them, and acquire their meaning during the socialization process that takes 

place during childhood. Humans have common symbol systems that consist of shared meanings, 

which allow individual people to feel secure in the knowledge that their interpretations are 

similar to those of the others around them (1983, p. 321). Solomon theorized that material 

objects – namely, in his case, products consumed by actors in society, i.e. cultural symbols – “set 

the stage” for defining social situations because they “define and clarify behavior patterns 

associated with social roles” (1983, p. 320). Though product symbolism is generated at the 

societal level, it can be consumed at the individual level (1983, p. 325).  

 Symbols can act as “strategic or communication tools” in society (1983, p. 324). People 

base many of their impressions on the possessions of the individual (or even culture) being 
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evaluated. Material objects can be used to infer social class and life style, regardless of the actual 

reality of a person’s life. When symbols act as stimuli, they “provide information about an 

individual’s occupation of social roles” which are signified by the products and cultural symbols 

that surround that person. Cultural symbols can only acquire meaning if they are placed within 

the context of contemporary culture, and the material goods that are produced by a society have 

“symbolic properties with meanings shared within that culture” (1983, p. 322). Furthermore, 

Solomon postulates that the products that a person is surrounded with influence the way that 

humans see one another; this appraisal by others then affects how the individual views him- or 

herself. Additionally, the probability that a role performance will be successful is based on the 

degree to which the material symbols that the person is surrounded by reflect “the symbolism 

associated with that role” (1983, p. 322). In other words, the way that people view each other and 

themselves is based on the products that they surround themselves with, and the more symbols 

an individual has that are inherent to a specific role, the more likely people are to associate that 

specific role with the individual.  

 Though he was not specifically a symbolic interactionist, anthropologist Herbert Spencer 

also recognized the importance of symbols – as well as rituals – in the structuring of human 

relationships within a particular society. He theorized that as people interact with one another, 

they “present themselves” through symbols, which can be anything from a badge, the way that 

an individual speaks, a title, or even the demeanor that a person presents (Turner et al., 2007, p. 

84). The symbols that a person presents are meant to then elicit certain responses from others 

around them, and thus ultimately acts as a control of relationships within society that sustain the 

larger institutional structure. According to Spencer’s theory, inequality within society deeply 

affects individual concern for symbols and ceremonies. The greater the degree of political 
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centralization in a society, the more inequality there will be, and thus the greater the concern will 

be for symbols that signify rank. When people are concerned about their place within the societal 

hierarchy, they are likely to possess specific objects that mark their status.  

 
The Other: Exploiting Symbols and Other Controlling Images 
 

Patricia Collins (2000) postulated that society exploits symbols (either already in 

existence or newly created) in order to manipulate ideas about people, and ultimately assign 

stereotypical characteristics and values to those people who are not in positions of power. These 

exploitations then create very powerful, enduring ideological justifications for oppression, 

whether it be of people of a different race, class, gender, or sexuality (Collins, 2000, p. 69). 

Though she specifically writes about the plight of Black women within American society, many 

of her theories apply to other oppressed cultures and races, including Native Americans. To 

Collins, the objective of societal stereotypes “is not to reflect or represent a reality but to 

function as a disguise, or mystification, of objective social relations” and to create a society 

where “social injustice [appears] to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” 

(2000, p. 69).  

Groups of people are classified as the “Other,” and their status as outsiders, or people 

who do not fit within mainstream culture, then becomes the group’s defining feature. As Collins 

points out, once people become a part of the Other, they are viewed as objects to be 

“manipulated and controlled,” which is not an uncommon feature in the Western thought 

processes that Collins states “require objectification” (2000, p. 70). Western thought needs to 

objectify, and thus control and dominate, cultures different from its own because if they were left 

untamed, so-called “civilized” society could potentially be destroyed. Therefore, the Other is 

defined by mainstream Western thought as “less human, animalistic, or more ‘natural’” in order 
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to deny their subjectivity as a unique group of people (2000, p. 71). As summarized by activist 

bell hooks: ‘ 

Domination always involves attempts to objectify the subordinate group. “As subjects, 
people have the right to define their own reality, establish their own identities, name their 
history…as objects, one’s reality is defined by others, one’s identity created by others, 
one’s history named only in ways that define one’s relationship to those who are subject” 
(quoted in Collins, 2000, p. 71).  
 
Quite obviously, Western thought implies impressions of the dominant group’s 

superiority to the Other, and uses images that are constructed by the dominant group to control 

the impressions in its favor. Collins postulates that important sites for reproducing controlling 

images can be schools, the media, and even government agencies (including museums), which 

“determine which narratives are legitimated and which remain censured[…]as well as which 

interpretations of social reality prevail” (2000, p. 85). They can all act as points at which 

impressions about certain Others are introduced and formalized in people’s minds. She also 

points out that mainstream culture, especially the Internet, has become a major way in which 

controlling images are promoted and circulated (2000, p. 85). Collins emphasizes that exploiting 

the physical appearances of the Other plays a large role in the objectification of the group. A 

group’s meaning and reason for existence is tied to how the group physically looks, which more 

often than not includes skin color, and thus “groups ‘of color’ must negotiate the meanings 

attached to their ‘color’” (2000, p. 90).  

 Ultimately, Collins points out that controlling images are almost impossible to escape. 

Though specific stereotypes and meanings attached to images can change, the domination of the 

Other does not. The “images themselves are dynamic and changing,” but the pervasiveness of 

objectification and subjugation of the Other groups to the dominant culture is very ingrained 

(2000, p. 72).  
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The Impacts of Museums 
 

Because this thesis is grounded in research conducted at museums, it is important to 

understand the ways in which makers of objects, exhibitors of made objects, and viewers of 

exhibited made objects affect the museum exhibition as a whole. All three participants play a 

role in shaping the messages that are ultimately conveyed in the encoding/decoding process. As 

the producer of the exhibit, the curator employs his/her own codes and ideologies into the 

exhibition, which affects the ways that viewers are able to decode those messages. The exhibit 

itself, with its objects and textual information - is a communicative medium, and can be shaped 

by the institution that it is situate in. While museums may purport to hold objective truths about a 

culture or group of people, but as stated above, the message can be encoded with museum-

specific ideologies and values.  

 
Museum Players 
 
 In a museum setting, there are three main participants that make exhibition possible. The 

first actor in exhibition must obviously be what Karp and Lavine (1991, p. 36) call the maker of 

the object that is being displayed; this person does not necessarily have to be alive, and is in fact 

often not. Makers of objects necessarily “understand [their] culture more immediately and 

spontaneously than any outsider can…[and] much of [their] understanding [of the object] takes 

place without rational self-consciousness” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 36). Most of the time, 

makers do not create objects for display, but rather for cultural-specific reasons that have nothing 

to do with placement in a museum. As Karp and Lavine point out, “No museum exhibition, even 

if it wanted to, could present work in the same way it is seen in its original context” (1991, p. 

113).  
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The second player in exhibition is then the exhibit itself, which is made up of two parts: 

the objects, and the exhibitor (i.e. curator). Objects by themselves mean nothing except to their 

makers and users. Objects’ meanings are transformed when they are put on display, and the 

“latent meaning that is implicit and unnoticed when an object is in its everyday context becomes 

manifest in display” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 61). Once they are removed from everyday life 

and use, “objects are transformed in the meanings that they may be said to carry: they become 

moments of ownership, commodities” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 159). The very act of 

removing the object from the flow of life transforms its meanings.  

In addition, the choices that curators make about how specifically to display objects can 

also shape meaning. Exhibitors’ purposes can vary depending on their own backgrounds and 

professional knowledge, and an exhibition acts as “a cultural artifact that articulates a producer’s 

visions, biases, and concerns” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 178). Curators are in charge of 

determining what voices the exhibits will portray, and just as importantly, which voices will be 

ignored. Everything from the way the object is positioned, the lighting that is used, and 

especially the labels that are included, shapes the message of the exhibition and its objects. 

Aesthetic design and language “do not describe the object, [but rather] describes the exhibitor’s 

thinking about the object, or that part of his thinking he feels it to be his purpose to communicate 

to the viewer” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, pp. 37-38). Objects themselves have no authority, and 

that their implied “authenticity” does not necessarily presuppose factuality or reality. It is people 

who give objects authority and authenticity, and the curator who must “make a judgment about 

how to tell the past” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 159).  

The third player in exhibition is the viewer, i.e. the receiver of the messages that the 

museum wants to convey. Viewers and audiences are defined as “adult member[s] of a 
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developed society” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 33), who are “composed of unrelated social units 

who remain anonymous and display uneven previous knowledge about the subject matter” (Karp 

and Lavine, 1991, p. 181). According to the Smithsonian, visitors come to the museum for two 

reasons: (1) to look at visually interesting objects, and (2) because they are interested in the 

purpose and function of objects (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 33). In general, museum audiences 

“bring with them the willingness and ability to shift into a certain state of receptivity” (Karp and 

Lavine, 1991, p. 91); that is, they come to the institution willing to absorb the ideas that they 

gather from the exhibitions. Karp and Lavine suggest that one reason this may be so is because 

“the emotional overlay we place upon impersonal objects…transforms them into objects of 

meaning” (1991, p. 181). When exhibitions elicit emotion from viewers, the objects that used 

within that exhibit become artifacts of meaning.  

 
The Fundamental Purposes of Museums 
 
 Besides being enjoyable to roam around in, museums have other purposes that they must 

fulfill in order to embody the nature of what is thought of as a “museum.” For one, Karp and 

Lavine state, “museums are important, even necessary, fixtures of a well-furnished state” (Karp 

and Lavine, 1991, p. 88). A museum is a sign of both national identity and political virtue, and 

serves as a symbol of a well-developed, modern, civilized nation. Because public museums are 

accessible to everyone (especially if they are free), they function as a clear demonstration of the 

nation’s commitment to the principle of equality. Traditionally, museums are thought of as 

preservers of a community’s cultural heritage. Their truths are not thought of as subjective, but 

rather claim to “be self-evident to reason, rooted in experience, and empirically verifiable” (Karp 

and Lavine, 1991, p. 90). However, as Karp and Lavine out, “what the museum presents as the 

community’s history, beliefs, and identity may represent only the interests and self-image of 
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certain powers within the community” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 92). This may be particularly 

true of American Indians, given their marginalized place within American society and their 

historic lack of self-representation in the museum world. By carrying out its declared purpose as 

a museum, i.e. preserving and displaying objects, the institution can also impart political and 

ideological ideas. Museums are not the neutral spaces that they often claim to be. A museum’s 

relationship to its audience can actually be predicted by “determining into which of three roughly 

delineated political categories it falls: museums that aspire to be establishment organizations, 

self-consciously liberal museums, and counterculture museums” (Karp and Lavine, 1991, p. 

178). These categories coincide nicely with Hall’s three communicative positions that were 

presented previously, which were the dominant-hegemonic position, the negotiated position, and 

the oppositional position. Ultimately, 

[M]useums can be powerful identity-defining machines. To control a museum means 
precisely to control the representation of a community and some of its highest, most 
authoritative truths. It also means the power to define and rank people, to declare some as 
having a greater share than others in the community’s common heritage – in its very 
identity (Karp and Lavine, 1991, pp. 101-102).  
 

 
Native Americans and Museums  
 
 For this thesis, it is extremely important to understand the complex relationship that 

exists between the museum, an important educational and ideological tool for a society, and 

Native American nations. The pair’s connection been defined by historically unethical collecting 

practices and even destruction of sacred sites, as well as ignorance of (whether deliberate or not) 

proper cultural practices for curating and exhibiting Native artifacts. The exhibition of American 

Indian cultures was first shaped by mainstream society’s contrasting views on what values and 

characteristics the term ‘Native’ embodies, whether it be a savage or a romantic martyr. Later on 

in the 1960s and 1970s conflict between mainstream curators and American Indian activists 
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came to a head, and the Native American Graves and Repatriation Act was introduced in order to 

try to rectify some of the contentious collecting practices that were being encouraged by 

museums. Finally, many exhibits about American Indians are not curated by members of the 

tribes represented, but rather by non-native curators who have been trained in academic settings, 

and who may not consider all of the cultural ramifications of the way they are exhibiting Native 

peoples. All of these factors play a role in determining what kinds of messages about American 

Indians are encoded into an exhibition, and also define the way in which many symbols within 

the exhibit are interpreted by the consumer.  

 
History of Collection of Native American Artifacts 
 

Violations and desecrations of sacred Native American sites and resting places began 

with the arrival of the Pilgrims to America in 1620, when they tromped over burial grounds to 

get to their original settlement (Daehnke, 2011). The collection of American Indian material 

objects by Westerners has historically been carried out through brutal, proprietary, and more 

often than not, highly unethical means. Often, these unethical collecting practices were driven by 

white anthropologists seeking knowledge about native societies, as well as museum curators 

hoping to add to their exhibitions. At first, Western pioneers and proponents of colonization 

acquired Indian artifacts in order to try to make sense of these ‘strange’ societies that existed on 

the periphery of western life. Then, after decades of societal decimation by white pioneers and 

disease, there was a shared sentiment amongst anthropologists and museum personnel that 

Native societies were disappearing, which instigated an intense focus on trying to collect as 

many American Indian items as possible in order to supposedly preserve their way of life.  
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American Indians as “Strange Savages” 
 

During the late 18th and 19th centuries, scientists, politicians, and even average citizens 

were intensely curious about – and afraid of – the ‘strange savages’ that co-inhabited the country 

with them. Thus, many professionals attempted to learn as much as they could about these 

cultures, using any means necessary. For example George Otis, the curator of the Army Medical 

Museum (AMM), urged field doctors to send Native American remains to his institution, and 

later entered into an agreement with the Smithsonian Institution that stated Otis would keep the 

bodies, while the cultural items could go to the Smithsonian; as a result, roughly 4,500 Native 

American crania ended up in the AMM collections, many of which were transferred to the 

Smithsonian Institution during the 1890s. Samuel Morton, known today as the father of physical 

anthropology, even went so far as to offer economic incentives to soldiers, settlers, and 

government agents “to enter Native American graves in order to collect the remains”; his goal 

was to measure their skulls in order to see if they had a different brain size and thus, a different 

level of intelligence (Daehnke, 2011, p. 89). Other early anthropologists were not much better. 

Franz Boas robbed graves in order to acquire physical bodies, which he then sold to the Field 

Museum in Chicago, as well as to interested parties in Germany; at the end of his career, he had 

collected “about one hundred complete skeletons and 200 skulls” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 89). 

 
American Indians as a “Dying Culture” 
 
 By the turn of the 20th century, scholars and scientists around the country had estimated 

that out of a previous 15 million American Indians that existed pre-contact, only about 250,000 

were left (Daehnke, 2011, p. 90). The numbers debate since then has been aggressive and heavily 

contested in many academic circles. Some scholars purport that “the central Mexican plateau 

alone had a population of 25.2 million” and that previous estimates were too low, whereas others 
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saw these high population figures as “politically motivated – self-flagellation by guilty white 

liberals or, worse, a push to inflate the toll of imperialism from the hate-America crowd” (Mann, 

2005, pp. 104-105). Mann points out that while there are some historians and anthropologists 

who feel that historic population estimates (along with death rates due to foreign diseases like 

smallpox) are virtually impossible to determine, Indian activists reject this premise. In their view, 

dismissing the impacts that diseases had on early Native populations and reducing the population 

numbers is simply another way to justify the forced procurement of Native lands, and, according 

to ethnologist Lenore Stiffarm, “‘The smaller the numbers of Indians … the easier it [was for 

European conquistadors and settlers] to regard the continent as empty, and thus up for grabs” 

(Mann, 2005, p. 106).  

 Regardless, this does not change the fact that early anthropologists deeply believed in the 

early estimates (more than 15 million people) of Native populations that were present before 

contact with Europeans, and perceived the number to have been reduced dramatically. Due to 

this perceived massive “American Indian Holocaust,” anthropologists took it upon themselves to 

save a vanishing race of people, and so engaged in “salvage anthropology” to “collect the 

remnants of what they viewed as a dying people” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 90). Many collectors saw 

themselves as “noble preservers of tribal culture,” even as Natives viewed the digging up of 

graves and collection of artifacts as a “desecration” (Beck, 2010, p. 159). The most aggressive 

collecting took place during forced assimilation, when Native American children were sent off to 

boarding school, a time when “Native American people were told there was no place for them as 

tribal people, yet the material culture that identified their tribal uniqueness – as well as their 

physical bodies – was highly valued” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 90).  
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 Sometimes, there were almost war-like competitions between anthropologists and other 

museum professionals who all felt that they needed to claim as many artifacts as possible. In 

particular, Hoffman, an anthropologist working for the Smithsonian, and Skinner, who 

represented (at different times) the American Museum of Natural History and the Museum of the 

American Indian – Heye Foundation, were fierce rivals (Beck, 2010). Hoffman based his 

collecting practices on the fact that he felt Indian culture was dying, as evidenced by his short 

time spent with the Menomini tribe in Wisconsin. According to him, the death of Native life was 

due to not only the improved “condition” of those who converted to Christianity, but also the 

western education of young Indian men who began to realize the “futility and uselessness” of 

ceremonies, as well as the deaths of older members and shamans (Beck, 2010, p. 159).  

Hoffman and Skinner not only competed for physical bodies from Native American 

graves, but they both tried their best to ingratiate themselves with specific tribal families 

amongst the Menomin in order to gain access cultural artifacts. In one instance, Hoffman 

managed to talk his way into being adopted as a son by one tribesman in order to gain a 

particular medicine bag that he wanted; according to tribal custom, the bag could not go to 

anyone outside of the family, and so Hoffman became family. Both men also made sure to keep 

close tabs on certain elderly tribal members to make sure that when the elder died, they would 

have first pickings on the deceased’s possessions. Many times tribe members who had fallen on 

hard times would sell their ancestral belongings to either Hoffman or Skinner; in return, he or 

she would receive a few coins to buy food (Beck, 2010).  

In 1906, Congress passed the Antiquities Act (AA) in order to try and combat some of 

the unethical collecting practices that were taking place by others similar to Hoffman and 

Skinner. The Antiquities Act was mean to protect the cultural resources of the United States by 
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“by creating a permitting process for archaeological excavation and establishing punishments for 

looting” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 90). However, instead of helping Native Americans to protect their 

material culture, the Act instead legitimized the appropriation of that culture by anthropologists. 

In effect, it turned Native American human remains into government property, making “no 

distinction between graves that were thousands of years old and the internment of one’s mother 

at a tribal cemetery a week or even a day prior” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 90).   

 Due to the unethical and aggressive collecting tactics that took place, many American 

Indians still refuse to speak to anthropologists today. By 1990, it was estimated that “museums, 

federal agencies, and private collectors held anywhere between 300,000 – 2.5 million NA bodies 

and millions of cultural objects” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 91).  

 
The Implementation of the Native American Graves and Repatriation Act 
 
 During the 1960s, an era that marked massive social reform for many previously 

oppressed cultural groups, Native American activism concerning cultural appropriation started to 

make waves in the wider community. In 1986, Cheyenne religious leader William Tallbull 

discovered that the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History “held the remains of 

roughly 18,500 Native Americans,” with the skull of one human in particular being used as a 

cigarette ashtray by a museum professional (Daehnke, 2011, p. 91). After much contentious back 

and forth between tribes and the federal government, legislation was passed in 1989 that required 

the Smithsonian Institution to not only inventory and identify the origin of human remains and 

funerary objects in the museum’s control, but to also return sacred objects back to the “culturally 

affiliated Indian tribes and Native Hawaiian organizations” from which they originated 

(Daehnke, 2011, p. 91).  



 

 

27 

 In 1990, the Native American Graves and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) applied “similar 

repatriation procedures to all federal agencies and institutions that receive federal funding, most 

notably museums” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 91). At its core, NAGPRA is designed to give control 

rights and ownership of Native American remains and objects to the tribes and families to whom 

that person belonged. The four types of cultural objects subject to NAGPRA are human remains, 

funerary objects, sacred objects, and items of cultural patrimony, all of which must be 

inventoried by the institution in consultation with the potentially affected First Nations tribes. 

The Act requires that cultural objects must go to either direct descendants or culturally affiliated 

tribes; cultural affiliation in this case is defined as “a reasonable connection between the present-

day organization making the repatriation request and the earlier tribe or group from which the 

cultural objects come” (Daehnke, 2011, pp. 91-92). Affiliation can be established through several 

methods, including geographical, kinship, folk-lore oral tradition, expert opinion, and other 

ways. In theory, no line of evidence is given more weight than another, and “does not need to be 

demonstrated with scientific certainty” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 92). NAGPRA was historic in that it 

codified indigenous evidence, such as oral histories, alongside the ‘scientific’ evidence of 

anthropologists and archaeologists.  

Though NAGPRA was a landmark piece of legislation for Native Americans in the 

United States, it is far from perfect. For one, the act does not apply to private individuals or 

institutions that do not receive federal funding, which mean that many organizations do not have 

to comply with repatriation standards (Daehnke, 2011). There is also a lack of funding to help 

Native groups with repatriation efforts, little enforcement to prevent illegal trafficking of cultural 

objects, and it excludes items deemed “indispensable for completion of a scientific study” 

(Kelsey and Carpenter, 2011, p. 58). However, the main problems with NAGPRA concern how 
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the act defines Native identity, how it treats bodies that cannot be culturally identified, and who 

ultimately gets to make the final decision regarding repatriation. These issues are discussed 

below.  

According to Kelsey and Carpenter, as well as many more Native American scholars, 

Native identity is a complex construct. Before Western expansion, Indigenous identity was very 

dynamic, given “tribal adoption, trade, and other affiliations” (Kelsey and Carpenter, 2011, p. 

59). Native identity is based on community recognition, both formally and informally; regardless 

of whether or not a tribe is federally recognized, the community is the one who gets to decide if 

an individual is Native or not. NAGPRA does not recognize tribes that are not federally 

registered, making those tribes ineligible for repatriation. However, federal recognition is 

arbitrary; while the Bureau of Indian Affairs recognizes 565 tribes, the Department of Health and 

Human Services includes an additional 100. Each department or agency can also define 

‘legitimate status’ in different ways. Often, “even the ‘most’ Native individual in terms of blood 

quantum and culture does not count (or, more to the point, is not counted) by the colonizing 

government and is made extinct as a result in the colonizer’s records” (Kelsey and Carpenter, 

2011, p. 64-67).  

Culturally unidentified human remains (CUHRs for short) also provide a major obstacle 

for proponents of NAGPRA. A CUHR is identified when there is insufficient evidence to 

provide affiliation, when there is no modern-day tribal organization to claim remains, or a body 

that belongs to a tribe that is not federally recognized. According to Daehnke (2011), almost 

eighty percent of the human remains that are in the possession of museums and other federal 

agencies remain culturally unidentifiable, which she theorizes may be “indicative of institutional 
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barriers established to reinforce archaeologists’ control over archaeological collections and as a 

way to circumvent repatriations” (p. 94).  

Finally, and perhaps one of the most important flaws of NAGPRA, is that it is the federal 

agency and museum – and not the tribe to whom the human remains or objects belong – that get 

to make the final determination for repatriation. Therefore, “cultural affiliation is principally 

based on “scientific” views of cultural affiliation rather than tribal views.” (Daehnke, 2011, p. 

94). This is a major barrier to tribal repatriation efforts, and can be extremely discouraging to 

tribes who are attempting to gain ownership of their ancestors.  

 
Who Speaks for Whom: Representation of Native American Culture in Museums 
 

In the words of scholar Karen Cooper, as mentioned previously, “[m]useums, like 

textbooks and other records available to the public, serve to spread the dogma of a nation” 

(Smithsonian Institution, 2000 p. 403). Furthermore, “museums both reflect and refract the social 

realities common in their communities…museum exhibitions often mirror the attitudes, values, 

and perspectives that exist within the community” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 40). Thus, it 

is extremely important to examine how Native Americans have historically been portrayed in the 

museum world, and how they themselves feel about their representation.  

 
Historic Representation 

Historically, exhibits that attempted to recreate Native American culture depicted “Indian 

people in a frozen, timeless past without any reference to their present lives or to their struggles 

with the growing disruptions and influences of Euro-American society” (Smithsonian Institution, 

2000, p. 24). Objects were (and still are) displayed on pedestals, walls, and in cases, while 

exhibits used visual artifacts and symbols to create “didactic murals of traditional Native 

American life” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 25). Furthermore, “the real significance in an 
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exhibition, represented by both object selection and interpretive text preparation, came from the 

curator, and not from the community being represented by the objects and text” (Smithsonian 

Institution, 2000, p. 29). Many exhibits portrayed what Morrison calls the 

[M]yth of the Indian, [which was] the popular belief that Native Americans were wild 
and violent, strangely admirable for their fighting spirit and exotic nature, yet at the same 
time justifiably exterminable for the threat they posed to the expanding American 
enterprise (Morrison, 1997, p. 341).  
 

American Indians were thought of as exotic, fierce warriors when they were not posing a threat 

to settlers, and as savage, un-human like beasts when they fought back against Western 

expansion.  

 
Characteristics of a Museum Exhibit  
 

Scholar and museum professional James Nason, as referenced by the Smithsonian 

Institution, proposed that there are certain characteristics that embody a museum exhibition. 

Inherently, museum exhibits can be seen as created products that consist of raw materials (the 

museum objects themselves) that are designed to be bought (with admissions and donations) by 

the public (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 33). Nason defines a ‘good’ exhibit as one that 

draws large audiences and which satisfies visitor expectations; he postulates that visitors then 

enjoy best the exhibits that best fit their expectations. Exhibits function, ultimately, as social 

products that use symbols with ingrained meanings and values to shape consumers’ perceptions 

of Native American culture.  

In order to attract audiences, Nason states that exhibits must display objects that are 

significant, real, and ethical. Exhibits must also fit within four distinct categories: 

geographical/ethnographical, developmental, life-group display, and display/open storage. The 

first, geographical/ethnographical, displays materials from a given region or cultural group, and 



 

 

31 

visitors view objects like they would the items of a different country. In developmental exhibits, 

emphasis is put on particular cultural objects that illustrate change or evolution; for example, 

items for making a fire, fishing, weaving materials, etc. In a life-group display, museum objects 

are contextualized through the recreation of a scene from a culture or a historic period, trying to 

convey a particular curatorial concept to visitors. Finally, display/open storage exhibits occur 

when the museum sets out everything, regardless of age, provenance, or other characteristics; 

this is the method used by most small history museums in the country (Smithsonian Institution, 

2000, pp. 35 – 38).  

Finally, Nason proposes that the museums that have had the most impact on the public’s 

view of Native Americans are the small, local history museums, for several reasons. For one, 

they are easily accessible because they generally have free or low admission; they also operate 

on small annual budgets (less than $350,000), and thus have both limited space and staff. They 

also have permanent collections, but no new exhibitions, meaning that visitors consistently see 

the same displays each time that they go to the institution (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 38).  

 
Curatorial Prerogative: Western Curators vs. Native Curators 
 
 Curators are essential elements of museum exhibitions and play critical roles in the 

representation of all cultures and the material artifacts associated with them. By definition, a 

curator is a museum professional who controls all aspects of a museum exhibit, including the 

way that objects are displayed, any text panels that may be included and the wording that is used, 

and even the angle and amount of lighting on the objects. In essence, a curator is a storyteller; he 

or she controls the way that the story of the exhibit is told. When talking about the poetics of 

museum representation, David Penney identifies certain archetypical kinds of stories that are told 

in historical narratives, including comedy, tragedy, romance, and irony. These archetypes are 
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applied to historical events in order to tell the stories of history in a way that would “make sense 

of otherwise incomprehensible sequences of events” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 59). In 

terms of representation of Native American cultures in the museum setting, there is a definite 

difference between how traditionally trained, Western curators choose to tell the story of 

American Indians, and how Native peoples prefer to be represented.  

 
Characteristics of Traditionally Trained Curators 
 
 Much of the museum literature today talks in-depth about certain characteristics that 

traditionally-trained, Western curators tend to exhibit in their work representing Native 

Americans. In the traditional or mainstream curatorial practices, curators begin with an 

“impersonal, formalized, or ‘objective’ theoretical approach” that is rooted in Western values 

(Smithsonian, 2000, p. 83). Curators who have been academically trained tend to use a historical 

narrative style in their text, told in the etic voice, meaning that they take an objective, third 

person view of objects and events that are being described. Generally there is only one voice 

speaking, which describes events as if the viewer is standing above the situation watching it 

happen (Morrison, 1997, p. 22). There is little to no emotion portrayed, and usually no ‘side’ is 

taken. In this style, there is a distance between the museum visitor and the events that are being 

communicated to her, and Native Americans are commonly referred to as one people. However, 

as Nason points out, this lack of a direct association with the real human experience can create a 

distancing of reality for museum visitors, where Indians become “a monolithic group” rather 

than a diverse group of real men and women who actually existed (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, 

p. 38) - the Other Patricia Hill Collins wrote about above. Furthermore, both curators and visitors 

alike begin to view Native Americans as simply “‘the Indian’, their image that of someone who 
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[then becomes] inferior to Europeans and to Americans of European heritage” (Morrison, 1997, 

p. 10).  

Secondly, material artifacts that are used in the exhibit are valued based on “Western 

scientific categories of knowledge, Western post-Renaissance concepts of aesthetics, and a point 

of view that may assign significance in terms of ‘type specimen’” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, 

p. 40). In other words, the curator first sees objects singularly, with emphasis put on its 

individual characteristics, and only secondarily acknowledges the object for the intended use that 

it actually represents. As an example, one could look at a bow that belonged to an American 

Indian tribe. A traditional western curator would first emphasize the defining features of the bow, 

such as what materials it was crafted out of, its length and width, the tautness of the string, etc. 

Only in a secondary fashion would the curator talk about how the bow represents a shift in 

American Indian warfare and hunting practices. This kind of interpretive approach, however, can 

create a kind of void in which “objects made and used by Native Americans are reduced to a 

kind of cultural anonymity occasionally relieved by an identification of utilitarian category” 

(Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 38). As a result, the object’s educational and historical value is 

negated.  

Another defining trait of a western curator is how he or she talks about the concept and 

passage of time. Typically in the Western style, time is presented as atomistic; that is, there is a 

sharp division between the past and the present. This is similar to the wider society in which 

most western curators live, which also delineates between what happened in the past, what is 

happening in the present, and what will happen in the future. According to Nason (Smithsonian 

Institution, 2000), American Indian culture is presented as a relic of the past, with a very wide 

disassociation between the past and the present (p. 37). Furthermore, this sharp division can also 
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perpetuate “a sense of Native Americans as belonging to an earlier era and having no place in 

contemporary society” (Morrison, 1997, p. 341). Many museum visitors – as well as people in 

the wider society – tend to either forget or ignore the fact that American Indians still exist, and 

thrive, in the modern world. Exhibits that focus on the Indian as being forever stuck in the tribal 

past spread the idea that “real” Indians and “real” Indian culture are gone. In the museum 

visitor’s mind, “Indians remain united as one within a tragic yet romantically nostalgic historical 

drama that begins in a noble past and ends on the battlefield” (Barker and Dumont, 2006, p. 

119).  

 
Characteristics of Native Curators 
 
 One of the biggest critiques that Native Americans scholars have with Western curation 

styles is that much of the “academic” history and stories that are presented completely disregard 

the American Indian perspective of history, and “reflects only what non-Indian academics think 

is important in the lives of Indian people” (Morrison, 1997, p. 19). Not surprisingly, many Native 

museum professionals who curate museum exhibits take a completely different approach when 

designing and telling their stories for public consumption. American Indian curators tend to use 

the emic voice when describing events that have occurred or are occurring in the lives of their 

tribespeople. This is a subjective, first person approach that describes events as they were 

understood by the participants (Morrison, 1997, p. 22). The people within the culture act as the 

main sources of information, instead of their society and practices being examined through an 

already conceived notion or cultural theory. With this method, “multiple voices of individual 

testimony have become a familiar device for establishing a Native perspective in exhibition 

representations” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 55). Native peoples are displayed as subjects 

of their own stories, with active roles and voices. Native identity is differentiated depending on 
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tribal affiliation, and contemporary issues are also talked about. Traditional curators tend to view 

this type of voice in exhibits as Native Americans attempting to circumvent historical events in 

order to provide a more “romantic” version of their existence. Trofanenko and Segall (2012, p. 

147) even goes as far as saying that using the emic voice allows “native people to self-represent 

at the expense of adequate representations of history, and [provides] little foundational 

knowledge about Indigenous peoples.” However, Barker and Dumont (2006) point out that 

“Indian peoples are sovereign nations with rights to self-determination” (p. 126), and thus they 

should have full authority to represent themselves as they see fit.  

 The American Indian view of material artifacts is much different from that of traditional 

curators. Rather than focusing on the physical characteristics of an object, Native curators 

emphasize how artifacts are connected to both each other, and the community. Objects are 

regarded “in a more direct and personalized manner that holistically connects objects to… 

broader perceptions of community meanings and cultural values” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, 

p. 40). Any object, from the tiniest piece of flint to a tipi, can spark stories, histories, and values 

that relate directly to the lives of the people who made the artifact. The object itself is not 

necessarily important, except for how it is the key to unlocking many layers of cultural meaning, 

broader perceptions of community meanings and cultural values” (Smithsonian Institution, 2000, 

p. 40) Rothstein, a writer for the New York Times, criticized this type of “romantic approach,” 

saying that it led to a “loss of anthropological authority,” exhibits where “no unified intelligence 

has been applied,” and that this “studious avoidance of scholarship” amounts to a “self-

celebratory romance” (quoted in Barker and Dumont, 2006, p. 125).  

When Native curators approach the concept of time, they tend to present it as a holistic 

unit, where the past and present are combined. This is most likely due to the Native view that 
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“Indians know the past because it is spiritually and ritually part of their daily existence and is 

relevant only as it exists in the present…the past lives in the present” (Kelsey and Carpenter, 

2011, p. 69). Generally when American Indian communities reconstruct the past, they do so 

using oral traditions and stories that have been handed down through generations and the use of 

remembering devices, and these are then presented (at least in part) to museum visitors in order 

to give them a sense of how Natives view history. However, many western curators are leery of 

using oral histories as evidence because of their organic nature, and the fact that they can change 

over time and with the teller. But as Barker and Dumont point out, “[Native Americans] are the 

evidence and we will speak for ourselves, right here, right now” (2006, p. 126).  
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METHODOLOGY 

 
 

For this study, three museums were selected as case studies. They were chosen for both 

their known exhibition of American Indian artifacts, as well as for their differences in scale and 

location. Data was collected between December 2015 and February 2016.  

 
Case Studies 
 
National Museum of the American Indian – Washington, D.C. 
  

This museum functions as an active and visible component of the Smithsonian 

Institution, “the world’s largest museum complex” (Smithsonian Institution, 2016). The NMAI’s 

Washington, D.C. location (with the other two located in New York City and Suitland, 

Maryland) houses one of the largest and most diverse collections of American Indian artifacts in 

the world, including photographs, objects, and testimonies that “cover the entire Western 

Hemisphere, from the Arctic Circle to Tierra del Fuego” (Smithsonian Institution, 2016). As one 

of the largest holders of Native American artifacts in the world, the NMAI seemed an 

appropriate choice when selecting a case study. Because it is a national museum and attracts 

visitors from all parts of the world, the NMAI is one of the best places in the United States for 

museum goers to listen and absorb ideas and images about First Nations peoples.  

 In September of 2004, the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) opened on 

the National Mall in the nation’s capital, bringing with it the hope that Native peoples from all 

around the globe would finally have a national platform with which to represent their own 

diverse cultures. The NMAI, which was approved by Congress in 1989, was the culmination of 

decades of civil rights legislation that sought to provide a voice for Native America. Its goal was 

to not only act as a resource for Native communities from around the world, but to also serve the 
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public as “an honest and thoughtful conduit to Native cultures – present and past – in all their 

richness, depth, and diversity” (Smithsonian Institution, 2016). All of its exhibitions are designed 

either by – or in collaboration with – the local tribes and Native communities that they are 

seeking to represent.  

 
Buffalo Bill Center of the West – Cody, Wyoming  
 

The Buffalo Bill museum is known nation-wide as a great collector of Native American 

artifacts, and has various exhibits based on aspects of American Indian life. It was chosen for this 

study due to its position as a slightly larger, non-profit museum, and because it provided an 

opportunity for a more in-depth analysis of its portrayal of the First Nations people. The Buffalo 

Bill Center of the West (BBCW) consists of five separate museum areas, all housed in separate 

parts of a large building located in the heart of Cody, Wyoming. For the purposes of this study, 

only the Whitney Western Art Museum and the Plains Indian Museum were included in analysis. 

Bill Cody, an iconic Western historical figure, said that he dreamed of an institution where 

people could learn history through seeing, and in 1917 a historical center was started in Bill 

Cody’s honor. The complex slowly began expanding, and today the Center’s main mission is to 

make sure that “the Spirit of the American West is reborn” in every visitor ((“Buffalo Bill Center 

of the West”, 2016), although it is unclear exactly whose spirit and version of west it is supposed 

to exemplify.  

The Whitney Western Art Museum was established in 1959, and houses “original 

paintings, sculptures, and prints that trace artistic interpretations of the West from the early 

nineteenth century to today” (“Buffalo Bill Center of the West”, 2016). Featured artists include 

George Catlin, Frederic Remington, Charles M. Russell, Joseph Henry Sharp, and many more. 

Many of the works on display include historic – and some contemporary - representations of 
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American Indians. The Plains Indian Museum, which has just recently been renovated and 

updated, houses a collection comprised of culturally significant American Indian items ranging 

from the late eighteenth century to the present. Developed through various acquisitions of major 

private collections, as well as contributions from contemporary Plains Native artists, the current 

American Indian artifacts housed in the Center consist of all manner of items, including a tipi, 

tools, clothing, tobacco pipes, and more. There are both historical and modern portrayals of 

Plains Indian culture, and  “unlike the ethnographic assemblages of large North American and 

European natural history museums, the Plains Indian Museum’s collection originated with the 

Northern Plains clothing and accouterments of Native American performers in Buffalo Bill’s 

Wild West shows that toured from 1883 to 1913” (“Buffalo Bill Center of the West”, 2016).  

 
Custer Battlefield Museum and “Peace Through Unity” National Monument – Garryowen, 
Montana  
 
 The Custer Battlefield Museum, along with the “Peace Through Unity” Indian Memorial 

(located on the battlefield itself), were both chosen because of their status as small, local 

representations of Native Americans. As postulated by James D. Nason, small history museums 

such as the Custer Battlefield Museum “have had the greatest museological impact on American 

views about Native Americans” (Smithsonian Insitution, 2000, pp. 35-36), and so I felt that it 

would be appropriate to include it in my analysis. The Indian Memorial on the battlefield is also 

an important example of a Native-led narrative and commemoration of the historic battle 

between white and Native cultures, and it serves as a sort of ‘mini-museum,’ at least for the 

purposes of this study.  

The Custer Battlefield Museum is located in Garryowen, Montana, on the Crow 

(Apsalooke) Indian Reservation. According to its website, the museum’s mission is to “educate 
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the general public on the Western Migration Movement and the Battle of the Little Bighorn” 

(Kortlander, 2016). The town itself is the site of the Custer Battlefield Museum, a federal Post 

Office, a gas station, trading post, sandwich shop, and rest area. As a registered historic site, 

Garryowen is the only town located within the Battlefield, and is situated where the first shots 

were fired at Sitting Bull’s camp. The Custer Battlefield Museum consists of “important Indian 

War period artifacts and manuscripts related to Custer, Crazy Horse, Sitting Bull, and the 7th 

Cavalry, as well as an acclaimed collection of highly historic photographs by D.F. Barry” 

(Kortlander, 2016). Specifically, exhibits within this museum showcase include items such as the 

contract for Sitting Bull’s appearance in the famous Buffalo Bill Wild West Show (this is the 

only contract ever signed by the leader), a lock of Custer’s hair, “Little Wolf's battle-worn eagle 

feather war bonnet, war clubs and trade knives,” and other vintage beaded battle clothing 

(Kortlander, 2016). Furthermore, Kortlander states that the Custer Battlefield 

[C]ommemorates one of America's most significant and famous battles, where two 
divergent cultures clashed in a life or death struggle…400 years of conflict between 
Euro-Americans and Native Americans culminated on this ground and resulted in the 
defeat of 12 companies of Seventh Cavalry by Lakota (Sioux), Cheyenne, and Arapaho 
warriors (Kortlander, 2016). 
 
There is some controversy associated with the establishment and subsequent management 

of this small museum. The institution – along with the entire town of Garryowen – is owned and 

operated by Christopher Korlander, who, though he operates the museum on tribal land, is not an 

enrolled Crow tribe member. In 2005 and again in 2008, Kortlander’s museum was raided by the 

federal government during a five-year investigation into “Kortlander’s alleged dealings in 

fraudulent artifacts and eagle feathers in violation of federal law” (Brown, 2012). Kortlander was 

accused of illegally trying to sell artifacts online, along with illegally obtaining war bonnets that 
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contained eagle feathers. However, despite the long investigation, no charges were ever filed, 

and all of the artifacts that were taken from the museum by the government were returned.  

In light of the controversial nature of this institution, one would think that would render 

the Custer Battlefield Museum unsuitable for this study’s purposes. However, it is just the 

opposite. Because this museum purports to be the ultimate authority on the Battle of the Little 

Bighorn and the Native American tribes associated with the battle, it has managed to gain a very 

large following. Tourists from all over the world stop and tour this museum, and they view the 

institution’s artifacts (mysteriously obtained or not) as credible sources of information and tribal 

representation. Who gets to decide what is “real” history – the government, the institution, or 

society? In this case, society (in the form of tourism) has deemed Kortlander’s museum an 

acceptable form of representation for the Battle of the Little Big Horn, and the institution itself 

still contains exhibitions and artifacts that attempt to encode meanings for its viewers. Therefore, 

I will gain important information about the types of meanings that are important to mainstream 

tourists visiting this institution, as well as gain insight into what types of exhibition methods this 

museum uses.  

The “Peace Through Unity” Memorial, erected on the Custer Battlefield in 2003, as well 

as Native gravestones on the battle site, are important to this study because they represent a 

Native-led movement for American Indians to be included in the memorialization of the historic 

battle, not just as enemies of General Custer, but as warriors in their own right. The Peace 

Through Unity Memorial is a perfect example of the fight for Native Americans to be included 

as writers of history, not just as victims or enemies of it.  According to a report from History 

professor and Battle of the Little Bighorn scholar Tim Lehman, the recognition of Indians on the 

battlefield was highly opposed by mainstream sources, arguing that the memorial would be 
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“‘indianizing’ the battlefield and the proposed memorial would be like ‘handing the Vietnam 

War memorial over to the Vietnamese’” (Lehman, 2011. p. 5). Eventually though, proponents for 

the memorial won, with the emphasis that it was meant to “not only be a tribute to the dead; it 

must contain a message for the living” (Lehman, 2011, p. 6). The structure that was built has 

openings towards each of the four cardinal directions, is round, and features marble panels with 

quotes from the tribes involved in the battle. A large bronze sculpture of four Spirit Warriors 

(three men on horseback, one woman handing up a shield) was also included.  

 
Research Process and Procedures 
 
 During all museum visits, I conducted two walkthroughs; the first was done rather 

quickly in order to gain an initial perception of the space, and the second was done more slowly 

so that I could stop and observe specific artifacts and exhibit designs more in-depth. I took oral 

and written notes in the field, both during and after the walkthroughs. At both the BBCW and the 

NMAI, it was necessary to take notes in sections because the facilities were so large. In general, I 

focused on three core aspects: the objects themselves, the way in which they were displayed, and 

any oral or textual explanations that were included with them. After each site visit, I transcribed 

the fieldnotes that were taken during my time at the museum, and added any additional 

impressions that occured during the visit. In order to aid with analysis, I took photographs of the 

exhibit sites, and gathered as much supplemental material as possible, including maps, 

brochures, floor plans, additional reading material, etc. This study has a high degree of validity 

because another researcher could easily replicate it.  
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Ethical Considerations 
 
 This paper attempts to discuss an incredibly complicated and nuanced topic, that of race 

and representation. Because I am white, and my skin color is different from the people who are 

the main focus of this paper, my experiences have not, and never will be, the same as theirs. I 

have attempted to approach this subject from a place of strong personal conviction that all people 

should be treated fairly, equally, and with as much dignity and respect for differing beliefs and 

values as possible. Scholar Brenda Trofanenko (2012) summed up the dilemma of all researchers 

when she said, “As critical researchers, we recognize we are not neutral, objective 

researchers…rather, we are passionate, positioned, and, at times, explicitly judgmental 

fieldworkers obliterating the customary distinction between the researchers and that being 

researched” (p. 145). However, this does not mean that researchers are not capable of 

maintaining an acceptable level of objectivity while conducting fieldwork, which is what this 

study attempts to do.  
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

 
 
How American Indian Identity is Defined in the Museum Setting 

In any museum exhibition, the representation of an abstract concept such as culture 

happens through three media: the objects, language, and layout of the exhibit. Producers – in this 

case, the curators – encode meanings into exhibits. 

 
Representation of Culture Through Symbols and Objects 
 
 The symbols and objects presented by a museum to represent Native American culture 

are encoded with meanings that shape viewers’ perceptions of First Nations people. As has been 

discussed previously, when objects are put on display, their meanings are transformed from what 

they were meant to symbolize in every day life to what they symbolize when they are on display, 

which more often than not is ownership and commodity. The symbols used by museums are 

ingrained with learned meanings and values; symbols and objects become social products. 

Objects in this case act as symbols because they are full of connotative meanings that exhibitors 

and viewers force upon them. In the regular flow of life, American Indian objects have 

denotative value – they are literally meant for use, like a spoon is used as an eating utensil or a 

blanket is used for warmth. When these same objects are put on display, however, only their 

associative meanings really become important; a spoon is a symbol for how Native peoples used 

all materials available to them to make tools, and a blanket becomes a symbol for Native 

American artistry. These objects are transformed into cultural symbols that set the stage for 

defining the social roles that American Indians played and still play, and their displayed objects 

make up a wider fabric of representation.  
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National Museum of the American Indian 
 

Objects are displayed in such a way at the NMAI that they want to show an active role 

performance of First Nations people. Most of the exhibits at the national museum attempt to 

display Native American objects in their practical uses and states. For example, a bowl used by a 

Hupa man was displayed in the context of his grinding corn for the evening meal, which would 

have been the purpose of the bowl in the regular flow of life. An Anishinaabe (Chippewa) family 

of mannequins was displayed wearing their best-beaded garments, but they were in the proper 

setting for wearing those clothes, which is during an important ceremony. They are actively 

participating in a large aspect of the tribe’s culture. Even in instances where objects were not 

displayed in an active manner with mannequins, there were always pictures (or sometimes 

videos) of the objects in use. Q’eq’chi (Mayan) jewelry was displayed as one would think of as 

‘traditionally,’ where the objects were set against a background and beneath glass for viewing. 

However, right next to the jewelry was picture of a Native woman wearing those same pieces. A 

totem pole originating from the Mapuche culture of Chile, South America is displayed, but there 

is a video shown right below it that details how the sculpture was made and the cultural 

significance that it has. The overall message that is encoded in the way that these physical 

objects at the NMAI are displayed is that these objects played a role in the everyday life of 

Native peoples, and are not just for looking at. The objects assist Native American tribes in 

fulfilling their cultural traditions, and it is emphasized that the artifacts are integrally connected 

to the community as a whole.  

The objects used at the NMAI also shape perceptions about the social roles that First 

Nations people occupy in both their own tribes, and within society as a whole. The museum 

shows, through display, that Native American culture is separate and different from mainstream 



 

 

46 

American society, but that both cultures share some common themes and roles. There are many 

social objects that are portrayed at the NMAI, many of which are similar to social objects that are 

found in mainstream American society. In almost all of the displays, different times in a person’s 

life (childhood, adulthood, elder, and life after death) are symbolized either through the use of 

the four directions or four different colors (varying depending on nation). For example, in Lakota 

philosophy, prayers are sent to the four directions, each one of which is associated with a “life 

cycle, a season, an animal nation, and a human value” (John Around Him – NMAI Community 

Curator, 1999, wall display). For the Lakota nation, the direction East, or wiyohiyanpata, is 

yellow, and signifies not only the human phase of childhood, but also Spring, the eagle, and the 

principle of generosity. Likewise, South (itokagata) is white in color, and represents youth or 

adolescence, the wolf, Summer, and fortitude; West (wiyohpeyata), black in color, is 

representative of adulthood, the buffalo, Fall, and bravery; and finally North (waziyata), colored 

white in order to signify the old age and white hair of elders, the bear, Winter, and wisdom. 

The different social roles, as described above, that a Native person plays in his/her life 

are important to the tribe, and with each social object, there are also physical objects displayed. 

For example, in the childhood phase of the Pueblo people (New Mexico), toys and games were 

displayed, emphasizing the social role of being a child in the tribe, and child being a social 

object. On the other end with the Pueblo life after death phase, being a spirit is a social role, and 

is reinforced with the physical objects displayed with that role, such as totems and dream 

catchers. Each social object comes with its own social class (i.e. elders ranking higher than 

children), and lifestyle. The NMAI emphasizes that there are a wide variety of roles that First 

Nations people play within their own tribes, and they use objects and symbols to accomplish 

that.  
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 The NMAI emphasizes that Native Americans occupy a social role in mainstream society 

as well. It is quite clear that, through the use of video and photographs, the NMAI is 

demonstrating that First Nations have always been – and continue to be – vibrant players in 

society, and that they should be acknowledged as such. The physical objects that tribes use in 

everyday life, along with their abstract objects like religion and spirituality, still have meaning in 

today’s world. The ‘modernization’ of Native peoples by the NMAI is important to note because 

it shows a clear break from the museum exhibitions of the past, where American Indians were 

portrayed as extinct relics. There are clearly emic voices at play here; the displays and the 

physical location and placement of objects are informed by the experiences of the tribe 

represented. 

 The layouts of the exhibits at the NMAI also act as a symbol for how Native Americans 

are represented at the institution. All of the exhibitions there – and in fact the building itself – are 

rounded; there are no sharp corners anywhere. As a result of this architecture, there are no clear 

leads that direct viewers from one place to another; it is up to the audience to determine their 

own directions. The NMAI uses one of the most integral parts of the museum – the floor plan – 

to make a point about resisting traditional ways of exhibiting Native Americans. The rounded 

corners of the building and the unclear exhibit paths are meant to reinforce to the viewer that 

Native cultures do not delineate their lives into clear-cut boxes; rather, they see life and their 

place in the universe as one flowing unit. This also fits with many tribes’ philosophy that time is 

a holistic entity where the past and the present are a combined unit; again, there is no delineation. 

The NMAI brings this concept to the forefront not just through their layout, but also by not 

making the dates of the objects they display very obvious. The date of origin does not matter, 

because for the Native tribe, the object’s past is its present.  
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Buffalo Bill Center of the West  
 
 The BBCW took a more historical and traditional approach when displaying their 

physical objects, and thus encoded more of a static message about Native American tribes. 

Objects were, for the most part, grouped together by theme, such as “Sustenance” or “Lessons 

for Life,” rather than by specific tribe. Also, they were generally displayed singularly, meaning 

that the objects were not shown in an active context, like for instance someone using it or 

wearing it, but rather emphasized for its own individual characteristics. For example, a Lakota 

(Sioux) spoon made out of cow horn was displayed with a Southern Plains gourd ladle, along 

with some other eating utensils; in this case, the objects’ functions are emphasized, rather than 

their role within the wider context of culture. The utensils are symbols of sustenance. The 

makers of the objects are not as emphasized as the actual objects themselves. This type of 

exhibition would probably be categorized as developmental, because there is a concentration on 

particular objects to illustrate different themes, especially evolution of the group from Plains 

dwellers to a society decimated by white colonization.   

 The BBCW uses their objects, both physical and social, to talk about the social roles that 

Plains Indian people played (and still play) in the tribe. Again, themes rather than roles in 

specific tribes are emphasized. For instance, men and women’s tribal societies (similar to 

exclusive clubs) are talked about by grouping artifacts specific to those societies in one display. 

Plains children are social objects that are symbolized through physical artifacts, like children’s 

clothing or toys. Barring the modern art that is displayed, most social roles at the BBCW are 

looked at through a historical lens. However, this is not to say that there is no recognition of 

modern Plains nations. In many sections of the museum there were pictures of modern tribe 

members, such as a young Apsalooke (Crow) woman graduating from college, and Native 
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children playing on computers. There were also some videos showing a modern powwow and 

traditional Plains dancing, along with a section for modern Plains Indian art. These objects were 

first categorized into “modern” sections, and then displayed, rather than displayed throughout the 

whole museum. 

 The layout of the exhibitions at the BBCW also plays a role in the representation of First 

Nations peoples. Unlike at the NMAI, there is a clear and obvious path that visitors are 

encouraged to follow. The exhibits themselves show a progression from one mode of life to 

another: undisturbed Plains life, the encroachment of white settlers, forced removal and 

genocide, and change from living in tipis to building permanent cabins. There is a very atomistic 

sense of time in the BBCW’s exhibits; that is to say, there is a sharp division between the past 

and the present, and objects are used to accomplish this. In the first section, viewers can see 

crude, handmade tools, a traditional tipi, and clothing adorned with elk teeth and porcupine quills 

rather than the more modern glass beads. Further down the path, viewers start to see iron tools, 

guns, and other artifacts that had to be traded with settlers for. This slow progression continues, 

eventually ending at a log cabin that is similar to all settlers’ cabins. The objects are encoded 

with meaning and used to create a certain representation of Native American Plains tribes. 

Unlike at the NMAI, there is no clear or deliberate distinction made between traditional museum 

exhibitions of American Indians, and more modern representations.  

 
Custer Battlefield Museum  
 
 The CBM also took a historical and traditional approach to their exhibition of Native 

artifacts. While there are many objects belonging to the warriors and soldiers for both sides of 

the Battle of the Little Bighorn, there are even more items that simply represent the culture of the 

different tribes that were involved. For instance, though there are objects like war hammers, 
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bullets, and war bundles that were collected from the battlefield by people after the fact and 

which are exhibited here, there are also items like moccasins, shirts, pipes, toys, and more that 

are cultural items that belonged to many tribes in the area, who also happened to fight in the 

battle. For the most part there are really no overarching themes present in the museum, besides 

some displays and objects that talk specifically about white and Native leaders in the battle. The 

exhibitions at the CBM should be classified as display/open storage exhibits, where the museum 

sets out all of its objects regardless of age, provenance, or theme. Though there is no overarching 

connection between many of the exhibits except that everything in the museum belongs to a 

Native group, objects are still connected to each other and broader cultural values and meanings. 

They are not displayed singularly, with emphasis on their individual characteristics, but rather 

are grouped together by their function, and more importantly, their purpose in the Native 

community that they come from. The message that is encoded in an exhibition like this one is 

that American Indians can be represented through their historical objects, because those same 

historical objects – like a medicine or tobacco bundle, both of which are displayed – are still used 

by their Native communities.  

 Though the CBM does not directly address Native Americans’ occupation of social roles 

in mainstream society, it does talk about the social roles that certain people occupy within a tribe. 

Specifically, the museum uses many of its physical objects to create impressions and 

representations of particular people, such as Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull, who were both 

instrumental to the outcome of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. For example, the war items of 

several of the leaders, like a war shield and a parfleche, are used to demonstrate the leader’s 

warring capabilities, but a peace pipe and a tobacco bag are also used to illustrate the leader’s 

willingness to accept a peaceful solution for his tribe. Physical artifacts, put together, are used to 



 

 

51 

create different social objects, such as chief, war leader, and peacemaker. Although most of the 

social and physical objects are looked at through a historical narrative lens, there is also an 

underlying sense that the Native voice is still important because of the connections that are made 

between the physical object itself, and the history of use that is attached with it. A pair of 

moccasins is not just important because of its intended function as footwear, but also because 

they represent an important social function for the women of the tribe – beading – which is still 

important to tribes people today. Native American peoples are subtly speaking for themselves 

through the objects that are displayed.  

 The layout of both the museum exhibitions and the battlefield memorial to First Nations 

people are important. The museum itself is not set up in any particular order; similar to the 

NMAI, the viewer is able to move about anywhere, and is not directed onto a linear path. On the 

battlefield, the Peace Through Unity memorial is set up as a circle, and the viewer can enter into 

the circle at certain points on the arc. The openings are symbolic because they represent the 

cardinal directions. Both of these layout types represent once again many Native Americans’ 

cultural practice of viewing time as a holistic element, with the past and present combined and 

entwined forever into one unit.  

 
Representation of Culture Through Language 
 

As discussed, language is a critical medium through which ideas and representations are 

communicated. The producers, which in this case are the exhibitors, encode specific meanings 

through the language that they choose to use on text panels, in videos, and on labels throughout 

their specific institutions. Here, I rely on Hall’s definition of language as a “sign-vehicle that is 

used to convey meanings and messages” (Hall, 2014, p. 91). In other words, meaning relies on 

representations through language, and is produced and exchanged in various forms in a museum 
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exhibit. Discourse is used in these museums to represent the relations and conditions that the 

producers consider meaningful.  

 
National Museum of the American Indian 
 
 Language at the NMAI is very deliberately and carefully used in order to generate the 

idea that Native peoples are still alive and well, and face modern social challenges. In the Our 

Universes exhibit, where eight tribes are represented individually and talked about in-depth, 

there is very little third-person narration. The voice of an objective curator is never heard, either 

through the label copy or speaking. All of the objects (physical, social, and abstract) are 

described by members of the tribes through direct quotations incorporated into the labels or the 

display, or even heard through speakers in different parts of the exhibit. For example, in the 

Anishinaabe (Wisconsin) section, women’s roles in the tribes are explained via a quote from a 

tribal member in the year 2000: “Women are the carriers of life. When you go back in history, 

everything that was passed on for us to practice as traditional people – the drum, the pipe – it was 

always to the women that it was handed down. We have to respect them.” Utilizing this type of 

first-person narrative, which is imbued with all the cultural knowledge and values of the tribe, 

represents First Nations people as people who live in modernity, but see the modern world 

through the lens of their ancient traditions and practices. Because American Indians are speaking 

for themselves, they become the exhibitors of their own culture. The NMAI is quite progressive 

for using this method; they incorporate what they call “community curators,” people from 

specific tribes that design and narrate the exhibits themselves. The voices are emic: subjective 

and first person, with multiple voices describing events as they are understood by the participants 

themselves.  
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 Another important aspect of the language used at the NMAI is that native languages were 

incorporated into the exhibits, and in fact were made just as prominent as the English copy. For 

example, the deliberate use of native languages is very obvious in the Our Universes exhibit, 

where the native name for objects is always given before the English description. A good 

example is seen in the Yup’ik (Alaska) section, where activities are described first in the Yup’ik 

language – iqvaryaraq, neqsuryarq, and pissuryaraq – and then in their English counterparts – 

berry picking, fishing, and hunting. Additionally, the tools for these activities, such as qaltaq 

(bucket), yurarcuun nacaq (salmon mask), and elqiaq (hunting hat), are also described, first in the 

Native language and then in English. Throughout the Great Inka Road: Engineering an Empire 

exhibit, Spanish label copy appears side-by-side with the English narrative because Spanish is 

the language primarily used by modern-day Incans. In both exhibits, oral narratives can be heard 

in differing native languages, with an English translation provided afterwards. By stressing the 

idea that the Native language is the proper way to present the culture, and the English copy 

provided is simply a translation rather than the other way around, the museum is highlighting the 

centrality of the Native voice to the exhibit. The meanings derived from this deliberate use of 

native terms and native voices is that Native Americans are representing themselves, rather than 

being represented by an objective third party.  

 The Nation to Nation: Treaties Between the United States and American Indian Nations 

exhibit also used language in a slightly different, but still deliberate, way. When discussing 

different topics for each treaty, such as land, negotiators, or outcome, the NMAI separates the 

theme into two sections: the Native viewpoint, and the viewpoint of the United States. Even 

though in this exhibit there is often a third person talking rather than Natives themselves, there is 

a conscious effort to provide both sides of the story. However, deeper into the exhibit, when 
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topics like displacement and forced migration onto reservations are talked about, Native voices 

are once again incorporated, with first person experiences and quotes used. The use of differing 

perspectives in the language used conveys the message that both the Native voice and the 

American voice are important.  

 
Buffalo Bill Center of the West  
 
 As fitting with their more traditional approach, the language used at the BBCW has more 

third-person description than the previous museum, although personal quotes are still used 

throughout. A mixture of etic and emic voices appear in this institution: there is an objective 

historical narrative that describes events as if the narrator were standing above them, but there 

are multiple native voices used as well. Themes such as daily life, migration, connection to 

nature, and social roles are all approached first from an objective curator’s point of view, with 

Native quotes acting as supplementary material that reinforce points. For example, when the 

museum broaches the topic of what a Hidatsa earth lodge is and how it works, there is first a 

third-person description of what an earth lodge village would have been like in the late 1800’s, 

and then below it is a quote from a woman of the Hidatsa tribe describing the specific layout of a 

lodge. The quote makes a cultural connection by saying, “We thought an earth lodge was alive 

and had a spirit like a human body, and that its front was like a face, with the door for mouth.” In 

using both language approaches in the same exhibit, the BBCW is establishing itself as a 

traditional, academic institution that also acknowledges that the Native perspective is important.  

The curator’s voice is most obvious and interesting in the Whitney Western Art Gallery, 

however, because it is here where value judgments are subtly made via language usage. The 

BBCW’s Art Gallery displays artwork that was done in late 17th to early 20th centuries, and thus 

the representations of American Indians in those art pieces are congruent with what one would 
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expect to find in early Western art. Native Americans are portrayed stereotypically, with aspects 

of different cultures mixed into one figure without regard for origin or cultural sensitivity. 

However, the curators make a conscious decision to address these stereotypical representations, 

and they use the third-person voice to accomplish that. For example, underneath one painting 

titled “Indian Mother and Child,” painted by William de la Montagne Cary sometime in the mid- 

to late 1800s or early 1900s, the exhibitor straightforwardly points out that the picture is a 

stereotypical and inaccurate picture of Native life, and that during the time period this painting, 

artists “represented American Indians with little variation.” In a larger picture of a battle between 

Native Americans and cavalry soldiers, the curator tells the viewer that the painter’s placement 

of Indian warriors on the edges of the canvas reflects common “late 19th century views of Plains 

Indian people at the periphery of society.” Even though the Native perspective is not 

incorporated into the exhibit with quotes, the curator attempts to acknowledge the stereotypical 

representations of many aspects of American Indian society.  

 The BBCW does not incorporate a lot of native language into any of its exhibits, and 

there is none in its label copy. All of the objects are described in English terms and ideas. 

However, there are areas in the Plains Indian section where oral stories are told by tribal 

members, or objects and ideas are explained by people who belong to the tribe. For instance, 

when the museum talks about the subject of a tipi, and how it is set up and used by different 

Plains tribes, an elderly Native woman’s voice narrates the label copy in English, so that visitors 

can both read and listen to the explanations. When powwows are discussed, native singers can be 

heard in the background, singing traditional dancing songs. There is not really an area where 

differing perspectives are offered, unless its different Native perspectives about the same event, 

such as reservation life. Overall, even though the BBCW makes an effort to present Native 
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Americans as subjects and determinants of their own reality, the total effect is that American 

Indians are presented as objects themselves, with their reality, identity, and history defined by 

others.  

 
Custer Battlefield Museum  
 
 Interestingly, at the Custer Battlefield Museum, the point of view is mostly a third-person 

narrator. Events are described as a historical narrative, from a bird’s eye point of view. Although 

there are scattered quotes and first person accounts of Native life throughout the museum, the 

majority of the discourse is written as from an objective curatorial perspective. Events 

concerning the battle, as well as descriptions of specific objects and artifacts, are all 

dispassionate and unbiased. This fits with a traditional approach to museum curating. Language 

is used to give detailed information about objects’ uses and purposes, and ultimately Native 

culture is represented through an array of object descriptions. The CBM is not unlike the Buffalo 

Bill Center in that it incorporates first person accounts of the battle into the overarching story of 

the exhibit, but the exhibitor’s descriptions rather than the quotes are meant to command the 

main focus of the viewer. Through an unknown narrator, the museum defines Native American 

realities. However, on the battlefield, it seems that Native American reality is defined by the 

tribes themselves. This is emphasized on the First Nations memorial, where not only are 

accounts of the battle on the Native side given, but also justifications for why the battle occurred 

in the first place. For example, Ta Sunke Witko (Crazy Horse) is quoted on the memorial:  

We did not ask you white men to come here. The Great Spirit gave us this country as a 
home. You had yours … We did not interfere with you. We do not want your civilization!  
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There is a longer narrative about this same chief, which describes him as engaging in battle in 

order to “preserve a way of life for the Lakota Oyate.” The Native perspective plays an important 

role in this case, and is emphasized in the memorial on the battlefield.  

Descriptions in native languages are scarce, but they are present in different areas of both 

the CBM and the battlefield. In the museum itself, the native names of all the First Nations 

peoples are given, although they do come secondary to the English pronunciation; one example 

is that of Sitting Bull, whose native name, Tatanka Iyotanka, is given in parentheses whenever he 

is referred to. There are a few instances, like when important Native figures are quoted (like 

Sitting Bull again), where the Native translation is given first, and the English version is given 

underneath it. Again similar to the Buffalo Bill Center, no objects are described with their native 

names, but instead are referred to in English terms and references. On the American Indian 

memorial, which is situated on the battlefield itself, there are many quotes and accounts that are 

given first in the native language, and then in English. Tribe members are referred to first by 

their native names, with English descriptions less prominent but still present.  

 Both in the museum and out on the battlefield, the exhibitors make a strong effort to 

portray both the Native and the United States perspectives. The exhibits themselves are 

composed of a mixture of artifacts from both the white soldiers of Custer’s 7th Cavalry, and 

objects belonging to the different First Nations tribes that fought. In one section the exhibit there 

is section called “Political Leaders in a Clash of Cultures,” where the perspectives of Lakota 

leader Sitting Bull and U.S. President Ulysses S. Grant are both presented. On the battlefield 

itself, signs display the battle strategies of both the U.S. Army and the Indian encampment, and 

do not give preference to either one or the other. Differing perspectives are also presented by 

way of the memorials that were set up both the white soldiers and the Native warriors who were 
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killed, although they were built at different times (1881 vs. 2003). Gravestones for both sides are 

placed across the battlefield; both acknowledge that the spot is the final resting place of a solider, 

although the Native stones are more detailed, having both the person’s name, as well as an 

acknowledgement that the warrior fell while “defending the [tribe’s name] way of life.”  

 
The Intervention of Ideologies in the Exhibition of American Indians  
 

Ideology as Stuart Hall defines it – “the moment that occurs when codes have become 

profoundly naturalized, when through habitual use they have developed an appearance of 

equivalence with their referents so that instant recognition occurs” (Makus, 1990, p. 497) – plays 

a large role in shaping how Native Americans are represented in exhibits at different institutions. 

Specific museums have different ways that they would like to encode representations of First 

Nations people. Like Hall states, these representations that are imbued with differing ideologies 

that can be shaped by the background knowledge and experiences of the producers, the emotions 

of the viewer, the wider socio-cultural context in which the museum is situated, and prevalence 

of the specific codes that are used. Museums can also have their own reasons for representing 

cultures a certain way.  

 
National Museum of the American Indian  
 
 The NMAI, by its very existence, has established itself as a counterculture museum. In 

building an institution where American Indians represent themselves, rather than being 

represented by a third party, this museum put itself on a very definite path for how it wants to 

exhibit First Nations culture. Hall would describe this coding position as oppositional, where the 

message of the exhibit is presented in a globally contrary way. The NMAI wants viewers to look 

at Native American culture differently than they would at another institution. Because the 
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exhibits are curated by Natives themselves, it stands to reason that their own values and beliefs 

would be woven throughout their representation in the institution. The combination of first 

person experiences, the use of native language, and the specific symbols and objects used all 

create a counterculture ideology. The NMAI attempts to challenge the ingrained cultural codes of 

viewers who have been habituated to look at American Indian culture a certain way. Being 

located in the heart of the nation’s capital helps this cause along; the NMAI’s ‘radical’ stance is 

welcomed, and perhaps even expected, in a place that known for its progressiveness and liberal 

mindset. This museum does not really want to be a neutral, objective space, but rather a space 

that challenges the idea that museums cannot take specific stances on issues. Ultimately, this 

museum is situationally transcendent – it advocates for change, and makes it clear that Native 

Americans still exist.  

 
Buffalo Bill Center of the West 
 
 The BBCW, on the other hand, could be classified as taking a negotiated position, where 

traditional viewpoints of American Indians are acknowledged and at times even used, but it also 

takes its own stance on various issues. For instance, while the traditional third-person voice of an 

objective curator is used to tell most of the stories at the BBCW, it does attempt to incorporate 

native voices in some instances, and also makes a conscious effort to acknowledge stereotypical 

representation. American Indians are overall portrayed from a historical viewpoint, with most of 

the exhibits’ emphasis being on how past Native peoples lived on the Plains, rather than how 

they live now (with some exceptions). Viewers’ codes are not as challenged in this institution. 

Though the museum does publicly recognize that various Native scholars helped to collaborate 

on the exhibits, there is no obvious sign of that in the language that is used throughout the 

exhibit. The BBCW should be labeled as an establishment organization because its ideologies 
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reflect a traditional code that wants viewers to think it is offering objective, empirically and 

academically verifiable truths. One explanation of this could be that because this institution is 

located in a relatively conservative area, where codes about Native Americans in general are 

deeply ingrained into the wider culture, some of the conservative ideologies may be reflected in 

the museum’s exhibitions.  

 
Custer Battlefield Museum  
 
  The CBM also takes a negotiated position because it too, generally takes a traditional 

stance with its exhibitions. Similarly to the Buffalo Bill Center, there is almost always only one 

narrator, and its objects are exhibited and explained in terms of their English producer and 

viewer, rather than their Native maker. This institution falls into Hall’s category of an 

establishment organization, although with the incorporation of the Native memorial on the 

battlefield, it could almost be pushed over into the self-consciously liberal category. Most of the 

time the viewer’s codes about what constitutes proper Native American representation are not 

challenged, but there are instances – like with the Native memorial – where representation takes 

on more of a Native viewpoint. Finally, as with the museum discussed above, the location of this 

museum may play a part in the ideologies that it is attempting to impart. Though it is located on a 

reservation, which makes one automatically assume that there will be more of a Native 

viewpoint, this was not the case. In fact, it may be the very fact that this museum is located on a 

reservation that makes it take more of a traditional stance, for fear of seeming too biased. In  

Washington, D.C., it is almost expected that museums encourage debate and take liberal stances 

on the issues that are discussed within their walls. Consumers almost seem to expect it, and 

perhaps demand it. However, in a small reservation museum, which caters to a much more 

homogenous and conservative audience and by definition does not attract enormous crowds like 
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a national museum would, it is much harder to take a radical position for fear of alienating 

visitors and potentially losing business.  
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DISCUSSION 

 
 
 It is clear that museum exhibitions are powerful vehicles for creating and establishing 

representations of Native American culture. They create and contribute to many different 

representations of American Indian culture. They can break barriers or reinforce them, enforce 

certain codes of meaning or go against them completely. Exhibits are unique in that they are 

composed of many different elements, all of which are encoded with their own values and 

beliefs. American Indian histories and realities are mediated not only through language, but also 

through the use of objects and symbols, many of which were never meant for display. The 

combination of these modes of communication is very influential in shaping realities not only for 

the people displayed, but also for the audience viewing the exhibit. Exhibits function, ultimately, 

as social products that use symbols with learned meaning and values to shape consumer’s 

perceptions of Native American culture. 

 Using a symbolic environment made up of not only physical and social objects, but also 

abstract objects like culture and society, these three case study museums mediate their visitors’ 

relation to reality. The curators, through the display of artifacts in the exhibitions, interpret ideas 

and values about American Indian societies, and information is presented and encoded in such a 

way that it leads the viewer onto an already pre-determined path of preconceived ideas. We base 

our ideas about people, and groups of people, on the products that they surround themselves 

with, and each case study museum presents objects and symbols that are inherent to a specific 

role that Native Americans play in society. While the Buffalo Bill Center of the West and the 

Custer Battlefield Museum present Native Americans as playing the more traditional historic 

role, the National Museum of the American Indian attempts to transform American Indian roles 
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into ones that are relevant in the mainstream. The BBCW and CBM are using socially ingrained 

codes that have become naturalized in society to present the traditional image of the Native 

American, and the image is enforced through the use of artifacts that are inherent to that role. In 

contrast, the NMAI tries to persuade visitors to associate American Indians with a different, 

more modern role by using artifacts to tie Native societies to the current mainstream culture.    

Ideology also plays a large role in the formation of museum exhibits. The Buffalo Bill 

Center of the West and the Custer Battlefield Museum both take traditional approaches to 

exhibition, and the way that they display and talk about their objects reflects that. They both 

emphasize the importance of an academic approach, where events are not validated as reliable or 

self-evident truths unless they are described through objective, third-person historical narratives. 

These two institutions play into the philosophy that museums are holders of higher, authoritative 

truths, and perhaps do not realize that they are simply reflecting the wider socio-cultural views of 

how American Indians are “supposed” to be represented. The producers of these exhibits are 

reflecting the beliefs and attitudes of society, and thus are reinforcing the image of American 

Indians as a long gone culture. These codes have become naturalized through their habitual use.  

The National Museum of the American Indian, on the other hand, takes a radical 

approach to exhibition in that it completely disregards many aspects of traditional representation 

of First Nations people. The way that the museum displays objects, as well as its use of first-

person descriptions and stories, to create the sense that Native people are not only still alive, but 

thriving. While all three institutions exploit the connotative aspects of their collections, using the 

objects’ associative meanings in order to create specific visions of what Native cultures are like, 

the NMAI transforms those meanings and gives them back to the First Nations people to 

interpret. All objects that are taken out of their natural environment become transformed in their 
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meaning, but the NMAI attempts to give that meaning back, at least as much as possible, by 

using an array of Native voices  to explain the objects’ connections to the community. 

 
The Potentiality of The Other 
 
 As Collins writes, when peoples’ status as outsiders – as existing outside of mainstream 

culture – becomes their defining feature, there is the likelihood of that representation turning into 

a stereotype, which then provides justification for oppression. The very act of walking into a 

museum dedicated to the display of American Indians informs the Other, because it is a clear 

statement that there is something about this group of people that is different enough from the 

mainstream that an educational institution must dedicate resources towards trying to understand 

them. Native Americans are immediately put into the position of having to negotiate their place 

in society based on not only their skin color, but also their cultural practices and societal norms.  

However, all three institutions try to resist the representation of First Nations people as 

objects rather than human beings by incorporating at least a small piece of the Native voice into 

the exhibitions. Because of its position as a counterculture museum, the NMAI is most effective 

at combatting the controlling images of American Indians, which traditionally has been that of 

either a romantic savage or a dying cultural phenomenon. One of the ways that the NMAI tries to 

eradicate stereotypical views of Native Americans is by delineating between specific tribes; the 

objects of the Yup’ik from Alaska are distinguished from the artifacts of the Lakota in South 

Dakota and the Pueblo in New Mexico. Each tribe is talked about, and their specific languages 

and customs, such as emphasis on directions or colors, are incorporated into the exhibit. Most of 

all, it is clearly stressed that all of the old rituals and objects displayed are used in modern 

culture, and are not just relics of the past.  
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 The Buffalo Bill Center of the West, along with the Custer Battlefield Museum, also 

attempt to combat the image of Native Americans being an Other, but are not as effective as the 

national museum. The BBCW uses some images and videos of modern Plains Indian tribes to try 

and demonstrate that American Indians exist in modernity, but there are just not enough of them 

to really truly combat the stereotype. The production and encoding of messages into exhibits at 

the BBCW are controlled by Western society’s emphasis on the academic approach to exhibition 

being the proper way to represent culture. This traditional narrative produces an image of Native 

Americans as only a historical people, and the formal nature of the museum cements this 

representation into audiences’ minds. The Custer Battlefield Museum also feeds somewhat into 

this perpetuation of American Indians as an Other, but it is able to combat the stereotype more 

effectively because it connects objects to their uses in the modern world. The CBM also 

incorporates the perspectives of both white and Native American soldiers and cultures, which 

helps to mediate the gap that usually exists between the two. Just as the white soldiers were 

killed, so were the Native warriors; both sides were fighting for what they believed in, and this is 

highlighted both in the museum and on the battlefield.  

 
Exhibition Methods 
 
 To say that there is a “right” or “proper” way to talk about an entire culture of people is 

unreasonable, because there is no one culture; Native Americans are as diverse in their beliefs 

and societies as two countries on separate ends of the globe are. That is why they are called 

American Indian “Nations;” they are each as separate and different from each other as they are 

from mainstream American culture. Museums should give the authority and power to Native 

communities and have them determine their own representation. Community curators should 

absolutely be incorporated into any exhibition that would like to broach the subject of the 
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American Indian, as was done in the National Museum of the American Indian. Native peoples 

should be the ones to decide which artifacts are used (or not), how the objects are utilized in the 

exhibit, the language associated with those objects, and most importantly, Native peoples should 

have the ultimate authority in determining what the overall message of the exhibit is supposed to 

convey. Academic training should not determine whether or not a person has the right to speak 

on behalf of an entire nation of people. As one First Nations member said, “How dare non-

Indians claim us, we who are evidence, as their evidence, for their own interpretive needs. Why 

do they feel it is their place to be frustrated and even angry because their stories do not greet 

them in what … after all [should be] a Native space” (Barker and Dumont, 2006, p. 128).  

American Indians are unique in that they have multiple identities that are all distinct from 

each other; they are members of their nation, members of Native America, and also United States 

citizens. The traditional approach to exhibition seems to only focus on the fact that American 

Indians belong to a group of essentialized Others, rather than belonging to a unique tribal nation, 

or to American society. Museums say that the term ‘Native American’ means one thing, when in 

fact it means many things. Mainstream American society wants its academically trained curators 

to only focus on one aspect of Native American identity, and as this can in no way be an accurate 

portrayal, then Native Americans should be encouraged to represent themselves. As Barker and 

Dumont state, “We [American Indians] are the evidence and we will speak for ourselves, right 

here, right now” (2006, p. 126). Native voices should be the strongest aspect of any Native 

American exhibitions. This means more than just having Native “consultants,” which is what 

took place for the Buffalo Bill Center’s exhibitions; this means actually empowering Native 

community curators to build their own exhibits. According to Morrison (1997, p. 6), the elements 

a strong, accurate First Nations exhibition would include “an interdisciplinary perspective, 
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reconstruction of the American Indian experience, and a more complete description of how 

Native societies adapted to changing conditions,” along with the incorporation of more Native 

voices.  

The Custer Battlefield Museum brings forth a very compelling ethical issue as well. It has 

not only established itself as an authority on the Nations associated with the Battle of the Little 

Bighorn, but it also claims, in a non-direct manner, to be a tribally-run museum as well, which is 

not the case. There are no Native voices directly represented within the Custer Battlefield 

Museum; instead, there is only a non-Native curator who claims to speak on their behalf. The 

dilemma that then arises is whether or not it is better for this institution to continue to operate 

under the false assumption that it is tribally-run, or if it should be shut down altogether. Were the 

former to happen, visitors would continue to be presented with and influenced by a specific 

picture of the Nations involved in the Battle, but a form of Native representation would still 

exist. If the museum were to shut down completely, no form of the Native voice would exist 

about the Battle of the Little Bighorn except for the exhibits and monuments operated by the 

federal government; that in itself could present its own problems and challenges, considering the 

difficulties that American Indian nations had simply by trying to get the “Peace Through Unity” 

memorial erected.  

 Having American Indians represent themselves is one of the core tenets of the National 

Museum of the American Indian, and it is a position that all museums that talk about First 

Nations people should adopt. The NMAI “empower[s] Native Americans by allowing them to 

determine how their history, culture, and religion are presented to the rest of society” 

(Smithsonian Institution, 2000, p. 27). Even though the NMAI has positioned itself in today’s 

mainstream society as a counterculture museum, eventually its philosophies will hopefully be 



 

 

68 

adopted by other institutions and will eventually become the norm for how American Indians are 

represented. It is imperative that the smaller, local museums come to accept the NMAI’s format, 

for it is those museums that will have the most impact on transforming the institutionalized codes 

of both exhibit producers and viewers. Allowing the Native voice and code to dominate 

representation and discourse about First Nations groups will give American Indian all across the 

nation the opportunity to “function with a distinct identity and as real people in the larger society  

...  among the most hoped-for outcomes will be a greater sense of cultural and spiritual integrity” 

for all (Morrison, 1997, 400).  
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CONCLUSION 

 
 

The representation of Native Americans is an incredibly complicated and intricate issue. 

The very act of engaging in an exhibition means that authority is granted to a curator, Native or 

not, who is imbued with the authority to make a judgment on how best to interpret history. 

Museums reflect and refract the values of the community and culture in which they are situated, 

and so it is almost inevitable that certain stereotypes and representations will occur, unless the 

institution makes a concerted and conscious effort to go in the opposite direction. The National 

Museum of the American Indian has certainly faced its fair share of criticism, especially by 

people who prefer more of a traditional, Western approach to exhibition. One visitor commented 

that “the museum’s efforts to shatter stereotypes…may, in fact, be perpetuating them, 

particularly the romantic, New age notion of ‘Indian’ as a great spiritual warrior” (Trofanenko, 

2012, p. 147). Another critic of the NMAI stated that the museum’s exhibitions allow “native 

people to self-represent at the expense of adequate representations of history, [and they provide] 

little foundational knowledge about Indigenous peoples (Trofanenko, 2012, p. 143).  

 This project had several limitations. Due to the enormous amount of scholarship that 

exists that discusses the representation of Native Americans in mainstream society, it was 

impossible to incorporate all of it in a study of this size. The portrayal of American Indian 

culture in museums is so nuanced that it was difficult to choose which aspects to focus on. It 

would have been ideal to visit a larger distribution of museums in the area, or even perhaps 

across the country, but due to time and budget restrictions, a project of that magnitude was not 

feasible.  
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In terms of future study, it would be worthwhile if researchers were able to incorporate 

the “decoder” into the overall communicative process of museum exhibitions. It would be 

interesting to find out, whether by directly asking visitors or having them complete a survey, 

what objectives they are really trying to achieve by visiting a museum. Determining what types 

of values and ideas that visitors seek from objects would go a long ways toward helping us to 

understand how people decode the messages of exhibits, and whether or not their interpretations 

of the message fit what the exhibitors are trying to say. Future researchers might also consider 

interviewing the curators of each museum’s Native American collection in order to see what 

their policies and practices are in regards to representation. Interviewing visitors to see how they 

interpret exhibits could also help researchers begin to determine the decoding portion of the 

meaning process, which has only been briefly touched on in this study.  
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