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1

Contesting Knowledge
Museums and Indigenous Perspectives

susan sleeper-smith

At the time of European encounter, the first residents of the Americas 
were divided into at least 2,000 cultures. The original inhabitants of the 
Western Hemisphere did not conceive of themselves as one or even several
nations. Most people knew very little about distant communities—aware-
ness was often circumscribed by kin and trade networks. Consequently, 
because Indigenous peoples did not possess a collective vision of them-
selves, the idea of the Indian or Indians emerged as a white image or ste-
reotype. Indians became a single entity for the purposes of description 
and analysis.

Simultaneously, by categorizing all Indigenous people as Indians, the 
newcomers downplayed the differences between Indigenous peoples, lead-
ing to a centuries-long confusion and a melding of fundamentally incor-
rect ways of understanding human societies. When Columbus applied 
the term Indian to people in the Caribbean, its use became embedded in 
narratives of encounter and has continued to the present day. Even early 
eyewitness accounts that described a specific tribe or community were 
generalized and often evolved as descriptive of all Indians. Present-day 
people who use the word Indian have little idea of the diversity of cultures
and of tribal communities that this term encompasses.

Global expansion created new notions about human nature and em-
bedded knowledge: about the types of societies that met across this stage
of encounter in a wealth of objects that were collected from “foreign” 
cultures and transported to Europe. Many objects were received through
the traditional exchange of goods; and, like written narratives, these ob-
jects were displayed as a way of telling stories about Indians. Museums, 
like literary texts, were also purposefully constructed to tell stories about
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2 sleeper-smith

Western, rather than Indigenous, society. When the objects collected for 
“cabinets of curiosity” were moved from the private to the public sphere, 
they visually reinforced the stereotypes associated with Indians. Notions 
about the “primitive” nature of Indian society influenced what was col-
lected and how it was displayed. Most frequently, Indigenous peoples were
described in terms of deficiencies. Consequently, Indians were measured
against the ideals of Western society; and whether describing beliefs, val-
ues, or institutions, they were measured against the institutions that West-
ern society most cherished about themselves at the time.

The public museum became a meeting ground for official and formal 
versions of the past. Because history was constructed through objects, 
curators created the interpretative context for each object. Objects that 
were placed in museums were initially decontextualized and made to tell
an evolutionary narrative about the progress of Western societies and 
the primitiveness of Indigenous communities. Museums functioned as 
powerful rhetorical devices that created dominant and often pathologi-
cal allegiances to a cultural ideal. In the first section of this volume, Ray 
Silverman shows how these essays explore stereotypes about Indigenous 
people who shaped the early period of contact. In both Brazil and South 
Africa, violence was perpetuated against Native peoples and “just wars” 
were rationalized as a means of imposing a “civilized” order on Indige-
nous space. For instance, the inscription of “primitive” behaviors, which 
described Indigenous people as cannibals, raises important issues about 
how public exhibition space functioned. In displays of human beings as 
objects, we see how Africans were not silenced even when they allowed 
themselves to be exhibited. As Zine Magubane tells us,

Those denied the opportunity to express themselves verbally used their
bodies, facial expressions, and other nonverbal forms of communica-
tion to show that they were sentient beings who knew how humiliat-
ing their circumstance was and who wished to live differently. Those 
who mastered the language and mores of English society were more 
direct. They challenged the supremacy of English culture and values. 
They demonstrated their awareness of the shortcomings of English so-
ciety. And they, like their silenced brethren, insisted on the necessity 
of independence and self-determination. Others chose the path of si-

Copyrighted Material Contesting Knowledge
Museums and Indigenous Perspectives

Edited by Susan Sleeper-Smith

Buy the book

ecorwin1
Underline

http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Contesting-Knowledge,674092.aspx


Contesting Knowledge 3

lence—showing their displeasure through a deliberate refusal to en-
gage. And still others, like Ota Benga, chose death.

In the Western exhibition of colonized people, the Indigenous voice could
not be silenced. Initially, there were no Indigenous museums that de-
scribed the horrors associated with colonization. As Jacki Rand points 
out, in the second section of this volume, it was only in the mid-twen-
tieth century that Indigenous people were invited to share power with 
museum professionals. Museums that sought Indigenous consultation 
encouraged Native people to make a case for their own humanity and to 
educate others about ties to ancestral lands. The founding of the National
Museum of the American Indian made an attempt to speak directly to the
problematized space of public museums and to the troubled relationship
between Native and non-Native people. While the National Museum of 
the American Indian (nmai) aspires to a mutually interactive voice that 
incorporates the museum’s professional staff and Native collaborators, the
viability of that partnership has often been problematic. The central loca-
tion of the museum on the mall has transformed the Indian into a promi-
nent public figure, but often the incorporation of multiple storylines into
one narrative has constrained the multiplicity of those voices that create 
those narratives.

In section three, Brenda Child describes the dramatic contrast between
the National Museum of the American Indian and the movement toward
the creation of tribal museums. Tribal museums represent one of the most
effective ways of serving diverse communities. Each Indigenous nation 
possesses a distinct historical tradition, and it is the tribal museum that 
embodies Indigenous perspectives and serves the more varied needs of 
individual communities. Tribal museums function as preservation proj-
ects that teach traditional narratives and lifeways and, above all, serve 
the needs of the individual communities. Educating the broader public 
remains part of the tribal museum project, although it is no longer at the
heart of these newer museums.

The last section of this volume is devoted to exploring how tribal mu-
seums have changed since the early days of the 1960s and 1970s. As the 
beneficiaries of enhanced public awareness and changing educational pri-
orities, they have increasingly functioned as both museums and centers 
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4 sleeper-smith

of community life. All of these museums are remarkable because in their
diversity they testify to the ongoing revitalization of Native life.

Many of the changes that are apparent in the museums across North 
America are also evident across the global landscape. The demand to cre-
ate alternative narratives and to give force to formerly colonized peoples 
parallels the same issues that have evolved in Indian Country. Indigenous
museums founded within communities remind us that colonized land-
scapes were once the homelands of these oppressed peoples. While muse-
ums may have emerged as part of the original colonial project, they have
been put to new purposes. Their reinvention parallels the changes that 
are taking place in Indian Country. Whether it is South Africa or all of 
Africa, Mexico and Brazil or all of South America, Indigenous people are
using museums to emerge from invisibility and to deconstruct the coloni-
zation narrative from the viewpoint of the oppressed. At the heart of these 
projects is a multiplicity of voices, a variety of narratives, and the use of 
museums as tools of revitalization. While techniques vary, the ability to 
construct meaningful narratives, defined by a variety of perspectives, has
led to a global surge in the number of tribal museums.

These chapters were presented as papers on September 24, 2007, at the 
Newberry Library as part of the CIC/Newberry Library American In-
dian Studies Fall Symposium entitled Indigenous Past and Present: First 
Annual Symposium, Contesting Knowledge: Museums and Indigenous 
Perspectives. The symposium was organized and supported by the CIC–
American Indian Studies Consortium. The CIC–AIS Consortium fac-
ulty are drawn from the Big Ten universities and the University of Chi-
cago, and they share an interest in American Indian Studies. This pool 
of CIC faculty relies on the consortium to foster faculty research and to 
share in the training of graduate students. CIC faculty teach workshops, 
seminars, and encourage networking across the graduate student body 
through the annual spring graduate conference. Additional information 
about the CIC–AIS Consortium is located on their website: http://www 
.msu.edu/~cicaisc.

This symposium has been supported by the CIC–Liberal Arts and Sci-
ences Deans and their support has generously been supplemented by 
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the administration of the Michigan State University campus. Our sin-
cere thanks to Dean Karen Klomparens, the dean of Graduate Studies; 
Paulette Granberry Russell, the director and senior advisor to the presi-
dent for diversity; Kim Wilcox, the provost of Michigan State University;
Doug Estry, office of the associate provost for undergraduate education; 
and Ian Gray, vice president for research and development.
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