




















~ CONCLUSION:
NEW ETHIC

tural self-determination of Native Peoples.)” New theories in anthropology
now question “once-assumed objectivity,” art history 1s less hierarchical and
“emerging scholarship more closely reflects Native Americans’ traditional no-
tions of artistic expression, in which art is an integral element of life’18

Extending Handler’s and Hill's observations to private collections of Na-
tive American artifact, it follows that the value attached to an object 1s not in-
trinsic to it but solely meaningful within a Western conceptual framework of
“collecting,” since the material has been contextually severed from function
and culture of origin.

NAGPRA is a door to legal revolution in that it not only requires West-
ern institutions to honor the rights of Native Americans to manage their own
cultural patrimony, but also summons scholars and collectors to review their
conceptual frameworks and assumptions.

The meaning of collecting and the value of interpreting ethnographic
material are no longer as obvious as they were in the past, and the practices not
as clearly defined. This is a hard pill to swallow for conservative collectors and

scholars, yet this is where we are.

Museums, scholars, and collectors still discuss the relevance of “comprehen-
sive” Native American collections in order to satisfy educational, applied, and
aesthetic passions. The question of whether NAGPRA 1s creating an obsta-
cle or even destroying the possibility for comprehensive collections has been
posed 1n any event.

We know that the limitations of NAGPRA negate the possibility for a
museum to possess a - complete” collection. But, what is the loss? From a
scholarly point of view, it has been argued, an object’s decontextualization can
provide neither complete nor accurate information. What value 1s there in
amassing objects under the pretext of knowledge and scholarship when the
methodology is faulty at its core? Is it possible for collectors to amass a “valu-
able” body of artifacts or American Indian art? Can one put together a col-
lection ethically?

You cannot put together a collection ethically if you confine yourself to the
conceptual framework of traditional scholarship and connoisseurship and an
antiquated ethic of collecting. Until recently, comprebensive collections at-
tempted to include Indigenous matertals relating to all aspects of lifeways. Yet
knowledge about them has been limited to anthropological and archaeologi-
cal field notes, or dealer and auction house provenance, if any.

I must ask, then, if one cannot possess a comprehensive collection as de-
fined above, what is the loss? What is the value of amassing objects under the
pretext of aesthetic or love of culture when we know that an item is acquired
despite the protestations of its original cultures? Is that not a contradiction, in

addition to being mr.::rrally untenable?
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On the other hand, you can achieve a collection of “value” if you create
new standards and approaches toward acquisition of material and its relevant
data. A new ethic of collecting that includes reciprocity and the proactive par-
ticipation on the part of the collector in identifying from primary sources,
such as Native Americans, what it is appropriate to possess. Native Americans
do have select items of sensitivity. The repatriation of masks, wampum, pipes,
ceremonial regalia, and cultural patrimony, such as the Zuni War Gods, has be-
come the backbone of reculturalization for surviving cultures. Museum per-
sonnel across the nation are discovering the excitement of the new information
torthcoming as a result of interpersonal communications and relationships
with Native representatives; this is a requirement of NAGPRA.

Vine Deloria points out that “ethical systems are notorious for having the
ability to relate concepts and doctrines to every abstract consideration except
the practical situation with which we become involved. Ethics seems to involve
an abstract individual making clear, objective decisions that involve principles
but not people.”1?

Possessing “objects” is not the only means to a goal of fulfillment. NAG-
PRA invites the possibility that objects are not more important than human
dignity. Assisting in the revitalization of living cultures through communica-
tion and repatriation is a greater purpose that provides even greater pleasure
than possessing even the most beautiful mask. It also nets a collection of
knowledge and wisdom.

Regardless of whether or not “comprehensive” collections are currently
a viable possibility, the questions of validity and value echo. In the face of
what 1s understood as offensive decontextualization, the resounding question
remains: Are scholarly endeavors, aesthetic appreciation, or monetary gains ac-
ceptable motives?

In addition, we know that without proper care, feeding, and use, certain
objects are unable to fulfill their function in preserving the life cycle. This in-
formation has been told to personnel in scores of museums across the coun-
try by Native representatives from scores of Nations visiting their material in
museums under NAGPRA guidelines. The meaning of preservation is a

worldview: different cultures, different assumptions, different conclusions. To
Indigenous People, objects kept in a museum are not being preserved; to the
contrary, their life-giving purpose is obliterated.

I propose that museums, institutions, scholars, and collectors abandon the
idolization of objects whose richest values are within the cultures that created
and use them. And instead, embrace the spirit of the NAGPRA legislation by
supporting the human rights of the First Peoples, whose cultures they pro-
fess to revere and to whom the objects belong.

From this flows the possibility for Western culture, whose history is scarred
with the guilt of conquest and suppression, to relinquish its hold and collect
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NOTES

knowledge and wisdom from Indigenous Peoples of this continent out of which
a triumphant hybtid of legiﬂmacy, respect, and integrity might emerge.
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