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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the social and political relationship between Canadian indigenous communities 

and the Federal government regarding issues of cultural representation, the ownership of cultural 

artefacts, and institutional representation.  It surveys at the correlation between the broader issues of 

sociocultural sovereignty and health outcomes within indigenous communities and their members.  

Furthermore, the thesis explores trends in cultural survival such as the development of native-led 

cultural institutions that foster the continuation of cultural praxis through the tropes of Social Context 

theory and Social Cognitive theory, borrowed from the discipline of psychology.  The theories 

demonstrate how the history of colonialisation, European settlement, and the implementation of 

Western laws and property rights have led to multigenerational disruptions in the sharing of cultural 

information and persistent psychological trauma.  These theories are utilised in order to demonstrate 

how institutional jurisdiction over cultural objects, the usurpation native lands, and control over the 

prevailing historical narratives of indigenous histories within public institutions has adversely affected 

the physical, spiritual, and health levels of indigenous populations and how Native-led cultural centres 

may serve as a mediating factor.  

 

These evaluations are supported by an analysis of statistics from Canadian state institutions such as 

Health Canada and studies such as the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Health.  The thesis contends 

that social movements in the 20th Century irrevocably altered the established relationships between the 

established systems of governance within settler colonies, allowing for enhanced indigenous cultural 

sovereignty and the establishment of alternative cultural spaces that address the culturally specific 

needs of respective native groups.  The Kwakwaka’wakw Nation of British Columbia and their 

cultural centre, the U’Mista Cultural Centre, is an exemplary illustration of indigenous-led cultural 

continuity (or ethnic renewal) and the intergenerational transfer of cultural lifeways.  Furthermore, the 

various ways in which indigenous populations have been depicted by Euro-Canadian museums and 

ethnographic museums is examined.  Comparisons between native-led cultural centres and the 

historical role of traditional institutions are considered and methods on how to incorporate of 

indigenous norms that nurture representational justice and the inclusion of alternative perspectives in 

the ethnographic scholarship.  The permanence of traditional museums on the cultural landscape 

places a critical emphasis on partnerships with native-led institutions, which often lack access to 

financial resources and large population centres in order to address the needs of off-reserve 

populations and change the perception of First Nations peoples amongst the general Canadian 

population. 
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Introduction 

This thesis examines how Native-led cultural centres in British Columbia, Canada 

serve as spaces of community development for Indigenous populations that lack 

political territorial sovereignty and the effect of this self-presentation upon health 

outcomes.  The Kwakwaka’wakw of Alert Bay, British Columbia (BC), are one of the 

first Indigenous groups to benefit from federal reforms in the 1960s that provided 

funding for permanent cultural centres and the repatriation of cultural artefacts that 

were confiscated shortly after the province was annexed by the British at the end of 

the 19th century.  Through the use of health statistics provided by Statistics Canada 

and academic studies of the Kwakwaka’wakw community, this thesis proposes that 

cultural continuity factors such as Aboriginal language use, active land claims against 

the Canadian government, and the presence of cultural centres, have positive health 

impacts that help mitigate the historical effects of discriminatory laws and 

sociopolitical marginalisation.  Properties of social context theory and social cognitive 

theory, borrowed from the discipline of psychology, are used in order to understand 

how Native groups mediate the social processes of enculturation and collective 

agency against the forces of social marginalisation and colonisation; and how 

Indigenous-led cultural centres may serve as a stop-gap measure that improves the 

health outcomes of their vulnerable populations. 

 

Chapter One discusses the historical origins of the ethnographic museum in Canada 

and how they were informed by the institutional traditions of the United Kingdom.  

Chapter Two examines the demographics of First Nations within the Canadian body 

politic and the rise of minority civil rights movements within North America, 
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including “Red Power” and its influence on pan-Native consciousness.  Shifts in the 

relationships between First Nations and the Canadian government led to increasing 

calls for Native self-determination and sociopolitical agency.  Lastly, I discuss a 

pivotal exhibition held at the Glenbow Museum during the 1988 Calgary Olympics 

and how the controversial depictions of First Nations heritage lead to protests and 

changes in the praxis of Euro-Canadian museology. 

 

Chapter Three addresses the theoretical frameworks that inform and guide the 

ideological trajectory of the thesis.  Social cognitive theory and social context theory 

is utilised due to its applicability to individual and group-oriented social systems.  

Although the theory consists of three modes: personal agency, proxy agency, and 

collective agency, one aspect was utilised for the purpose of this thesis.  Collective 

agency, whereby people act in unison to shape their future, is utilised to explore the 

cultural utility of the Kwakwaka’wakw-run U’Mista Cultural Centre.  Social context 

theory examines the continual processes and conditions within the social environment 

that lead to community development.  Chapter Four analyses factors of cultural 

continuity: self-government, land claims, education, health facilities, and police/fire 

services; and their influence on health outcomes within native communities, in 

particularly with regards to youth suicide rates.   

 

As the communal benefits of self-presentation become more apparent, Chapter Five 

explores the U’Mista Cultural Centre in Alert Bay, BC, as a paradigm for indigenous-

led cultural centres.  Their collection of repatriated Potlatch material forms the basis 

of cultural history and the regeneration of Kwakwaka’wakw identity.  Cultural 

programmes and off-site partnerships maintain the modern relevancy of 
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Kwakwaka’wakw culture and foster positive identity affirmation and improved 

community-wide health outcomes.  Chapter Six offers some concluding 

recommendations for partnerships between cultural centres and traditional Canadian 

museums.  Public institutions are better positioned to serve the needs of urban-based 

Indigenous peoples and influence the broader perceptions of Native peoples to non-

Native audiences.  This necessitates a decolonisation of museological practices and 

the implementation of Indigenous epistemologies within the dominant framework. 

 

The Kwakwaka’wakw community in northwest Canada is one of the most researched 

Native communities within the country.  As one of the cultures studied by Franz Boas 

in the 19th century, their cultural history is connected with the origins of 

anthropological practice and their artefacts formed a significant portion of the original 

collection of the George Heye Center, now part of the Smithsonian Institution in the 

United States.  The U’Mista Cultural Centre on Cormorant Island, BC is one of the 

longest-standing centres of its kind and a pioneer of strategic public/private 

partnerships with educational and cultural institutions. While this thesis cannot hope 

to cover all the causal factors of persistent adverse Native health outcomes, it aspires 

to contribute to our understanding of how native-led museums can utilise their 

cultural heritage as a means to benefit their own communities in substantive ways.  It 

does this through its engagement with social cognitive theory addressing collective 

agency, colonialism, and a critical analysis of dominant museological practice. 
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Chapter One 
THE ORIGINS OF THE ETHNOGRAPHIC COLLECTION 

 
The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking 
it away from those who have a different complexion or 
slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing 
when you look into it too much.1 

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness 
 

The etymology of the word “museum” derives from the classical Greek mouseion, 

“seat of the Muses”, suggesting a space of undisturbed contemplation.  The museum, 

as a modern institution, is an expression of the Western European conviction in the 

cultural, social and political advancement of the human condition.  Stemming from 

the “private collection” (such as the Uffizi Gallery in Florence), cabinets of curiosity, 

and the studiolo of 16th century Europe, the concept of the national museum as a 

centre of social acculturation and mass education began in earnest with the founding 

of the British Museum in the 18th century and its imperial collections donated by 

wealthy benefactors such as the Jamaican sugar magnate Sir Hans Sloane.  With roots 

in the global expansion witnessed during the European Age of Discovery, the 

ethnographic museum introduced western Europeans of the Industrial Age to the 

material culture of foreign cultures and peoples during its imperial, economic and 

colonial expansion. 

 

The Canadian State by dint of its sociopolitical origins as a British colony, inherited 

the museological traditions of their colonial master.  Artefacts, objects and curios 

collected from non-European cultural groups were perceived as primitive, regardless 

of the level of sophistication expressed by particular sociopolitical structure of the 

																																																								
1 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1995), 13. 
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originating community.2  Policies were enacted prohibiting the practice of Indigenous 

ceremonies and rituals and allowing for the legal seizure of cultural material by 

authorities.  Thus began the wholesale process of physical and intellectual transfer of 

hundreds of millions of Native artefacts from functioning agents of sociocultural and 

political continuity into objets d’art and scientific specimens by the emerging 

European academic disciplines of anthropography and sociology.3  This traditional 

model of European museology emphasised the collection, conservation and 

preservation of artefacts under the control of patrons, directors, curators and 

professionals trained in specialised departments.4  Museums became centres of 

colonial prowess and national glory made manifest with their displays of exotic 

cultural material from the colonial periphery within the urban centres.  

 

This European discourse on art and culture was a product of expanding colonial 

networks and military encounters that witnessed “the ascendancy of bourgeois values, 

the spectre of mass society, imperialist expansion, and colonial rule”.5  World fairs, in 

particular the 1889 Paris Exhibition, featured live specimens of non-Western peoples 

and the recreation of exotic native villages from the colonial periphery.  As one 

visiting American anthropologist noted at the time: “It was possible to see there 

twelve types of Africans, besides Javanese, Tonkinese (Vietnamese), Chinese, 

Japanese, and other oriental peoples, living in native houses, wearing native costumes, 

																																																								
2 Annette B. Fromm, “Ethnographic museums and Intangible Cultural Heritage,” Journal of Marine 
and Island Cultures 5, Issue 2, (December 2016). 
3 Elizabeth Hallam and Brian V. Street, Cultural Encounters (London: Routledge, 2000).	
4 Jan Marontate, “Museums and the Constitution of Culture”, in The Blackwell Companion to the 
Sociology of Culture, edited by Mark D. Jacobs and Nancy Weiss Hanrahan (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishers, 2004). 
5 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, Twentieth century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 215. 
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eating native food, practicing native arts and rites”.6  These public spectacles and 

political productions were sociocultural inventions that formed a permanent 

repository of ethnographic material, organised and made intelligible through the use 

of Western epistemologies for European and Anglo-Canadian audiences.   

 

Positioned within metropolitan hubs and capital cities, the ethnographic museum 

served as a contemporary testament of well-worn colonial narratives:  

…the acquisition of objects––trophies of empire, taken by 
armies, as if decapitating the natives by taking their sacred 
objects; the collector as hero––salvaging the object from the 
decay of oriental melt-down; the charisma of the object––and the 
claim to ‘undisputed origin as the mark of authenticity; the 
intersection of taxonomy and chronology––situating the object 
while structuring the institutional world of museums itself7. 
 

Museums contributed to the processes of defining the “other” and the “self” utilising 

criteria deemed academic, scientific and part of an evolutionary process that placed 

Western Europe at the pinnacle of social progress.  As a forum for enculturation and a 

centre of knowledge diffusion, “the public museum became an instrument for 

advancing national character through educational means”.8  The need to develop 

common social and cultural norms was particularly acute in settler societies that 

usurped the traditional lands of North American indigenous populations under the 

political authority of the British Crown.  The effects of colonialism, indigenous 

cultural disruption and the loss of traditional lifeways are still being felt in the modern 

era.  Native populations worldwide disproportionately experience poorer 

																																																								
6 Otis T. Mason, “Anthropology in Paris During the Exposition of 1889,” American Anthropologist 3, 
No. 1 (January 1890): 31.	
7 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, “Multiculturalism and museums: Discourse about others in the age of 
globalization” in Heritage, Museums and Galleries, edited by Gerald Corsane (Abingdon, UK: 
Routledge, 2005), 164. 
8 Brenda Trofanenko, “Interrupting the gaze: on reconsidering authority in the museum”, Journal of 
Curriculum Studies, 38, No. 1 (February 2006): 51. 
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socioeconomic conditions, political marginalisation, and elevated levels of chronic 

disease, obesity, HIV, and overall health outcomes.9  

 

Over the centuries, museums have acquired a level of social legitimacy and social 

trust unique in the public sphere, accessible to all citizens but utilised by only a 

minority of the population.  In addition to its function of authenticating the 

provenance of material, museums help in the construction of cultural “identity”, 

demarcating “inside” and “outside”, and signifying official views of legitimacy, 

meaning and value to the visitor, and developing the symbologies of high culture.1011  

The process of ordering and catalouging knowledge “shapes who, what and how we 

can know”.12  Museum professionals, directors, curators, conservators, and cultural 

specialists became part of a cultural industry that socialised the masses and brought 

the unknown into the local arena.  Ethnographic museums, with collections of 

artefacts ordered along uniform systems of classification, inform and shape viewer 

interaction and imagining, with the spatial and intellectual organisation and 

interpretation of the artefacts posited as the only legitimate understanding while 

silencing other perspectives. 

 

Museums formed part of a larger system of institutions encompassing civil society, 

which includes: “the social apparatuses responsible for providing the arenas and 

contexts in which people define, debate, and contest their identities and produce and 
																																																								
9 ‘Native’ is the preferred term used by indigenous Canadians, although First Nations, Indigenous, and 
to a lesser extent, Indians, are used as well.  Preference regarding Native self-identification is cited 
from Greg McManus, “Selected Conference Papers: 1995,” New Zealand Museums Journal 25, 
Number 1 (1995): 9. 
10 Davison and Klinghardt, “Museum practice”.  
11 Paul J. DiMaggio, “Constructing an Organizational Field as a Professional Project: U.S. Art 
Museums, 1920-1940,” in The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis, eds. Paul J. DiMaggio 
and Walter W. Powell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).	
12 Marisa Elena Duarte and Miranda Belarde-Lewis, “Imagining: Creating Spaces for Indigenous 
Ontologies,” Cataloging & Classification Quarterly, 53, Issue 5-6, (2015): 684. 
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reproduce their living circumstances, their beliefs and values, and ultimately their 

social order”.13  Within the confines of the public museum, the visiting public is 

“offered not experience of the past, but a sequence of timeless myths abstracted from 

the past”.14  Native societies, often framed as proud cultures vanquished by the 

technological and military might of European powers, are nonetheless presented as 

static, monolithic entities with artefacts and traditions unchanged since the period of 

colonial contact.  For the average visitor the museum serves as the only public space 

of sociocultural engagement with the indigenous “other”, viewing artefacts and their 

accompanying texts that are often transcribed by non-Native scholars.  For the Native 

guest, whose material heritage may be largely held in museum collections across the 

world, this encounter in public and private collections may also be the only link to 

critical information regarding their traditional practices.   

 

The development of public space is wielded by a hegemonic elite class as a means to 

enforce and inform others of its dominance: “(social) space is a (social) product…the 

space thus produced also serves as a tool of thought and of action…it is also a means 

of control, and hence of domination, or power”.15  The cultural material of the First 

Nations fixed within the collections of national institutions is often doubly 

colonialised.  Brought under the authoritative control of the museum, artefacts are 

neutralized of their social power and cultural and temporal specificity, removed from 

their source communities that occupy the sociopolitical margins, categorised within 

																																																								
13 Ivan Karp, “Introduction: Museums and communities: The politics of public culture,” in Museums 
and communities: The politics of public culture, edited by Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, and 
Steven D. Lavine (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 4-5.	
14 Susan M. Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study (London: Leicester 
University Press, 1988), 208-209.  
15 Henri Lefebrve, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-
Blackwell, 1992 [1974]), 26. 
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larger indigenous subgroups––Cree, Plains Indian, Dene (den’ay)––and denied of 

agency and cultural identity.   

 

 Canadian Museology during the period of Colonial Rule 

Within settler societies such as Canada, these institutions were charged with the 

mission of collective identity-building often using Native artefacts as markers of a 

larger national identity, removing them from “the flow of experience, actual and 

potential, and packaged in a way which creates a particular relationship with (the 

viewer)”.16  Historian Manuel Castells notes: “museums are repositories of 

temporality.  They constitute an accumulated historical tradition or a projection into 

the future.  They are thus an archive of human time, lived or to be lived, an archive of 

the future”.17  Power relations within settler colonies often involve the imposition of 

cultural authority, rooted in Western European traditions that prize “Western 

aesthetics and value to historically devalue Aboriginal cultural production”18.   

 

The Canadian ethnographic museum was born in an era where anthropologists feared 

that certain ethnic groups were (inevitably) dying off or “vanishing”, and becoming 

irrevocably assimilated into the Anglo-European society.  This concern of complete 

cultural and ethnic loss positioned the dominant society and its institutions as the 

ultimate arbiter of Native cultural heritage and cultural discourse rather than source 

communities themselves.  Within the museum space artefacts are not allowed the 

social agency to be interpreted and recontextualised, they are pedagogically fixed, 

																																																								
16 Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study, 208-209. 
17 Manuel Castells, “Museums in the Information Era: cultural connectors of time and space”, in 
Museums in a Digital Age, ed. Ross Parry (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2010), 431. 
18 Armand G. Ruffo, “Where the Voice Was Coming From,” in Across Cultures/Across Borders: 
Canadian Aboriginal and Native American Literatures, edited by Paul Depasquale, Renate Eigenbrod, 
and Emma D. Larocque,  (Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 2009), 180. 
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ascribed meaning through wall text or audio/visual mediums.  Indigenous people 

themselves were rarely considered “a significant constituency of museums, (society 

views) Indians as suppliers of artifacts, crafts, paintings, and an occasional dance or 

two”19.  Tangible and intangible material was collected as a means of salvage 

ethnography: thousands of photographs, garments, religious iconographies, folk tales 

recorded, songs preserved on wax cylinders and relics were gathered and catalogued 

under the paradigm of Western epistemologies.   

 

During the period of formal annexation and construction of the nascent nation-state, 

the “settler makes history and is conscious of making it.  And because he constantly 

refers to the history of his mother country, he clearly indicates that he himself is the 

extension of that mother country”.20  Ideological frameworks through which 

Indigenous artefacts are presented and conceptualised occur “within a modern 

‘system of objects’ which confers value on certain things and withholds it from 

others”.21  Actions of “inclusion and exclusion, of naming and classifying, are 

essential to the delineation of authenticity that characterises the museum domain”.22  

The native artefact often occupies a marginal position comfortably fixed with the 

centre of political and social power.  

 

The potency of visual communication “lies in its capacity to produce visual narratives 

that are apparently harmonious, unified and complete”.23  Museums and their 

collections have been described as a “framed experience rooted in authenticity”, as 

																																																								
19 Richard Hill, “Sacred Trust: Cultural Obligation of Museums to Native People,” MUSE VI, no. 3 
(Autumn 1988): 32.	
20 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books, 1967), 40. 
21 Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, 198. 
22 Patricia Davison and Gerald Klinghardt, “Museum practice, material culture and the politics of 
identity,” African Studies 56, no. 2, (1997): 182. 
23 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, 13.	
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this is particularly acute within the passageways of institutions with ethnographic 

works.  The project of a unified national identity depends upon the perpetual 

reinforcement of internal cohesion and external distinctions.24  Authenticity does not 

accrue through factuality or reality, but rather the authority vested in programme 

directors, researchers, and curators.25  The didactic function of the museum and its 

prominent position within the civic space, both geographically and intellectually, 

legitimises its cultural exhibitions with its associated texts and publications.  The 

museum is neither a passive nor neutral cultural construct but rather its intrinsic 

pedagogical function serves as a “powerful identity-defining machine”.26  Processes 

of authentication provide the validation of provenance that gives the cultural object 

status as artefact rather than folk art, thereby placing the specimen firmly within the 

framework of colonial domination.   

 

Public institutions are largely “self- appointed keepers of other people’s material and 

self-appointed interpreters of others’ histories”.27  Museums and cultural spaces 

engage in the mediation of cultural politics and function as ‘cultures of space’, 

“shaping peoples interactions and understandings of their world through distinctive 

arrangements of galleries, installations and exhibitions”.28  The seemingly impartial 

spatial arrangement of the material within these institutional spaces belies “their 

																																																								
24 James Anderson, “Nationalist Ideology and Territory,” in Nationalism, Self-Determination and 
Political Geography, eds.  Ron J. Johnston, David B. Knight, and Eleonore Kofman (London: Croom 
Helm, 1988).  
25 Spencer R. Crew and James E. Sims, “Locating Authenticity: Fragments of a Dialogue,” in 
Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine 
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1991). 
26 Carol Duncan, “Art Museums and the ritual of citizenship,” in Exhibiting Culture: The Poetics and 
Politics of Museum Display, eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington, DC: Smithsonian 
Institute Press, 1991), 110. 
27 Micheal M. Ames, Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The Anthropology of Museums (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2007), 140. 
28 Wendy Griswold, Gemma Mangione, and Terence E. McDonnell, “Objects, Words, and Bodies in 
Space: Bringing Materiality into Cultural Analysis,” Qualitative Sociology, 36, Issue 4 (December 
2013), 348. 
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organization or ecological relations with each other, but also from their place in other 

people’s economies, histories, social and symbolic systems”.29  In the same manner 

that the collector creates new contexts for objects, narrating them and their associated 

histories and engagements in a manner specific to each collector’s proclivities and 

biases, the museum by virtue of its exhibitions and acquisitions influences the 

collective, social memory and identity for a given locality and its constituents.30   

 

The Western province of British Columbia (BC) was incorporated into the federation 

of Canada more than three centuries after European contact on the Eastern end of the 

country.  As one of the last sites of Euro-Canadian settlement, some of the more 

renowned ethnographic institutions in BC, such as the Museum of Anthropology 

(MOA) at The University of British Columbia, claim a more inclusive practice of 

object-collecting and Native collaboration than their national predecessors.  Artefacts 

were largely purchased directly from Native groups, although under great pressure 

from the Canadian State and the Anglican Church, rather than confiscated directly by 

colonial authorities.  During the period of anti-Indigenous policies that sought to ban 

the cultural practices of BC natives, the MOA assisted in keeping Indigenous cultural 

traditions alive, in particular carving techniques utilised by the prodigious sculptors 

Bill Reid (Haida) and Kwakwaka’wakw Chief Mungo Martin (née Nakapenkem).  

However, the cultural agency of First Nations communities were severely 

circumscribed and ultimately it was: 

museum directors and curators who decided what objects to 
display, what objects were important to collect, and what type of 

																																																								
29 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 
31. 
30 Walter Benjamin, Unpacking my library: A talk about book collecting (New York: Schoken Books, 
1969), 60. 
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art or artifact––and the distinction between the two––would best 
represent First Nations cultures.31   

 

Historian Mark O’Neill claims that the development of these cultural institutions “as 

temples to reason means that a key aim has been to tame objects and diminish their 

power”.32  The loss of political agency, language, and the general diminishment of the 

social foundations of indigenous lifeways, proved an overwhelming obstacle that 

pushed some groups into complete assimilation and the majority of others into various 

states of integration with the dominant society.  In the colonial sociopolitical 

imagination, community was not “simply the recognition of cultural similarity or 

social contiguity but a categorical identity that is premised on various forms of 

exclusion and construction of otherness”.33  Colonial encounters resulted in something 

new and gave rise to substantially different, contradictory and ambivalent spaces in 

which social identities and ideologies complete with ambiguity, misunderstandings, 

and uncertainties.  Furthermore, rather than a clear demarcation between “native” and 

“foreigner” with settler colonies, cross-cultural dialogue and trade occurred, although 

sociopolitically imbalanced.   

 

Dominant representations are simultaneously (re)shaped by changing configurations 

of power, and by the resistance of those who are represented.34  Artefacts within 

Canadian ethnographic museums continue to exist as objects merely “preserved and 

displayed to gain prestige or power for the owners, and demonstrate the successful 

																																																								
31 Jonathan Alex Clapperton, “Contested Spaces, Shared Places: The Museum of Anthropology at 
UBC, Aboriginal Peoples, and Postcolonial Criticism”, BC Studies Issue 165, (Spring 2010): 15. 
32 Mark O’Neill, “Essentialism, adaptation and justice: Towards a new epistemology of museums,” 
Museum Management and Curatorship, 21, Issue 2 (June 2006), 101. 
33 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Culture, Power, Place: Ethnography at the End of an Era,” in 
Culture, Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology, eds. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), 13.	
34 Kalpana Wilson, Race, Racism, and Development: Interrogating History, Discourse and Practice 
(London: Zed Books, 2012), 55.	
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domination of the enemy”35.  The transitioning of cultural material from sociocultural 

space into an institutional setting causes a significant disruption in the biography of 

the object36.  Under this new paradigm the artefact no longer functions as active 

cultural agent for the source community, representing a loss of communal knowledge 

and disruptions of inter-tribal relationships within time and space.  A 

recontextualisation of the social identities of Indigenous material through their 

handling by source communities enables a more complex narrative to emerge than 

currently offered by traditional institutions.   

 
The easement of colonial laws banning the ritual practices of Natives in the 1960s led 

to calls for Native self-representation within institutional settings, among other 

sociocultural and political demands.  Native-led Cultural centres such as the U’Mista 

Cultural Centre came about during the 1970s following influential North American 

social movements such as the American Indian Movement (AIM), which led to 

Indigenous demands of social justice and political rights by historically marginalised 

indigenous minority groups worldwide37.  Inspired by the African American Black 

Panther Movement for Self-Defense of the 1960s, Pan-Indian identity and anti-

colonial nationalism emerged in North America––colloquially known as Red Power–

–leading to a resurgence of native consciousness and petitions for social, cultural, 

linguistic and political inclusion, as well as demands for historical justice, land and 

water rights, education, labour and employment, and recognition of language.3839  The 

																																																								
35 Moira G. Simpson, “From Treasure House to Museum…and Back”, in Museums and their 
Communities, edited by Sheila Watson (London: Routledge, 2007), 113. 
36 Lisa P. Seip, “Transformations of Meaning: The Life History of a Nuxalk Mask,” World 
Archaeology 31, no. 2, (October 1999). 
37 Jean Barman, Yvonne M. Hebert, and Don McCaskill, “The Legacy of the past” in Indian Education 
in Canada, Volume 1, edited by Jean Barman, Yvonne M. Hebert, and Don McCaskill (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 1986). 
38 Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: Resurgences against Contemporary 
Colonialism,” Government and Opposition 40, no. 4 (Autumn 2005). 
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first mass mobilisation of Canadian First Nations’ groups occurred during the 1988 

Olympics in Calgary in response to the corporate sponsorship of an exhibition of 

Aboriginal and Euro-Canadian history at the Glenbow Museum.  The legacy of the 

demonstration led to federal Truth and Reconciliation Commissions and various 

negotiations on the provincial level regarding Indigenous sovereignty and other 

sociopolitical rights. 

 

Lubicon Cree and Royal Dutch Shell (1988 Olympics) 

The historical plight of First Nations in Canada was brought to the international 

forefront when the Lubicon Lake Cree of Northern Alberta staged public 

demonstrations and boycotts during the 1988 Calgary Olympics.  The issue of 

contention was a controversial exhibition at the Glenbow Museum entitled “The 

Spirits Sing: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples”.  Conceived as a part of 

the Arts Festival for the Olympics, the show presented more than 600 Canadian First 

Nations’ artefacts to the public and was intended to showcase the breadth of Canada’s 

native heritage to an international audience.  The exhibition had three distinctive 

themes: the rich diversity and dynamic culture of First Nations at the time of 

contact40; the exploration of common cultural linkages that foster a unique Canadian 

identity; and the adaptability and resilience of Native cultures in the face of 

significant pressure from the dominant European society.41   

 

																																																																																																																																																															
39 Stephanie McKenzie, Before the Country: Native Renaissance, Canadian Mythology (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2007).  
40 This is problematic in itself through the positioning of European contact as a metaphorical “year 
zero” in a temporal sense. 
41 Michael M. Ames, Julia Harrison, and Trudy Nicks, “Proposed museum policies for ethnological 
collections and the people they represent,” Muse (Journal of the Canadian Museums Association) 6, 
No. 3 (Autumn 1988). 
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The positioning of native cultural history as part of a larger supra-cultural identity, as 

“Canada’s First People”, allowed for the “transformations of other cultures as if they 

were personal losses”.42  The native artefacts become the story in and of themselves, 

removed from the larger historical narrative, and absent from modern history; fixed, 

staid and taxonomic.  Indigenous artefacts, reflective of sociocultural interactions that 

underscore the naissance of the Canadian nation are potent symbols of officially 

sanctioned mythmaking.  

 

One of the sponsors of the show, Shell Canada Limited (a subsidiary of Shell Oil 

Company) is one of the oil companies that were historically granted leases on 

traditional Lubicon land by the Alberta provincial government for drilling and 

exploration rights.  As Bernard Ominayak, chief of the Lubicon Cree, stated at the 

time:  

“The irony of using a display of North American Indian artefacts 
to attract people to the Winter Olympics being organized by 
interests who are still actively seeking to destroy Indian people 
seems painfully obvious”.4344  

 

Coincidentally, the Indigenous collections of the Glenbow Museum are linked the 

origins of the Albertan oil industry and the growth of the extractive industries within 

the province.  When Imperial Oil struck oil in the region in 1947, Ontarian lawyer and 

businessman Eric L. Harvie, founder of the Glenbow Museum, became immensely 

wealthy from his ownership of mineral rights in various Albertan oil fields.  Upon 

moving to Alberta, Harvie took a keen interest in the history of the First Nations 

																																																								
42 Renato Rosaldo, “Imperialist Nostalgia,” Representations: Memory and Counter-Memory, No. 26, 
(Spring 1989): 108. 
43 Wendy Smith, Glenbow Museum faces Lubicon boycott threat,” Calgary Herald, May 17, 1986, 4. 
44 Rosemary J. Coombe, “The Properties of Culture and the Politics of Possessing Identity: Native 
Claims in the Cultural Appropriation Controversy,” Canadian Journal of Law and Jurisprudence, VI, 
No. 2 (1993).	
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people of the region, amassing a collection that grew to 1.3 million objects, including 

native artefacts from outside of Canada’s border.  Harvie’s expansive Native 

collections were not informed by any particular classification system but rather 

personal travels and commercial transactions with source communities and non-

Native collectors.  The selective vision of Canadian settlement history on display 

during the 1988 Calgary Olympics ignored the history of broken treaties, the native 

reserve system, racist legislation, poor psychological health status, and the devastating 

effects on the Native environment and wildlife wrought by the influx of settler 

migration.  

 

 A People stuck in time: Native culture as fixed narrative 

Dispossessed of cultural agency and contemporary presence, First Nations cultures 

was transformed into a sociohistorical relic during the 1988 Olympic exhibition.  The 

skewed positioning of the Native legacy within Canadian history is not limited to the 

Olympic display.  Cultural practices with uniquely Canadian origins: lacrosse, 

snowshoeing, moose hunting, canoes, tapping maple trees; and words such as 

barbeque, caribou, and hammock have their roots in native epistemologies.  However, 

in a poll conducted by the CBC (Canadian Broadcasting Company) at the start of the 

millennium, respondents ranked Natives (Aboriginal) peoples twelfth in terms of 

‘what makes us Canadian’, behind the maple leaf flag, health care, gun control, the 

winter climate, and hockey, amongst others.45   

 

Natives are “removed” from the land in the colonial historiographical order, with the 

settler encountering a terra nullius, a land devoid of history and people, eventually 

																																																								
45 Wallace, Bruce (1999). “What Makes a Canadian?”, Maclean’s, 112, No. 51 (December 1999), cited 
in Barsh, “Aboriginal Peoples and Canada’s Conscience”,  273. 
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tamed and put to productive use by the ingenuity of the settlers.  Even the term First 

Nations is a reductive, colonial term that aggregates Native identity and negates 

sociocultural and political distinctions amongst the disparate ethnic groups.  To 

understand the sociopolitical relationship of First Nations groups with the Canadian 

state, it is essential to consider the interactions between institutions and the discourse 

of colonialism.  

 

Following the 1988 Glenbow exhibition, significant changes occurred within the 

dominant practices of Canadian museology to incorporate internal First Nations 

cultural awareness.  Domestically, the Canadian government put together a task force 

to investigate methods to integrate the Indigenous perspective into the dominant 

museology.  While legislation such as the 1990 Native American Graves Protection 

and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) instituted in the United States became an important 

catalyst for the return of artefacts from public institutions to their original source 

communities in settler colonies such as Canada and New Zealand.  As will be noted 

later, cultural centres in Canada directly benefitted from the repatriation policies of 

NAGPRA, receiving significant amounts of cultural material from American 

institutions. 

 

In absence of sites of public interaction of native and non-native people, the museum 

space becomes “our principal public supported messages about indigenous 

humanity”.46  For the majority of Canadian settler history, the Native has endured 

pressures to assimilate into the dominant society, or what Indigenous author Howard 

																																																								
46 Edward A. Chappell, “Social responsibility and the American history museum,” Winterthur 
Portfolio, 24, no. 4, (Winter 1989): 257. 
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Adams terms the “White Ideal”, in a manner “that shames them, destroys their 

confidence and causes them to reject their heritage”.47   

 

The enduring legacy of colonialism is not limited to “the physical occupation of 

somebody else’s space but also about the appropriation of others’ political authority, 

cultural self-determination, economic capacity and strategic location”.48  The 

language of the dominant culture is one means of ideological framing and neoimperial 

control.4950  It is a prime example of what Foucault calls power/knowledge, since it 

combines into a unified whole “the deployment of force and the establishment of 

truth”.51   

 

The context of a cultural artefact––the geopolitical, institutional, discursive, and 

spatial––is never neutral, but instead administers readings, mythos and interpretation.  

By recognizing the transformative nature of material culture, new meanings, 

functions, and significance were imbued upon colonial objects; and perhaps, more 

importantly, the mechanisms by which the unfamiliar was made knowable within the 

colonial space.  This “strange and familiar material culture was used, created, and 

reimagined in colonial arenas of power, manipulation, resistance, and ambivalence”.52  

The collection and preservation of ephemeral cultural artifacts, at least in the West 

where time is generally thought to be rigidly linear and irreversible, “implies a rescue 

																																																								
47 Howard Adams, Prison of Grass: Canada from a Native Point of View (Toronto: New Press, 1975), 
41. 
48 Joyce Green, “Decolonization and Recolonization in Canada”, in Changing Canada: Political 
Economy as Transformation, eds. Wallace Clement and Leah Vosko (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2003): 52. 
49 J. Joseph Errington, Linguistics in a Colonial World: A Story of Language. Meaning, and Power 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2008). 
50 Robert Phillipson, Linguistic Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
51 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977), 184.	
52 Loren, “Seeing hybridity in the anthropology museum,” 7. 
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of phenomena from inevitable historical decay or loss”.53  Brought under the control 

of an individual collector or as property of the state, access to the artefact is restricted 

and its identity circumscribed within colonial structures of power.  

 

Under a Western paradigm, the significance of the artefact lies in its exclusivity, 

scarcity or perhaps its provenance, whereas in traditional, non-capitalist societies, the 

social function of the object was the prime marker of cultural value.  Dominant 

museology takes the form sensory deficiency, emphasising the visual presentation of 

the object and the prohibition of any tactile experience.  The values, attitudes, and 

concepts embedded in beliefs about spirituality represent, in many cases, the clearest 

contrast and mark of difference between indigenous peoples and the West.54  The 

physical handling of objects “is an especially powerful form of reconnection: in 

touching the object, one touches the ancestors who made and used it”.55  The 

ethnographic museum positions the collected object as distanced “from its origin, and 

in doing so, substitutes classification for use-value and thus, for history”.56  The 

advent of Indigenous-led cultural centres and institutions “has become an important 

component of the current re-establishment or renewal of Native culture in many parts 

of (Canada)”57. 

																																																								
53 Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, 231.	
54 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed 
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Chapter Two 
EQUALITY DEFERRED–INDIGENOUS MARGINALITY 

WITHIN CANADIAN SOCIETY 

 
Social memory does not arise from the individual but is located in the ways that 

dominant societal frameworks articulate the process of collective remembrance.  

Dominguez notes: 

When we acknowledge that an idea, object, history or tradition 
is not ours, we distance ourselves from it.  When we then 
proceed to use, incorporate, or represent it, we abrogate the 
right to employ what we acknowledge as not ours.  It is not 
something we do despite the foreignness of our subject; it is 
something we do because of our perception of it as other.  The 
implicit hierarchical nature of otherness invites seemingly 
innocuous practices of representation that amount to (often 
unknowingly) strategies of domination through appropriation.58 

 

As Frantz Fanon notes: “The settler makes his history; his life is an epoch, an 

Odyssey.  He is the absolute beginning: This land was created by us’; he is the 

unceasing cause: ‘If we leave, all is lost, and the country will go back to the Middle 

Ages’”.59  The differences in cultural lifeways “only emerges as a problem, or a 

problematic, at the point at which there is a loss of meaning in the contestation and 

articulation on everyday life, between classes, genders, races, nations”.60  

 

As many 19th century academics believed, inferior races of people could be elevated 

“through the paternal guidance of a civilized, and civilizing, European culture”.61  Ulf 

Hannerz writes: “When the center speaks, the periphery listens, and mostly does not 
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talk back”.62  Within the settler colonial narrative system the only possible history 

remains a continuous and unbroken succession of developmental passages––literally a 

‘record of achievement’.63  Utilizing the standard imperial tropes of identification and 

categorization, the accomplishments of indigenous societies will largely be viewed 

through the Hegelian paradigm of civilisation and progress.  

 

The British triumph in the Seven Years’ War in 1763 brought about the official 

annexation of the Canadian territories into Crown Holdings and precipitated a gradual 

acquisition of lands from the Eastern seaboard of Nova Scotia (1867), to the Alberta 

plains (1905) and British Columbia (1871) on the Western periphery.  The physical 

suffering of indigenous groups did not cease with the formal annexation of their 

territories.  Physical and psychological violence was a central tenet of colonisation 

and its effects were unevenly distributed during the immediate period of formal 

annexation of British Columbia.  Native groups such as the Haida, Coast Salish and 

Nuu chah nulth were slower to recover from population decreases brought about by 

war, imprisonment, infectious disease such as tuberculosis, and Residential Schools, 

than others, such as the Tsimshian, Gitsksan, and Kwakwaka’wakw.  In the 1970s, 

sociologists and health care providers began searching for causal factors for the 

continual socioeconomic marginalisation and health disparities between native 

populations and settler communities. 
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The Native populations of Canada exhibit the highest unemployment rates and tend to 

be the most undereducated, to be the shortest lived, and to suffer the poorest health.64  

Additionally, instances of autoimmune disease, alcoholism, unemployment, food 

insecurity, and domestic violence are higher amongst concentrations of First Nations 

populations than the general society helping to reinforce the belief of the historic 

“Indian problem”,65 whose best path for a positive collective social outcome would be 

cultural absorption into the general population6667.  Life expectancy for registered 

Indigenous populations, although steadily increasing since the 1980s, falls 

significantly below that of non-Aboriginal Canadians.6869  Public data pertaining to 

health, education, and incarceration rates affecting indigenous groups is presented as 

merely neutral and objective statistical information, habitually participates in the 

pathologisation and disempowerment of Native peoples.70 
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on pg. 25. 
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Table I. Registered Indians––Life Expectancy (2001)71 

 Registered Indians All Canadians Gap 

Male 68.9 76.3 7.4 

Female 76.6 81.8 5.2 

 

The systematic description of cultural material “continues to be central both to 

museum practice and the construction of stereotypes and identities”.72  This insidious 

archetype functions as an impediment to constructive cross-cultural dialogue, 

reducing complex variations inherent to all cultures inherently knowable and, more 

damaging, ‘natural’.73  The crux of the representational issue is the narrow scope of 

the images that are often disseminated of indigenous cultures––the brave warrior, the 

medicine man, and the ‘noble’ savage––denying the possibility of disparate narratives 

and cultural plurality within the Native communities.  The representations of the 

Native in modern society is circumscribed by established tropes whereas the norms of 

the dominant culture are portrayed as “everything, his language is rich, multiform, 

supple, with all the possible degrees of dignity at his disposal: he has an exclusive 

right to metalanguage”.74  

 

Potent mechanisms of ‘aggressive assimilation’ were the church-run, government-

funded Residential schools that required compulsory attendance for school-aged 

Native children.  Children were often forcibly removed from their communities, 

separated from siblings, and forbidden to speak their native language.  Reintroduced 
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into their traditional reserves as adults, they were ostracised by their communities and 

unfamiliar with their cultural rituals.  Furthermore, their marginal educational levels 

and societal racism limited their opportunities for social mobility within urban 

settings.  This interruption in cultural continuity and the inability to fully exercise 

cultural sovereignty or practice traditional lifeways would result in intergenerational 

consequences that still adversely affect the health outcomes of First Nations 

populations.  Suicide, mental illness, and high levels of alcoholism are symptoms of 

historical and continuing exercise of colonial practice reflected in the policies of local, 

provincial, and federal governments75.  

 

Varying levels of assimilation, integration, social separation, and marginalisation 

have different levels of psychological and health impact for individuals and 

communities.  Culture and its level of social agency within the public space is a 

determinant of health.76  Indigenous peoples located within settler societies, by virtue 

of their marginalized socioeconomic position and particular historical experience, are 

constituents of a “world which yields (them) no true self-consciousness, but only lets 

him see himself through the revelation of the other world”.77  The result is a double 

consciousness, keen on critiquing the self through the eyes of other social groups, a 

collective other who regard their native culture as inherently inferior.  Ethnic 

identities “can be powerful centers of opposition to coercive states, can protect 

valuable cultural resources that are lost in a basically one-way assimilation process”.78  
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Identity affirmation, which refers to the development of positive feelings of one’s 

identity and a strong sense of belonging to one’s ethnic group, confers psychological 

benefits within minority communities79.  Historical restraints on the sociopolitical and 

cultural agency on Native groups include: 

the creation of the reserve system; forced relocation of 
communities to new and unfamiliar lands; the forced removal 
and subsequent placement of children into institutions or far 
away from their families and communities; inadequate services to 
those living on reserves; inherently racist attitudes towards 
Aboriginal peoples; and a continued lack of vision in terms of the 
effects of those tortured relations––all of these factors underlie so 
many of the ills faced by Aboriginal peoples today.80 
 

Approximately 20 percent of ethnic Natives do not legally fulfill the requirements of 

official recognition by the Canadian government (e.g. Non-status Indians).  This 

includes Natives living off-reserve, or females married to non-Native Canadians.  

These non-Status Indians are therefore not entitled to federal benefits81.  Despite the 

loss of many distinct Native cultures over the centuries, many have adapted strategies 

of separation that incorporate the social distancing and minimising social contact with 

the dominant culture in order to maintain their cultural heritage.  The designation of 

parcels of land as indigenous reservations is, in some ways, the legal 

acknowledgement that social and cultural differences were irreconcilable and 

necessitated a permanent demarcation.   
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The primacy of land in First Nations social praxis and spiritual cosmologies instills 

these spaces with cultural significance giving rise to Native sentiments of selective 

separation with non-Indigenous persons rather than assimilation or integration.82  

Such strategies allow for the preservation of Native language and heritage while 

participating within the social, economic, educative, linguistic, and political spaces of 

other cultures.  This stratagem incorporates aspects of “code-switching”, the 

adaptation of behaviours, physical appearance, and linguistic patterns to negotiate 

different sociocultural contexts within the larger multicultural society.   

 

The acculturation pressures exerted by society––to integrate into Euro-Canadian 

norms––nominally results in “a reduction in health status (including psychological, 

somatic, and social aspects) of individuals who are undergoing acculturation, and for 

which there is evidence that these health phenomena are related systematically to 

acculturation phenomena”.83  Western approaches to therapeutic stress management 

such as mental counselling and psychiatry largely fail to consider the 

interconnectivity of family, nature, and holistic community-based solutions unique to 

First Nations’ culture and value systems.84  The precarious nature of Native cultural 

and linguistic survival places social and meditative imperatives upon Native-led 

institutions and cultural centres.   
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First Nations–The Original Inhabitants of Canada 

 
The First Nations of Canada are a diverse multiethnic group of people who were the 

first inhabitants of the lands that later came to be known as Canada.  Comprising of 

more than 600 distinct and dynamic cultures and 60 language groups, First Nations 

are recognised as distinctive cultural groups within the Canadian Federation, along 

with the Métis (individuals of mixed European and Indigenous ancestry), and Inuit 

(pejoratively known as Eskimos).  The 2011 Government of Canada census estimates 

that 1,400,685 people within its borders were of Indigenous origin, representing 4.3% 

of the population.85  The distribution of Native cultural groups varies provincially, 

with British Columbia (196) and Ontario (126) containing the highest number of 

Canada’s 617 documented First Nations communities8687.  This denotes a 20.1% 

increase in the Aboriginal population between 2006 and 2011, compared with a 5.2% 

increase for non-Aboriginal populations.   

 

In British Columbia, the ancestral home of the Kwakwaka’wakw, the total Native 

population numbers 232,290 accounting for 4.4% of provincial inhabitants.  The 

province has the distinction of having the largest diversity of Indigenous groups and 

Native languages spoken within its borders.  However, it suffers from one of the 

lowest percentage of Native first-language speakers and the greatest number of 

endangered languages.88  The Native population in the province is majority urban, 
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presenting challenges for cultural centres located on traditional land to effectively 

serve their community.  

 

Figure 1––Distribution of Canada’s First Nations Communities by Province [2011]8990 

 

 

The socialisation of an individual into a sense of personhood and cultural 

belongingness requires, at minimum, enculturation during the formative years of the 

individual.91  Without any channels that enable the re-identification (cultural 

continuity) of persons across time, societies would simply fail to function.92  The 

social marginalisation of Native people is heightened by the reality that they are 

collectively younger in every province, and are more mobile than other Canadian 

																																																								
89 The statistics for the semi-autonomous province of Nunavut, which separated from the Northwest 
Territories on April 1, 1999, are not included in the Statistics Canada data on First Nations as the 
territory is comprised of a largely Inuit populations, who are legally separate from other Indigenous 
groups. 
90 Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples in Canada, 2011. 
91 Chandler, “On Being Indigenous”. 
92 Chandler and Lalonde, “Cultural Continuity as a Hedge Against Suicide Risk”. 
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cultural group, moving primarily around different urban and suburban centres in 

search of economic opportunity.93  

 

This mobility presents problems maintaining communication within kinships 

networks and community groups, as well as implementing targeted social services, 

housing and culturally-appropriate health initiatives.9495  Through the 

intergenerational transference of cultural knowledge and Native cultural norms, 

Indigenous people come to realise “the precious treasure that lies resting in the vast 

universe of minds, hearts and spirits”.96  The active transference of cultural heritage 

not only favors the conservation of artefacts but their dynamic use and 

recontextualisation within modern ritual and ceremony, an important distinction 

between prevailing institutional frameworks and indigenous cultural centres. 

 

																																																								
93 See Figure 2––Median age for First Nations and non-Aboriginal population, provinces and territories 
(2011), on page 32. 
94 Perhaps the Canadian government can look into the Aotearoa New Zealand “Whānau Ora” policy 
that seeks to align government services that are culturally appropriate to Māori cultural values and 
priorities (O’Sullivan, 2011). 
95 Adelson, “The Embodiment of Inequity”.	
96 Eliane Potiguara, “Committing to the Indigenous Culture and Mindset,” Pachamama: A Traditional 
Knowledge Newsletter of the Convention of Biological Diversity 3, Issue 3 (May-September 2009), 8. 
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Figure 2– Median Age of First Nations and non-Aboriginal population, provinces and 

territories (2011)97 

 

 

Native Inclusion and The Process of Cultural Production 

Cultural material from northwest Canada Indigenous nations arrived into the colonial 

collections of North American and European museums through a variety of legal and 

illegal channels.  Driven by a missionary zeal to incorporate the Native into the 

(European) body politic, the 1876 [1884] Indian Act was passed in order “to destroy 

Native nations from within by dissolving their political and family structures”.98  The 

Act codified the colonisation of Indigenous people by usurping their sociopolitical 

and cultural agency and requiring formal registration with the Government in order to 

enjoy the rights and privileges of “Status Indians”.  The Pass System was instituted in 

1885, forbidding Natives to leave their designated reserves without first receiving a 

																																																								
97 National Household Survey, 2011, 17. 
98 Ronald Wright, Stolen Continents: The Americas through Indian Eyes since 1492 (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1992), 317.	



	 32	

pass from government Indian agents, and when granted, they could not wear 

traditional dress within the Euro-Canadian social space.   

 

The Potlatch ritual was particularly disdained by the Canadian authorities, which 

deemed the practice as a source of idleness and a waste of resources.  The ceremony 

was the physical affirmation of social obligations and networks of kinship, 

allegiances, marriages, and reciprocity that were fundamental to Native social 

functioning and the maintenance of sociocultural bonds.  Section 149 of the 1884 

Indian Act made potlatching a criminal misdemeanor offence punishable by up to six 

months imprisonment and/or the levy of fines99.  The Act was rarely enforced until 

Christmas Day in 1921, when Indian Agents raided the wedding of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw (‘Namgis Nation) Chief Dan Cranmer on ‘Mimkwamlis (Village 

Island), off the east coast of Vancouver Island.  Nearly fifty individuals were arrested, 

with 22 receiving suspended sentences for surrendering their familial Potlatch 

material, and 20 individuals eventually serving terms of two to three months in 

Oakalla Prison.  More than 600 masks, textiles and objects of Kwakwaka’wakw 

culture were confiscated and sold to domestic and international institutions and 

prominent collectors such as George Heye. 

 
Removed from the rituals of cultural praxis the artefacts develop into “metonyms for 

absent users by eliding subject and object––the labeled material object stands for the 

human subject”.100  Cultural symbols have the power to shape cultural identities on 

individual and societal levels; to mobilise emotions, perceptions and values; to 

																																																								
99 An Act for conferring certain privileges on the more Advanced Bands of the Indians of Canada, S.C. 
(47 Vict. C. 27 1884).  
100 Davison and Gerald Klinghardt, “Museum practice, material culture and the politics of identity, 185. 
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influence the way we feel and think.101  But what exactly does culture entail?  Culture 

may be surmised as “a consortium of communication (or a bundle of messages) that a 

given people have in common: their shared experiences, shared consciousness”.102  

Symbols are potent icons of cultural solidarity and sacred expressions of group 

cohesion, or communitas.  The sanctity of the cultural symbol derives “from the fact 

that symbols are collective representations of group life; when we honor symbols, it is 

in reality society itself which we uphold”.103  Distinctions on a cultural level accrue 

beyond material conditions but rather how distinctive groups process experience 

differently.104  At their most socially constructive, symbols provide a sense of 

belonging, self-confidence, and common purpose.  

 

Community amongst many First Nations groups exists in the beliefs and practices of 

its members, and should not be confused with geographic or sociographic assertions 

of “fact”.  Removed forcibly from traditional lands, Aboriginal communities are 

bonded through ties of kinship that signifies “a common set of values, mutual 

expectations, and aspirations”.105  By extension, the distinctiveness of communities 

and, thus, the reality of their boundaries, similarly lies in the mind, in the meanings, 

which people attach to them, not in the structural forms.106  

 

In noting the existence of the social power paradigm, one is reminded that:  

																																																								
101 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture, 13. 
102 George F. MacDonald, “What is Culture?,” The Journal of Museum Education 16, no. 1, Current 
Issues in Museum Learning, (1991): 10. 
103 Rebecca E. Klatch, “Of Meanings & Masters: Political Symbolism & Symbolic Action,” Polity 21, 
no. 1 (Autumn 1988): 139. 
104 Michael Chandler, “On Being Indigenous: An Essay on the Hermeneutics of ‘Cultural Identity’,” 
Human Development 56, no. 2 (2013): 94. 
105 Antonia Pantoja and Willhemina Perry. “Community Development and Restoration: A Perspective 
and Case Study,” in Community Organizing in a Diverse Society: 3rd Edition, eds. John Erlich and 
Felix Rivera (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1998), 225. 
106 Anthony Cohen, The symbolic construction of community (London: Routledge, 1985), 98. 
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the capacity to represent, portray, characterize, and depict is not 
easily available to just any member of just any society; moreover, 
the ‘what’ and ‘how’ in the representations of ‘things’, while 
allowing for considerable individual freedom, are circumscribed 
and socially regulated.107   

 
A principal facet of cultural imperialism is the virtual monopolization over the modes 

of minority cultural expression by the dominant culture and its social dissemination.  

There are considerable sociopolitical pressures and economic interests that dictate the 

development of public and private institutions that are largely reflective of the social 

and cultural status quo.  Only through understanding the intersection of human agency 

and power, of biography and colonial history, can we truly know the sociocultural 

implications of seemingly innocuous institutional practices.   

 

The Rise of Red Power 
 

First Nations people will treat museum people and 
policy with respect even though respect was not 
reciprocated for most of the first five hundred years of 
contact.108 

-Richard E. Atleo, Nuu Chah Nulth nation 
 

Without political reform mandating the repatriation of Indigenous material in the 

1970s, the development of Native-led cultural centres would not have been possible.  

The confiscation of artefacts during the 19th century and the ban upon cultural 

practice was so thorough that many communities were left without significant 

portions of their cultural material.  Despite the well-documented history of cultural 

theft and state-sanctioned confiscation of native Canadian material, opinion regarding 

the repatriation of artefacts amongst museum professionals remains diverse.  Some 

																																																								
107 Edward Wadie Saïd, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 80. 
108 Richard E. Atleo, “Policy Development for Museums: A First Nations Perspective”, BC Studies: 
The British Columbian Quarterly no. 89 (Spring 1991): 48. 
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scholars have posited that right of ownership rests with the private collector of the 

object109; while others argue that native artefacts exist in the public domain as the 

common patrimony of the nation110, or even world heritage.111  Critical “to the debate 

concerning the repatriation of cultural material is the question of ownership, a 

multifarious and emotive issue”.112  The repatriation of cultural objects is considered 

critical within the Kwakwaka’wakw community for the restoration of justice and the 

promotion of social healing and cultural continuity113. 

 

The push for native “self-determination, which includes the right to self-identity, or 

the right to possess and name one’s own images, is a driving force for cultural 

revival”.114  Common practices of social behaviour that shapes identities are based in 

part on qualities that people see themselves as sharing with others, including folkways 

and cultural norms.115116  The continuing cycle of poverty within Native communities 

is due in part to a lack of sociopolitical agency, and cultural self-determination, as 

well as access to cultural-based holistic healing. 117  Amongst First Nations societies, 

mental health is not considered a deficiency located within the individual but rather a 

failure “of social structures outside of the person that teach practices to maintain, 
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support, and restore balance”.118  Due to their dispersed population centres, native 

communities no longer have readily accessible community networks that may offer 

psychosocial support.  European contact brought about cultural disruptions and the 

imposition of foreign methods of education, health care and interpersonal 

relationships, with devastating social results. 

 

Cultural Spaces as Sites of Social Activism 

The history of our people needs to be told. We need to 
present accurately what happened in the past, so that we 
can deal with it in the future...119 

-Georges Erasmus, Dene 
 

Museums “should be accessible and––just as important––they should have things to 

say that ultimately advance the discussion about social relations and economic 

structure”.120  It is difficult under current museum value frameworks for these 

institutions to assume an activist role––a public forum within the social space for 

mobilisation and discussion.  Museums as institutional structures are conservative and 

slow to adapt to external pressures.121122  Cultural centres provide a community-level 

repository of cultural material that can be activated in educative and didactic ways for 

the benefit of its cultural communities. 

 

U’Mista Cultural Centre is a signatory to the Canadian Museums Association (CMA) 

and is bound by its various clauses and regulations.  The conditions of repatriation set 

																																																								
118 Bill Mussell, “Coming full circle: Cultural Restoration for First Nations wellness,” CrossCurrents–
The Journal of Addiction and Mental Health, 10, no. 1 (September 2006): 8. 
119 cited in Ronald Wright, Stolen Continents, 346. 
120 Chappell, “Social responsibility,” 265. 
121 Ruth B. Phillips, “Making Space”, The Canadian Forum 71, Issue 816 (1993).	
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provisions for the preservation and use of the cultural material that are similar to those 

of traditional museums123.  However, its narrowly defined mission to ensure the 

survival of all aspects of Kwakwaka’wakw cultural heritage sets it apart from its 

domestic, non-Native counterparts.  As such, the centre represents an alternative 

museology that is socially activist in nature and directly serves the community in 

which it is located.  The absence of social recognition and institutional 

underrepresentation renders Natives in effect “not seen––as a full human being whose 

presence matters”.124  

 

Imperialism involves “not only...objective historical conditions but also human 

attitudes to these conditions”125; in other words, a physical and ideological form of 

social control.  These experiments in cultural self-determination, of material 

recontextualisation and ritual rediscovery, help to “restore an imaginary fullness or 

plentitude, to set against the broken rubric of (Native) past”.126  Native societies exist 

with an assiduous sense of the ‘presence of absence’ regarding the loss of their 

traditional material culture, language, and sacred knowledge.  Tribal museums and 

cultural centres, although performing the act of salvaging material cultural and 

defining ethnic and cultural boundaries differ critically from traditional museums.  

The processes of cultural self-definition often occur under the purview of tribal 

councils, community leaders and other cultural stakeholders with intimate knowledge 

of relevant norms and customs. 
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The historical injustices suffered by Native groups not only function on psychological 

levels but also signifies and reinforces their social, cultural, and political 

marginalisation relative to society at large.  Increasing cultural diversity of Canada 

does not necessarily lead to growth in cross-cultural dialogue and interaction.  

Western frameworks extend themselves into areas of cultural and intellectual property 

that are not applicable to a Native cultural praxis that places emphasis on expression, 

oral tradition, and intangible communal property.  Generally, Native cultures “do not 

separate texts from ongoing creative production, or ongoing creativity from social 

relationships, or social relationships from a people’s relationship to an ecological 

landscape that binds past and future generations in relations of spiritual 

significance”.127  
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Chapter Three 

THEORY, AGENCY, AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

 

Social Context theory examines social changes and the continual processes of 

community development.  Social integration among community members involves 

inter-generational linkages that foster cultural continuity.  Development in a 

sociocultural sense refers to “a commitment to build upon a community’s shares 

activities and interactions consistent with the emerging needs in a society’s changing 

social context”.128  Cultural centres, working directly under the purview of the local 

community, are particularly situated to address the needs of the local population.  

Functioning on the micro social level, centres serve as a counterbalance to mitigate 

macro-level societal structures and political pressures.  Through social programmes 

and cultural activities influence both individual and collective social behaviour 

patterns over time. 

 

A central component of the theory is its social environmental dimension, which 

includes: societal structures, social processes, and common patterns of social 

behaviour.  In the context of the Kwakwaka’wakw community, which suffered from 

years of legislation that disrupted traditional cultural practice, the social processes are 

essential to the socialisation of individuals into a larger, community collective.  The 

attainment of individual identity attributes “is a cognitive process that refers to 

exploring an identity and developing an understanding of the meaning of that identity 
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in one’s life”.129  Research suggests that a sense of community cohesion among 

Indigenous community members lowers the likelihood of mental health issues and 

suicide. 

 

Social cognitive theory accounts for the agentic capacity of groups and individual to 

influence their social circumstances.  The theory investigates three modes of agency: 

personal agency on the individual level; proxy agency whereby people or groups 

employ influence upon others to act on their behalf; and collective agency where 

people act jointly to shape their future.130  The agentic modes of human development 

are not independent of one another and must act in concert in order for individuals 

and groups to achieve their desired development outcomes.  Though I would 

categorise the U’Mista Cultural Centre as an example of the collective agency of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw trying to secure the continuity of their culture and the revival of 

ritual practice, Native groups do not have absolute sovereignty or dependable access 

to the resources of the State in order to fully realise their social ambitions.  On the 

institutional level, the Centre receives various funding from provincial and federal 

agencies such as Canada Heritage and the BC Arts Council for technology 

implementation and operational costs.  Regarding issues such as access to health care 

and, importantly, the formal recognition of First Nations health strategies in order for 

Indigenous people to benefit from the national health care system relies on the 

activation of proxy agency in order to achieve positive health outcomes. 

 

Despite containing the highest diversity of First Nations groups within its territory, 

British Columbia has the distinction of making the least amount of progress in the 
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negotiations over Native sovereignty and Aboriginal rights to self-governance131.  

Despite the rights enshrined within the Canadian Constitution, access to public 

services such as health care are often limited to the established boundaries of Native 

reserves that do not always correspond to the territorial mandates of provincial health-

care providers.  On average, only 26% of status Natives within BC live on-reserve, 

with the majority of the population (59.7%) dwelling in urban areas and a further 

14.3% living in rural areas.132  Though rural/urban statistics for the seventeen 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nations are not readily available, assuming similar population 

stratification means that U’Mista will have to work through proxy agency in order to 

reach off-reserve populations.133  The reality of interdependency is not the sole 

purview of Native groups but the modern reality of all cultural collectives.  Social 

outcomes are contingent upon cross-cultural variations, sociopolitical power 

dynamics, and a myriad of factors that enable an ample range of cultural possibilities.   

 

At the core of social identity-making and cultural replication are group-level cultural 

models that contain the store of language, customs and norms, particular to a given 

Nation.  Native cultures are not circumscribed by bounded territories but rather the 

psychosocial orientations and social customs embedded within the social practices of 

their respective cultures.  However, social cognitive theory posits personal efficacy as 

a critical trait for both individualistic and group-oriented societies.134  Dedication to 

the social interests of the collective “creates strong personal obligations to do one’s 
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part in group pursuits as efficaciously as one can”, representing a bidirectionality of 

influence.135  A cultural group hampered by individual self-doubt and cultural 

insecurity will achieve little collectively and fail to achieve social uplift.  Intra-

cultural diversity means that the presence of individualists and collectivists within a 

given group is not mutually exclusive, and often co-exist.  Generally, high levels of 

personal efficacy at both the individual and societal level show a positive correlation 

in the attainment of high group effort within the collective.136	
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Chapter Four 

CULTURE AS CRITICAL VARIABLE IN SELF-IDENTITY 

Culture is the basis for an identity, without it one is 
lost.137 

-Mary Jamieson (Mohawk), “For Us to Decide” 
 

Native cultures inhabit what anthropologist Nelson H.H. Graburn calls the “Fourth 

World”, a semi-sovereign (at best) social space existing within the internationally 

recognised boundaries of another nation.138  Under these conditions, Native cultures 

face substantial obstacles in the free exercise of cultural praxis and sovereignty.  The 

boundaries of First Nations ethnic identity are continually being negotiated inter-

ethnically on a micro-level and within the larger, macro sociopolitical reality.  The 

concerted push for “tribal sovereignty, tribal autonomy, self-determination, and self-

identification”139 is utilised to counter the historical impacts of national policies 

related to colonisation, re-education programmes, ethnocide, and linguicide.140  

Regardless of their historic and deep-rooted traditions, Native identities, like all 

cultures, must be continually maintained and strengthened in order to remain viable 

into the future.141   
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Traditional customs that are transmitted orally within indigenous communities, and 

mediated through rites of passage ‘hosted’ by Old People142, were especially 

susceptible to the deleterious effects of colonial policies that prohibited these 

practices.  Native interpersonal relationships are cultivated “through unimpeded 

access, continued exchange of knowledge, and ceremonies of renewal such as visiting 

and exchanging of gifts and stories”.143  The restrictions upon of cultural practice 

resulted in artefacts falling into the hands of colonial officials and precipitated a 

global exchange in the wares of colonised peoples within Western European and 

North American institutions.   

 

Cultural centres provide a native-regulated social space that facilitates the process of 

cultural continuity, or ethnic renewal, whereby communities and their members can 

negotiate the development of new ethnic lifeways with minimal external interference, 

allowing for the simultaneous reproduction and transformation of their cultural 

repositories.  The transmission of Native histories has the psychic effect of reducing 

“the alienation in Aboriginal communities that arises when people are separated from 

their heritage and, by implication, from themselves”.144  These cultural centres offer 

an alternative social arena for sociocultural and intercommunal discourse.  

Importantly, they often pattern traditional Native modes of acculturation that focus 

upon collectivist, sociocentric, and communal inclusion rather than the proclivity 

towards individualism witnessed in many postmodern societies.  The primacy of First 

Nations cultural sovereignty over Indigenous spaces in fostering positive health 

outcomes, through the internal negotiations of historicultural identity, bears witness to 
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the psychosocial power of “culture-as-treatment” and enabling the “deinternalisation 

of dominance”.145146   

 

Contemporary communal Native spaces must “effectively negotiate the line between 

fetishizing such identities and recognizing their importance to the continuance of 

Indians as tribal peoples”.147  The utilisation of traditional material culture for the 

purpose of cultural regeneration does not suggest returning to a romanticised version 

of the past but rather the “creative interpretations of Indigenous principles, values, 

and practices that seem most useful in contemporary contexts, where contemporary 

relations of colonialism are not interpreted as fatalities, but as subject to Indigenous 

agency and transformation”.148  All societies consist of fundamental cultural traditions 

and norms that serve as markers of sociocultural identity and for marginalised groups 

such as Native Canadians, may serve as a foundation for cultural survival and 

regeneration. 

 

Indigenous cultural centres are more than simply binary oppositions to Euro-Canadian 

institutions, they provide centralised repositories of native knowledge and “serve an 

important psychological need and provide stability and security”.149  On a community 

level, “collective ethnic renewal involves the reconstruction of community: building 

or rebuilding institutions, culture, traditions, or history, by old or new members”.150  
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Native-led space is utilised to communicate cultural qualities that are embedded 

within the biography of the land and furthermore: 

may be integrally involved in the construction of both personal 
identities––unique configurations of life history items that 
differentiate the self from other-and social identities––groups of 
attributes associated with persons of a given social category.151 

 

During the 1960s, the Canadian government, concerned over the potential of violent 

Native demonstrations such as those witnessed in America, instituted a 

Cultural/Education Centres Program (CECP) initiative that provided financial and 

technical support for the development of Indigenous cultural centres.  Led by the 

Canadian Department of the Secretary of State, the number of First Nation and Inuit 

community centres grew from nine centres at the beginning of the programme in 1971 

to its current tally of 116 (2017), serving native communities nationwide.  

Sardonically, it was same Canadian State, through its funding of the Anglican 

Church-led Residential school programme that served as the primary vehicle for 

Native assimilation into the dominant Euro-Canadian society and the current need for 

indigenous cultural renewal.   

 

The Canadian government, acknowledging its historic anti-Native policies formed the 

2008 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC), which was charged 

with identifying the harmful legacies of the Indian residential school system. The 

Commission presented its findings at the 9th Session of the United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues and noted the following:  

[e]ducation, delivered through residential schools, was the tool 
for assimilation and will serve in the present as the tool that best 
addresses all of that, for education will create knowledge and 
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from knowledge will come understanding.  From understanding 
will come respect––both self-respect for Indigenous people and 
mutual respect for all.152 

 
 
The Speaking Land––Land as Arbiter of Cultural Continuity 

Native communities “hold their lands––places––as having the highest possible 

meaning, and all their statements are made with this reference point in mind”.153  

Land forms the foundation of the Native sociocultural interpretative field and “is not 

folded into language, culture, or spiritual values, but instead is “reflected” in the 

sociological traits of being Aboriginal”.154155  As the fundamental law of the Haida 

Nation of British Columbia proclaims: the land and ocean define their identity and 

there can be no Haida without either.156  When First Nations communities in 

Manitoba were asked what would make their communities healthier, reinforcing the 

connection to traditional lands was second only to language acquisition157.  Within 

communities with long-standing land claims over their traditional land base, suicide 

rates were substantially lower (41%) than communities without such claims and the 

second strongest predictor of youth suicide rates, only trailing “self-government”.  

Culture is embedded within the social field and it provides meaning to a particularised 

space, or as Feld and Basso note: “as people fashion places, so, too, do they fashion 
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themselves”.158  Native ontology regarding the centrality of land is incompatible with 

capitalist nomenclature of individualism and exclusive property rights, a contract that 

is strictly economic and entails no inter-community obligation.   

 

This inefficient use of communal land was abhorrent to the new settlers, who were 

appalled by the Native practice of economic subsistent economy and their dearth of 

individualism or selfishness, which was deemed fundamental to civilisation159.  For 

Native populations however, acknowledging the sacred nature:  

…of lands on which previous generations have lived and died is 
the foundation of all other sentiment.  Instead of denying this 
dimension of our emotional lives, (First Nations) should be 
setting aside additional place that have transcendent meaning.160   
 

Indigenous cultural continuity is:  

inherently tied to land, not to land in general but to particular 
landscapes, landforms, and biomes where ceremonies are 
properly held, stories properly recited, medicines properly 
gathered, and transfers of knowledge properly authenticated.161   

 

Post-settler relations between the Canadian State and First Nations groups regarding 

spatial allotments radically transformed the historical “authenticity of dwelling” 

space, removing the Native from traditional sites of worship, cultural praxis, and 

ritual.  In BC, the issue of land ownership is complicated by the fact that the majority 

of Indigenous Nations never signed treaties with the Canadian government.  This 
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created social fissures that radically altered the sense of Native “rootedness”, of land 

as interminable ancestral place and cultural identity. 

 
Indigenous Languages and Cultural Continuity  

 
The right to be indigenous is an essential prerequisite to 
developing and maintaining culturally appropriate and 
sustainable education for indigenous people162 

-The Coolangatta Statement on Indigenous  
Peoples’ Rights in Education  

 

Effectively all human experience is mediated through the processes of socialisation 

and, in particular, the acquisition of language.163  Language is the fundamental 

conveyor of cultural knowledge, and individuals tend to ally their emotions and 

personal thoughts in their first tongue.164  Between 1996 and 2001, the percentage of 

young children (aged 0-4) who spoke their heritage (e.g. Indigenous) language 

declined from 10.7 per cent to 7.9 per cent, while 5-14 years old speakers declined 

from 19.8 per cent to 16.7 per cent despite a growing population of young people.165  

Following decades of government imposed sanctions regarding Native cultural 

practices many Aboriginal communities are in the process of rejuvenating the use and 

practice of Native languages and rituals.166  

																																																								
162 Cited in Grande, Red Pedagogy, 15. 
163 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Stanford: 
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Figure 3–– Percentage of Aboriginal Identity population with an Aboriginal Mother 

Tongue (1996 and 2001)167 

 Language, noted the 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, is the main 

vehicle for cultural transference, and therefore a critical component of cultural 

regeneration and sovereignty.  It is the prime medium of cultural time-space 

distanciation and the development of a collective, communal experience that is 

particularly dependent upon its daily utilisation.168  According to the World Assembly 

of First Nations, the “languages of Aboriginal people…are necessary for the 

transmission of concepts that are critical to Aboriginal culture, and must be retained 

in order that Aboriginal cultures may be perpetuated”.169  Additionally, a 2005 report 

presented to the Minister of Canadian Heritage described language as “one of the 

																																																								
167 Norris, “Aboriginal Languages in Canada,” 202. 
168 Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, structure and contradiction in social 
analysis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979). 
169 World Council of Indigenous Peoples, Final Report of the World Assembly of First Nations (Regina, 
Saskatchewan, 1982), 96. 
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most tangible symbols of culture and group identity––a link which connects people 

with their past, and guards their social, emotional and spiritual vitality”170.   

 

Since 1900, it is estimated that at least 10 indigenous language groups have become 

extinct, with a further 50 language groups in danger of extinction in modern times.171  

Amongst Canada’s 896 First Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities there exists 11 

major language groups with more than 58 dialects distributed around the Canadian 

nation.172  Due to the historic pressures cultural disruption and assimilation, levels of 

Native language proficiency, especially amongst individuals with a Native language 

as their first language, is particularly low. 

 

The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 

notes that a language is considered endangered when it is being learned by less than 

30% of the children within a community.173  Recent Aboriginal language acquisition 

trends within British Columbian First Nations communities demonstrate growth in 

second language attainment greater than the increase in first language speakers.  For 

many of the endangered languages in British Columbia, a landmass the size of 

Western Europe, the prospects of being transmitted as the first language of the next 

generation are extremely low.  First-language speakers in some groups are on average 

over the age of 40 and particular Native populations have as low as 7% of their 
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population speaking their Mother Tongue as their first language.174175  Somewhat 

encouraging, an Aboriginal Peoples Survey conducted by Statistics Canada in 1991 

found that 75% to 93% of Indigenous people would like to learn their native language 

or enhance their proficiency176. 

 

Nations are defined by sociologist Manuel Castells as “cultural communes 

constructed in people’s minds and collective memory by the sharing of history and 

political projects”.177  Absent from this definition is the concept of sociopolitical 

power: the ability to compel civil obedience and social conformity regardless of 

oppositional forces.  Despite the legal recognition of Aboriginal rights by the 

Canadian Supreme Court in 1990178, indigenous people are still subject to state 

control and must “meet state-defined criteria for Aboriginal identity…to gain access 

to these legal rights”.179  An individual or group cannot merely claim to be a certain 

Indigenous Nation or affiliation but must prove their “Indianness”.  Indigenous 

migrants to urban centres often have difficulties obtaining employment and adapting 

to the social and cultural norms of their new environment.  
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Language Loss and Suicide Risk 

The loss of language is tied to a deep psychological loss of identity and culture180181, 

resulting in loss of cultural personhood and higher insistences of the intergenerational 

transmission of sociocultural dislocation and anomic behaviours such as alcoholism, 

domestic abuse and suicide.182183  High suicide rates are often indicative of low social 

integration and self-identification with the larger community184.  The reemergence of 

traditional language use and cultural continuity has potential to reduce negative health 

outcomes, in particular youth suicide, within Aboriginal communities (Chandler and 

Lalonde, 1998).  Native languages fare better in terms of continuity within Aboriginal 

communities, especially within “on-reserve” societies.185   

 

The issue arises: if language knowledge is highest amongst “on-reserve” populations 

yet the majority of Natives in BC live in urban areas, how can the disparity be 

rectified?  As well be discussed later in the thesis, the U’Mista Cultural Centre 

partners with other institutions in order to provide language resources to off-reserve, 

urban Kwakwaka’wakw.  Linguistic knowledge, which includes the ability to 

converse in an Aboriginal language, is important to continuity but varying levels of 

fluency make this variable to weakest variable for cultural continuity186. The 

involvement of all community members, through collective agency, is required if 

language maintenance, preservation and revitalisation efforts are to be successful.  
																																																								
180 Verna J. Kirkness, “The critical state of aboriginal languages in Canada,” Canadian Journal of 
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Figure 4–– Percentage of Aboriginal Identity Population with An Aboriginal Mother 
Tongue, Home Language or Knowledge of Aboriginal Language by Place of Residence 

(1996)187 
 

 
 

According to 2001 Canadian census data, 879 communities were identified as 

Aboriginal, which includes First Nations, Inuit, and Métis cultures.  These cultures 

were stratified according to language survivance and probability of intergenerational 

language transfer amongst group members.  The communities were grouped into nine 

mutually exclusive categories ranging from “communities with flourishing languages 

and young first language speakers” (category 1) to “communities with no first-

language speakers” (category 8).  The last designation, category 9, was allotted for 

communities for which census data is unavailable.  Native language viability is higher 

amongst Native societies with large populations and low or medium integration to the 

dominant society––Indigenous groups such as Cree, Ojibwa, Inuit, and Chipewyan––

and has a particularly good chance for long-range language viability.188   
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Unfortunately, the prospects of long-term the Kwak’wala language is low due to the 

advanced age of primary speakers and levels of everyday language use.189  Unlike 

other cultural groups, First Nations peoples cannot rely upon external immigration for 

the maintenance and revitalization of their respective languages.  Intergenerational 

cultural transmission must therefore be self-sustaining; and critical to this continuity 

are first language speakers and cultural centres of instruction that work to keep these 

valuable traditions viable for future generations. 

 

Aboriginal populations within peripheral settlements, Inuit populations or registered 

Indian on-reserve have higher levels of Native language retention than non-status 

Indians or Métis peoples, whom have a greater percentage of their populations 

residing within urban centres.190  For all populations signified, 2001 figures show a 

reduction in the percentage of populations with an Aboriginal mother tongue, which 

indicate decreasing levels of language continuity, although second language 

acquisition levels showed a positive trend.191  Fortuitously, Canada’s Native 

population is younger than the general population––33 percent versus 19 percent of 

the population is under 15 years of age––and growing at a faster rate.192  Although 

generalisations that speak for the entirety of First Nations experience are impossible, 

the typical post-contact social outcome for every group has been negative. 

 
Social maladies afflicting Native populations in Canada vary across geographic 

location with more than 90% of the suicides occurring in less than 10% of the 
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bands.193  The high variation of suicide amongst First Nations groups within British 

Columbia is considerable: some communities exhibit suicide rates 800 times the 

national average, while in other groups suicide is virtually unknown.194  Suicide and 

self-inflicted injuries rank among the leading causes of death for First Nations’ youth 

(aged 15-24), rates that are five to seven times higher than non-Indigenous 

populations.195  Poor childhood mental health does not lessen as the individual 

reaches maturity as negative health outcomes are often felt throughout their 

lifespan.196  The prevalence of social stress amongst First Nations’ groups results 

from “the absence of a clear set of values, beliefs and strategies necessary to guide 

people in their efforts to cope with stress”.197   

 

The high degree of incidence variation among the 203 Indian bands in British 

Columbia has been linked to the level of engagement within individual Indigenous 

community practices that promote cultural continuity198.  Bands committed to the 

preservation their own cultures, exhibit lower levels of anomic behaviours (e.g. 

suicide and mental illness).199  A sense of shared history and local control over their 

civic future “invests ethnic identity with social value and contributes directly to 
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mental health”.200201  Cultural centres, rather than merely educating the public bout 

cultural particularities, provide didactic functions that facilitate cultural continuity and 

language revival.   

 

These cultural centres provide additional social functions absent in traditional 

museums, in particular the provision of “resources for the preservation and 

transmission of culture within (an indigenous) community”, including classes and 

workshops that facilitate language and ceremonial continuity.202  Increasing empirical 

evidence suggests:  

“indigenous communities that have met with greater success in 
owning their own past and gaining local control over their own 
civic future not only enjoy a more robust sense of indigenous 
identity, but also demonstrate a greater measure of health and 
well-being”.203204   

 

While many of these centres offer education services to the general public through the 

display and interpretation of indigenous material, the expansion of cultural centres has 

allowed Native communities to present their distinctive cultures while confronting the 

historical issues of cultural misrepresentation on their own terms.   

 

The U’Mista Cultural Centre in British Columbia serves one of the larger Native 

groups in the province, the Nimpkish band of the Kwakwaka’wakw of North 

Vancouver Island, and is widely considered an innovative institute due to its strategic 
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partnerships with local organisations, national museums, and academic institutions.205  

The following chapter will investigate how the U’Mista Cultural Centre, one of the 

longest operating Native-led cultural centres in the country is serving the needs of its 

community and addressing the issues associated with cultural continuity and health 

for the Kwakwaka’wakw people.  
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Chapter Five 

THE U’MISTA CULTURAL CENTRE 

 

It was a while before we came to realize that our place was 
the very house of difference rather than the security of any 
one particular difference206. 

-Audre Lorde 

 

In the Kwak’wala language of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation207 there is no word for 

repatriation.  The term “U’Mista” means the “state of luck that brings those captured 

in war home”, in reference to the recovery of cultural artefacts confiscated during the 

1922 Potlatch ban by the Canadian government.  The U’Mista Cultural Society was 

founded in 1974 with a mandate to ensure the survival of the cultural heritage and the 

kwak’wala language, the traditional inhabitants of the coastal areas of northeastern 

Vancouver Island and mainland British Columbia.  The objectives of the U’Mista 

Cultural Centre are: 

1. To collect, preserve and exhibit native artifacts of cultural, artistic and historic value 

to the Kwakwaka’wakw. 

2. To promote and foster carving, dancing, ceremonials and other cultural and artistic 

activities engaged in the by the Kwakwaka’wakw. 

3. To collect, record and make available information and records relating to the 

language and history of the Kwakwaka’wakw for the use of the Kwakwaka’wakw. 

4. To promote, build and maintain facilities for carrying out the above aims and 

objectives. 

5. To recover for other institutions and individuals artifacts and records of cultural, 

artistic and historic value to the Kwakwaka’wakw208 
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Figure 5– Location of Alert Bay (‘Yalis), British Columbia 

 

The centre is located in Alert Bay (‘Yalis), British Columbia, on the historical lands 

of the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation.  Enabled in part by the National Museums Act of 

1968, museums nationwide were empowered by the Canadian government to return 

cultural material at their discretion to the original source communities.  The 

Kwakwaka’wakw consists of seventeen separate nations and disagreements over the 

provenance of the Potlatch collection led to the development of two separate cultural 

centres.   

 

In 1979, the Canadian Museum of Civilisation (formerly the Victoria Memorial 

Museum) repatriated its portion of the 1921 Potlatch collection to the 

Kwakwaka’wakw Nation, which formed the foundation for the Nuyumbaless Cultural 

Centre (formerly the Kwagiulth Museum and Cultural Centre), which opened in 1979, 

and the U’Mista Cultural Centre, founded in 1980.  Subsequently, in 1988 the Royal 

Museum of Ontario proceeded to return its portion of the confiscated items, followed 

by the US-based National Museum of the American Indian in 1993 and 2002, spurned 

by the passing of the 1990 NAGPRA Act.  However, provisions required the 
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taxonomic preservation of artefacts, thus ensuring objects would remain devoid of 

sociocultural agency.   

 

The U’Mista Potlatch Collection 

The majority of the U’Mista collection derives form the confiscated items of Chief 

Don Cranmer, which occurred during a raid by Indian agents in 1921.  The annual 

Potlatch ceremony involved communal feasting and the generous exchange of gifts 

but its central social function lay in a particular form of sociality: the display and 

affirmation of privileges and the transfer of valuable items in the presence of 

witnessing guests.209  Ritual performance served as the conduit of cultural meaning: 

the Potlatch ceremony had to be performed and witnessed by members of the 

society.210  The passage of time between confiscation of Kwakwaka’wakw cultural 

material in the 1920s and its eventually repatriation in the late 1970s, meant that many 

caretakers of the sacred knowledge who understood the proper social roles of these 

artefacts were no longer alive.  The Potlatch cultural material, as signifiers of the 

sacred rituals of the Kwakwaka’wakw, were “hidden from profane gaze, revealed 

only at appropriate moments in sacred time, it contained powers which had to be 

understood as a precondition for responding to it in the intended way”.211    

 

Critical to the sociospatial function of Indigenous communities in British Columbia, 

the potlatch ceremony incorporated “all aspects of culture: linguistic, social, political, 
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ritual, ceremonial, legal, and artistic”.212  Cultural material in this sense was socially 

active and served particular social and cultural functions that solidified inter-

communal relationships and social accountability through the sharing of family 

histories, the naming of children, and the unification of ‘namimas (kin groups) 

through marriage.  Furthermore, as signifiers of the cultural experience, material is 

critical to the continuity of culture itself.  Gifts assist in the creation and maintenance 

of social bonds and the construction of social networks that link individuals to 

communities and organisations.213214215  This ritual practice marked stages of 

transition and the dissemination of social rank and status within the communal 

hierarchy.   

 

The ritualised exchange of gifts within kin-based societies were traditionally not 

economic transactions but were rather “concerned with the production of sociability, 

through the creation and maintenance of social links”.216   The transfer of items was 

“interlocked with birth, with the stages of maturation, with adolescence, with 

accession to rank, with marriage, to succession to chiefship, and with death”.217  

Additionally, the bestowal of gifts, naming, and ostentatious displays of culturally 

specific sociopolitical power and wealth, confirmed that chiefs were legitimately 

endowed with the ability to manage nawalak––the supernatural.  Cultural material 

such as “blankets, canoes, boxes, door posts, feasting dishes, and the right to dance or 
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to use specific masks, were thought to convey some quantum of supernatural energy, 

some vital force, in and of themselves”.218   

 

The U’Mista Cultural Centre arranges the repatriated cultural artefacts of the Potlatch 

Collection within the main exhibition hall, which is patterned after a traditional 

bighouse, also known as a longhouse or gukwdzi219.  Masks and artefacts that would 

have traditionally been worn by participants of the potlatch are unlabeled and affixed 

to poles, in an open display that is unencumbered by any glass or ropes that may 

separate the viewer from the displays.  The wall text informs the visitor: “The 

Potlatch collection is an open exhibit because we felt that the objects had been locked 

up long enough before being returned to us”.  Culturally specific rules regarding the 

order of appearance each artefact had within the potlatch ceremony determines the 

spatial arrangement within the main hall.  However, the name of the owners of the 

repatriated material is not provided and furthermore “the rituals in which the pieces 

are shown are not mentioned; the artifacts are identified by their Kwak’wala name.  

To understand how the display relates to the Kwakwaka’wakw culture, one has to be 

knowledgeable about it”.220 

 

As loci of cultural transmission the banning of sacred performance rituals of the 

Potlatch and the Sun Dance effectively brought about an abrupt end to an integral 

aspect of Kwakwaka’wakw history.  Unable to confer positions of social power, to 

transfer sacred knowledge, or maintain inter-group linkages through trade, the 

collapse of traditional praxis was so complete that social ties amongst the 
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Kwakwaka’wakw––linguistic, social, class, political––ceased to have cultural 

significance.  Indigenous cultural persecution reached its zenith in BC with the 

codification of laws that prohibited the practice of cultural expressions, which 

included dances, spiritual ceremonies, indigenous forms of dress and the use of native 

language.  U’Mista chooses to directly confront this colonial history of the artefacts 

and places emphasis in the “liberation” of the cultural material after its reunification 

with the Kwakwaka’wakw.   

 

Intellectual totalities are composed upon fractions of cultural material collectives and 

although the limited material on offer at U’Mista is partially due to historical and 

legislative factors, the lack of inter-ethnic dialogue with other centres in the region 

forces individuals to travel long distances to view First Nations material located in 

British Columbia.  No digital repository currently available of the collection and no 

Pan-Native publications are currently on offer.  Many of the preserved cultural 

materials are too delicate to be used in modern ritual.  Cultural material, including 

objects and text, presented within an autoethnographic context “assert alternative 

forms of meaning and power from those associated with the dominant, metropolitan 

culture”, that offers a counter-narrative to the historical accounts of Indigenous 

history.221   

 

Cultural symbols provide cognitive blueprints that ascribe meaning, assign social 

obligation, and facilitate the organization of sociocultural life.  Canadian legislation 

and Residential School policy created a multigenerational divide “between youth and 

elders, children and parents, students and their cultural heritages, creating a situation 
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in which communal and cultural networks for healing were seldom accessible to 

students after their release from institutionalization”.222  The sociocultural role of 

Native cultural centres transcends the traditional educative function of traditional 

museums but in the absence of political and territorial sovereignty often form the core 

of cultural continuity.  Cultural sovereignty and cultural agency “is the bedrock upon 

which any and every discussion of Indian reality must be built”.223  These 

community-led endeavours reject the elitist tone of the European museology model 

and “provides the opportunity for the community to take control over its own 

representation and to facilitate cultural awareness amongst a wider audience including 

outsiders”.224   

 

 The Legacy of the Residential School System 

The relocation of children from reserves to government sanctioned Residential 

schools resulted in generations of Native children unfamiliar with indigenous societal 

norms and customs.  This resulted in many artefacts being improperly discarded or 

destroyed rather than utilised in the function of cultural continuity.225  On a 

community level, the Residential School system served to “effectively stifle the 

Aboriginal Voice by denying generations of children access to their cultural 

knowledge while instilling in them negative perceptions of their cultural identities”.226  

The internalisation of their social and political marginalisation increased the 

likelihood of diminished self-esteem and its residual effects on overall well-being.  
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The oral transmission of cultural lifeways is highly dependent upon societal 

gatekeepers and socio-spatial consistency.  Without the key function of ritual and the 

development of communitas, the source of interconnection between cultural and 

social symbols and subsystems, much of the cultural knowledge was severely 

diminished or lost altogether.227  

 

Survivors of Canada’s Residential School system describe an environment with “no 

one to talk to…no love…” filled with rampant “emotional abuse, physical abuse, 

sexual abuse, psychological and even spiritual abuse”.228  Within British Columbia, 

colonialisation brought about disruptions in the fabric of Native cultural memory and 

practice, resulting in the so-called “lost generations”, whose descendants continue to 

demonstrate lower instances of physical and mental wellness.  Government mandated, 

church-run residential schools provided (European) education to an estimated 100,000 

children from 1879 to 1973 who were forcibly removed from homes and incorporated 

into “an institutional regime that fiercely denigrated and suppressed their heritage”.229  

By the end of the 1960s, fully 30% to 40% of children under the care of the State 

were Indigenous children, whereas in 1959 the percentage was 1%.230  An Algonquin 

First Nations survivor of the Residential School system in Manitoba recalls the forced 

process of acculturation and the suppression of once meaningful cultural narratives:  

“I remember my number 52…I was numberized…If (students) 
speak (their Native language), we would be physically 
punished…I lost my culture…I didn't know the meaning of the 
symbolics of (Native) culture.  Instead I knew the symbolics of 
the Catholic faith”.231   
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As of 2006, there were an estimated 86,000 “survivors” of the Canadian Residential 

School system, with an “additional” 287,350 Native people estimated to be victims of 

the “intergenerational impacts” of these institutions.232  The cultural discontinuity 

experienced by the Elders in the 19th and 20th century particularly in linguistic and 

cultural loss and the psychological derivatives of PTSD233, impacted their intertribal 

relationships and familial bonds.  Beyond addressing the historical disruptions in 

cultural practice, the U’Mista has developed genealogical and ethnobiological 

programmes to connect families that were torn apart by the Residential School 

system.  Many individuals were introduced back into societies where they were 

rejected by the European society that still saw them an Indians and unfamiliar with 

the language, customs, and traditions found on the indigenous reserves of their 

ancestors. 

 

Cultural Centres as Autoethnographic Space 

U’Mista and other Native-led cultural centres around the world serve as postcolonial 

spaces engaged in the production of “autoethnographic texts”.234  The return of 

Potlatch artefacts to the Kwakwaka’wakw people, explains U’Mista Cultural Centre 

Director Gloria Cranmer Webster, “is one u’mista…taking back from many sources 

information about our culture and our history to help us rebuild our world that was 

almost shattered during the bad times”.235236  The processes of autoethnography cross 

ideologically boundaries through the use of cultural methodologies previously outside 
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of traditional Native frameworks––such as the perpetual display of material––are 

utilised in order to suit their culturally specific needs.237 

 

Loss of traditional Native cultural ways creates a “philosophical/spiritual vacuum for 

many and a loss of the good and healthful life for most”.238  Potlatch material 

represents a dramatic period of cultural disruption, brought about by the policies of 

Provincial and Federal authorities.  However, they are much more than ethnographic 

objects or representations of historical trauma, but they social actors with their own 

histories.  Socially influential only through their exchange value, the Potlatch material 

was never intended to remain under the jurisdiction of Chief Cranmer and his 

descendants.  In fact quite the opposite, objects were meant to serve as markers of 

Chief Dan Cranmer’s economic status through their use in ritual performance.  For 

the Kwakwaka’wakw there exists no word of art, ethnic material serves a functional 

purpose in ceremony and ritual, and was meant to be utilised and handled in culturally 

appropriate ways as part of a living culture.  Through a shift in their social ‘use-

value’, from ceremonial object to museum centrepiece, the meanings and values 

ascribed to the objects has transformed, subsequently altering human relationships 

with the items. 

 

The centre functions as more than a storehouse of cultural material, offering language 

classes as well as traditional activities such as medicine-making, dance programmes, 

and mask carving that supports the continuity of customary practices and cultural 

development.  These programmes are specifically “aimed at rebuilding 
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Kwakwaka’wakw identity, that involve a large part of the community, whereby elders 

are teaching the young”.239  Home language acquisition amongst Native populations 

has declined since the beginning of the 21st century.  However, the number of 

individuals learning their Aboriginal language as adults has increased, primarily 

through the growth of time spent on-reserve and access to culturally-specific 

programmes within urban population centres240.  These tailored cultural programmes 

are important in fostering an achieved sense of ethnic identity, especially amongst 

adolescents and young adults is directly correlated to the psychological well-being of 

the individual.241   

 

Kwakwaka’wakw Language Proficiency 

According to a 2014 BC First Nations Language report, the number of fluent 

Kwak’wala speakers increased 11.4% during the period of 2010-2014, from 148 

speakers to 165 individuals.  Furthermore, an additional 499 members of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw community were self-identified as semi-fluent speakers of their 

mother tongue.  Nonetheless, fluent and semi-fluent speakers represent 2.3% and 

6.8% of the total Kwakwaka’wakw population242, respectively, with an additional 

10.6% self-identifying as learners of the language.243  This same report determined 

that all BC First Nations languages are severely/critically endangered, signifying that 

Native languages are rarely spoken at home, or used for daily communication, or 

learned as the mother tongue by children.  Each successive generation of Indigenous 
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peoples bears witness to the cultural loss of hundreds of Native languages and as a 

result the cumulative store of that culture’s lifeways and knowledge. 

 

Figure 6–Kwak’wala Language Proficiency (2014)244 

 

Ultimately, services provided by cultural centres must be brought into urban 

environments to ensure that these critical segments of the population have access to 

their cultural heritage and history.  According to a 2005 government survey amongst 

First Nations’ populations, several respondents noted: “the ability to speak one’s own 

language helps people to understand who they are in relation to themselves, their 

families, and their communities, and to Creation itself”.245  Partnerships between 

cultural centres and urban school systems, universities and government welfare, 

health care, and social service programmes are critical to engaging with off-reserve 

populations with limited access to cultural resources found on-reserve or within 

cultural centres.246  
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245 Canadian Heritage, “Towards a New Beginning: A Foundation Report for a Strategy to Revitalize 
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Native individuals living off-reserve and in urban centres are particularly vulnerable 

to cultural alienation and the erosion of cultural identity, more so than any other First 

Nations demographic247.  Thus, communities are not always sources of empowerment 

and the construction of positive identity; pre-existing ideas of community are often 

imposed upon identity groups with lower social and political capital, who suffer, as a 

result, from lower levels of self-esteem, psychological security, and self-identity.248   

 

Table II. Registered Indian On- and Off-Reserve Population249250 

Year (2000)  On Reserve Off-Reserve Total 

 Male 199,815 

(60.3%) 

131,068 

(39.7%) 

330,883 

(100%) 

 Female 192,178 

(55.7%) 

152,438 

(44.3%) 

344,616 

(100%) 

 Total 391,993 283,506 675,499 

 

The imposition of Euro-Canadian sociopolitical control in BC coincided with 

provincial policies of assimilation, which attempted to “kill the Indian, but (save) the 

Man”.  The contemporary roles of cultural centres within their community are not 

circumscribed by attempts to promote traditional lifeways but an endeavour at 

reconstructing them251.  As Gloria Cranmer Webster, Director of The U’Mista 

Cultural Society and great-granddaughter of Chief Don Cranmer, explains: “old 
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people (elders) are teaching the children what they know.  We’re rebuilding and we’re 

growing stronger in all sorts of ways.  We use this center as a focus of that 

rebuilding”.252  Any culture lacking the social mechanisms for cultural transmission 

and continuity will cease to exist.   

 

Developing Local Partnerships 

Strategic partnerships with linguists from the University of British Columbia and the 

provincial government produced a 12-volume set of children books for use in 

teaching the Kwak’wala language in local BC elementary schools.  Additionally, 

U’Mista is currently engaged in a multiyear project with Simon Fraser University in 

BC to produce a Kwak’wala dictionary in digital and print form to assist in language 

acquisition efforts.  The stated goals of the programme explicitly include creating 

networks of Kwak’wala speakers on traditional territories and in urban centres, an 

essential objective as indigenous populations become increasingly urbanized.253254  

Within the Kwakwaka’wakw community there are six Native-operated elementary 

schools, which average 4.17 hours a week of Kwak’wala language instruction per 

week.  Additionally, apprenticeship programmes in woodcarving held periodically at 

U’Mista provide continuity of core cultural praxis and corresponds with the widely-

held First Nations conviction that the current generation has a moral and cultural 

obligation to maintain cultural identity.  The correlation between cultural continuity, 

language acquisition, and positive health outcomes suggests a need for more Native-
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led spaces where cultural materials are configured in line with Indigenous 

epistemologies. 

 

The Biography of Artefacts 

For the Kwakwaka’wakw of British Columbia, the repatriated Potlatch artefacts 

contained within the U’Mista Cultural Centre, although removed from their original 

context, still reverberate “with personal memory, lineage and tribal history, cohering 

not only beliefs and stories of supernatural ancestors and encounters, but 

commemorating the ignoble Confiscation––all of which is wiped off the record as 

they become museum specimens, shadows of their former selves”.255  Unfortunately, 

the recontextualisation of cultural material to their original cultural function is not 

always possible as “various ethnic groups, can no longer supply specific data 

concerning the use, fabrication, symbolism, and content of…masks and sculptures 

that their ancestors made and possessed”.256  Artefacts, while possessing a biography 

of history, remain silent to current generations due to the forces of cultural 

discontinuity.   

 

However, cultural materials are potent symbols in and of themselves, and provide 

fundamental identity markers that aid in the process of community development.  For 

these objects “(t)here can, therefore, be no single ‘return’ or ‘recovery’ of the 

ancestral past which is not re-experienced through the categories of the present”…257.  

Their very ‘objecthood’, or ability to serve as agents of culture, allows for the 

recontextualisation of cultural objects, allowing them to be culturally potent in the 
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present.  Cultural artefacts are unique agents of tradition and “unlike historical 

accounts or collective memory, objects carry the material past palpably forward.  In 

the object, the past is literally present.  What was there, in the past, is now here, in our 

own time”.258  The absence of specificity within the ideological space of cultural 

politics allow for disparate interpretations that can “accommodate diverse responses, 

while at the same time providing a symbolic focus for people aspiring to a shared 

identity”.259   

 

While particular meaning in regards to historical praxis may be lost, Native 

participation “in finding the cultural “truths” embedded within cultural objects is a 

large step away from colonialism and towards self-determination”.260  Within the 

space of social interaction, concepts of historical authenticity are ancillary to their 

sociolcultural utility.261  If Native culture is to achieve continuity and flourish into the 

future it will be as a result of reestablishing the processes of enculturation rather than 

an onus on the material contents of culture.  As opposed to being socioculturally 

static, a cultural artefact is firmly “situated at a conjuncture of economic, social and 

historical conditions, any of which may change with the course of time”.262  Going 

forward it is imperative that inclusive cultural representations form an integral aspect 

of an evolved museology and a thorough revision of intellectual property laws that 

incorporate indigenous epistemologies and account for Native norms of communal 

ownership.  
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The intersectionality of forced displacement, the criminalisation of cultural practice, 

and the prohibition of cultural agency in the processes of place making dislodges 

cultural memory and weakens the linkages between community and locality.  The 

relative health of the individual is embedded within the pathways of the community 

linking “family, community, and the earth in a circle of dependence and 

interdependence”.263  

 

The Praxis of Cultural Continuity 

Despite centuries of continual repression and systematic efforts to destroy and 

assimilate the Native into the colonial body politic, many Native groups, including the 

Kwakwaka’wakw, have survived into the present day.  Native-led museums and 

cultural centres offer one aspect of a holistic approach towards establishing enduring 

Native epistemologies.  Left to their own sociopolitical agency, communities will 

often develop the internal social networks and community-led institutions to meet the 

specific social and cultural needs of their members. 

 

Sociopolitical reconciliation and restoration of true sovereignty, if ever realised, will 

arrive too late for extinct First Nations cultural groups but offers hope to more than 

one million current inhabitants of Canada who are First Nations.  The legacy of 

Indigenous sociopolitical inequality serves as a haunting spectre in the everyday 

reality of First Nations people who face “a lack of any political clout, a paucity of 

economic and social resources, and no apparent end to these inequities…”264  Cultural 

centres provide an analog repository of sacred knowledge held under the control of 

																																																								
263 Mussell, “Coming full circle,” 8. 
264 Adelson, “The Embodiment of Inequity,” S56.  



	 76	

culturally relevant gatekeepers in trust for the cultural community.  When shared with 

non-Natives:  

(s)uch knowledge builds understanding, reveals the relationship 
of the past with the present and the future and provides tools 
necessary to engage in the process of making personal and social 
change.265   

 

 

Cultural Continuity Factors 

 

Figure 7– Youth suicide rates by cultural continuity factors, 1987-1992266 

 

Indigenous epistemologies and lifeways cannot be posited as merely mutually 

exclusive value systems but rather suggest social dialogue at points of cultural 

contact.267  A study conducted with Indigenous youth, aged 15-24, in British 

Columbia found that the presence of particular cultural continuity factors: self-

government, land claims, education, health, cultural facilities and police/fire services, 

within the community showed a positive and statistically significant relationship with 
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youth suicide rates.  Those First Nations’ bands with a modicum of “self-government” 

demonstrated the biggest disparity in youth suicides versus those Native communities 

without political agency.268269  Furthermore, the presence of one or more factors led to 

an incremental reduction in the suicide rate.270  The data suggests that incremental 

increases in the cultural factors present within a given Native community will result in 

a decline in the youth suicide rates.   

 

If anomic behaviours can be linked to weakened social ties or lack of social 

integration within the society then it would reason that marginalised cultural groups 

with the highest levels of cultural loss will experience poorer health outcomes.  

Cultural centres provide the social arena where natives may feel represented and 

culturally valued and their sociocultural value transcends their economic contributions 

to the economy at large.  While only having the third highest correlation in youth 

suicide levels, cultural centres nonetheless serves an indispensable social function that 

not only safeguards cultural material and traditions but the lives of the community 

members themselves.  Historical knowledge and understanding of one’s cultural 

lifeways aids in the collective psychological coping with social trauma, which 

facilitates social interaction and promotes Aboriginal mental health.271 

 

Factors of cultural continuity are enhanced in instances where indigenous people are 

able to assume a measure of some agency with respect to the ownership and control of 

their cultural material.  The multivalency of cultural symbols allows for a measure of 
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interpretative ambiguity that admits for its enthnographic functions to be 

recontextualised by current communities of First Nations people.   

Figure 8– Youth suicide rates by number of factors present in the community272 

 

Although suicide rates vary considerably amongst British Columbia’s 203 bands, 

institutions promoting the development of positive feelings toward one’s heritage 

(identity affirmation) and the communal presence of cultural continuity factors 

demonstrate a strong correlation with improved health outcomes within a given First 

Nations society.273  Cultural continuity factors including: self-government, land 

claims, education, health facilities, and police/fire services.  Self-government refers to 

efforts by an Indigenous community to re-establish some measure of political 

autonomy; Land claims include the collective effort to regain legal title or secure a 

modicum of access to traditional lands; Education denotes efforts to development the 

usage of Aboriginal language within the school system and the development of a 

culturally-specific curriculum, especially for the youth cohort; Fire/Police services 
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and health facilities are social services that reflect a level of agency; and lastly, 

cultural centres aim to preserve and promote traditional norms and customs274.   

 

For both youth and adult indigenous cohorts, factors of cultural continuity were 

strongly linked to suicide rates.  In a six-year study conducted among 16 Indigenous 

BC bands in the 1990s, the presence of high levels of language knowledge coupled 

with cultural continuity factors brought down levels of youth suicide significantly.  

Indigenous bands where at least 50% of the population has a conversational level of 

language knowledge demonstrate suicide levels amongst youth cohorts that are six 

times lower than those with lower levels of language proficiency (13.0 versus 96.59 

suicides per 100,000).275   

 

In communities exhibiting one-to-three factors of cultural continuity there were zero 

suicides reported among Aboriginal youth aged 15-24; where as in communities with 

four factors of cultural continuity rates were significantly lower than communities 

with low language knowledge (37.12 versus 77.68 per 100,000).276277  Note that bands 

with five or six factors of cultural continuity in addition to the high language 

proficiency were not found during the period of the study.  While no information is 

provided to account for the sudden upsurge of youth suicides in bands with the 

presence of four factors of cultural continuity, the data suggests that high levels of 

language proficiency contribute meaningfully to the health and well-being of BC 

Indigenous communities.  
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Figure 9–Suicide rates for band with and without the language factor 

 

Native Resistance to Acculturation 

The process of social acculturation occurs “when groups of individuals having 

different cultures come into continuous first hand contact with subsequent changes in 

the original culture patterns of either or both groups”.278  The process depends upon 

the acceptance of behaviours and inner values of the dominant culture; the adaptation 

and reconciliation of original and foreign cultural traits into a harmonious and 

meaningful whole; and reaction to the dominant culture bringing forth counter-

acculturative movements that seek to restore previous Native cultural practices.  The 

imposition of an “Western European model of heritage management around the world 

has been identified as part of the processes of Western colonization, and an 

expression of Western cultural imperialism, that has tended to result in the alienation 
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of local communities from their cultural heritage”.279  Cree scholar Neal McLeod ties 

in modern Native cultural identity with the concepts of “spatial diaspora” and 

“ideological diaspora”.280  Spatial diaspora refers to the forced removal of indigenous 

people from their land and its implication of the centrality of culture.  Whereas, 

ideological diaspora is the cultural alienation from one’s cultural practices and 

narratives in a systematic attempt to destroy the collective memory of a group of 

people.  Cultural centres function as ideological spaces where these issues are directly 

confronted and the macro-level pressures of acculturation are actively resisted. 

 

Forced acculturation and the prohibition of indigenous cultural practice led Native 

people to become:  

disoriented with respect to the world in which they lived.  They could 
not practice their old ways, and the new ways which they were 
expected to learn were in a constant state of change because they were 
not part of a cohesive view of the world but simply adjustments which 
whites were making to the technology they invented.281   

 

The loss of cultural identity without the establishment of positive engagement with 

the dominant culture leads to deculturation and cultural marginality.282  The past is 

collectively constructed and understood through the auspices of the present and, 

moreover, individual understanding of the present is mediated through cultural 

memory.283  Members of marginalised ethnic groups cannot align themselves to a 

society they have never learned to trust.  Shared collective meaning proves to be 
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critical to the foundations of social life, which are forged through the process of 

sustained community interaction.  Within Native epistemologies “the past is honored 

and symbols are valued because they contain and perpetuate the experience of 

generations”.284  The internalisation of insecurity and lack of cultural pride are a 

reflection of social expectations and judging oneself by the “standards of the 

colonizing society, swallowing externally imposed negative valuations”, representing 

one of the more problematic long-term effects of colonialism”.285286   

 

These unidirectional trends imply that cultural shifts ensue from vertical, top-down 

pressure applied by the dominant groups within society, resulting in marginalised 

groups adapting to the language, laws, religions, and cultural norms of the dominant 

classes.287  This is not to imply that Native cultures were passive recipients of colonial 

tropes.  Since initial European contact, Native cultures have “actively resisted 

repeated attempts of cultural, spiritual, and physical genocide and simultaneously had 

profound effects and influence upon colonial settler populations and governments”.288  

What has transpired since European contact is a menagerie of “mixing, multiplicity, 

appropriation and resamanticising…where all cultures “steal” from one another, be it 

from positions of dominance or subordination”.289 

 

In the same manner, indigenous communities worldwide adapted to external pressures 

and have survived culturally, within sociopolitical frameworks imposed by external 
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forces.290291  First Nations communities internally negotiate the adaptation of these 

external concepts through the prism of local communal structures and cultural norms.  

Homi Bhabha describes this in-between state the ‘third space’ where cultural 

negotiation and transmogrification transpires.292  It was within this social arena: 

…though unpresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive 
conditions of enunciation that ensure that meaning and symbols 
of culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same 
signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricised, and read 
anew.293 

 

Indigenous communities and native-led cultural institutions continue to serve as sites 

of intercultural sociopolitical deliberation and internal cultural empowerment.  These 

Native initiatives preserve and mediate cultural memory that forms a fundamental 

aspect “of an identity politics which struggles to find images of self-possession so as 

to ward off the threat of total assimilation and cultural genocide”.294  Questions arise: 

“What is indigenous, and who decides?  What are its boundaries, its circumferences?  

Who belongs and who does not, what is essential and what not?”.295  Postcolonial 

discourse has often embraced the notion of hybridity with the assumption “that no 

further concern about the politics of representation and cultural exchange is needed” 

risking a relapse “into the integrationist rhetoric of the 1960s”.296  

 
The right to practice traditional lifeways must be accommodated within the political 

Canadian landscape.  The 2008 Truth and Reconciliation Commission stated as much, 
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noting: “The federal government has a responsibility to provide sufficient funds for 

Aboriginal-language revitalisation and preservation”297.  The reemergence of Native 

epistemologies serves as a refutation of Euro-Canadian interference and the 

reaffirmation of the individual psychosocial––mental, social, spiritual, emotional–– 

benefits of cultural sovereignty.298  Although cultures are durable, the long-term 

stability of cultural knowledge, languages, and lifeways are not guaranteed.  

 

International law recognises the distinction between the legal concepts of sovereignty 

and self-government, noting that sovereignty is impossible without self-government, 

whereas the contrary is possible.299  The 18th century Law of Nations principle allows 

for a sovereign nation to enter protectionist agreements, entrusting their external 

sovereignty to another, while maintaining internal sovereignty and their inherent right 

of self-government.  In 1980, a United Nations Special Rapporteur established that 

self-determination was as an inherent and permanent right, which “does not lapse 

upon first having been exercised to secure political self-determination and extends to 

all fields, including of course economic, social, and cultural affairs”.300301   

 

Legally, groups such as the Kwakwaka’wakw should have the freedom to practice 

their cultural beliefs without federal interference.  Section 14, paragraph iv. of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report recognises: “The preservation, 
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revitalization, and strengthening of Aboriginal languages and cultures are best 

managed by Aboriginal peoples and communities”302  However, the degree of 

political autonomy afforded to First Nations groups with Canada’s political 

boundaries is not unlimited, their rights are circumscribed by international, federal 

and provincial legislation.  Various opponents of Aboriginal rights to self-government 

argue the singularity of the absolute sovereign, the vagueness of Section 35 of the 

Canadian Constitution that recognises Aboriginal rights without specifically defining 

these rights and obligations, and the passage of post-1982 legislation that contradicts 

Aboriginal land claims and Native political autonomy.303  The treaty process has 

continued in the modern era, with negotiations regarding land rights and control of 

natural resources, continuing into the modern era.  

 

The Native Life Road 

Native pedagogy is rooted in the enablement of cultural sovereignty actively engaged 

in “responsible political, economic, and spiritual society”304.  The traditional Native 

Life Road prized health and happiness as the core metrics of physical and spiritual 

fulfillment, regarding illness as an imbalance within the individual and discord with 

the social world.  This historic legacy of community accountability extends itself to 

the principles of respect, reciprocity, responsibility, and caring relationships 

embedded with the modern praxis of culturally sustaining pedagogy.305  Rather than 

rejecting the individual as a deviant outlier in violation of social norms and meting 
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out punitive justice, health within the Native community was interpersonal, requiring 

a proactive communal participation in the physical and spiritual health outcomes of 

the individual.   

 

 

Figure 10– Traditional First Nations Medicine Wheel306 

 

These imbalances sever the bonds of the four domains of human experience––mental, 

physical, emotional and spiritual––that form the basis of indigenous concept of health, 

disease and healing.  The First Nations Medicine Wheel embodies the 

interconnectivity of the human experience with the natural world.307   

 

Western biomedical health care has largely denied Indigenous peoples the ability 

conceptualise health remediation according to their value systems, which has 

“effectively marginalized Aboriginal people from the dominant system of care”.308  A 

noted previously, Canadian welfare services does not recognise the efficacy of Native 
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health practices and therefore does not provide funding for these services.  In 

traditional societies, the physical health of the individual is considered to be 

inextricably linked to the well-being of the family, clan, and the community and is 

more than simply the absence of disease.309  The balance between the four realms 

represents holism, which accentuates “respectful relationships instead of egoistic 

individualism and the ritual circulation of sacred power instead of the liberating 

enlightenment of secular humanism”310.  Therefore Native self-representation, 

cultural continuity, and control of health services are inextricably bound together in 

the health outcomes of Indigenous people. 

 

The Canadian state has been progressive in defining the active social, political, 

and representational variables that foster long-term health.  As early as 1986, Health 

and Welfare Canada identified health as: 

a resource which gives people the ability to manage and even 
change their surroundings…a basic and dynamic force in our 
lives, influenced by our circumstances, our beliefs, our culture 
and our social, economic and physical environments.311 

 

Recent institutional efforts in North America to accommodate contemporary 

indigenous material culture within exhibitions are positive steps in the right 

direction.312313  However, more often exhibitions “retain a single Eurocentric view of 

the cultures of non-white peoples, without representing the voices and perspectives of 
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insiders from those cultures”.314  Incorporating Native perspectives into the realm of 

museum frameworks is essential to disrupt “dominant theories and find other tools 

and methodologies that draw on indigenous categories and practices”.315   

 

Cultural Continuity and Indigenous Health 

The marginalization of First Nations peoples in Canada began in the 19th century, 

when Britain included a provision in the British North America Act (1867) that 

declared “Indians, and Lands reserved for Indians” the responsibility of the federal 

government; in effect designating Natives as ‘wards’ of the state, placing their lands 

in trust of the Crown.316  Native groups that were signatories to treaties with the 

French and British were labelled “status” Indians and enjoyed official recognition by 

the Crown.  Indigenous groups, who had registered with the federal government, were 

categorised into a basic unit of government called bands and allotted official 

recognition by the Canadian authorities.   

 

The slow sociopolitical marginalization of Canadian First Nations culture brought 

about disruptions regarding ritual, historic ties to their land, spiritual practice, inter-

tribal trade relationships, as well as knowledge of foodstuffs and traditional 

medicines.  Contemporary relationships between the Canadian state and First Nations 

groups are still circumscribed along lines of official recognition (status vs. non-status 

Indians), thereby giving primacy to bureaucratic processes with little regard to 

Indigenous value systems that self-define community membership.317318  Native 
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communities “hold their lands––places––as having the highest possible meaning, and 

all their statements are made with this reference point in mind”.319  

 

U’Mista represents only one possible manifestation of a culturally-driven space of 

education, dialogue and healing.  Canada has more than 600 different Native 

ethnicities with their own distinct epistemologies and collectively indigenous groups 

represent more than half of the cultural diversity in the Americas with an estimated 

200 languages from 56 linguistic groups still spoken on the two continents.320321  The 

primacy of First Nations cultural sovereignty over Indigenous spaces and its ability to 

foster positive health outcomes, through the internal negotiations of historicultural 

identity, belies the psychosocial power of “culture-as-treatment” and precipitating the 

“deinternalisation of dominance”322.  Each culture has distinct relationships with the 

Canadian State and sociopolitical, cultural, economic, linguistic and health realities 

that they must mediate through their respective, culturally-specific epistemologies323.   

 

Native peoples in urban areas experience higher rates of Hepatitis A and B, elevated 

age-specific mortality rates, heart disease, STDs, chronic liver diseases, cirrhosis, 

delayed prenatal care and communicable diseases in addition to an absence of social 

services (that are typically available off-reserve).324  As a result, Native Canadians 

have lower life expectancies than their non-Native counterparts325.  Reserves have 

historically been sites of marginalisation and chronic social ills––unemployment, low 
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social mobility, alcohol abuse, elevated incidences of suicide, and domestic violence–

–at levels higher than the prevailing settler society.326327328  These ascribed spaces 

have come to define and embody the native cultural and spiritual nexus when often 

these spaces themselves are simulacra of the original native lands that were 

permanently settled and given names such as Vancouver (S’ólh Téméxw), Ottawa 

(Odawa) or Calgary (Moh-kíns-tsis).   

 

Despite the First Nations and Inuit Health Branch (FNIHB) of Health Canada 

providing an array of health services on-reserve to First Nations communities, 

including drug, dental, and ancillary services, the right to health is not recognised as a 

fundamental Aboriginal right.  As a result, the FNIHB does not support First Nations-

led health proposals, the training of First Nations health care professionals or the 

acknowledgement of traditional healing methods.329  The result is a continual 

dependence upon governmental welfare services and the reinforcement of their 

perceived passivity as agents of self-determined social change.  The domination of 

First Nations communities “has always been tied to the regulation, surveillance, and 

management of Indigenous bodies”.330  This federal policy is in direct contradiction of 

the suggestions of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which calls on the 

government to:  

…acknowledge that the current state of Aboriginal health in 
Canada is a direct result of previous Canadian government 
policies, including residential schools, and to recognize and 
implement the health-care rights of Aboriginal people as 
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identified in international law, constitutional law, and under the 
Treaties.331  

 

First Nations cultural wellness incorporates “self-esteem, personal dignity, cultural 

identity, and connectedness in the presence of harmonious physical, emotional, 

mental, and spiritual wellness”.332333  Traditional healing practices, such as sweat 

lodges, acknowledged the “balance among the physical, emotional, mental and 

spiritual elements of life” taking into account the totality of the human experience.  

Cultural self-representation does not alter the historical imbalance of social and 

political power, but rather shifts the emphasis from intercultural to intracultural 

relations.  The educative function of cultural centres forms part of culturally 

sustaining pedagogy that creates an “inward gaze”, countering the historical pressures 

of colonisation through language and cultural reclamation.  This is not to suggest that 

Natives retreat into an ethnic enclave but rather engage with the multicultural 

Canadian society from a position of cultural plurality rather than assimilation.  

 

 

Although racist ideologies informed the colonial practices of museology and 

territorial annexation, current societal norms allow for the ideological space for 

historical injustices to be rectified.  Contemporary discourse regarding institutional 

practice should include: 

acknowledging and respecting Indigenous ways of inquiry; 
commitment to social change and decolonization; accountability 
to Indigenous communities; respect and compassion; 
commitment to Indigenous philosophy and language, and the 
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integration of intuition, ontological, metaphorical and empirical 
information.334 
 

Current movements towards representational justice allows for the possibility that 

indigenous people can be “properly viewed as human beings equal to Europeans 

instead of as primitives and savages who were not considered equal”.335  This not only 

applies to the respectful treatment and repatriation of native human remains, but also 

the transfer of custodial guardianship of religious and ceremonial artefacts, talismans, 

and ceremonial objects to Indigenous hands.  Museums, as institutions, are uniquely 

positioned “to foster this sense of interrelatedness, along with the deep respect 

required for inter-cultural understanding”.336  From an institutional perspective, the 

absence of the Native voice adversely effects the educational experience of museum 

visitors.   

 

Trust between First Nations and the Canadian Museums Association, which serves to 

promote national museums and other Canadian cultural institutions, is critical to 

establishing positive dialogue between the parties.  The relationship between the 

varying First Nations collectives and the Canadian state differs tremendously 

according to difference in cultural agency, sociopolitical autonomy, and treaty 

relationships.  Many of the larger institutions in Canada, such as the Glenbow 

Museum in Calgary, have on-site First Nations Advisory Councils that advise their 

professional staff on matters pertaining to the interpretation, handling, and 

preservation of their native collections.   
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For existing artefacts that cannot, or will not, be returned to their source communities 

a middle ground between professional standards of museology and the needs of the 

community must be sought.337  In addressing this matter, the 1992 Assembly of First 

Nations/Canadian Museums Association Task Force Report suggested the co-

management of indigenous collections by museums and First Nations communities.  

However, the Canadian state lacked any centralised system to implement the 

recommendations, and more so, the suggestions were not legally binding.  This placed 

the onus upon the individual museums, the Canadian Museums Association, and First 

Nations groups to implement the proposals of the task force.338   

 

Factors such as institutional size, operational budget, or the willingness of cultural 

stakeholders to co-operate, are all challenges to seeking common ground amongst 

stakeholders and source communities.339  Despite these obstacles “museum 

programming, exhibitions, documentation, and management of collections should 

involve whenever possible consultations with the populations presented”.340  

Extensive discourse with source communities should be a priority for public 

institutions that for many years have co-opted and appropriated the cultural heritage 

of First Nations communities: becoming the experts of the experiences of others.341   

 

Indigenous communities require collective representations of themselves to inspire 

sentiments of unity and mutual support.  Therefore, when the “society has negative 
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attitudes and practices toward a minority, these negative attitudes and practices may 

be expected to be associated with negative attitudes and practices within the 

minority”.342  Social Context Theory holds that the prevalent attitudes and norms of 

the dominant society towards marginalised groups are linked to the internalized 

attitudes and feelings of that minority group.343  As the ‘white gaze’ of the coloniser is 

internalised, “the Native comes to define him/herself as the governing, white culture 

does”.344  The Native “Other” is caught between irreconcilable binaries of 

tradition/progress, simplicity/complexity, spirituality/rationality or social 

accommodation/resistance that impede the present-day desires, needs and aspirations 

of Native people themselves.  Within a few generations, “(t)he sacred is viewed as 

subordinate to the secular, space as subordinate to time, and tradition as subordinate 

to progress”.345  
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Chapter Six 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least 
recognized need of the human soul.346 

-Simone Weil 

 

Advancing the Narrative––A Path Forward 

Curatorial practice is largely dependent upon an established infrastructure of 

museums, institutions, and galleries, representing powerful constituencies that 

alternative platforms––such as digital––cannot meaningfully bypass.  The future will 

bring forth questions regarding who has the right to define the cultural, political and 

community identities exhibited by private, state and local institutions.  Although the 

mediums and platforms may change, the need to respect the rights of indigenous 

culture and proactively confront their particular health realities will continue.  The 

Canadian government should ratify its own recommendations contained within the 

2008 Truth and Reconciliation Commission and support Native-led cultural initiatives 

as they have been shown to have widespread positive impacts on factors of cultural 

continuity.   

 

Although state-sponsored cultural institutions are conservative by nature, they are not 

entirely static establishments and have the capability to adapt to shifting cultural 

norms and power dynamics within the larger society.  The construction of identity is 

an ongoing project resulting in ethnic and racial identities that are maintained, 
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reproduced, transformed and accumulated but are never finished.  The historic fixity 

of both boundaries and meanings are “changeable as groups variously respond to new 

circumstances or assert new ideas about themselves or others”.347  Cultural continuity 

moves beyond this paradigm of confrontation and shifts towards culturally-led agency 

and the self-directed revitalisation of Indigenous lifeways.  Native-led institutions and 

cultural centres must consider established institutional praxis but then deconstruct and 

decolonise these methodologies in order to “allow the social projection of new and 

revolutionary meaning systems in order not only to ensure survival for the powerless, 

but to induce social justice”.348  Self-reflectivity implies that a critical analysis of 

museum scholarship will result in an educative space that is “neither necessarily 

coherent nor always homogenous.  Nor need it parse neatly into zones: precultural, 

cultural, and postcultural”.349  

 

Research suggests that visitors selectively engage with the exhibition space in a 

manner that conforms to their cultural biases.350  The gradual shift in the societal 

perception of Native communities must transcend the museum space and into the 

pedagogical space of the classroom, exposing individuals at an early age when 

perceptions are more malleable.  Enduring social justice rests upon the formal 

recognition of Native epistemologies and cultural identity.  Critical theorist Nancy 

Fraser argues:  

It is unjust that some individuals and groups are denied the status 
of full partners in social interaction simply as a consequence of 
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institutionalised patterns of cultural value in whose construction 
they have not equally participated and which disparage their 
distinctive characteristics.351 

 
Dialogue amongst cultures can be forged through a fundamental questioning of 

historical museological practices and the consideration of the cultural norms of 

marginalised groups.  For the Canadian nation, “(t)here can be no understanding of 

“the other” without a changed understanding of the self…the path to acknowledging 

their existence and value can be painful”.352  Various Truth and Reconciliation 

Commissions have advocated for an increase in Indigenous representation and the 

allocation of resources for Native-led community development.  The sociopolitical 

implications of institutional representation “extends infinitesimally: in the process of 

representation as a manifestation of power, all others represented are ‘others’”.353 

 

The continuity of culture amongst ethnic groups with marginal political agency, “does 

not stand apart from the socially organized forms of inequality, domination, 

exploitation, and power that exist in society”.354  The process of cultural regeneration 

is hindered by critical knowledge lost to the annals of history––either misplaced, 

physically destroyed or lost due to forced assimilation––and represents a prodigious 

challenge for First Nations researchers attempting to create balanced epistemologies.  

Nonetheless, the return of cultural materials to their source communities is 

indispensably important: 

(f)ield notes, research papers and the written materials of early 
anthropologists, linguists, engineers, government agents and 
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other researchers…may hold information such as kwak’wala 
words, names and other cultural information not remembered by 
current generations.355   

 
Due to the imposition of Residential schools and discriminatory provincial laws, a 

large number of important rituals, words and sacred medicines have ceased to be 

culturally intelligible.  Anthropologist and philosopher Susan Stewart posits that an 

object ‘‘must be removed from its context in order to serve as a trace of it, but it must 

also be restored through narrative”.356  Cultural centres such as U’Mista actively 

engage in the practice of ‘re-remembering’ bringing cultural knowledge back into the 

Native social arena and restoring cultural processes and ideological frameworks.  

History, explains Homi Bhabha, “is the necessary and sometimes hazardous bridge 

between colonialism and the question of cultural identity”.357  This cultural 

recontextualisation restores agency of the past while creating pathways for further 

cultural sovereignty and development into the future.  

Museums, Repatriation, and the Multicultural State 

Democratic inclusion in the social space will occur when the “struggle for the 

recognition of cultural differences and the contestation for cultural narratives can take 

place without domination”.358  The mediating of Native cultural heritage by Euro-

Canadian frameworks posits Indigenous people in an endless cycle where “Indian 

people are forever being discovered and rediscovered, being surrounded by thicker 

and thicker layers of mythology”.359  The continual absence of Native voices from the 

body politic allows for multigenerational interpretation of Native culture to go 
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unchallenged.  One solution for existing institutions would be to appoint diversity 

managers who would regularly monitor and audit the range of opinions from source 

communities during every phase of exhibition production.  Furthermore, the 

diversification of the leadership structure of museums, including management and 

board of trustees, further aiding in bringing about lasting institutional change.  

 

The reason that the U’Mista Cultural Centre primarily displays artefacts taken during 

the Potlatch ceremony is that they are historically specific and images already exist in 

the public domain.  It was not common practice in the past, explains Andrea 

Sanborn360, Executive Director of the U’Mista Cultural Centre, for the 

Kwakwaka’wakw “to display our ceremonial masks and regalia anywhere other than 

in our ceremony.  It was distressing for our people to see them on public display after 

confiscation”.361  Sociopolitical pressure to make museum collections available to 

source communities––to allow their physical handling and reincorporation into ritual 

processes––has met with varying success in settler societies such as Canada, more 

often taking the form temporary loans rather than permanent repatriations.362 

 

The fragmentation of Native cultural heritage has disturbed the cosmology of First 

Nations people and will not be made whole, “until the pieces can be reunited, 

repatriated and returned home”.363  Repatriation from national (and international) 

institutions therefore is critical to maintaining the ancestral spirit of Native cultures.  
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The return of cultural artefacts to Native control fundamentally challenges proscribed 

cultural boundaries of “we”, and the national sense of self.364.  Control of historical 

information and cultural material allows First Nations to tell their own stories and 

construct their own cultural histories bringing about sociocultural healing in tangible 

and intangible ways.  Collective agency allows for Native communities to “reproduce 

and reform themselves and that, in this process, understandings of the past are 

transformed”.365  Despite protections provided to First Nations by the Canadian 

constitution, numerous “communities do not control their own heritage and the 

processes of colonialism continue to undermine Indigenous sovereignty”.366  

 

As museums give more credence to the diversity of ideas, cultures, and values in their 

societies, institutional professionals are becoming increasingly conscious of the need 

to diversify the pool of curators, exhibit developers, and designers who have control 

of exhibition content and style of presentation.367  The ability “to control a museum 

means precisely to control the representation of a community and its highest values 

and truths.  It is also the power to define the relative standing of individuals within the 

community”.368  Proper cultural representation within institutions has the ability to 

build pride and empower individuals who have been disempowered by dominant 

society and facilitate cultural regeneration.369  These macro-level social forces also 

have the ability to contribute to the improvement of health outcomes for indigenous 

populations.  
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Chapter Seven 

SOUNDING THUNDER––CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The only home 
is each other 
they’ve occupied all 
the rest 
colonized it; an 
idea about ourselves is all 
we own. 

-Paula Gunn Allen (Laguna Pueblo) 
“Some Like Indians Endure”370 

 

Decolonisation within museology is a conscious process of “revealing how historical 

and sociocultural factors have shaped museums’ methods and how these methods can 

reflect the relations between Westerners and non-Westerners”.371  Cultural self-

determinism can embolden communities “to make themselves present as agents in the 

struggle to expand their own possibilities and to struggle against injustice and 

intolerance”.372  These processes must be extended outside of the institutional 

framework of the museum and into the societal level in order for museums to be truly 

effective in their educative mission.  The nexus of cultural and territorial concerns are 

fundamental to many Indigenous cultures worldwide and the decolonialisation of the 

prevailing Canadian museology will not be possible without the decolonialisation of 

the individual, family, community and the Canadian nation at large.   
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This does not negate the need for Non-Natives and institutions to address the trauma 

historically inflicted upon others.  The composite effects of colonialism are “subtle, 

insidious, and nearly invisible to privileged citizens of a Settler state”.373  The belief 

in the inferiority of people based upon language, religion or cultural heritage 

represents its own perverse sense of social injustice and the need for introspection and 

reconciliation.  

 

The notion of survivance, first articulated by Gerald Vizenor of the Anishinaabe 

Nation represents a condition that reflects active Native presence within the larger 

society that moves beyond “survival, endurance, or a mere response to 

colonization”.374  Survivance incorporates elements of resistance, strategic 

partnerships and measured accommodation in respect to cultural continuity.375  The 

long-term viability of indigenous culture and the maintenance of lifeways are 

dependent upon “the success of such communities in wrestling control from the 

domination of others”.376  The internal negotiation of culturally specific schemata is 

important, explains cultural theorist Stuart Hall, as “(i)dentities are the names we give 

to the different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the 

narratives of the past”.377  These negotiated narratives allow for “the active recovery, 

reimagination, and reinvestment of indigenous ways of being”378 and serves as “an 

active repudiation of dominance, tragedy, and victimry”.379   
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Significant gaps exist between the reformist objectives of institutions and 

implementation of policies that may accommodate alternative museological 

frameworks.  Culture attracts tourists, books hotels, sells tickets and generates 

economic activity but, as Guy Debord suggests, also risks a passive identification 

with the commodity (spectacle) that supplants genuine activity and relations between 

people.380  Research at the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) in the 

United States indicates that over 70 percent of visitors are motivated to visit the 

institution in search of an “experience” and “to learn”.381   Active engagement with 

visitors provides an opportunity to shift previous understandings of Native culture 

with new knowledge that may beneficially affect social interactions between non-

Native and Native populations.  

 

The journey to the U’Mista Cultural Centre is a conscious decision by the visitor and 

the long journey is akin to a pilgrimage.  By overcoming an arduous journey to arrive 

at the Centre, “the viewer earns a privilege, something that is increasingly rare in new 

museums where escalators move people like packages and a combination of audio 

guides and labels tells them what they are supposed to be seeing”.382  My brief 

experience visiting the U’Mista Cultural Centre in 2014 in Alert Bay, BC was 

memorable.  Walking along Front Street, which runs parallel to the bay from the pier 

towards U’Mista, one gets picturesque views of Vancouver Island in the distance 

during the short walk uphill to the Centre.  Immediately adjacent to U’Mista stood the 

derelict St. Michaels Residential School (demolished in 2015), site of so much pain 

and suffering within the Kwakwaka’wakw community.  The juxtaposition between 
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the vibrant cultural centre, filled with audio and visual displays of a rich cultural 

heritage and the Anglican School that caused such vast levels of societal disruption in 

this small First Nations’ community was palpable.  The red brick relic stood as 

reminder of why the cultural centre was a necessary social fixture in the 

Kwakwaka’wakw quest for cultural continuity and the healing of historical traumas.  

As Clifford notes: “In a local museum, ‘here’ matters.  Either one has traveled to get 

here, or one already lives here and recognizes an intimate heritage”.383  Cultural 

centres stand as the primary Native institution upholding tradition against the public 

pressures of assimilation and cultural loss that diminishes the capacity of Indigenous 

cultural continuity.  

 

The ability to redefine reserve land is “an agent of the imagination as much as a 

function of reality…survival and power, reality and imagination, what is necessary 

and what is sufficient”.384  Attempts to construct a more progressive museology 

should specifically interrogate traditional approaches to issues of ascribing value, 

cultural meaning, control of artefacts, heritage management, pedagogical 

interpretation, and issues of authenticity and gatekeeping.  Reformist museology must 

acknowledge “the determination of indigenous peoples to retain their own distinctive 

cultural identity, avoid assimilation and exercise a degree of autonomy”.385  This 

includes the agency to withhold sacred information and the ability to consciously 

silence stories of historical trauma as means of constructing an alternative to historical 
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narratives of victimisation.386  Perhaps the work the best exemplifies staying silent in 

the context of Residential School abuses is the poem Hated Structure by Mi’kmaq 

poet Rita Joe: 

I had no wish to enter 
Nor to walk the halls. 
I had no wish to feel the floors 
Where I felt fear 
A beating heart of episodes 
I care not to recall.387 

 

Recognising the cultural distinctiveness of the human experience has the capacity to 

elucidate how “we are all the same, differently”.388  Culture resurgence rejects a 

dependence on the redemptive efforts of the Canadian government, such as the 

abolishment of the Indian Act and instead “proposes ending suffering through self-

decolonialization and self-determination of individuals and collectives: Indigenous 

people being true to their Indigenous ways”.389  Ethnicity provides a repository of 

deeply held values, cultural institutions, and patterns of behaviour representing a 

people’s shared historical experiences.390  

 

Notwithstanding the political power of the conqueror, “each colony was the product 

of a dialectic, a synthesis, not just a simple imposition, in which the social institutions 

and cultural values of the conquered was one of the terms of the dialectic”.391  The 
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means of colonial engagement and the terms of public policy were imposed upon First 

Nations without concern for their distinct value systems and institutions.   

 

In many ways, Canada is still a hybrid colonial entity, subject to Crown Land laws 

and the British monarch as its Head of State, which limits, or rather negates, any true 

sense of absolute Native sovereignty.  First Nations ethnic groups have managed to 

survive culturally despite systematic attempts to assimilate, and physically eliminate, 

them as a people.  Procedural methods of cultural continuity that harken to established 

methods of sociocultural negotiation and reasoning are more culturally durable in the 

long term than dependence on material culture for social cohesion.392   

 

In contrast to the traditional understanding of the nation-state, Onandaga leader Oren 

Lyons explains that “[t]he logic of a nation-people…takes as its supreme charge, the 

sovereignty of the group through a privileging of its traditions and culture and 

continuity”.393  The principle of Indigenity is more extensive than the multicultural 

state envisioned by the Canadian polity.  For the nation-state to be truly inclusive and 

reflect two spirits inhabiting the same (political) body then its institutions must go 

beyond nominal gestures and “claim a special for indigenous peoples in the life of the 

nation”.394  Tradition is the legitimisation of social power relations inextricably tied 

into memory and ritual.395  Native-led cultural centres must confront certain issues 

that constrain traditional institutions, such as their operational budgets, accountability 
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to (cultural) stakeholders, and providing an inclusive forum for all group members to 

be considered regarding the construction and presentation of knowledge.  In a sense, 

the future vitality of all First Nations communities will depend upon the collective 

agency of its members and their active recognition of their cultural agency and 

sociopolitical power to inform and direct the course of their respective cultures. 

 

Cultures are involved in the continual process of “becoming, crafting their selves in 

particular, located situations for particular ends”.396  The cultural landscape is 

transformed through dynamic processes of human agency acting upon the 

“foreground actuality” of everyday experience and “background potentiality” of an 

ideal potential cultural system, thereby altering vacant “place” to cultural “space”.397  

The cultural lifeways of Native peoples “evolve over time and identity is a fluid 

construct negotiated by contemporary individuals responding to their current 

environment”.398  Physical control over historical material and cultural heritage is 

merely one aspect of larger issues concerning land rights, education, health, the 

despoliation of traditional lands and the destruction of fish stocks such as salmon and 

chinook.  The focus upon the Potlatch ceremony is an example of reflexive 

representation––a critical examination of the cultural self––that engages with the 

history of colonialism as a distinct marker of cultural identity.  Can cultural centres 

use their traumatic events as the beginning of their narrative while simultaneously 

advocating cultural empowerment and social progress?  Should they? 
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Provincial, Federal and private institutions that are inclined to assist in the 

development of indigenous-led knowledge centres must have an appreciation for 

“self-determination, sovereignty, autonomy, and decolonization, or, in other words, 

the values and rules of law and governance in Indian Country (sovereign First Nations 

territory)”.399  The emergence of Indigenous cultural centres, language schools, and 

the development of specialised school curriculums focused offers alternatives to 

sovereign nationhood as understood by Western paradigms.400  Philosopher John 

Ralston Saul argues that the Canadian polity must shift from an ethnonationalist 

paradigm embodied by intellectual traditions to Socratic principles of persistent 

dialogue where collective truth is achieved dialectically from multiple perspectives.401  

 

British Columbia has been progressive in opening up social spaces for the use of 

native activism.  During the early 1980s, the Museum of Anthropology at The 

University of British Columbia welcomed members of the Sto:lo Nation to occupy its 

grounds in order to draw attention to their disagreements with the Canadian 

government during the drafting of the constitution.  The dialogue created by the 

Museum and the Sto:lo Nation during the two-month period of peaceful occupation 

eventually led to the development of the Reciprocal Resource Network (RRN) with 

partnering Indigenous nations to support collaborative research in the areas of 

material and visual culture, language and oral history, museology and repatriation, 

and museums, new technologies and intellectual property.402  Cultural sovereignty 

does not suggest a retreat into an indigenous cultural enclave but rather “the ability to 

assert oneself renewed––in the presence of others.  It is a people’s right to rebuild, its 
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demand to exist and present its gifts to the world”.403  Every culture has an indelible 

right to their ancestral heritage, cultural rights, social privileges, and traditional songs, 

folkways, and ceremonies relevant to their respective cosmologies.404  

 

Efforts by Native-led cultural centres and public institutions to be more representative 

and inclusive of First Nations concerns does not have to be mutually exclusive and 

there are points of overlap and common purpose that can be equally beneficial to both 

entities.  In 2010, U’Mista hired Sarah Holland as its first non-Kwakwaka’wakw 

Executive Director and the first with formal museum training, having worked 

previously as an archivist.  Since the beginning of Ms. Holland’s tenure, the centre 

has lent portions of its Potlatch items to Germany (2013) and the United Kingdom 

(2012), and has brought in items from other indigenous groups, the Maori from New 

Zealand and the Ainu of Japan, to display at the entrance of the Centre, placing the 

Kwakwaka’wakw story as part of the global Indigenous experience.  

Kwakwaka’wakw history to international audiences through the voice of the source 

community.  In 2015, the Canadian government provided the U’mista Cultural 

Society with a C$50,000 grant through the Museums Assistance Program (MAP)405 

towards technological upgrades for their Potlatch Collection exhibition.  The funding 

will enable the Centre to secure the artefacts of its Potlatch Collection; create an 

interactive, hands-on learning area; develop educational programming; purchase and 

install audiovisual equipment; and improve visitor seating.406  In its mission to 
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preserve its material culture, the U’Mista has utilised methods typical of traditional 

institutions407. 

 

 Co-existence on the Cultural Landscape 

What must transpire is a transformation of existent museology and cultural politics 

rather than mere accommodation.  In order to shift the prevailing thought regarding 

native materials and, by extension sentiments regarding the culture as a whole, 

Western museums must be self-reflective of past practices of biased museology.  

They must insist upon continuity rather than temporal fixity regarding the object and 

their source communities, and provide equality of representation between native and 

non-native material culture.408 Museums and Indigenous cultural centres will continue 

to co-exist within the Canadian sociocultural landscape for the foreseeable future as 

valuable social institutions for their constituents.  A potent metaphor of this co-

existence is the Iroquois Two-Row Wampum Belt (Gus-wen-tah), a symbol of early 

treaties with French and British settlers within Canada.  Marked with two parallel 

rows running the length of the belt, it symbolised “the continued, undiminished 

existence of two independent yet intimately connected realities”.409  These 

intertwined, yet irreconcilable social and ecological value systems suggest a spatial 
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separation and parallel social, cultural and political development within the Canadian 

Federation.410 

 

Progress on this front may not be as daunting as it first appears.  Former director of 

the National Museum of the American Indian, W. Richard West, Jr., noted shortly 

after the passing of NAGPRA in 1990 that institutions “which hold the cultural 

patrimony of living Native peoples, are obliged, beyond the return of small portions 

of their collections, to support Native communities in other culturally relevant 

ways”.411  Ways of being are fully realized in Indigenous methods of engaging with 

the world, including claims of self-determination, self-representation and 

enfranchisement.412413  True accommodation of the voices of the historically 

marginalised within the social space forms a significant attempt towards readjusting 

“the power balance to ensure that Native people control their own heritage, 

representation, and histories”.414  For the Kwakwaka’wakw, U’Mista represents the 

opportunity to present their own traditions and to speak on behalf of themselves.  The 

fluidity of culture, as constructivist rather than essentialist epistemology, allows for 

the possibility of Native cultural regeneration and sociocultural continuity despite 

cultural disruption brought about by exogenous circumstances. 

 
 

The ability to utilise cultural praxis for the benefit of the native community is 

premised upon cultural sovereignty, which denotes: “human, political, land, religious, 
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artistic, and moral rights”.415  The U’Mista Cultural Centre is just one of the many 

Native-led cultural initiatives throughout Canada and worldwide.  Every Indigenous 

endeavour to develop culturally sustaining pedagogies and cultural continuity “must 

be understood according to locally defined needs, goals, and available material and 

human resources”.416  Indigenous people are not a monolithic culture but express a 

diverse set of beliefs and epistemologies that require specificity in order to exercise 

“deep sovereignty”––and the defence of Native values, knowledges, and ways of 

being.417  

 

The inherent sovereign rights of Aboriginal peoples protected by Section 35 of the 

Canadian Constitution and the determination of Native communities to take a stake in 

the improvement of their sociopolitical conditions has seen Indigenous communities 

make strides “in owning their own past and future”, resulting in the “usual measures 

of health and well-being regularly (taking) an important turn for the better”.418   

Shared communal understanding of values, norms, reciprocity, altruism, and civic 

responsibility fosters internal social cohesion and represents cognitive social capital 

within the community.419  The reversal of negative Aboriginal health outcomes must 

coincide with processes of social, political and cultural decolonialisation that serves to 

facilitate “healing as the rebuilding of nations”.420   
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Inferring the applicability of improving social outcomes witnessed in British 

Columbia to other provinces threatens to oversimplify the various sociopolitical 

realities and colonial legacies faced by Native groups within Canada.  Métis scholar 

Emma LaRocque notes, First Nations are “diverse peoples criss-crossing geographies, 

languages, culture areas, faiths, legally divided identities, politics and so forth”.421  

The profound variations in political, cultural, and linguistic epistemologies between 

northern Indigenous nations in Nunavut, the Haida and Dene in Western Canada, and 

the Anishinabe on the Eastern seaboard are compounded by differences in urban/rural 

localities, reserve/off-reserve experiences, gender, age, education, and treaty 

agreements with the Canadian state; to name a few.422  However through the shared 

histories of colonialism, displacement, environmental and health issues, residential 

schools, bureaucratic control and their cumulative effects upon the mental health 

outcomes of First Nations Canadians “can be readily understood as the direct 

consequence of a history of dislocations and the disruption of traditional subsistence 

patterns and connection to the land”.423   

 

Few communities have suffered, and continued to do so, as much as Indigenous 

Nations within settler colonies for the past half millennia.  To quantify the historical 

trauma that afflicts the present generation of Natives peoples in the Canadian 

provinces, is an impossible task.  The lives of countless Indigenous members were 

disrupted through numerous historical events, including:  

the explicit banning and criminalization of cultural practices and 
spirituality, the forced removal of Aboriginal children into 
residential schools designed for assimilation, dislocation of 
communities to reserve areas, systems of economic 
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marginalization, the purposeful spreading of infectious diseases, 
forced proselytization, slavery, and deliberate acts of violence or 
war.424 

 
Lakota scholar Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart draws connections between 

contemporary health inequalities and legacies of oppression, noting the “cumulative 

emotional and psychological wounding, over the lifespan and across generations, 

emanating from massive group trauma experiences”.425  However Native-led 

institutions preserving cultural lifeways and mediating continuity of cultural practice 

offer healing spaces for members themselves and secondly, serve as a nexus of 

cultural contact, education, and dialogue for non-members.  The U’Mista Cultural 

Centre offers merely one example of a Native-led institution promoting Indigenous 

pedagogies and engagement with national institutions and universities to reach their 

populations in the diaspora.  Others institutions such as the Woodland Cultural Centre 

in Brantford, Ontario, and the Plains Indians Cultural Survival School (PICSS) in 

Calgary, provide similar sociocultural functions for their respective Indigenous 

communities.   

 

Native communities, when provided the opportunity to exercise collective agency, 

will achieve self-reliance and construct culturally specific support networks to handle 

internal sociocultural and psychosocial issues.  Cultural centres aid in the processes of 

cultural continuity and stand as a testament to the enduring spirit and presence of 

Native cultures thought to be dying off during the 20th century.  However, the process 

is two-fold: the development of Native-led institutions as well as improved 

																																																								
424 Andrew H. Hatala, Michel Desjardins, and Amy Bombay. “Reframing Narratives of Aboriginal 
Health Inequity: Exploring Cree Elder Resilience and Well-being in Contexts of Historical Trauma,” 
Qualitative Health Research 26, no. 14 (December 2016): 1911. 
425 Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart, “The Historical Trauma Response Among Natives and Its 
Relationship with Substance Abuse: A Lakota Illustration,” Journal of Psychoactive Drugs 35, no. 1: 
Morning Star Rising: Healing in Native American Communities (Jan-Mar. 2003): 7. 
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representation within the institutional frameworks of Western museums, profoundly 

influences the dominant views of signified cultures and their social perception.  True 

societal-level progress will be achieved when Native individuals are able to walk into 

any metropolitan or rural institution and see their cultural narratives represented 

accurately.  On a tribal level, the intergenerational continuity of cultural traditions, the 

survival of language, and improved health outcomes for members will provide the 

opportunity for Natives peoples to effectively take control of their public institutional 

representations as well as their socioeconomic and political destinies. 
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