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Introduction 

The debate about the responsibility of museums to respect Indigenous peoples’ rights (Kelly 

and Gordon; Butts) has caught our attention on the basis of our previous research experience 

with regard to the protection of the tangible and intangible heritage of the San (former hunter 

gatherers) in Southern Africa (Martin and Vermeylen; Vermeylen, Contextualising; 

Vermeylen, Life Force; Vermeylen et al., 2008; Vermeylen, Land Rights).   

 

This paper contributes to the critical debate about curatorial practices and the recovery of 

Indigenous peoples’ cultural practices and explores how museums can be transformed into 

cultural centres that “decolonise” their objects while simultaneously providing social agency 

to marginalised groups such as the San.   

 

Indigenous Museum 

Traditional methods of displaying Indigenous heritage are now regarded with deep suspicion 

and resentment by Indigenous peoples (Simpson). A number of related issues such as the 

appropriation, ownership and repatriation of culture together with the treatment of sensitive 

and sacred materials and the stereotyping of Indigenous peoples’ identity (Carter; Simpson) 

have been identified as the main problems in the debate about museum curatorship and 

Indigenous heritage. The poignant question remains whether the concept of a classical 

museum--in the sense of how it continues to classify, value and display non-Western artworks 

--will ever be able to provide agency to Indigenous peoples as long as “their lives are reduced 

to an abstract set of largely arbitrary material items displayed without much sense of 

meaning” (Stanley 3).  

 

Indeed, as Salvador has argued, no matter how much Indigenous peoples have been involved 

in the planning and implementation of an exhibition, some issues remain problematic. First, 

there is the problem of representation: who speaks for the group; who should make decisions 

and under what circumstances; when is it acceptable for “outsiders” to be involved? 

Furthermore, Salvador raises another area of contestation and that is the issue of intention.  

 

As we agree with Salvador, no matter how good the intention to include Indigenous peoples 

in the curatorial practices, the fact that Indigenous peoples may have a (political) perspective 
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about the exhibition that differs from the ideological foundation of the museum enterprise, is, 

indeed, a challenge that must not be overlooked in the discussion of the inclusive museum. 

This relates to, arguably, one of the most important challenges in respect to the concept of an 

Indigenous museum: how to present the past and present without creating an essentialising 

“Other”?  

 

As Stanley summarises, the modernising agenda of the museum, including those museums 

that claim to be Indigenous museums, continues to be heavily embedded in the belief that 

traditional cultural beliefs, practices and material manifestations must be saved. In other 

words, exhibitions focusing on Indigenous peoples fail to show them as dynamic, living 

cultures (Simpson). This raises the issue that museums recreate the past (Sepúlveda dos 

Santos) while Indigenous peoples’ interests can be best described “in terms of 

contemporaneity” (Bolton qtd. in Stanley 7). According to Bolton, Indigenous peoples’ 

interest in museums can be best understood in terms of using these (historical) collections and 

institutions to address contemporary issues. Or, as Sepúlveda dos Santos argues, in order for 

museums to be a true place of memory--or indeed a true place of recovery--it is important that 

the museum makes the link between the past and contemporary issues or to use its objects in 

such a way that these objects emphasize “the persistence of lived experiences transmitted 

through generations”(29).  

 

Under pressure from Indigenous rights movements, the major aim of some museums is now 

reconciliation with Indigenous peoples which, ultimately, should result in the return of the 

cultural objects to the originators of these objects (Kelly and Gordon). Using the Native 

American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990 (NAGPRA) as an illustration, we 

argue that the whole debate of returning or recovering Indigenous peoples’ cultural objects to 

the original source is still embedded in a discourse that emphasises the mummified aspect of 

these materials. As Harding argues, NAGPRA is provoking an image of “native Americans as 

mere passive recipients of their cultural identity, beholden to their ancestors and the museum 

community for the re-creation of their cultures”(137) when it defines cultural patrimony as 

objects having ongoing historical, traditional or cultural importance, central to the Native 

American group or culture itself. According to Harding (2005) NAGPRA’s dominating 

narrative focuses on the loss, alienation and cultural genocide of the objects as long as these 

are not returned to their originators. The recovery or the return of the objects to their 

“original” culture has been applauded as one of the most liberating and emancipatory events 

in recent years for Indigenous peoples. However, as we have argued elsewhere, the process of 

recovery needs to do more than just smother the object in its past; recovery can only happen 
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when heritage or tradition is connected to the experience of everyday life. One way of 

achieving this is to move away from the objectification of Indigenous peoples’ culture.       

 

Objectification 

 

In our exploratory enquiry about new museum practices our attention was drawn to a recent 

debate about ownership and personhood within the context of museology (Busse; Baker; 

Herle; Bell; Geismar).  Busse, in particular, makes the point that in order to reformulate 

curatorial practices it is important to redefine the concept and meaning of objects. While the 

above authors do not question the importance of the objects, they all argue that the real 

importance does not lie in the objects themselves but in the way these objects embody the 

physical manifestation of social relations. The whole idea that objects matter because they 

have agency and efficacy, and as such become a kind of person, draws upon recent 

anthropological theorising by Gell and Strathern. Furthermore, we have not only been 

inspired by Gell’s and Strathern’s approaches that suggests that objects are social persons, we 

have also been influenced by Appadurai’s and Kopytoff’s defining of objects as biographical 

agents and therefore valued because of the associations they have acquired throughout time. 

We argue that by framing objects in a social network throughout its lifecycle we can avoid the 

recurrent pitfalls of essentialising objects in terms of its “primitive” or “traditional” 

(aesthetic) qualities and mystifying the identity of Indigenous peoples as “noble savages.”  

 

Focusing more on the social network that surrounds a particular object opens up new avenues 

of enquiry as to how, and to what extent, museums can become more inclusive vis-à-vis 

Indigenous peoples. It allows moving beyond the current discourse that approaches the 

history of the (ethnographic) museum from only one dominant perspective. By tracing an 

artwork throughout its lifecycle a new metaphor can be discovered; one that shows that 

Indigenous peoples have not always been victims, but maybe more importantly it allows us to 

show a more complex narrative of the object itself. It gives us the space to counterweight 

some of the discourses that have steeped Indigenous artworks in a “postcolonial” framework 

of sacredness and mythical meaning. This is not to argue that it is not important to be 

reminded of the dangers of appropriating other cultures’ heritage, but we would argue that it 

is equally important to show that approaching a story from a one-sided perspective will create 

a dualism (Bush) and reducing the differences between different cultures to a dualistic 

opposition fails to recognise the fundamental areas of agency (Morphy).  

 

In order for museums to enliven and engage with objects, they must become institutions that 

emphasise a relational approach towards displaying and curating objects. In the next part of 
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this paper we will explore to what extent an online museum could progressively facilitate the 

process of providing agency to the social relations that link objects, persons, environments 

and memories. As Solanilla argues, what has been described as cybermuseology may further 

transform the museum landscape and provide an opportunity to challenge some of the 

problems identified above (e.g. essentialising practices). Or to quote the museologist 

Langlais: “The communication and interaction possibilities offered by the Web to layer 

information and to allow exploration of multiple meanings are only starting to be exploited. In 

this context, cybermuseology is known as a practice that is knowledge-driven rather than 

object-driven, and its main goal is to disseminate knowledge using the interaction possibilities 

of Information Communication Technologies” (Langlais qtd. in Solanilla 108). One thing 

which shows promise and merits further exploration is the idea of transforming the act of 

exhibiting ethnographic objects accompanied by texts and graphics into an act of cyber 

discourse that allows Indigenous peoples through their own voices and gestures to involve us 

in their own history. This is particularly the case since Indigenous peoples are using 

technologies, such as the Internet, as a new medium through which they can recuperate their 

histories, land rights, knowledge and cultural heritage (Zimmerman et al.). As such, new 

technology has played a significant role in the contestation and formation of Indigenous 

peoples’ current identity by creating new social and political spaces through visual and 

narrative cultural praxis (Ginsburg). 

 

Online Museums 

 

It has been acknowledged for some time that a presence on the Web might mitigate the effects 

of what has been described as the “unassailable voice” in the recovery process undertaken by 

museums (Walsh 77).  However, a museum’s online engagement with an Indigenous culture 

may have significance beyond undercutting the univocal authority of a museum. In the case of 

the South African National Gallery it was charged with challenging the extent to which it 

represents entrenched but unacceptable political ideologies. Online museums may provide 

opportunities in the conservation and dissemination of “life stories” that give an account of an 

Indigenous culture as it is experienced (Solanilla 105).  

 

We argue that in engaging with Indigenous cultural heritage a distinction needs to be drawn 

between data and the cognitive capacity to learn, “which enables us to extrapolate and learn 

new knowledge” (Langlois 74). The problem is that access to data about an Indigenous 

culture does not necessarily lead to an understanding of its knowledge. It has been argued that 

cybermuseology loses the essential interpersonal element that needs to be present if intangible 
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heritage is understood as “the process of making sense that is generally transmitted orally and 

through face-to-face experience” (Langlois 78). We agree that the online museum does not 

enable a reality to be reproduced (Langlois 78). 

 

This does not mean that cybermuseology should be dismissed. Instead it provides the 

opportunity to construct a valuable, but completely new, experience of cultural knowledge 

(Langlois 78). The technology employed in cybermuseology provides the means by which 

control over meaning may, at least to some extent, be dispersed (Langlois 78). In this way 

online museums provide the opportunity for Indigenous peoples to challenge being subjected 

to manipulation by one authoritative museological voice. One of the ways this may be 

achieved is through interactivity by enabling the use of social tagging and folksonomy 

(Solanilla 110; Trant 2). In these processes keywords (tags) are supplied and shared by 

visitors as a means of accessing museum content. These tags in turn give rise to a 

classification system (folksonomy).  

 

In the context of an online museum engaging with an Indigenous culture we have reservations 

about the undifferentiated interactivity on the part of all visitors. This issue may be 

investigated further by examining how interactivity relates to communication. Arguably, an 

online museum is engaged in communicating Indigenous cultural heritage because it helps to 

keep it alive and pass it on to others (Langlois 77). However, enabling all visitors to structure 

online access to that culture may be detrimental to the communication of knowledge that 

might otherwise occur. The narratives by which Indigenous cultures, rather than visitors, 

order access to information about their cultures may lead to the communication of important 

knowledge. An illustration of the potential of this approach is the work Sharon Daniel has 

been involved with, which enables communities to “produce knowledge and interpret their 

own experience using media and information technologies” (Daniel, Palabras) partly by 

means of generating folksonomies.  

 

One way by which such issues may be engaged with in the context of online museums is 

through the argument that database and narrative in such new media objects are opposed to 

each other (Manovich, New Media 225). A new media work such as an online museum may 

be understood to be comprised of a database and an interface to that database. A visitor to an 

online museum may only move through the content of the database by following those paths 

that have been enabled by those who created the museum (Manovich, New Media 227). In 

short it is by means of the interface provided to the viewer that the content of the database is 

structured into a narrative (Manovich, New Media: 226). It is possible to understand online 

museums as constructions in which narrative and database aspects are emphasized to varying 
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degrees for users. There are a variety of museum projects in which the importance of the 

interface in creating a narrative interface has been acknowledged. Goldblum et al. describe 

three examples of websites in which interfaces may be understood as, and explicitly designed 

for, carrying meaning as well as enabling interactivity: Life after the Holocaust; Ripples of 

Genocide; and Yearbook 2006. 

 

As with these examples, we suggest that it is important there be an explicit engagement with 

the significance of interface(s) for online museums about Indigenous peoples. The means by 

which visitors access content is important not only for the way in which visitors interact with 

material, but also as to what is communicated about, culture. It has been suggested that the 

curator’s role should be moved away from expertly representing knowledge toward that of 

assisting people outside the museum to make “authored statements” within it (Bennett 11). In 

this regard it seems to us that involvement of Indigenous peoples with the construction of the 

interface(s) to online museums is of considerable significance. Pieterse suggests that 

ethnographic museums should be guided by a process of self-representation by the “others” 

portrayed (Pieterse 133). Moreover it should not be forgotten that, because of the separation 

of content and interface, it is possible to have access to a database of material through more 

than one interface (Manovich, New Media 226-7). Online museums provide a means by 

which the artificial homogenization of Indigenous peoples may be challenged. 

 

We regard an important potential benefit of an online museum as the replacement of 

accessing material through the “nassailable voice”with the multiplicity of Indigenous voices. 

A number of ways to do this are suggested by a variety of new media artworks, including 

those that employ a database to rearrange information to reveal underlying cultural positions 

(Paul 100). Paul discusses the work of, amongst others, George Legrady. She describes how it 

engages with the archive and database as sites that record culture (104-6). Paul specifically 

discusses Legrady’s work Slippery Traces. This involved viewers navigating through more 

than 240 postcards.  Viewers of work were invited to “first chose one of three quotes 

appearing on the screen, each of which embodies a different perspective--anthropological, 

colonialist, or media theory--and thus provides an interpretive angle for the experience of the 

projects” (104-5). In the same way visitors to an online museum could be provided with a 

choice of possible Indigenous voices by which its collection might be experienced.  

 

We are specifically interested in the implications that such approaches have for the way in 

which online museums could engage with film. Inspired by Basu’s work on reframing 

ethnographic film, we see the online museum as providing the possibility of a platform to 

experiment with new media art in order to expose the meta-narrative(s) about the politics of 
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film making. As Basu argues, in order to provoke a feeling of involvement with the viewer, it 

is important that the viewer becomes aware “of the plurality of alternative 

readings/navigations that they might have made” (105).  

 

As Weinbren has observed, where a fixed narrative pathway has been constructed by a film, 

digital technology provides a particularly effective means to challenge it. It would be possible 

to reveal the way in which dominant political interests regarding Indigenous cultures have 

been asserted such as for example, in the popular film The Gods Must Be Crazy. New media 

art once again provides some interesting examples of the way ideology, that might otherwise 

remain unclear, may be exposed. Paul describes the example of Jennifer and Kevin McCoy’s 

project How I learned. The work restructures a television series Kung Fu by employing 

“categories such as ‘how I learned about blocking punches,’ ‘how I learned about exploiting 

workers,’ or ‘how I learned to love the land’” (Paul 103) to reveal in greater clarity, than 

otherwise might be possible, the cultural stereotypes used in the visual narratives of the 

program (Paul 102-4). We suggest that such examples suggest the ways in which online 

museums could work to reveal and explore the existence not only of meta-narratives 

expressed by museums as a whole, but also the means by which they are realised within 

existing items held in museum collections. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We argue that the agency for such reflective moments between the San, who have been 

repeatedly misrepresented or underrepresented in exhibitions and films, and multiple 

audiences, may be enabled through the generation of multiple narratives within online 

museums. We would like to make the point that, first and foremost, the theory of 

representation must be fully understood and acknowledged in order to determine whether, and 

how, modes of online curating are censorious. As such we see online museums having the 

potential to play a significant role in illuminating for both the San and multiple audiences the 

way that any form of representation or displaying restricts the meanings that may be 

recovered about Indigenous peoples.  
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