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Abstract 

 

Comments about the repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings and 

reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples are often heard in Canadian news and in statements 

and speeches from politicians at the level of municipal governments up to the Prime 

Minister’s Office. The repatriation of the Potlatch Collection to the Kwakwaka’wakw is one 

of the largest and most significant returns in Canadian history. How does the historic 

experience of repatriation and the current governmental focus on reconciliation inform the 

future practice of repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings in B.C.?  

This thesis will address the multiple meanings of the Potlatch Collection, 

transformed through historic interventions, and the limitations of decolonization as a 

theoretical framework for repatriation and reconciliation from an art historical and legal 

perspective. The most significant area of research is the data collected from individuals who 

generously shared their knowledge. These are people closely connected to the Potlatch 

Collection, currently residing at U’mista Cultural Centre, or connected with other 

Indigenous museums or cultural centres. This thesis aims to promote the further 

decolonization of repatriation practice and institutionally imposed restrictions on display and 

preservation of Indigenous cultural belongings in light of the recent legislation in British 

Columbia (B.C.), the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act, R.S.B.C. 2019 

(DRIPA) which adopts the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

of which Article 11 relates to Indigenous Peoples’ rights to their visual art and cultural 
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property. Current legislation (DRIPA) has far reaching implications not just for art history 

practice but for Indigenous Peoples’ rights to their cultural belongings. 

The Indigenous museum or cultural centre is a unique space that contributes to the 

decolonization not only of their cultural displays but of those displays of cultural belongings 

found in mainstream museums. There is a nexus of law and art history where DRIPA 

legislation and the new meaning and role of the cultural belongings of the Potlatch 

Collection returned to the Kwakwaka’wakw can inform decolonization practices.  
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Lay Summary 

 

The Potlatch Collection resides at the U’mista Cultural Centre in Alert Bay and 

comprises part of the largest repatriation of West Coast Indigenous Peoples’ cultural 

belongings in Canadian history. The meaning of the belongings contained within the 

Collection have changed on their journey from unlawful confiscation in 1922, 

institutionalization and confinement in museums and in collections, to their return home. 

The multivalent meanings of the Potlatch Collection expose the unique cultural space 

created by the Indigenous museum or cultural centre. This Indigenous space as well as 

recent DRIPA legislation in British Columbia can both inform decolonizing art history and 

museum practice as well as contribute to reconciliation.  
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Preface 

 

My research plan included interviews conducted with individuals closely associated 

with the Potlatch Collection and U’mista, as well as the study of scholarly essays and texts 

about the Potlatch Collection, Indigenous theory, the Indigenous museum, and 

decolonization. In addition, I was able to conduct interviews with three individuals 

connected to an Indigenous museum and an Indigenous cultural centre in West Kelowna and 

Osoyoos respectively. I interviewed two Kwakwaka’wakw artists, the current and the former 

Executive Director of U’mista, two museum staff members at U’mista, an elected 

Councillor from the Westbank First Nation and the Operations and Cultural Administrator at 

Sncewips Heritage Museum in West Kelowna, the Manager and Cultural Coordinator at 

Nk’Mip Desert Cultural Centre in Osoyoos, an Anthropologist and Curator from UBC and 

MOA, and an Indigenous law expert. I conducted thirteen interviews in total. Ten of my 

Interviews were conducted between March and June 2022 and three of my interviews 

predate this study and were conducted in 2019 and 2021. Ethics approval was obtained from 

The University of British Columbia (UBC) Behavioural Research Ethics Board, under 

Certificate Number H21-01593-A001 and Amendment Certificate Number PAA H21-

01593-A001. Research approval was also obtained from the ‘Namgis Chief and Council on 

March 2, 2022. 

This thesis is original research conducted by S. Leanne Warawa.  
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 Introduction 

The trip to U’mista Cultural Centre (U’mista) in Alert Bay from the city of 

Vancouver is a journey through a transforming landscape. Leaving Vancouver’s skyline 

behind, the flight to Port Hardy provides amazing views of the coastal and Vancouver Island 

mountain ranges and the drive south to the ferry dock at Port McNeil winds through 

picturesque forests juxtaposed with the evidence of deforestation. On the ferry there is a 

chance to watch the waves, look for sea life, and relax as you cross Broughton Straight from 

Port McNeil to Cormorant Island. Walking from the dock takes you past the picturesque 

village of Alert Bay perched on the rocky beach and most intriguingly past the five 

awak ̱̕wa s,1 representing the five founding ‘na’mima or clans with their clan ancestor, in 

carved form, perched high on each roof observing the passersby. Your cultural immersion 

has begun. At the end of the walkway, you approach U’mista beside the empty space where 

St Michael’s Residential School stood until 2015; even years after its demolition its presence 

is still felt, contested by the spirit of survival and resilience in spite of the dark years of 

residential school. As you enter U’mista, you are confronted with sights and sounds and 

smells that transport you into the centre of an imagined potlatch and you are confronted by 

the Potlatch Collection that continues to be transformed through its journey home and its 

interactions with the Kwakwaka’wakw and with visitors.       

With her tangled black hair, deeply set eyes, and rounded red mouth, Dzunuḱwa, the 

Wild Woman of the Woods, observes the museum visitors at U’mista, perhaps 

 

1 awak ̱̕wa s in Kwak’wala means “a place to sit and talk.”  
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contemplating her own troublesome and convoluted history. She usually lives deep in the 

woods and steals disobedient children to eat but she can also be the bestower of wealth and 

good fortune (see Figure 1). Close by, Gwaxgwakwalanuksiwe’, or Raven-at-the-north-end-

of-the-world, snaps his fierce beak used to crack men’s skulls and eat their brains. As 

assistant to the cannibal spirit of the sacred Hamat’sa dance he listens for the cries of his 

three cannibal bird brothers, waiting to enter into the Dance (see Figure 2).   

These carved cedar masks of Dzunuḱwa and Gwaxgwakwalanuksiwe’ are examples 

of cultural belongings of the Kwakwaka’wakw that have been folded into the discourse of 

art history. They have been transformed, not into the supernatural beings that they embody 

while being danced at a potlatch, but into curated objects of display as a result of their 

journey of forceable confiscation under Canadian anti-potlatch laws in 1922, museum 

institutionalization, and repatriation as part of the Potlatch Collection (the Collection) to 

U’mista. These two masks are introduced here to emphasize that many of the belongings in 

this Collection have names, lives, agency, and purpose emanating from their original context 

of production.2  

The contents of museums are often described as “things” or “objects.” Throughout 

my research and this thesis, I refer, in most instances, to the individual items in the Potlatch 

 

2 “Living Tradition”, U’mista Cultural Society, accessed April 1, 2019, https://umistapotlatch.ca/potlatch-

eng.php. Both of these masks were owned by Harry Mountain and surrendered to Indian agent William 

Halliday on March 25, 1922. They were photographed, crated, and shipped to the National Museum of Man 

(NMM now the Canadian Museum of History) and remained the “property” of NMM until repatriated to 

U’mista in 1979. 

https://umistapotlatch.ca/potlatch-eng.php
https://umistapotlatch.ca/potlatch-eng.php
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Collection and Indigenous cultural objects as cultural belongings, a term of respect for the 

belongings as well as a reminder of their past; some of these are beings with names, 

histories, and life cycles, and many were held by people and families as treasures. 

Anthropologists and Art Historians sometimes use the term “cultural property.” I have also 

chosen to refrain from using the term “property” because of the differing definitions of this 

term and its meaning across cultures. My research methodology initially set out to review 

the current literature and policies regarding repatriation of cultural belongings3 with a 

specific focus on the history of the Potlatch Collection returned to U’mista and then to 

conduct interviews with those closely associated with U’mista in order to learn from their 

experience and interaction with the Collection and its meaning and uses now as well as with 

the repatriation process itself. Through this interview process, a learning experience for me, 

the information, stories, and experiences shared with me gave me pause to consider whether 

I might have approached these interviews differently and even made me question my 

interview script and focus. I was fortunate that those individuals that agreed to spend time 

with me were willing to speak broadly of their experiences which filled in many of the gaps 

 

3 I was introduced to the term “cultural belonging” over the years by both anthropologists and museum 

professionals working with cultural property. I have borrowed this language to describe cultural property and I 

use it in this thesis as a reminder of the intimate connection of these belongings to people, whether 

contemporary or historic, and their cultures. 
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that my initial questions left outstanding and provided me an opportunity to actively 

participate in learning from an Indigenous perspective.4  

The research conducted for this thesis was a journey of discovery. A journey where I 

had the privilege to speak with and learn from people connected to and passionate about 

U’mista as well as people connected to other Indigenous museums and cultural centres.5 My 

background is in law where the focus is often on finding solutions. I had to put this approach 

aside and recognize that I am in no position to offer solutions but rather need to listen and 

learn and have my heart and mind changed; and changed they were! From my perspective as 

a non-Indigenous person of European settler heritage, I felt indignant about the restrictions 

placed on the repatriation of the Potlatch Collection to the Kwakwaka’wakw. I learned 

through my conversations with interviewees that what was important was having these 

treasures back home; an attitude of looking forward instead of looking back while still 

acknowledging the deep pain and suffering caused by the enforcement of historic colonial 

policies. Although the meaning of these treasures has changed over their journey away and 

back home, the story that they now tell is significant to the Kwakwaka’wakw and important 

for them to share with others, not from a position of anger, but of utilizing this history as a 

 

4 Because of Covid-19 travel restrictions and health concerns, spending time in Alert Bay and building 

relationships with those connected to U’mista was difficult; further discussions with interviewees would have 

been preferable but not possible within the scope of this thesis and through the restrictions of Covid-19.  

 
5 I met with the Cultural Coordinator and Manager of Nk’Mip Desert Cultural Centre, Jenna Bower, the 

Operations and Cultural Administrator of Sncewips Heritage Museum, Michelle Bolan, and a Westbank First 

Nation Councillor involved in establishing this museum, Jordan Coble. 
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means to educate and facilitate reconciliation. My purpose is not to serve up readymade 

solutions, but rather to encourage dialogue on decolonizing practices in the discipline of art 

history in theory and in practice, to problematize the current state of decolonization in this 

field, and to offer possible rights-based options for Indigenous Peoples with respect to their 

cultural belongings. It is imperative that Indigenous Peoples are full participants with the 

jurisdiction to control the repatriation process if it is to effectively contribute to 

reconciliation.  

My research examines the repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings in Canada, 

and more specifically in B.C., to decipher what repatriation is, what different forms are 

possible, what its goals entail, and the problems inherent in repatriation policy. I hope to 

offer suggestions for further decolonization of the process of repatriation and to facilitate the 

future repatriation requests made by Indigenous nations. Indigenous art history and 

anthropology have begun to address the issues related to the study of Indigenous visual 

culture through an awareness of Indigenous ontology and the differing worldviews seen to 

confront colonial forms of knowledge. I am indebted to the many scholars whose work has 

enriched the study of Indigenous visual culture and have informed my approach to this 

study.6 I look to U’mista Cultural Centre as a case study in my research as the recipient of 

 

6 I refer specifically of the work of Aaron Glass who has challenged the use of the term “renaissance” to 

describe the increasing prominence of arts and culture from the Northwest Coast as the idea of the rebirth of 

the ancient past is not accurate; see: Aaron Glass, “History and the Critique of the ‘Renaissance’ Discourse,” in 

Native Art of the Northwest Coast A Changing History of Changing Ideas, edited by Charlotte Townsend-

Gault, Jennifer Kramer, and Ki-ke-in (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013), 487-517. As well as his work on the 
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part of the Potlatch Collection.7 According to curator Emma Knight, this was the first and 

most significant repatriation of cultural property in Canadian history.8 Through the literature 

and my interview data I will discuss the many ways that the meaning of the repatriated 

material, the Potlatch Collection, has changed through its journey from unjust confiscation 

to its return home to reside at U’mista. I will also examine what the purpose of the 

Indigenous museum or cultural centre is, how it functions, and how it differs from the 

Western museum. The Potlatch Collection has a different role now that it has been returned, 

and the Indigenous cultural centre allows for the culturally appropriate expression of that 

role determined by the Kwakwaka’wakw. The conclusions arrived at through this research 

suggest that although the Indigenous museum or cultural centre is one option for the display 

of Indigenous cultural belongings, the repatriation process should not include any conditions 

on the return of cultural belongings unless these are determined by the Indigenous nation. 

 

Hamat’sa dance of the Kwakwaka’wakw and the performing of culture; see: Aaron Glass, “The Intention of 

Tradition: Contemporary Contexts and Contests of the Kwakwaka’Wakw Hamat’sa Dance” (MA thesis, The 

University of British Columbia, 1999). Although his work does not specifically address my topic of study, 

repatriation, Glass’s work has informed my thinking about cultural continuity and agency. I also think of 

Marcia Crosby, whose work in Indigenous visual culture and theory confronts the idea of the “Imaginary 

Indian” as an act of resistance. She provides a cautionary tale about the many false assumptions made in 

academic discourse regarding colonization and the consideration of difference; see: Marcia Violet Crosby, 

“Construction of The Imaginary Indian,” in Vancouver Anthology: The Institutional Politics of Art, edited by 

Stan Douglas (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1991), 267-291. See also: Marcia Violet Crosby, “Indian 

Art/Aboriginal Title.” (MA thesis, The University of British Columbia, 1994).  
7 The Potlatch Collection was divided and returned to two cultural societies: U’mista Society at Alert Bay, and 

Nuyumbalees Society at Cape Mudge. Each Society built a cultural entre to house their portion of the 

Collection: U’mista Cultural Centre in Alert bay which opened in 1980 and Kwagiulth Museum and Cultural 

Centre in Cape Mudge which opened in 1979 (now named the Nuyumbalees Cultural Centre).  
8 Emma Knight, "Unpacking the Museum Register, Institutional Memories of the Potlatch Collection 

Repatriation," Museum Worlds: Advances in Research, no. 5 (2017), 35-47. 
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Moreover, the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act in B.C. (DRIPA)9 can be 

used to facilitate these repatriation requests. Repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings 

without restrictions to those with the rights to hold these belongings has the potential to be 

an important part of reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples in B.C. and Canada. The recent 

announcement of a new Royal British Columbia Museum (RBCM), and more recently 

announced delay, might also provide an opportunity to highlight different ways that this 

money could be spent to facilitate the government’s stated intention to move towards 

reconciliation if it was used to support Indigenous Peoples’ decisions on if, where, and how 

they want their cultural belongings preserved and displayed.  

I will outline the current practice of repatriation, and the changing meanings and 

reframing that occurs as cultural belongings are transformed through the processes from 

production to repatriation, and how art historical methods and legal interventions can inform 

a decolonized practice of repatriation and of reconciliation. The first and one of the most 

significant repatriations of cultural property in Canadian history, of what is now termed the 

“Potlatch Collection,” was to the Kwakwaka’wakw People and the U’mista Cultural Centre 

in Alert Bay. This collection comprises potlatch regalia and family treasures that were 

seized in 1922 after Dan Cranmer’s potlatch in 1921 on Village Island and found their way 

in part to the Canadian Museum of Civilization and to the Royal Ontario Museum. Three to 

four hundred people attended the potlatch of Kwakwaka’wakw Chief Dan Cranmer’s 

 

9 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act, (2019): c.44. 
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potlatch with ceremony and feasting that went on for six days.10 The goods given away to 

guests acting as witnesses were estimated as equivalent to 30,000 blankets consisting of 

consumer goods from boats to guitars. Masks were transformed by being danced at that 

potlatch, but even the goods given away were themselves transformed by their journey 

through the potlatch ceremony. They began as commodity goods, objects of use-value, and 

became objects of power “Ceasing to hold their white use or economic exchange value, the 

objects were endowed, instead, with the avowal and personification of the inseparable 

concrete relation in which they were exchanged.”11   

Indian Agent William Halliday was informed of Dan Cranmer’s December 1921 

potlatch and sought to enforce the Potlatch Ban12 by seizing approximately 450 objects of 

potlatch regalia from participants and their families. Forty-five people were arrested, and 

their regalia was “voluntarily surrendered” in exchange for suspended sentences.13 The 

crimes were: singing, dancing, making speeches, and giving and receiving gifts.14  George 

 

10 Barbara Saunders, “Kwakwaka’wakw Museology,” Cultural Dynamics 7(1) (1995): 40. 
11 Saunders, “Kwakwaka’wakw Museology,” 40. 
12 The Potlatch Ban was established through an amendment to the Indian Act in 1884 that came into force in 

1885 and was repealed in 1951. This ban was an attempt at assimilation and the eradication of Indigenous 

cultural practises. The relevant section read, in part, that “every Indian or other person who engages in or 

assists in celebrating the Indian festival known as the "Potlatch" or in the Indian dance known as the 

"Tamanawas" is guilty of a misdemeanor, and liable to imprisonment for a term of not more than six nor less 

than two months in any gaol or other place of confinement; and every Indian or persons who encourages ... an 

Indian to get up such a festival ... shall be liable to the same punishment.”   
13 Gloria Cranmer Webster, “The Potlatch Collection Repatriation,” UBC Law Review, 29, no. SPEISS (1995): 

138. Gloria Cranmer Webster is the daughter of Kwakwaka’wakw hereditary Chief Dan Cranmer and was a 

museum consultant and the founding curator of the U'mista Cultural Centre in Alert Bay, B.C. She writes that 

the basis for the suspended sentences was an illegal agreement whereby everyone in the village that the 

accused came from would surrender all of their ceremonial gear to the Indian Agent.  
14 Knight. “Unpacking The Museum Register, Institutional memories of the Potlatch Collection Repatriation,” 

Museum Worlds: Advances in Research 5 (2017): 35-36.  
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Heye15 bought many items, some pieces were taken by the arresting officer, and some items 

that went to museums were lost in storage or after being loaned out. There are many missing 

items, their files still open and being researched by U’mista. The first request for the return 

of the collection by the Kwakwaka’wakw was in 1957 with some of the regalia finally being 

returned in 1979, 1980, and 1988 and this process is ongoing. The Collection was deemed to 

be a national treasure in the eyes of the museums that held it. It was returned under specific 

conditions, that led to the creation of the U’mista Cultural Centre in Alert Bay and the 

Nuyumbalees Cultural Centre in Cape Mudge, regarding preservation of the Collection and 

the creation of these two non-profit societies with facilities to house it. These cultural 

belongings had been held by individual families who had rights to hold, dance and display 

them, but now they are held communally. There is historic tension between the objectives of 

display and the preservation of cultural belongings, and the granting of full control or 

ownership rights which may include permitted deterioration, or the actual physical 

transformation of an object (for example through fire). How this tension is resolved will 

have significant impacts on the social and legal approach taken to the repatriation of cultural 

belongings, whether they are considered “art”, and to the process of reconciliation and future 

repatriation practice. 

 

15 George Heye (1874-1957) was an American collector of Indigenous art and artifacts. He was the founder of 

the Museum of the American Indian and his collection became the basis for the collection at the National 

Museum of the American Indian (part of the Smithsonian Institution).  



 

 

10 

 

 

 Repatriation Overview 

Canada is at a unique point in history where, despite continuous colonial policies, 

imposed assimilation and cultural destruction directed towards Indigenous Peoples, 

politicians, and public and private institutions have recently endorsed reconciliation. The 

political will has been expressed from the Prime Minister of Canada down to the mayors of 

small towns to reconcile with Indigenous Peoples both nationally and regionally. But how is 

this accomplished within the existing law and policy regarding repatriation? 16 Repatriation 

is the process of sending a person or object back to its place of origin. I consider here the 

repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings from museums in the context of British 

Columbian provincial and Canadian federal policy and law. The place of origin for a cultural 

object may be a First Nation, a community, a family, an individual, a rights holder, or in 

some cases the ancestors from whence it came. Cultural objects are part of cultural property 

and according to the Museum of Anthropology (MOA): “Cultural property is material of 

importance to the cultural heritage of a group of people. It includes artistic, historical, 

religious, and cultural objects, as well as songs, stories and dances.”17 Although it is of 

 

16 First Nations Sacred Ceremonial Objects Repatriation Act, SA 2000, c F-11.2. Alberta is the only other 

province in Canada to enact specific repatriation legislation and this act became law in 2000. This act 

specifically references ceremonial objects listed in three schedules to the Blackfoot Agreement with respect to 

three Indigenous nations as well as providing the Crown with the ability to repatriate sacred ceremonial objects 

from the Provincial Museum of Alberta and the Glenbow-Alberta Institute collections. The potential 

repatriated sacred ceremonial object is required to be held on behalf of the people of that First Nation (S.3), 

and it must also meet the act’s definition of “sacred ceremonial object” (S. 1(e)).  
17 Jill R. Baird, Jill R, and Solanki, Anjuli, and Askren, Mique'l, "Returning the Past: Repatriation of First 

Nations Cultural Property," https://moa.ubc.ca/wp-content/uploads/TeachingKit-Repatriation.pdf 

https://moa.ubc.ca/wp-content/uploads/TeachingKit-Repatriation.pdf
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importance to a group, this does not preclude individual rights to the object. There are many 

problems associated with repatriation in British Columbia from the lack of a comprehensive 

legislative framework to the difficulty of meeting the goals of the person or community 

requesting the return of cultural belongings.18 There are several possible forms of 

repatriation, from virtual to literal. While existing policies in Canada may provide the 

sufficient flexibility required in this complex process to meet the goals and needs of those 

seeking to have their cultural belongings returned home, policy depends on people to enact it 

with few or no consequences if it is not adhered to.  

Can we consider the process of repatriation itself through the lens of reconciliation 

and reimagine it without the institutionally imposed restrictions on display and preservation 

of Indigenous cultural belongings? The importance of this issue is evidenced by the recent 

passing of DRIPA legislation. This act purports to adopt the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP)19 of which Article 11 relates to Indigenous 

Peoples’ rights to their visual art and cultural property: “This includes the right to maintain, 

protect and develop the past, present and future manifestations of their cultures, such as 

archaeological and historical sites, artefacts, designs, ceremonies, technologies and visual 

and performing arts and literature.”20 This UNDRIP Article focuses on Indigenous decision 

 

18 I will limit my discussion to physical cultural belongings as opposed to more intangible belongings and 

intellectual property.  
19 United Nations, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, [2007].  
20 Article 11 states that “1. Indigenous peoples have the right to practise and revitalize their cultural traditions 

and customs. This includes the right to maintain, protect and develop the past, present and future 
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making over manifestations of their culture which I argue includes Indigenous interpretation 

of all aspects of repatriation such as demands for returns, the conditions of those returns, and 

the use of those repatriated cultural belongings. DRIPA has the potential to change the 

practice of repatriation in B.C. as it requires a process to bring existing as well as future 

legislation into compliance with UNDRIP. This creates possibilities for repatriation law or 

other laws relating to cultural belongings to be enacted as well as for DRIPA to be used as a 

strong tool in Indigenous nations’ negotiation toolboxes as its extensive impact on all areas 

of life under provincial jurisdiction are realized. 

Any discussion of repatriation of the cultural belongings of Indigenous Peoples in 

Canada must be contextualized in the unique conditions that form the backdrop to these 

requests. Canadians live within a historic framework of colonialism, governmentally 

sanctioned removal of cultural property, and statutorily enforced cultural destruction and 

assimilation of Indigenous Peoples. The legally enforced bans on cultural expression and 

production and the policies to erase Indigenous culture21 existed simultaneously alongside 

national cultural appropriation to form a unique Canadian identity. Salvage anthropology, 

museums’ mandates to preserve culture for humanity, and the increasing market for cultural 

 

manifestations of their cultures, such as archaeological and historical sites, artefacts, designs, ceremonies, 

technologies and visual and performing arts and literature. 2. States shall provide redress through effective 

mechanisms, which may include restitution, developed in conjunction with indigenous peoples, with respect to 

their cultural, intellectual, religious and spiritual property taken without their free, prior and informed consent 

or in violation of their laws, traditions and customs.”  
21 Indian Act [S.C. 1876] c. 18, with amendments in 1880 instituting the Potlatch Ban, and in 1920 requiring 

attendance at residential school. 
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objects also played a role. In contemporary times it is land claims and treaty processes that, 

sometimes in the general public’s imagination, threaten the “Canadian” or Western concept 

of property and ownership and have the potential to impact opinions about repatriation.  

One of the complicating factors around the issue of repatriation is the conflict 

between the Western and the Indigenous meaning of property and ownership. These 

concepts become problematic when opposing cultural views and legal frameworks are not 

considered and where meanings are not compatible. This is especially significant in the 

settler colonial history of Canada. Ashleigh Breske writes in her article, “Politics of 

Repatriation: Formalizing Indigenous Repatriation Policy,” about ownership and property 

paradigms of cultural property internationalism and nationalism. In some ways this echoes 

the institutional argument of preserving cultural property for the benefit of all people and the 

First Nation argument of the preservation of their own identity. Breske suggests that the 

inclusion of “cultural property indigenism language in discussions of property and heritage 

control would address concerns beyond property ownership and into human rights law.”22 

The settler mentality that she writes of in the United States applies to the history of the 

settlement of Canada as well. “Settler colonialism differs from colonialism in that settler 

colonialism wants the territory and/or land instead of just labour for economic gains.”23 

There is an effort to assimilate or erase the Indigenous population and one of the institutions 

 

22 Ashleigh Breske, “Politics of Repatriation: Formalizing Indigenous Repatriation Policy,” International 

Journal of Cultural Property Volume 25, Issue 3 (2018): 351.  
23 Breske, “Politics of repatriation,” 351.  
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used for exerting such control is the museum which helps shape the settlers’ narrative of 

domination and control. This narrative is later reinterpreted, and the violence of the past is 

replaced by peaceful relationships and agreement.  

Glen Coulthard writes about recognition politics as colonial politics: “we have 

witnessed within the scope of four decades the emergence of an unprecedented degree of 

recognition for Aboriginal ‘cultural’ rights within the legal and political framework of the 

Canadian state.”24 He goes on to clarify that this recognition occurs within the settler state 

and argues that colonial relationships cannot be addressed with this type of recognition. 

Coulthard writes: “the politics of recognition in its contemporary liberal form promises to 

produce the very configurations of colonialist, racist, patriarchal state power that Indigenous 

peoples’ demands for recognition have historically sought to transcend.”25 The recognition 

he is writing of seeks to reconcile Indigenous sovereignty with settler state sovereignty with 

the accommodation of certain Indigenous claims, “this orientation to the reconciliation of 

Indigenous nationhood with state sovereignty is still colonial insofar as it remains 

structurally committed to the dispossession of Indigenous peoples of our lands and self-

determining authority.”26 Coulthard’s theory of recognition politics and its classification as 

colonial is relevant to the issue of repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings as there is a 

disconcerting parallel to these recognition politics within the settler state’s authority and 

 

24 Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 2.  
25 Coulthard, Red Skin White Masks, 3.  
26 Coulthard, Red Skin White Masks, 151. 
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what has historically been Canada and British Columbia’s approach to repatriation. When 

restrictions are imposed on the return of these belongings to their nation of origin, 

repatriation is not a decolonizing act but rather an extension of colonial power.      

 Historically, repatriation has been considered in the context of a Western legal 

paradigm of ownership and property rights, but there is a need for legal pluralism in this 

field. Breske makes the connection between repatriation of cultural objects and Indigenous 

claims for sovereignty and land claims which arguably have been significant deterrents for 

the Canadian federal government to enact repatriation legislation. If Indigenous Peoples 

have a right to their cultural property that was taken from them then they might also have the 

right to the land taken from them as well.  

The goals of repatriation are dependent on the specific cultural belonging in 

question, the community or individual seeking the repatriation, the institution holding the 

cultural belonging, and the political will and legal framework providing space for these 

goals to be expressed and realized. One goal is the righting of a wrong, for example in the 

case where cultural belongings were removed from individuals and communities in 

unethical or illegal ways or in legally sanctioned but still unethical ways. Another goal is to 

fill in gaps in cultural history where objects were removed in the context of a policy of 

cultural assimilation. There may be a related goal of education and exposure to cultural 

history aimed at informing young people and future generations about their own cultural 

heritage and identity. Healing of wounds, reconciliation, and strengthening of cultural 

identity are also some of the goals of this process. Repatriation can be seen as a decolonizing 
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act27 and about restitution and reparation.28 Where cultural belongings are physically 

returned many issues may still need to be determined at the community level such as: who 

has the right to hold the object, who decides how the object can be displayed, and who 

adjudicates conflicts within the community when there is disagreement on these issues or 

where the history of rights and privileges has been lost. Conflicts about ownership, rights to 

hold or display, concerns about care and preservation, or the desire to permit decay or allow 

the physical transformation of an object can become contentious and potentially divide 

communities. Yet the process to work through these difficulties internal to an Indigenous 

nation can be a healing and nation-building exercise that is critical to the process of 

reconciliation and decolonization.   

In the case of the Potlatch Collection, the goal of repatriation was to rectify the 

unjust confiscation of potlatch regalia under the Potlatch Ban. These belongings were 

surrendered as a means of avoiding jail for participating in this significant cultural event for 

the Kwakwaka’wakw People. This goal was not to be realized without difficulties that are 

inherent in the repatriation process itself in addition to the restrictions of display and 

preservation placed on the Kwakwaka’wakw for the return of their own cultural belongings. 

The individual cultural connection to many belongings had been lost as a result of the settler 

 

27 Breske, “Politics of repatriation,” 347. 
28 Erich Hatala Matthes. “Repatriation and the Radical Redistribution of Art,” Ergo, An Open Access Journal 

of Philosophy 4 (2017): 935-938.  
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colonialism of cultural violence, the incomplete recording of some confiscated belongings, 

and the disappearance of some belongings into private or institutional collections.  

If an Indigenous nation is united in its goals and methods of realizing the return of 

belongings, they still face the hurdles of the repatriation process itself. An object must be 

identified, research must be undertaken, and documentation provided to establish ownership. 

Research must be done regarding the means of acquisition by the institution, the will to 

engage in this process must be present in the institution’s policies, funding must be found to 

finance this process, and agreements on conditions of return or future care of the object must 

be considered.29 The museum community has historically been reluctant to engage with 

repatriation requests because these were seen in opposition to their mandate of preservation 

for educational purposes. Anthropologist Michael Harkin raises the problematic issue of the 

concept of property and ownership and the transformation of objects as they are returned 

home. He argues that in B.C. there was a convergence of two cultural forces that led to a 

shift in how cultural property was viewed, “the project of eradication undertaken by 

missionaries and governments, in both the US and Canada, and the redefinition of Northwest 

Coast material culture as fine art.”30 These issues are not resolved through repatriation, and 

he suggests that some communities may be opposed to repatriation of cultural property 

 

29 Jennifer Kramer, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, March 22, 2019.  
30 Michael E. Harkin, “Object Lessons: The Question of Cultural Property in the Age of Repatriation,” Journal 

De La Societe Des Americanistes (19-2) (December 2005): 10. Although I agree with Michael Harkin’s 

statement that these two cultural forces significantly contributed to how cultural property was viewed, I would 

suggest that they were not the only forces to catalyze this shift.  
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because of fears of ownership disputes and the community’s lack of respect for proper 

protocol. The transformation of cultural belongings into art can lead to a shift in these 

belongings’ meaning to museum objects, which could be considered as another form of 

cultural domination.31 

 

2.1 Forms of Repatriation 

Repatriation can proceed in a “virtual”, “figurative”, “physical”, or “literal” manner. 

Moving from the return of objects to an originating community or person through a nominal 

transfer of ownership (on paper or in digital form) to the absolute return of the cultural 

belonging to its ancestors, each instance of repatriation raises its own possibilities for 

contention. Virtual repatriation entails providing digital access for Indigenous Peoples and 

communities to their cultural belongings that are currently held by museums. Examples of 

this are the Reciprocal Research Network (RRN) which is an on-line collaboration between 

MOA, the Sto:lo Nation-Tribal Council, the U’mista Cultural Society, and the Musqueam 

Indian Band. Technology can be used to preserve cultural property but the digitization of 

knowledge and open access to knowledge has the potential to have a negative impact on 

Indigenous Peoples, especially those with a colonial history, and Indigenous ways of 

knowing must be respected. It may be culturally damaging to impose Western constructs of 

property law or copyright on Indigenous cultural belongings.  

 

31 Harkin, “Object Lessons”, 22. 
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Virtual repatriation and digitization of cultural property must be accompanied by the 

protection of cultural protocols and the control of access to and use of certain knowledge, 

but it is questionable whether this type of access is meaningful and sufficient.32 Virtual 

repatriation provides communities access and creates opportunities for originating 

communities and scholars to share information and communicate about the display, history, 

and cultural significance of their cultural belongings. It also provides a vehicle to share 

knowledge with young Indigenous Peoples and future generations who have no other access 

to their cultural heritage. But this form of repatriation has been problematized by Robin 

Boast and Jim Enote as they look at the historic meaning of repatriation and the shift in 

meaning to a transfer of control and argue that with digital sharing there is no restitution or 

reparation as the digital object did not originate in the source community. The use of the 

term virtual is also problematic as it suggests that the digital form stands in for the original, 

raising again the problem of language and the concept of property and ownership where 

conflicts arise between two different world views. “The idea of virtual repatriation grew out 

of the goal of accommodating the needs of the stakeholder communities without having to 

actually give it back.”33 The use of this term allows Western museums to maintain their 

power over cultural property within a Western framework of property law. There is an 

 

32 Deidre Brown and George Nicholas, “Protecting Indigenous Cultural property in the Age of Digital 

Democracy: Institutional and Communal Responses to Canadian First nations and Māori Heritage Concerns,” 

Journal of Material Culture (17(3)) (2012): 310. 
33 Boast, Robin, and Enote, Jim, "Virtual Repatriation: It is neither Virtual nor Repatriation," in Heritage in the 

Context of Globalization Europe and the Americas, ed. Biehl, Peter F, and Prescott, Christopher (New York: 

Springer, 2013), 103-113. 
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example of one piece in the Potlach Collection being returned to U’mista after it was seen 

on the RRN, so there is an important role in repatriation research for such virtual data bases.  

Figurative repatriation is the reclaiming of museum or institutional space and its 

transformation into a space for cultural identity.34 Although Cultural Anthropologist and 

Curator Dr. Jennifer Kramer is a proponent of physical repatriation when the originating 

community requests the full return of belongings, she also argues that there are problems 

with physical repatriation that figurative repatriation may resolve by rejecting a Western 

view of ownership and by shifting meanings of artwork as social agents through an 

oppositional discourse within museums.35 Repatriation is to return to one’s place of origin, 

but physical repatriation of cultural property may not accomplish what is desired by the First 

Nation. Kramer expands repatriation to include being “linked” to an object and having 

control over it and suggests that figurative repatriation allows Indigenous Peoples to gain 

control of cultural objects in Western spaces that address non-indigenous audiences while 

claiming these spaces as their own as an “Artist-Warrior”, a contemporary Indigenous artist 

who challenges institutional control from within the Western system.36 This form of 

repatriation requires the input and manipulation of this contemporary “Artist-Warrior” to 

 

34 Jennifer Kramer, “Figurative Repatriation, First Nations “Artist-Warriors” Recovery, Reclaim, and Return 

Cultural Property through Self-Definition,” Journal of Material Culture Vol. 9(2) (2004): 178-180.  
35 Kramer, interview. 
36 Jennifer Kramer, "Figurative Repatriation, First Nations "Artist-Warriors" Recovery, Reclaim, and Return 

Cultural Property through Self-Definition," Journal of Material Culture, no. Vol. 9(2) (2004), 161-182. 

Kramer borrows the term “Artist-Warriors” from Robert Houle (Houle, Robert, “sovereignty Over 

Subjectivity,” C Magazine, issue 30 (07/1991): 32.) who used it to describe Indigenous artists challenging the 

power structure of Western museums and galleries from within. 
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successfully enact this process which will only be relevant in very specific circumstances. 

Figurative repatriation raises the questions of what happens at the end of an exhibit and what 

is the ongoing benefit for the community.   

Physical repatriation entails the actual return of the cultural belonging to the 

community or individual of origin. Conflicting concepts of property and ownership must be 

addressed and there must be the will within the museum institution to return the cultural 

belongings home. There are also legal issues of historical acquisition and provenance that 

must be addressed. As already mentioned, the process of physical repatriation is arduous and 

expensive in terms of time and money and the goals of a repatriation claim may not be 

possible to meet. This is a process that potentially raises community conflict and 

disagreement around questions of how the object will be held and displayed and what the 

protocol is for its return.  

Literal repatriation involves the return of an object home through the process of 

decay or physical transformation leading to a return to the natural world. There are examples 

of totem poles returned being allowed to decay naturally without preservation and other 

intervention efforts being made;37 alternatively, there are examples of totem poles being 

burned to send them “home” and to facilitate family healing.38 This kind of physical 

transformation seems to be the ultimate fulfillment of the definition of repatriation, since the 

object is sent back to its original community, the ancestors. For literal repatriation, the same 

 

37 Kramer, interview.  
38 Michael J. McDonald, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, March 25, 2022. 
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questions arise as with the other forms of repatriation: how is consensus achieved, and what 

objectives are served? These questions must be resolved and approached from a nation-to-

nation perspective before any legislative framework can address the needs of Indigenous 

Peoples.  

 

2.2 Legislation and Policies in Canada and in Canadian Museums    

In Canada, there are currently no federal laws specifically pertaining to the 

repatriation of cultural belongings. There are policies, but no enforceable law. From the 

United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People (2007) (UNDRIP), to 

Canadian cultural property protection laws such as  Cultural Property Export and Import 

Act, S.C. 1985, to governmental policy statements from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s Calls to Action (2015) (TRC Calls to Action) and the Task Force Report on 

Museums and First Peoples from the Assembly of First Nations and the Canadian Museum 

Society (1994) (Task Force Report), to institutional museum policy statements, there is no 

comprehensive Canadian legislation that guides and creates a framework and punitive 

consequences for non-compliance. UNDRIP was adopted by the General Assembly of the 

United Nations in 2007, but it was not adopted by Canada until 2016. Article 11.2 requires 

states to provide a means to repatriate cultural property taken from indigenous people 

without their “free, prior and informed consent or in violation of their laws, traditions and 

customs.” Article 12.2 requires a process for states to facilitate access or repatriation of 

cultural property, though this declaration is not legally binding. The 1994 Task Force Report 
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provides a framework for improved relationships and partnerships between Indigenous 

Peoples and Museums. The impact of this Report can be seen in Canadian Museum policies 

that provide for originating communities’ input on the modes of display of their cultural 

belongings; it has also enabled collaborative cultural interpretation, improved access, and 

facilitated the process of repatriation of culturalbelongings for certain communities. At the 

federal and provincial government level, the treaty process also provides a potential 

framework for repatriation. One example is the Nisga’a Treaty Appendix L 1-4 “Cultural 

Artifacts and Heritage,” which includes itemized lists of cultural objects to be transferred 

from the Canadian Museum of Civilization (CMC) and the Royal British Columbia Museum 

(RBCM) to the Nisga’a Nation, objects to be shared with the Nation and the CMC, and 

objects to be held by the RBCM (Nisga’a Final Agreement Act S.C. 2000, C.7). This is a 

legally binding document, but it took over a hundred years to be settled.39 The TRC Calls to 

Action also address cultural property. TRC Call to Action 67 relates to a review of museum 

policy to evaluate its compliance with UNDRIP. Funding is included in this section, but 

there are no legally binding requirements.  

 

39 The Nisga’a Agreement was the first to include major provisions for repatriation. It was the first modern day 

treaty in B.C. which provided certainty regarding S. 35 right to self-government (the Constitution Act, 1982). It 

is significant that this treaty acknowledges Nisga’a laws. It is a strong indication of the importance of the 

repatriation of cultural belongings that they are specifically referenced in a document addressing Aboriginal 

title, land rights, and self-government. Canadian land claims and treaty negotiations are potential avenues for 

Indigenous nations to demand the return of their cultural belongings held in institutions but as noted above, this 

is a very lengthy process that not all Indigenous nations are engaged in.  
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The lack of a legislative framework in Canada may be one of the greatest hurdles for 

repatriation of cultural objects to Indigenous Peoples in Canada.40 In order for provincial 

and federal governments relating to the constitutional division of powers would be required. 

Because each situation of repatriation is so unique, a comprehensive legislative framework 

that is specific enough to be enforceable, and yet flexible enough to accommodate a broad 

range of goals and circumstances, has been a significant hurdle.  

The current Canadian approach via policy relies on the will of the institutions. An 

example of this will for reconciliation and justice is found at MOA. Repatriation requests are 

treated very seriously, and every effort is made to work with the source community to fulfill 

the goals that they have whether through virtual access (RRN), figurative repatriation 

through contemporary exhibits, changes in display or access protocols, long term loans to 

the community or physical repatriation. There is a desire to have the cultural belongings 

continue their work whatever that may be, even with the transformation of the object if 

needed. In my interviews with Dr. Jennifer Kramer from The University of British Columbia 

(UBC) and Juanita Johnston, then the Director of Tourism and Collections at U’mista, they 

both stated that while they were not authorized to speak on behalf of their institutions, they 

could speak from their own experience in the museum context.41 They are both passionately 

committed to the repatriation process and conscientiously work towards justice and healing 

 

40Andrew McDougall, “The Challenge of Repatriating Aboriginal Cultural Property in Canada,” The Canadian 

Journal of Native Studies XXXII 2 (2012): 58-61 
41 During my later interview in 2022, Juanita Johnston had been appointed the Director of U’mista and was 

therefore able to speak on behalf of the cultural centre.  
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with respect to repatriation of cultural objects.42 Dr. Kramer spoke about the official policy 

of MOA and the creative solutions required in order to address requests for repatriation. 

MOA at UBC is governed by UBC’s Board of Governors which has its own mandate for the 

protection of the museum’s collection for the preservation and educational purposes of its 

students, and by statute (University Act [RSBC 1996] Chapter 468). Therefore, a 

repatriation request could trigger a potentially lengthy and adversarial process if it is seen to 

be in contravention of their duty to act in the best interest of the university (S. 19.1 of the 

University Act). The wording of this section encourages me to consider whether acting in a 

proactive way with respect to repatriation requests in order to encourage reconciliation could 

be seen by the UBC Board of Governors as in the best interest of the university and its 

students with a strong educational purpose. MOA addresses these challenges on a case-by-

case basis and sometimes enters into loans of cultural belongings for ceremonial purposes or 

long-term loans that effectively return the belongings to their home communities. Further, 

the museum provides visiting and viewing spaces for community access to cultural 

belongings, and they respectfully engage and consult the Indigenous community with 

regards to display, access, and interpretation. Some communities have requested the return 

of belongings, while others have requested that MOA retain or act as stewards of these 

belongings and protect them. Kramer commented that these cultural objects have work to do 

and sometimes that these goals are better accomplished in the museum context.  

 

42 Kramer, interview; Juanita Johnston, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, March 26, 2019.  
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Over the last several decades, Western museums and Indigenous Peoples have been 

in constant negotiation regarding the concepts of legal ownership and cultural significance. 

Currently, there is the political will to consider repatriation in this age of reconciliation, and 

there is the institutional will in the museum policies informed by the Task Force Report. 

Ultimately, however, the repatriation process has no legal framework and depends on 

individuals within institutions to fulfill stated policies. It was disheartening to hear 

Johnston’s opinion that a large repatriation on the scale of the Potlatch Collection would 

likely be impossible under the current policy guidelines, as most museums’ policies halt the 

repatriation process until any disagreements or competing claims over the rights to cultural 

objects are resolved. Johnston also expressed uncertainty about whether comprehensive 

legislation would be helpful in promoting and facilitating repatriation.43 Current Canadian 

museum policies, which have been adopted in efforts to return cultural property may, 

paradoxically, actually make this process more difficult. U’mista also has space for loaned 

materials to be stored for visitation, viewing, or in preparation for ceremonial use. Although 

U’mista acts similarly in some ways to Western museums, the cultural belongings in the 

Potlatch Collection are displayed in the open so that visitors can walk around the items, 

view them from all sides, and so that the belongings themselves can breathe. One of the 

community’s concerns with the return of this collection was that it no longer be imprisoned 

behind glass. Ms. Johnston believes that the return of this collection was healing to the 

 

43 Johnston, interview 2019.  
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community and to the families whose cultural belongings had been confiscated. The word 

U’mista, which means the return of something important, also bears connotations of healing. 

Both Johnston and Kramer suggested that the rights and privileges of a cultural object were 

more important than the object itself (for example a mask can be recreated).44 I agree with 

this as a means of encouraging cultural continuity, but this approach may not adequately 

address the goal of restitution. As Gloria Cranmer Webster wrote in 1995:  

Most demands for repatriation are based on the argument that the treasures are vital 

to the spiritual health of native communities. That was not the basis in our case. We 

did not need our masks returned so that we could use them. In fact, most of them are 

in extremely fragile condition, due to years of neglect in the museums which housed 

them. Our goal in having our treasures come home was to rectify a terrible injustice 

that is part of our history. The objects used in contemporary potlatches have been 

and continue to be created by our artists. Some of the masks are replicas of earlier 

ones, several of which are from the Potlatch Collection.45  

The current legal landscape in Canada with regards to repatriation is populated with 

policies and recommendations. Although there has been significant improvement in the 

relationships between Indigenous nations and museums, especially since the Task Force 

Report, which has resulted in shifts in museum policy, these relationships rely on good faith 

 

44 Johnstone, Interview 2019; and Kramer, interview. This idea was further confirmed in several of my other 

interviews.  
45 Cranmer Webster, “Repatriation,” 141. 
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alone and do not have the support of federal or provincial law. The Cultural Property Export 

and Import Act, S.C. 1985, allows the review of sales or transfers of cultural property that 

removes this property outside of Canada, but it does not specifically deal with the intra-

national repatriation to the community of origin.  

One area of potential conflict with repatriation of cultural belongings is the 

imposition of conditions on the receiving community. It remains unclear if the precedent of 

the creation of U’mista and Nuyumbalees Cultural Centres will result in any legislative 

strategy or whether the originating community will be given autonomy in how it chooses to 

deal with the cultural belongings being returned. Still to be determined is whether the 

cultural process of the community has precedence over the broader Canadian society’s 

apparent “right” to access cultural belongings through public museum displays. Encouraging 

cultural knowledge through access to cultural belongings is a way to increase the Indigenous 

cultural education of non-indigenous Canadians, but some communities may not want this, 

or choose not to allow this. Partnerships between museums and Indigenous communities are 

opportunities to build communication, cultural competency in institution staff, and 

innovative ways of responding to a community’s goals with respect to their cultural 

property. But again, this relies on the good faith and ethical practice of the museum to 

address these goals. Policy is driven by people so ultimately the directors of an institution 

will impact how a policy is applied. The problems raised by potential Canadian legislation is 

its possible inflexibility and bureaucratic nature. For example, the legislation in the US 
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regulating the return of human remains has been seen by some as creating an oppositional 

relationship between First Nations communities and institutions.46   

Virtual repatriation requires the building of a reciprocal relationship of trust in a way 

that is relevant and specific to the community in question. Figurative repatriation may create 

a space for political activism and resistance, but this is temporary. Physical repatriation 

requires a community to undertake costly and time-consuming research and negotiations to 

identify an object and seek its repatriation to their community and to resolve any conflicting 

claims to the object in the context of a disrupted cultural history. Literal repatriation may 

open wounds in communities if no consensus can be reached as to the preservation of 

cultural belongings. Each of these forms of repatriation is undertaken currently within the 

framework of policy and relies heavily on the relationship with the institution holding the 

belonging. The current repatriation recommendations and policies in Canada provide 

flexibility for a non-litigious approach to repatriation of cultural belongings, but they rely on 

the good will of the institutions holding the belongings. As legislative options are developed, 

care should be taken to avoid overly prescriptive and inflexible repatriation processes that 

might erode Indigenous decision making with respect to their cultural belongings.   

 

 

 

46 Kramer, interview.  
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2.3 Repatriation as a Method of Decolonization 

Some scholars have argued that decolonization is not, in fact, a metaphor; what 

decolonization wants is land to be returned, not an enduring settler future bolstered by 

figurative statements of reconciliation. “When metaphor invades decolonization, it kills the 

very possibility of decolonization: it recenters whiteness, it resettles theory, it extends 

innocence to the settler, it entertains a settler future.”47 Is the process of repatriation 

contained and restricted by this theory? Engaging in a static decolonizing practice is 

insufficient, but the ongoing work of decolonizing current repatriation practices is essential 

to reconciliation as Indigenous Peoples demand sovereignty over their cultural belongings, 

their cultural futures, their identity, and their future within Canada. Colonization is an 

insidious process and decolonization will require re-commitment at each step to sovereignty. 

This is not to say that Indigenous Peoples should be patient or wait. No, every means of 

exercising legal interests, litigation, protest, lobbying, and demands should be used. But 

there also needs to be a recognition that decolonizing art historical, anthropological, and 

curatorial practice is a journey. Words are important, but as Tuck and Yang argue, they are 

not enough and force us to carefully consider how we use the word “decolonization” so that 

is not reduced to mere metaphor. They suggest that what is at stake is land and a settler 

future. From a theoretical perspective what is at stake is that to disregard what 

 

47 Eve Tuck and Wayne K. Yang, “Decolonizing is not a Metaphor,” In Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education 

& Society Vol. 1, No.1 (2012): 3. 
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decolonization means, what it wants, and to continue to use it as something to “stand in” for 

something else, is to reconcile settler guilt and provide moves towards innocence. 

Decolonization and sovereignty are inextricably linked as sovereignty, nation building, and 

reconciliation are what is placed into the space created by decolonization. It could be argued 

that what is at stake is decolonization being relegated to the domain of theory and never 

moving fully into methods adopted by art historians, anthropologists, and curators alike. If 

decolonization alone is an absolute end, what do we do with the focus on decolonization in 

our practice? Is this just an issue of semantics and do we need to abandon decolonization as 

a theory and a method, or do we just need to rename it without hiding behind this term as a 

protecting metaphor? This proves challenging for those engaged in critical work in the areas 

of education, law, and social justice (to name just a few). In order to promote or establish 

settler sovereignty, land is what is required and most contested “because the disruption of 

indigenous relationships to land represent a profound epistemic, ontological, cosmological 

violence. This violence is not temporally contained in the arrival of the settler but is 

reasserted each day of occupation.”48  

There can be a harmful impact of research in Indigenous communities and the co-

opting of information and meaning for others’ benefit. Educational scholar Tuhiwai Smith 

identifies “research as a significant site of struggle between the interests and ways of 

 

48 Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization is not a Metaphor”, 5. 
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knowing of the West and the interests and ways of resisting of the Other.”49 Research has 

often been undertaken for others, stolen from communities, and not used for their benefit. 

There are parallels with what Smith argues happens with research, to the information 

collected, as well as to the community, to what happens when cultural belongings are taken 

for others’ benefits and overlaid with a Western art historical way of knowing. Art historians 

must consider other ways of knowing and thinking about cultural belongings. Decolonizing 

practice requires an acknowledgement of other world views, other ways to make sense of the 

world, other concepts of property. Cultural concepts do not always translate so it is critical 

to adopt Indigenous perspectives to ensure that terms of reference and those used in support 

of Indigenous Peoples are translated accurately.50  

The concepts of ownership and cultural property may not be resolved through 

repatriation. There may be community disagreement around private versus communal 

ownership, or around issues of display and the rights to view this property. There may even 

be some communities who are opposed to the repatriation of cultural property because of 

fears of ownership disputes and the community’s potential lack of respect for proper 

protocol. Divisions can be created in communities; the Potlatch Collection resulting in two 

 

49 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, Second Edition 

(London: Zed Books, 2012), 31. 
50 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Smith, as a Mauri scholar and a health and education professional, 

writes from the position of the colonized. One theme throughout her book is that “research” is a dirty word; it 

is linked with European imperialism and colonialism. Research raises very bad memories and experiences in 

many Indigenous communities and therefore is distrusted. On page 1 she writes: “It appalls us that the West 

can desire, extract and claim ownership of our ways of knowing, our imaginary, the things we create and 

produce, and then simultaneously reject the people who created and developed those ideas and seek to deny 

them further opportunities to be creators of their own culture and own nations.”  
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museums is an example. Michael Harkin writes about the status of the object as art and the 

conflicting ideas of art from a Western and Indigenous perspective. If “art” is timeless how 

does this impact a work’s agency with a life span and possibly specific sacred power? 

Harkin argues that this leads to the creation of Western style museums in Native American 

communities which can be seen as a form of cultural domination. Imposing cultural norms 

on objects raises questions around identity, ownership, and display; repatriation as a 

returning to original meaning may not be possible.51 

There is a connection between cultural belongings, repatriation, land claims and 

Indigenous sovereignty and DRIPA, although it may not result in specific repatriation 

legislation, may be the leverage needed to make this connection apparent. The connection 

between critical thought on law, property, repatriation, art, and social justice is made by 

Charlotte Townsend-Gault in a chapter from Native Art of the Northwest Coast: A History of 

Changing Ideas, where she summarizes the case of Delgamuukw v British Columbia, [1997] 

3 SCR 1010 (Delgamuukw), in which the Supreme Court of Canada accepted the idea that 

“legitimate evidence may arise from another or different or contradictory epistemology.” 

Townsend-Gault’s research “shows how public discourse on the Northwest Coast over what 

‘art’ is, what it does, and what it should do, has, in the age of Delgamuukw, been 

inseparable from rights-based claims over land and sovereignty.” There are many claims 

 

51 Harkin, “Object Lessons,” 16-22.  
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made about Indigenous art, “that it is ‘art’ is only one.”52 Delgamuukw was a watershed case 

for Indigenous Peoples because it acknowledged that aboriginal title had never been 

extinguished, and it allowed oral history testimony and cultural knowledge to be entered as 

evidence. The significance of the Court supporting a different epistemology reinforces the 

many forenamed scholars’ insistence that there is an Indigenous worldview, and that this 

worldview needs to be considered when deciding issues of ownership and rights, whether to 

cultural belongings or land. The Western concept of ownership and property cannot be 

imposed on Indigenous belongings, appropriate cultural terms must be used, and this can 

change the whole conversation. This decision is of great significance as it has produced an 

acknowledgement from within Canadian law that Indigenous law is a different system, it is 

relevant, and has a distinct bearing on Indigenous land rights disputes. Since Delgamuukw, 

the claims of art that Townsend-Gault writes about are now rights-based and culturally 

specific, as artwork is reframed and revalidated. This raises the question of whether this 

same “different” approach can be adopted in art history as art historians look at cultural 

belongings and the reframing of meaning as it is put into practice in repatriation and display 

of Indigenous art. “There is a link between rights-based land claims and the verbal claims 

made for First Nations art inasmuch as the rights should make the claims redundant, but they 

do not.”53  

 

52 Charlotte Townsend-Gault, “Art Claims in the Age of Delgamuukw,” in Native Art of the Northwest Coast: 

A Changing History of Changing Ideas, ed. Charlotte Townsend-Gault, Jennifer Kramer, Ki-ke-in (Vancouver: 

UBC Press, 2013), 864. 
53 Townsend-Gault, “Art Claims,” 865.  
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As cultural belongings have been folded into the discourse of art history, the 

meaning of these belongings has changed. The term and notion of “art” has for a long time 

been imposed. True decolonizing practice starts with shifting meanings back to those held 

by their Indigenous community of origin; changing the language that is used in the process 

of repatriation to reflect another epistemology, another legal and cultural Indigenous 

worldview. Repatriation of cultural belongings can be an agent for reconciliation and can be 

connected to the larger social justice issues of Indigenous rights and land claims. Proposed 

legislation enacted under the authority of DRIPA may be the vehicle needed to provide 

incentive to Indigenous nations to demand their cultural belongings’ return and federal and 

provincial governments to move in a meaningful way towards reconciliation. The 

decolonization of repatriation practice is not a metaphor, but a journey. Indigenous Peoples 

should be able to imbue their cultural belongings with their own meaning outside of an art 

historical, anthropological, or institutional framework and allow these belongings to do the 

work they were intended to do as informed by Indigenous laws and culture. Indigenous 

Peoples should have access to the full range of repatriation options based on what they 

desire. Restrictions on display, preservation, or use of cultural property from government or 

museums should be removed allowing full custodial rights. Education and funding should be 

available to inform Indigenous Peoples about the location of their belongings and allow 

research into historic rights to hold such belongings. DRIPA should be used as leverage not 

just for the return of cultural belongings, but as a way to regain sovereignty. This is what the 

decolonization of repatriation practice could look like. These are the ways forward to a 
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decolonized repatriation practice that supports reconciliation and changes the conversation 

around sovereignty. In the next chapter I consider the Potlatch Collection and how its history 

and repatriation journey have contributed to its changing meaning and its new role while 

being displayed at U’mista.    
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 Collection History and Biography 

For more than a century, potlatches and the Canadian Potlatch Ban, which led to the 

confiscation of cultural belongings throughout North America, have been the focus of 

extensive research and debate.54 More recently, researchers like James Clifford have begun 

to focus on the history of the kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch Collection.55 Missing from this 

discourse, however, is an examination of the restrictions imposed on the return of these 

cultural belongings to the Kwakwaka’wakw from Canadian Museums and the impact that 

these have had on their meaning and purpose. This chapter focuses on the part of the 

Potlatch Collection that is currently housed at U’mista, exploring the meaning of these 

cultural belongings, their making, the exhibit, and the journey that shaped it. The 

Collection’s history, biography, and meaning is explored through the shared experiences of 

several interviewees connected to U’mista and the Collection. In addition, a decolonizing 

and biographical methodology will be used to consider how these meanings were 

constructed and potentially changed through the one-hundred-year journey from their 

confiscation in 1922 to today. What was returned here to U’mista was not just confiscated 

 

54 Shortly after the Potlatch Ban came into effect in 1884, the German-American anthropologist Franz Boas 

published an article on the role of the potlatch in the Indigenous cultures of the Pacific Northwest, and argued 

in support of the communities against such bans. See: Franz Boas, “The Indians of British Columbia,” The 

Popular Science Monthly 32 (March 1888): 628-636, 631.  
55 Among those who have considered the Potlatch Collection is James Clifford, Routes Travel and Translation 

in the Late Twentieth Century (London: Harvard University Press, 1997). James Clifford, who addresses it in 

“Four Northwest Coast Museums: Travel reflections,” a chapter from Routes Travel and Translation in the 

Late Twentieth Century (London: Harvard University Press, 1997), 107-145. As an American interdisciplinary 

scholar and historian of anthropology, Clifford has written extensively on anthropological issues related to 

Indigenous Peoples and his work has driven critical debate in art history and anthropology 



 

 

38 

 

 

regalia and family treasures, but also evidence of a rich and living culture alongside the 

ghosts of historic government sanctioned cultural genocide.  

Cultural belongings have biographies, lives of their own with agency and work to do 

in the world. Emma Knight writes about the different ways that the Potlatch Collection is 

used now and how these uses increase the social relationships to these objects and their 

multiple meanings and roles.56 Object biography may provide a way to deconstruct 

belongings’ meanings in a way to make sense of their role in the political and legal arenas of 

repatriation and reconciliation. As belongings travel on their journey through historic events, 

over time the discourse around their shifting meanings may inform the decolonization of the 

very process of repatriation itself. Cultural belongings, such as those of the Potlatch 

Collection, can shift between objecthood and subjecthood. The changing and sometimes 

contested meanings of objects, as they move through the process of confiscation to 

repatriation, are described by Knight as diversions. These diversions are “moments of crisis 

and creativity”57 and are part of the belongings’ many social identities. Community and 

familial relationships and ceremonial context instigate the move towards subjecthood, while 

objecthood is encouraged by the institutionalization process and the view of these 

belongings as material to be owned. The belongings in the Potlatch Collection have multiple 

meanings and roles at any one time and become “thing-like” when taken out of social 

 

56 Emma Louise Knight, "The Kwakwaka'Wakw Potlatch Collection and its Many Social Contexts: 

Constructing a Collection's Object Biography" (MA thesis, University of Toronto, 2013). 
57 Knight, “The Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch Collection,” 1. 
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contexts and “person-like” when they exist in multiple social relationships. This personhood 

can be described as subjecthood in the cultural context of the Kwakwaka’wakw.58 The 

potential to develop social relationships and multiple meanings is restricted in the 

belonging’s journey through the museum. It is interesting to consider how, with a 

biographical approach, how the repatriation process itself can rebuild the social relationships 

of these belongings as they are reunited with their communities of origin.  

More specifically, the cultural belongings in the Potlatch Collection were 

transformed and their meaning changed in their journey from cultural object, through 

forceable confiscation, museum institutionalization, display as art objects, and ultimate 

repatriation. Andrea Sanborn, Executive Director of U’mista from 2002-2010, writes about 

the impact of this transformation. When the community members went to the parish hall, 

where the regalia was displayed after being confiscated, they were distressed to see regalia 

and masks displayed in this way outside of ceremony as they would normally be wrapped up 

in blankets as treasures. She states that the people came to say goodbye as if someone had 

died. Then the collectors came looking for “art” as they didn’t see them as ceremonial 

treasures that were part of a living culture.59 A shift in how cultural belongings were viewed 

also occurred in British Columbia as a result of the convergence of two factors: the 

governmental plan of eradication of Indigenous Peoples and culture, and the redefinition of 

 

58 Knight, “The Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch Collection,” 23-29. 
59 Andrea Sanborn, “The Reunification of the Kwakwaka’wakw Mask,” Museum International, 61:1-2 (2009): 

83.  
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Northwest Coast cultural objects as art.60 These biographies inform meaning and value at 

each stage of their life’s journey. This journey and the contextual historical annotation of the 

Potlatch Collection’s belongings has added to their biography, changed their meaning, their 

cultural use, and potentially their meaning in their community of origin. As contemporary 

art historians and Western museums strive to decolonize their practices, the history of the 

Potlatch Collection exposes the need for further decolonization as a result of the restrictions 

placed on its display and preservation. Although the Collection was returned to U’mista to 

be held collectively, not by individuals or families, and although there was a requirement for 

museum like institutions to be created in order to house the Collection, there are effectively 

no ongoing restrictions as all decisions regarding the Collection are made by the Board of 

Directors which is made up of Kwakwaka’wakw people. Their biographical story did not 

stop once they were installed at U’mista. Their history has continued to change as they 

interact with visitors and the Kwakwaka’wakw. I hope that any future repatriations (whether 

via legislation or policy), will be informed by the history of the Potlatch Collection.  

However, the possible restriction placed on repatriated cultural belongings to be housed in 

an institution is still very present as Sarah Holland stated in her interview that she did not 

think that “you would ever get an institution repatriating something to a private 

individual.”61 This suggests to me that Indigenous autonomy may still be withheld even as 

 

60 Harkin, “Object Lessons,” 10. 
61 Sarah Holland, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, April 26, 2022.  
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repatriation of cultural belongings is seriously considered by mainstream museums. I will 

address this concern further in Chapter 5 of this thesis.  

My research suggest that a creative and cultural space is required for repatriated 

belongings where they can be recontextualized into their new identity and meaning on their 

return to their communities of origin, a space where Indigenous nations can receive these 

belongings and re-establish or re-create meaning according to cultural and community 

protocols and allow these belongings to accomplish the work that they were created for 

whether they are displayed, danced, or allowed to be physically altered by the elements or 

fire. I will discuss this space of the Indigenous museum or Cultural centre further in Chapter 

4 of this thesis.  

These belongings were associated with illegal activities in their communities of 

origin, but the sad irony is that to Canadian and international communities they were 

symbols of Canadian identity and a collectable art form. Concurrently, during the years of 

the Potlatch Ban, an emergency purchasing fund was created to facilitate repatriation of 

Canadian cultural treasures from around the world.62 It is ironic that this fund was set up to 

repatriate these belongings to Canada (as opposed to Indigenous nations) while until 1951 it 

was illegal for Indigenous Peoples in Canada to celebrate this very culture and that it took 

decades of acrimonious negotiations to repatriate back to their communities of origin. One 

of the justifications for salvage anthropology and the collecting of cultural belongings in 

 

62 Saunders, “Kwakwaka’wakw Museology,” 38.  
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museums was to preserve a culture of a people that were said to be disappearing. The 

Kwakwaka’wakw People and their culture had persevered and had not disappeared, yet, still, 

Western museums were seen to be the best way to preserve and display this culture for the 

benefit of non-indigenous Canadians and global visitors. 

 

3.1 Object Biography  

Object biography, a theory developed by Igor Kopytoff, recognizes the agency, life 

spans, and changing meanings and values of things that parallels the discourse historically 

reserved for people.63 The significance of this theory with respect to the Collection is that it 

recognizes the lack of, or the narrowing distinction between people and things. Things have 

agency and purpose, work that they are meant to accomplish just as people do and they can 

cycle in and out of commoditization and different modes of value and meaning as a result of 

their biographical journey. This approach is particularly informative when looking at 

cultural belongings that are beings or entities and not simply things.64  

At the point of production, a Kwakwaka’wakw mask would have been 

commissioned by someone holding the rights and prerogatives associated with that entity to 

 

63 Igor Kopytoff, "The Cultural Biography of Things: Commodification as Process," in The Social Life of 

Things, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 64-91. His work on 
problematizing the strict binary of person and thing provided insight for me to approach the personhood of 

cultural belongings. 
64 Appadurai, "Objects as Accidental Refugees," Historische Anthropologie 25, no. 30 (2017), 401-408. 

Appadurai, a cultural anthropologist, also writes that objects, considered agentive subjects, are of particular 

concern to curators, ethnologists, and museum professionals as the questions of how to display such objects 

has become more controversial as the basis of collection is related to colonialism. Museum objects carry the 

force of their history and journey which is often ignored.    
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be carved from sacred and living cedar. The mask’s meaning was fully realized once it was 

danced, and it embodied the entity it was created to be. The meaning and purpose of these 

masks would have been a coalescence of the establishment of societal structure and 

hierarchy, the expression of cultural heritage, and the ceremony of the embodiment of these 

entities when they were danced. Once the masks were confiscated, photographed, and sent 

away, they became objects enmeshed in an unjust foreign legal system. Objects to be bought 

and sold, displayed, or stored at will, they had become property and had been commoditized. 

During this liminal state, they existed between what they were and what they were to 

become. While they were stored in museum basements or displayed in private or museum 

collections, they were imprisoned,65 no longer able to do the work they were created to do, 

and held and viewed without the Kwakwaka’wakw legal and societal structure of rights and 

prerogatives. Deracinated, they had become “Canadian” treasures to be preserved and 

collected: art, artifact, or perhaps even curio.  

 

65 Dylan Robinson, “Writing About Musical Intersubjectivity,” in Hungry Listening: Resonant Theory for 

Indigenous Sound Studies, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2020:77-106. I have borrowed this 

idea of imprisonment or incarceration from artist, curator, and writer Dylan Robinson. Robinson’s chapter 

“Writing about Musical Intersubjectivity” addresses the different forms of writing about music and on page 79 

how they “affirm relations between human and nonhuman subjects.” Dylan approaches the listener as an active 

participant in music which resonates deeply with the concept of cultural belongings such as masks of the 

Northwest Coast who have a life cycle and are beings and not objects with agency, purpose, and power. They 

are not inanimate objects but ancestors to be treated and approached with respect. One section of this chapter is 

entitled “Intersubjective Relationships with Ancestors”. In this section Dylan goes on to provide beautiful 

examples of Indigenous artists responding to the incarceration of loved ones behind glass through music 

reconnecting them with their ancestors. One such example is of Tahltan artist peter Morin singing to nonhuman 

ancestors in carved form at MOA in 2013. 
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Once the Kwakwaka’wakw began requesting their belongings back, these cultural 

belongings again became objects of legal interest and bargaining tools in the ongoing fight 

for power over Indigenous culture and Canadian identity. The Kwakwaka’wakw were 

finally deemed the rightful owners of the belongings by Order in Council in 1986, but the 

argument against the return of the Potlatch Collection and the restrictions placed on its 

return were always steeped in the Western museums’ mandate of education, preservation of 

culture, and the preservation of Canadian identity; the settler colonial hierarchy establishing 

the settler as the source of power and authority. The Potlatch Collection was returned over 

time from the Royal Ontario Museum and the National Museum of Man as well as from the 

Heyes Collection after decades of requests and negotiations. The Collection was returned 

under the conditions that it be held in trust by Kwakwaka’wakw institutions and not returned 

to individual owners, and to be housed in an appropriate building with proper museum 

conditions. During these decades of negotiations, the cultural belongings in the Collection 

were contested objects, objects of restitution, and ultimately payment for damage done. 

Once the potlatch regalia was returned home it was redefined as a collection and utilized by 

the Kwakwaka’wakw as a teaching tool, a political statement, and as evidence of cultural 

pride and perseverance.   

The meaning of the cultural belongings comprising the Potlatch Collection are 

multivalent, and the flexibility of the Collection’s use at U’mista contributes to its many 

different roles. Once these belongings were returned to the Kwakwaka’wakw, they were 

repatriated material. They were displayed differently and cared for differently than they 
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would have been prior to their confiscation. Now, as a collection, they were held together 

with the full history of their journey home on display. They were not repaired and refreshed 

as they would be to be used in ceremony, “not dance ready,”66 and even their exposure to a 

fire in the U’mista gallery in 2013 was retained as part of their biography: “in 2013, there 

was the fire in the gallery, main gallery and rather than go full on restitution, the Board 

made a conscious decision to not do that. They felt like the fire is now part of their story.”67 

Even the mistreatment they endured by being improperly stored and handled has been 

preserved as part of their biography.68 They shifted from regalia and family treasures used in 

ceremony to artwork and then back to cultural belongings with an even broader range of 

cultural work to do.69 On its return home, the Collection played a significant role in righting 

a wrong and as a means of eliciting long suppressed dances, songs, stories, and memories. It 

is a source of pride and identity and provides a way to connect with ancestors. It also plays a 

significant role in the community on an ongoing basis as an artistic and cultural resource and 

as a way to preserve culture and history. The Collection has brought more cultural 

awareness to the community as well as to visitors and is a concrete reminder of how the 

Kwakwaka’wakw fought to keep their culture and identity for future generations.70   

 

66 Holland, interview. 
67 Juanita Johnston, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, March 18, 2022.   
68 Holland, interview.  
69 Cole Speck, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, March 19, 2022.   
70 Bruce Alfred, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, May 3, 2022.   
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The Collection is a repository of memory. It sparks memories and knowledge “and 

so that's an example of knowledge that was lost in the generations, if you think that 

Kwakwaka’wakw culture is traditionally an oral culture with oral history, to have something 

removed from the community for 75 years that's three generations that have missed that 

transmission from hearing the stories.”71 Their role is to share their history, “to share that 

story of the injustices against the Kwakwaka’wakw and also their profound and incredible 

uplifting resilience.”72 They are telling a different story than they originally were meant to 

tell and their participation in ceremonial life is different from what it would have been. The 

masks are never as important as the rights and privileges they represent.73 Several people I 

interviewed expressed the view that, although they recognized and mourned the unjust 

colonial circumstances of why the Potlatch Collection needed to be returned, they were 

happy with the Collection residing and being cared for by U’mista. So many positive 

benefits flowed from the return of the Collection including cultural preservation, creating an 

artistic resource, and providing access to these cultural belongings to ‘Namgis, 

Kwakwaka’wakw, and visitors. There was a strong desire expressed to share this history in 

order to serve the community but also a broader international audience. U’mista could focus 

on many aspects of the Potlatch Collection but the story they chose to tell was about the 

impact of the Potlatch Ban “and their resistance and resilience in the face of that 

 

71 Holland, interview. 
72 Holland, interview.  
73 Johnston, 2022 interview; Holland, interview. 
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oppression.”74 There are other cultural belongings held privately, perhaps older, perhaps 

more valuable, but the Potlatch Collection has a unique story to tell. Sarah Holland shared 

an enlightening definition of the masks in the Potlatch Collection from another colleague at 

U’mista as “history in object form.”75  

 

3.2 Visiting the Collection at U’mista 

 The mandate at U’mista is to preserve all aspects of the cultural heritage of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw. U’mista’s display of the Potlatch Collection has a primary community 

focus, but also plays an ambassadorial role in adding to non-Indigenous understanding of 

colonialism and helping through awareness to dismantle racism. Elders in the community 

have seen changes in their lifetime, where it is no longer illegal for them to dance and now 

their grandchildren and great grandchildren are dancing with pride.76 

The exhibit gallery at U’mista for the Potlatch Collection is designed as a smaller 

version of a traditional Kwakwaka’wakw Big House (see Figure 3). Most of the Collection 

is displayed without museum cases, freed from incarceration, and no longer locked up 

behind glass. The regalia is arranged on a central raised stage and on raised bleachers around 

the edges of the room. The Potlatch Collection is displayed for the most part according to 

the order that each type of belonging would appear at a potlatch. As visitors enter the 

 

74 Holland, interview.  
75 Holland, interview.  
76 Holland, interview.  
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gallery, a video projecting the sights and sounds of the potlatch without narration, plays on a 

loop and the visitor’s experience is intensified by the smell of cedar from the gallery walls.77 

These sights, sounds, and smells create an immersive experience. The visitor is thrust into 

the centre of the imagined potlatch where treasures such as those in the Collection would 

have been danced and the Collection now stands in observation of the visitor. The display of 

the Collection inverts the gaze of the audience so that the visitors are the ones being viewed. 

The Collection is displayed to show the effects of colonialism on Kwakwaka’wakw culture 

with the themes of unjust persecution and resistance evident throughout. The display of the 

Collection is emotionally moving and visually compelling even as it tarnishes Canada’s 

reputation for all visitors to see through historical truth-telling. “The U’mista does not only 

tell the experience of colonialization, it also focuses on the preservation of native culture, 

even though this has to be done through methods and means typical of western 

institutions.”78 At U’mista, the purpose of the Collection’s display, according to Marie 

Mauzé, is exposing the role of colonial power against their culture and their ability to 

survive and thrive in spite of this settler colonial history for U’mista Cultural Society.79 

Mauzé suggests that the rules of museology need to change for Indigenous museums, but 

 

77 Juanita Johnstone, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, April 2021. There are a few belongings that are 

displayed behind glass because of their small size, portability, and the danger of them being stolen.   
78 Marie Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums: Heritage and Politics,” Ethnohistory 50:3 (summer 2003): 

513. 
79 Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums,” 512-513.  



 

 

49 

 

 

perhaps the issue also pertains more specifically to the lack of Indigenous People’s custodial 

control of their own cultural belongings. 

In 1997, James Clifford wrote that U’mista registers “the irruption of history and 

politics in aesthetic and ethnographic contexts thus challenging the art-culture system still 

dominant in most major exhibitions of tribal or non-western work.”80 U’mista counters the 

majority status of Western museums and has enmeshed the Collection in local cultural 

meaning. Clifford provides an analysis of the stance that U’mista takes with respect to 

Western museums as oppositional, as subverting the art-culture distinction, and as 

challenging a linear unified version of history.  

U’mista honours as much as possible the work that these belongings were meant to 

do by allowing rights holders to borrow belongings where possible while also considering 

the borrower’s and the belonging’s safety. U’mista has cultural programs for community 

members supporting performance, carving, dancing, and cultural expression. Inscribed onto 

the Collection’s meaning is that of catalyst for creative cultural production.  

Resurgence, resilience, and refusal are also elements in a decolonizing curatorial and 

artistic practice.81 There are aspects of activism expressed through the display of the 

 

80 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 110.  
81 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, "Indigenous Resurgence and Co-Resistance," Critical Ethnic Studies 2, no. 

2 (fall 2016): 19-34. This article is a compilation of conversations between Simpson and Eve Tuck. Simpson 

presents an Indigenous approach to resurgence and resistance and a clear statement of what she believes 

Indigenous communities don’t want which is a reworked Indigenism within the capitalist, patriarchal, violent 

framework that already exists. Her work is also important because it consistently defines storytelling as a 

decolonizing process. This is an informative framework when looking at the Indigenous Museum (Chapter 4). 
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Collection as Kwakwaka’wakw are displaying their own belongings and telling their own 

story. This narrative creates contemplative space for visitors to come face to face with 

Canadian colonial history while also providing evidence that Kwakwaka’wakw culture has 

survived and continues to thrive, countering the historic narrative of a disappearing race and 

culture that needed to be preserved or salvaged.  

Barbara Saunders suggests that the Collection’s meaning shifted as the objects were 

removed from cultural life, sacralized when they were returned, and further subjected to 

reinterpretation through the differing displays in the two Kwakwaka’wakw museums.82 The 

cultural belongings in the Collection had work that they were intended to do, and historical 

power relations along with the white gaze have changed or obscured meaning and interfered 

with that work. Saunders’ conclusions, regarding the shifting meaning of the Collection, are 

supported by interviews with those individuals connected to the Potlatch Collection. 

However, it was also made clear by interviewees that the Collection has a new role. This 

will be discussed further in Chapter 4. 

Potlatch is to give.83 For the Kwakwaka’wakw People, the potlatch is integral to the 

maintenance of their social and legal structures. It is celebration; it is feasting; it is 

affirmation; it is legal process; it is ceremony; it is culture. Those invited to a potlatch act as 

witnesses for the social contracts being affirmed and enacted, the names songs and dances 

 

82 Saunders, “Kwakwaka’wakw Museology,”49.  
83 U’mista Cultural Society, “Living Tradition”.  
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given and received, and the rights and prerogatives inherited. Gifts are given as a sign of 

wealth, prestige, and as recognition of the guest’s role as witness.  

I first visited U’mista and the exhibit of the Potlatch Collection in 2007. Since that 

time, neighbouring St. Michael’s Residential School has been torn down, removing the 

oppressive historic reminder of genocidal policies, but the exhibit gallery itself is largely 

unchanged (see Figures 4, 5, and 6). The use of the belongings in the Collection becomes 

part of its biography but is not communicated to the museum visitors as it is information 

held by the community members themselves.84 

The Government of Canada considered the return of the Potlatch Collection to the 

Kwakwaka’wakw People as a form of restitution, compensation for the initial confiscation 

in 1922. The Collection was divided between two museums set up by two Kwakwaka’wakw 

Cultural Societies. For both these museums, “Their aim is to preserve the Indigenous 

culture, heritage, and language for the benefit of future generations.”85 This is accomplished 

by these two societies in very different ways stressing very different aspects of their culture. 

The two separate concepts of culture being preserved, according to Marie Mauzé, is the 

legitimization of the local traditional hierarchical social system by the Nuyumbalees 

Cultural Society and exposing the role of colonial power against their culture and their 

ability to survive and thrive in spite of this settler colonial history for U’mista Cultural 

 

84 Johnston, 2021 Interview. This does become part of the individual belonging’s file and this part of their 

biography but is not shared. This is ceremony so it would be up to the community members and not U’mista to 

share this information.  
85 Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums,” 504.  
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Society.86 Both museums serve an educational role and communicate a political message 

albeit in very different ways.    

Clifford wrote about four B.C. Museums that he visited in the 1990’s: the two 

Kwakwaka’wakw museums, the RBCM, and MOA. He described the Kwakwaka’wakw 

museums as being innovative and making it clear that no one museum “can claim any longer 

to tell the whole or essential story about Northwest Coast Indian artistry or cultural 

production.”87 The exhibit is not a neutral space. It is emotionally moving, visually 

compelling as the story of unjust prosecution and the capacity for resistance are themes that 

run through the exhibit. “The U’mista does not only tell the experience of colonialization, it 

also focuses on the preservation of native culture, even though this has to be done through 

methods and means typical of western institutions.”88  

Clifford recognized that the original labelling at U’mista consisted of stories brought 

close to the objects and that the space between the label and the object had been widened.89 I 

would argue that this is because the journey of these belongings has been acknowledged as 

part of their biography. The belongings’ biographies continue to change as some are used in 

ceremony, loaned out, and replicated, but this biography, although infused with meaning, is 

private to the belonging and those with the rights to engage with it. Emma Knight argues 

that cultural belongings can cycle between objecthood and subjecthood and are realized as 

 

86 Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums,” 504.  
87 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 110.  
88 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 113.  
89 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 115.  
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more like people and less like things when increasing social connections are made with 

them.90 At U’mista many social connections between the Collection and the 

Kwakwaka’wakw community are evident, but those social connections are forever changed 

as a result of their biographical journey. The belongings in the Collection are not able to 

accomplish the work they were created to do, but perhaps the more pertinent issue today is 

to consider what work they are doing in the display at U’mista. The belongings in the 

Collection have shown incredible adaptability and agency through their biographical journey 

just as the Kwakwaka’wakw have in the creation of the Potlatch Collection exhibit at 

U’mista.  

In the next chapter, I look at the Indigenous museum and cultural centre as a space to 

encourage decolonization and reconciliation, and where cultural belongings can be displayed 

in the cultural context of their communities of origin.     

 

 

90 Knight, “The Kwakwaka’wakw Potlatch Collection,” 23-29.  
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 The Indigenous Museum 

 Museums could be generally described as Western colonial institutions, which 

have often focused on the collection and display of other’s belongings, and presented and 

curated Indigenous cultural belongings as objects of curiosity. “Museums have historically 

been deeply implicated in the colonial enterprise.”91 The museum, which emerges from a 

Western context of thought, could also be considered to be perpetrating continued violence 

visited on Indigenous cultures creating marginalization and a firm placement of these 

cultures in the past. In recent years there have been significant efforts made by museums to 

indigenize their space and their programming through efforts of inclusivity of Indigenous 

voices and participation, but these spaces continue to collect, display, and preserve another’s 

culture from a position external to those cultures. As Kwakwaka’wakw artist Cole Speck 

stated in an interview, “museums are trophy halls of colonialism.”92 The Indigenous 

museum has the potential to transform the way this historically colonial institution operates 

and is understood as museums and cultural centres are controlled by Indigenous peoples 

both through example as well as through building relationships with mainstream museums 

and advancing cultural awareness and cultural education. The term “Indigenous museum” is 

used here to represent both Indigenous museums and cultural centres, but the impact of the 

difference in the naming of these Indigenous institutions cannot be overlooked. The colonial 

 

91 Vanessa Whittington, “Decolonising the museum? Dilemmas, Possibilities, Alternatives”, Culture Unbound, 

Volume 13, Issue 2, (2021): 250. Whittington is writing from an Australian perspective. 
92 Cole Speck, interview.  
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term “museum” can be problematic in Indigenous communities and restrict the mandate of 

the institution.93 Most interviewees, at some point, expressed distrust of the institution of the 

museum, as the violence and injustice perpetrated on Indigenous Peoples, and their culture 

that museum institutions represent, are still felt keenly, while at the same time they 

expressed an incredibly generous spirit of willingness to share their culture with non-

Indigenous people.  

 

4.1 Re-Defining the Indigenous Museum 

The Indigenous museum, or cultural centre, is one option for Indigenous Peoples to 

preserve their repatriated cultural belongings if this is what they choose to do. It may also be 

a tool used for reconciliation and the further decolonization of the Western museum. What is 

the space created by the Indigenous museum or cultural centre and what is the importance of 

these names? In addition to U’mista, the other Indigenous institutions considered to answer 

these questions are Nuyumbalees94, Sncewips Heritage Museum in Westbank (SHM), and 

Nk’Mip Desert Cultural Centre in Osoyoos (Nk’Mip). In addition to my interviews with 

people connected to U’mista, I conducted interviews with a Cultural Coordinator, an elected 

Councillor, and an Operations and Cultural Administrator associated with these institutions. 

These four institutions represent some of the Kwakwaka’wakw people of the Northwest 

 

93 Whittington, “Decolonising the Museum,” 265. 
94 I was not able to visit the Nuyumbalees Cultural Centre as it was closed during the Covid-19 pandemic. It 

was formerly named the Kwagiulth Museum.  
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Coast and some of the Okanagan people or Syilx from the Okanagan Valley. It must be 

emphasized that their historic lifestyles and cultural production were very different. No 

comparison is intended here, and each institution represents a particular nation within each 

people group. The two Kwakwaka’wakw cultural centres have been the subject of many 

scholars including anthropologists, historians, and museum theorists over the years. 

Although the literature specifically focused on the two Kwakwaka’wakw cultural centres 

dates from the mid 1990’s to early 2000’s, these texts along with the more recent texts on 

the Indigenous museum in Canada, Australian, and the United States, reiterate several 

important themes of resistance, agency, Indigenous cultural context, and control. What is 

intriguing though is that through the interview process there were issues and themes that 

repeatedly surfaced that have not been addressed in the literature. The interviewees spoke of 

the Indigenous museum or cultural centre as a place of truth-telling which could be painful 

but also healing. They spoke of creating a resource for cultural and artistic production as 

well as a means of reclaiming cultural knowledge. Being enlightened by these perspectives 

from people personally invested in these Indigenous institutions was a privilege.  

Many academics have focused on the issues around decolonizing the traditional 

Western museum through programs encouraging Indigenous participation in the curation 

and contextualization and display of their cultural belongings, through reciprocal loan or 

custodial relationships, through knowledge and authority sharing, but relatively little has 

been written about the Indigenous museum itself. The literature focuses on certain unique 

characteristics of these institutions such as their control over the creation of cultural context 



 

 

57 

 

 

in their displays, their historic negative relationship with mainstream museums, their 

community engagement, and their role in the preservation of Indigenous culture and truth-

telling with respect to colonial history. Robin Boast and Jim Enote reference one factor 

driving the creation of Indigenous museums when they write:  

Due largely to frustrations with their engagements with existing museums, or 

complete insignificance of these institutions to the community, Indigenous museums 

and cultural centers are creating their own centers of collecting, performance, and 

presentation. They are increasingly giving up on the academy as the accumulator of 

voices and appropriating the technology of museum to their own ends.95  

But one of the most significant lessons learned from those intimately connected to these 

institutions was the amazing generosity intentionally embedded in the formation of these 

spaces where educating non-Indigenous visitors and sharing their culture is done with open 

hands and hearts. Education is given as a gift and is seen as a means of reconciliation. 

Although scholars have considered community engagement as being significant in 

Indigenous museums, there has been less emphasis on the role of these spaces in the 

community itself. A unique characteristic of the Indigenous institutions visited was the two-

pronged approach to its audiences. There was an intentional inward focus on the audience of 

the home community and their cultural needs and goals for the future as well as an 

intentional outward focus on non-community and non-Indigenous visitors through a sharing 

 

95 Boast and Enote, “Virtual Repatriation,” 67. 
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of their culture, difficult history, and truth-telling. Part of the inward focus could be 

described as protection and preservation of their historic and living culture. Perhaps a 

defining element present in these institutions is the statement of presence; these museums 

and cultural centres do not just represent the past they represent a living culture that is 

present in contemporary times and is projected into the future. These spaces are also used as 

a community cultural and artistic resource. Even those that haven’t established cultural 

programming are looking for ways to fulfill this purpose in the future. With or without 

specific cultural programming, these Indigenous spaces act as a place of remembrance and 

of identity and pride.   

The two Kwakwaka’wakw cultural centres created to house the Potlatch Collection, 

U’mista and Nuyumbalees, have similar stated goals but very different approaches to 

meaning making and community impact through their programming and curatorial 

approach. Anthropologist Marie Mauzé, philosophy and anthropology researcher Barbara 

Saunders, and interdisciplinary scholar James Clifford have all written about these differing 

approaches.96 These two cultural centres have the same goal of preserving their particular 

Indigenous cultural heritage but each stresses a different aspect of their culture. While 

U’mista communicates cultural survival and resilience, Nuyumbalees communicates the 

legitimization of their hierarchical system. “These two museums have chosen to present the 

same collection from two very different viewpoints. Both have been able to communicate a 

 

96 Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums”; Saunders, “Kwakwaka’wakw Museology”; James Clifford, 

“Routes, Travel and Translation”. 



 

 

59 

 

 

message about their culture. The Kwagiulth Museum asserts a Kwakwaka’wakw traditional 

view focusing on ranking and right to privileges as the backbone of the society - and as such 

it refers to an inside discourse - while the U’mista has engaged in a cultural and political 

action aimed at arousing a political awareness from a large audience.”97 While Saunders is 

critical of both museums’ approaches to the display and housing of the Collection, she also 

sees their differing displays in these two institutions as a way to change museology. 

Saunders seems to impose a Western paradigm on the Indigenous museum as a way to 

describe, analyze, and critique it. I would argue that the Indigenous museum is a different 

theoretical space and cannot nor should not be compared to the Western museum model.     

James Clifford’s chapter on four Northwest Coast museums is written in the style of 

a travel log, but his work in cultural anthropology still influences anthropologists and 

museum professionals today as a result of his work on the museum as “contact zone.”98 He 

states that:  

The repatriation of objects from national museums to new tribal institutions such as 

U’mista Cultural centre and the Kwagiulth Museum seemed to be a striking example 

of how a dominant practice of collection and display has been turned to 

 

97 Mauzé, “Two Kwakwaka’wakw Museums”, 515-516. 
98 Clifford, “Museums as Contact Zones” in Routes Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth century. In 

this 1997 text Clifford writes about the museum as contact zone. This contact zone is a place where cultures 

meet and clash, and where a moral relationship is negotiated. A place where relationship building, and 

reciprocity can occur as a conversation between the museum and the people whose cultures they display; in 

this contact zone, there can develop a two-way interactive conversation where change can happen in 

inequitable colonial power relationships. This concept has been critiqued by Robin Boast in “Neocolonial 

Collaboration: Museum as Contact Zone Revisited,” Museum Anthropology 34, no.1 (March 2011): 56-70. 
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unanticipated ends. Master narratives of cultural disappearance and salvage could be 

replaced by stories of revival, remembrance, and struggle.”99  

He recognizes, along with Mauzé, the charged political environment found in these 

Indigenous institutions. The two Kwakwaka’wakw institutions “do and do not function on 

the terms of the dominant majority culture. They are, in important aspects of their existence, 

minority or oppositional projects within a comparative museological context.”100 He goes on 

to clarify that in other ways they are not museums but a continuation of cultural practices. 

While MOA and RBCM are described as oriented toward aesthetics with their displays, the 

two Indigenous museums are described by Clifford as “aiming at local audiences and 

enmeshed in local meanings, histories, and traditions.”101 They provide local cultural context 

to their displays. Clifford notes the problematic nature of the oppositional approach by 

Indigenous museums as he recognizes that the reach of these institutions is desired to go 

beyond the local community for recognition and international visitors.  

  Clifford’s account highlights the issues faced by Indigenous museums: issues of 

ownership, focus, political messaging, and intended audience as well as the strengths of 

functioning in a local context and as a centre for cultural production and protection. There is 

an underlying concern in a Western institution form being imposed on the return of the 

Potlatch Collection, but this form is being “taken over and displaced”102 creating a new 

 

99 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 108-109. 
100 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 110.  
101 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 121.  
102 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 145. 
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Indigenous space operating within new parameters determined and enforced by the members 

of the culture on display.               

Philip Deloria, a historian specializing in Native American History, considers two 

critical interventions transforming the museum: the founding of the National Museum of the 

American Indian (NMAI) in 1989, and passage of the Native American Graves Protection 

and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in 1990.103 The opening of NMAI was both celebrated and 

critiqued by Indigenous Peoples. Some of the general critique was that the space was 

disorienting; it was not what visitors expected from a museum. This is a challenge to 

increasing visitor traffic and expanding audiences while at the same time signaling a victory 

in that an Indigenous museum should be different and new. Some of the critics wanted more 

political confrontation which goes to the question of the purpose of an Indigenous museum. 

There is no one answer to this question of purpose as should be rightly determined by the 

holders of the culture being displayed. “In other words, it seemed to have willfully walked 

away from the capital-M authority of the Museum itself. Visitors’ confusion was the result 

of an assertive Indigenous museum practice – nonlinear and holistic – that doubled down on 

the absence of the forms and language of the classic western museum.”104 The traditional 

museum categorizes in order to create knowledge and collected to create displays of this 

knowledge. Each collection could then be decontextualized or recontextualized through the 

 

103 Philip J. Deloria, "American Indians, American Identities," in Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1998), 1-9. 
104 Deloria, “The New World,”107.  
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authority of the collector – the museum. Indigenous Peoples and cultures became objects of 

knowledge and did not speak for themselves. This was justified by them being firmly placed 

in the past as Deloris describes: “Native peoples were vanished, racially and socially 

primitive, voiceless, and spoken for by knowledgeable authorities.”105 Repatriation requests 

are one way that Indigenous Peoples have contested museum politics and the formation of 

the NMAI was a way to act out reconciliation. Where visitors expected cultural difference 

on display, the native communities that were consulted “offered a very different message: 

We are still here! We have not vanished!”106 The curators questioned the museum world in 

presenting nonlinear and multivocal exhibits. 

Deloria repeats the familiar refrain that repatriation can be affected through 

partnership with Indigenous Peoples. Yes, partnerships, co-curating, and custodial 

agreements can be useful if that is what the Indigenous nation wants, but these strategies are 

problematic if they are perceived as a best-case scenario or compromise because other 

options are not known to be available. The Indigenous museum or cultural centre can be a 

new institution with the benefits of museum technology and knowledge but without the 

imposed restrictions on preservation, display, and cultural context creation. As Deloria 

notes: 

Tribal museums, like all museums, not only document the past and educate the 

present; they also reach out toward an Indigenous future. One part of that mission 

 

105 Deloria, “The New World,” 109.  
106 Deloria, “The New World,” 111.  
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surely involves technical transformations: new digital collections–management tools 

and web access offer the opportunity for the cultivation of new audiences; new 

display strategies create different kinds of museum-going experiences; and new 

exhibits seek to transform the old narratives surrounding Indigenous peoples.”107  

 

4.2 Earlier Examples of Indigenous Museums 

The Osage Tribal Museum (OTM) in Oklahoma and the Haida Gwaii Museum 

(HGM) in B.C. are two further examples of Indigenous museums addressed in the literature. 

As the oldest Indigenous museum in the United States, the OTM, originated a new 

Indigenous museum model through the ambitious vision of one Osage Councilman. The 

historical narrative of this museum is compelling in that it highlights resistance, 

perseverance, and resilience in the face of cultural change and upheaval and highlights the 

issues of ownership and the paternalistic bureaucracy, “it is important to note that funding 

received from the Bureau of Indian Affairs did not mean that the museum failed to embody 

the Osage nation’s cultural preservation initiative.”108 The intention of the museum was to 

bring cultural objects of value and to preserve them in order to have an accurate historical 

and cultural record, to preserve cultural knowledge and over time families began loaning 

belongings to the museum to be displayed. The educational brochure produced for the 

 

107 Deloria, “The New World”, 114.  
108 Majel Boxer, “2,229: John Joseph Mathews, The Osage Tribal Museum and the Emergence of an 

Indigenous Museum Model,” Wicazo Sa Review, vol 31, issue 2 (fall 2016): 78.  
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opening in 1938 suggested a struggle between Western and Indigenous worldviews. Using a 

question-and-answer format, it attempted to meet the expectations of non-Indigenous 

visitors adopting a Western lens focusing on the past used to address visitors instead of an 

Indigenous lens to confront them. Perhaps this was a product of the time when the museum 

opened, or a compromise to attract non-Indigenous visitors. In writing about the brochure, 

Majel Boxer states, “The use of past tense relegates these cultural aspects of Osage people to 

an historical narrative of the past and brings focused attention on one prescribed notion of 

Indian authenticity, rather than representing them through the lens of cultural adaptation, 

change, and survival.”109 Over time the larger community began to participate in the 

museum which is supported by the tribal council and connected to the community and 

therefor can be seen as a site of resistance. “Indigenous museums and cultural centers can be 

vehicles to which Indigenous voices, knowledge, and ways of being can be broadcast to the 

dominant society. Thus, the work carried out in cultural centers and even museums exist as 

sites of resistance by tribal communities, adding to the growing collective voices of 

Indigenous people, scholars, tribal nations, and their allies engaged in projects of 

decolonization.”110  

The Haida Gwaii Museum, which opened in 1976, was the first Canadian Indigenous 

museum whose purpose was to right some of the wrongs perpetrated by colonial policies, 

collectors, and salvage anthropology. The impact of reparation is felt by museums as well as 

 

109 Boxer, “2, 229: John Joseph Mathews,” 86.  
110 Boxer, “2, 229: John Joseph Mathews,” 89.  
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the home community and there are complex relationships between these two groups. HGM, 

like many other Indigenous museums, did not have a large collection when it opened; most 

cultural treasures had been pillaged from Haida Gwaii because of colonial policies. Families 

(Indigenous and non-Indigenous) donated belongings for the exhibit. The museum collection 

now contains donated, purchased, and repatriated items and ancestors as well as 

contemporary works as the HGM represents a living culture. “The Haida Gwaii Museum 

and the Haida Heritage Centre are not institutions in and of themselves; rather, they are part 

of the institution that makes up contemporary Haida art and culture, which includes 

Yahguudang.gang and its ceremonies, protocols, language, and art.”111 This is a compelling 

definition of what the Indigenous museum model can be.  

Repatriation can be the founding purpose of an Indigenous museum and this process 

can also build trust in Western cultural institutions. Indigenous museums are more than just 

museum institutions and are about more than just repatriation, they are about reviving 

culture in these home communities and part of the Indigenizing of Canadian museums by 

modelling stewardship over ownership. The creation of Indigenous museums is described as 

“an act of sovereignty and self-determination.”112 “The act of repatriation has been 

significant in the revival of our culture and in healing.”113 This healing is expressed as 

 

111 Nika Jisgang Collison and Cara Krmpotich. “Saahlinda Naay-Saving Things House: The Haida Gwaii 

Museum Past, Present, and Future.” In The Routledge Companion to Indigenous Repatriation: Return, 

Reconcile, Renew, edited by C. Fforde, C.T. McKeown, and H. Keeler (1st ed.). (Routledge, 2020), 47. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203730966. 
112 Collison and Krmpotich, “Saahlinda Naay,” 49. 
113 Collison and Krmpotich, “Saahlinda Naay,” 55.  
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extending to museum staff that HGM interacts with as the repatriation process is seen as a 

shared journey and can change the way museums and their staff see themselves.  

Indigenous museums and cultural centres are unique institutions that are impactful 

on their home communities, but they have also impacted the way mainstream museums 

approach Indigenous cultural belongings. “These institutions, designed to tell the story of 

the history and beliefs of indigenous people to this continent from their viewpoint, have 

become symbols of their communities' legitimacy and are reshaping museum practices.”114 

Nancy Fuller and Susanne Fabricius identify two social forces in the mid-20th century that 

encouraged the formation of Indigenous museums which were changing government 

relations with Native Americans and changing public attitudes towards minority rights (their 

terms). These institutions are a means to preserve culture as well as a safe place to preserve 

belongings. They argue that these institutions have a common purpose to preserve and 

ensure culture for future survival. The world views held by Indigenous peoples are often 

significantly different from those of mainstream museums, worldviews that affect the 

meaning of a belonging as it moves from within a culture to within an institution. “It is these 

issues – the transformations of value, and the loss of intellectual ownership of knowledge – 

that form the core differences in approach to organizational systems between tribes and 

institutions. The magnitude of the differences calls out for the creation of new strategies to 

perform museum functions in ways that are consistent with the culture of the 

 

114 Nancy J. Fuller and Susanne Fabricius. “Native American Museums and Cultural Centres: Historical 

Overview and Current Issues.” Zeitschrift Fur Ethnologie, volume 117 (1992): 224.  
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community.”115 Indigenous museums have influenced mainstream museums in creating 

dialogue and shifts in museum policy as well as a vision for how things can be for other 

Indigenous institutions seeking self-determination in the protection and presentation of their 

identity. As Clifford wrote in 1997: “an important potlatch collection recently returned to 

Kwagiulth clans on Vancouver Island ended up in two tribal museums. As conditions for 

relinquishing the objects, the conservation-minded museum world successfully extended 

itself into the tribal world. But at the same time, the tribal world appropriated and 

transculturated the museum, along with the very notion of the ‘collection’ and the kinds of 

cultural/aesthetic/political meanings it could embody.”116 

The process of decolonizing the museum is ongoing and traditional Western museum 

practice sometimes hinders this process. Vanessa Whittington considers the Indigenous 

museum as a viable model to counteract these challenges to repatriation and decolonization 

such as the focus on collecting, preservation and display, and the priority given scientific 

inquiry over Indigenous cultural values. Museums and their attitudes have been changing 

with greater inclusivity, but this is not decolonization. Inclusivity, as a possible form of 

assimilation, is one concern about the processes of decolonizing in the Western museum 

even though inclusive engagement can be empowering and impactful. Whittington suggests 

that one way decolonization can be achieved is by institutions relinquishing their universal 

function and re-valuing Indigenous knowledge. She considers the Indigenous controlled 

 

115 Fuller and Fabricius. “Native American Museums,” 232-233.  
116 Clifford, “Museums as Contact Zones,” 212.  
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museum but seems to equate “small and locally controlled” with “freedom to develop 

different curatorial practices.” She has glossed over the economic factors at play for many 

Indigenous museums because while it is true that small institutions may have less 

overarching control issues, they have the same financial needs as large publicly funded 

institutions. These institutions have the ability to use a first-person perspective and be an 

educational resource for visitors as well as for the home community. The author concludes 

that Indigenous museums and cultural centres are more aligned with Indigenous ontologies 

and epistemologies.  

One of the issues facing Indigenous museums or cultural centres is the same issue 

facing most cultural institutions which is funding. The specifics of accessing funding 

sources and grants may force an Indigenous centre to adopt the term “museum.” Another 

issue arises from the term “cultural centre” itself. There is the sense that to be a cultural 

centre there needs to be cultural programming provided by the institution. Through the 

interviews it was made clear that cultural programing for community members as well as for 

visitors was a priority but staffing and funding constraints made this difficult in some cases. 

Educating the general public, although a practice of agency, was expressed as a way to 

support reconciliation, and in part came from a deep sense of pride in their cultural heritage. 

It was acknowledged that sharing culture was not always easy as the history of Indigenous 

Peoples in Canada is painful, but the tears of the visitors and the burden placed on the 

cultural guides was considered necessary and hopefully healing. Overall, the idea 

communicated through these conversations was that Indigenous Peoples are still here and 
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that their culture is alive, well, and evolving and that presenting their culture in their cultural 

context was important work and very personal.     

 

4.3 U’mista as a Cultural Centre 

Unlike objects held by mainstream museums, U’mista does not further preserve or 

repair the Collection, and even events such as the fire at U’mista have left their mark on the 

Collection and are now part of its biography. During several interviews it was stated that the 

Collection has a new meaning and a new purpose and that this does not in any way alter the 

significance or importance of each belonging, they simply have a different role to play at 

U’mista.117 This role was variously described as being a teaching tool, a cultural and artistic 

resource, a part of tourism and economic growth of Alert Bay, a support for cultural 

connection, and perhaps most importantly as a reminder of the Kwakwaka’wakw People’s 

resistance and resilience. Interview participants all stated in their own words that the 

Indigenous museum or cultural centre was the proper place to house Indigenous cultural 

belongings and to present Indigenous culture to non-Indigenous people.       

U’mista is unique in Canada as the recipient of part of the Potlatch Collection.  It 

does not only care for its own collection; it provides storage for families’ regalia in secure 

family-controlled lockers.118 The Board of Directors also lend pieces out to families who 

have the rights and prerogatives to use those pieces in ceremony. Juanita Johnston, the 

 

117 Holland, interview.  
118 Johnston, 2022 interview; Holland, interview. 
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current Executive Director of U’mista, explained that families connected with pieces in the 

Potlatch Collection choose which cultural centre Collection these pieces are stored at. This 

family decision making power is honored even though the Potlatch Collection was given 

back to the Kwakwaka’wakw to be held communally.119 Both the current and a past 

Executive Director highlighted the fact that the Collection is displayed differently than these 

belongings would have been shown historically. Although there was a curatorial decision to 

display the Potlatch Collection according to the sequence that they would have been seen in 

a potlatch, they would never all be seen at once, and only the host family’s regalia would 

have been seen at their potlatch. The Potlatch Collection is not the best preserved nor 

necessarily the best examples of potlatch regalia, but the Collection serves another purpose 

now.120 Another unique approach taken to its collection is the conscious decision to not 

repair the Collection. Many pieces in the Collection were badly damaged during their 

journey from their home community into museum storage or displays and back to their 

home. If a piece was to be used ceremonially it would be treated differently than the pieces 

in the Potlatch Collection. For example, broken or missing parts would be repaired and if 

required new cedar would be added. U’mista instead is making the curatorial decision to let 

the Collection’s biography show. In a more recent example of a fire at U’mista, the soot was 

cleaned off those damaged pieces, but no further restoration was undertaken as this fire is 

 

119 These cultural belongings would have historically been held by individuals or families. 
120 Holland, interview. 
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now part of their biography, part of their journey. U’mista is seen as a caretaker not an 

owner of the Collection. There is a recognition of the inherent rights and privileges that are 

represented by the belongings in the Collection and an understanding that these rights are 

more important than the actual pieces themselves which can be replicated if needed.  

The physical objects comprising the Collection have a different purpose now than 

when they were created; U’mista and the Potlatch Collection is intended to tell a particular 

story. Kwakwaka’wakw chose to tell the story of the Potlatch Ban and their resistance and 

resilience in the face of colonial oppression, that is their powerful context that they have 

decided to share and communicate. “Because what the U'mista does is that it provides that 

catalyst for positive identity and connection to history and culture for everyone. And there 

still is a lot of regalia that's privately owned that plays that role. So, I think that there's 

something really powerful about what the Potlatch Collection does that's different.”121 They 

elicit memories and stories from elders who had forgotten until they held the belongings 

again in their hands; there is a cultural awakening that takes place. U’mista also acts as a 

place where people can act out repatriation. The story was repeated by several interviewees 

of one descendant of André Breton who realized that they had a piece that belonged with the 

Collection, having been illegally confiscated after Dan Cranmer’s potlatch, and they gave 

the piece back to U’mista along with funds to support its care. Another unique characteristic 

of the Indigenous museum is its role as a place for repatriation research. At U’mista and 

 

121 Holland, interview. 
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Nk’Mip staff are conducting the ongoing research to find missing pieces that belong in their 

care. At SHM and Nk’Mip they are researching the background and history of pieces that 

come to them from unknown sources. It is interesting to note that each of these institutions 

do not share all aspects of their culture; there is an intentional filter that each nation uses to 

only share what they wish to share. Not every object or every story or every aspect of their 

culture is meant for public consumption and these institutions exercise agency and authority 

in setting these parameters. At each Indigenous museum, there is an educational component 

different from that found in most mainstream museums, here the museum is an active 

participant in truth-telling from an Indigenous perspective, and an active participant in 

reconciliation through education as these Indigenous museums and cultural centres continue 

to reach out to educate non-Indigenous visitors.   

There is a unique role for the Potlatch Collection at U’mista as a means to connect to 

ancestors and family as well as a way to build awareness of identity. Della Green, a staff 

member at U’mista, made a connection to her grandfather, Sam Scow, through his head 

piece that was returned. The ability to access and learn about this piece led to a greater 

awareness of who they were as a family, their identity, and not forgetting who they are and 

where they come from. The physical piece elicits memories of her grandfather. Della Green 

is happy for the Collection to be housed at U’mista where they are protected and made 

accessible to her family and to others. This serves the community by encouraging cultural 

production and activities including those for artists and for young people who learn about 

potlatching and their language and arts and are proud of who they are. “I feel sad, sorrow for 
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why it was taken away in the first place, but we're rejoicing because it got back and it's in a 

safe place.”122 

U’mista is a beacon of hope to Indigenous Peoples for the possibility of bringing 

their cultural heritage home and it plays an ambassadorial role in educating non-Indigenous 

people. It is a place for the reclamation of knowledge through interaction with the pieces. An 

example was shared by Sarah Holland of an elder remembering a dance that went with a 

mask once it was returned. It builds pride in a culture that they were not allowed to practice 

for so long, identity, and connection to ancestors. Although the restrictions on the return of 

the Collection required the building of cultural centres for its preservation and display, the 

Kwakwaka’wakw have taken the resulting cultural centre and made it their own while also 

benefiting from museum practices. “I'm never going to deny that museums as an institution 

are built on a foundation of colonialism and white supremacy, that is what it is. But that 

doesn't mean that they can't be used as a tool for something else, especially when that is 

being a tool that's being used by an Indigenous group with agency.”123  

Cole Speck and Bruce Alfred are both renowned Kwakwaka’wakw artists who 

shared their insights on U’mista and the Indigenous museum. Speck has always had U’mista 

as a resource and it has played a significant impact on his life as an artist. The display of the 

Potlatch Collection provides an opportunity to see how things were done by artists in the 

past when pieces were made for a specific cultural purpose. U’mista provides a place for 

 

122 Della Green, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, May 9, 2022.  
123 Holland, interview. 
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artists to study pieces and provide an accurate context that is not always found in 

mainstream museums and the chance to study specific belongings from your own family and 

make connections with your ancestors. Speck admitted a love hate relationship with 

museums in general and found it difficult that the Potlatch Collection needs to be at U’mista, 

as a result of its colonial history, but is glad that it is preserved and shown in the proper 

context encouraging cultural development and artistic production.124 The display of the 

Potlatch Collection at U’mista has encouraged more people to get involved with potlatches 

according to artist Bruce Alfred. U’mista is the outcome of many elders who fought for their 

culture and the resulting Indigenous museum is okay because it is run by people who own 

the content. He mentioned the visionary role played by the Indigenous museum as it is a 

space that wasn’t seen as possible years ago by mainstream museum professionals.125   

Jenna Bower, curator at Nk’Mip Desert Cultural Centre, Westbank First Nation 

Councillor Jordan Coble and the Director of Sncewips Heritage Museum Michelle Bolan all 

agreed to be interviewed. These two Indigenous institutions, although created under 

different circumstances than U’mista, shared many of U’mista’s unique characteristics. The 

people who work in these Indigenous spaces are sharing personal stories and history and this 

environment often creates a connection between the museum workers with ancestors and 

their family since they are often learning their own history.126 Councillor Coble and 

 

124 Speck, interview.  
125 Alfred, interview. 
126 Jordan Coble, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, April 8, 2022.  
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Michelle Bolan both spoke about the guilt experienced and tears shed by some visitors as 

they were confronted with a history of Indigenous Peoples that they were previously not 

aware of as well as the burden on the museum workers of telling this difficult history.127 The 

representatives of both Nk’Mip and SHMs believed that talking about these tough issues 

was necessary as truth-telling and could result in healing and reconciliation. These are not 

places that are only representing the past because their people and cultures are still here. 

They are preserving culture from the past but also connected to present and looking to the 

future. “one of the strengths of this museum is that we share things that aren't in 

textbooks.”128 They also focus on using tour guides because they know that a typical 

museum didactic label isn’t going to give enough context, there’s a story with each object. 

The cultural element of both institutions was important as they want to have more cultural 

production workshops to teach skills that were lost through their colonial past.  

Of the three Indigenous institutions visited, only SHM uses the term “Museum” in 

their name. The term “museum” is a difficult word, but sometimes funding restrictions were 

why this term was used. SHM started by gaining repository status and are working towards 

functioning as a cultural centre where they can provide more programming and cultural 

activities. The lack of trust in museums is a hurdle for many Indigenous nations, but SHM 

and Nk’Mip are living museums sharing their oral history to an audience of mostly non-

community or non-Indigenous visitors. The cultures represented in these Indigenous spaces 

 

127 Coble interview; Michell Bolan, interview by S. Leanne Warawa, April 8, 2022. 
128 Coble, interview.  



 

 

76 

 

 

are changing and evolving, and this is communicated in the case of SHM with a timeline 

into contemporary times including self-government negotiation. These institutions are 

dispelling stereotypes and creating pride in Indigenous identity. Indigenous museums have a 

role to play in the transition of mainstream museums, to spark a shift in museum practice.129  

As museums commit to decolonizing their practices and repatriating cultural 

belongings, the Indigenous museum model will become the prominent place to explore 

Indigenous culture. As Indigenous nations’ sovereignty is more fully recognized, they will 

demand to determine and control how their culture is shared. Indigenous museums, although 

unique, share many of the same challenges of funding, staffing, and obtaining and caring for 

collections of Western museums. Indigenous nations’ resources of money and people are 

often occupied in fighting colonial violence on many fronts at once. The Indigenous 

museum creates a new space for the display and preservation of culture but one of the 

hurdles they face is the difficulty of challenging expectations and the historic model of the 

museum while at the same time being accessible and recognizable enough as a museum to 

attract the audience that provides financial support.  

The Indigenous museum borrows some technology and practices from Western 

museums and creates a unique Indigenous space. It is a space where Indigenous nations can 

display their own culture with their own historical and cultural context. It is a space where 

 

129 Coble, interview.  
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the visitor will be confronted with difficult truths about colonial violence and injustice but 

also a place of healing and perhaps a place where decolonization and reconciliation can be 

fostered. It is a place where culture is preserved for those preserving it, where identity and 

pride is strengthened, and where ancestors can be encountered. It is a place for specific 

repatriation and cultural research as well as a resource for cultural and artistic production. It 

is a place for the reclamation of cultural knowledge through interactions with cultural 

belongings and for the righting of historic wrongs. It is a unique place of generosity and 

sharing.  

Although the Indigenous museum can be an important tool for Indigenous Peoples, 

the first step to using this tool is the effective repatriation of cultural belongings. The recent 

DRIPA legislation enacted in B.C. creates another opportunity to encourage decolonization 

and reconciliation but through the facilitation of the repatriation process. In the next chapter 

I will consider the ways that DRIPA can be a tool for repatriation of Indigenous cultural 

belongings to Indigenous Peoples.    
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  DRIPA – A Legislative Tool for Repatriation 

In October of 2019 British Columbia enacted the Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples Act, R.S.B.C. 2019 (DRIPA). This act has far-reaching potential 

impacts on every aspect of life in BC that falls under provincial jurisdiction (according to 

the division of powers as stated in the Constitution); including how cultural belongings are 

housed, retained, or repatriated. DRIPA has the potential to change the practice of 

repatriation in B.C. as it requires existing legislation and future legislation to come into 

compliance with UNDRIP. This is where the leverage and power for Indigenous nations lies 

with respect to their cultural belongings. In 2020 the federal government tabled Bill C-51 in 

the House of Commons, and The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples Act S.C. 202, c.14 received royal assent and became law in 2021. This federal 

statute adopts UNDRIP and may alleviate part of the limiting scope of DRIPA that arises 

from the division of powers between provincial and federal governments. The provincial 

governments have jurisdiction over property and natural resources while the federal 

government has jurisdiction over Indigenous Peoples and their lands. Both levels of 

government share responsibility over environmental law which complicates the jurisdiction 

over Indigenous lands. Although from an art historical perspective, repatriation of cultural 

belongings may seem to firmly stand under provincial authority, one problem has been the 

federal jurisdiction over Indigenous Peoples but with the enactment of federal DRIPA 

legislation, this hurdle may be overcome. Concurrent provincial and federal legislation to 

implement UNDRIP could provide the legal context that allows connections to be made 
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between cultural belongings and Indigenous nations’ sovereignty over cultural belongings 

and lands. There are two approaches to repatriation created by DRIPA. The first is to wait 

for the enacting of future legislation relating to repatriation or wait for the revision of current 

legislation related to bodies currently holding Indigenous cultural belongings to bring it into 

compliance with UNDRIP. The second is to utilize DRIPA as it is written immediately. This 

is the approach that I will focus on in this chapter. 

Section 3 of DRIPA sets out the process for consultation and cooperation with 

Indigenous Peoples over time to bring provincial Legislation in line with UNDRIP. An 

Annual Report (Section 5) and an Action Plan (Section 4) are required to be produced by the 

government on the progress that is being made for achieving the objectives of the Act. An 

Action Plan was produced this year by the BC Government setting out 89 points of action to 

advance the rights of Indigenous Peoples over five years from 2022-2027.130 In Section 6 of 

the Act, a member of the Executive Council on behalf of the government may enter into an 

agreement with an Indigenous governing body relating to a discretionary decision impacting 

Indigenous nations’ rights.  

So, what does this have to do with art history and the repatriation of cultural 

belongings? Sections 6 and 7 of DRIPA are where the leverage potentially resides for First 

 

130 Theme 4 of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples Act Action Plan is entitled “Social, 

Cultural and Economic Well-Being” is found on page 27 of the document. 4.33 relates to supporting 

repatriation initiatives, 4.34 relates to relationships with RBCM, and 4.35 relates to reforming the Heritage 

Conservation Act. 
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Nations in demanding the return of their cultural belongings. The word “may”, is critical to 

this reasoning as is the identification of who is the crown and who is a crown agent, which 

will depend on the particular cultural institution and the legislation governing it. For 

example, the Royal British Columbia Museum (RBCM) is effectively the crown, as it is a 

governmental body created under the Museum Act, which states that the museum is an agent 

of the government (S. 5(6)). The Museum of Anthropology (MOA), under the authority of 

the Board of Governors of UBC (the majority of whom are appointed by the provincial 

Government) and the University Act, is likely to be considered an agent of the crown.131 It is 

likely that UBC would challenge this assertion, but it is also likely that this challenge would 

not be successful. This reasoning and why it is important will be explained further. These 

mechanisms have not been engaged by any Indigenous nation to date as far I have been able 

to determine. 

DRIPA can be utilized to advance Indigenous nation’s repatriation requests to 

RBCM by looking at the legislation that governs it, the Museum Act, SBC 2003. Section 

5(2) states:  

(2) Without limiting subsection (1), but subject to this Act and the regulations, the 

corporation may, for the purposes of this Act, do one or more of the following: 

(a) subject to paragraph (b) acquire, hold and dispose of property; 

(b) dispose of objects in the collection 

 

131 The legal analysis essential for this view is not included here as this is not the primary focus of this thesis.  
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(i) after considering the cultural significance of the objects and 

public interest in retaining the objects in the collection, and 

(ii) in accordance with ethical and other standards adopted by the 

corporation from time to time;132  

Following the process found in the Indigenous Repatriation Handbook, produced with the 

support of the Royal BC Museum, once a cultural belonging has been identified a request 

for repatriation of that cultural belonging can be made to the museum by the Indigenous 

nation (more accurately the Indigenous governing body as defined in DRIPA) to have the 

belonging returned to them. Once this request is made to RBCM, an Indigenous governing 

body can either wait for the museum’s decision and if that decision is no, file a judicial 

review under the Judicial review Act, or, before the decision is rendered, trigger S. 6 and S. 

7 of DRIPA by submitting a request to a member of the Executive Council to ask for an 

agreement or a negotiation on a government-to-government or nation-to-nation basis to 

decide upon the repatriation report. These are now termed reconciliation tables. At this 

point, given the intent and purposes of DRIPA, the Indigenous governing body and the 

government make the decision jointly (S. 7 (1) (a) and (b)). This effectively removes 

decision making on repatriation of Indigenous cultural belongings away from the RBCM to 

the Provincial Cabinet and the Indigenous nation. Incidentally, if the Province refuses to 

engage in such a reconciliation table, that decision itself is also subject to judicial review 

 

132 Emphases on specific words and phrases in section 2 of the Museum Act are mine. 
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and if no depth of Indigenous consultation took place, then it would likely be quashed 

(reversed). 

B.C.’s DRIPA Action Plan published in early 2022 contains Section 4.34 which 

outlines how B.C. will “reset the relationship between the Royal B.C. Museum and 

Indigenous Peoples in B.C. by ensuring that Indigenous voices are prioritized and inform the 

development of narratives, exhibitions and learning programs.” If the “relationship” with 

Indigenous nations is truly reset, then repatriation demands should be given priority. 

In approaching MOA with a repatriation demand, the University Act, being the act 

that sets out UBC’s ability to hold and dispose of property, is the way into this repatriation 

process. Although the mandate of the Board of Governors includes the retention of all of 

that property at MOA for the teaching benefit of UBC’s students, it is also as an institution 

committed to reconciliation. Perhaps UBC could consider the repatriation of cultural 

belongings carried out as a teaching moment in reconciliation for the benefit of the students 

and alumni. As it stands, MOA, whose staff seem very committed to building positive 

relationships with Indigenous Peoples, are very creative in arranging long term loans and 

other agreements that provide use and access to cultural belongings, but this is not often 

physical or literal repatriation. A request to MOA would be made under S. 50 (3) of the 

Universities Act, with reference to their own repatriation policies, and it would be stated that 

UBC is an agent of the crown. Concurrent with that request, and before a decision is made 

on the initial request, a further request is made to a member of the Executive Council of the 

provincial government (a member of the Cabinet, likely the Minister of Indigenous Affairs). 
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This communication requests that the member of the Executive Council on behalf of the 

government enters into negotiations with the Indigenous governing body on a nation-to-

nation or government-to-government basis relating to the repatriation in question. The 

Indigenous governing body then requests that the purposes of DRIPA be upheld which in 

turn upholds the declarations made in UNDRIP. This process supersedes the museum’s 

policy over the asserted independence of UBC. When looking at museum policy, the RBCM 

and MOA repatriation policy as examples, it is possible to believe that there is no need for 

further repatriation mechanisms, but policy, no matter how generous, is only as effective as 

the person applying it. There are no direct legal repercussions to not applying policy to its 

full extent and intent; in other words, policy has no teeth except to exert moral pressure.   

Similarly, Section 4 of the Heritage Conservation Act, RSBC [1996], in concert with 

DRIPA may also provide an avenue to challenge a private cultural institution’s and private 

collector’s abilities to continue to hold Indigenous cultural belongings. Interestingly, the 

process using the Heritage Conservation Act is that proof of ownership is not required by an 

Indigenous nation, simply that the belonging has heritage value to an Indigenous nation.   

One of the concerns with DRIPA is the vague definition provided for an “Indigenous 

governing body” which is defined in the Act as body that has Section 35 of the Constitution 

Act, 1982 rights not necessarily an Indian Act “Band.” As the reader may recognize from 

the recent Wet’suwet’en controversy involving decision making authority held by a Band 

Council as opposed to Hereditary Chiefs, not all Indigenous nations agree on which body 

within the nation has Section 35 rights (Indian Act Band Councils vs hereditary chiefs).   
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The worry that accompanied the passing of the NAGPRA by the federal government 

of the United States in 1990, that the museums would be emptied, of course didn’t happen. 

This is not because of a lack of desire for repatriation but rather because NAGPRA presents 

an onerous and Western process of repatriation. It is interesting that in discussions with 

museum professionals over the years, this view has been echoed in the Canadian context. 

The message has been that NAGPRA didn’t empty the museums so why think that the 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (DRIPA) enacted in British Columbia 

in 2019 will? Yet DRIPA can be a powerful tool to repatriation now and this will 

significantly inform the development of new B.C. legislation to truly decolonize museum 

practice and the process of repatriation. 
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 Conclusion  

There is a nexus between art history and law. This nexus is most clearly discernable 

historically when considering the discriminatory aspects of Canadian legislation such as the 

Potlatch Ban found in the Indian Act from 1884 to 1951, and the confiscation of cultural 

belongings that were reinterpreted through colonial processes and policies into art to be 

collected, stored, and displayed. This connection is conspicuous in contemporary times in 

the legislation that governs museums which then create policy regarding the collection and 

display of Indigenous cultural belongings, in the lack of specific federal or provincial 

repatriation legislation excepting Alberta, and in the recent enactment of DRIPA legislation 

in B.C. which is a tool for Indigenous Peoples to demand control over their cultural 

belongings even prior to specific repatriation legislation being drafted. Literal repatriation of 

Indigenous cultural belongings as well as the space created by the Indigenous museum or 

cultural centre have the capacity to promote true reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples, 

settlers, and visitors in this place now called Canada.      

The Potlatch Collection provides a vantage point from which to explore the 

decolonization of repatriation practice in art history and anthropology, a way to approach 

current repatriation practice in British Columbia and the shifting meanings, interventions, 

and boundaries of decolonization as a theoretical framework for repatriation and 

reconciliation. The journey from production to repatriation of the Collection involved 

multiple transitions and meanings framing these cultural belongings from the perspectives of 

their Indigenous culture of origin, art historians, anthropologists, and the British Columbian 
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and Canadian law. Repatriation has been described by art historians and curators as a 

decolonizing practice, but the practice itself needs to be decolonized. What happens when 

cultural belongings or objects of cultural practice are framed as “art”? We might also ask 

what if art of the Pacific Northwest was reframed back as cultural belongings using 

Indigenous legal concepts and cultural worldviews instead of overlaying them with Western 

centric imposed meanings?  

As cultural belongings travel on their journey through historic events over time this 

discourse of shifting meanings can inform the decolonization of the very process of 

repatriation itself. Through the further decolonized process of repatriation perhaps all levels 

of government in Canada will recognize a way forward towards reconciliation. Policy and 

legislation relating to the repatriation of cultural belongings will be a powerful tool in the 

hands of Indigenous nations as they regain further sovereignty while rebuilding their own 

institutions, including cultural institutions. The legislative and policy framework in B.C. is 

now in place but the connections between cultural belongings, repatriation, and sovereignty 

need to be acknowledged by non-Indigenous British Columbians, government, and those 

curating cultural belongings for true reconciliation to be possible. 
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Figures  

 

 

Figure 1. Dzunuḱwa mask. Photograph from U'mista Cultural Centre website, 

https://umistapotlatch.ca/objets-objects. Photograph used with permission of U'mista 

Cultural Society.  
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Figure 2. Gwaxgwakwalanuksiwe’ mask. Photograph from U'mista Cultural Centre website, 

https://umistapotlatch.ca/objets-objects. Photograph used with permission of U'mista 

Cultural Society 
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Figure 3. Exhibit Gallery at U'mista. Photograph used with permission of U'mista Cultural 

Society 
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Figure 4. U'mistaCultural Centre and St. Michael's Residential School before demolition in 

2015. Photograph by Harold, September 25, 2009. Photograph used with permission of 

photographer. License available at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 
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Figure 5. Water view of U'mista Cultural Centre. Photograph by Province of B.C., 

December 5. Photograph used with permission of photographer. License available at 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0 
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Figure 6. Front view of U'mista Cultural Centre. Photograph by Brian Burger, April 29, 

2016. Photograph used with permission of photographer. License available at 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0 
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