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This paper examines materials related to the Protocols for Native American Archival 

Materials. It attempts to parse the differences in the socio-cultural frameworks of archival 

institutions and Native American peoples. The disconnect between traditional/indigenous 

knowledge systems and the Euro-centric mindsets of traditional archival institutions can be seen 

by comparing sources, ranging from international organizations to local communities. The paper 

finds that although many conversations have begun between archives and originating Native 

American communities, there is still much work to be done. 
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Challenge and Opportunity: 

The Protocols for Native American Archival Materials 

A Review of the Literature 

The Protocols for Native American Archival Materials [Protocols] were developed by a 

group of nineteen Native and non-Native archivists, librarians, museum curators, historians, and 

anthropologists at Northern Arizona University (2007). The Protocols are based upon 

professional codes of ethics and international declarations on indigenous rights. Differences in 

socio-cultural knowledge systems cause misunderstanding between mainstream archival 

institutions and Native Americans. The government of the United States has declared that 

freedom of information is a basic right of its citizens. However, Natives possess a different 

worldview, where knowledge is traditionally transmitted selectively within communities. This 

difference in socio-cultural frameworks causes misunderstanding between archival institutions 

and the indigenous nations. Archives, originating from the European tradition, have a mission to 

collect and conserve cultural records. Cultural records (e.g., photographs, sketches, audio tapes, 

inventories of ritual objects, and field notes) are made available to the public. This is done with 

the belief that by providing freedom of information to all citizens, including Natives, that they 

have met “their responsibility to promote the use of records” which is the “fundamental purpose 

of the keeping of archives” (SAA Code of Professional Ethics, n.d.). Highlighting the difference 

of intentions surrounding culturally sensitive materials is key to understanding the fundamental 

differences between mainstream and indigenous socio-cultural frameworks. 

International Perspectives: Definitions, Rights and Declarations 

 In a podcast, Yusuf, Director of the Office of International Standards and Legal Affairs at 

the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues [UNPFII], describes the development 
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of the notion of cultural heritage as it regards international law (2008). The World Heritage 

Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage has evolved 

the notion of cultural heritage since 1973 from tangible property (e.g., buildings and sites) to 

include non-tangible cultural expressions (e.g., dance and language,) and underwater cultural 

heritage. This broadening of the definition to include non-tangible cultural expressions doesn’t 

address authenticity; so much as it provides protection to “ephemeral practices” (Yusuf, 2008). 

The lecture lays a foundation for understanding how these ideas have played a part in 

international law regarding objects and expressions of cultural heritage. 

 A historical overview from the UNPFII website outlines the drafting of the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples after twenty years of discussion (2009). 

The initial draft including the Declaration on rights of indigenous peoples for self-determination 

and control over natural resources that exist on indigenous peoples’ lands was adopted by the 

General Assembly in 1994. The Declaration has been revised since 1996, adding other cultural 

issues (e.g., collective rights, cultural rights and identity) to the Declaration. Although the 

Declaration is not legally binding, it represents the evolution of international legal principles. 

Understanding the Declaration is central to understanding differences between mainstream and 

indigenous socio-cultural frameworks. 

 Mugabe was a keynote speaker at the UN Commission on Sustainable Development 

workshop in 1999. He addressed many concerns about how Euro-centric copyright laws enable 

cultural record collectors to appropriate cultural expressions with disregard to the wishes of or 

compensation to the originating community. In his address, Mugabe discusses the terms 

traditional knowledge, indigenous knowledge, and indigenous populations. These terms do not 

have universally accepted definitions – and many use the terms interchangeably. Stephen Brush 
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uses indigenous knowledge to refer to systemic cultural information that remains in the 

information sector in either text or oral form (Mugabe, 1999). On the other hand, the United 

Nations Environment Program defines traditional knowledge as that which is held and used by 

members of a distinct culture (Mugabe, 1999). In this way, “indigenous knowledge is traditional 

knowledge but traditional knowledge is not necessarily indigenous” (Mugabe, 1999). 	  

The Project for the Protection and Repatriation of First Nation Cultural Heritage in 

Canada studied issues surrounding the United States Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act [NAGPRA] (Ogbogu, Bell, Milward, & Solowan, 2005). Of particular interest 

are the concerns that Native Americans, museums and archives have over cultural records and 

intellectual property collected and held by researchers, scientists and members of the public. 

NAGPRA does not require institutions that hold these sorts of records to repatriate cultural 

records, so debate continues surrounding culturally sensitive materials. The authors ask “who has 

the right to represent what, who has the right to keep what, and who has the right to control 

cultural information about culture?” (Ogbogu, et al., 2005, p.76). This scholarly literature review 

highlights differences in vocabulary that often cause misunderstandings between mainstream 

archival institutions and Native Americans. 

Euro-centric Cultural Values and Traditional/Indigenous Knowledge 

 In a speech presented to members of the Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, 

Rhyne provides an overview of the Nara document on Authenticity (1995). A UNESCO 

committee drafted the Nara document (named for Nara, Japan). The document states in part that 

“responsibility for cultural heritage and the management of it belongs, in the first place, to the 

cultural community that has generated it, and subsequently to that which cares for it” (Rhyne, 

1995, para. 31). Modern preservation efforts originated in Europe in the 1960s without taking 
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into account non-European cultural value systems. Rhyne argues that the Nara document 

addresses this omission: “Conservation is not only keeping the material, also recognizing the 

spirit, this ‘non-physical’ essence and authenticity of the heritage, and its relation to the society” 

(1995, para. 13). The speech acknowledges that national and international professions have 

revised their statutes and codes of ethics, but have failed to fully accommodate issues of cultural 

diversity (Rhyne, 1995).  

 Khamaganova provides a useful definition of traditional/indigenous knowledge as, “the 

entirety of the intellectual and cultural heritage of a group of indigenous people that shapes their 

distinct identity, is preserved and developed through transmitting from generation to generation 

in their own distinct ways and is pertaining to and evolving in a distinct physical space” (2005, p. 

2). This speech, given at the United Nations International workshop on traditional knowledge, 

argues that the “difference in world outlook” of indigenous and mainstream cultures accounts for 

the misunderstanding of the how traditional/indigenous knowledge needs to be protected 

(Khamaganova, 2005). While mainstream cultures develop Euro-centric systems to protect 

“ideas, artifacts, and sacred sites,” the fundamental difference in outlook puts the survival of the 

indigenous cultures at risk (Khamaganova, 2005). 

 Glowczewski continues to define differences in socio-cultural frameworks (2005). She 

discusses cultural knowledge systems from the viewpoint of an anthropological researcher of the 

Aboriginal peoples of Australia. Although Glowczewski focuses more on the interaction of 

researchers and the aboriginal community, there are similarities between traditional “reticular 

thinking” (Glowczewski, 2005) and electronic information systems, especially hyperlinks on the 

internet. The author states, “to understand the links that produce a meaning in a given social and 

cultural [context], it is necessary to know the rules of association that constitute the philosophy, 
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the ethics and the imperatives of survival for a particular group” (Glowczewski, 2005, p. 26). 

Reticular thinking stresses that there is no centrality to the whole, but a multi-polar viewpoint 

within each member of the community (Glowczewski, 2005). Cultural records (e.g. images or 

recordings of an aboriginal community practicing rituals, ceremonies, songs, etc.) contain 

knowledge. Knowledge that is gathered and ‘taken away’ by researchers is seen as ‘stolen’ by 

many members of the Aboriginal community (Glowczewski, 2005). The collecting of a cultural 

record is an act ‘stealing’ the rights of the originating community to control the traditional 

knowledge systems (Glowczewski, 2005). This refereed journal article provides a different 

perspective than most other sources.  

 In the United States, the mainstream culture controls the cultural records and intellectual 

property of Native Americans. Hagan argues that Euro-centric culture views history as if it were 

a linear continuum (1978). In contrast, indigenous traditional knowledge systems allow for 

multiple viewpoints. Archival records about Native Americans have been collected or written by 

white men. Hagen argues that whoever controls the cultural records holds the key to historical-

cultural identity, as well as claims to indigenous peoples’ lands (Hagan, 1978). Although this 

source is over 30 years old, the observations remain valid today in terms of describing the 

differences in cultural frameworks, and in terms of the power mainstream archives have over 

determining access to cultural records. 

 Using the Occupy Wall Street [OWS] protests as the catalyst, Desjarlait, a Minnesota 

Ojibwe-Anishinaabe journalist describes the indigenous point of view in relation to the Euro-

centric white majority. Quoting Winona LaDuke, “In industrial society, ‘man’s dominion over 

nature’ has preempted the perception of Natural Law” (Desjarlait, 2011, para. 15). The OWS 

movement wants to reform the present system, and in doing so, it will continue to marginalize 
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the indigenous peoples under a democratic system. This opinion piece, published in an online 

news source, provides insight into a Native American perspective. 

Archives: Challenges and Successes 

 In a message from the president of the Society of American Archivists [SAA], Greene 

suggests that access to the records of “under-documented” groups in community-based 

repositories might allow for new interpretations (2008). The Protocols for Native American 

Archival Materials show that there is need for ongoing discussion to ensure mutual 

understanding. This message poses many questions that require (and suggested avenues for) 

further research. Since it was first published, additional forums and round table discussions have 

been held adding more voices to the conversation that began when the Protocols were drafted. 

For instance, at an SAA forum, a panel from the Plateau People’s Web Portal at Washington 

State University discussed their project, which predates the Protocols (Duggan & Underhill, 

2010). This successful project illustrates implementation of best practices recommended by the 

Protocols. Communication was key in bridging the differences in approach to cultural 

knowledge systems enabling tribes and cultural institutions to co-curate and co-manage the 

digital assets.  

When the American Library Association’s (ALA) issued a statement of principles on 

Librarianship and Traditional Cultural Expressions: Nurturing Understanding and Respect, 

Gottlieb expresses concern. In a prepared statement from the SAA to the ALA, he notes that the 

statement includes matters that require an archivist’s knowledge and expertise (Gottlieb, 2010). 

The use of vague and ambiguous terminology (e.g. ‘expressions,’ ‘culture,’ and ‘traditional’) 

obfuscates the “framework and policy implications” presented by the principle (Gottlieb, 2010). 

Gottlieb goes on to argue that barring or restricting access to culturally sensitive materials is in 
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direct conflict with the Code of Ethics for Archivists (2010). These statements support the 

recognition that differences in socio-cultural knowledge systems and vocabulary are at the root 

of misunderstandings between mainstream archival institutions and Native Americans. 

Introduction 

Repatriation of cultural artifacts to countries of origin has long been recognized as a 

fundamental human right in international law. In the United States, however, the matter of 

repatriation of Native American cultural artifacts from cultural institutions, museums, libraries 

and archives to the Native Nations of origin, has been a matter of great controversy.  In the 

1970s, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], passed 

both the Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, and 

Transfer of Ownership and Cultural Property (1970) and the World Heritage Convention 

concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972). These 

international conventions, drafted as standard-setting instruments, set the stage for the eventual 

passage of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act [NAGPRA] (1990) 

aimed at federally funded repositories, and more recently, the Protocols for Native American 

Archival Materials (2007) intended to provide a set of best practices for all repositories housing 

Native American documentary materials, regardless of their funding bodies. Yet, even with these 

two instruments, archivists and curators continue to debate the wisdom and necessity of returning 

archival material to Native Nations in the United States. It would seem that the international 

precedent would have made it a simple matter to begin the repatriation of identified Native items 

immediately, but an entrenched system of cultural bias, concern for economic costs and over-

protection of the interest of Euro-centric researchers has made the matter both difficult and 

contentious.  
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International declarations 

In order to better understand the relationship between the rights of indigenous cultures to 

items of traditional knowledge and the collections of these items held in archives, museums and 

libraries, it is important to trace the evolution of international principles underlying respect for 

human rights and cultural diversity. UNESCO, a specialty agency of the United Nations, has 

developed several conventions that address human rights and international practices of 

conservation and access to cultural items.  

The 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit 

Import, Export, and Transfer of Ownership and Cultural Property was drafted to provide a 

framework to respond to the illegal trade of cultural properties and archaeological pillaging from 

developing countries. The Convention states in its preamble, 

“Considering that cultural property constitutes one of the basic elements of 

civilization and national culture, and that its true value can be appreciated only in relation 

to the fullest possible information regarding its origin, history, and traditional setting; 

Considering that it is incumbent upon every State to protect the cultural property 

existing within its territory against the dangers of theft, clandestine excavation, and illicit 

export;  

Considering that, to avert these dangers, it is essential for every State to become 

increasingly alive to the moral obligations to respect its own cultural heritage and that of 

all nations;  

Considering that, as cultural institutions, museums, libraries and archives should 

ensure that their collections are built up in accordance with universally recognized moral 

principles” (UNESCO, 1970). 
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While the Convention was not legally binding, member States were requested to ratify the 

Convention individually (Grose, 1996). In 1983, the United States passed the Convention on 

Cultural Property Implementation Act [CPIA] (Public Law 97-466) in order to comply with the 

UNESCO Convention. CPIA entitles the U.S. State Department to exercise its own judgment to 

the extent that it would recognize another countries’ claim to cultural artifacts. The intention of 

the UNESCO Convention was to return items of traditional indigenous knowledge to the culture 

of origin.     

Two related landmark legislation were passed in 1990: The Native American Graves 

Protection and Repatriation Act [NAGPRA] (Public Law 101-601) and the National Museum of 

the American Indian Act (Public Law 101-185). Both were intended to facilitate the return of 

artifacts to Native American communities. Both Acts focused on “cultural items”, including 

“human remains, associated funerary objects, unassociated funerary objects, sacred objects, and 

artifacts of cultural patrimony” (Grose, 1996, p. 625). “Funerary objects” are defined by the 

statutes as items “that, as a part of the death rite or ceremony of a culture, are reasonably 

believed to have been placed with individual human remains either at the time of death or later” 

(Grose, 1996, p. 626). Unassociated funerary objects are identified as those objects that could be 

identified by the preponderance of evidence as having been associated with a specific burial site. 

Whereas, ‘sacred objects’ are defined as items used by traditional Native American spiritual 

leaders.  

Academic research as a means to benefit ‘all mankind,’ is a Euro-centric argument 

against repatriation by those currently in possession of traditional cultural objects. Many 

archivists and curators fear that, in most cases, repatriation of remains and funerary artifacts to 

Native Nations means that the items will be reburied and thus lost to any future researchers. 
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While this may be true of human remains, it is not necessarily true for other items. Many Native 

Nations would welcome the chance to provide appropriate access to cultural items if only they 

could once again control artifacts of cultural patrimony. Euro-centric concerns about human 

remains, funerary objects and related artifacts focus on the loss of “provenance as a result of 

repatriation. The removal from display or collection storage and ultimate repossession of cultural 

materials by Indian groups also separates artifacts from provenance and limits the ability of the 

curator to preserve and educate” (Grose, 1996, p. 628) (emphasis added). 

The response of archives, museums and collections to NAGPRA demonstrates a 

misunderstanding of the concepts of ownership from the Native American point of view. 

‘Cultural patrimony’ refers to ownership by a community rather than ‘copyright.’ Collective 

community ownership (cultural patrimony) is more common in Native tradition. The Euro-

centric mainstream culture of the United States places more emphasis on the rights of an 

individual to control access to intellectual property. Copyright is the default standard of Western 

tradition but it falls short of offering protection for and access to items of cultural patrimony. 

Euro-centric archives, museums and organizations are more apt to view the rightful owner is the 

collector of cultural materials. 

A UNESCO committee in Nara, Japan drafted the Nara Document on Authenticity 

(UNESCO, 1994). The Nara Document recognizes that the responsibility for and management of 

cultural heritage belongs, in the first place, to the cultural community which has generated and 

only secondarily to that which cares for it. Modern preservation efforts originated in Europe in 

the 1960s without taking into account non-European cultural value systems. The Nara Document 

addresses this omission by declaring “Conservation is not only keeping the material, also 

recognizing the spirit, this ‘non-physical’ essence and authenticity of the heritage, and its relation 
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to the society” (Rhyne, 1995, Sec. 4, para. 2). National and international professions have been 

revising their statutes and codes of ethics to encompass respect for multicultural values, but have 

failed to fully accommodate issues of cultural diversity while maintaining basic principles of 

conservation (Rhyne, 1995).  

Taking this set of standards and laws into consideration, one can see that the notion of 

ownership and the rights to indigenous knowledge have never been fully addressed by archives, 

libraries, museum professions and other cultural institutions in the United States. Professional 

organizations that control cultural artifacts have failed to recognize indigenous peoples may have 

a stake in items in their collections. This illustrates the lack of understanding of the differences in 

Euro-centric and Native worldviews. Debate surrounding culturally sensitive materials continues 

to highlight the fundamental differences between the Euro-centric mainstream and indigenous 

socio-cultural frameworks, “who has the right to represent what, who has the right to keep what, 

and who has the right to control cultural information about culture” (Ogbogu, Bell, Milward, & 

Solowan, 2005, p.76). Mainstream archivists fail to understand that many indigenous peoples do 

not accept the concept of ‘universal value’ and instead want their own cultural property returned 

to them. This failure leads to the development of the Protocols for Native American Archival 

Materials. 

The Protocols for Native American Archival Materials 

In April of 2006, a group of nineteen archivists, librarians, curators and other professional 

archives stakeholders “met to identify best practices for culturally responsive care and use of 

American Indian archival material held by non-tribal organizations” (First Archives Circle, 2007, 

p. 2). Fifteen different Native and Aboriginal Nations were represented among the participants 

along with three non-native archives professionals. The Protocols for Native American Archival 
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Materials [Protocols] are based on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Protocols 

developed in Australia. They are built upon the foundation of UNESCO’s international 

conventions and declarations, as well as professional codes of ethics. NAGPRA was intended to 

apply to artifacts, so the Protocols are aimed specifically at documentary materials. 

Documentary materials include: “photographs, moving images (films), records of tribal 

governments, field notes, correspondence, research data, oral histories, audio recordings, graphic 

art, maps, and publications” (Protocols, FAQs, 2007). The Protocols recognized the fact that 

Native Nations are sovereign governments. The unique status of Native Americans distinguishes 

them from other cultural, religious or other minority groups. This sovereignty affords them the 

right to control their own cultural property (SAA Council Minutes, 2006). 

    The Protocols were submitted to the Society of American Archivists [SAA] for 

endorsement in 2007. Although the Protocols were developed with the input of eight 

professional archivists, the reception was less than enthusiastic. The wariness of the SAA is 

demonstrated by Carla Summers’ statement in the Council Minutes, “the protocols are an 

example of a community of experts creating a set of ideal behaviors…presented as prescriptive” 

(SAA Council Minutes, 2007, p. 452). She goes on to state that she believed that the protocols, if 

endorsed, would give precedence to other groups to declare their rights of ownership of cultural 

materials held in mainstream archives. From the time the Protocols were presented for 

endorsement until 2011, task force and roundtable discussions held a common theme belief that 

the endorsement of the Protocols would lead to other non-mainstream groups would demand 

‘special treatment.’ This viewpoint shows extreme lack of understanding of the sovereign nature 

of Native Nations in North America.  
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Native American tribes are domestic dependent nations that exercise inherent sovereign 

authority over their members and territories. As sovereign nations they retain many of their pre-

colonial rights (Jones, 2007). Domestic dependent status means that Native Nations are equal in 

status as States, but not regarded as foreign nations. They are on equal level as other government 

entities. It is a product of the Euro-centric mindset to believe that Native Americans are ‘just one 

of a dozen minority groups’ looking for special treatment. SAA’s argument that if they endorsed 

the protocols, then it would cause other minority groups to demand ‘special treatment’ as well is 

a demonstration of the failure to grasp the nature of sovereignty. There isn’t another group of 

sovereign nations in the United States. While it is fair and just to acknowledge other minority 

groups that may have an interest in how they are portrayed in archives, they do not have the 

rights associated with sovereignty as the Native Nations do. 

In February of 2008, the SAA held a Council meeting during which the issue of the 

Protocols was discussed. The minutes record a motion that recognized that the Protocols raised 

“awareness of significant gaps in professional literature and practice that should be addressed” 

(SAA Minutes, 2008, p. 282). The SAA acknowledged that there was a need to address matters 

of cultural sensitivity among archivists and the communities represented in their archives. They 

stress that archives serve a diverse population and that all stakeholders should be included in the 

discussion about the Protocols.  

Ben Primer stated that broader issues regarding cultural property should be addressed 

because of the precedents set in terms of access, ownership, and custody. “The western traditions 

of academic freedom and equal access are not principles that...can be sacrificed, even on the altar 

of cultural guilt” (SAA Minutes, 2008, p. 283). Primer’s extremely offensive comment about 

cultural guilt is a clear example of how much the differences in cultural perspectives affect the 
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way communities and individuals view this issue. Consultation with Native Nations about 

archival materials have nothing to do with guilt and everything to do with the fact that Native 

Nations are sovereign governments which existed before the establishment of the United States 

and with which the United States Government made treaty agreements. Treaties are legally 

binding documents recognized by international law.  

As sovereign governments “Native people have a unique status in the United States and 

Canada” (Madsen, 2008, 91). Because of this, some tribal governments have extended their 

sovereign rights to include the rights to decide whether they participate in academic studies. 

With the power to reject researcher’s requests for access, some in academia feel that this is an 

unnecessary violation of the freedom of information act. The inequity of ‘benefits’ as a result of 

access to Native records and artifacts should be considered. Who benefits from Native American 

materials held in Western archives? Academia receives the majority of the benefits, where the 

community that originated the artifacts receives nothing in return.  

In Western society, academic research is encouraged. Academia collects and compiles 

information, and then distributes it to a scholarly audience in most cases, sometimes to the 

general public. We preserve our knowledge for the future. This idea of saving for the “greater 

good” is in itself a Western ideology. Euro-centric culture views its own organized religions as 

sacred - knowledge found in religious texts: e.g., Bible, Torah, Qur’an; the items: e.g., crucifixes, 

Shabbat candles, prayer rugs; the rites: e.g., baptism, brit milah, adhan – all these are mystical, 

but they are not private, not privileged, secret knowledge. In contrast, most Native American 

ceremonies of life events are open to only a small number of invited, relevant Native participants 

and never to the general public. 
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The notion of “sacred” is different for Native communities. Native communities would not 

willingly shared knowledge outside of their own people, let alone allow it to be on display, and 

freely accessible by the public in Western archives. The knowledge in fact, the artifacts, field 

notes and records were collected based on the assumption that the items and knowledge were 

being collected to document a dying culture – to save for prosperity – a lost culture. Because 

Native cultures have survived and are thriving, archives would do well to do their best to 

communicate with the Native communities from which their collections have originated. They 

should “not wait to be forced to be cooperative as it was the case with NAGPRA” (Madsen, 

2008, 98).  

When a Native person talks about traditional knowledge being sacred, what they mean 

does not equate with the sense of religion or religiosity that is familiar to Euro-centric cultures. 

Rather, the Native sense of spirituality and the sacred is a form of being that permeates every 

aspect of daily life. It is seen in the relation of self to others and to the natural world, culture, 

understanding and language and the sense of an afterlife. Communication between Native and 

non-Native people is often complicated by the fact that words have different meanings, depth 

and context to Native people than they do to the majority culture (Gwekidjiwan Croud, personal 

communication, November 2011).  The understanding of spirituality is one example of this 

dichotomy. The sense of what is sacred is another. These failures of understanding have 

complicated the discussion of repatriation and proper use of cultural materials originated by or 

regarding Native people. Although the disagreements continue within the United States, 

international organizations have been working to draft policy and law for indigenous people 

around the world. 
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J. Bolcer, University Archivist for special collections at the University of Washington 

Libraries, admits to having a negative impression of the Protocols when he was first introduced 

to them, but having been asked to participate in a forum at the Northwest Archivists’ annual 

meeting in 2008, he examined them carefully so as to suggest areas for improvement. His 

objections illustrate the differences in cultural frameworks between mainstream and Native 

communities. Besides believing that giving ‘special treatment’ to Native Nations through 

endorsement of the Protocols would lead to other minority groups to pressure archives for 

special considerations, Bolcer objected to Native Americans claiming ownership of materials 

related to their communities. He did not recognize the idea of community ownership of 

knowledge systems. He also disagreed with the idea that ‘repatriation’ of records based on 

content (rather than based on ‘ownership’).  

When addressing the annual meeting of the SAA in 2005, R. Jimerson stated that, 

“However much we protest our objectivity and neutrality, as archivists we cannot avoid casting 

our own imprint on these powerful sources of knowledge. Since the emergence of ‘scientific 

history’ in the 19th century, historians have relied on archives and other primary sources to 

buttress their interpretations of the past” (Jimerson, 2005, para. 11). He quotes Waldo G. Leland 

who in 1912 stated, “The care which the nation devotes to the preservation of the monuments of 

its past may serve as a true measure of the degree of civilization it has achieved. The chief 

monument of the history of a nation is its archives, the preservation of which is recognized in all 

civilized countries as a natural and proper function of government” (Jimerson, 2005, para. 36). 

The idea that collection of artifacts and records as an essential part of a society 

epitomizes the Western point of view. However, this view is not one that is shared by all 

countries. A Euro-centric worldview sees history as a linear continuum (Hagen, 1978, p. 135) as 
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opposed to indigenous a multi-faceted traditional knowledge systems, that allows for multiple 

viewpoints. Hagan argues that archival records collected or written by white men form the 

majority of primary source material found in archives. It is in this way that Native American 

histories have been controlled by the majority culture. There are over 500 federally recognized 

Native American Tribes in the United States, each with their own cultural identity. Native 

Americans are members of many different indigenous nations and cultures, whereas the majority 

culture considers them as a singular group.  

From this Euro-centric viewpoint, archives are seen as a vital function of a democratic 

society. The information contained in the records and artifacts held by archives are intended to 

hold powerful members (e.g., government officials, corporate executives, and religious leaders) 

accountable for their actions. The record is preserved and authenticated by the chain of custody 

and is meant to act as our agent to future generations, so that they may understand who we were 

as a society. The mission of archivists to compile records representative of all members of our 

society is also a Western idea. Documenting not only the majority culture, but broadening the 

scope of a collection to include marginalized populations could be seen as an archivist’s most 

important duty.  

Desjarlait, a Minnesota Ojibwe-Anishinaabe journalist, provides insight into the Native 

American perspective regarding the nature of the democratic system in the United States. Using 

the Occupy Wall Street [OWS] protests as the catalyst, he describes the indigenous point of view 

by quoting Winona LaDuke, “In industrial society, ‘man’s dominion over nature’ has preempted 

the perception of Natural Law” (Desjarlait, 2011, para. 14). Contrary to the statement made by 

OWS that ‘all are welcome’, the proposed demands are focused on changing the current system. 

The group has no “intention of recognizing indigenous concerns or [the] demarginalization [of] 
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Native Americans” (Desjarlait, 2011, para. 14). Desjarlait argues that the mindset of the majority 

culture is ‘an intergenerational extension of the colonized mindset’ (2011, para. 14). The OWS 

movement wants to reform the present system, and in doing so they will continue to marginalize 

the indigenous peoples under a democratic system.  

Jimerson indicates that many Native Nations control traditional knowledge in a different 

way. The archival concept of open and equal access is not part of their societal framework 

(Jimerson, 2005). In the United States, part of an archives’ mission is to explain the importance 

and societal value of the archives. Archivists can convince themselves of the importance of open 

and free access to records as part of the privilege of a free society, but only until it is understood 

that this Western idea is just that – an idea, of no greater or no less value than the cultural 

framework upon which Native American communities are based. If it is part of the professional 

ethics of an archivist to “serve all sectors of society,” then the proper role of the archives in a 

majority culture is to maintain records “of the people by the people and for the people” 

(Jimerson, 2005, para. 48). However, we also must acknowledge that the statement bears with it 

centuries of Western philosophy. Archives must agree to accept that there is no right way of 

being human and that in doing so they must also accept differences in societal frameworks 

(Jimerson, 2005).   

While the SAA was holding roundtable discussions to examine the ‘past, present and 

future’ of the archives in relation to the issues presented by the Protocols, the American Library 

Association was hard at work defining their own statement of principles. In January of 2010, the 

president of SAA, Peter Gottlieb sent a letter commenting on the sixth draft of the American 

Library Association’s (ALA) statement of principles on Librarianship and Traditional Cultural 

Expressions: Nurturing Understanding and Respect. He expressed concern over the statement 
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because it included statements about matters that require an archivist’s knowledge and expertise. 

He claimed the ALA’s proposal used vague and ambiguous terminology; e.g., of expressions, 

culture, and traditional, that obfuscated the “framework and policy implications” of their 

statement. Barring or restricting access to culturally sensitive materials is in direct conflict with 

the Code of Ethics for Archivists. These are the same concerns that the SAA had concerning the 

Protocols. This letter of protest further highlights the differences in socio-cultural knowledge 

systems and vocabulary that cause fundamental misunderstandings between mainstream archival 

institutions and Native Nations.  

Coming from the perspective of an established mainstream archives, Rigby’s solution to 

the challenges posed by NAGPRA for things like sound recordings, is to digitize the collection 

and then repatriate the digital files, while maintaining possession of the original artifacts. She 

reasons that archives are more capable of preserving material, and this solution doesn’t 

compromise the accessibility of the artifacts (Rigby, 2008). Hesitancy to return materials to the 

culture of origin insinuates that Native communities are unable to care for their cultural objects. 

It is common in the literature to come across references to educating Native communities about 

how access to private cultural knowledge will serve the needs of the community in the long run. 

Again, this shows a lack of consideration of the different cultural frameworks.  

The mission of archives is to preserve material for future use. The Native American 

material found in most mainstream archives was collected under the assumption that the 

indigenous culture would soon be vanished. Much of the Native American materials that have 

been collected should have never been documented in the first place. Some of the most powerful 

indigenous knowledge existed in the ephemeral nature of the traditions, by ‘freezing a moment in 
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time,’ collectors have stolen away the private nature of a community (Rigby, 2008). Since the 

United States was colonized, Native Americans have suffered the loss of cultural property. 

In 2010, a panel discussion presented by the Plateau People’s Web Portal [Web Portal] 

project at Washington State University was held on the topic of the Protocols. The success of the 

Web Portal project illustrates the implementation of best practices recommended by the 

Protocols. Although the Web Portal predates the Protocols, it considered the “social, cultural, 

ethical, political, and legal systems that exist for knowledge management within a community” 

(Duggan & Underhill, 2010, para. 3). Communication and respect was key in bridging the 

differences in approach to cultural knowledge systems enabling tribes and cultural institutions to 

co-curate and co-manage the digital assets. The web site allows the Tribes to add content or 

traditional knowledge. The Tribes decide what goes online, and what the level of access is to a 

record.  

This is different from the open access standards of mainstream archives. Shawn 

LameBull, a member of the Yakima nation, spoke about the project from the Tribes’ perspective, 

“I didn’t understand why archivists wanted to keep all ‘my stuff’” (Duggan & Underhill, 2010, 

para. 28). Under earlier policies, conflict between federal policies often separated Native 

Americans from their communities.  The Web Portal project also noted the difference between 

the traditional archives’ idea of copyright as compared to Native American’s notion of 

community ownership. The forum asked archives professionals to use the Protocols as 

guidelines rather than hard and fast rules when dealing with cultural artifacts.  

There are similarities between traditional ‘reticular thinking’ and electronic information 

systems, especially hyperlinks on the World Wide Web (Glowczewski, 2005, p. 25). 

Glowczewski states, “to understand the links that produce meaning in a given social and cultural 
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[context], it is necessary to know the rules of association that constitute the philosophy, the 

ethics…for a particular group” (2005, p. 26). Reticular thinking stresses that there is no centrality 

to the whole, but a multi-polar view within each member of the community (Glowczewski, 

2005). Cultural records, such as images or recordings of an aboriginal community practicing 

rituals, ceremonies, songs, etc., contain knowledge. Knowledge gathered and ‘taken away’ by 

researchers is seen as ‘stolen’ by many members of the Aboriginal community. By collecting 

cultural records, researchers have stolen the rights of the originating community to control the 

traditional knowledge systems (Glowczewski, 2005). Regaining control over traditional 

knowledge empowers the community.  

Summary 

Traditional indigenous knowledge can be defined “as the entirety of the intellectual and 

cultural heritage of a group of indigenous people that shapes their distinct identity, is preserved 

and developed through transmitting from generation to generation in their own distinct ways and 

is pertaining to and evolving in a distinct physical space” (Khamaganova, 2005, p. 2). There are 

differences between the worldview of the Western mainstream cultures and those of Native 

Americans. This difference accounts for the misunderstanding of the how the Tribal Nations 

traditional indigenous knowledge should be protected. The misunderstanding causes mainstream 

cultures to develop systems to protect “ideas, artifacts, and sacred sites” (Khamaganova, 2005). 

The continued miscommunication puts the rights of indigenous cultures at risk. The 

misunderstandings surrounding the Protocols have resulted from the clash of two different socio-

cultural frameworks. 

This paper summarized international conventions and declarations on the Rights of 

Indigenous Cultures. These international guidelines, to which the United States has agreed, 
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advise that those who hold the most stakes in cultural heritage should have the ability to protect 

their cultural assets. The Unites States democratic system has not only signed treaties with the 

Native Nations but has enacted federal legislation in an attempt to repatriate items of cultural 

heritage. The Protocols are merely a set of guidelines for professional archivists to use in relation 

to their own collections. When one is part of the majority culture the differences and inequalities 

between the colonizer and the colonized are sometimes difficult to see. Look harder. This 

conversation has only just begun.
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