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Summary

Recently, cultural institutions such as museums and archives have been seeking ways to confront
their colonial legacies. One way to do so is by collaborating with communities, as they reconsider
whose stories are told, and by whom. Collaboration with Indigenous peoples from present-day
New York State is part of this development, but also brings its own political and ethical questions.
This report examines how cultural institutions in the Netherlands and New York State approach
these questions, based on fifteen in-depth interviews with professionals from fourteen institutions,

combined with exhibition analysis.

Collaboration has several motors. Some institutions start from a growing awareness that their
collections and narratives are shaped by colonial frameworks. Others act from a conviction that
Indigenous peoples should be able to tell their own stories on their own terms. Anniversaries, legal
obligations, and scholarly curiosity can also set things in motion. What the interviews make clear,
however, is that motivation alone is not enough. Before reaching out, institutions need to
understand the context they are entering. In the United States, this means navigating the politically
charged terrain of federally recognized, state-recognized, and non-recognized Indigenous
communities. This is a terrain where every collaborative choice carries consequences. These
tensions carry over into Dutch collaborations too, as contacts are shared with institutions in the
United States. Building relationships then takes time, a genuine willingness to listen, fair

compensation, shared decision-making, and to keep showing up after a project ends.

What collaboration leads to in practice depends on how seriously institutions take questions of
representation and sustainability. Representation means naming specific communities and
individuals rather than invoking one general Indigenous perspective, making room for oral
traditions and spirituality on the terms of the community, and showing Indigenous peoples as
peoples in the contemporary world, not as frozen in a precolonial past. Sustaining collaboration
beyond individual projects can be hard. When projects and contact rests on temporary funding or

individual staff members, institutions risk falling back into extractive practices without realizing it.

This report argues that collaboration can genuinely challenge colonial structures, but only under
certain conditions. Good intentions alone are not enough. Lasting change depends on long-term

commitment and structural support from within institutions themselves.
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Introduction

Flag of New York City with the city seal anno 2026. Source: New York City Department of
Citywide Administrative Services.

New York City’s Flag

As one wanders around New York City, traces of the Big Apple’s Dutch roots appear
on every corner. Names of boroughs and streets, chocolate-glazed donuts that tempt
you from a Dunkin’ Donuts shop window, and even the city’s official flag. Adopted
in 1915, this flag shows a sailor and an “Indian in costume and head-dress conform
to early descriptions and drawings of the tribe of the Manhattans, a branch of
Mohicans, living on Manhattan Island”.! They hold a shield decorated with beavers,
Dutch windmills, and flour barrels. Behind them stretches the Dutch Prince’s Flag,
as once flown by the Dutch Republic and the West India Company (WIC). According
to the committee that designed the flag back in 1915, these colors were chosen
because they were “the colors which first floated over the Island of Manhattan nearly
three hundred years ago, when a little band of Dutchmen with a courage and an

enterprise which have never been surpassed braved the dangers of unknown seas and

! John B. Pine, Sea/ and Flag of the City of New York (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1915), 81.



landed on these shores”.? The flag originally displayed the year 1664, marking New
Amsterdam’s takeover by the English and its renaming as New York. In the 1970s,
City Council President Paul O’Dwyer, who was born in Ireland and opposed to
British influence, successfully campaigned to change the date displayed on the flag to

1625 to honor the presumed year that the WIC established New Amsterdam.®

The language used by the design committee reflects the celebratory and heroic
view of Dutch colonial expansion that was common at the time. Although its design
dates back to the beginning of the twentieth century, the flag continues to function
as an official and widely used symbol of the city, reproducing this narrative up to
today.* However, the story suggested by the flag tells only a fragment of the reality.
When the WIC established the colony of New Netherland in the early seventeenth
century, stretching from present-day New York into New Jersey, Delaware,
Pennsylvania and Connecticut, the “tribe of Manhattans”, as Dutch traders referred
to the Munsee, had lived on the island for thousands of years. Manhattan, known to
the Munsee as Manabahtaanung, is part of Lenapehoking, which means “Land of the
Lenape” or the traditional homeland of the Lenape peoples. The region was home to
many Indigenous peoples, whose lives became entangled with the Dutch. Trades in
goods and lands brought moments of cooperation and neighbotly exchange, but also
sowed the seeds of violent conflict. Indigenous peoples in areas like the upper
Hudson Valley were not in the path of Dutch settlement, so they experienced fewer
clashes with colonists as there was almost no occasion for land disputes. But in places
directly in the path of Dutch expansion, like the Munsee territory, disputes over land
and authority were more frequent. Early encounters were often amicable, but once
the Dutch were seen as permanent residents and rulers of New Netherland, things

changed. The Munsee and other Alonquian-speaking peoples increasingly faced

2 Pine, Seal and Flag of the City of New York, 82.

3 Michael Lorenzini, “A Charter for New Amsterdam: February 2, 1653”, NYC Municipal Archives
Blog, January 31, 2023, https://www.archives.nvc/blog/2023/1/31/a-charter-for-new-amsterdam-
february-2-1653 .

4 Several civic initiatives and design discussions have proposed redesigning the New York City Flag
to be more inspiring and inclusive, such as The “City of Liberty”” Flag Project by the Brooklyn Scouts.
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violent encounters with colonists. This ultimately led to forced displacement and

erasure, a part of the story that is left unacknowledged by the flag.
Heritage, Power and Representation

Looking back at the two figures depicted standing side by side and holding a shield
together, it is easy to assume that this scene depicts harmony and equality between
colonists and Indigenous peoples. In reality, however, Indigenous peoples were
trequently described as “wilden”, an offensive term that reflects cultural and moral
inferiority. Adriaen van der Donck, a lawyer educated in Leiden and a prominent
colonist in New Netherland, offers a striking example in his .4 Description of New
Netherland (1655). To justify the term, he pointed to what he saw as the absence or a
recognizable religion, a formal legal system, and European property structures.® For

Van der Donck, The Munsee were not different, they were deficient.

The figures on the flag tell a similar story. They suggest harmony and shared
purpose, but the historical record points elsewhere. This selective memory obscures
the experiences and voices of Indigenous peoples. Despite their history of erasure
and marginalization, numerous Lenape descendants live in Oklahoma, Wisconsin,
and Ontario, and Haudenosaunee Nations remain in New York State and along the
border between the United States and Canada. Many individuals and communities
have worked to preserve and revitalize their heritage. Initiatives seek to protect
tangible artifacts and historical sites, but also honor intangible forms of heritage that
are central to Indigenous identities and continuity. Museums and other cultural
institutions are also increasingly challenging the traditional, elite-centered approach to
heritage.® Amy Lonetree emphasizes that museums, which previously functioned as

“ivory towers of exclusivity”, are now undergoing a transformation toward a practice

5 Adriaen van der Donck, D.W. Goedhuys, William A. Starna, and Chatrles T. Gehring, A Description
of New Netherland (University of Nebraska Press, 2008), 75-76.

¢ Heritage scholar Laurajane Smith identified the Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD) in her work
Uses of Heritage (2006). This hegemonic discourse emphasizes monumentality, aesthetics, and the
material tangibility of objects and locations of the past. Within this discourse, intangible forms of
heritage, such as oral traditions, language, and “living” cultural practices, are often ignored or
marginalized. It is precisely these forms of heritage that are essential to the identity and survival of
many Indigenous peoples.



of shared authority.” Indigenous peoples are no longer seen as passive sources, but as
the rightful owners of their own stories. Questioning established authority and

expertise allows for a more inclusive understanding of both history and the present.
Research Question, Aim, and Methodology

This report asks the following central question: what strategies and practices do selected
cultural institutions in the Netherlands and New York State use to collaborate with Indigenons
peoples, and how do these practices influence representation, trust, and institutional transformation?
The aim is to document and analyze a range of institutional practices, not to offer
definitive solutions, but to present a spectrum of approaches that can inform and
inspire cultural institutions. It is based on exhibition analysis and fifteen in-depth
interviews with professionals working at fourteen different cultural institutions.® The
interviews were carried out in the summer of 2025, in both the Netherlands and in
New York State. In most cases, one person was interviewed per institution, and in a
few cases a double interview was conducted. These interviewees do not claim to be
tully representative of their institution as a whole. They reflect their own perspective
and experience. Some interviewees chose to be mentioned by name and institutional
affiliation, while others preferred to remain anonymous. To clarify how the
interviewees’ positions may influence their personal experience and statements, their

positions are given as much as possible.

Interviewees were selected for several reasons. Some were included because
they actively engaged in projects with Indigenous peoples at the time of the interview.
Others were chosen because they have a background of integrating Indigenous
perspectives into their programs. One institution, the Sand Hill Indian Association,
stands out because the interviewee is part of the Sand Hill Indian community

themself. Their participation was not part of the original plan, as the research

7 Amy Lonetree, Decolonizing Museums: Representing Native America in National and Tribal Musenms (The
University of North Carolina Press, 2012).
8 An overview of institutions and interviewees is given on page 10.



primarily aimed to focus on how institutions engage with Indigenous peoples.

However, their visions were too valuable to leave out.
Terminology

The term Indigenous peoples is used in this report to refer to the communities that
historically lived in or around present-day New York, before the arrival of the
Europeans. This choice aligns with international usage, including the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).? The UN consistently
uses the term Indigenons peoples in the plural to recognize their collective rights,
autonomy, and continued existence. This term emerged in the 1970s out of the
struggles of the American Indian Movement (AIM) and the Canadian Indian
Brotherhood.!” Using the plural internationalizes experiences and emphasizes that
Indigenous peoples are not a single homogenous group. For the same reason, specific
names of Nations are used whenever possible. The use of the word Indian is more
complicated. In the Netherlands, it is widely considered inappropriate. In the United
States, opinions among Indigenous peoples vary. Some, particularly older generations,
may not mind the use of the term, while others avoid it entirely. In this report, the
use of this term is avoided, but can appear when citing quotes or referring to official

names.

The term community is understood in a sense that follows Nina Simon’s
approach in The Art of Relevance!! In this understanding, communities are made up of
people with shared interests and shared histories. They are not necessarily
geographically bounded, which is especially relevant for Indigenous peoples and other
diasporic groups whose members are dispersed but remain connected through shared

experiences.

9 United Nations, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenons Peoples (United Nations, 2007),
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples /wp-
content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP E_web.pdf .

10 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Research and Indigenous Peoples (Zed Books Ltd, 1999),
7.

11 Nina Simon, The Art of Relevance Museum 2.0, 2016), https://artofrelevance.org/read-online
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Structure

The chapters of this report are loosely organized around the trajectory of
collaboration between cultural institutions and Indigenous peoples that emerged from
the interviews. In practice, the themes and practices discussed in each chapter often
overlap, since the development of relationships and projects rarely follows a linear
path. The first chapter explores a variety of motivations behind collaborative projects.
Chapter Two discusses important considerations that need to be addressed before a
project begins. Chapter Three examines the importance of forming friendships and
the various forms of participation that can result from them. Chapter Four is devoted
to the representation of Indigenous communities in projects, and the final chapter
discusses the opportunities and challenges of maintaining these relationships after

projects are completed.
Overview of Institutions and Interviewees

Below follows an alphabetical list of all institutions and individuals that were
interviewed for this report. As already mentioned, some preferred to remain
anonymous, but context has been provided wherever possible to clarify their roles
and perspectives. For several interviews, the focus was on a specific exhibition or
event that served as the direct reason for the conversation. In these cases, that context

1s given.

The Amsterdam Museum, founded in 1926, is Amsterdam’s city museum. It
presents exhibitions on various urban topics, both historical and contemporary. They
are actively committed to expanding the collection through co-creation and
participatory projects, in which intangible heritage and digitally collected stories play
an increasingly important role. In 2024, they created the exhibition Manahabtdanung or
New Amsterdam? The Indigenons Story Bebind New York, in collaboration with the
Museum of the City of New York and representatives of the Lenape people. The
interviewee is curator Tom van der Molen, who is a specialist in seventeenth-century
painting and history. Together with his colleague Imara Limon, he curated the

exhibition Manahahtdanung or New Amsterdam?.

10



An anthropologist with a specialization in archaeology just received a grant for
a collaborative research project with the Ramapough Nation in New Jersey on
Indigenous ceremonial landscapes. Their work focuses on the intersection of
colonialism, capitalism, and Indigenous sovereignty. They worked with the
Ramapough before during their PhD-research in New Jersey. Hereinafter, this

anonymous interviewee will be referred to as “the anthropologist™.

A representative of the Dutch Consulate in New York discussed Dutch
international heritage initiatives. The interviewee is a member of the cultural team of
the Dutch Consulate in the United States, and is included in collaborative projects
with Indigenous peoples. They is involved in organizing projects around the initiative

FUTURE400, which commemorates four hundred years of Dutch-New York history

and highlights more inclusive shared heritage stories.

Historic Huguenot Street in New Paltz, New York, preserves and interprets the
history of early European settlers in the Hudson Valley. The museum was originally
founded in 1894 by the descendants of the first settlers, French-speaking Huguenots
and Walloons who arrived in the late seventeenth century, with the aim to preserve
what remained of their French and Dutch heritage. Historic Huguenot Street is
located on the homeland of the Munsee Lenape people, and they are working to
include this heritage in their programming. The interviewee is Kara Augustine,
Director of Public Programming. Augustine initiated the New Netherland Marketplace,
which is an annual living history event during which Lenape Delaware, Black, and
European knowledge-keepers demonstrate their craftmanship and culture. There was
a second interview that included ethnoecologist Justin Wexler, who works together
with Historic Huguenot Street to foreground Indigenous knowledge in their

programming.

According to its mission, the Museum of the City of New York celebrates,
documents, and interprets New York City’s past, present, and future. Through its
collections, exhibitions, and public programs, the museum documents how New York

City has evolved as a place shaped by migration, innovation, and social change. It also

11



plays an active role in community engagement by inviting New Yorkers to see
themselves as part of the city’s ongoing story. The museum has increasingly addressed
colonial and Indigenous histories, as seen in their recent collaboration with the
Amsterdam Museum and Lenape representatives on the exhibition Manahabhtdanung or
New Amsterdam? The interviewee is Monxo Lopez, Curator of Community Histories,
who collaborated on this exhibition. In addition, he has previously worked on various

exhibitions involving community engagement.

The National Archives of the Netherlands hold extensive collections on Dutch
colonial history. Recently, they have been hosting exhibitions which involve
community participation, although they have not worked with Indigenous American
peoples yet. The interviewees are Archival Specialists Maartje van de Kamp and Arjan
Poelwijk. They conduct research in the archives for exhibitions, events, and other

public programming.

Specializing in maritime history and Dutch global trade networks, the National
Maritime Museum in Amsterdam aims to incorporate more marginalized
perspectives. The museum recently opened a new permanent exhibition, Shadows on
the Atlantic. This exhibition highlights the connection between shipping and colonial
violence, and the lasting impact on societies. The interviewee is Curator of Applied
Arts Tim Streefkerk. For Shadows on the Atlantic, he worked on a part about the
firearms trade in North America around New Amsterdam, including a collection of
flintlocks. This collection is held by the Rock Foundation, an organization that

manages the heritage of the Seneca people from upstate New York.

The National Museum of the American Indian is located in downtown
Manhattan, within the traditional territory of Lenapeboking. The museum belongs to
the Smithsonian Institution, which is the world’s largest museum and research
complex. It houses one of the world’s most extensive collections of Native artifacts
and has long been committed to amplifying Native voices. The anonymous

interviewees reflected on collaborative exhibitions, such as Natwe New York, and

12



discussed strategies for educating the public about the representation of Indigenous

peoples.

The New York State Museum presents New York’s heritage. Currently, they have
the exhibition First Pegple on view, which features historical dioramas of Indigenous
peoples. The museum collaborates with a number of individuals because of the Native
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). The interviewee is
Gwendolyn Saul, Curator of Ethnography. She specializes in Indigenous art, oral
histories, and collaborative projects with Native communities in New York. She has
been working to integrate these perspectives into museum exhibitions and public

programming.

The Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam holds a vast collection of Dutch art and historical
objects. The interviewee is Curator of Photography Hans Rooseboom, who
specializes in both historical and contemporary photography. He was interviewed in
the context of the Rijksmuseum’s recent exhibition Awzerican Photography, for which he
worked on presenting a survey of American photographic history in which they

explored themes such as identity and culture.

The Sand Hill Indian Association is an Indigenous-led organization in New Jersey
that is dedicated to preserving and promoting the heritage of Sand Hill Indians and
related Native communities in the region. They manage an extensive online portal of
documents and resources on the history of the Sand Hill- and Cherokee-linked
communities. In addition, they offer genealogy assistance for individuals tracing their
Native American ancestry and they organize lectures and museum presentations to

deepen public understanding of Native American culture in New Jersey.

The New York Historical is a museum as well as a library dedicated to American
history, founded in 1804 as New York’s first museum. It offers exhibitions, public
programs, and research initiatives that explore the history of the United States. The
interviewee is Allyson Schettino, Director of Curriculum and Instruction, who
specializes in developing educational curricula that foreground marginalized histories,

including Indigenous perspectives.

13



The Wereldmuseum is part of the National Museum of World Cultures, a Dutch
foundation that oversees several ethnographic museums. These institutions focus on
material heritage and the legacies of colonialism. Erna Lilje, the museum’s Curator
tor Indigenous Knowledge and Material Culture, works on projects that connect the

museum’s collections with the communities that created them.

14



Chapter 1: Why Collaborate? Motivation and
Triggers

“Ask yourself why you want it. Is it because you want to tick a box, or is there an
ethical commitment that you are making as an institution because of the legacies

that you are part of or have within you? Why is it? Your motivation really matters.”

— Erna Lilje, Curator for Indigenous Knowledge and Material Culture at the Wereldmuseum

In 2022, the International Council of Museums (ICOM) formulated a new Museum
Definition that foregrounds sustainability, inclusivity and collaboration with
communities.'? This definition aligns with the trend in cultural heritage that museums
are increasingly viewed as dynamic spaces for dialogue. Therefore, this report operates
on the premise that representation of Indigenous peoples benefits from collaboration
with the communities themselves. Each participatory project emerges from distinct

motivations, and we will also touch upon two community motives.
Institutional Motives

Institutional self-reflection: a strategy to fill in the gaps

Many museums have recently felt the need to confront their colonial roots and
colonial objects in their collections. The language of decolonizing has become
prominent in both academic and professional circles. Within this discourse, a growing
number of professionals understand that their institutions cannot ignore their own
colonial roots or colonial collection if they want to remain relevant to contemporary

audiences and stakeholders.!® This realization can function as a motivation to

12 “Museum Definition”, ICOM International Council of Museums, accessed August 20, 2025,
https://icom.museum/en/resources/standards-guidelines/museum-definition

13 Brandie Macdonald, “Pausing, Reflection, and Action: Decolonizing Museum Practices,” Journal of
Musenm Edncation 47, no. 1 (2022): 8-17.
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collaborate with Indigenous peoples. For example, Tom van der Molen, curator at
the Amsterdam Museum, believes that Amsterdam’s seventeenth-century history is
inseparable from colonialism. According to Van der Molen, collaboration with the
Lenape is necessary when taking Amsterdam’s history seriously. He mentions that
collaboration with the Lenape reveals the limitations of collections that were
produced within colonial frameworks, as he states that “there is a categorization that
still exists in those collections. So if you do not recognize that, you are not going to
get it right. And these kinds of collaborative partners can see that flawlessly. They

sense it in everything.”

By acknowledging that museums and collections can be structured by colonial
frameworks, institutions can begin to create space for alternative narratives. Allyson
Schettino, Ditrector of Cutticulum and Instruction at The New York Historical faced
the absence of Lenape objects in their collection. When compared to the many
colonial-era Dutch objects, there was almost nothing: “Lenape objects were devalued
and not considered worth saving by the people of that colonial period”. Schettino
tried to find modern ways to fill the gaps by reaching out to contemporary Indigenous
artisans to put together a “touch collection”. This is a set of objects that visitors,
especially students, are allowed to handle in order to make history physically tangible.
As Schettino explains, these objects are not original historical artifacts, but carefully
made contemporary replicas that help convey the materials and everyday use of items

from the past.

Archives face similar issues. The National Archives of the Netherlands, for
example, have been shaped by the priorities of the Dutch colonial state. As Maartje
van de Kamp and Arjan Poelwijk, Archival Specialists at the National Archives of the
Netherlands, emphasize: these colonial archives are one-sided. For several years now,
the National Archives have been trying to collaborate with other institutions and
communities in order to tell the story more completely or in a new way. Van de Kamp
stated: “And with that, we also aim to familiarize new target groups, showing them

that it can also be about them.”

16



Moral conviction: let them tell their own stories

Historic Huguenot Street’s Director of Public Programming Kara Augustine explains
that Historic Huguenot Street wants to be a platform for marginalized voices, like
Munsee and Lenape voices. Augustine proclaimed that “they will tell it best. Have
them talk about the erasure of their culture and their people, you do not want to hear
it from the white guys anymore.” A direct cause for Historic Huguenot Street to
collaborate with Indigenous peoples was when plans for a mid-seventeenth century

living history event, the New Netherland Marketplace, were first discussed.

Banner of the New Netherland Marketplace Living History Event at Historic Huguenot
Street in June 2025. Photo by the author (2025).

Somebody proposed inviting non-Indigenous acquaintances to portray Indigenous
people, but Augustine refused. She said that “if we were to host an event like this, we
would have to do it the right way. We would have to be working with individuals who
are enrolled citizens from the federally recognized communities.” This decision led
Historic Huguenot Street to invite Lenape and Delaware representatives to come visit
their ancestral homelands. This way, she ensured that the New Netherland Marketplace

was shaped by their own voices and presence.

17



The Museum of the City of New York holds a similar position. Monxo Lépez,
Curator of Community Histories, thinks that museums should not claim to speak for
Indigenous peoples. In consonance with Augustine, he stated that museums should
provide the space and resources for them to speak for themselves: “We are basically
lending our curatorial experience, doing shows in galleries, to the Lenape, so that they
can tell their own story. I do not think nobody should speak on anybody’s behalf. If
the person is there, let the person speak. Tell their own story, their own point of

view.”

The staff of the National Museum of the American Indian in downtown
Manhattan echoes this philosophy, by stating that “all we do is in collaboration with
Native people. We always make sure, to the best of our ability, that there is a Native
voice present”’. The museum is “opening the door a little bit” by shifting its approach
so that Indigenous peoples can tell their own stories for other people to learn from
them, as one interviewee explains that “we are not doing education for Native
communities. They are doing their own education in their own communities. They
are telling their own stories and so they do not need us to do this. We are really doing
it for non-Native people who have basically erased these stories from larger

mainstream narratives.”
Commemorations and anniversaries as catalysts

Anniversaries and commemorations can act as external triggers. As New York State
Museum’s Curator of Ethnography Gwen Saul put it: “Americans love an
anniversary!” But the question is who and what is remembered, and why. For
example, the 400™ anniversary of the founding of New Amsterdam last year sparked
debate about how to commemorate the past. As author and historian Russell Shorto
observed in The New York Times, the narratives of Dutch tolerance, multiethnicity and
free trade have recently been overshadowed by more troubling aspects of the colony,

such as slavery and the dispossession of Native peoples.'* Shorto warns that this shift

14 Russell Shorto, “New York Is Turning 400. We Should Celebrate. But How?”, New York Times,
April 23, 2024, https:/ /www.nytimes.com/2024/04/23 /opinion/new-york-dutch-lenape-
slavery.html .
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could result in a lost opportunity for reflection, because understanding history
requires acknowledging both its achievements and its injustices. Focusing solely on
negative aspects risks obscuring the ways in which Dutch governance and trade
shaped early New Amsterdam, which could limit our ability to engage with the
complexity of the past. Historian Jaap Jacobs echoes this point in A Firmn Peace and
Sincere Friendship?, arguing that commemoration must strike a careful balance between

acknowledging historical realities and addressing contemporary concerns.®

One of the initiatives where this balancing act can be seen is FUTURE400, a
project of the Consulate General of the Netherlands in New York which “endeavors
to honor 400 years of Dutch and New York history with honesty and integrity by
creating space for people who share this heritage to voice their feelings and
experiences”.1® A representative of the Dutch Consulate emphasizes that this is a
major difference from the commemoration organized in 2009, called NY400: Holland
on the Hudson. According to the interviewee, “there was a huge celebration to mark the
400 anniversary of Henry Hudson’s arrival on a Dutch ship. And that was really the
story of the Dutch arrival, the whole Eurocentric story of the beginning of this city.”
They stated that the goal of FUTURE400 is to look at New York’s history in its
broadest sense: “This includes stories from history that have been less widely told,
like enslaved people brought here by the Dutch, the relationship with the original
inhabitants. The first year of FUTURE400 looked at the past and the second year is
looking to the future, existing relationships with the US and where we are headed.”
For curator Van der Molen, the birthday of New Amsterdam was also a reason to act.
He said that “we wanted to do something with that. And we were not going to retell
the story that has been told so many times before. We want to know what it actually

meant for the people who were already there.”

15 Jaap Jacobs, “When Did It All Begin?,” in A firm peace and sincere friendship? Four centuries Dutch-
American stories, ed. Jaap Jacobs (Amsterdam University Press, 2025), 272-273.

16 “FUTURE 400: Reflecting on the past, Shaping the future,” DutchCulture USA, accessed
November 7, 2025, https://dutchcultureusa.com/FUTUREA400
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Upcoming commemorations have a comparable effect. Next year, the 250t
anniversary of the American Revolution is being commemorated across the United
States of America. The New York State Museum is preparing for an exhibit that is
going to look at the American Revolution through time and how it impacted
everyone’s lives in New York State. They want this exhibition to be as inclusive as
possible, which is why curator Gwen Saul has advocated for collaboration with
Indigenous peoples. She said, “so I created for them an Indigenous advisory council
for the exhibit with different representatives from many of the Nations here in New

York.”
Formal frameworks: NAGPRA

Legal frameworks can also impact collaboration. Some interviewees from the United
States mentioned the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act
(NAGPRA).Y" This 1990 law requires museums to return human remains and other
cultural items to Indigenous peoples, and therefore it opened paths for museums and
Indigenous peoples to work together. In January 2024, revisions to the NAGPRA
took effect.’® This update requires museums to obtain consent from Indigenous
peoples before displaying or researching collections and it set a five-year deadline for
repatriation. For Saul, this led to both in-person and Zoom consultations with
Delaware and Mohican Nations and the Mohawk Haudenosaunee Nation. She stated
that “we really want to talk about the concerns and problems with the exhibits and
then what we can collectively do to move forward together, instead of making
decisions and then having a meeting.” Laws such as NAGPRA push institutions
toward accountability, yet NAGPRA only applies to federally recognized Indigenous
communities. This limitation spotlights how the law is not only a tool for

collaboration, but also a foundation for exclusion, as many communities remain

17 “Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act,” U.S. National Park Service, accessed
November 7, 2025, https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nagpra/index.htm .

18 U.S. Department of the Interior, “Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act
Systematic Processes for Disposition or Repatriation of Native American Human Remains, Funerary
Objects, Sacred Objects, and Objects of Cultural Patrimony,” Federal Register 88, no. 238 (2023),
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2023-12-13 /pdf/2023-27040.pdf .
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excluded from its provisions. How this tension works will be further explained and

explored in Chapter Two.
Research-driven: curiosity with an activist dimension

Scholarly curiosity is a third type of motivation, according to the anonymous
anthropologist. They recently received a grant to conduct research in collaboration
with the Ramapough in New Jersey. This perspective shows how collaboration can
also be driven by personal intellectual curiosity, while still producing meaningful
benefits for communities: “If you ask what really fuels me at the end of the day, I am
interested in capitalism and how it has transformed the world for the worse. In
particular, how that has played out as a component of colonialism and how those two
forces have created so much misery and ruin on the earth and inequality. One of those
vectors of inequality is indigeneity in settler colonial states.” They went on by stating
that not all research has to have some kind of activist component alongside it and
they do not see their research as activist per se, though their research can carry value
for the Ramapough. They said that “it is extremely meaningful for at least a portion
of the Ramapough community. But it should not be just that. I also still believe in
scholarship that is rigorous, critical, and empirically grounded. I believe there is a place
for that, that not all research has to have that kind of activist component alongside it.
I 'am also very interested in it as an intellectual problem and I think it is okay to admit

that.”
Community Motives

The main objective of this study is to map institutional perspectives. However, a single
representative of the Sand Hill Indian Association was interviewed. In addition,
another Indigenous perspective emerges indirectly through the experience of the
anthropologist. Beyond these examples, most information on community motives are
filtered through what the interviewed institutions have shared. Because these
perspectives tend to emerge in terms of what the institutions have to offer, this is
closely tied with the process of building trust and defining the terms of collaboration,

and therefore this will be discussed further in Chapter Three.
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For the Sand Hill Indian Association, collaboration with cultural institutions is
motivated by the desire to educate the public and assert the ongoing presence of
Native peoples. As the anonymous representative explains, their work involves “the
reading and the writing and the speaking, trying to educate people on exactly what the
real history of the country and the Native people here is and the interaction with
Europeans who came.” They also stressed the importance of representing Native
people in contemporary society. They stated that “my ideal would be to make sure
that the present is also included and not just have replicas of how life used to be when
people lived here in longhouses and fished in canoes and that kind of thing. Show
that people have been a part of the history of the area through the decades and

through the centuries and into modern times.”

The second example emerged through the interview with the anthropologist.
In their case, the initiative for collaboration came from the Ramapough. When they
began their PhD research on the Campbell Wampum Factory, they was contacted by
representatives. They regarded the site that the anthropologist was working on as part
of their own history. As the anthropologist recalls, “when my project started to make
headlines in very small local newspapers, the Ramapough heard about it and contacted
me. Somewhat confrontationally at first, asking why they hadn’t been contacted in
relation to the work, which was of course nerve-wrecking as a young PhD student
with the best intentions”. The interviewee also noted that “the Ramapough see it as
their history, because they are living in New Jersey at the same time that this wampum
factory is operating.” The Ramapough’s framing of the site as their history seems to
reflect a motivation to protect and affirm their connection to the past and ensure their

presence is recognized.
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Chapter 2: Laying the Basis

“So, in the US there was this phenomenon that happened. Wanting access to
resources, funding, that sort of thing where there is a whole generation that basically
told themselves, my great-grandmother was Cherokee or my great-grandmother was

Navajo or something like that. I cannot tell you how many white visitors will walk

up to the real folks and say, my great-grandmother was Cherokee. No, it is not.”

— Kara Augustine, Director of Public Programming at Historic Huguenot Street

The following chapter is about preparation and orientation: understanding the
histories and contemporary realities of Indigenous peoples, and about reflecting on
the institution’s positionality. In the United States, this involves navigating questions
of recognition. The United States government distinguishes between federally
recognized, state recognized and non-recognized Indigenous communities. As many
interviewees pointed out, in the United States there has been a “pretendian”
phenomenon. This offensive term concerns people who falsely claim Indigenous
ancestry or affiliation with an Indigenous community. Usually, this claim has been
passed down from generation to generation in order to gain access to resources or
social status. In the Netherlands, these legal frameworks are absent. However, this
does not mean that Dutch institutions should not take these frameworks into account.

It creates both flexibility and uncertainty.
Desk Research: Educate Yourself

Several interviewees stressed the importance of doing your homework before
reaching out to any community. In practice, this means reading articles and attending
talks about the history, culture, and present-day realities of Indigenous communities
in the United States. Curator Gwen Saul of the New York State Museum declared

that the first step to build a relationship is to “be well-read” and to have a “good, solid
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understanding of the literature and histories, contemporary work.” She started by
“familiarizing herself with the key authors who were living in communities, writing
about communities and then just trying to be in touch with them.” She also stressed
the importance of attending community events: “There is always something going on.
Art markets, powwows, talks at universities and colleges, all those things are open to
public.” Doing preparatory work signals respect. As the representative of the Dutch
Consulate notes, “it would be very arrogant if we went in there and said, explain it to
us, after 400 years, doing that again. No, we have a few colleagues who read a lot

about this and we have talked to a lot of people.”

Allyson Schettino emphasizes that this preparation is a necessity, and no longer
an excuse to avoid engagement. Non-Indigenous individuals should do the work to
learn as much as possible from existing scholarship and the community itself, and
accept any discomfort that comes it. According to Schettino, it cannot only be the
responsibility of Indigenous peoples to tell their story, when she said that “if I, as a
white person, am telling [an Indigenous person] well, you are the only one that could
tell that story. And if you are not going to tell it, then it is not going to get told. That
is a different form of oppression. It is a relatively small community of Indigenous
scholars trying to serve thousands of museums who have suddenly been like, we have
to tell this story.” She also stresses that non-Indigenous individuals should not be
afraid to speak about these histories with confidence. Careful preparation and
ongoing dialogue allows someone to contribute responsibly, even when not belonging

to an Indigenous community.
Recognition and Legal Contexts

Make your own decisions, based on your own research

Furthermore, doing this preparatory work also helps with the question of who to
collaborate with. As noted, in the United States Indigenous communities are classified
as federally recognized, state-recognized, or non-recognized. Federally recognized
groups have a formal government-to-government relationship with the United States

government that recognizes the mutual sovereignty of the United States government
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and the Indigenous Nation. As of November 12, 2024, the government of the United
States recognizes 574 tribal entities, according to the website of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA).!® These entities are therefore “eligible for funding and services from
the BIA by virtue of their status as Indian Tribes”. Obtaining federal recognition in
the United States is a formal and rigorous process. To be recognized, a community
must meet specific criteria that demonstrate their ongoing identity and historical
continuity. State-recognized communities are acknowledged by individual states and
may receive state-level benefits, but they do generally not have access to federal
programs or reservations. Non-recognized tribes lack both federal and state

recognition. This limits both their legal rights and access to resources.

These legal categories do not fully capture the complexity of Indigenous
identity. Federal recognition was designed by and for a settler colonial state. The
anthropologist believes that institutions can therefore not rely solely on external
authorities to determine which communities are “real”. Recognition is not only a legal
process but also a political one, and they need to be able to make an independent
evaluation from the government, based on their own research. For the anthropologist,
the fact that the Ramapough are state-recognized and not federally recognized does
not erase their history or sovereignty. They noted that “my personal evaluation of the
Ramapough is that this is not a case of “pretendianism”. That is based on my own
personal evaluation of historical evidence, archaeological evidence, anthropological
evidence. People are welcome to disagree, but I personally, as someone with a PhD
in anthropology, would say that they certainly meet the threshold for what is defined

by the United Nations as a concept of Indigenous peoples.”

The anthropologist also notes how fraught these decisions can be, as choosing
to work with one community can directly affect relationships with others. Federally
recognized communities sometimes view cooperation with state- or non-recognized
communities, which they do not officially recognize, as undermining their authority.

Therefore, cultural institutions, and researchers may find themselves caught between

19 “Tribal Leaders Directory: A resource to help connect with Indian Country,” Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA), accessed September 8, 2025, https://www.bia.gov/service/tribal-leaders-directory .
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competing claims and they have to be well-read enough to handle that situation. The
anthropologist warns that institutions should be aware of the political consequences
of their choices, and the real harm to the communities that can be caused by exclusion.
For example, the Ramapough’s homeland has been used as a dumping ground for
industrial waste, which left the community with health and land struggles, and little

political leverage.

A similar story was shared by the representative of the Sand Hill Indian
Association in New Jersey. Their community is state-recognized and culturally
recognized by local governments, counties, and towns. They have tax records that go
back to the 1780s. As the interviewee said, “we do not think we have to prove to
anyone about our history or heritage. It is there on paper.” For the Sand Hill Indian
Association, the problem to get federally recognized is not a lack of continuity, but
the colonial system of recognition itself. Generations of census takers misclassified
them as “white”, because there were only two categories: “white” or “black”, and they
were neither. The interviewee explained: “Unless you can find your ancestors on those
army rolls, it is not going to happen.” They have therefore chosen not to pursue

tederal recognition.
Institutional choices

How, then, do the interviewed institutions find their way through this politically
sensitive terrain? The interviewees can be roughly divided into two groups: those who
only collaborate with recognized communities, and those who work with every
community. Both groups have different reasons for their choice, and both approaches

have their advantages and disadvantages.

Some, such as Historic Huguenot Street, deliberately limit themselves to
working with federally recognized communities. According to Augustine, this strategy
provides clarity. She stated that “just to be clear, as a white woman, I do not have any
say in who is Native and who is non-Native. But using that definition, it allows us to
know that we are not working with anyone who might be pretending to be

Indigenous.” Augustine emphasizes that collaboration with non-recognized
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communities would completely sever the relationship with the federally recognized
communities. Ethnoecologist Justin Wexler, who has been working with Historic
Huguenot Street to organize events related to the Indigenous peoples in the Hudson
Valley, is on the same wavelength: “The biggest advice I could give would be to really
emphasize the importance of connecting with members of the federally recognized
Nations. Because the moment you make a connection with the non-recognized
groups, you lose all credibility among the vast majority of actual Lenape and Mahican
people.” Wexler stresses that this does not mean that you as an organization are
claiming that non-recognized groups are not Native, when he stated that “it is them
who are making the claim. Because this system was created with the input of tribal
leaders throughout the United States. So ultimately, you are respecting the decisions
that tribal leaders made. And if a federally recognized group decides that they want to
recognize one of the non-recognized groups as relatives, that is their business. It is

>

coming from them.” These concerns are reinforced by curatorial and legal
frameworks. As curator Gwen Saul explained, federally recognized Indigenous
communities may withdraw cooperation when institutions collaborate with groups
they do not recognize. In addition, the Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990 regulates
who may market or present work as Indigenous by restricting this to enrolled
members of federally or state-recognized peoples, or certified Indigenous artisans
with approval from a governing Tribe.?® However, when set against the background
of the anthropologist’s argument, the limitations of this approach become visible.
Excluding non-recognized groups may protect institutional credibility, but it also
disregards historical and archaeological evidence that supports the continuity of

communities such as the Ramapough. And as stated before, this can have serious

implications.

Other institutions have taken a different stance. For example, the Amsterdam
Museum and the Museum of the City of New York chose another approach while

collaborating on the exhibition Manahabtianung or New Amsterdam? (2024). For this

20 “The Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990,” U.S. Department of the Interior, accessed November
19, 2025, https://www.doi.gov/iacb/act .
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exhibition, they collaborated with representatives of some non-recognized Lenape
peoples who are recognized by each other. Curator Van der Molen stated that “I am
not the American state. So if someone identifies as Lenape, that is almost enough. Of

course, it has to have some credibility, but it does for me.”

Curator Tom van der Molen (in the middle) at the Collectiecentrum Amsterdam Museum. Photo is courtesy
of the Amsterdam Museum.

This approach was facilitated by Curator of Community Histories Monxo Lépez, who
already had established connections with Lenape communities. Lopez wants to create
space for dialogue and co-creation. For him, that means the museum is open to
anyone who wants to work with them, even if that invokes criticism from other
groups. Lopez said that “we are working with the people that feel comfortable
working with us. It is pretty simple, we have invited everybody. We do not get
involved in that [discussion]. They are not defined by the family fight that they have,
and I hope that many years from now when they are still around, that this is not going

to be central to their story.”
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This approach resonates with the anthropologist’s call for independent evaluation
past the criteria of the United States government. They seem to acknowledge self-
identification and lived history, and therefore position themselves closer to a model
of relational accountability than one of bureaucratic certainty. At the same time, this
approach also carries noteworthy risks. Presenting inclusivity as ‘“‘working with
everyone” can be interpreted as avoiding a clear stance. Yet, this avoidance is in itself
a stance, and this stance may inadvertently disrespect the authority of federally
recognized Nations. For these communities, who usually have gone through a long
struggle to secure legal recognition, collaborating with non-recognized groups can feel
like a dismissal of those efforts. This creates a tension: an approach that is intended

to promote greater inclusivity may actually lead to increased mistrust.

The Dutch Consulate in New York has encountered precisely this problem.
About two years ago, they supported the Manabahtianung or New Amsterdam?
exhibition. This led to a displeased email from a community of recognized Lenape
people. What followed were intense conversations with this community to rebuild the
relationship, which are still ongoing, for which they had to familiarize themselves with
the discussion surrounding recognized and non-recognized communities. This
situation calls attention to the importance of doing desk-research, as well as the
ambivalent position of the Dutch Consulate. As a governmental institution, they
cannot sidestep the issue of recognition. As the representative said, “a museum can
make its own substantive choice about which community to collaborate with. But
with us, there is always that political element.” Because the Consulate represents the
Dutch government, they are a guest of the federal government of the United States
and must respect federal rules, stated the interviewee: “And so it is important that we
do not step outside their scope when we start building official relationships with the
Lenape. Cultural cooperation [with other communities] would undoubtedly be
possible. But as soon as it moves towards official long-term relationships, which is
ultimately our goal, we want to follow the federal line.” The Consulate thus
distinguishes between short-term cultural collaboration and long-term official

relationships. Official engagement requires careful attention to authority, legitimacy,
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and historical responsibility. Consequently, the Consulate has chosen to focus
primarily on federally recognized Lenape peoples to build sustainable relationships.
This approach balances political responsibility and historical accountability, but it also
demonstrates the tension between inclusivity and formal recognition: non-recognized
communities may be excluded from official partnerships, despite maintaining strong

historical and cultural continuity.
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Chapter 3: Building Relationships

“They are a community. They were a community before they met me and met the
museum. They will be a community after we do the show. So, let me treat them with
respect. Let me listen to what they have to say. That’s why I have two ears and one
mouth, like my grandma used to say. And let me see what’s important to them, and

how we can show friendship.”

— Monxo Lépez, Curator of Community Histories at the Museum of the City of New York

Knowing why you want to collaborate, and with whom, is only the beginning. This
chapter is about what comes next: how to make contact, how to build trust, and what
forms collaborations can take. In practice, these three things are inseparable: the way
an institution first reaches out shapes the relationship that follows, and the

relationship shapes what collaboration becomes.
Respect and Relevance: Go Out There!

Some museums, like the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), have
been doing this kind of collaborative work for a very long time. As a result, the
museum itself can become a source of contacts. One interviewee explained this, when
they stated that “I will be like, does anybody know anybody in this community? Can
you introduce me? Maybe there are other staff who know people. But we have been
here long enough that either staff themselves are from communities, or they may
know people who have the connections.” Others, like the anthropologist and the
Dutch Consulate, have been approached by communities. But if there is no network
yet or you are not approached by a community, there are several ways to get in touch.
Someone from the NMAI mentioned that some Indigenous communities have
cultural centers or a Tribal museum, with someone present that will pick up the

phone. Or cases where someone puts out an invitation on Facebook for certain
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occasions. There are also, as already mentioned, many powwows and other events,
which are open to the public and where representatives from institutions can go to

introduce themselves.

On the other hand, even when contemporary Indigenous groups are active,
contact is not always easy. Ethnoecologist Justin Wexler explains that communities,
specifically the Stockbridge-Munsee band of Mahican peoples, are often
overwhelmed by requests from organizations and individuals. This forces them to be
selective in who they respond to. He points out that on the East Coast, many Native
communities have been displaced for centuries and have had little opportunity to visit
their original territories. According to Wexler, this has led to a fundamental
disconnect: many urban areas are now inhabited by non-Native residents who have
little knowledge of the earlier Indigenous history of the region. On top of that, some
original groups no longer exist as political entities, and their descendants have often
been merged under other names. This can make access and recognition difficult for
outsiders who do not have in-depth historical knowledge. Once again, this
emphasizes how crucial it is to conduct desk research first. Interestingly, Wexler also
suggested that in some regards it would be easier for a cultural institution in the
Netherlands to connect with Lenape peoples. He believes that the Stockbridge-
Munsee Mohican peoples are hesitant to respond to organizations from the United
States because they feel like there are a lot of organizations that would just waste their
time and resources, and that organizations out of Europe would be received with
much more open arms because there is not the same preconception of who they are

dealing with.

It is necessary to be open to criticism. As someone from the NMALI stated,
“some of these stories are not easy to hear. Some of the attitudes are not easy to
engage with. Nobody wants to hear that the way you are working is not sensitive to
other people’s interests or needs. And when you hear that criticism, it is not easy to
listen to. That’s part of the process, saying, we are willing to listen to you.” And the
“listening” part is crucial. Several interviewees mentioned that you have to put in the

work to get to know people and prove that you are not just there to take, but that you
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are there to listen. Instead of immediately expressing the wish to collaborate, begin
by asking “how can we be a resource for you?” If you start talking about business
right away, it can come across as extraction, something we will come back to later in

this chapter. Friendship comes first, business should come second.
Making Friends
One-on-one relationships

Many of the interviewees emphasized that building trust in these relationships is
primarily about person-to-person relationships, not institution-to-community
relationships. As Monxo Lopez explained: “We eat together. We hang out together.
They come over. When I meet with them, we usually schedule meetings that are two
hours long. Because for the first hour, we are talking about our lives, and about our
kids, or that the car broke. There are human beings behind every object that is going
to end up in the exhibition. There is a human story, and without that, the object is

not worth anything.”

Trust builds through repetition and informality: the same faces at different
events, conversations that have nothing to do with a current project, and contact that
does not stop when the project ends. But, as Gwen Saul mentioned, in order for these
relationships to benefit those involved and work well, an institution cannot rely on
one employee to be the liaison. There has to be support from leadership and an
understanding across the institution to prioritize building relationships. She stated that
“working with human beings is messy, there is nothing straightforward about it. It
goes really well when it is one-on-one. But you cannot just treat relationships like a
hotline where you call up and get immediate answers.” One-on-one contacts can lead
to dependence on individual employees and personal networks, which makes
systematic change or representation across the entire institution more difficult.
However, some examples demonstrate that personal relationships can indeed have
institutional impact. For example, Lépez shared that once the relationship is going
well, he also introduces community members involved to other employees of the

Museum of the City of New York, thereby expanding the network within the
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museum. Personal connections are thus able to form a bridge to institutional

involvement.
Ethical challenges: avoiding tokenism and extraction

A recurring concern is the risk of tokenism and extraction. As someone from the
NMATI explained, “Native people tend to be worried that those organizations are just
using their presence to make themselves look good.” For this reason, it is crucial to
first ask open questions about what you could mean for the community, and secondly
to think about what you could give them without expecting something in return. As
the Wereldmuseum’s Curator for Indigenous Knowledge and Material Culture Erna
Lilje stressed, “it is not a context of someone sitting down to do work for us. And if
you want that, you should pay for that. Either pay for it in a monetary sense or
recognize that this person has volunteered to do work for us.” Lilje is outspoken
about extraction during depot visits. When community members come to view
objects from their own heritage, she never gathers information. No observations, no
asking about how an object was used. As she put it, “unless someone has explicitly
agreed to do work for the museum, that is their time with the material, not the
museum’s opportunity to collect.” She admits that she sometimes finds herself on
edge when a colleague asks a question that feels intrusive, only to see it received with

generosity. The line, she suggests, is harder to draw in practice than in principle.

At the same time, Lilje distinguishes between different kinds of visitors.
Diaspora communities often arrive with patchy knowledge: broad gaps alongside very
specific memories tied to a particular place or object. In those cases, the museum
might be able to contribute by filling in historical or European context that the
community does not have. On the other hand, expert visitors like Indigenous
researchers studying their own material culture, come with an entirely different set of

knowledge and those conversations open up different possibilities.

What institutions can offer communities is real and limited at the same time.
The one concrete thing most institutions can provide is visibility, like exhibitions and

public programs. Nevertheless, as many interviewees pointed out, a platform is in
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itself not enough. If the institutions still control the megaphone, the result can look
like collaboration while reproducing the same old hierarchy. For most communities,
moreover, the exhibition is not the point. It is a means to assert presence, correct the

records, or reach an audience they could otherwise not reach.

Beyond visibility, institutions can offer access to archives and collections, and
the expertise to help handling these. That access is valuable, particularly when
communities encounter material they have never seen or been able to handle. But as
Lilje’s account of depot visits makes clear, offering access has pitfalls too. The
moment the staff starts treating a community visit as a research opportunity, the

dynamic shifts.

Financial compensation matters too. Historic Huguenot Street pays honoraria
to the Indigenous knowledge-keepers who participate in the New Netherland
Marketplace, covers travel costs, and tries to make the experience worth returning to
next year. But money also introduces its own complications. When funding becomes
available, it can attract people who position themselves as community representatives
without real standing. Several interviewees pointed to this risk, particularly in contexts
where recognition is contested. Compensation is necessary, but it does not resolve

the question of who legitimately speaks for a community.

For researchers, the dynamics on extraction look somewhat different. The
anthropologist was straightforward about this: collaboration should not become a
form of one-sided volunteerism where the researcher only follows the community’s
agenda, nor should it become the opposite where the community mainly serves the
research. What they argued for was honesty about the stakes on both sides. As they
put it, “make sure not to hide the fact that you, as a researcher, are gaining something
from it. It does not have to be this kind of careerist form of “I am extracting
information” so that I can get a big title at some university, but do not hide the fact

that you are gaining something from it.” The problem is pretending otherwise.
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All of this takes time, and that is perhaps the hardest thing to protect. Institutional
structures often work against this slow pace. Deadlines, exhibition schedules, and
tunding cycles push staff to get results on a fixed timeline. As Lilje warns, “there are
risks as well. I think of [the Wereldmuseum] as a very big ship. And it has its
customary way of doing things. And usually, that means there is not a lot of lead time,
and it would have been really pressuring people to give you something in a certain
form and at a certain time.” Sometimes, she suggested, the most responsible choice

is to not collaborate at all.
The Sharing of Power: Forms of Participation

To understand how power can be shared in collaborative projects, this report draws
on Nina Simon’s model in The Participatory Musenm.?* Simon proposes a spectrum of
participatory models that reflect different relationships between institutions and
visitors. She identifies four primary models: contributory, collaborative, co-creative,
and hosted. In the contributory model, participants provide specific content or data
for a project that is entirely defined by the museum. The museum retains a high degree
of control over the product. For example, sharing a personal story for an existing
exhibition. In the collaborative model, participants act as partners or advisors within
rules set by the institution. This often involves a long-term relationship in which the
museum provides the structure, but participants help develop programs or
exhibitions. Authority and power are negotiated and shared. Co-creative projects arise
from an equal partnership in which participants are involved in determining the goals
and design from the outset. The starting point is often the need of the community
itself. The museum acts as a facilitator and advisor, while the project is jointly owned.
In the hosted model, the museum acts purely as a platform or infrastructure where
external groups can independently realize their own programs or exhibitions. The
institution transfers a space or program to partners, who thereby have the highest

degree of control over the content.

21 Nina Simon, The Participatory Musenn (Museum 2.0, 2010) https://participatorymuseum.org/read/.
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Importantly, Simon notes that these modes are not inherently hierarchical.
Each form of participation can be meaningful, depending on the organization’s
mission, capacity, and the specific desired outcomes for a project. However, when
applied to collaborations with marginalized communities such as Indigenous peoples,
this non-hierarchical approach reveals important limitations. According to historian
and enrolled citizen of the Ho-Chunk Nation Amy Lonetree, Indigenous
collaboration projects must be approached as a Alumbling activity, that requires
institutions to relinquish claims to authority and prioritize listening over directing.??
This also entails a readiness to share, or even partially relinquish, control and decision-
making power. Without the right ethical attitude, Simon’s contributive or
collaborative models can degenerate into what Bernadette Lynch calls empowerment-lite,
which describes projects that appear to be collaborative or community-driven but
actually offer little real decision-making power to participants.?® In the following
cases, Simon’s four models are used to describe in what ways the interviewed
institutions collaborated with Indigenous peoples, while Lonetree’s ideas serve as a

lens to evaluate them.

The contributory model is characterized by a high degree of institutional
control. An example of this model is the Awmerican Photography exhibition at the
Rijksmuseum. As Curator of Photography Hans Rooseboom explained, permission
was requested from the descendants of an Indigenous American chief before
displaying a sensitive photograph. In addition, the accompanying label text was
submitted for review. Rooseboom noted that, although the museum could have
insisted on its own authority, “if you know how those communities were treated, then
you should not complain”. This remark is telling in several ways. On the one hand, it
signals awareness of historical injustice and an ethical motivation to proceed with care.

On the other hand, it frames consultation less as a matter of shared authority and

22 Amy Lonetree, Decolonizing Musenms: Representing Native America in National and Tribal Musenms (The
University of North Carolina Press, 2012).
23 Bernadette Lynch, Whose cake is it anyway? A collaborative investigation into engagement and participation in

12 musenms and galleries in the UK (Paul Hamlin Foundation, 2011),
https://www.phf.org.uk /assets/documents/Whose-cake-is-it-anyway.pdfPv=1715619177 .
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more as an act of benevolence granted by the Rijksmuseum. By emphasizing past
mistreatment as the reason for restraint, the museum implicitly positions Indigenous
communities as a special case that requires sensitivity, rather than as equal partners
with inherent authority over their own representation. This can be seen as an example
of the therapeutic model, in which the museum assumes the role of caregiver or rescuer

and reduces the Indigenous community to its trauma or vulnerability.?*

In the collaborative model, this power relationship is partially renegotiated.
The Wereldmuseum offers a clear example of this. During the so-called mini-updates
of their rooms on Turtle Island, an advisory board of Indigenous experts was involved
in rewriting the texts. According to Erna Lilje, this was a conscious attempt to remove
the “white museum gaze” and make room for Indigenous perspective, contemporary
presence, and resilience. The New York State Museum is also working with an
Indigenous Advisory Council on the upcoming exhibition Revolutionary New York to
provide input for the thematic sections and narrative of the exhibition. By using such
councils, lived experience is recognized as a valid form of expertise. At the same time,
tensions remain. When museums merely seek advice but retain the power to ignore
it, this model remains at the level of tokenism. Furthermore, there is a risk of
consultation fatigue, whereby a small group of Indigenous knowledge holders are

approached by multiple institutions at the same time.

The co-creative model takes power sharing one step further. The exhibition
Manahabtaanung or New Amsterdam? by the Amsterdam Museum and the Museum of
the City of New York, developed in collaboration with Lenape representatives, is an
example of this. In this project, the Lenape partners determined which stories would
be central, including a fifty-minute film in which Chief Urie Ridgeway talks about his
view on the experiences of his community. Co-creative projects provide space for
what Lonetree refers to as the hard truths of colonialism, genocide, and trauma. By
not softening or marginalizing these confrontational histories, such exhibitions

contribute to a process of decolonization. However, this model can clash with

24 Mark Chynoweth, Bernadette Lynch, Anneke K. Petersen, and Kari Smed ed., Museums and Social
Change: Challenging the Unbelpful Musenum (Routledge, 2022).
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traditional visitors who are accustomed to the “white museum gaze” that focuses on
aesthetics and tangible historical objects. According to Van der Molen, some visitors
of the Amsterdam Museum criticized the Manabahtianung or New Amsterdam?
exhibition for “showing too little”. The same goes for the National Maritime
Museum, which was founded by the ereeniging Nederlansch Historisch Scheepvaartmusenm
in 1916. This association still owns the collection, and according to curator Tim
Streefkerk there are always members present who are of the opinion that more ship
models should be added “because visitors think that’s cool.” This exposes a weakness
in the co-creative model: by sharing authority, the institution can no longer guarantee

the aesthetic or quantitative expectations of its traditional audience.

The hosted model represents the most far-reaching form of power sharing. At
Historic Huguenot Street, the New Netherland Marketplace offers Indigenous
knowledge carriers the space to present their culture without curatorial filter. This
approach promotes cultural sovereignty and sometimes enables the first physical
return of displaced peoples to their ancestral lands. At the same time, this model
brings new challenges. Without sufficient context or educational guidance, there is a
risk that visitors will consume such events as picturesque tourism. In addition,
overvaluing unrestrained creativity without professional support can harm the end

product.

While Simon’s model is wvaluable for describing different forms of
collaboration, in case of collaborating with Indigenous peoples, forms that grant
greater community authority tend to move further than her model reaches. In line
with Lonetree’s argument, meaningful participation emerges as a humbling activity in
which institutions must be willing to share authority and confront uncomfortable

histories.
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Chapter 4: Representation

“Openness to spirituality is important. There are some archaeologists who are first
and foremost scientists, and sort of cultural historians after that. And so everything
can get subsumed under this sort of like big S, scientific explanation kind of thing.
There is a lot about the spiritual world that I do not really understand. When a
spiritual claim is made, you have to fight this scientific instinct to explain it away as
something else. I do not necessarily experience it as real, but more as in a kind of

agnostic way, like, well, why not?”

— The anthropologist

This chapter focuses on the representation of Indigenous peoples in exhibitions.
Collaboration opens up space for non-Western epistemologies, such as oral traditions,
spirituality, and alternative perceptions of time. At the same time, institutions struggle
to strike a balance between showing colonial traumas and foregrounding resilience

and continuity.
The Representation of “Indigenous Communities”?

One of the biggest questions regarding representation is when something can be
called representative. As already mentioned, the term “Indigenous peoples” seems to
unjustifiably refer to a homogeneous group. Historically, Indigenous peoples were
often presented as having one single voice or a single narrative, whereas in reality
there is a multitude of perspectives. As Allyson Schettino explained, “we accept that
for everyone else. Right now, I think Indigenous scholars are like, we are not playing
this game of all Indigenous people did X anymore. You are going to be as specific as
possible. And we should be, because for 400 years, we pretended all Indigenous

people had the same thoughts, feelings, and reactions.” Representation therefore
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means to avoid generalization, and name as many communities and individuals by

their name as possible.

Furthermore, it should be noted that there also is diversity within every
Indigenous community, just like in every other social group. There are different
generations, personal experiences, and visions that sometimes clash with each other.
Schettino’s Indigenous colleagues taught her that consensus within a group of people
is not always the highest achievable goal. It may be more appropriate to acknowledge
and present a plurality of interpretations. Curator Monxo Lépez linked this emphasis
on plurality to a longer intellectual history. He pointed out that, drawing on David
Graeber and David Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything, many modern-day Western
ideas of freedom, representation, and inclusion, were influenced by early encounters
with Indigenous peoples in the sixteenth century. Lopez recognizes this in his
collaborations with the Lenape. According to him, the Lenape emphasize individuality
and community autonomy: “Authority was much more decentralized, fragmented in
a way. The types of authority we see today did not exist before the arrival of
Europeans. There was a community, but there was a lot of, I am my own person, I
have my own story, I do whatever I want. That’s what I see when I work with them.
None of them is interested in telling the story of another person, or another
community.” For this reason, representation is in L.opez’s view not about creating a
unanimous account, but about keeping the doors open to multiple voices and

accepting that identities and narratives are constantly being negotiated.
Bridging Epistemologies

We probably all know the Schagen Letter, which presumably describes the “purchase”
of Manhattan in 1626. This story, which has widely circulated for years, is now
increasingly deconstructed by historians.?® When the Dutch first arrived, the Munsee
people had a deep spiritual connection to Mother Earth, one another, and all other

living things. This way of life cannot be reduced to economics, as what was present

25 Paul Otto, “Real Estate or Political Sovereignty? The Dutch, Munsees, and the Purchase of
Manbhattan Island,” in Opening Statements: Law, Jurisprudence, and the Legacy of Dutch New York, ed. Albert
M. Rosenblatt and Julia C. Rosenblatt (State University of New York Press, 2013) 67-81.
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in Lenapehoking was a holistic wotldview. From the moment the Dutch arrived, they
began to project ideas of domination onto the Munsee people, and they failed to see
this interconnectedness. This resulted in the “purchase” of a part of Lenapehoking, now
known as Manhattan, while for the Munsee people, land was not property as in the
European model. Instead, it was a living network of relationships, responsibilities, and
shared care. What the Dutch seem to have interpreted as a sale was for the Munsee
most likely a ritual of hospitality and agreement of use, and thus not a permanent
transfer.?® The story of this “purchase” shows the difference between European and
Indigenous ways of knowing. This illustrates how different epistemologies can lead
to misunderstanding and distortion when interpreted through only a Western lens.
According to the interviewees, oral traditions, spirituality, and cyclical understandings
of time offer alternative frames that push the institutions to rethink their curatorial
practices. For clarity, these are discussed separately, though in practice they are

inseparable.
Oral traditions

Reliance on oral traditions has implications for the creation of exhibitions. Because
written sources from Indigenous perspectives are often scarce, the Amsterdam
Museum shifted from showcasing colonial maps and archival material to letting
Lenape people literally speak for themselves, as Van der Molen explained: “We
thought, it is above all an oral tradition. Let them speak. For the first time in the
history of our museum, we had a film that was almost an hour long in an exhibition.
The first thing you encounter in the exhibition is being addressed by Chief Urie

Ridgeway. Not a map of Dutch settlement.”

At the National Maritime Museum, they similarly sought to break with the

tradition of object-centered storytelling. Curator of Applied Arts Tim Streetkerk

26 Joe Baker, Hadrien Coumans and Chelsea Kimura, “Myth of the Purchase of Manhattan,” in
Lenapehoking: An Anthology, ed. Joe Baker, Hadrien Coumans and Joel Whitney (Brooklyn Public
Library, 2023) 23-38 and Vine Deloria Jr., Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and the Myth of Scientific
Fact (Fulcrum Publishing, 1995).
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describes that for their new permanent

exhibition Shadows on the Atlantic, they
experimented with a new form of
narrative. Streefkerk said that they “took a
kind of poetic liberty”, and that “we took

some clues from the archives and tried to

tell a personal story based on them.
Normally, we always look at the objects
first, but now we tried to reverse that by
first offering a story and context. And then
look at the objects.” Shadows on the Atlantic
features  cabinets  without lighting,
containing objects. Next to each cabinet is

a screen showing interviews with people

who speak about the objects. When you One of the cabinets at the Shadows on the Atlantic
exhibition at the National Maritime Museum in
press a button, the light comes on to Amsterdam. Photo by the author (2025).

spotlight the object.
Making space for spirituality

Indigenous communities across North America have distinct stories, ceremonial
practices, and ways of understanding relationships between humans, non-human
beings, ancestors, and place. While no generalization can capture this diversity, many
traditions place strong emphasis on relationality, oral transmission, and the
significance of landscape and ceremony.?” Spirituality is often embedded in lived

practices that connect identity and environment.?

The interviewed institutions are reconsidering how objects are presented,

whether or not they have sacred significance, and how public participation and

27 Gesa Mackenthun, “Unsettling Colonial Temporalities: Oral Traditions and Indigenous
Literature,” in The Cambridge History of Native American Literature, ed. Melanie Benson Taylor
(Cambridge University Press, 2020) 33-50.

28 Raymond Fogelson, “Native American Religion,” in The Cambridge History of Religions in America, ed.
Stephen J. Stein (Cambridge University Press, 2012) 1-27.
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guidance by Indigenous knowledge holders are organized. An example is that the
National Maritime Museum had the Shadows on the Atlantic exhibition space spiritually
cleansed by the Kalina and Lokono communities from Surinam, and the Amsterdam
Museum closed off their exhibition Manahabtadnung or New Awmsterdam? with
ceremonial singing, dancing, and a prayer by their Lenape collaboration partners.
Several other museums explicitly create space for spirituality and emotional
reconnection with objects. For example, the New York State Museum and the
Wereldmuseum open up their depots for Indigenous peoples to reconnect with

objects.

While these practices show the growing recognition by museums of the
spiritual aspects of their collections, they also reveal tensions. Curator Erna Lilje
stressed that making space for spirituality is important, but she also warns against the
museum staff or the museum itself turning into a religious institution: “I wouldn’t
want the museum to itself become almost pseudo-religious. There is a difference
between supporting the activities and feelings and interactions that people want to
have, and us doing it. I have heard also of people extending blessings to material that
is not their own. And that is a problem for me because you do not have permission

to do that for the people whose material you have just blessed.”

The other way around, the expectation of spirituality can also become a
burden. Ethnoecologist Justin Wexler stated that “when [organizations] invite Native
people to give a presentation or a teaching, the non-Native people expect that there
is going to be some kind of spiritual component, and they are very disappointed when
there is not. Suddenly all the white people fall silent, waiting for a prayer or a blessing.
And I am thinking: why? If they were working with, say a group of Quakers, they
would not expect that.” Well-intentioned accommodation of Indigenous spirituality
can thus slip into stereotyping. Respectful collaboration means recognizing the
presence and the absence of spiritual practices and leaving it up to communities

themselves to decide when, how, why, and if spirituality plays a role.
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Cyclical ideas of time

In many Indigenous traditions, the past continues to speak through objects, stories,
and places.?” The imposition of linear time concepts through colonization and
modernization has had significant impacts on Indigenous cultures, as it disrupted
traditional practices and ways of life.?" This difference in temporal perspective affects
how landscapes and archaeological sites are interpreted. The anthropologist
experienced the difference between Indigenous and contemporary Western ideas of
time first-hand in their work with the Ramapough. It encouraged them to move away
trom the scientific focus on artifacts and stratigraphy: “It makes me see the landscape
in a different way. It means navigating the landscape in a way that I usually do not
think about, and that is much more attuned to movement through the landscape, the

landforms that may be surrounding the site, the sight lines, astronomical alignhments.”

This is also reflected in curatorial decisions made at the National Museum of
the American Indian’s exhibition Native New York. Native New York encompasses
twelve locations in present-day New York State, and it introduces visitors to the
Nations that call these locations home. The exhibition discusses pre-Revolutionary
War exchanges up to contemporary events. One interviewee from the NMAI
explained that early drafts of the exhibition followed a linear approach to storytelling,
but consultation with Indigenous peoples led to another perspective: “One of the
things that was really critical, was that it should not be done chronologically, because
some people might start at the beginning and never get to the contemporary, or the
other way around. But [our Indigenous partners] also kept telling us that the past and
the present cannot be separated, that the past informs the future, and the present is

informed by the past. The continuity of culture was really important.”

At the National Maritime Museum, they designed a “time cloud” for Shadows

on the Atlantic. At first, a timeline was considered necessary to orient the many school

2 Gesa Mackenthun, “Unsettling Colonial Temporalities: Oral Traditions and Indigenous
Literature,” in The Cambridge History of Native American Literature, ed. Melanie Benson Taylor
(Cambridge University Press, 2020) 33-50.

30 Mark Rifkin, Beyond Settler Time. Temporal Sovereignty and Indigenons Self-Determination (Duke University
Press, 2017).
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groups that visit the museum. But when curator Tim Streefkerk was reading about
the Haudenosaunee in preparation for this exhibition and came into contact with a
member of this community, he discovered that a timeline is of little use if time is not
perceived as linear. Therefore, the National Maritime Museum created a “time cloud”
in which visitors can sort events according to the experience of time they feel
comfortable with. Streefkerk explained that “if we want to create an exhibition with
a different perspective, we should not squeeze that history into a Western concept
like a timeline. Then we will start talking about the moments when the Dutch came
into contact with the Haudenosaunee, and other important moments in their culture

with a date. That does not feel right.”
Moving Beyond Past-Tense Portrayals

Museums have historically contributed to the framing of Indigenous peoples as
disconnected from contemporary life. The First Pegple dioramas at the New York State
Museum, which have been on
display for some decades, are one
example.  They  depict an
archaeological history of the First
Peoples who settled in what is
now New York, with scenes such
as Athens Hill, Lamoka Lake, and
the Noses in the Mohawk Valley.
The figures are shown in
“traditional” dress and setting.
Previously, such dioramas were
popular educational tools, but
today they are criticized for

denying Indigenous continuity.

The dioramas were constructed

. . One of the First Pegple dioramas at the New York State
in the late 1980s. According to Museum. Photo by the author (2025).

Gwen Saul, a team of archaeologists
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as well as Indigenous advisors contributed to their creation. However, the exhibit
makes no mention of this. As a result, visitors have little sense that Indigenous voices
and expertise shaped the dioramas. As staff from the National Museum of the
American Indian stressed, the idea that Indigenous peoples belong to the past remains
embedded in education and public memory. They said that “so much of what our
students learn about Native people is only in the past tense. It is really critical that the
museum has a strong commitment to addressing Native people in the present tense.”
The representative from the Sand Hill Indian Association in New Jersey illustrates
this, by stating that “the basic misconception is that Native people do not live here in
New Jersey, which has just never been the case. Just because you are not dressed in
Native American regalia and wearing feathers and all that, you must not be here. There
is a double standard of expecting Native people to stand out like sore thumbs and
wear traditional clothing when other folks do not have to do that” For the
interviewee, visibility is a political act to counter both invisibility and the lingering

stereotypes popularized through Hollywood’s “cowboys and Indians” imagery.

“This is not a commercial, this is my homeland” (1998) by Hulleah
Tsinhnahjinnie. Photo by the author (2025).

To fight these stereotypes, several interviewees brought up the use of contemporary
art by Indigenous artists which reflects on their heritage as a popular and effective
tool. For example, the Rijksmuseum exhibited a photograph by Indigenous artist

Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie. This photograph shows a mountain peak in Monument
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Valley, a region where many commercials and westerns have been shot.
Tsinhnahjinnie printed a text of nine words on the photo, which gives the photo a

completely different meaning: This is not a commercial, this is my homeland.

Foregrounding resilience, continuity, and futurity is not the same as ignoring
colonial violence. It is the art of balancing accounts of dispossession and cultural
erasure with narratives of survival and innovation. Showing that these Indigenous
peoples and cultures are not frozen but dynamic and adaptive is very important in
overturning these colonial structures. Upon the question what meaningful
collaboration would look like to them, the interviewee at the Sand Hill Indian
Association shared that it is crucial to “not just have replicas of how life used to be
when people lived in longhouses and fished in canoes. But show that people have
been part of history through the decades and through centuries into modern times.
That people of Native descent are judges and chiefs of police, educators, university
presidents and senators. That people are not just hunting for pelts, traders or

farmers.”
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Chapter 5: Sustainability and Institutional

Transformation

“The single most important piece of advice is that the staff of cultural institutions
and museums should reflect the communities they serve. There is an inside and
outside to every institution. If you and I were walking around there, we see a big

place that looks like a cultural institution, we peek inside, and they are all priests. As
welcoming as those priests might turn out to be, we will be like, this is for priests.

This is not for us. That barrier between inside and outside is really thick. Museums

and cultural institutions should make those barriers as thin as possible. Long story

short, be as diverse as you can be.”

— Monxo Lépez, Curator of Community Histories at the Museum of the City of New York

The last chapter focuses on the question of how collaboration with Indigenous
peoples can be sustainably embedded. How can organizations adapt themselves to
make space for Indigenous voices, and how can they ensure that the doors remain
open to these individuals or communities? It touches upon issues such as funding and
bureaucratic constraints and backlash from traditional museum visitors, but also on

changing curatorial roles and policy.
How to Keep the Relationship Going?

One of the recurring lessons in previous chapters is that real collaboration with
Indigenous peoples includes an ongoing relationship. Sustaining such relations is
sometimes the most difficult part. Projects typically emerge around exhibitions,
anniversaries, or laws like NAGPRA. When the project ends or the exhibition closes,
the risk of disengagement occurs. When after a project the door is closed on a

community again, it can feel like an extractive practice.

49



The interviewees stressed that long-term sustainability requires continuity
beyond individual projects. It means attending community events, inviting them to
come visit, or just checking in regularly to make sure that the relationship does not
feel transactional. Again, these relationships resemble friendships. For example,
Monxo Lopez did a show on puppeteers for the Museum of the City of New York a
tew years ago, and he is still friends with them. Lopez stated that “I am a freaking
card-carrying voting member of the Puppetry Guild of the United States. I go to
puppetry shows because I became friends with them. While I am working on this
Lenape project, for instance, I still need to make space to hang out with the
puppeteers. Because I did not establish an exploitative relationship of interest with
them.” He explained that he spends lots of his time in the museum’s café to meet

with people, that this is an important part of his work and the museum knows it pays

off.

The National Maritime Museum’s Curator of Applied Arts Tim Streefkerk also
illustrated this challenge vividly. He recalled how a collaborative oral history an
exhibition project on the ship MS Oranje initially generated enthusiasm. But once the
project was over, it lost momentum. Streefkerk stated that ““we had found and spoken
with people, they came to the exhibition, and the moment it was finished, it was kind
of gone.” This experience led the museum to look for new strategies to keep
partnerships alive. For instance, in collaboration with the Rock Foundation, they are
now producing a cahier: a small booklet that the museum produces about objects in
their collection. Streefkerk explained that “it is very dangerous that it just stops.
Writing this booklet together is really an attempt to sustain the relationship and

continue working together.”

However, institutional structures often work against this. Museums usually
operate under significant pressure and tight deadlines. Frequent staff rotations and
short-term contracts further contribute to this challenge by creating a dependency on
individuals rather than on institutions. When a curator who has built trust with a
community leaves, much of that trust may disappear with them. To mitigate this,

institutions need to invest in collaboration structurally. This can take the form of
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advisory boards or memoranda of understanding, as well as practices that ensure

relationships and knowledge are shared among staff members.
Long-Term Institutional Changes
Inside must reflect outside

Structural inclusion requires rethinking roles at the museum. As Monxo Lépez put it,
“if the people inside an institution do not reflect the communities outside, the walls

>

become barriers rather than bridges.” Several interviewees spoke about the
importance of diversifying staff, boards, and advisory groups. This can make
institutions more welcoming and redistributes decision-making power. For example,
Historic Huguenot Street’s Director of Public Programming Kara Augustine
envisions Indigenous members in governance and staffing positions, along with
tellowships and scholarships for Indigenous researchers to support long-term
engagement. Allyson Schettino mentions another example. The New York Historical
hired an Indigenous Hawaiian curator back in 2019. As Schettino said, “she came in
with a plan, she had a lot of different ways in which we can better involve
communities that are not represented in museums. She has since then been elevated,
so she is bringing that mindset to the entire collecting mission and exhibition mission

of this museum.” The Hawaiian curator immediately started by acquiring and

commissioning work by contemporary Indigenous artists.

Nonetheless, institutions face barriers in diversifying their staff. Several
interviewees pointed out that recruitment processes often reproduce the profiles of
those already inside the institution. For example, the staff of the National Maritime
Museum shows a strong dominance of Dutch, white professionals. This not only
reflects current imbalances, but it also influences how potential applicants perceive
the institution. Interviewees highlichted how this issue connects to educational
pipelines. Many museum professionals are recruited from university programs like
history and heritage studies, which, according to some interviewees, themselves lack
diversity. This creates a mirror effect, where people do not apply for positions at

institutions where they do not see themselves represented. Recruitment policies that
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emphasize advanced degrees or specialized expertise unintentionally reinforce these

imbalances even more.
Bureaucratic constraints

The case of the New York State Museum
demonstrated how bureaucratic structures can
limit  meaningful  collaboration  with
Indigenous peoples. Although curator Gwen
Saul has long worked with Indigenous artists
and Nations, her efforts are sometimes stalled
by institutional hierarchies. The introduction
of the new Duty of Care regulations under
NAGPRA in 2024 has been a catalyst for
structural change. At the New York State
Museum, Duty of Care consultations have led
to meaningful conversations and possible
collaborations that may have a generative
impact on the exhibits. One example is the

First People exhibition: while the content has

The displays in this area that address
Indigenous histories and people do

not reflect current research, informed
perspectives, accurate names for groups
of Indigenous people, or collaboration
with Indigenous Nations.

The sign‘age at the New York State Museum. Photo
by the author (2025).

been recognized as problematic for a longer time, the New York State Museum’s

response has been limited to signage disclaimers. Placards were installed that

acknowledge obsolescence but do not offer a pathway toward knowledge or repair. It

seems like an attempt to reduce political backlash with a symbolic fix. As Saul’s

experience suggests, leadership’s reluctance to act despite critical assessments points

to a prioritization of reputational caution over accountability.
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Conclusion

This report set out to demonstrate the different ways in which cultural institutions in
the Netherlands and New York State collaborate with Indigenous peoples, and what
challenges and pitfalls they encounter along the way. Across fifteen interviews, a
consistent picture emerged: the institutions that navigated this work most carefully
are the ones that invested time before reaching out, accepted that they would be

corrected, and maintained contact when there was nothing immediate to gain.

What makes collaborative projects so difficult, is not a lack of willingness. All
of the interviewed institutions are genuinely motivated by moral conviction, by a
growing awareness of their colonial collections, or by legal obligations such as
NAGPRA. The harder problem is structural. In the United States, the political terrain
of federally recognized, state-recognized, and non-recognized Indigenous
communities means that every collaborative decision carries consequences that
institutions do not always foresee. Choosing to work with one community can damage
the relationship with another. In addition, these tensions do not stay in the United
States. Dutch institutions that enter this terrain without understanding it risk causing

harm despite their best intentions.

Beyond politics, the interviews consistently point to time as the most
underestimated factor. Trust is built slowly, through repeated contact, fair
compensation, and shared decision-making. It can disappear quickly when institutions
withdraw after a project is done. Representation is part of the same problem. Showing
Indigenous peoples as living, contemporary people, naming specific communities
rather than invoking a generic Indigenous voice, and engaging with oral traditions and
spirituality on their own terms, is not difficult in principle. They become difficult
when institutional timelines, funding cycles, and traditional audiences push in a

different direction.
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This report has primarily listened to institutions. That is a limitation, as the accounts
gathered here reflect how professionals understand their own choices and not how
Indigenous communities evaluate those same collaborations. Future research that
places both perspectives alongside each other, and that examines more systematically
how different legal and historical contexts shape what collaboration can achieve,

would add considerably to what this report can offer.

What the interviews do make clear is that collaboration is possible, and that it
can genuinely challenge inherited structures. But it requires more than a project, a
policy, or a good relationship with one curator. It requires institutions to keep asking
themselves whose authority shapes the work, whether they are willing to share it, and

how much.
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