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You Are Here

The nmai as Site of Identification

mario a. caro

The nationalist function of museums has been the topic of much schol-

arly attention.1 The collection of museums at the heart of Washington dc 

serves as a prime example of how these institutions demand that visitors 

identify along national affiliations. Whether as a foreign or a domestic 

visitor, the address of these museums often highlights this aspect of our 

identity.2 This address, however, does not necessarily begin at the en-

trance; it begins with the ways in which museums present themselves 

through their publicity. Similarly, our response to that address includes 

not only our interaction with exhibits within the museum but also in-

cludes our pilgrimage there. Where we come from determines what and 

whom we find there. In the case of visiting the National Museum of the 

American Indian (nmai), it is a trip that makes one extremely aware of 

the relationships among the Native cultural products on display, the site 

of the museum, and one’s concept of home. Whether the process is one 

that reaffirms one’s identity as Indigenous or one that stresses the ways in 

which we identify others as Native, traveling to the museum makes one 

conscious of the importance of location in the processes of identification.

The ideological implications of the representation of Native cultures 

within museums has been the focus of recent scholarship, much of it 

critically analyzing the practices of display that take place within these 

museums.3 Many historical accounts trace the development of the mu-

seum from its origins as private rooms used to exhibit collections full of 

wondrous curiosities—gathered from colonial enterprises around the 

world—to the more recent establishment of public museums that dis-

play materials that reify a nation’s patrimony. The recent emphasis on the 

nationalist implications of the museum is particularly important when 
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considering the ideological implications of the colonial legacy marked 

by the collection of Native culture products.4 It is especially relevant to 

an analysis of the nmai, an institution that forms a national collection of 

Native nations. A focus of this scholarship has often been on the objects 

and the spaces they occupy, on the relationships between the specimens 

and the architecture used to contain and present them to the public.5 

One should keep in mind, however, that the museum itself is an object 

on display, which can lead to a broader consideration of its function in 

the narration of nation.6 The presentation of the museum is, of course, 

a major consideration for its architects who consider not only the build-

ing’s aesthetic profile but also how it fits its surroundings. In terms of the 

nmai, the architects chose a strategy that highly contrasts with the many 

neo-classical structures nearby, including the Capitol building directly 

facing the museum. While the curvilinear design and stone façade, orig-

inally conceived by the prominent Native architect Douglas Cardinal, 

refer to a southwestern landscape, the disjuncture in styles is productive; 

it connotes dislocation and relocation, key concepts in considering the 

histories of Native nations.

I would like to consider further the idea of location, as both a place 

and the act of placing, in relation to the site occupied by the nmai. I am 

particularly concerned with examining how the approach to the mu-

seum informs the visitor’s experience within the museum.

you are here

When reading a map that shows your location with a sign that reads 

“You are here,” you seek a path to your destination mindful that you may 

have to return to that same spot in order to make your way home. “You 

are here” also marks a spot that, like Ariadne’s thread, leads you safely 

out of the labyrinth. This process of stringing your way to and from the 

museum is one that helps to place you in context. This was made evident 

during the opening ceremonies on September 21, 2004, when thousands 

of people from many parts of globe came together to celebrate the open-

ing of the nmai.

In many ways, the people participating in the opening ceremonies 

represented a condensed version of the audience that will come to visit 

the museum. The diversity of the museum’s visitors was most appar-

ent during the part of the opening ceremonies billed as the Native Na-
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tions Procession.7 Representatives from Native nations all over the world 

had been invited to take part in the procession. It was an opportunity 

for Native peoples to come together and celebrate their commonalities 

and appreciate their differences. The result was a grand procession of 

more than twenty-five thousand participants, most of them wearing tra-

ditional regalia, marching through the Mall toward the museum. The 

regalia, flags, and banners were visual signs used to denote the variety of 

Native identities on display.

This sight, however, was not intended for an audience of tourists ex-

pecting to see “real Indians” on display. Instead, this was a demonstration 

that worked to visually affirm Native sovereignty and identity.8 This af-

firmation occurred among the marchers as well as between them and the 

spectators. Whether native or non-Native, the emphasis on the visuality 

of identity demanded a response, one that required the viewer to geo-

graphically locate the visual signs being presented. It is this relationship 

between place and visuality, the process of locating the visual signs, that 

I would like to emphasize as being significant to the process of identifica-

tion.9 It was obvious to all, and especially to members of the local Pisca-

taway and Delaware nations, that they found themselves at a crossroads 

where the paths taken marked the location of the nmai—a site whose 

significance is spatially and temporally situated, for it should be kept in 

mind that the process of locating occurs both in time and space. The site 

that is today marked by the museum is the same location, although at a 

different historical time, of the original inhabitants of the area.

If the nmai is located at a particular time and place, it is necessary to 

measure this spatial and temporal distance from a starting point, from 

the visitor’s “home.” The notion of home as a place, and its relationship 

to the nation’s capital, leads us to consider the significance of the place-

ment of the nmai—its site specificity. It is essential to consider the site 

specificity of museums in general in order to complicate the workings of 

the narratives produced inside. It is also productive to think about the 

site-specificity of museums in taking into account their relationship to 

the communities they address and those they represent.

essential sites

A recent study that is helpful in thinking about the idea of site speci-

ficity as it relates to the formation of communal identity is a book by 
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Miwon Kwon titled One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and Loca-

tional Identity.10 In it, Kwon theorizes the “spatio-political problematic [of 

the] nexus between the subject/object and location.” 11 One of the issues 

she examines is the relationship of public art to community. Although 

Kwon is mainly addressing issues that pertain to art produced in an urban 

setting—which often involve negotiations between the artist, commu-

nity, and art institutions—her discussion raises important issues in 

terms of the negotiations among viewer, museum, and communities that 

I want to emphasize. The most applicable of her insights for my project 

is her discussion of the location and production of community, of com-

munity as site.

One of Kwon’s caveats is against the possibility that the production 

of public art that purports to engage a particular community’s concerns 

will reify, and therefore commodify, that community. Her deconstruc-

tion of the concept of community critiques what she characterizes as the 

essentialist production of space, a space occupied by “authentic” com-

munities. As she states:

It seems historically inevitable that we will leave behind the nostal-

gic notion of a site and identity as essentially bound to the physical 

actualities of a place. Such a notion, if not ideologically suspect, is 

at least out of sync with the prevalent description of contemporary 

life as a network of unanchored flows. Even an advanced theoreti-

cal position . . . predicated on the belief that a particular site/place, 

with its identity-giving or identifying properties, exists always and 

already prior to whatever new cultural forms might be introduced 

to it or emerge from it [seems dated].12

Kwon’s analysis, based on the “prevalent description of contemporary 

life as a network of unanchored flows,” leads her to the conclusion that 

“reckoning with the impossibility of community . . . may be the only way 

to imagine past the burden of affirmational siting of community to its 

critical unsiting.” 13 In other words, the fragmentary nature of identity 

cannot sustain a unitary notion of community and, subsequently, its 

siting.

The irony of Kwon’s project—to think “beyond and through the im-

possibility of community”—is that, at least in terms of Native identity, 

“the notion of site and identity as essentially bound to the physical actu-

alities of a place” is precisely the belief often advocated by those looking 
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to maintain homelands or, alternately, regain territories taken away by 

force.14

siting reservation x

It is the survival of such place-bound identities that Gerald McMaster ad-

dressed when he curated Reservation X: The Power of Place in Aboriginal 

Contemporary Art in 1998. For this exhibition, he chose the Native reser-

vation as the operative site of engagement. McMaster was fully aware of 

the contradictions such a place represents: “a negotiated space set aside 

for Indian people by oppressive colonial governments to isolate them, to 

extricate them from their cultural habits, and to save them from the vices 

of the outside world.” 15 And yet, he also understood that, despite oper-

ating as “both sanctuary and prison,” reservations “will always be both 

a symbolic and real home for most Indian people.” 16 The reservation 

is the site, real or imagined, to which many Native communities have 

an essential relationship. This is true even of those Native communities 

who have been so severely displaced that they lack a homeland.17 Even 

then, the locus of the reservation functions dialectically as formative of 

Native identity. McMaster elaborates: “The urban and rural now make 

up two discursive spaces or communities that form the new reservation 

narrative.” 18 This is a narrative that, unlike the urban-centered analysis 

proposed by Kwon, acknowledges the complicated relationships of vari-

ous sites to the formation of identity.

authentic places/essential identities

The discursive production of the space defined as “Reservation X” by 

McMaster is further affirmed by claims of authenticity that are often made 

for such spaces by Native communities themselves. It is at this point that 

a project such as Kwon’s, which is explicitly informed by postmodernist 

discourses, reveals the incommensurabilities between Western aesthetics 

and those theories centered on autochthonous notions of identity. The 

former espouses an anti-essentialism that is wary of the “cultural valori-

zation of places as the locus of authentic experience and coherent sense 

of historical and personal identity,” and endorses, instead, a fluid notion 

of identity that is constituted at the nexus of site and performance, while 

the latter may appeal to a sense of identity dependent on the stability of 
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history and place.19 It is important to realize, however, that Indigenous 

claims to authentic sites and essential identities are not necessarily stra-

tegic; they are often fundamental to Native epistemologies.20

Whereas notions of authenticity and essentialism become limiting 

burdens for artists attempting to avoid ghettoization in today’s global art 

market, many Indigenous artists eschew this Western problematic. The 

art critic Ian McLean has noted how these different approaches function 

in the presentation of Aboriginal art in Australia. He states:

The burden of authenticity felt so heavily by postcolonial artists . . . 

is, for Indigenous artists, a liberation and essential component of 

their identity. The old desert painters wear this authenticity lightly 

because it is so much a part of them. Far from being a burden 

hoisted on them by Eurocentric intellectuals wanting to legitimise 

their own modernity, it is and always has been the secret of the suc-

cess of Indigenous art.21

It is important to note a distinction that McLean makes between the In-

digenous artists, whom he describes as belonging to a traditional culture, 

and that position occupied by the postcolonial artists, whom he identi-

fies as those who “work across a range of styles and ideas in a deliberate 

hybrid fashion that is global and temporal in outlook.” 22 Postcolonial 

art, according to McLean, “is a syncretic modernism that, in the spirit of 

modernism, is grounded in the temporality and spatiality of modernity,” 

which he contrasts to art emerging from traditional cultures and char-

acterized by “the specificity of place and locality.” 23 This is a provocative 

distinction, particularly since it does not account for the location of art-

ists, such as the participants in Reservation X, who strongly identify with 

a specific place and yet participate in the production of what McLean 

considers postcolonial art.24 His discussion of the essentialism involved 

in claiming authenticity explicitly points to a paradigmatic chasm be-

tween certain Indigenous perspectives on the essentialism of identity and 

those espousing a (post)modern perspective. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith, a 

Maori cultural studies scholar, observes:

The essence of a person is also discussed in relation to indigenous 

concepts of spirituality. In these views, the essence of a person has 

a genealogy which can be traced back to an earth parent, usually 

glossed as an Earth Mother. A human person does not stand alone, 
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but shares with other animate, and in the Western sense, “inani-

mate” beings, a relationship based on a shared “essence” of life. The 

significance of place, of land, of landscape, of other things in the 

universe, in defining the very essence of a people, makes for a very 

different rendering of the term essentialism as used by indigenous 

peoples.25

For Smith, a Native perspective often includes the notion that one’s land 

is frequently a site of authenticity that engenders essential identities; it 

represents the place essential to identity.

been there/being there: visiting tribal museums

The propriety of place, the relationship of Native bodies to sites that 

ground identity, can be explored by examining the experience of the 

non-Native visiting a tribal museum.26 The sites of these museums, often 

located on reservations, help to produce narratives that are greatly influ-

enced by the visitor’s approach and departure from the building, which 

often involves negotiating a Native space, a space often clearly designated 

as sovereign. This relationship to place, to the setting that provides a pro-

logue for the museum’s narration, is crucial for noting the differences in 

the ways museums function on the reservation versus off the reservation. 

This is especially true for the non-Native visitor whose performance of 

the tribal museum can be a somewhat uncanny experience, the infelici-

tous experience of not belonging to a place, of being a foreigner.

In his analysis of the museum as site, James Clifford describes the 

museum as a “contact zone,” a term he borrows from Mary Louise Pratt, 

who defines it as “the space of colonial encounters, the space in which 

peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with 

each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions 

of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict.” 27 In this es-

say, Clifford’s focus is on the relationships produced within the space 

of the Western museum, and particularly the exchanges between Native 

communities and Western museums whose holdings include their cul-

tural property. He is careful to acknowledge the power inequalities that 

constitute these relationships. These are not places for benign cultural 

encounters. Instead, these are sites that collect “particular histories of 

dominance, hierarchy, resistance, and mobilization.” 28 To address these 
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inequalities, he advocates the enacting of the Western museum as a site 

for negotiation where the “contact work” of “active collaboration and a 

sharing of authority” can occur.29

In an earlier essay, titled “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” Clifford 

compared the display strategies of two Western museums, the Univer-

sity of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology and the Royal Brit-

ish Columbia Museum, with those of two smaller tribal museums, the 

U’mista Cultural Centre and the Kwagiulth Museum and Cultural Cen-

tre.30 While all four museums feature materials belonging to various 

Northwest Coast communities, the two tribal museums have an unusual 

history. They were formed in the late 1970s as part of an agreement to 

repatriate items confiscated during a potlatch ceremony held in 1921, a 

ceremony that by that time had been outlawed.31 These Native muse-

ums are also different in terms of their relationship to the cultures they 

represent. Clifford notes the significant difference it makes to belong 

to the immediate community represented by the tribal museums, the 

difference it makes to how the museum’s narrative is performed. As he 

states: “Objects here are family and community memorabilia. To an out-

sider, at least, a great part of their evocative power—beyond their for-

mal, aesthetic values—is the simple here . . . In a local museum, ‘here’ 

matters.” 32

Clifford’s experience can be useful not only in thinking about an out-

sider’s engagement with a tribal museum, a site where “here” matters, 

but also as a contrast to a museum such as the nmai, where “here” also 

matters. Although there is no doubt that in many respects the museum 

functions much like a Western museum, particularly in terms of its site, 

there are many other aspects of it—such as the careful landscaping that 

references cosmologically significant directions—that invoke “home” to 

many Native visitors. As I suggested earlier, it is precisely this dislocation 

from home that make visitors aware of their relationship to the processes 

of identification.

If we return to McMaster’s formulation of Reservation X as a discur-

sively produced site— one that functions as both sanctuary and prison, 

can be real or imagined, and accommodates urban and rural Native 

populations—what can we say about its relationship to the nmai? Is it 

possible to conceive of the museum as located on such a site? How would 

non-Native visitors respond to such a siting? The answers to these kinds 

of questions will only become apparent as visitors themselves help to 
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determine the use value of the institution. The museum will, of course, 

play a major role in how it invokes, rather than just represents, Native 

notions of home and identity.

at the threshold of identity

There is one particular element of the museum’s interior design that 

stands out as a work that enacts the process of identification that I have 

been describing. As one reaches the third level of the museum, there is an 

entrance to the left that leads into the Our Lives gallery, which is meant 

to “illustrate how Native Americans, despite many challenges, continue 

to exist as distinct communities.” 33 Although the various displays inside 

are powerful illustrations of the complexities of negotiating contem-

porary Native identity, it is the entranceway to the gallery that first in-

volves the visitor in actually experiencing these complicated processes of 

identification.

The work is designed by Jolene Rickard (Tuscarora), an artist, curator, 

and scholar whose work is well known for addressing the intricate rela-

tionships between visual representation and Native identity. In this in-

stallation, Rickard emphasizes the performative aspect of Native identity, 

particularly the ways in which identity is produced through the process 

of recognition. The work consists of two large screens, approximately 

twelve feet long and eight feet high, on either side of the entrance onto 

which are projected life-size images of people who seem to walk along-

side visitors as they enter and exit the gallery. The people depicted are 

diverse; they include a great variety of ages, skin tones, and sizes. There 

are images of women, children, and men dressed in suits, uniforms, 

sports clothes, and so on. In short, they represent a wide demographic 

of Native peoples. The work is subtle in the way it addresses the visitor. 

These images do not confront the viewer but are presented almost im-

perceptibly aside the visitor. It is only after entering the passageway that 

one becomes aware of the projected images, and then only when one 

takes a sideward glance. It is a brief encounter, a momentary vision of a 

fellow traveler, but one that demands a quick and unconscious process 

of recognition.

It may be helpful to compare the performance of identification that 

Rickard’s work demands and that enacted during the Native Nations 

Procession. One could have read the dynamics of identity played out 
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during the procession as having to do with a simple notion of identity. A 

superficial glance at the activities would have shown many of the partici-

pants eager to photograph themselves and others wearing traditional re-

galia as enacting a simple notion of identification, one in which identity 

is simply worn and easily framed within the camera’s viewfinder. Par-

ticipants in the event, however, were aware of the complicated nature of 

the processes of identification. Sorting through the many visual markers 

may have been a daunting task, particularly for those intending to iden-

tify who was and was not Native. In fact, the strong distinction between 

those wearing cultural markers of identity and the rest only frustrated 

any easy act of recognition

The distinction I am trying to emphasize is between a fixed notion 

of identity and one that is aware of identification as a dynamic process. 

The theorist Diana Fuss has discussed the process of identification as 

“set[ting] into motion the complicated dynamic of recognition and 

misrecognition that brings a sense of identity into being.” Although this 

process may imply a “narrowing in” on identity, she emphasizes the un-

certainty of the process, which “immediately calls that identity into ques-

figure 1. Native Nations Procession during the opening ceremonies of the Na-

tional Museum of the American Indian, September 21, 2004.
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tion.” 34 It is the uncertainty of identification that is enforced by passing 

through the threshold. The fluid nature of recognition is emphasized 

by the aesthetic strategies employed. Rickard has produced an effect by 

which the images momentarily come into focus and then slowly blur 

away. There is an emphasis on motion, on the temporal aspect of the en-

counter. At the same time, there is also a spatial dimension to traversing 

the work. The sign accompanying this threshold reads: “Anywhere in the 

Americas, you could be walking with a 21st-century Native American.” 

This “anywhere” could be everywhere; it all depends where, and how, 

you find yourself.

at home and away

The instability of the process of recognition that this work emphasizes 

can be seen as contrasting sharply with the essentialist notions of home 

discussed earlier. However, it is precisely this difference that works to 

reinforce a sense of identity that is place-bound. The fluidity and insta-

bility of identification performed at the site of the museum can, in turn, 

work to affirm a Native identity based on a fixed notion of home.

figure 2. Threshold to the Our Lives gallery on the third level of the museum.
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While visitors’ responses to the nmai may range from feelings of alien-

ation to indifference to pride, it is the journey that has led them there 

that will inform their attachment to the museum and its contents. It is 

likely that a visit to the nmai will challenge those whose ideas of Native 

identity depend on the recognition of stable markers of identity. It is also 

possible that for these visitors the cultural objects found within will only 

help to reify their ideas of Indigeneity. Others, however, may consider 

the museum as yet another passage leading them back home.
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essay.
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