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ABSTRACT
Tribal communities possess a wealth of knowledge that repre-
sents each community’s unique worldview, and these ideas 
and beliefs are represented in both tangible and intangible 
media: manuscripts, songs, film, audio recordings, and reli-
gious ceremonies, among other manifestations.  Representa-
tion of indigenous films and photographs in audiovisual 
repositories is a contentious subject in the archival communi-
ty, and it closely relates to the tensions surrounding intellec-
tual property  and traditional knowledge.  With a rich and 
diverse history, this study focuses on some of the challenges 
faced by Indigenous communities across the Americas and 
how communities have banded together to address issues of 
representation, intellectual property, and artistic expression.  

This poster will broach these questions by analyzing intellec-
tual property, preservation challenges and approaches, and 
cultural representation through the analysis of three distinct 
scenarios in the United States, Canada, and Mexico. I ex-
plored scholarly articles, primary audiovisual sources, and 
archival descriptions of indigenous collections to probe these 
topics.
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INTRODUCTION 
The main goal of this research is to investigate how distinct 
indigenous communities, each with their own varying goals 
and interests, can create collections that accurately reflect the 
life, goals, and values of their own communities.  Using a 
community lens this poster explores how photographic, au-
dio, and film materials of Indigenous communities are ap-
praised and preserved by film archivists and community ar-
chive professionals to display to the public. This paper focus-
es on three examples: the Tribesourcing Southwest Film 
Project (focusing on the use of the Mukurtu software plat-
form), the Chiapas Photographic Project (to demonstrate a 
successful self-representation and appraisal model), and the 
partnership between Canada’s Assembly of First Peoples and 
the Canadian Museums Association.

PURPOSE
In researching Indigenous audiovisual content and the chal-
lenges of preserving these materials, I approached the topic 
by exploring several questions. First, how are indigenous 

groups represented in mainstream archives, if represented at 
all? What can audiovisual archivists today change in archival 
practice to ensure that these communities are represented ac-
curately and respectfully?  Second, what appraisal criteria is 
important to the community and how do community ideals 
impact if and how materials are selected for preservation? 
Finally, how can indigenous and mainstream communities 
negotiate and compromise during the appraisal and acquisition 
processes to ensure that all communities are heard, but that the 
emphasis remains on respecting and empowering underrepre-
sented groups?

METHODS 
To explore these questions, I researched several projects and 
repositories throughout Central and South America, Canada, 
the Caribbean, and the United States to assess the challenges 
facing these repositories and the creative ways in which 
archivists engage with the local communities throughout the 
life of the records.  I also investigated best practices and 
guidelines for the representation and conservation of audiovi-
sual materials.  I narrowed my selection of institutions to 
present in this paper by selecting the programs or repositories 
that encompass the challenges and emerging solutions in the 
field.

FINDINGS 
This research project reviewed concepts of traditional knowl-
edge and intellectual property to understand the acquisition 
and appraisal negotiation process between indigenous com-
munities and audiovisual repositories. To address the needs of 
all parties, professionals on all sides need an understanding  of 
the challenges and opportunities involved in appraising and 
acquiring materials of importance to both Indigenous and 
mainstream (non-Indigenous) communities.  Investigating film 
archives with the Tribesourcing Southwest Film Project pre-
sented a unique opportunity to explore how native people are 
represented in the mainstream archives and some creative 
ways in which the communities depicted in these materials can 
reclaim the narrative to their histories.  Finally, creating oppor-
tunities for self-representation helps Indigenous artists express 
their identities, their perspectives, and their lives in as fully and 
accurately a manner as possible. 

Traditional Knowledge and Intellectual Property 
Indigenous scholar Michael Marker dissects the concerns of 
community elders when deciding how to preserve indigenous 
ways of knowing and cultural knowledge. Historically, 
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archival repositories have had a contentious relationship with 
indigenous artifacts and materials, often leading to discus-
sions about the ethics of accessioning cultural heritage arti-
facts into mainstream collections.  The implementation of 
access restrictions on materials can prevent tribal members 
from accessing the materials that can help them connect with 
their communities, learn about their pasts, and establish a 
sense of identity. This presents the first, and possibly, one of 
the greatest challenges: severing the link between knowledge 
and access.  The practice of restricting access from the com-
munities that produced the materials has also fueled a deep 
sense of distrust between tribal communities and larger repos-
itories housed in private, university, or government institu-
tions.  Some tribal archives may place different values on 
some materials, such as religious artifacts or audio recording 
of spiritual songs, which are deemed too personal to share 
with researchers outside their community.  After investigating 
an array of tribal university archives, it became apparent that 
these institutions reserve the right to limit access of these 
materials to tribal members only.  We will explore this topic 
further in the analysis of the collaboration between the First 
Peoples and the Canadian Museums Association.

Dr. Jane Anderson explores how an indigenous framework of 
preservation and information transmission may or may not fit 
into the mainstream approach to archiving, appraising, and 
holding materials. She explains how intellectual property 
laws !seek to "promote investment in, and access to, the re-
sults of creative effort, and extend to protecting the marketing 
of goods and services.#$One reason for this is that intellectual 
property is increasingly an important mechanism of world 
trade” (p. 5).  Understanding the economic role of intellectual 
property laws provides clarity around issues of intellectual 
and cultural discord where holding indigenous materials 
comes to play. Here, we can question how one set of beliefs 
in holding sacred knowledge does not fit into the setting out-
lined by private versus communal ownership, donor agree-
ments, and public access. Larger cultural heritage institutions 
may disagree by arguing that they are protecting valuable 
information that benefits society on a wider scale. However, 
barring members of a community from their own intellectual 
materials still plays into an unbalanced system of access. 

Apart from access, LAM institutions have historically pro-
mulgated stereotypes of indigenous peoples, playing into 
erroneous and offensive ideas of tribal communities and 
placing emphasis on these roles rather than offering a por-
trayal that is true to the values held dear to these communi-
ties.  Continuing to promote false stereotypes has deepened 
the divide between groups, but many institutions and groups 
on either side of the divide have made  concerted efforts in 
recent years to improve relationships between communities, 
repositories, researchers, and government agencies maintain-
ing indigenous collections.  

One step towards reconciling the different parties involved in 
housing indigenous materials is to help promote tribal com-
munities’ self-representation. This is a unique opportunity to 
address issues in the appraisal of indigenous collections, as 
artists and other creators are part of the appraisal process, 
indicating which materials they deem as important for a col-
lection and how they wish to represent themselves and their 
communities.  Archival self-representation has led to a 

greater array of repositories housing indigenous materials that 
are moderated by the community.  Furthermore, the creation 
of Mukurtu, which is a platform on which repositories can 
represent materials in a culturally relevant and respectful way, 
has opened a pathway for tribal archives to take back their 
collections and control how their communities are represent-
ed and accessed.

Tribesourcing Southwest Film Project and Mukurtu 
The Tribesourcing Southwest Film Project, which aims to 
utilize films from the University of Arizona’s American Indian 
Film Gallery, works to retell an accurate history of native 
communities.  Reappropriating films created in the mid-20th 
century is an essential part of this project, as the website states 
that “most of the films…reflect mainstream cultural attitudes 
of the day. Often the narration pronounces meaning that is 
inaccurate or disrespectful, but the visual narratives are for the 
most part quite remarkable.  This project seeks to rebalance 
the historical record, intentionally shifting emphasis from ex-
ternal perceptions of Native peoples to the voices, knowledge, 
and languages of the peoples represented in the films by par-
ticipatory recording of new narrations for the films” (http://
tribesourcingfilm.com/about)

The Tribesourcing Southwest Film Project accomplishes its 
unique mission by using Mukurtu’s platform to display its 
content, share the history and stories of native people, and by 
taking back the narrative of their own histories.  Repurposing 
the films to tell their stories is a unique approach to reclaiming 
the historical narrative of native people.  To supplement the 
historical narrative, the film project has over five hundred 
films under its domain.  The content on the Tribesourcing 
Southwest Film Project’s website is controlled and presented 
by the tribes involved in the project, ensuring the individuals 
running the project remain in control of the narrative.  

Self-Representation 
Another successful model of self-representation in audiovisual 
projects is the Proyecto Fotográfico de Chiapas, or the Chiapas 
Photographic Project (CPP), founded by Carlota Duarte, direc-
tor of the Archivo Fotográfico Indígena.  This project focuses 
on the photography training and presentation of indigenous 
photographs from the Chiapas region of Mexico.  The project 
teaches any interested member of the Mayan tribes in Chiapas 
how to use a variety of cameras and the basics of photographic 
techniques.  The project developed an in-house studio where 
participants can edit their photographs and apply a number of 
techniques to their own works.  Additionally, more advanced 
participants can learn the basics of metadata and are trained in 
entering metadata for the works produced on-site.
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Image 1. Maruch Sántiz Gómez 
Aguja, 1996 

Col. Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C. 

In the short film, “Camaristas: Autoretratos Indígenas,” Car-
lota Duarte and several of her students explain their relation-
ship with the project and how its mission drives them to con-
tinue capturing everyday moments in Chiapas.  One student 
from the project, Maruch Sántiz Gómez, spent a weekend 
interviewing elders in the Mayan communities of Chiapas, 
collecting oral histories and photographing moments that cap-
ture snapshots of everyday indigenous life.  One example is 
the photograph (see Image 1) entitled “aguja” (meaning “nee-
dle” in English), which is part of a sixteen-photograph exhibit 
portraying everyday indigenous life and housework,

In both the short film and the eventual exhibition of Sántiz 
Gómez’s photographs, the photograph tell the stories of the 
tribes, allowing those who can not read or write to understand 
and relay information through photography. This type of pho-
tographic project can help bridge the gaps between communi-
ty members who are not able to read or write with those who 
are able to do so.  Photography takes on a new meaning not 
only by relaying information on everyday life in Chiapas, but 
by also taking on a new form of communication between 
community members.  Reflections on the past and representa-
tions of present-day life are communicated through the use of 
photographs, which also help community members and out-
side researchers view the world through the photographer’s 
eyes.

In the film, Duarte states, “to me it is important that the col-
lection become part of the National System of Photographic 
Archives (SINAFO, Sistema Nacional de Fototecas), and 
through these types of contacts we can improve the quality, in 
general, of the maintenance of the collection, spreading 
awareness of the collection, and to demonstrate the impor-
tance of this talent in the indigenous photographs  and to be 
part of creating part of the cultural patrimony of the nation 
(Duarte, AFI 1992).  The work of the CPP is an integral part 
of tracking and recording present indigenous culture and his-
tory, with the unique aspect of allowing the creators to par-
take in the appraisal process.  This model allows the commu-
nity members and those participating in the project to have a 
direct hand in curating, appraising, and maintaining a collec-
tion representative of their heritage.  Curating such a unique 
collection and working collaboratively with the SINAFO 
gives Mayan communities in Chiapas and throughout south-
ern Mexico the opportunity to permanently record history as 
representative of their heritage, talents, and world views. 

Relationship Building and Collaboration 
After reviewing the audiovisual representation of indigenous 
people in Canadian LAM institutions, a partnership between 
the Assembly of First Nations and the Canadian Museums 
Association was formed.  The purpose of this partnership was 
to strike a balance between empowering indigenous commu-
nities and using established best practices from mainstream 
archives as a means to best represent the needs of all parties.  
Empowerment takes shape by providing these communities 
with a platform on which to voice their concerns and to work 
directly with their individual community’s collections.  By 
doing this, individuals and communities can identify respect-

ful ways of representing materials, displaying material in a 
culturally appropriate way, and making the repositories aware 
of cultural limitations in displaying material.  The Task Force 
Report on Museums and First Peoples outlines the discussions 
that took place when all parties and the steps needed to ad-
dress the many concerns in historical representation of indige-
nous.  The consultations address issues of access, involve-
ment, cultural significance, training, repatriation, and institu-
tional support. These topical areas then span into the recom-
mendations for building partnerships between the two institu-
tional types, allowing archivists and activists on both sides to 
understand the significance of working through each stage of a 
collection’s life and understanding the roles each actor plays in 
the process.

This report, along with several other resources specific to the 
preservation and maintenance of unique materials (ivory, bas-
kets, graves, etc.), created a foundation for the Canadian gov-
ernment to assemble best practices for the maintenance of 
indigenous museum collections.  The guidelines are broken 
down into manuals for each type of material and contains a 
section entitled, “Caring for Sacred and Culturally Sensitive 
Objects,” which outlines the physical steps of traditional care 
of materials.  The other large-scale section of the guidelines 
addresses the intangible nature of caring for these materials, 
defining what is sacred and culturally significant and who the 
stakeholders are in the preservation process.  Establishing 
these guidelines required in-depth analysis of how these part-
nerships would work and the perspective of each actor in the 
collaboration.Ultimately, what makes this unique is that is sets 
the foundation for LAM institutions in Canada and abroad to 
work with other marginalized communities.

DISCUSSION 
Examining indigenous people’s representation in audiovisual 
archives and the place these collections have in the overall 
institution is significant to understand where progress can be 
made when working indigenous tribal artifacts and materials.  
Reviewing the scholarly articles and the projects in which self-
representation was a core value was significant in that many of 
these communities, while holding different traits and unique 
viewpoints, share many similar concerns regarding their 
archival material.  Audiovisual records and objects present a 
unique facet to this discussion because the public tends to 
gravitate towards these materials first in a collection, attempt-
ing to capture and understand a community, a theme, or an 
individual based on what they see and hear.  However, these 
features are what make audiovisual material also more potent 
in transferring ideas and beliefs from one group to the next.  In 
some ways, audiovisual materials may be more powerful in 
the representation of people and can ultimately benefit or hurt 
a community if not carefully handled and presented.  

Empowering communities, especially those whose voices and 
stories have been delegitimized, is significant because it helps 
to break the bonds between these groups and a society fraught 
with social inequities.  Empowerment can lead to helping 
communities to demonstrate their abilities, talents, and contri-
butions, as was seen in the Chiapas Photographic Project.  The 
role of partnerships and collaborations between a variety of 
institutions can also help activists and archivists to bridge their 
interests for a common goal.  Archivists have long held a quiet 
role in the archives and those who are eager to become ac-
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tivists for underrepresented groups can use partnerships to 
give silent communities a platform on which to express them-
selves.

CONCLUSION 
From the resources analyzed for this paper,  I saw a common 
thread among the various types of repositories and therefore 
used the three projects to exemplify some of the challenges 
tribal archives face while shedding light on initial steps taken 
to address these issues.  The development of this paper took 
shape over a series of steps, as the original outline of the pa-
per was meant to represent the voices of filmmakers, artists, 
and tribal leaders through the use of interviews.  Beginning 
this assignment with an analysis of scholarly articles, docu-
mentaries, and interviews helped set the foundation to what 
could potentially become a larger project.  Unfortunately, I 
was not able to include first-person narratives on these topics, 
which could have easily lent to a more well-rounded view on 
how to work in the present and how to develop potential solu-
tions in the future. Expanding the research to look at tribal 
archival description can also help to address how these mate-
rials can be presented in a culturally relevant manner.

Finally, this project would benefit from future study by 
adding a second wave of research, namely a phase in which I 
could conduct more in-depth interviews than those original 
planned.  Hearing first-person accounts of creating audiovisu-
al material and maintaining collections in culturally appropri-
ate ways would help give this research a well-rounded per-
spective and may even help larger organizations to take action 
to develop these partnerships.   Working together, archivists 
and activists can learn to work in tandem to address these 
many obstacles in the preservation of historical and culturally 
sensitive materials.
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