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This thesis is a critical study of two exhibits, First Encounters Spanish 

Exploration in the Caribbean and A Tribute to Survival. The objective of the thesis was 

to understand if and how indigenous activists, using the media as tool, were able to 

change curatorial approaches to exhibition development. Chapter 1 is broken into three 

sections. The first section introduces the exhibits and succinctly discusses the theory that 

is applied to this thesis. The second section discusses the objectives of the project and the 

third provides a brief outline of the document. Chapter 2 discusses the historical 

background of American museums in an attempt to highlight changes in curatorial 

attitudes towards the public, display, interpretation, and authority. Chapter 3 gives a more 

in-depth overview of the methodology and materials utilized in the thesis. Chapter 4 is a 

critical analysis of the literature for both First Encounters and A Tribute to Survival. 

Chapter five is a summary of the thesis and offers a conclusion of the effectiveness of 

using the media as a tool. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is a critical study of two museum exhibitions in their portrayal of 

indigenous peoples and the responses these exhibits received from activists and the 

media. The two exhibitions are First Encounters: Spanish Exploration in the Caribbean 

on display at the Florida Museum of Natural History, Gainesville, from 1989-1993, and A 

Tribute to Survival on permanent display at the Milwaukee Public Museum since 1993. 

In the case of First Encounters, American Indian activist groups, dissatisfied with the 

content of the exhibit, maintained that the cultures and histories portrayed were 

misrepresented. In addition to activists carrying out protests, they used the media to 

publicly express their concerns. The museum, in tum, was not sensitive to these issues 

and did not take appropriate action to remedy the situation, as seen in the eyes of the 

activists. Based upon the reaction of indigenous people to First Encounters, as well as 

other negatively received exhibits during this time period, museums such as the 

Milwaukee Public Museum began to make changes by incorporating Native American 

input into the creation and development of future exhibitions. Native Americans were 

brought in to be active collaborators throughout the entire exhibition development 

process and thus had a significant voice in how they were portrayed. As a result, A 

Tribute to Survival is an example of the implementation of this approach to exhibit 

development. 

Social Cognition Theory explains how and why positive and negative media 

attention impacted the change in museum exhibitions that featured American Indians 
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between 1990 and 1993. Social Cognition Theory (SCT) provides a framework by which 

to understand how symbolic communication through the media can influence social 

change. Social Cognition Theory states that among other influences humans have the 

ability to learn behavior vicariously (Bandura 1989). An individual's (or rather in this 

case the museum professional's) ability to learn through other's actions helps reinforce or 

dissuade certain behaviors. The media facilitates this observational learning (Bandura 

1986:286). The media is strategically placed in a position where it can create and then 

reinforce certain models of behavior which those controlling the media either approve or 

disprove. This is done by either painting a report in a positive or negative light. For 

example, in the case of First Encounters, the media created a story with the museum as 

the villain and the indigenous protestors as the victims, soliciting reactions from the 

public and others in the museum community. This further reinforced the idea that 

museums needed to change how they approached exhibitions featuring Native American 

culture and history. Bandura's theory strategically positioned the media as an important 

source of information and thus influencer to the general public. Essentially, Social 

Cognition Theory explains the role the media played in shifting attitudes among museum 

professionals and curators because protestors influenced the media, the media in turn 

influenced public opinion, and the public then influenced museum professionals' 

attitudes and ideas forcing them to change. Understanding the media's influence in the 

past can help scholars, museums, and activists better understand the influence the media 

plays on the formation of ideas in the present and future especially in the sphere of public 

education and awareness. 
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Objectives of Study 

The goal of the study is to understand how Native American activists utilized the 

media to pressure museums into changing their policies on how exhibitions represent 

their histories. This will be done by applying the Social Cognition Theory to this study 

and reviewing and comparing two exhibitions. My study questions whether changes in 

museum policy can at least in part be attributed to learned behaviors reinforced by 

indigenous activism and the media as a tool utilized by activists. The study seeks to 

answer the following research questions: 

• How effective a tool was the media for activists in each of the case studies? 

• What are the differences in public reception between First Encounters and 

Tribute to Survival? 

• What contributed to these differences? 

• Can media coverage of protests be attributed to changes in exhibition 

development experienced by First Encounters and Tribute to Survival between 

1989 and 1993? 

• If so, how do protestors using the media as a tool impact museum personnel ideas 

and attitudes? 

Organization of Thesis 

Chapter one provides brief introduction to the topics being discussed and an outline of the 

objectives of the study. Chapter two details the historical background as it pertains to the 

development oftoday's museological efforts. The third chapter provides a succinct overview of 

the two exhibitions being analyzed, as well as affords information of the methodology, Social 

Cognition Theory, being applied to the analysis of First Encounters and A Tribute to Survival. 
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Chapter four is divided into two sections. Each section deals with either the analysis of First 

Encounters or the analysis of A Tribute to Survival and the role activists and the media had in 

shaping the effectiveness of each exhibition. Chapter five is also divided into two sections. It 

compares and contrasts each exhibit and the long term impacts they both have made on the 

development of the museuological field. The chapter finishes with concluding remarks derived 

from the analysis and an acknowledgment that the dissemination of information through news 

sources is shifting with the introduction of the internet. 
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The topics of discussion in museum studies have changed to become more 

complex and self-aware in reflection of the adaptations taking place both outside and 

inside the museum. By looking at how these topics have changed, in a categorical way, 

the reader will better understand the processes that took place which allowed for what 

was once considered outside voices to enter into the museum space and become a 

necessary component to the museum structure. 

Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries (1890-1930) 

Exhibitions are a visible representation of the conditions of the period in which 

they were developed; they emulate attitudes and ideas among museum professionals, who 

in turn are influenced by their own culture. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 

both professional anthropologists and natural history museums were heavily influenced 

by the cultural ideals of western imperialism and rationalism. The focus of museums was 

on the classification of collections, curation, and research of cultures and their artifacts 

(Dana 1917). Exhibition design and representation of cultures, therefore, mirrored the 

museum's focus on research and curation as well as the social climate of that time. The 

consequences were institutions that were purposely isolated into ivory towers, separate 

and elusive from the general public and to those they studied. Ames describes this period 

as the ''Natural History" period of display. Exhibitions presented material culture as 

specimens and American Indians as "parts of nature" whose cultural materials were to be 

classified and represented based on chronological stages of development and/or by 
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geographical location (Ames 1995:50). In some exhibits, for example, tools would be 

displayed to show changes in technology or style over time. This style of display was not 

visitor friendly nor could it be said that it was an accurate representation of non-western 

cultures. For the time, however, it was an advancement in display strategies that 

illustrated a growing professional community of anthropologists whose goals advanced 

beyond the simple act of collection seen in the early half of the 19th century. 

Boasian interpretive style of display or what Ames calls "contextualism" rejected 

the Natural History approach in exhibitions. Boas and his followers popularized the idea 

of exhibiting artifacts in an artificial setting which mimics the objects' original context, 

as opposed to the natural history approach where specimens were left sitting in glass 

cases organized by typology and evolutionary sequencing (Ames 1995:51 ). Boas 

believed that artifacts should be grouped together to "illustrate a way oflife ... and that 

way of life - their context - would give artifacts their meaning" (Ames 1995 :52). This 

specific display and classification type is what Boas referred to as a tribal arrangement of 

ethnological phenomena or material culture (Boas 1887). His approach to exhibition 

development and the display of culture was largely shaped by how he approached the 

study of anthropology, with the idea that it was important to study each "ethnological 

phenomenon" individually based on its own particular history in its own particular 

cultural context (Boas 1887). This cultural relativistic approach, founded by Franz Boas, 

was labeled historical particularism. Boas believed that all humans are biologically 

similar. He argued, that the variations between societies witnessed by early 

anthropologists were the results of culture. Historical particularism argues that each 

society has its own unique historical development which influenced how that society's 
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culture developed and therefore the culture must be understood based on its own cultural 

context. The Boasian approach to displays often consisted of a family or tribal members 

engaged in everyday activities, surrounded by appropriate tools in an accurately depicted 

environment with commonly found plants and animals in the tribe's region. One of the 

first diorama exhibitions, which Boas curated, was an Artie Inuit scene with a cutaway 

igloo and an icy surrounding complete with a suspended bird; the diorama left viewers 

enthralled. The contextualized display strategy was a step forward not only in museum 

exhibitions but also for museum anthropologists as well, because it depicted the 

complexity of the study of culture. By showcasing artifacts in context, museum 

professionals provided a deeper meaning of the objects' lives in comparison to an artifact 

sitting out of reach and out of context. It is easier to understand the past if it is 

represented in a tangible way. Museums, however, remained ivory towers inaccessible to 

those who were either not a practicing museum professional or were not one of the 

wealthy who served as patrons. 

The 1930s and early 1940s shifted the American public's priorities with the onset 

of both the Depression and American involvement in World War II. Both historical 

events had consequences on the entire museum and anthropological community, 

permanently changing the focus of these institutions. Wealthy investors, on whom they 

have previously relied upon almost exclusively, could no longer be depended upon to 

support the museum. Patrons either no longer had the money to support these institutions 

or were abandoning museums in favor of investing their money in other areas, such as 

anthropological fieldwork (Low 1942:34-4 7). The study of anthropology shifted toward a 

more behaviorally oriented field which resulted in the stagnation of museum 
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anthropology (Stocking 1985:7). In order to survive, museums had to change. To gain 

better funding opportunities, museums began to rely on public support and consequently 

became public institutions. By changing the direction of the museum's objective to a 

more public-education oriented goal, they opened themselves up to public critique, 

opinion, and pressures. The new objectives would also dramatically shape how museums 

approached interpretation, contextualization, and representation in the latter half of the 

20th century. 

Role of Education (1940-1990) 

Public opinion and support beginning in the 1940s became a vital component not 

only to the museum's mission which fundamentally shaped exhibition development, but 

it also became the museum's life blood (Neves 2002). Museums are economically 

defined by their ability to entertain and engage the public; for that reason, public opinion 

and support developed as a vital component to museums' mission which in turn 

fundamentally shaped exhibition development. In the evolution of the museum 

" ... responsiveness to the community ... consistent with the museum's public service 

obligations ... " became an important part of the agenda (Weil 1999). By 1990, the 

American Alliance of Museums, formerly the American Association of Museums 

{AAM), published a handbook which suggested museums should question if they have 

effectively involved the community in the areas of public programming and exhibition 

design. The handbook also suggested that museums evaluate their programs and 

exhibitions based on the visitor's experience (Weil 1999). There is a noticeable transition 

to a more public and visitor friendly approach to museum displays and objectives, 

moving away from the earlier approach where museums existed solely as places to house 
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and research collections. Education departments were given the task of developing 

exhibits that would interact and engage visitors and community members and have 

become synonymous with those activities. 

The orientation of the museum changed from curator-driven displays to an 

emphasis on public education with the creation of public friendly exhibitions, tours, and 

educational programs aimed at school children and adult community members. Early 

curator controlled exhibition labels often were technical, verbose, and difficult for the 

average visitor to read and relate to. The connection to the artifact or culture on display 

lies in how the information about it is interpreted and presented. Educators in the 

museum were responsible for taking the interpretations of curator and communicating 

those ideas to the general public in a way that was both entertaining and informative 

(Roberts 1997:145-150). For professionals in the education department, acting as an 

interpreter for the curator was the most important job an educator could do to engage 

visitors with the objects and their exhibits. In the act of making education an active role 

in the museum, these institutions became closer to becoming one that serves the public 

and the public's interests. 

The switch in objectives and reliance on visitor support laid a foundation for a 

change in attitude among professionals in their approaches and receptiveness to visitor 

opinion. The development of education departments signify the beginning of the end of 

the by-design isolation period for museums. They are the starting point which eventually 

plays a significant part in the growth and social change that museums experience in the 

following decades. The education department is symbolic of the change that occurred in 

the museum; furthermore, they represent how vulnerable the museum has become to 
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public whims. Museums today continue to interact with the public through their 

education programs; their job is to evolve quickly to adapt to changes in the surrounding 

culture. The educator's job is to be the interface. They must keep up with the general 

public in order to keep the museum relevant and interesting since these institutions are 

essentially structured as entertainment economies. Despite today' s successful 

programming efforts, the development of the education component of museums evolution 

experienced growing pains, the most conspicuous of which was the alienation of minority 

groups. 

Native American Self-determination and Protests, 1960-1980 

Certain ages in human history have allowed for favorable environments for social 

movements to develop and take hold. The 1960s represented one of these advantageous 

periods (Stotik 1994). The Civil Rights Movement, Women's Rights Movement, Native 

American Civil Rights Movement, and the beginning of the Gay Rights Movement were 

all simultaneously occurring within this 10 to 20 year span. Museums were no less 

impacted by such movements. They struggled with understanding and incorporating 

minority groups that were traditionally omitted or misrepresented in history. Within this 

climate, social history or new social history arose in popularity, stressing the inclusion of 

the marginalized. The social history movement began to change how museums 

approached research, collections, and exhibition development (Henderson and Kaeppler 

1997). While some marginalized communities were able to make a little headway into 

pressuring museums to change their approach in the interpretation of history, indigenous 

activists groups were gaining ground politically. Indigenous activist groups, however, 

still struggled with museum interpretations. 
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The relationship between Native Americans and the American government and 

other related institutions have historically been rife with conflict, molded and defmed by 

colonialism, repression, and genocide. While there had been earlier movements and 

struggles over land and sovereignty rights, the 1960s brought with it an as yet unheard of 

success to Native American civil rights. Tribal movements benefitted from the unrest of 

the era. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s served as a model for Native activist 

groups searching to cement and expand the policy of self-determination. Self

determination is a social and legislative movement among Native American nations 

which prioritized tribal authority, self-governance, and a restoration of cultural practices. 

It is a means in which native nations implemented their sovereignty while simultaneously 

combatted the American government's earlier termination policy (Kotlowski 2003). 

The greatest tools in the self-determination movement's arsenal were American 

Indian activists groups, the most notorious of which was the American Indian Movement 

(AIM). The civil rights organization, which initially focused solely on Native Americans 

in urban communities, eventually expanded and aligned with the entirety of those seeking 

sovereignty and civil and cultural rights. They sought economic independence, a renewal 

of traditional culture, the protection of their legal rights, and more importantly 

sovereignty over tribal properties and the restoration of lands that were historical tribally 

held territory (Campbell2010:309). 

Among the biggest offenders violating American Indian rights were museums and 

how they displayed and represented Native American cultures. Native Activist groups 

confronted museums with grievances regarding human remains and with appeals that 

American Indians be allowed to communicate their own histories to the public. In 1971, 
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AIM protested the Southwest Museum in Los Angeles' public display of their ancestors' 

remains. Leaders denounced ~he desecration of their dead, their beliefs, and their sacred 

places for science and for public entertainment (Milo 2000:45). The most infamous 

museum was the Dickson Mounds Museum. The burial site sits on land previously owned 

by Don Dickson who excavated the mounds. Instead of removing the remains and 

funerary objects from the graves, he decided to leave them in place, uncovered and open 

to the public. The Dickson Mounds Museum became a state-owned and sanctioned 

museum when ownership was transferred to the state of Illinois. In the 1960s, Native 

American protestors began to gain national attention, citing the desecration of the dead 

and racism, but they experienced a great deal of opposition from business owners living 

in the town and from researchers (Dellios 1992). It was not until1991-92 that the 

Dickson Mound's burials were enclosed and the remains laid to rest. Shortly thereafter, 

the museum closed for major renovations and in 1994 reopened to the public with new 

exhibitions in place. New York's Museum of Modem Art (MOMA) attempted to 

showcase a sacred Zuni figurine. However, after protests by the Zuni, the museum posted 

a note which stated that MOMA would not be put the figurine on display because of the 

objections raised by tribal authorities. Instead, the show ended with work from living 

indigenous artists (Clifford 1984:244-245). In these instances of protest and negotiation, 

Native Americans demonstrated two important aspects of self-determination: the first is 

the power of protests, and the second is the growing political influence Native 

communities wielded. 

By voicing criticisms in the display of their culture, activists brought national 

attention to the problem through the use of the media The influence of the media, in turn, 
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shifted public opinion toward deference for the cultural sensitivities of Native peoples 

and in favor of repatriation efforts by universities and museums (Milo 2000:45). The 

growing political influence through protests led by Native communities and the 

subsequent favorable media coverage helped shape federal policy by first placing and 

then keeping Native American concerns on the national agenda (Kotlowski 2003:204). 

While Native American activists made strides politically, museum-focused activists, 

however, struggled to combat a slowly changing museum culture. Remnants of an earlier 

time period still clung to museum policy despite some instances of renegotiation. There 

was still a feeling among museum professionals and scholars that they alone had 

authority over the collections and their histories. Professionals intentionally built a wall 

between the museum and the layperson to exclude any voice in the exhibitions that was 

not from a scholarly background. The shifts in public opinion brought by the media was 

something that museums would have to reckon with, particularly when those same 

activists included a new tactic in their fight for change: legislation. 

Changing Perceptions among Museum Curators in the 1980s 

By the 1980s, amid successful protests, anthropologists such as George W. 

Stocking and James Clifford were among curators who sought to analyze and transform 

context and representation in museum exhibitions on indigenous culture. Stocking's 

book, Objects and Others: Essays on Museums and Material Culture (1986), argued that 

objects have unique histories. The interpretation of the objects' histories change when 

they move from one context to another; material culture can take on different meanings 

depending on the context and viewpoint of the observer (Stocking 1985:391). This idea 

"refmed museological studies and transformed what had been an anthropological 
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backwater into a thriving specialization" (Welsch 2008) by introducing to museum 

professionals the idea that artifacts carry with them stories or symbolic meanings that 

represent a small fraction of their original culture. The rest of the history is lost in time 

and impossible for someone in the present day to access because both the interpreter and 

object are removed from the material's original context. 

The interpreter is blocked by their existence in the present period. They are 

surrounded by the present cultural environment completely which makes the original 

objects' functional role and cultural environments obscure to the contemporary observer. 

Stocking's argument was that because of the existence of this barrier between the past 

and present, the meaning of the material culture in museums "must always be acutely 

problematic" (Stocking 1985:4). His argument that the meaning of an artifact, its history, 

shifts depending on the environment and the time period in which they inhabited that 

particular environment helped change how museum professionals approached 

representation. Stocking did so by questioning the validity of the interpretations done by 

museum professionals. Unfortunately, Stocking's view on context failed to consider or 

include objects from cultures that were still in existence which were/are often utilized in 

anthropology, history, and art museums. However, he brought attention to the question of 

how accurately museum professionals can represent a culture based on the interpretation 

of artifacts that have been removed from their original context. It is important to note that 

he does not question the museum's authority; he simply questions how accurately 

museums see the object's history. 

Taking this idea a step further, postmodem anthropologist James Clifford built on 

what Stocking argued. However, rather than looking at the object's histories in explaining 
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the problems with representation and context, Clifford points to the " ... unsettled, the 

nomadic, existence of non-western artifacts" created by the curators. The differences 

between what Stocking wrote and what Clifford wrote are in the subtleties of the 

definitions and the hostilities and neutralities of tone in which they were written. 

Stocking views interpretations and thus representations as products of their environments; 

thus any inaccuracies in interpretation are unintentional and beyond the control of the 

curator or educator. Clifford, on the other hand, is intensely suspicious of any 

representations of others and any problems that arise in representation are the fault of the 

curators. He argues that the venue in which the artifact is placed has an impact on how 

the object is viewed and interpreted, the atmosphere and interpretation being set by the 

curator. 

Clifford points to the curators for the subjectivity and constant recontextualization 

of material culture which has a deleterious impact on how the history behind an artifact is 

interpreted and thus represented to the public. The curators' assumed authority over 

material culture and their histories are more specifically what Clifford ftnds problematic. 

He argues that the power that curators have over material culture is representative of 

remnants of colonialism. How can another group's art or culture be properly displayed if 

those in charge ofthe interpretations represent colonial powers (Clifford 1984:245)? He 

openly questions museum professionals' authority over such objects by questioning the 

reliability of these interpretations particularly if they are solely composed of western 

ideas and western subjectivities. Clifford argues that museum exhibits perpetuate a cycle 

of misinformation that does nothing to edify or inform museumgoers of other cultures but 

rather serves to underscore or highlight western communities of their own ideals and 
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histories. The material culture found in museums and in the houses of wealthy 

homeowners are representative of a subjective western value system. Clifford suggests 

that objects museums have collected and stored do not belong in the museum because 

they have been tom away from their original socio-cultural contexts and given worth in a 

system of meaning that exists to validate Western subjectivity (Clifford 1984:244). He is 

one of the frrst professionals to openly question the museum's authority over objects and 

the representation those objects' cultures. 

Despite the differences between Clifford and Stocking, they represent a noticeable 

change in opinion among museum professionals; they are more self-aware of their own 

biases. By taking into consideration the complexity of problems when interpreting and 

representing material culture to the public, Stocking and Clifford demonstrate a 

mindfulness that was absent in prior decades. Changes in the representation process were 

required as remedies to problematic analyses. However, a change would not transpire 

until scholars changed their relationship with those outside their fortified museum walls 

and permitted the inclusion of outsider voices in interpretation and representation. This 

was ultimately accomplished through legislative measures. 

In 1989, Congress established the National Museum of the American Indian Act 

(NMAI) which further reinforced the changing approach to the museum's policy. This act 

specifically served two purposes: it created the Smithsonian Institution's National 

Museum of the American Indian and it forced the Smithsonian to repatriate Native 

American human remains and cultural materials. The NMAI act required the Smithsonian 

to implement institution-wide repatriation efforts which included the inventory, 

identification, and consideration for return-if requested by a Native community or 
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individual-of American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian human remains 

and funerary objects (NMAI Act 2014, Bloom 2005). The NMAI was amended in 1996 

in order to add requirements for the inventory and repatriation of unassociated funerary 

objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony (NMAI Act 2014, Bloom 2005). 

The NMAI was followed one year later by the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). Both the NMAI Act and NAGPRA played a significant 

role in reshaping the relationship between American Indian communities and the museum 

community and thus reshaping museum policy. 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990) 

On November 16, 1990, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation 

Act (NAGPRA) was signed into law. The primary function of the federal law was to 

force museums and other federal agencies to return Native American human remains, 

funerary and sacred objects to descendants and/or culturally affiliated tribes. 

Furthermore, NAGPRA includes steps to be taken for unclaimed and culturally 

unidentified items, and penalties for non-compliance and illegal trafficking of such 

materials. It also established a system of federal grants for tribes to assist with 

documentation and repatriation efforts. The act is considered a landmark in civil and 

human rights legislation specifically for Native Americans. It is the first of its kind to 

recognize that scientific rights of inquiry do not take precedence over religious and 

cultural beliefs (Monroe and Echo-Hawk 1991 :72). The federal law has forced the issue 

of transforming policies dealing with ethics and collaboration in both tribal and museum 

communities (Luby and Nelson 2008:86). NAGPRA played an important part in 

transforming museum communities. The law eradicated barriers that scholars in the 
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museum still clung to and made way for a museum that would hopefully become 

decolonized. It forced museums to change their practices (for larger museums, to create 

new departments) as a way to fulfill the act's requirements. Curators could no longer 

fortify museum walls against the opinions or interpretations of outsiders because they 

were no longer outsiders. 

Previous relationships and power balances shifted to one based on more equality 

with the introduction of tribal authorities into the museum space. NAGPRA forced tribal 

communities and museums to renegotiate long-standing beliefs. In a case study 

conducted by Edward Luby and Melissa Nelson, it was believed that previous to 

NAGPRA 's implementation both museum professionals and Native Americans had been 

fixed in particular roles: museums as the symbols of triumphant victors of power and 

tribes as the victims of power. NAGPRA made museums and tribes question harmful 

stereotypes and create new roles and identities (Luby and Nelson 2008:86). The 

requirements of this act provided an opportunity for Native Americans and museum 

communities to increase their interactions with one another which in turn forced them to 

assess and adjust the dynamics of their relationships. These changes, as Murphy and 

Graham note, were symptomatic of more general changes in Native American-museum 

relationships (Graham and Murphy 2010). The alteration in both relationship and power 

brought new contexualization possibilities to old interpretations as tribal communities 

now possessed a voice inside the museum. 

In their study on how the Smithsonian has handled the interaction of Native 

American and museum personnel, Graham and Murphy noted how the representation 

process has changed because of the deeper contextualization that was now available. The 
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burgeoning relationships between native peoples and museum officials have 

contextualized material culture in ways that the museum records alone could not have 

done. The connections to living people have provided more precise information and 

histories (Graham and Murphy 2010:105). In one case study, 13 representatives from 

Kootznoowoo, the native corporation for the Tlingit village of Angoon, Alaska, provided 

curators with background information on a carved beaver prow piece that had no other 

information previously other than who donated the prow and that it originated from 

Alaska. The Angoon delegation essentially demonstrated that native voices were just as 

valuable as the curatorial voice, making it evident that collaboration in the exhibition and 

representation process was a necessary next step to take for curators and educators. 

Reactions from the museum community ranged from "confusion and trepidation to 

optimism" (Graham and Murphy 2010:106), keeping museums and tribes off-balance, as 

museums and tribes struggled to articulate and then operationalize the law's requirements 

by changing museum policy. Due in large part to NAGPRA, museum professionals no 

longer had the option of retreating or dismissing arguments in arrogance (Skramstad 

1996). 

By the end of the century, a new type of museum had emerged where it, as 

William Boyd observed, is no longer perceived as infallible; museum personnel can no 

longer presume the privilege of dispensing absolute declarations of histories (Boyd 

1999:86). As a result ofNAGPRA and the subsequent relationship/power changes, 

museum curators not only began to question the validity of their interpretations but the 

right to claim authority over collections. NAGPRA heralded a permanent change that 
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made it possible for museums to slowly move toward giving the right to contextualize 

objects in collections back to their original communities. 

The Period of Collaboration (1990-Present) 

Criticism and NAGPRA opened a new world of ideas and possibilities to museums. 

In a paper presented by Harold Skramstad, he noted that all museum personnel have 

followed the cripplingly publicized questioning of their authority over material culture 

and history which he says is "under attack" by different groups including activists and 

media outlets (Skramstad 1996). William Boyd noted that "we live in an era of intense 

and acerbic criticism" (Boyd 1999:65) which curators had to learn to properly handle in 

order to avoid unwanted negative attention which could both embarrass the museum and 

drive away fmancial support. Protests, media attention, and public criticisms have forced 

museum professionals to question their previous widely held beliefs of authority. 

Museums could no longer hold a monopoly on interpretation and representation of 

cultural histories. Boyd along with many others recognized that, when interpreting 

material culture, visitors should be made aware of differences in interpretations between 

curators and indigenous communities. There was a growing acknowledgment among 

museum professionals that "consultation must be real, not cosmetic" (Boyd 1999). It was 

with the recognition that only by truly collaborating do both communities expand not 

only their own understanding of the past but also by extension benefit the public's 

knowledge and understanding that the era of collaboration began. 

The shift in policy between the two communities led to a transition in how exhibits 

and displays ofNative American culture were approached. Museums went from curator

controlled representations of indigenous histories to a more inclusive process. Today it is 
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expected of curators to seek the involvement or input of contemporary descendant 

communities when developing exhibitions that focus on American Indian culture and 

history. In post-NAGPRA museums, when interpreting and representing material culture 

it is with the idea that these artifacts "embody layers of meaning" which are intricately 

connected to the past, present, and future of native communities (Lonetree 2012: xv). 

Essentially, the curios of the past have taken on a new dimension of meaning during the 

process it took to get to the collaboration period. The belief today is that when artifacts 

are on view to visitors, curators, or collaborators inside or outside a museum they are not 

simply interesting baubles, but rather they are objects of a past which carry an intangible 

weight that intimately ties them to past and present communities. These artifacts are now 

looked at as pieces of living history. These pieces each tell their own individual story 

which can only be accessed through partnership efforts. 

In her book, Lonetee demonstrates that, while there are challenges to the 

collaboration model, these are necessary if the history of a culture is to be told correctly 

and without bias. Today the idea of collaboration has been effectively utilized in displays. 

The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology exhibit, 

Native American Voices: The People- Here and Now, is one example of a successful 

collaborative model (Penn. Museum 2014). The exhibition's goal was to challenge 

Native American stereotypes and explore how today' s indigenous leaders are creating 

and maintaining their cultural sovereignty. This was accomplished through the use of 

historic and prehistoric cultural items as well as contemporary indigenous art pieces, 

audio and visual recordings, and interactive technologies. The successful undertaking of 

this project was completed by enlisting the help of a number of Native American 
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contributors and advisors and incorporating their voices into the exhibit itself. The exhibit 

has been acclaimed in the media and among featured tribes as a success. However, there 

are new and potentially problematic interpretations introduced by collaboration that the 

museums must negotiate. 

There is no one point of view or truth that has the ability to represent all cultures. 

Museums must be prepared to accept and navigate this fact. There are many perspectives 

which have the ability to generate a full range of interpretations for any one event. In 

none of them is one interpretation more meaningful or correct than another (Krech III 

1994). The truth and the context of material culture are dependent on the viewpoint of the 

observer, often leading to conflicting views on an object's history. In her dissertation, 

Tangled Truths, Biggs points out that as an artifact is passed from group to group, it takes 

on new meanings. These changes are reflected in the fluctuations in power relations 

among the different cultural groups. "The validity of any meaning derives from the 

reality one considers" (Biggs 2011 ). As material cultural items have changed hands over 

the years and as the power relations between owners have changed, the contexts and 

histories behind those objects have changed. 

Contradicting memories have also played a role in dilemmas museums must navigate 

while collaborating with various groups. Perhaps the best example of one moment in 

history in which people have become most divided on and in which memory plays a 

crucial role in interpretation is the dropping of the atomic bombs in World War II. The 

Smithsonian discovered this fact to its own detriment after it was forced to cancel a 

planned exhibit, featuring the Enola Gay and the effects of dropping the atomic bombs on 

Nagasaki and Hiroshima, when the political and public outcry became too much. It 
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forced museum professionals to re-evaluate the power memory can play in shaping 

interpretations of past events. (Linenthal and Engelhardt 1996). New considerations on 

truth and memory by curators brings home the reality of how far the representation 

process has shifted away from a period where native opinions were kept out of the 

museum. This has been done so by producing accounts where multiple perspectives on 

material culture have been a source of contention which museums have had to address 

and solve. Collaboration is an important, if daunting, component to a successful 

exhibition. If collaboration is over-looked, then the museum faces corresponding socio

political penalties. 

Defining Ineffective vs. Effective 

The media is a powerful tool. In the hands of activists, it can be utilized as a 

driving force for social change. In museum exhibits where activists find faults, they can 

wield the media to highlight problems within the exhibition and bring an awareness of the 

problems to the public. Ineffective exhibits, in their presentation of history and 

indigenous culture, are ones plagued by controversy in the media which is caused by 

protestors who heavily criticize curators for presenting material that is harmful to the 

culture they are attempting to represent in some way. One such exhibit was the Florida 

Museum ofNatural History's First Encounters (1989-1991) whose problems were the 

result of difficulties in the accurate representation of a cultural group's history and 

miscommunications, aggravated by the media coverage, between native and museum 

communities. However, activists have the ability to use the media to promote exhibits 

that are effective in their handling of indigenous history and culture. Effective exhibits 

are ones that are glorified in the media and by activists for their work with indigenous 
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history as it is seen as beneficial to the community they are attempting to represent. One 

such exhibit is Milwaukee Public Museum's, A Tribute to Survival (1993-Present), which 

was promoted in the media as being an effective model for collaboration and American 

Indian history. This thesis will compare and contrast the effective to the ineffective 

exhibit and study how an ineffective exhibit could lead to an effective display by using 

Social Cognitive Theory. 
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CHAPTER 3: MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Materials 

The exhibitions to be examined for this study are the Florida Natural Museum of 

Natural History's traveling exhibition First Encounters: Spanish Exploration of the 

Caribbean (1989) and the Milwaukee Public Museum's permanent exhibit, A Tribute to 

Survival (1993). 

First Encounters: Spanish Exploration in the Caribbean was created during the 

period of transition and conflict, the late 1980s. First Encounters was also the first 

exhibition that opened in celebration of the Columbus quincentennial, which further 

ignited controversy. Curators did not consult with any American Indian communities 

during the development. As a result, the history the exhibition was attempting to 

represent was only told from one point of view, that of the European. The Gainesville 

Sun reported that demonstrators who picketed outside the museum cited the exhibit as 

racist and degrading to Native Americans. Jan Elliot, an activist, wrote in the Gainesville 

Sun that the wording on exhibit panels represented a form of" ... institutionalized racism 

and cultural insensitivity ... " (Elliot 1989). One protestor went so far as to throw a pint of 

his own blood on the sails of the replica of Columbus's ship (Silva 1992). "Ultimately, 

the exhibition, First Encounters, also became the center of debate about scholarship and 

authority" (Cooper 2008: 112). First Encounters developed during the period when 

museum authority was under question and museums themselves were under pressure to 
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change. This exhibit eventually became the representation, or the tangible embodiment, 

of this debate (Milanich 1990). 

A Tribute to Survival is seen as a highly effective exhibit. It has received 

accolades not only from museum personnel but also from the media and tribal 

communities. The realistic representation of the Milwaukee Indigenous community's past 

and present culture is now the hallmark of Tribute to Survival and has caused an 

unprecedented number of Native people to visit the museum (Cooper 2008:176). There 

are a total of six local federally recognized tribes in Milwaukee: Ho-Chunk, 

Ojibwa/Chippewa, Menominee, Potawatomi, Oneida, and Fox and Sauk. Each tribe is 

represented in Tribute to Survival. During the exhibition's planning and development, the 

Milwaukee Public Museum collaborated with an intertribal council that was developed 

from all six tribes. The partnership extended to " ... the planning and development of the 

major themes of the exhibition; the creation of the texts; the design of the powwow 

installation; and contributions of time, materials, expertise, and money from local Native 

American communities" (Rand 1994:490). The result was a groundbreaking experience 

for not only the visitor, who experiences indigenous history through the lens of the 

American Indian, but also for other museums (Hitz 1994; Joslyn 1991; Lurie 1992; 

O'Donnell1994). If other museum professionals wished to receive the same accolades 

and wished to avoid the embarrassment of protests, they needed to follow the model set 

by the Milwaukee Public Museum and collaborate with local tribes. 

The exhibits chosen were purposely picked for the reactions they received and for 

the time periods in which the exhibits were developed. The chosen exhibits exist on the 

extreme ends of the media's response spectrum. They serve to underscore the effects 
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media and protests have on scholars and by extension museum policy. This thesis will 

compare and contrast opinions voiced about both exhibits from media reports, activists, 

and curators. By doing so, we will be able to understand the changes in the process of 

representation and the differences in the two exhibits while simultaneously examining the 

transition from ineffective to effective exhibition trends. What role and to what extent did 

the media as a tool for activism play in this transition? By studying the context in which 

the exhibits developed, one can understand and tease apart the roles NAGPRA, activism, 

and the media played in the transition of museum policy, particularly where it concerns 

representation of ethnic minorities. 

Methods 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) will be used to help compare First Encounters 

and Tribute to Survival by identifying and explaining the impacts the media has on 

viewers and curators, including the role the media played in the changes in curatorial 

approaches to exhibition development from 1990 to 1994. Social Cognitive Theory 

proposes a way to explain how people learn behavioral patterns. Albert Bandura explains 

that SCT relies on a ''triadic reciprocal causation." In this view, three main components

personal factors (cognitive, affective, and biological), behavioral patterns (how a person 

already responds to a given event), and environmental events-act as key determinants 

that interact with each other bi-directionally to influence how behaviors are learned and 

adapted (Bandura 1989:265). What is most unique for SCT initially was its reliance on 

human ability to think abstractly and learn vicariously. Behavior is not simply the result 

of the environment and the person, just as the environment is not simply the result of the 

person and behavior (Glanz 2002). A human agent not only observes others' behaviors 
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and its outcomes but also observes the consequences of his or her own behavior. 

Therefore, both the environment and the person's own behavior are sources of 

information from which the person acquires the knowledge that governs his or her 

actions. The human agent not only is influenced by external or environmental outcomes 

but is also influenced by an internal view of the outcome because of the agent's self

reflective capabilities and internal standards. Certain conditions and circumstances must 

be met before behaviors can change. Understanding behavioral change the media has 

influenced is dependent on the interaction between environmental aspects, the person, 

and behavior. 

Advancements in technology and mass media have a profound impact on how 

people learn because it is providing more input than was previously possible (Bandura 

2009:270). The ability of humans to think abstractly or symbolically positions the media 

as an important source of information that facilitates observational learning and increases 

the willingness to perform certain behaviors. "The media can implant ideas either directly 

or through adopters ... Within these different patterns of social influence, the media can 

serve as originating, as well as reinforcing, influences"(Bandura 1986:286). Previous 

studies have shown that media impacts behavior and social change by reinforcing the 

idea or information it has initially provided. A 1990 study showed that, in combination 

with other factors, the media can impact jurors' decisions in cases (Greene 1990). A 2006 

study showed that the media influences viewer opinion on political parties (Andina-Diaz 

2006). Furthermore, studies throughout the late 1900s and early 2000s have noted a 

significant positive correlation between stories the media covers and public opinion 

during elections; thus the media wields a substantial amount of influence on public 
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opinion and agenda setting (McCombs and Reynolds 2009). They do so by providing 

information and then either positively or negatively reinforcing models. 

By applying Social Cognitive Theory, I will be able to analyze and explain how 

effective a tool the media was in American Indian activism and to some extent be able to 

determine the effect both factors have had on public and scholarly opinion and 

subsequently museum policy. This includes comparing critiques, commentaries, scholarly 

evaluations, museum responses to indigenous activism, and problems or issues that have 

been voiced in evaluations about both First Encounters and Tribute to Survival as case 

studies that are comparable in their differences and curatorial styles. Newspaper sources 

and scholarly journals will act as the main informers or platforms where most of the 

literature will come from. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF EXHIBITS 

First Encounters: Spanish Exploration in the Caribbean and United States, 1492-

1576 

First Encounters: Spanish Exploration in the Caribbean and United States, 1492-

1576 was developed during the late 1980s by the Florida Museum ofNatural History's 

co-curators Jerald T. Milanich and Susan Milbrath. Included in First Encounters are 

panels, artifact display cases, and four dioramas. The dioramas include a full-sized statue 

of a Spanish horse with an armor-clad rider accompanied by the sounds of thunder and 

barking dogs; a Florida swamp; a Native American Chieftain; and a replica of the Nina, 

one of Columbus' three ships. While putting together the exhibition, Milanich and 

Milbrath used what was considered the standard curatorial approach for the era: research 

and a high level of collaboration from those within the academic community with little to 

no collaboration from native peoples (or minority groups outside academia). Native 

American voices were, during this period, only slowly starting to be allowed into the 

museum space. It was not until after NAGPRA that they began to be fully incorporated 

into exhibits. The resulting conflicts museums faced because of this practice were 

experienced by the Florida Museum of Natural History as well as by other museums. 

Many of the issues raised by such groups as AIM were that museums retold a skewed 

version of history experienced only through the eyes of colonial Europeans. History from 

the colonized, which included genocide and ethnocide, were brushed over or left out 

completely. Another issue that many Native American activists cited was that their 
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culture was represented as static, unchanging, and even extinct by many museum 

officials. 

First Encounters is just one example among many exhibits during the 1980s and 

the early 1990s that experienced, depending on the viewpoint of the observer, either 

backlash or praise for the type of research that went into creating an exhibit and the way 

that history is represented. Perhaps the strongest example of this dichotomy is the 

quincentennial celebration of Christopher Columbus' arrival in America, as it embodies 

both many of the issues cited by Native Americans and oftentimes the dismissal of those 

issues by curators. Columbus Day, the end of an era of unrest, and social change provided 

the perfect environment for advocates for modifications to museum policy. News media 

outlets provided the perfect tool to enforce changes in the "behavioral patterns" of 

curators. Several news media outlets covered the conflict that erupted around First 

Encounters and similar protests which only increased as Columbus Day drew closer. 

Television news and newspaper articles of exhibit openings, which celebrated 

Christopher Columbus, demonstrated the level of frustration and anger felt by activists. 

They were dissatisfied with how museums and others celebrated Columbus while 

glossing over the impacts Europeans had on indigenous peoples (Brokaw 1992; Jennings 

1992; Rather 1992). Prior to the peak of conflict between museums and protesters, 

academic journals and scholars reviewed those same exhibits that were being protested, 

and praised curators for their work. First Encounters, for example, was cited as being the 

"most successful" of the museological efforts to educate the general public about the 

historical realities of Spain's arrival in America (Light Townsend Cummins 1992:125). 

One reviewer noted that one of the most "impressive features" of the exhibit was the 
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"scholarly authority and accomplishment represented by the individuals involved in 

planning and implementing the exhibition" (Light Townsend Cummins 1992: 125). The 

exhibition was described as having had "skillfully and artfully" blended a 

"compassionate view of the interactive roles sustained by Native Americans in their 

relations with the arriving Spanish" (Light Townsend Cummins 1992: 126). The reviewer 

attributes the success of First Encounters to the "treatment of first Americans as sentient, 

self-sustaining historical players ... in much the same fashion, the exhibition gives 

personality to the Spaniards who arrived to explore and exploit" (Light Townsend 

Cummins 1992: 126). Many scholars labeled First Encounters as a success, a far cry 

from how it was received and labeled in the public sphere. 

Publicly, First Encounters was labeled as a highly ineffective exhibit. It was met 

with outrage over how museums depicted the effects Columbus's arrival in America had 

on Native American populations. Many of the issues raised against First Encounters 

included the subtle wording or phrasing of events that pointed to a European/colonialist 

retelling. Just one example of many pointed out by Jan Elliot, an activist, is where one 

panel read "Columbus' primary goal was to convert the natives to Catholicism. His logs 

suggest that he had other ideas like using the Native Peoples for laborers and fmding gold 

and wealth" (Elliot 1990:10). The use ofthe words natives and laborers in the panel are 

cited as being problematic. The way the word natives was used, a generalized term in 

place of individual group names, is demeaning. Furthermore, the use of the word laborers 

suggests that Columbus intended to pay for work. Realistically, his intentions were more 

closely aligned with the word enslave, which suggests a different more accurate picture 

of abuse and forced labor with no intention of payment. Only once do the panels use the 
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term slave when referring to Native Americans captured by Spaniards. The terms, 

however, enslaved, captured, and attacked are used consistently in the panels to describe 

conquistadors who ran afoul of Native America tribes (Milanich and Milbrath 1989). 

Many of the panels inadvertently suggest that Native Americans were the aggressors 

because of the type of phrasing that was used. 

The panel labeled "Effects of Early European Contact on Aboriginal Societies" is 

one of the few panels that suggests the Spanish might have mistreated the indigenous 

populations they encountered (Milanich and Milbrath 1989). Even so, the discussion 

concerning the disease and depopulation the Spaniards brought to the Americas is a 

highly sterilized overview of the basic facts which ends with a qualifying statement of a 

Dominican priest's account of how the Spanish destroyed the indigenous population. 

"The accuracy of his descriptions remains a subject of scholarly debate" (Milanich and 

Milbrath 1989). Yet the same qualifying statements of Spanish accounts about Native 

American mistreatments of the Spanish and indigenous views of the conquistadors were 

not made. There was no mention of the cultural destruction indigenous populations 

experienced. The phrasing and sterilization of European impacts on indigenous 

populations points to a biased or one-sided retelling of a complicated story. 

Another problem presented by protestors was that contemporary Native 

Americans were completely left out of the exhibition dialogues. This was particularly 

vexing for activists as there was a panel in the exhibit labeled ''Native Perspectives," 

stating "Native American views of the first encounters are elusive. We have the Spanish 

accounts, but not those of the Native People. At times, the Spaniards did record what they 

thought were native reactions, but their interpretations were probably hindered by the 
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language barrier" (Elliot 1990: 1 0). There was no effort made to incorporate 

contemporary Native perspectives. The panel suggested that Native American culture is a 

thing of the past: something that can only be found in the historical or archaeological 

record. This leads to the final complaint by activists: museums paint Native American 

culture as extinct or unchanging. According to activists, First Encounters essentially 

embodied all of the problems Native American communities had with museums: history 

was retold with bias to the detriment of Native Americans; their culture was represented 

as static and even extinct; and they were left out of the retelling completely. Finally, the 

initial responses by the museum were typical of curators during the 1980s. Curators 

dismissed the concerns of the activists on the foundation that they believed museum 

personnel had the ultimate authority on presenting history and culture. The responses to 

the problems cited only further inflamed the controversy. 

Newspapers eagerly covered the growing conflict between protesters and 

museum officials. They allowed both parties to write responses to complaints or 

accusations issued in their papers. The day after the exhibit's opening and the 

demonstration by protesters that followed, responses from Jan Elliot (protest organizer) 

and Jerald Milanich appeared side by side. It is, however, important to note here that, 

while Elliot's and Milanich' s responses appeared side by side, they were in no way equal. 

The format in which the articles were laid out in the newspaper's pages subtly suggested 

which guest writer the editors sympathized with the most. Elliot's response was larger 

and more centered in the paper than Milanich' s, whose article was smaller by comparison 

and placed off to the side near the centerfold. In other words, Milanich' s response would 

have been much easier to overlook than Elliot's. Elliot's article took up over half the page 

34 



and was accompanied by a picture of a couple: a man's whose arm was wrapped around a 

clearly distraught woman holding up a sign together outside the Florida Museum of 

Natural History. The picture and Elliot's article were meant to garner readers' 

compassion for the activists. The newspaper, with this gesture, stated very plainly that 

their sympathies rested with the protesters, not the museum. Pushing Milanich' s article 

off to one side was a very subtle way of condemning the museum. The newspaper entries 

that came after these two articles set the tone for those that followed. Despite the 

curators' efforts, newspapers did not paint First Encounters in a positive light. 

The initial articles foreshadowed the rest of the conflict. Milanich made it clear 

initially that the history of the impact of Christopher Columbus' voyages (both short and 

long term), including the atrocities to Native Americans, were the focus of First 

Encounters, not the celebration of Columbus. He states in the article that, although the 

story might offend some, it is the truth, and therefore must be told if the public is to 

understand how the actions of the past still impact the present (Milanich 1989:11A). In 

essence, he dismisses protesters by saying this is how history happened. The curator's 

truth is the only correct answer that exists. Jan Elliot's response to the exhibit opening 

explained in detail that it was not so much the story that was offensive but the way 

exhibitors worded explanations, the lack of contemporary Native American input, and the 

way history was represented (Elliot 1989: 11 A). 

Tensions between the groups began to escalate after days and weeks of protests. 

One staff member for the Florida Museum ofNatural History accused protesters of 

making false charges against the exhibit. While he admitted that protesters have pointed 

out "minor problems" with the exhibit, he states that the protesters have listed a "large 
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number of factual errors" (Renner 1989:17 A), none of which he acknowledges in the 

article, preferring to leave it for others to handle. What the staffer is concerned with in the 

article is integrity and honesty (Renner 1989:17 A). He places himself above the 

protesters, seeing himself as a scientist who is scrupulously honest and is as unbiased as 

possible. He states at one point in the article, that there are "people in this world who 

have spent their lives trying to make things better for us all ... and then someone or a 

group of people come along and degrades everything by being loud and abusive, by 

making false accusations and distorting facts and by failing to treat others with dignity 

and respect" (Renner 1989:17 A). The writer clearly sees himself as the former and 

places the protesters in the latter group. Like Milanich' s initial article, the writer has 

dismissed the problems cited by the protesters and labeled them as troublesome 

noisemakers who do not respect scientific authority. 

Several weeks following this response by the museum's staff member, another 

article appeared in the Gainesville Sun titled "Columbus exhibit at UF museum not 

racist" in which it is reiterated that the story First Encounters depicts is "not a pleasant 

story; the impact on native people was horrendous but the events of the period did occur" 

(Milanich 1990:11A). However, it never addressed the issues stated by activists. The 

article implies that the problem protesters had with the exhibit is reducible to 

misunderstandings on the activists' part. That is to say, the story is a harsh one in which 

activists must learn to handle and come to terms with on their own because that is how 

history happened. These responses, however, did not assuage the growing opposition to 

the exhibit; if anything they made the protesters more indignant. For example, aUF 

student was arrested during a protest in which she climbed onto the replica of the Nina 
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(Gainesville Sun 1990:2B). The student stated her reasons for doing so were that the 

museum cast European explorers in a too positive of light while downplaying the 

atrocities committed against indigenous peoples (Gainesville Sun 1990:2B). Two years 

following this incident, while the traveling exhibit was in Minnesota, one protester 

willfully damaged the replica of Columbus' ship (the Nifia) when he threw a pint of his 

own blood onto the exhibit and then damaged a figure of Columbus (Silva 1992:2B). 

Several factors become clear from the news coverage that followed the 

arguments between curators and protestors: First, the longer the protests went on, the 

greater the level of frustration from both protesters and Florida's museum officials 

increased. Second, to the museum's dismay,·protesters were able to gain ground publicly 

for their cause because of the tone of response curators and staffers were giving the 

protesters and the favoritism protesters were receiving from news outlets. One exhibit 

reviewer remarked that no one dared enter the traveling exhibit; it was desolate save for 

himself (Washburn 1992). Finally, other museums and curators in response became 

weary of the bad press associated with First Encounters. In an effort to fix the growing 

divide between protestors and museums, the same museum in Minnesota where First 

Encounters was defaced had created an exhibit titled Native Views which opened 

alongside First Encounters. The Native Views exhibit was created in partnership with 

minority groups in the area. Curators at the museum stated that First Encounters offers a 

scholarly version of history but they believed "it doesn't offer the whole picture ... " 

(Silva 1992:3b ). Furthermore, the tone of reviews changed after the intense conflict 

between the Florida Museum ofNatural History and activists. A reviewer admitted that 

while First Encounters is an "excellent exhibit with an informative catalog," he questions 
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the exhibit's educational impact as well as the background history of Columbus 

(Washburn 1992: 192). The reviewer stated that" ... archaeological remains ... are forced to 

bear the burden of illustrating a story that could be told more effectively using other 

materials" (Washburn 1992: 192). He also points to many historical plot holes or the 

effective sweeping of unpleasant information under the rug where certain aspects of 

Christopher Columbus' voyage were alluded to but never discussed openly. The reviewer 

uses the fact that the panels pointed out that the destruction left at La Navidad was/is 

considered a disaster but no indication of the cause of the disaster was given as an 

example. The potential death toll on native communities Columbus encountered was also 

glossed over by the panels as another instance where information might have been better 

conveyed (Washburn 1992:192). 

Slowly, there begins to be a visible transformation in how 

scholars/exhibitors/curators/reviewers approach exhibitions of minorities' history and 

culture, particularly in the case of First Encounters. During the late 1980s and early 

1990s, especially following the Columbus quincentennial, scholars were forced to 

become more aware of potential conflicts. In response to this new level of awareness, 

they started to work towards correcting aspects of exhibitions that have the potential of 

becoming controversial by either becoming more critical in reviews or developing 

exhibits that are built through community collaboration. These protests and their results, 

which surrounded First Encounters, represent a transition away from an outdated 

ideology among scholars that was no longer acceptable or viable. They taught museums 

to be careful with public opinion and the media as both impact the effectiveness of the 
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exhibit. Curators in essence have become more mindful and now have to take into 

account how the public and those within their own community will react. 

A Tribute to Survival 

A Tribute to Survival relied heavily upon collaboration in order to address many 

of the complaints or issues Native communities had with previous exhibitions. This 

collaboration was spearheaded by Nancy Lurie at the Milwaukee Public Museum but 

aided by a general council (or a meeting where anyone can voice an opinion) that was put 

together with the assistance of coordinating groups such as the American Indian Advisory 

Council. It can be considered a response to the general movement of unrest that many 

museums faced when developing exhibits centered on Native American culture, 

particularly leading up to and during the Columbus quincentennial. Lurie herself stated 

that, by the time the Milwaukee Public Museum debuts A Tribute to Survival, " ... people 

will have had Columbus up to here and they can be ready for another perspective, the 

Indian's point of view" (Lurie 2010). The methodology of incorporating Native 

American voices into the exhibit to show ''the Indians point of view" on history and 

culture, was a relatively new approach for museums. Specifically, there was a high level 

of participation that the surrounding communities had during the exhibition processes. 

The exhibition includes miniature dioramas, video footage, text panels, and a diorama of 

a powwow scene (easily the most recognizable takeaway from the entire experience), all 

of which contains voices from both Native American groups and the museum. 

The duality of having both the museum's voice and the Native American voice 

throughout the exhibit is what has made it a unique experience among museums and what 

has made it so popular among museumgoers. The native voice in A Tribute to Survival is 
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extremely well pronounced, clear, and distinct from the museum's own unique voice. 

Consequently, two sides of history are being told not only simultaneously but also 

cohesively. Curators at the Milwaukee Public Museum have tried to address and correct 

the issues many museums face " ... where Indian people feel their side of the story, their 

side of the creation story, their side of the migration, has not been told" (Lurie 2010). The 

text panels, for example, were created in a way that would allow Native American 

historical truths to be presented separately but alongside the museum's version of history. 

The Native American voice is featured in a light blue text alongside the museum's voice 

which can be seen in white. The wording of the script in the text panels provided another 

opportunity for Milwaukee Museum's staff to have participant voices be heard. 

However, it was a challenge in finding a compromise between the participants at 

the general council and museum staff members. Carol Ann Piggins, the script writer for A 

Tribute to Survival, in an interview said that the "text in general was the toughest. You're 

trying to come to that balance-it reflects current scholarly thinking, it's understandable, 

it's fair and balanced. There were times we really disagreed on how it should be said. It 

required a great deal of patience, a great deal oftrust ... a great deal of respect for this to 

happen" (Uebelherr 1993: 16D-17D). Text panel wording is a key aspect in exhibits; the 

script is how the majority of visitors gather information. The phrasing used in A Tribute 

to Survival could not have been further removed from First Encounters ' script. The script 

for Milwaukee's exhibit was carefully neutral. Each panel reads as if a visitor is getting 

both sides of the story. 

For example, on the subject of European arrival in the Americas, and the resulting 

destruction of Native American populations and culture, visitors first see a quote by Sa-
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go-ye-wat-ha (Red jacket), Seneca Chief (1750-1806): "But an evil day came upon us. 

Your forefathers crossed the great water and landed upon this land. Their numbers were 

small. They found us friends and not enemies. They told us they had fled from their own 

country on account of wicked men and had come here to enjoy their religion. They asked 

for small seat. We took pity on them and granted their request and they sat down amongst 

us. We gave them corn and meat; they gave us poison (rum) in return ... " (Lurie 1993). 

This quote is followed by an explanation by the museum of both the good and bad 

exchanges that took place at the time of contact and the impacts of these exchanges 

including disease. "In North America alone, the most conservative estimates place native 

population loss at nine out of ten people, from roughly 4 million to 400,000 between 

1492 and 1900. Other estimates calculated the loss to have been far greater, from 

minimally 7 million to less than half a million. Some Indian nations mentioned in early 

accounts were completely destroyed, especially along the eastern seaboard. Where 

remnants remained, they sometimes regrouped as new tribes" (Lurie 1993). The phrasing 

suggest throughout the text that both sides were active participants in the disaster that 

occurred starting at the time of contact. Both parties were the aggressors and both were 

allies to one another at some point in their long history together. However, it was 

indigenous culture that suffered the most but they are not victims, they are survivors. The 

Milwaukee Museum presented information to the reader in a way that was neutral 

without glossing over information. 

Also of interesting note, curators gave up the idea that the museum has the 

ultimate authority on interpreting history, which was an idea that was fostered throughout 

the First Encounters exhibition. When the museum gives its view of history they try to 
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present it in a way that lets the viewer know that scholars do not know everything: that 

curators, anthropologists, and historians do not always have the correct answers and that, 

as researchers learn more, and more needs to be learned, it changes how history is 

interpreted and viewed. At one point in the text labeled "A Case in Point," this idea is 

stated very plainly. Again the reader is first presented with a quote by a Native American, 

in this case it is Ben Bearskin of the Winnebago and Sioux nations: "As the 

anthropologists learn more, they are going to find out that we have been here for a very 

long time" (Lurie 1993). It is then followed by the museums voices explaining that 

archaeologists continuously push back the estimated time indigenous populations arrived 

in the Americas as more information is uncovered (Lurie 1993). The idea of "others 

might know more than us" is promoted throughout the exhibit. 

Creating a text or telling a story that conveys a message but is easy to understand 

and is entertaining is difficult. Constructing that story with sometimes opposing 

information from two groups makes the task of the script writer even more challenging. 

The Milwaukee Museum and the general council sharing responsibility for the task of 

creating a cohesive script demonstrated the amount of trust and compromise that both 

parties must exercise when collaborating. Collaboration was in nearly every aspect of A 

Tribute to Survival's creation. 

The exhibit was originally scheduled to open in 1992 to be part of the Columbus 

quincentennial. Lurie explained later in an interview, however, that the date of the 

opening was instead moved to a year later in 1993. The move was done because many 

participants "liked everything except the date" and wished to push back the opening to 

avoid the Columbus "hoopla" (Lurie 201 0). The placement and representation of the 
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history of the powwow was another example of the reciprocal relationship between 

museum personnel and participants. Curators were originally going to represent 

significant periods of powwow history from the earliest to the most recent. The council, 

however, thought it would be better if the most recent representation of a powwow was 

presented first, sending the message of"We're here and we plan to stay" (Lurie 2010). 

The powwow scene that came out of this collaboration is now one of the most defining 

features of the exhibit. It introduces viewers to the rest of the exhibits by allowing 

audiences to interpret the exhibits for themselves. "And so you can view these exhibits 

chronologically or you can look at them as units in the survival taking the Indian people, 

here, there, and elsewhere, taking advantage of opportunities of trade, of new goods, of 

artistic florescences, and also responding to threats, to real jeopardy, managing to 

survive" (Lurie 2010). The powwow scene represents Native American culture as 

something that exists in both the past and present as well as highlights the individual 

history that exists among each tribe. 

The parts of the exhibits where the curators acted alone, or without much input, 

still demonstrate a consciousness on the parts of the curators to represent Native 

American culture as being something from both the past and present. They also 

purposefully emphasize the individuality that exists among and between tribes. Lurie 

stated that, "We do try with this introductory area to prepare people for the rest of the 

exhibits, not only that the Indians are here today, still, but that Indians aren't just Indians, 

that there's great variety from tribe to tribe, from region to region, and ways of living, 

adaptations to different environments. We're trying to convey this diversity" (Lurie 

201 0). This awareness demonstrated by Lurie and her team was absent previous to and 
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during the development of contentious exhibits like First Encounters. It revealed that 

curatorial attitudes towards the traditional and non-traditional approaches to museum 

work were changing. 

Publicly, A Tribute to Survival was labeled as highly effective with little to no 

criticism. The media was very supportive of the Milwaukee Public Museum. Newspapers 

were writing articles in anticipation of the exhibit's opening a year to two before it 

opened (Joslyn 1991:9A). For example, they covered the Potawatomi tribe gifting the 

Milwaukee Public Museum $250,000 to help build the powwow scene (Enriquez 

1992:1A). Newspapers also reported on the installation of the large turntable which 

makes up the foundation of the powwow scene a year in advance of the opening (Joslyn 

1992:6A). Upon opening, the biggest story that appeared in the news in association with 

the exhibition, very similar to reviews that the exhibit received, was the amount of 

collaboration that went into creating A Tribute to Survival. The powwow scene was the 

biggest feature covered because it is/was symbolic of the partnership and compromise 

that went into creating the exhibit. 

Newspapers shaped related stories to show the exhibit as a source of pride, both 

historically and culturally, for those who participated. Bonnie Prescott, a Winnebago 

bead maker who worked on six of the dancers featured in the powwow scene, said that 

"she hopes the joy of the dance and the pride reflected in the bead work will be evident" 

(Uebelherr 1993:160). Upon being asked about how she felt about working in the 

exhibit, Prescott said, 'This is who we are' she said 'I like being around all these things. 

They make me feel good"' (Uebelherr 1993:170). Roberta Doxtator, an Oneida, who 

was one of the models for the dancers in the powwow scene, said she participated 
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because "she thought of it as 'something she could do for my children"' (Uebelherr 

1993: 17D). Doxtator said "she would like people to take note of the work and pride that 

went into the clothing 'and if they could think of all the people who lived these lives

they're all people, and they all have a history"' (U ebelherr 1993: 17D). The stories from 

both Prescott and Doxtator are meant to prove to the reader what a success and 

accomplishment the exhibit is. 

Pictures associated with featured newspaper stories helped paint the idea of 

support and success the media was trying to portray. In such pictures, such as those next 

to stories like Doxtator's and Prescott's, the people are smiling, they appear excited, and 

they look happy. Photos are meant to convey a message as much as the story and are 

saying this exhibit is amazing and groundbreaking. 

Scholarly, A Tribute to Survival was positively received. There were, however, 

recognizable differences from previous exhibits, like First Encounters, in how it was 

reviewed. Reviewers were more critical of the exhibit, particularly in questioning how 

Native Americans were represented. They also showed a strong interest in how it was put 

together and the long term effects of this new approach to exhibition development. One 

reviewer stated that Tribute to Survival " ... offers a fair and balanced representation of 

North American Indian life and culture" (Hitz 1994: 195). She went on to say that, "Lurie 

and her staff have made significant breakthroughs in expressing the Indian view" (Hitz 

1994: 145). Collaboration was a rare occurrence before A Tribute to Survival's opening. 

The type of collaboration, with significant contributions made by participants, was still a 

relatively new and groundbreaking approach. 
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Another reviewer, for example, wrote that the importance of the collaboration 

efforts that the Milwaukee Public Museum made "cannot be overstated" (Rand 

1993 :492). A Tribute to Survival was/is ''helping to reverse a long history of animosity 

between Native American communities and museums through dialogue and negotiation; 

it demonstrates the mutual benefit to be derived from museum-Native American 

partnerships; it begins to suggest that unconventional sources can lead to new 

interpretations ... " (Rand 1993:492). Essentially, A Tribute to Survival demonstrated the 

viability of partnerships between museums and Native American communities. It led the 

way for a new model of development in the museum community. The exhibition was 

seen as a possible way to mend the damage that many previous exhibits created. 

Reviewers were also more critical, but not of the catalogue, the educational 

impacts, or as an afterthought in response to protests. Rather, from the exhibit's opening, 

the accuracy of representation was questioned. Reviewers have pointed to certain features 

and pieces of history and culture as being represented problematically. For example, 

while the museum strived to show the individuality that exists between tribes and among 

Native American groups, one reviewer pointed out that the exhibit falls short of its goal, 

primarily where it concerns the powwow scene. The reviewer remarked that the observer 

receives a "consensus among Native Americans that the powwow constitutes appropriate 

and legitimate cultural expression" (Rand 1994:491). What is problematic about 

consensus is that it does not exist. Powwows are not embraced universally by Native 

Americans (Rand 1994:491). They are viewed by some traditionalists as being 

inauthentic (Rand 1994:491 ). Of another concern was that Native American groups were 

interpreted in the exhibit as being "mere survivors, hanging on to the edges of a white 
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world" (Rand 1994:491). He argued that the Milwaukee Museum failed to show the full 

dynamics of Native American history because they trapped it within the "framework of 

the history of others" (Rand 1994:491 ). At some points in the text, the Milwaukee 

Museum simply gave European history as told through Native American eyes rather than 

Native American history as a stand-alone where it could have stood on its own. 

Nevertheless, the way reviewers approached A Tribute to Survival, with criticism and a 

focus on collaboration, demonstrated that scholars were changing their perceptions on 

how minorities were represented. It also signaled that curators were ready to move 

beyond the now out-of-date methods of developing exhibits where the only collaboration 

that was utilized was among other scholars. 

Those who followed/watched the success of the exhibit understandably labeled it 

as an endeavor that spoke of the viability of partnerships if "undertaken with sustained 

patience, commitment, and vision" (Rand 1994:492). The Milwaukee Public Museum, in 

fact, received support from not only local tribes, but tribes from around the country. The 

script writer for A Tribute to Survival, Carol Ann Piggins, was quoted saying that she was 

receiving calls from the Dakotas and that one afternoon a Crow leader stopped for a tour 

of the exhibit and "he asked for copies of the six exhibit videos" (Uebelherr 1993: 16D). 

Members from the surrounding tribes including the Chippewa, Menominee, Oneida, 

Potawatomi, and Winnebago have also visited the exhibit. The Native American 

visitation levels and positive interest experienced by the Milwaukee Public Museum was 

completely unheard of for the time period. 

The story of A Tribute to Survival appeared in the media as a highly effective 

exhibit. How the media reported on A Tribute to Survival affected how readers reacted to 

47 



it. The reactions of museumgoers in turn impacted scholars, who followed the 

development and realization of it, setting a new model for others to follow. Nevertheless, 

the Milwaukee Public Museum's success did not receive nearly as much media attention 

as the Florida Museum ofNatural History during the peak of its controversy. Ten articles, 

just in the Gainesville Sun, mentioned First Encounters within the first few months of its 

opening. A Tribute to Survival had half that in The Milwaukee Sentinel in 2 years leading 

up to the opening day. It would seem to appear that positive stories do not generate as 

much interest as sensationalized stories, like First Encounters. There is simply not 

enough story to keep the public's interest for long. 

Therefore, the impacts made by positive stories have less effect than a negatively 

covered story because the media has less time to reinforce the message it is attempting to 

get across to the public. However, the impacts of A Tribute to Survival could be measured 

with, not separate from, negatively received exhibits like First Encounters. Evaluating 

their combined impact on the museum community would extend both types of the media 

coverage's ability to first create and then reinforce the same message: consultation is 

necessary. A Tribute to Survival essentially provided further reinforcement for an already 

existing message that was started with exhibits like First Encounters and protests 

surrounding Christopher Columbus' quincentennial. The overall message from the media, 

because it provided examples of both negatively reinforced and positively reinforced 

models of museum exhibitions, ultimately had an impact on those following the stories. 
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CHAPTER 5: COMPARISONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Comparisons 

News stories, even ones that appear to be neutral, approach a topic from a specific 

angle. Often, especially in neutral stories, it is what is not being stated plainly that is of 

interest. Journalists and editors of the news articles and photos which reported on First 

Encounters subtly condemned the exhibit just enough for the reader to pick up on and 

react to but not enough that the newspapers appeared to be taking sides or appeared to 

show open hostility towards the curators. For A Tribute to Survival, the stories that were 

told and photos that were shown were done in a way that would make the reader view the 

exhibit as exciting and groundbreaking without the journalists openly stating this idea. In 

this way, the media was able to supply information, with a particular message (by 

shaping the stories featured in news articles) on a subject (authority and collaboration in 

the museum) and then they were able to reinforce that message through repeated 

coverage using different angles to send the same message. Viewers reacted to how these 

stories were shaped which in turn impacted the outcomes and impacts of both exhibits. 

The story for the Florida Museum ofNatural History's First Encounters began 

with its opening. For a Tribute to Survival and the Milwaukee Public Museum, however, 

the story ended the opening day. The length of time and the amount of stories/attention 

each exhibit was accorded had to do with the level of public interest shown. Newspapers 

may dictate how stories are presented to the public, which influences and challenges 

public opinion (Tewksbury and Rittenberg 2012). However, the media is also dictated to 
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by the public in the types of stories that are covered and how long each runs for based on 

the level of interest shown (Tewksbury and Rittenberg 2012). Therefore, in the case of 

First Encounters, there was enough of a story to spark public interest for far longer and 

with more gusto than A Tribute to Survival was capable of doing. However, despite being 

reported on for differing lengths of time, both exhibits made an impact on museum 

culture. The media utilized both positive and negative models to reinforce the same 

overall message: collaboration is necessary. 

Following the opening of First Encounters, scholars noticeably changed their 

responses to the exhibit in reaction to how it was received publicly, both from the media 

and from protestors. As negative stories continuously appeared in the paper, reviewers 

and museum curators changed how they approached First Encounters. They did so, by 

either becoming more critical of a once highly praised exhibit or by creating exhibits to 

be displayed alongside First Encounters to mitigate the overwhelmingly negative 

response it was getting from the public, media, and protestors. The negative response was 

felt by the Florida Museum of Natural History, who tried to both assuage and argue with 

the protestors. 

Today, First Encounters is mentioned in many books, publications, and articles; 

the legacy of the exhibition lives. First Encounters was mentioned in a Times Magazine 

article in 2001 as an example of Columbus Day protests (Gray 200l).ln 2006, it was 

mentioned again as not only an example of Columbus Day protests but also as an 

example of how different curators and activists can view a subject (Simpson 2006). These 

are just two examples of how the memory of First Encounters lives on for museums and 

scholars. Curators do not want to be in the place of First Encounters, where bad press is 
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overwhelming and where protesters drive off customers/museumgoers that the 

newspapers could not. So what do curators do and what have they done? Curators have 

changed their behavior after watching and being told about the ineffectiveness of 

museum exhibits like First Encounters. Curators have changed how they approach 

exhibition development, particularly where it concerns the script, and how they handle 

groups that the exhibit concerns. The environment was no longer supportive of the model 

of development that was utilized by the Florida Museum of Natural History. There was a 

willingness to change, to try a new model, one that works within this new environment. 

Out of the tumultuous environment, that First Encounters was part of exhibits like 

A Tribute to Survival were beginning to be developed. In these exhibits, curators were 

willing to pioneer a new idea: a true form of collaboration where minorities, whose 

stories are often featured in museums, become key participants in the retelling of their 

histories. The Milwaukee Public Museum is one of a few museums during this period 

that sought a high level of collaboration and was ultimately rewarded for their 

painstaking efforts. The opening of the exhibit was highly anticipated and, upon its 

opening, there was a high level of praise from the media, the participants, the scholarly 

community, and the public. The model set by Lurie and her team was the answer to the 

troubles previous exhibits encountered and had become weary of. Most striking were the 

differences in language and tone A Tribute to Survival used throughout its exhibition 

script in comparison to First Encounters' exhibition script. But it received less attention 

publicly (through media outlets) and even academically than First Encounters. A Tribute 

to Survival had less attention but it still was supported and had made an impact on 

interested communities. 
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Today, A Tribute to Survival is still acknowledged in books, papers, and 

publications but less often than First Encounters is mentioned. Nevertheless, it continues 

to be recognized in the academic community. A 2006 paper presented at the 

"Connections, Communities, and Collections" conference acknowledged A Tribute to 

Survival's contribution to the museum field (Trumbull 2006). In 2008, Spirited 

Encounters: American Indians Protest Museum Policies and Practices was published, 

doing the same (Cooper 2008). Nonetheless, where A Tribute to Survival seems to have 

become the most acknowledged, and certainly more often than First Encounters, is in 

blogs, forums, and online news pages specifically for those in the Native American 

community. Museums today see collaboration as being necessary when developing 

exhibits about Native American history and culture. A Tribute to Survival has helped lead 

that model, or at the very least, has helped provide an example of what collaboration 

should look like. It is still a relevant and effective exhibit today. 

The exhibitions are comparable in the roles they have played in helping shape the 

direction the museum field has taken. Both learning experiences were necessary to the 

changes that have occurred since the time First Encounters opened. First Encounters and 

similar exhibits that were highly protested helped set the stage for the idea that changes to 

curatorial approaches were necessary. A Tribute to Survival, and other exhibits in which 

collaboration was pioneered, gave curators the idea for a new and improved model that 

could be used for the next several decades. The news, protestors, and active participants 

have helped actively shape the roles both exhibits played in the transition into a post

NAGPRA museum. 
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Concluding Remarks 

The media is a highly effective tool used by protestors and museums in shaping 

social change under the right circumstances and conditions. While the changes that took 

place in the museum field between 1989 and 1993 cannot be completely attributed to the 

attention newspapers and television news gave to protests and museums exhibitions, the 

media has played an active role in helping shape an environment favorable to change. 

What occurred before and between the opening of First Encounters and the opening of A 

Tribute to Survival was essentially a domino effect. Many factors had to go into 

transitioning into a different way of approaching history and culture in museums. 

The media, in this transition, was a contributing push factor utilized by protestors. 

News outlets provided both positive and negative models of behavior (or messages about 

such behaviors) which were then reinforced. The media helped continue to make the 

environment unfavorable to museum practices utilized by curators in exhibits like First 

Encounters. It did so by making it difficult to garner the kind of attention that museums 

prefer. Negative news articles concerning First Encounters provided negative 

reinforcement, this negative reinforcement; then dissuaded others from copying the First 

Encounters, design model. Essentially, the media helped provide models of what not to 

do by negatively covering museum exhibits that were under protest while maintaining a 

sympathetic view towards activists. On the other hand, the media and active participants 

provided positive reinforcement for exhibits modeled on partnership and collaboration, 

like A Tribute to Survival. It was able to do so by providing positive reinforcement for A 

Tribute to Survival approach to exhibition development and design. This positive 

reinforcement would then encourage others to use the same approach as curators at the 
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Milwaukee Public Museum. However, while the media as a tool is effective, there existed 

factors outside of the news, activists, and museum control which increased the overall 

effectiveness of the news as a push factor. 

Protests and coverage of those protests also came at a time where there was 

already beginning to be a transition away from the idea that museums have the ultimate 

authority and towards the need for truer forms of collaboration. Events that were 

occurring, like the implementation ofNAGPRA, helped push the change in curatorial 

attitudes. This made some curators more willing to accept the messages that assisted in 

curatorial behavior change. Nonetheless, change is slow, a willingness to do so has to be 

present before any actual modifications to behavior are made. Not all museums made the 

transition at the same time. Some curators and museum personnel were willing to make 

the transition earlier than others so that adjustments to curatorial approaches were 

gradually beginning to take effect by 1993. 

What is most interesting is that, while media covered First Encounters and A 

Tribute to Survival to different extents, both exhibits appeared to have similar impacts on 

how exhibitions are developed today. Is it possible that more negative reinforcement is 

required to convince others to make changes than positive reinforcement? Or is it the 

order in which they occurred the key factor? Had effective exhibits occurred first without 

there being protests of ineffective exhibits, would they have had the same impact that 

they did on the museum field? Likewise, would there have been any change to the 

museum field if ineffective exhibits occurred without being followed by an effective 

exhibit? Had these events occurred independently of one another or even during 

completely different time periods would they have had the same impact that they did? 
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The answer to all of these question is: probably not. The presence of both positive and 

negative models in an environment that is already in transition is necessary for any 

significant and permanent changes in behavior to occur. The media is a powerful tool, it 

is an influencer. Nevertheless, it is only one piece to a very large puzzle that occurs 

around changing behavior. 

Today, the way we interact with the media is in transition because of our reliance 

on the internet. The new and shifting levels of interaction with information sources will 

affect curators, scholars, and the public. Today, people are no longer dependent on the 

stories that newspapers and TV stations choose to feature. We are now turning to other 

sources of media to get information. Online sources of media (Y ouTube, Facebook, 

online newspapers, blogs, etc.) offer a wider array of stories and perspectives, however 

accurate or inaccurate. We are now also choosing the stories we want to read (Gainous 

and Wagner 2014; Tewksbury and Rittenberg 2012). Our ideas are no longer challenged 

but reinforced as we frequent media sites that agree with our world view (Gainous and 

Wagner 2014; Tewksbury and Rittenberg 2012). Information travels differently, but it 

has no less of an impact on how it effects scholars, museums, and people than it did over 

20 years ago. If anything, it is even more of a powerful and dangerous tool in the hands 

of those wishing to make a change. 
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