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the Paiwan museum and community. Photo by Kendall Tallmadge, 2010.
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When the National Taiwan Museum approached us
through a mutual colleague, University of Colo-

rado Museum of Natural History zoology collections man-

ager Mariko Kageyama, Jim Hakala and I were delighted at
the opportunity to work with such a distinguished institu-
tion. We have thoroughly enjoyed working with the NTM
staff over the past two years. We especially appreciated their
professionalism, creativity, commitment, sincerity and good
humor. In short, this was both a challenging and thought-
provoking collaborative project, and a lot of fun!

Our museum, the University of Colorado Museum of
Natural History (UCMNH) located in Boulder, Colorado,
is a teaching museum — we host a free public museum as well
as a graduate program in museum studies. That is why grad-
uate and undergraduate students participated in every part of
the collaborative process of iShare. The NTM staff and our
Paiwan and Navajo partners welcomed the participation of
students and greatly enriched their university learning expe-
riences.

Through the iShare: Connecting Museums and Communi-
ties East and West project, we built a partnership among four
museums, their staff and constituencies. But this was not
only an international partnership between indigenous com-
munities, it was also between curators and educators, IT and
graphic design specialists, and cultural specialists and com-
munity members.

Throughout the course of the project, we considered a
number of broad questions, including: What can this unique
partnership teach us and our indigenous partners about con-
temporary indigeneity in the East and West? How can mu-
seums engage in reciprocity and sharing of authority with
indigenous communities? What models of collaboration and
technological tools can we develop to work productively
with indigenous communities? How can social network-
ing and online collaborative spaces facilitate and create new
ways of communicating with, representing, and serving in-
digenous communities as well as museum visitors?

Taking seriously indigenous critiques of museum practice,
the anthropological critiques of representation, and the cur-

rent emphasis in museum anthropology in the United States

2012 TATWAN NATURAL SCIENCE Vol.31(3)

on “decolonizing the museum,” the iShare: Connecting Muse-
ums and Communities project in its process and product pro-
vides a model to think about collaborative practice in mu-
seum anthropology, as well as issues of translation between
different continental traditions of museum anthropology and

between indigenous communities a world apart.

Collaboration

The troubled history and injustices of past museum-
indigenous community relations were legally acknowledged
and addressed in the United States landmark legislation of
the National Museum of the American Indian Act of 1989
and the Native American Graves Protection and Repatria-
tion Act passed in 1990. Since then, and even before, muse-
um staftf and indigenous communities have been striving to
work productively together to restore justice in light of this
history of colonization, oppression, and alienation of ances-
tors’” human remains and cultural materials from indigenous
communities. Collaboration with indigenous communi-
ties has become one of the key factors in the movement to
“decolonize the museum.” This trend towards decolonizing
practice, whether identified in these terms or not, is not just
happening in the United States; the relationship between the
NTM and the Paiwan people before and during the iShare
project exemplify moves in this direction internationally.

Decolonization, a term that has become quite common in
museum anthropology and anthropological rhetoric in the
United States in recent years, points to efforts in indigenous
communities, museums, and social sciences more broadly to
engage in ethical research, representation and writing prac-
tices.

Museum anthropologists are developing different models
for collaborating with indigenous communities whose ob-
jects are housed in museums, as we aim to provide greater
access to our collections. Key to successful collaborations are
co-direction, reciprocity, and communication — all of which
were sustained by the openness and commitment to con-
tinual learning among iShare partners.

Through the iShare collaboration, we expanded our no-

tions of what a collection can include, and who might do the
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collecting. For example, the online environment allowed
us to create a collection that featured both tangible culture
(museum collection objects, clothing, etc.) and intangible
culture (oral histories, songs, stories, etc.). Museum staff
and indigenous community members became collectors and
interpreters of their own cultural materials through their
contributions to the website.

It became clear, and was important to show, that indig-
enous communities and museum staff are interested in more
than just museum objects; they are interested in the many
things and ways that people convey cultural knowledge. In
addition, they want to share this with their own peoples as
well as the wider public when appropriate. For example, the
Laiyi Indigenous Museum does not have a permanent col-
lection. Through the iShare project, the National Taiwan
Museum organized a workshop to facilitate community
members to record stories and songs and to photograph ma-
terial culture in local homes. NTM staff also taught com-

munity members how to upload this material to the website.
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Business meeting at the University of Colorado—Boulder during the second international

trip to discuss the structure and function of the iShare website. Photo by Kendall

Tallmadge, 2011.

Through this process, the Laiyi Indigenous Museum was
able to build a virtual collection to share with visitors while
the community “treasures” stay in family homes as is the
tradition among the Paiwan.

The use of technology and online resources has become
part of a group of strategies to enable collaboration between

indigenous communities and museums for greater access to
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Navajo partners Robert Johnson and Clarenda Begay present a plaque to the Paiwan

partners Hsiu Lin Kao, Lafaws Ibunoe, and Wen Shan Chen during the iShare Symposium
at the University of Colorado Museum of Natural History during the fourth and final
international trip. They all gave public presentations about their communities to an
audience of around 200. At the end of the evening, they led a Native American round
dance and Paiwan 4-step dance with the audience to conclude the symposium. Photo by

UCMNH Public Programs, 2011.

collections and exhibitions. We designed iShare as an experi-
ment along these lines, a pilot project to consider how online
and collaborative methods might address issues of access and
representation. While social media and online collaboration
was appropriate for the Navajo Nation and Paiwan tribes in
our partnership, they are not necessarily appropriate for oth-
er indigenous communities. Our partners were already using
Facebook before we began our work together, and they had

regular access to computers and the internet.

Communication

All four iShare partners had access to the internet, which
enabled us to keep in communication from the early stages
of defining the project to organizing international travel to
creating and reviewing the website, teaching kits, catalogue,
and subsequent published materials. There are four languag-
es represented by our partners: Navajo, Paiwanese, Man-
darin, and English. Most of our work was done in English,

and all of our published materials online and in newsletters
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were in English and Mandarin. Because we were able to rely
on the excellent English skills of our NTM colleagues, the
communication throughout the project was direct, honest,
and productive.

An example of creating a project environment in which
open, honest and productive communication is possible arose
around the issue of consent forms required by our funder,
the American Association of Museums (AAM). When we
visited the Paiwan tribes after their workshop with the
NTM staff, community members gave presentations in
which they showed wonderful audio and visual documenta-
tion they had gathered from peers and elders in their com-
munity. However, none of the material had been posted to
the iShare website. When we inquired as to why, our Paiwan
partners explained their mayor had told them not to sign the
AAM consent form because it included a clause that allowed
the AAM to use images “for commercial purposes.”

This could have been a stumbling block in our work

together, but instead because we had good communicative
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to travel by horseback through the canyon.

Photo by Chen-Yu Wei, 2011.
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E—RHENZ KB ARLEYERES During the second international trip, iShare
BEEBEN TP BREEBRBEZE  partners and student translators traveled
- BEERDM - SRIBHMEMELE  together through the Navajo Nation by van
SEMUE to many locations of special importance to
Navajo students Tylanna Begay and the Navajo people like Monument Valley,

Tashawna Yazzie find Taiwan on a globe

during a workshop visit by UCMNH

the Shiprock, and the rim of Canyon de
Chelly. Photo by Kendall Tallmadge,
partners to the Navajo Nation. Photo by 2011.

Jen Shannon, 2011.

relationships with our Paiwan and NTM partners, and we
listened and took seriously the concerns of our Paiwan part-
ners, it became a learning moment for us and for the AAM.
Our NTM colleagues addressed the Paiwan’s concerns with
respect, and rather than saying “that’s just standard lan-
guage,” together we sought to change the form. Chao-Ling
Kuo and I worked on the form, and AAM allowed us to add
the option for participants to decline the commercial use
clause. AAM was very accommodating and our relationship
with our partners grew stronger as a result. And they up-
loaded great material!

Another aspect of communication that is key in collabo-
rative work is transparency and reflexivity. Reflexivity, in
anthropology, means that as we work on the project we are
constantly evaluating it, considering our own position and
influence on it, and thinking critically about what we are
creating together. We have built reflexivity not only into
the project but also into the website itself. For example, the

Events Galleries on the website, which include videos of
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meetings and photographs of trips, illustrates the process of

forging our partnerships and making iShare.

Co-Direction

Because of our continuous communication and in-
person meetings, all four partners co-directed the project.
iShare partners worked together to develop the goals, proc-
ess, and outputs of the project. Without co-direction, it is
easy for collaborative work to lag, or simply end, if there
is little vested interest in the project. For iShare, one of the
most significant developments in our work together was
how each partner adapted the project to meet their needs
and to reflect what is appropriate to do in their own com-
munities.

This co-direction became evident in the various self-
directed in-country projects the partners did. For example,
NTM and the Paiwan held digital image and video col-
lecting and uploading workshops, and our museum worked

with the Navajo to collect video interviews of youth and
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elders. Navajo and Paiwan also did their own projects, like
digitizing the Navajo Nation Museum collection. The in-
country work that contributed material to the website
was very different in each place but followed the goals
and principles of our project. When we posted the Navajo
youth interviews in which they had questions for Paiwan
youth, NTM staff and Paiwan youth sent us their own vid-
eo with answers to the Navajo and new questions for them
to consider.

One of the major yet unexpected outcomes of the project
was the production of teaching kits. Part of our commitment
to co-direction and collaboration was to ask our indigenous
partners what they wanted out of our partnership — and
they both requested educational kits with lesson plans and
cultural objects to be used by teachers in local schools. This
was a tangible output that allows them to share what they
learned with their children and community and to get youth
involved in learning about indigenous peoples from other

countries.
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Building these kits with guidance from our indigenous
partners was also a learning experience between our mu-
seum and the NTM. Educators from both institutions were
in constant communication to be sure the kits were compat-
ible, as each partner community would get one about the
Paiwan from NTM and one about the Navajo from UCM-
NH. Whereas we had built object-based kits in the past and
could provide a model for the structure of the kits, NTM
provided excellent published materials that were inspiring
in their content and graphics. The teaching materials also
support the life of the website beyond the project timeline,
as communities far from our four partners will be able to ac-
cess documents and images of objects in the kits through the

website as well.

Reciprocity
Reciprocity, or exchange with mutual benefit, was evi-
dent throughout our project. Our National Taiwan Museum

colleagues set the tone for the rest of our work together dur-
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During the fourth and
final international trip,
students at a boarding
school in Navajoland view
the video response from
Paiwan youth at the iShare
website. Photo by Yi-
Ching Yang, 2011.
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ing our first international trip to Taiwan. They taught us
the art of gift giving and hosting, which became a central
feature of our time together for the rest of our international
trips.

Our visits were not only filled with formal exchanges,
but also joking and fun as we spent more time together. We
received such gracious and wonderful welcomes each time
we visited Taiwan, both at the NTM and in the Paiwan
communities. In fact, we were overwhelmed and pleasantly
surprised by the level of participation in the iShare project by
the Paiwan and NTM staff. We all learned from each other
during each international trip and that influenced how we
planned the next visit. For example, we were inspired by the
NTM workshop in Laiyi to conduct an iShare workshop at the
Navajo Nation, NTM was inspired to organize a trip through
the Paiwan tribes in response to the Navajoland road trip, the
Navajo were inspired by the Paiwan cultural celebrations to
organize a dance performance, and the Paiwan were inspired

by the Navajo to show us their craft workshops.

16

-, S,
EE MBI ERREEN T WIFLES T SRS T F - AR E
HRERHEE RS IR I 7RO SU LR BB REVIRRL

During the third international trip, we visited Paiwan weaving workshops.
The Navajo and Paiwan discovered that they both have prominent weaving

traditions. Photo by Jen Shannon, 2011.
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Over time, these various trips and our constant commu-
nication created strong personal and professional relation-
ships between project partners. At the NTM, we worked
most closely with Chen-Yu Wei, Chao-Ling Kuo, Yi-Ching
Yang, and Fu-Mei Lin. They did an extraordinary amount
of work to coordinate our visits with the Paiwan tribes and
to produce quality materials for the project. You can find
many photos in the Events Galleries online that attest to the
hard work and good times we shared with these colleagues.

Accordingly, the subjects speaking in the videos on the
website, or pictured in the photographs, were not only our
indigenous partners or their grandparents. This, too, is a
form of reciprocity, as usually it is only the indigenous peo-
ples who are “on display.” We, the museum professionals
from the UCMNH and the NTM, were featured in videos
and photographs on the website as well. For example, the
“Events Galleries” feature videos of meetings and photo-
graphs of cultural exchange that include both indigenous

and non-indigenous participants in the project.
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The iShare project, then, is an outcome of, and an argu-
ment for, striving towards decolonizing museum practice.
We, museum professionals and anthropologists, have to be
equally vulnerable, equally willing to be interviewed and on
display. In short, all four partners were sharing our past, and
collecting for the future. As we continue to build our col-
lections of tangible and intangible culture, we are thinking
of the future members of our communities whether they are

part of the museum professional community, or an indig-

enous community, or both.

TEENRIB SRR AR EEN P TR F B EE F ETEE
iShare partners visiting the Denver Art Museum during the fourth and final international

trip. Photo by Irina Fartushnikova, 2011.
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In closing, we remember how our Paiwan participants
commented to us in our final trip to Taiwan that iShare en-
couraged them to go out and learn more about their culture.
Paiwan community member Li Hua said before, she was
just going along every day, but this project made her respect
her culture more and want to learn more. Another young
woman said it was a “good excuse” to ask people about their
culture — “it's for iShare!,” they say. This has surely been a
learning process for all of us—learning not just about the
Paiwan and the Navajo, but also how best to work together
and how to incorporate technology as a productive means,
not an end, for our work together; the ultimate goal remains
to build a foundation of ethical, lasting and reciprocal rela-
tionships with the source communities with whom we work
upon which future collaborations can be built.

It was an absolute joy to learn from, visit, and work with
our NTM colleagues. We look forward to continuing our
conversations and brainstorming new ideas in the future.

Many thanks for a wonderful experience!
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