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Abstract

This short essay introduces the Bard Graduate Center working group on  
Indigenous ontologies of active matter, defines its operative concepts, and frames 
the four contributing essays that follow. The so-called ontological turn in the 
humanities and social sciences has encouraged recognition of culturally specific 
theories of being that depart from those in the dominant Western tradition. 
These essays consider Indigenous conceptions of “objects” that privilege dynamic 
activity, multiple agencies, and relational networks and explore the implications 
of such notions for responsive museum conservation, care, and custodianship.

In the spring of 2008, I encountered a remarkable being at the Univer-
sity of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology (MOA). Arriving 
late to an event titled T’xwelátse Visits MOA, which I knew little about, 
I took my place at the back of a sea of people listening to area First 
Nations welcoming a visiting dignitary to the university, to tradition-
al unceded Musqueam territory, and to Vancouver. The figure these 
speakers were addressing initially appeared to me as a four-foot-tall, 
six-hundred-pound granite sculpture wreathed in a cedar-bark cape, 
seated in a small dugout canoe, and surrounded by photographs of 
people embracing him (fig. 1). He was Stone T’xwelátse, a person who 
had been repatriated, two years earlier, from the Burke Museum in  
Seattle to the Nooksack people, then returned to his Stó:lō relatives in 
the Fraser Valley, just east of Vancouver. Stó:lō families have an ancestor 
named T’xwelátse—a name that has been passed down through various 
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lineages—who was turned to stone in a duel with Xa:ls, the Transform-
er (there are numerous such Transformed Beings and Places among 
Coast Salish peoples). Stone T’xwelátse lived for centuries, cared for 
by his female descendants as Xa:ls mandated. He relocated within the 
Fraser Valley over subsequent generations and was “found” in 1892 by 
a settler farmer in Nooksack territory, over the border in Washington 
State, and sold to a small museum that in turn transferred him to the 
Washington State Museum (now the Burke Museum). After Herb Joe, 
the current name carrier, reconnected with him at the Burke in the ear-
ly 1990s, collections staff at the museum asked how they should prop-
erly care for the ancestor. In response to learning that Stone T’xwelátse 
was alive, they began a protocol, which continued until the repatria-
tion, of putting him to bed every night and waking him up every morn-
ing by speaking to him and covering and uncovering him with a muslin 
blanket.1 In 2008, he was on a diplomatic visit (not “on exhibit”) at 
MOA, where staff adopted the same slumber routine. 

Fig. 1. Georgia Joe, 
age three, visiting 
Stone T’xwelátse at 
the Burke Museum 
of Natural History 
and Culture, Seattle, 
WA, 2006. Georgia’s 
grandfather Herb 
Joe carries the name 
T’xwelátse. Courtesy 
of David Campion. 
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 Stone T’xwelátse’s status as an ancestral being, and not simply a 
sculptural representation of a relative, was formally signaled when the 
repatriation claim was submitted under two separate sections of the  
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, one pertain-
ing to “objects of cultural patrimony” and the other to “Native Ameri-
can human remains.” According to the repatriation report submitted 
by the Stó:lō and Nooksack, Stone T’xwelátse is, among other things, 
“the physical remains of a human in granite form, retaining his life 
force (shxweli) and soul (smestíyexw)”; “centrally important in directly 
connecting to and attesting to the creation of the world”; “associated 
with a specific place in the landscape, forming part of a broader phys-
ical-spiritual landscape transformed by the Transformers”; “a physical 
object containing a living, ancestral human soul, and carrying a specif-
ic name of a transformed individual”; and “linked to a form of shared 
oral history that informs the broadest level of cultural identity attached 
to the shared understanding of the origin of the world and behavioral 
rules, binding people together across tribal groupings.”2 Thus, he is 
not only a physical ancestor (“human remains”) and a materialization 
of ancestral knowledge and practice (“cultural patrimony”); he is also 
a still-living being enmeshed in ongoing social relationships with both 

Fig. 2. Stó:lō and Nooksack community members welcome Stone T’xwelátse 
home in the Semá:th Longhouse, Chilliwack, BC, 2006. Courtesy of David 
Campion. 
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relatives and others across community, institutional, and international 
borders. Stone T’xwelátse is now back at home among the Stó:lō, sur-
rounded once again by kin, re-embedded in his ancestral landscape 
and network of relations, and cared for by stewards at the Stó:lō Re-
search and Resource Management Centre on behalf of the T’xwelátse 
family (fig. 2). His story—his very being—challenges conventional 
Western categories of what “objects” really are and prompts revisions 
to long-standard museological approaches to the care and conserva-
tion of collections. 

The Working Group on Indigenous Ontologies

My encounter with Stone T’xwelátse, and his capacity to exist at once 
on multiple material, spiritual, and temporal planes, returned to me 
a few years later when Dean Peter Miller first proposed the Cultures 
of Conservation initiative at Bard Graduate Center. Until then, I had 
worked in various capacities (docent, volunteer, researcher, curator) 
at museums of different sorts (art and anthropology; university and 
metropolitan; gallery and cultural center), and I had thought about 
a range of museum practices, especially collecting, exhibition, and da-
tabase design.3 I had done just enough reading about contemporary 
conservation to know that Indigenous efforts to reform it play a key role 
in the larger struggle to decolonize museums by redistributing curato-
rial power, repatriating objects, and shifting from regimes of property 
ownership to those of care and custodianship of collections.4 From our 
earliest conversations at Bard, we felt it important that the pluralization 
of “cultures” in the project title should signal the topical breadth of our 
approach (see “Preface: Report on a Research Project,” in this volume). 
This has entailed bridging the “culture of academia” and the “culture 
of the museum” through close attention to the material properties of 
objects as a method of both research and conservation practice. But we 
also wanted to stress that diverse peoples of the world bring their own 
cultural values and orientations to the material realm, and thus to con-
servation concerns: their own fundamental notions of what “the object” 
is and isn’t; what its proper relationship to “persons” might be; and 
what factors contribute to protocols surrounding its care and repair, its 
treatment and preservation—if indeed it ought to be preserved at all. 
 Within the larger initiative, my role in the Indigenous Ontologies 
working group dates back to a fascinating 2016 presentation. Wolfgang 
Schäffner, from the Helmholtz Center for Cultural Techniques of the 
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Humboldt University in Berlin, shared with us his materials science re-
search unit’s investigations into the chemical and biological properties 
of certain materials that are particularly “active” (unstable, mutable, 
transformational) at the molecular or structural level. His focus was 
on the materials’ potential to be harnessed in forward-thinking design, 
although he mentioned the philosophical challenge they pose to tradi-
tional Western views of the material world. After his talk, both I and a 
visiting research fellow, Beth Piatote (who teaches comparative litera-
ture and Native American studies at University of California, Berkeley, 
and who is Nez Perce), responded that for many Indigenous people, 
objects—or at least certain objects and materials—have never been 
thought of as static in the first place, but rather as both active subjects 
and as subject to interconnecting webs of animating force and relational-
ity. Citing the Lakota precept Taku Skanskan, “What Moves-moves” (i.e., 
that which gives motion to everything that moves), Piatote suggested 
the advantage of starting from Indigenous ontologies of human and 
nonhuman beings within an animate and animating universe. Schäff-
ner expressed interest in the potential overlap in our perspectives but 
said that such considerations were beyond his lab’s immediate purview.
 This conjuncture provided one of many prompts for the establish-
ment of the interdisciplinary, collaborative project Conserving Active 
Matter and for the inclusion of Indigenous ontologies as one of its re-
search vectors (see Appendix: Events of the Research Project Conserv-
ing Active Matter for a list of related events). Our collective starting 
point was the fact that there are many disparate discourses of something 
like “active matter” swirling around at the moment. We agreed that we 
should attempt not to reconcile them but rather to explore the possibil-
ity of productive conversation between people who rarely speak to one 
another at all, much less from positions of shared disciplinary training, 
cultural orientation, philosophical proclivity, or vocabulary use. 
 Throughout the project, we continually posed a general question 
to ourselves and to our colleagues, and we had this question repeatedly 
posed back to us: When we talk about “active matter,” what are we really 
talking about? This provocation came to entail a series of related queries: 
Are we talking about molecules in motion, visible under a microscope or 
some other tool, or the capacity of objects to act as effective agents in the 
world, whether or not they are capable of temporarily or permanently 
manifesting animate presences (such as Stone T’xwelátse clearly is)? Is 
“object” even a universally applicable term? Many Indigenous people 
reject this word as enacting a limited Western dualism, instead refer-
ring to treasured items as Subjects, Beings, Belongings, Medicine, and  
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Ancestors, or forgoing European languages altogether and simply call-
ing them Dlugwai (Kwaḱwala), At:oow (Łingit), Taonga (Māori; see Rose 
Evans’s chapter in this volume). What do scholars, curators, conserva-
tors, and custodians do with museum collections that need to be fed, 
talked to, or cleansed with purifying smoke? To what, and to whom, 
do we imagine the “matter” of things being intrinsically and actively 
related, especially over time: Atomic components? Raw materials? Com-
pleted objects? Intentional subjects? Indigenous (and other “non-West-
ern”) value systems often insist that these levels or scales must be kept 
in direct and active relationship—to one another; to human makers and 
users and caregivers of the past, present, and future; and to other-than-
human beings, both terrestrial and celestial. When we talk about “con-
serving” active matter, what is it we are concerned to preserve, why, and 
for whom: The historical object in something like its “original” state? 
The raw matter or materials from which it was made? Knowledge of that 
origin, identity, and embedded place in an ever-expanding nexus of ge-
nealogical relations? Or the very preconditions for making, using, and 
caring for similar things in the future—a future currently threatened by 
continued colonial disruption and impending ecological disaster? 
 The Indigenous Ontologies working group took as our mandate 
the exploration of these questions and the importance of bringing var-
ied Indigenous ways of being and knowing into dialogue with other 
realms of academic and museum practice—both mainstream and avant-
garde—that are invoking similar terms in often quite divergent and 
siloed contexts. Midway through the project’s 2017 launch symposium, 
my working group colleague Jolene Rickard (a Tuscarora artist and art 
historian at Cornell University) turned to me and said that rather than 
imagining Indigenous ontologies as a peripheral—or, worse, token “di-
versity”—contribution, our perspectives have the potential to unite the 
concerns of the other working groups as they encompass materials sci-
ence, philosophy, history, and art. This insight is especially important 
for the development of mainstream conservation practice, as training 
in “ethnographic” materials and Indigenous cultural concerns is often 
restricted to specialist courses or programs but deserves to have much 
wider influence on the field given its development of progressive and 
responsive protocols for the care and repair of particularly active cul-
tural materials (see the chapters by Kelly McHugh and Rose Evans, in 
this volume).5 It was thus in the dual spirit of intellectual convergence 
and institutional critique that we initiated our three-year investigation 
into diverse Indigenous ontologies of active matter and their implica-
tions for the future of conservation in and beyond museums. 
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Working Terms and Section Contributors

Over the past two decades, scholarly developments in a number of 
disparate fields within the humanities and natural and social sciences 
have coalesced into what is sometimes called an “ontological turn.” 
This phrase is used to characterize and promote a turn away from epis-
temological critique of knowledge production and toward a purport-
edly radical rethinking of the ontological basis of reality itself and the 
multiple forms of life (beings, relations, and materialities) that inhabit 
and constitute reality.6 While many proponents of an ontological per-
spective are engaged in a process of mining marginal strains in Western 
thought and theory in order to posit alternate ontologies, a number 
of scholars within anthropology and Indigenous studies have brought 
philosophical interest in ontology to ethnographic theory and meth-
ods and to contemporary political concerns over decolonization and 
sovereignty.7 The subset of this work that was of primary interest to us 
examines the implications of Indigenous ontologies for an understand-
ing of material culture and for museum practice.8 
 For the purpose of our working group, we use the term “ontolo-
gies” to refer to culture-specific theories of being, especially the beings 
and belongings that have material presence in museums (a more in-
depth treatment of the concept of Indigenous ontologies can be found 
on the exhibition’s companion website).9 We ask ourselves, According to 
originating communities, what are the items in museum collections, on-
tologically speaking? What are their fundamental and intrinsic identities 
as certain kinds of beings in relation to other kinds of beings (be these 
other “objects,” “persons,” or other kinds of agents), as well as in rela-
tion to specific cultural practices and knowledges (something we might 
gloss as cultural epistemologies)? In the realm of conservation science, 
how can we move from standard concerns about inherent vice and the 
prevention of decay to recognition for, if not restoration of, an intrinsic 
capacity in things for growth and kinship and transformation—for life 
itself? The ultimate goal of our working group has been to examine 
the practical ramifications for conservation work (as well as exhibition 
practice and repatriation) that follow from taking seriously Indigenous 
ontologies of “the object” as a dynamic assemblage of active and emer-
gent materialities, of multiple subjectivities and temporalities, of diverse 
forms of cultural knowledge and practice (which might be hard to rec-
oncile fully), and of persistent human and other-than-human relations. 
 A theoretical perspective on the ontological status of objects-as-be-
ings (or of the specific being of objects) lends itself particularly well to 
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growing interest in forms of matter or materials that can be understood 
as especially “active.” But how are we to relate the insights of materi-
als scientists like Wolfgang Schäffner to those of Stó:lō descendants of 
Stone T’xwelátse? Are new “smart textiles” active in the same, or at least 
in comparable, ways as animate beings in sculptural form? Or are we 
simply pushing the semantic limits of terms like “active” (not to men-
tion “matter”) to the breaking point, collating radically different phe-
nomena under the flimsy banner of similar terminology? Such ques-
tions have animated our entire project. If prompted, I think we would all 
admit quite freely that we are talking about different sorts of things, and 
that respecting, acknowledging, and limning those distinctions is impor-
tant, both theoretically and methodologically. While notions of activity 
in/of/by matter are philosophically, culturally, and materially divergent, 
they share more than mere susceptibility to common descriptive lan-
guage: they all present a range of practical and conceptual challenges 
to conventional Western conservation principles and protocols. It is this 
aspect of their converging application that our larger initiative has tried 
to focus on without erasing or collapsing important distinctions.
 Rather than attempt to produce a unified field theory of active mat-
ter, we have tried to characterize a range of ways in which the particularly 
active qualities of certain objects and materials force an expansion in 
traditional conservation thinking and practice (see the other section 
introductions to this volume for parallel approaches to the “activity” of 
matter). Returning to Rickard’s provocation that Indigenous ontologies 
of the material world encompass materials science, philosophy, history, 
and art, our working group formulated a provisional set of four vari-
able and overlapping “ways of being active”; these are not discrete types 
or classifications to which specific objects belong but different qualities 
of activity we might recognize in them. None is unique to Indigenous 
peoples, but they help us to organize the various ways in which many 
Indigenous things can be active, activated, or activating. In particular, 
these four categories locate the activity in question variably in materials; in 
and between materially diverse persons; across space or cultural divide; 
and over time:10

1. Items made from materials that are particularly mutable or unstable 
at the molecular, chemical, or structural level. This use of the term 
“activity” easily accords with conventional conservation knowledge and 
practice but also encompasses the ways in which Indigenous science 
and traditional ecological knowledge might mobilize the active quali-
ties of certain materials.
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2. Items constructed from relatively stable materials but manifest in 
forms that demand intentional change over time. This is the case for 
many kinds of things, both vernacular and ceremonial, that are kept 
in active circulation within communities of origin and are subjected to 
protocols of care, repair, or veneration. One extreme variety comprises 
objects meant to be “deactivated” or destroyed completely after their 
intended function has been served. 
3. “Power” objects or animate beings that may be constructed of rela-
tively stable materials and may maintain relatively consistent form, but 
that are imbued with or capable of channeling active spiritual presence 
and agency—the ability to act in and on the world, whether to heal or 
protect, to cause harm, or to enact genealogical connection (like Stone 
T’xwelátse). Many such items require regular feeding, human touch, 
or ritual treatment by specialists and are especially challenging for stan-
dard conservation practice. 
4. Items whose activation depends on remaining embedded in persis-
tent networks and relations of knowledge, genealogy, and practice. This 
has less to do with intrinsic material conditions than with immaterial 
properties, temporal continuities, and social contexts of access, aware-
ness, and use. Without connection to specialist knowledge and perfor-
mance, many such items remain sleeping or dormant in museums. 

 Taken together, these four approaches to “active matter” draw 
on certain Indigenous ontologies of the object in order to challenge 
professional Western museum conservation to adapt and expand its 
conventional values and protocols, which are by and large grounded in 
the European Enlightenment.11 Conservators have long been charged 
with prioritizing the preservation or stabilization of the material thing, 
arresting its change and decay, but what if the fundamental nature/
culture of the “object” is change and transformation, liveliness, or even 
outright disappearance? Over the last half century, the reversibility (or 
at least visibility) of the conservation treatment has been paramount to 
the professional code of ethics, but what if practices of care and repair 
should be made intrinsic to the object, altering it essentially and appro-
priately? Conservators often consider the physical and conceptual “in-
tegrity” or “authenticity” of the “original” item when deciding between 
treatment options, but are such qualities inherent in form and material 
or in historic contexts of production, or do they rather reside properly 
in unfolding contexts of use, changing functions or values, or efforts to 
actively maintain human knowledge, embodied skill, and social prac-
tice into the future? Curators and conservators alike frequently speak 
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of the need to respect the intention of the original maker or artist, but 
what if intentionality and agency are extended beyond the individual 
human to the social group, to communities of consumption, to the 
material “thing” itself, and to other-than-human beings (embedding 
the thing in expansive relational networks)? And what if such agency 
is extended temporally from the moment of creation both backward 
and forward in time (embedding the thing in expansive genealogies of 
knowledge, practice, value, and affiliation)? 
 Many museums with “ethnographic” collections have been consid-
ering such questions for decades now, and our project is intended in 
part to hasten such considerations, to extend them beyond the realm 
of Indigenous concerns alone, and to promote an expansion in the 
conceptualization of what all conservation can be in and for the future. 
 The four contributors to this section have extensive experience 
wrestling with such complex questions in the context of transforming 
the relationship between mainstream conservation practice and the 
Indigenous peoples whose cultural patrimony has long been collected, 
preserved, and exhibited under largely Western scientific, aesthetic, 
and philosophical paradigms. All four are museum professionals (two 
conservators, Kelly McHugh and Rose Evans; and two curators, Jamie 
Jacobs and Sven Haakanson) who participated in our Cultures of Con-
servation programming and adapted their presentations to this exhibi-
tion companion volume. McHugh and Evans provide broad overviews 
of the history and current state of conservation in their respective re-
gions and national contexts (North America and Aotearoa–New Zea-
land, respectively), focusing on changes to the field that are respon-
sive to Indigenous ontologies. Jacobs and Haakanson offer focused 
case studies that explore particular kinds of things and modes of their 
community activation (wampum among the Haudenosaunee of up-
state New York and the revitalization of open boats among the Alutiiq 
in coastal Alaska). Some authors refer explicitly to specific objects or 
object types that were featured in the exhibition, and all speak more 
broadly about the varieties of active matter conceptualized in Indig-
enous ontologies.

notes

In addition to the section authors and my Bard Graduate Center colleagues  
on the Conserving Active Matter project, I’d like to thank the following 
people for valuable feedback on earlier drafts of this essay: Lucas Bessire,  
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Fred Myers, Maia Nuku, Beth Piatote, Helen Polson, Jolene Rickard,  
Susan Rowley, and David Schaepe.

1. Personal correspondence with Laura Phillips, archaeology collections 
manager, Burke Museum, September 18, 2020. 

2. Schaepe, “Stone T’ixwelatsa Repatriation Report,” 1, 23–24. My thanks 
to David M. Schaepe and Susan Rowley for additional information. For 
the complete story of Stone T’xwelátse’s life and journeys, visit the Stó:lō 
Research and Resource Management Centre’s comprehensive website 
Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse, 2012, http://www.srrmcentre.com 
/StoneTxwelatse/1Home.html.

3. See, for instance, Glass, Objects of Exchange; Glass, “Indigenous 
Ontologies, Digital Futures.”

4. This is not the place to review the extensive literature on the 
decolonization of conservation and museums, which the essays in this 
section discuss and contribute to, but for key texts in the field, see 
Simpson, Making Representations; Clavir, Preserving What Is Valued; Peers 
and Brown, Museums and Source Communities; Sullivan and Edwards, 
Stewards of the Sacred; Sully, Decolonizing Conservation; Sleeper-Smith, 
Contesting Knowledge; Phillips, Museum Pieces; Lonetree, Decolonizing 
Museums; Golding and Modest, Museums and Communities. 

5. A number of conservators have been promoting just such cross-
fertilization within the profession; see Hornbeck, “Intersecting 
Conservation Approaches”; McHugh and Gunnison, “Finding Common 
Ground”; Pearlstein, “Conserving Ourselves”; Balachandran and 
McHugh, “Respectful and Responsible Stewardship.”

6. The turn toward such ontological concerns can be seen as one 
component of a larger and even more diffuse “material turn” that 
loosely assembles numerous cross-disciplinary movements under an open 
meshwork banner often called the new materialisms: “object-oriented 
ontologies” and “speculative realism” (philosophy); “actor-network-
theory” (science and technology studies); “agential realism” (physics); 
“vibrant matter” or “new vitalism” (political ecology); “thing theory” 
(literature).

7. For useful overviews, see Scott, “Anthropology of Ontology”; Salmond, 
“Transforming Translations (Part 2)”; Bessire and Bond, “Ontology”; 
Kohn, “Anthropology of Ontology.”

8. Scholars who have addressed ontologies of art and material culture 
include Myers, “Ontologies of the Image”; Henare, Holbraad, and 
Wastell, Thinking through Things; Salmond, “Transforming Translations 
(Part I)”; Cipolla, “Taming the Ontological Wolves.”
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9. Glass, “What Are Indigenous Ontologies?”
10. For the Conserving Active Matter website, these four categories are 

explicated in greater detail and related directly to the featured loan 
items, both Indigenous and otherwise, 2022, https://exhibitions.bgc 
.bard.edu/cam/. 

11. Clavir, Preserving What Is Valued. 
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