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Stories about repatriations and changing the 
way we bring Native American ancestors home



I'm Sonya Atalay. I'm an 
archaeologist and a professor in 
the anthropology department of 
the University of Massachusetts, 

Amherst.

I have experience of 
NAGPRA repatriations as an 

archaeological consultant, a member 
of the National NAGPRA Review 

Committee, and as an Anishinaabe and 
member of the Three Fires Midewiwin 

Spiritual Society. 

I'm Jen Shannon. I'm 
an anthropologist and 

professor at the Natural 
History Museum at the 

University of Colorado, 
Boulder. 

I help Native 
Nations connect to 
museum collections 
around the country. 

I'm John Swogger. 
I'm an archaeologist, an 
illustrator and a comics 

creator.

Together, we're going to tell you stories of some repatriation cases - they will show you how NAGPRA works, and 
how it sometimes falls short. We'll explain what the law says, and how people interpret it. 

We'll show how, when people display leadership and take responsibility, NAGPRA repatriations can work for 
everyone - tribes, archaeologists, museums, communities, families and individuals. Together, we'll look at how the 
way we are bringing the ancestors home is changing - and how you and your community can help take part in the:

journeys to complete the work

 I know they can 
be difficult and 
emotional for all 
those involved.

As a 
museum curator, 

I have participated in a 
number of repatriations 

to tribes on behalf of our 
museum. NAGPRA can seem 
complicated because of its 

legal language, but the 
spirit of the law is 

clear.

 I help people understand 
complex issues and difficult 
situations by explaining them 

with comics. 
Comics are a great tool 

for making sure everyone 
understands, regardless 
of their experience and 

background.



The Native American 
Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act - NAGPRA 
- came about after many, 

many years of activism and 
political pressure.1

The Act was intended 
to address the way Native 

American sacred objects, objects of 
cultural patrimony, graves, ancestral 

remains and items associated with 
burials had been treated in the 
centuries following European 

colonization...

By settlers...

... politicians...

... collectors...

... and scientists.

Many Native 
American ancestral 

remains and cultural 
items had been dug up 

out of the ground, put on 
display or kept in storage 

- without any thought 
about the beliefs of 
those people or their 

descendants.

NAGPRA was intended to finally 
give a voice to Native peoples...2

... in decisions made about 
what should happen with 

these remains.

Dr. Sonya Atalay



Between 300,000 and 
600,000 Native American 
human remains are held in 

collections around the country. 
The scale of the situation can 
often seem overwhelming...2

...and the 
legal language of 

NAGPRA can be a barrier to 
understanding what the law is 
about. Many people are simply 
not well-informed about why 

NAGPRA was passed, and 
what it is meant to do.

Over the years, this has made the process of repatriation feel like a confrontational process...

But it doesn't have to be like that. 
This comic is going to show how when 

tribes have a real voice in repatriation, 
when both sides understand all their rights 
and responsibilities, and when participants 

display good leadership...

... repatriation can be 
a way for museums and Native 

nations to forge new relationships, 
and undertake the journey to 

complete the work not as 
adversaries...

... but in partnership...

... with meaningful 
consultation shaping each 

decision.

Dr. Jen Shannon

... rather than a 
cooperative one.



The Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act 

is a federal law enacted in 1990. It is 
intended to provide for the return of 

Native American ancestral remains and 
cultural material to Native American 

tribes.3

The act requires museums or institutions 
which hold collections of such material to 

consult with tribes to determine the cultural 
affiliation of the material and repatriate 

them when a claim is made.

Repatriation claims 
must include proof of their 
cultural affiliation by using 
various lines of evidence.



NAGPRA allows for different 
kinds of lines of evidence to 

be submitted when establishing 
cultural affiliation. Geographical

Archaeological

Kinship

Historical

Biological

Importantly, 
NAGPRA also allows 

for different kinds of 
indigenous knowledge to be 
submitted as evidence as 

well.

Folklore

Oral tradition

... and other 
information, 

such as 
traditional 
indigenous 
knowledge.

One kind of evidence 
does not count "more" than 

any other in NAGPRA cases - 
decisions are made on the basis 

of reasonable probability, 
taking into account all the 

evidence equally.
See: 43 CFR 10.2 (e)

This can 
include various 

kinds of data and 
research.

Linguistic

Expert opinion



All collections held by federal 
agencies and museums which receive 
federal funding must comply with 

the provisions of NAGPRA. 

Which means that all such institutions have 
an obligation to create an inventory of their 

collections... and determine whether the 
ancestral remains and cultural material they 

hold can be culturally affiliated. In other 
words: whether, in the opinion of the institution, 
they can be affiliated with a present day tribe 

or Native Hawaiian Organization.

But if, in the opinion of the institution, this is not possible...

... then they are designated as "culturally unidentifiable"...

This category was originally 
supposed to be for ancestral 
remains and cultural material 

for which there was no 
information about where they 
had been found, or how they 

came into the collection.

This could include items 
donated by collectors, or 

instances where archives and 
records had been lost.

However, when 
NAGPRA was enacted in 1990, 

institutions were given only five years 
to determine what was culturally 

affiliated, and what was culturally 
unidentifiable.

Many institutions lacked 
the money and staff to 
be able to complete this 

inventory in time...

As a result, labeling items 
in collections as "culturally 

unidentifiable" became a way 
for hard-pressed institutions 
to cope with large collections 
and complete their NAGPRA 
obligations before 1995...4

... despite the fact that, in 
many cases, evidence could 
have been presented which 

would have shown them to be 
culturally identifiable.

... and the institution follows another process under a section of the law known as the 10.11 rule.



Shannon Martin, Ojibwe & Pottawatomi, Director, 
Ziibiwing Center of Anishinabe Culture & Lifeways

The term "culturally unidentifiable" is 
offensive to many Native peoples...

A tribe is responsible to, and related 
to, everything on its land.

Animals...

Plants...

Water...

Rocks and earth...

And certainly any 
people buried there.

It is the responsibility of a people to care for all 
of their ancestors, and to ensure that they can 

complete their work in this world... ... and that can't happen if their 
ancestral remains and cultural items are 

sitting in a museum collection.

... who instead believe that they 
share their identity with past 

groups through their indigenous 
homeland. 5

Our ancestors must be returned to 
Mother Earth to complete their last Give-

Away Ceremony. When our ancestors were 
pulled from their burial places, their ceremonies 
were interrupted. My people believe that we must 
give ourselves back to Mother Earth after death 

to honor all that was given to nourish us 
during our physical lifetime.



In 2006, I was involved in 
repatriation research on behalf of 
MACPRA: the Michigan Anishinaabek 
Cultural Preservation & Repatriation 

Alliance...

The case shows how the use of 
the "culturally unidentifiable" category 

creates real problems for tribes 
undertaking repatriations.

New NAGPRA procedures had recently been put in place to address how museums should 
treat ancestral remains and cultural items they had designated as "culturally unidentifiable".

These rules are commonly referred to 
by their section number in the Code of 

Federal Regulations: 10.11.

But, as you will see 
from my story, it took 

more than new rules and 
laws - 

- it took activism as well 
as powerful testimony and 

leadership from brave individuals 
to help change the situation for 

the better.

*

  A coalition of all tribes in the state of Michigan.*

... concerning the 
museum collection 

of the University of 
Michigan.

The Ziibiwing Center, where I worked.

D. Bambi Kraus, 
Tlingit Nation 
- Advisor to 

President Bill 
Clinton on Native 
American Affairs 

and President 
of the National 
Association of 
Tribal Historic 
Preservation 

Officers.



The University of Michigan 
had in its museum collections 

Native American ancestral 
remains and cultural items.

In the late 1990s, the 
University - as required by 

NAGPRA - made an inventory 
of their collections...

... and sent a letter to the Saginaw 
Chippewa Indian Tribe of Michigan 
that this inventory and summary 

process had been completed.

My job was to prepare a statement 
based on my research, outlining the evidence for 

cultural affiliation between the tribes represented 
by MACPRA and the ancestral remains and 

cultural items held in the collection.

But I had 
already determined 

in 1995 that this 
material was "culturally 

unidentifiable" and 
therefore not legally 

available for 
repatriation.

John O'Shea - Archaeologist at the University of 
Michigan, responsible for NAGPRA compliance.

I'm responsible for 
these objects and human 
remains - if we get the 

process of determining cultural 
affiliation wrong, then they 

might get returned to the 
"wrong" tribe. 6

Besides, there's 
always more that 

research can tell scientists 
like myself about this 

material - particularly as 
new technologies are 

developed. 7

I believe the 
museum does a good 
job of caring for the 
human remains in our 

collection. 8

The University of Michigan Museum.



A repatriation claim was filed in the late winter 
of 2007, using oral histories and traditional 

knowledge to support cultural affiliation with 
the tribes.

That claim was rejected by the University 
of Michigan's archaeologist...

Absolutely not: 
these burials are 

not affiliated with 
you. 9

This summary 
rejection of the claim for 

repatriation made the tribes 
- and myself - angry for 

several reasons.

... despite the fact 
that the tribes had spent 
significant amounts of 

grant money gathering data 
to support their claim of 

cultural affiliation.

First, no 
justification was 

given as to why the 
designation "culturally 

unidentifiable" had 
been used...

... which it 
clearly did not.

Second, the University 
insisted that their original letter 

- informing the Saginaw Chippewa 
Indian Tribe of Michigan that they had 
completed the required inventory and 

summary of their collection - fulfilled 
their obligation with regard to 

"consultation"...

Finally 
- and perhaps 

most importantly - the 
University's archaeologist 

had completely dismissed the 
significance of the oral 

histories in the tribe's 
claim... ... despite the fact 

that he had served 
for a number of years 
on the NAGPRA Review 

Committee.



The University's decision 
was debated both on-

campus and off...

... and the tribes felt that 
activism was needed to raise 

awareness of the issue.

Protests were organized...

... as well as a drum-in during exam week.



His testimony may have been short...                                                          ... but it was powerful.

Eventually, Joseph Sowmick, a Saginaw 
Chippewa tribal member, was allowed five 

minutes to address the Regents.10

Powerful enough that one of 
the Regents, Katherine White, 

pressed the University to take a 
completely different approach.

We have a legal 
obligation to comply 

with NAGPRA, and an ethical 
obligation to the spirit of those 

laws. Instead of digging our heels 
in and allowing the University to be 
dragged into unnecessary lawsuits 

we should act like leaders and 
find a way to resolve this 

situation. 11

Hear me now:
your university is in 

direct violation of our 
basic human rights.

We ask, would 
you want your 

grandmothers and 
grandfathers to be 
treated in this way?  

Is this the 
legacy you want 

to perpetuate 
for future 

generations?

Today, I am here 
to inform you that we 

will not stand idly by and 
condone this treatment, nor 

will we allow our research and 
perspective to be dismissed. 
Please rest assured that our 

perseverance and determination 
will carry us through once 

again - as this issue is of the 
utmost importance to 

us all.

We are the 
direct descendants of 

the ancestors who lived 
on this land before your 
arrival and we are united 

on this issue.

In the spirit 
of NAGPRA, we urge 

you to do the right thing 
- restore dignity to our 
ancestors and to your 

institution.

As I begin speaking 
these words, I ask the Creator 
to let all hear this perspective 

with open minds and an ability to 
embrace a broader worldview - 
including those who no longer 
have a voice.  It is for those 

that I am here today.



Within a few short 
months, the entire approach and 

attitude of the University changed 
radically...

They are now recognized as 
National leaders in NAGPRA...

The University asked Pr. Stephen R. Forrest - Vice 
President for Research - to create a new team:

The Advisory Committee on Culturally 
Unidentifiable Human Remains under NAGPRA.

Chair: Pr. Toni Antonucci - Associate 
Vice President for Research

This Committee is responsible for policies 
and procedures relating to NAGPRA...

... through a "Consultation First" approach which finally gives tribes the 
opportunity to share traditional knowledge as evidence of cultural affiliation.12

Pr. Stephen R. Forrest

Activism, leadership and 
community involvement were all part 

of the solution.

... and for reviewing all submissions regarding 
so-called culturally unidentifiable material in 

the University's collection...

... for their written 
policy of returning associated 

funerary objects with "culturally 
unidentifiable" remains...

... even though it's not 
required by the law.



... the 
Pottawatomi, 

the Ojibwe, the 
Ottawa...

We have sent word out to the 
entire community - all the different 

tribes in the Michigan area:

... so that 
they can all 
participate.

Our 
ancestors never 
had to rebury - 
but we have to 

today.

These are new 
ceremonies for our 

people.

This is just one 
repatriation. There are 

many more that we 
need to complete.

As 
we lay down our 

ancestors today, we're 
already thinking of 
who's going to be

   next. 13

Shannon Martin, Ojibwe & Pottawatomi, 
Director, Ziibiwing Center

As a result, remains of tribal ancestors and cultural materials were 
returned, and reburied in a "Recommitment to the Earth" ceremony 

at the Nibokaan Ancestral Cemetery in Mt. Pleasant, Michigan.

... as well as 
staff from the 

University of 
Michigan...

... all the 
Anishinabe 
peoples...



However, sometimes this DOESN'T happen...

This is a significant 
milestone as we work to fulfil 

the letter and the spirit of the law 
mandating the repatriation of 

these collections... 14

By respecting 
the cultural perspective 

of the tribes, we are looking 
at entirely new research 

collaborations that will advance 
our knowledge of Native 

American lifeways for the 
benefit of all. 16

... and we now see NAGPRA as 
an opportunity to create lasting 
working relationships with Native 

American tribes, rather than just a 
compliance issue. 15

These remains are 
ancestors of Native American 
students on campus, myself 
included, and we are looking 

forward to their return to our 
communities. 18

Toni Antonucci - Associate 
Vice President for Research

Ben Secunda - NAGPRA 
Project Manager

Alys Alley - Native American 
Student Association Co-chair

Stephen R. Forrest - Vice 
President for Research

From where we stand today, 
it looks like the new regulations 

have finally resolved some of the 
acknowledged areas of confusion 

within NAGPRA. 17

Veronica Pasfield - Bay Mills 
Indian Community member

William Johnson, Saginaw Chippewa, 
Curator, Ziibiwing Center

What we have to 
understand and what 

we have to get the public 
to understand is that these 
tribes are living, breathing 

cultures. 19

This story 
shows very clearly 

how approaching the issue 
of repatriation of "culturally 

unidentifiable" ancestral 
remains and cultural items 

under NAGPRA can be 
done differently.

But 
it requires 

leadership from both 
sides - to find a new 

way forward that isn't 
about confrontation, 

but about working 
together.



So the law gives museums and other institutions the final decision-making authority. They are required to consult, 
but can then choose to ignore or accept the oral histories or other forms of evidence which tribes share. 

Not every 
repatriation goes this well. 

Not every museum responds like 
the University of Michigan. Not every 

museum is willing to be bold and 
completely reverse the way they treat 

ancestral remains and associated 
cultural items.

Although NAGPRA is very 
clear about what should happen, 

museums have a lot of power when it 
comes to deciding how some aspects of the 
law should be interpreted. In particular, they 
have the power to determine whether or not 

they will accept evidence about cultural 
affiliation.

Between 2013-2016, I was 
involved in another repatriation on 

behalf of the Michigan Anishinaabek 
Cultural Preservation & Repatriation 

Alliance, this time with the Peabody Museum 
of Archaeology and Ethnology at 

Harvard University.

The tribes were 
asking for the return 

of both ancestral 
remains...

We engaged in a long process of report writing and consultation with the Peabody Museum. We 
had prepared a large amount of evidence which we believed demonstrated cultural affiliation. We 
presented this evidence at several consultation meetings with officials from the Peabody Museum.

... and specific 
cultural items: associated 
funerary objects (often 
abbreviated to AFOs in 

reports)...

 ... items buried 
with the ancestral 

remains.



Some of the evidence we presented was in the form of oral histories and traditional knowledge...

We call these objects 
"Traveling Items"...

...because they travel with our 
ancestors after they are buried.

As we repatriated and reburied the remains, we 
wanted to make sure these items return with them...

The consultations we had with the Peabody Museum about this were... difficult.

Even though the museum agreed that 
the items were associated with the 
burials of the ancestral remains... 

This demonstrates one of the big 
problems with section 10.11 of NAGPRA law.

 Although a 
museum must undertake 
consultation and must 

repatriate human 
remains...

 ...they do not have to repatriate associated 
funerary objects for remains that are categorized as 

"culturally unidentifiable".21

43 CFR 10.11: Disposition of 
Culturally Unidentifiable 

Human Remains

... as was originally intended when 
our ancestors were buried.

... they did not accept that 
the evidence we presented...

...and the ancestral remains 
and their funerary objects.20

They would not culturally affiliate all the ancestors - categorizing some of them as "culturally unidentifiable". 
As a result, although they agreed eventually to return the physical remains, under the 10.11 section of the law 

they were not obliged to return the traveling items that had originally been buried with them.

...demonstrated a clear cultural 
affiliation between ourselves...

 ... stories about the associated 
funerary objects.

William 
Johnson Shannon 

Martin

Sydney 
Martin

Ruby 
MeShawboose



Individuals who work in museums like the 
Peabody should understand that if they hold 
ancestral remains and associated funerary 

objects that they are more than just caretakers 
of artifacts...

… they are stewards of tribes' ancestors. 
They can use the power they have to move 

towards completing the work of repatriation - 
and away from tactics designed to preserve 

museum collections.

In some cases, tribes believe that this 
gives the museum a way to avoid their 

responsibilities under the law...

… since many tribes do not want to rebury 
ancestors without their traveling items.

But in this case, the tribes decided they would not let the Peabody's decision stop them from reburying the ancestors.

Instead, when they brought 
the ancestral remains 

home for reburial...

… they discovered that the 
community had come together 
and made new traveling items... 

... using the museum's own records to determine 
what would be appropriate for each ancestor.



But our 
stories show that 

repatriation can be 
done well. 

These stories also 
show how there is still 

much to do.

They show why both sides must be well 
informed of their rights and responsibilities.

... and we're 
working for them.

We're already thinking 
of who's next...

This is about more than simply doing 
what the law says - it is about thinking 

about what the law means.

Something 
that the Peabody 
Museum talked 

about...

"For the Peabody's part, relevant staff 
believe we have already crossed the boundary 

into a 'post-NAGPRA world', in which our relations go 
beyond the letter of the law - compliance - to the 

spirit of the law - collaboration."22

Jeffrey Quilter - Director, 
Peabody Museum

… but clearly 
did not do.

In these stories we also 
see how community activism 
and action can make a real 

difference...

... and what happens when 
people who want NAGPRA to 

succeed work together. 23

And with every repatriation, with every Recommitment to the Earth, great healing 
and reconciliation happens - not only within our community, but with all those 
institutions and people that may have handled our ancestors through study or 
research. There is joy that they have come home - that their work is complete.24

Changing attitudes like these is part of the challenge of making NAGPRA work.

Perhaps your stories will 
eventually  join ours. 
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What Do We Do Next?

Native Nations
Native Nations who are working to repatriate ancestral remains, sacred objects or objects of cultural patrimony can 
contact the National NAGPRA Program at https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1335/contactus.htm with any questions or 
for guidance getting started and writing NAGPRA grants. You can attend National NAGPRA meetings to learn from 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officers from other communities about what has been effective. As the cases in this book 
demonstrate, building alliances can provide support and be useful for making joint claims. MACPRA is one excellent 
example of how tribes in Michigan formed an effective alliance: https://www.macpra.org. For resources and information 
about international repatriation, see https://www.indian-affairs.org/international-repatriation-project.html

Staf f  In Museums
Staff in Museums can reach out to National NAGPRA for assistance or with questions: https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1335/
contactus.htm. We've noticed that museums which aren't fully compliant with NAGPRA may be reluctant to do so. Our 
experience has been that everyone wanting to complete the work of repatriation is more than happy to provide assistance, 
guidance, and helpful advice. National NAGPRA is a fantastic and friendly resource at any stage of the process. We 
encourage you to attend National NAGPRA Review Committee meetings. And, most importantly, contact tribes and Alaska 
Native and Native Hawaiian Organizations to talk through ways you can work in partnership to move your repatriation work 
forward. A good source for tribal contacts is NATHPO:  http://www.nathpo.org/contact.html and http://nathpo.org/wp/
thpos/find-a-thpo/

University Students
University Students who are concerned about repatriation can talk to your campus museum or Anthropology Department. 
Ask if they hold ancestral remains of Native Americans or other Indigenous peoples, sacred objects, or objects of cultural 
patrimony. Does your University have a NAGPRA or repatriation policy? If not, encourage them to develop one. The 
University of Michigan has an excellent online policy that can be used as a guide: http://nagpra.umich.edu/repatriation-
disposition-process/. You might also offer to volunteer at your University's museum to assist with their inventory process, 
help write a NAGPRA consultation grant, or assist in conducting cultural affiliation research. Beyond NAGPRA, indigenous 
peoples around the globe are working to repatriate their ancestors and you can help by learning more about your 
University's wider repatriation policies and practices. 

Historical Societies and Private Collectors
Historical Societies & Private Collectors can also follow the NAGPRA process. Even if your organization isn't required by 
law to comply with NAGPRA, you can still do the right thing and follow the spirit of the law. Reach out to tribes, lineal 
descendants, and Native organizations whose homelands are in the areas where your collections originated. Faculty or 
students from local universities may have an interest in assisting with research as part of a community-based research 
and teaching effort. Working together to complete the work of repatriation is a great way to build partnerships that can 
blossom into other collaborative projects.

All people can become involved in protecting sacred sites and Indigenous cultural heritage around the country and the 
world. For more information about the protection of sacred sites and human rights, see the work of the National Council of 

American Indians: http://www.ncai.org/policy-issues/community-and-culture/rel-freedom-and-sacred-places


