Document généré le 13 juin 2025 14:55

RACAR : Revue d'art canadienne
Canadian Art Review

REEaE

From Activism to Artistic Practice: (Re)imagining Indigenous
Women’s Labour Activism in Contemporary Art

Erika Kindsfather

Volume 47, numéro 1, 2022

URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1091821ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.7202/1091821ar

Aller au sommaire du numéro

Editeur(s)

UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada | Association d'art des
universités du Canada)

ISSN

0315-9906 (imprimé)

1918-4778 (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer cet article

Kindsfather, E. (2022). From Activism to Artistic Practice: (Re)imagining

Indigenous Women’s Labour Activism in Contemporary Art. RACAR : Revue

d'art canadienne / Canadian Art Review, 47(1), 58-71.
https://doi.org/10.7202/1091821ar

Tous droits réservés © UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada |
Association d'art des universités du Canada), 2022

Résumé de l'article

En 1978, le personnel du restaurant Muckamuck de Vancouver s’est joint au
Service, Office, and Retail Workers’ Union of Canada pour contester des
conditions de travail injustes. Sous la direction de travailleuses en majorité
autochtones, la greve a permis de conjuguer les préoccupations des
mouvements féministes, de justice ouvriere et de souveraineté autochtone. Cet
article examine les oeuvres de I'artiste Hunkpapa Lakota Dana Claxton, de
lartiste de la Premiére Nation Vuntut Gwitchin, Jeneen Frei Njootliet, et de
Torganisation militante des femmes autochtones ReMatriate Collective qui
traitent de la greve de 1978 pour explorer les intersections de la souveraineté
autochtone, du travail et de la justice de genre dans les pratiques militantes
passées et présentes. Cet article traite des manieres par lesquelles ces artistes
repensent la greve du Muckamuck par leurs engagements matériels avec les
archives pour mettre en lumiére les trajectoires de ’activisme des femmes
autochtones au-dela de la conception linéaire du temps.

Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d’auteur. L’utilisation des
services d’Erudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie a sa politique
d’utilisation que vous pouvez consulter en ligne.

https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/

erudit

Cet article est diffusé et préservé par Erudit.

Erudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de
I'Université de Montréal, 'Université Laval et I'Université du Québec a
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche.

https://www.erudit.org/fr/


https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/racar/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1091821ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1091821ar
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/racar/2022-v47-n1-racar07237/
https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/racar/

From Activism to Artistic Practice: (Re)imagining
Indigenous Women'’s Labour Activism in Contemporary Art

Erika Kindsfather

2020 UAAC Conference Graduate Student Essay Award
Prix pour le meilleur essai par un-e doctorant-e au congrés de I’Aauc de 2020

En1978, le personnel du
restaurant Muckamuck de
Vancouver s’est joint au Ser-
vice, Office, and Retail Wor-
kers’ Union of Canada pour
contester des conditions de
travail injustes. Sous la direc-
tion de travailleuses en ma-
jorité autochtones, lagréeve
apermis de conjuguer les
préoccupations des mouve-
ments féministes, de justice
ouvriére et de souveraineté
autochtone. Cetarticle exa-
mine les ceuvres de I’artiste
Hunkpapa Lakota Dana Clax-
ton, de I'artiste de la Pre-
miére Nation Vuntut Gwit-
chin, Jeneen Frei Njootliet, et
deI’organisation militante
desfemmes autochtones
ReMatriate Collective qui
traitent de la gréve de 1978
pour explorer les intersec-
tions de lasouveraineté au-
tochtone, du travail etde la
justice de genre dans les pra-
tiques militantes passées et
présentes. Cet article traite
des manieres parlesquelles
ces artistes repensent la
gréve du Muckamuck par
leurs engagements maté-
riels avec les archives pour
mettre en lumiére les tra-
jectoires de I'activisme des
femmes autochtones au-de-
la delaconception linéaire
dutemps.

Erika Kindsfather is a PhD student
in Art History with a concentration
in Gender and Women’s Studies at
McGill University.
—erika.kindsfather@mcgill.ca

58

Indigenous women have been developing and actuating strategies to resist
the overlapping oppressive forces of settler colonialism and heteropatri-
archy for centuries. From their struggles against the patrilineal assign-

ment of “Indian Status” defined in Canada’s Indian Act to their leadership in
movements such as Idle No More and La Marche Amun, Indigenous women
have demonstrated the importance of recognizing and resisting the hetero-
patriarchal logic embedded in the ongoing structures of settler colonialism.>
Iwill examine the strategies Indigenous artists have developed to explore
and nuance the coalescence of gender justice and Indigenous sovereign-

ty in activist and artistic practice. Specifically, I turn to works by Hunkpapa
Lakota artist Dana Claxton, Vuntut Gwitchin artist Jeneen Frei Njootli, and
the ReMatriate Collective that were displayed in the 2018 exhibition Beginning
with the Seventies: Collective Acts held at the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery
in Vancouver. 1 ask, how do these artists configure the relationship of labor,
gender justice and Indigenous sovereignty through their engagement with
historical and contemporary Indigenous activist practices? How do these
artists work between archival and artistic practice to envision solidarity and
relationality across moments of social justice organizing centered on these
themes?

These questions emerge from the critical inquiries posed in the exhib-
ition Beginning with the Seventies: Collective Acts. The third of four exhibitions
investigating the coalescence of activist movements and contemporary art-
istic practice that emerged in the 1970s, Beginning with the Seventies: Collect-
iveActs centered themes of labor, feminism, and Indigenous activism, and
explored the intersections of activism and art through works that activate
the generative potential of archival research and collective practice. The
three works by Claxton, Frei-Njootli, and the ReMatriate Collective that I will
examine use these methods of creation to establish connections among his-
torical and contemporary activist practices, which centre issues of gender
justice in their configurations of Indigenous sovereignty. Taking the Muck-
amuck Strike (1978-1983) as an entry-point into their investigation of the
intertwining of Indigenous sovereignty and gender justice activism, the
works | examine establish dialogues among diverse forms of activist labor.
largue that the artists demonstrate the generative potential of employing
archival research, collaboration, and collective action in artistic practice as
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they facilitate their investigations into the relationships among pastand
present Indigenous activist practices.

Indigenous Feminisms: Gender Justice and Indigenous Sovereignty

Indigenous feminisms emerge from uneasy points of contact between
Indigenous social justice politics and feminism. They propose a nuanced
space to resist overlapping hetero-patriarchal and settler-colonial systems
of oppression and oppose the white-centricity and homogenizing discours-
es pervasive in mainstream feminism.3 As Tanana Athabaskan scholar Dian
Million identifies, networks and tensions between Indigenous women’s
activism and the feminist movement emerged in the 1970s in Canada as the
coalescence of Indigenous rights and gender justice came to the forefront
in the Royal Commission on the Status of Women Report, when Indigenous
women testified against the sexist structures established by the Indian Act.#
Yet mainstream feminisms’ long-assumed white, often middle or upper-
class subject has largely occluded the potential to address the overlapping
structures of oppression that Bipoc women face. Despite this, many Indigen-
ous women have found feminism to be avaluable point of entry into their
experiences with gender-based oppression. In her1984 article “Thoughts on
Indian Feminism,” Assiniboine scholar Kate Shanley explains her embrace
of feminism and addresses how her subjectivity as an Indigenous woman
nuances her engagement with the movement.* She argues that while fem-
inism provides a lens to address concerns such as unequal pay, domestic
violence, and reproductive rights, “Indian feminism” diverges from main-
stream feminism as it centers Indigenous sovereignty as a main objective.¢
Soon after, the turn to intersectional politics within the feminist movement
coupled with the efforts of BIpoc women to develop non-homogenizing fem-
inisms has led many Indigenous women to cultivate Indigenous feminisms as a
means to address the overlapping systems of oppression they face.”

The intersections of gender justice and Indigenous sovereignty remain
acommon concern of Indigenous women scholars and activists through-
outthe trajectory of the development of Indigenous feminisms. In “From
the ‘F Word to Indigenous/Feminisms,” Salish and Kootenai sociologist
Luana Ross explores the trajectories of Indigenous women’s engagement
with feminism in order to examine the relationship of feminist politics and
Indigenous sovereignty from the mid-twentieth century to her present day.®
Specifically, she traces this engagement through the activism of Sihasa-
pa, Minneconjou and Lakota scholar Beatrice Medicine, the writings of
Kate Shanley and Laguna, Sioux and Lebanese scholar Paula Gunn Allen,
and her own understandings of feminism informed by her lived experien-
ces.? She identifies the uneasy relationship between feminism and Indigen-
ous sovereignty politics. She also recognizes both the alienation of BIpoc
women from the mainstream feminist movement and the criticism she and
other Indigenous feminists have received from their communities for their
involvementin gender justice activism.® Writing around the same time as
Ross, Lenape scholar Joanne Barker further addresses this marginalization
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of gender justice in Indigenous band governments and activist ideologies.
She calls attention to the fact that Indigenous women combatting gender
violence, discrimination, and sexism have been accused of contributing to
the colonial project by imposing the Western ideology of feminism onto
Indigenous communities. Their critics go so far as to deem their efforts
“anti-Indian.”* This pervasive understanding of gender justice as non- or
anti-Indigenous, as Barker argues, stems from histories of colonial impos-
itions of patriarchal values onto Indigenous communities.*2 As a result, the
intersection of colonialism and patriarchy remains a relatively marginal
concern of dominant scholarship on Indigenous sovereignty.*2 Yet Indigen-
ous women have continued to expose and resist the patriarchal structures
of settler-colonialism despite criticisms. They have developed theories and
practices to nuance Indigenous sovereignty through a lens that accounts for
issues of gender justice.
In “Self-Determination and the Concept of Sovereignty,” Lakota schol-
ar Vine Deloria, Jr. traces the concept of sovereignty from its origins to its
contemporary meaning for Indigenous communities.'* Sovereignty ori-
ginates as a theological concept in the ancient near East to signify the arbi-
trary power of deities.*s Later, sovereignty was appropriated by European
countries to describe the absolute power of a monarch, and as European
countries began to encounter each other and Indigenous nations during
the colonial projects of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it came
to signify a nation’s power to self-govern and control international affairs.1¢
Following the American Revolution, sovereignty was used predominately
asalegal term, appearing in Supreme Court cases that attempted to regu-
late and often erode Indigenous nations’ rights to self-governance.” Rec-
ognizing these origins while configuring conceptualizations of sovereign-
ty to serve Indigenous communities’ decolonial efforts, Deloria calls for
an expansion of the concept from its legal context to refer more broadly to
the unified identity of Indigenous nations in shifting socio-political condi-
tions.® Sovereignty, then, comes to signify practices of community-based
unification, cultural continuity, and self-determination.*? Ultimately, while
definitions of sovereignty surfacing from Euro-American ideologies have
been used to justify settler-colonial state violence against Indigenous com-
munities and facilitate the dispossession of Indigenous communities from
their land, Indigenous scholars and activists have appropriated the concept
to develop Indigenous sovereignty, which asserts the autonomy of Indigen-
ous nations and continuity of their cultural practices and thought.2°
Indigenous sovereignty has been expanded to encompass a diverse range
of Indigenous social, cultural, and political practices oriented towards
decolonization and self-determination, giving way to the new categor-
ies of cultural sovereignty, intellectual sovereignty, visual sovereignty, and
rhetorical sovereignty, among others. Scholars attending to questions of
gender justice nuance these articulations of Indigenous sovereignty pol-
itics. In “Native Feminisms Engage American Studies,” Kanaka Maoli schol-
ar]. Kéhaulani Kauanui and settler scholar Andrea Smith highlight the
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importance of attending to issues of gender justice in Indigenous sovereign-
ty activism. They call for an embrace of Indigenous feminisms to adequately
address the ways hetero-patriarchy functions as a tactic of the settler-coloni-
al project.?! As they write:
Native feminisms transform how we understand the project of sovereignty and
nation-building in the first place. They change how we conceptualize the relation-

ship between Indigenous nations and nation-states, how we organize for sovereign-
ty, and how we tie sovereignty to a global struggle for liberation.22

Indigenous sovereignty activism that fails to address the hetero-patriarch-

al structures working as part of colonial paradigms runs the risk of perpetu-
ating these very systems of oppression.2* Joanne Barker echoes Smith and
Kauanui’s assertion that the project of Indigenous sovereignty must address
gender. She refers to the destructive impacts of the Indian Act’s hetero-patri-
archal regulations imposed upon Indigenous communities as an example
of the importance of including gender justice within the scope of Indigen-
ous sovereignty.2* Unpacking how gender discrimination acts as an integral
component of the settler-colonial project’s assimilationist practices, the
Christianization of Indigenous communities, and the erosion of Indigenous
knowledge and ways of being, Barker argues that combatting the gender-
based discrimination and violence of the Indian Act serves as a key compon-
entin the project of Indigenous sovereignty. 2> “Native sovereignty strug-
gles,” Barker concludes, “are gendered.”2¢

Situating the Muckamuck Strike (1978-1983)

While scholarship and activism that explicitly worked towards the develop-
ment of Indigenous feminisms emerged in the 1980s, encounters between
Indigenous sovereignty and feminist activism had materialized earlier, dur-
ing the social movements of the 1970s. 27 One such instance of this coales-
cence is the case of the historic Muckamuck Strike, which demonstrated
the generative potential of Indigenous women’s self-organizing in the face
of gender and race-based discrimination in the workplace.?® In 1971, three
white US expatriates, Jane Erickson, Teresa Bjornson, and Doug Christmas,
opened the Muckamuck restaurant in Vancouver’s West End, which adver-
tised “authentic” Northwest Coast First Nations cuisine.?® The owners hired
mainly Indigenous staff.3° From 1971 to 1978, many workers reported mis-
treatment by their employers, including unfair fines, inconsistent sched-
uling practices, and the firing of employees who demanded better working
conditions.3! After going to the Labor Standards Branch to complain about
the management’s illegal labor practices, the Muckamuck workers were told
that they would need to join a union to assert their complaints.32In 1978,
many staff members decided to join the Service, Office and Retail Worker’s
Union of Canada (sorwuc), a feminist labor union that allied predominate-
ly women workers in industries that were not organized by the major trade
unions.33 This organizing was done mainly by Indigenous women work-
ers, who turned to sorwuc because of the union’s attention to the overlap-
ping issues of gender and race within labor disputes.3* On May 28, 1978, after
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many failed attempts to negotiate a contract with management, the major-
ity of unionized Muckamuck workers voted to strike.3s The strike lasted over
five years, making it the longest in BC history.3¢ By April of 1980, the Mucka-
muck restaurant closed completely.3” In March of 1983 the Labor Relations
Board (LrB) ruled that the owners of the Muckamuck restaurant owed the
strikers $10,000, but this was never paid since the owners returned to the US
and had no remaining assets in BC.3#

The trajectory of the Muckamuck Strike reflects the tensions and possi-
bilities that arise from the coalescence of feminism and Indigenous sover-
eignty. In a 1978 article in The Indian Voice, St6:10 activist and educator Ethel
Gardner, who had been instrumental in the unionizing of the Muckamuck
workers and remained a main activist during the strike, outlined the dis-
crimination the Indigenous workers at the Muckamuck faced.® She wrote:

For too long the fact that Native workers in BC. are badly treated has gone unnoticed.
At the Muckamuck we are told by our management that we are slow, stunned,

inexperienced and hard to train, rude, stupid and ungrateful for the beautiful place
that they have built for us (the Indians) to work.°

While many First Nations organizations supported the Muckamuck strikers
throughout the strike, some avenues of community support dwindled and
even turned into criticism as the strike progressed.#* This criticism emerged
mainly from Indigenous men and male-dominated organizations. They tar-
geted specifically the fact that sorwuc was not an Indigenous organization,
and unions were not rooted in traditional Indigenous models of organiz-
ing.#2 Over the course of the strike, the strikers were targeted by manage-
ment, discriminated against by the LrRB, harassed by predominately Indigen-
ous strikebreakers, and criticized by some First Nations organizations on
the basis that “unions aren’t Native.”*3 Alongside the explicit discrimina-
tion from the LrB and the Muckamuck management, the organizers found
themselves having to justify their choice to unionize through sorwuc to
their communities.** In a 1978 article appearing in the feminist newspaper
Kinesis, an anonymous Muckamuck worker wrote, “we needed a union con-
tract because it is the only way we are guaranteed a say in our working condi-
tions. We joined sorwuc because it is a union that lets us draw up our own
contract to reflect our own situation.”# In this respect, sorwuc afforded
the Muckamuck workers a channel to both navigate institutional spaces and
legal frameworks and determine their own needs within the process.*¢ In an
interview with Janet Mary Nicol, Gardner reflected on the workers’ decision
to join sorwuc, and when asked why they had not chosen a Native union,
she stated that they simply did not exist.#” Further, the mainstream trade
unions would have denied the employees the autonomy and self-determin-
ation central to the politics informing their strike.*s

Throughout the strike, criticisms and dwindling support from within
Indigenous communities persisted. A particularly troubling instance of this
came in 1980 when the president of the American Indian Movement (A1m)
Russell Means sent a telegram expressing his support of the strikebreak-
ers, which management hung prominently in the Muckamuck Restaurant’s
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window.#° In addition to employing vicious legal tactics to limit the strikers’
picketing allowances, the management of the Muckamuck exploited the
criticisms of the strike coming from Indigenous organizations and activ-
ists to further undermine the voices of the strikers. They mobilized the idea
of sorwuc being a “white union,” posting signs in the restaurant’s win-
dow taunting the picketers for their union affiliation and even hiring a First
Nations employee of the Federal Department of Indian Affairs to create anti-
union leaflets.>° Further, by 1980, many of the original strikers were forced
to seek other jobs because they were unable to live off the strike pay, and the
active picketers became mainly white women involved in sorwuc through
other channels.> This led to a confusing image of Indigenous workers at the
Muckamuck crossing a mainly white picket line.>2

Despite these tensions, the alliance developed among Indigenous
women workers and the feminist trade union yielded a productive space for
Indigenous women to organize, advocate for their rights and navigate exclu-
sionary and inaccessible institutional spaces. Many Indigenous activists and
organizations expressed support of the strikers, including the Union of BC
Indian Chiefs, United Native Nations, and the Vancouver Indian Centre.53
Covered widely in feminist, Indigenous, and mainstream newspapers, the
strike sparked dialogues and brought to attention issues of gender and race-
based workplace discrimination and the failures of state institutions to sup-
port Indigenous workers, especially Indigenous women.>* Ultimately, the
Muckamuck Strike demonstrates the generative potential of intertwining
feministand Indigenous activism, as the Indigenous women workers were
able to express agency and self-determination through community organiz-
ingand collective action.

Rhetorical Sovereignty, Visual Sovereignty, and the Archival Imaginary

Inspired by a 1999 article titled “Muckamuck: A Strike for Indian Self-De-
termination” published in the alternative feminist newspaper Kinesis, the
ReMatriate Collective created the banner YOURS FOR INDIGENOUS SOVEREIGN-

Tv, | fig. 1] to propose an inquiry into the shifting, yet enduring conceptual-
izations of Indigenous sovereignty from the 1970s to the present day.>* This
banner was hung on the facade of the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery
during the exhibition Beginning with the Seventies: Collective Acts and was accom-
panied by a smaller banner that blacked out the name of the gallery. The
ReMatriate Collective was founded in 2014 by Jeneen Frei Njootli and Taltan
architect Kelly Edzerza-Bapty, who developed the arts collective to connect
and empower Indigenous women and Two-Spirit people through social
media activism.>¢ Shifting the framework of repatriation towards a matriarch-
al model reflective of Indigenous configurations of kinship and relationality,
the collective’s name proclaims their goal of centring Indigenous women
and Two-Spirit people in their activist practices.5” Working to create spaces
for Indigenous women to determine their own self-representation while
combating stereotypes put forth in mainstream media, the ReMatriate Col-
lective intertwines gender justice and Indigenous sovereignty in the scope of
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Figure1. ReMatriate Collective,
YOURS FOR INDIGENOUS SOVEREIGNTY,,
2018. Appliqué banner. Collection
of the Morris and Helen Belkin Art
Gallery, University of British Colum-
bia, purchased with support from
the Canada Council for the Arts, 2019.
Photo: Rachel Topham Photography.
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their activism.>® Taking the language of the political framework of the Muck-
amuck Strike as the foundation of their monumental banner, the ReMatri-
ate Collective references histories of activist practices that brought togeth-
er Indigenous sovereignty and gender justice. In doing so, they establish
adialogue between their contemporary practice and that which precedes

it. This relationship is further highlighted in another piece in the Beginning
with the Seventies exhibition, Dana Claxton’s photo-mural, The Muckamuck Strike
Thenand Now. | figs. 2-3 | In this work, Claxton revisits a photograph of a1978
picketaction against the Muckamuck Restaurant and alters it by digitally
inserting members of the ReMatriate Collective into the group of protest-
ers. In modifying the archival image of a Muckamuck protest action, Clax-
ton imagines a relational space of Indigenous women activists in diverse
socio-temporal situations. She concretizes continuities among Indigenous
womens’ activist initiatives.

Resisting the relegation of the Muckamuck Strike to “the past,” the art-
ists in the Beginning with the Seventies exhibition turn to archival research to
develop connections across temporalities between Indigenous activist prac-
tices dedicated to gender justice and Indigenous sovereignty politics. The
resulting works stress continuation and exchange within these visualized
relationships. Establishing and regulating archives has long been a tool
used by settler-colonial nations to configure sanitized narratives of coloni-
al histories through the perspective of the colonizer. Such practices pre-
serve Western knowledges and facilitate the erasure of others.> For many
Indigenous communities, self-representation through the development of
community-based archives and interventions into the archives of colonial
institutions are important assertions of sovereignty.s® In “Nikikiwan: Con-
testing Settler Colonial Archives through Indigenous Oral History,” Cree
scholar Dallas Hunt turns to alternative archival practices as holding the
potential to configure shared futures oriented towards community-based
social justice initiatives.s* Hunt employs Dian Million’s concept of felt
theory to demonstrate the importance of oral histories, local narratives,
and lived experiences as sites of knowledge-production in the construc-
tion of a counter-archive from Indigenous perspectives to destabilize the
authority of colonial entities within the construction of colonial histories.s>
Turning to the misrepresentation of his family’s history in the Sodbusters
archives, Hunt uses his grandmother’s narrative and experiential knowledge
to counter sanitized and inaccurate community histories constructed by this
colonial institution.®® Hunt’s intervention into colonial archives both calls
attention to the common colonial frameworks that shape many institution-
al archives and imagines the possibilities of using past narratives to rewrite
accurate representations of Indigenous experiences into archival histories.

Given both the difficult histories of archives and the potential of archiv-
alinterventions to assert Indigenous sovereignty into institutional spaces,
intertwining archival research and artistic practice can transform the com-
municative means of the archives through Indigenous self-representa-
tions. Claxton and the ReMatriate Collective’s use of archival research can
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be understood in terms of settler scholar Michelle Caswell’s concept of the
archival imaginary, which she develops in her article “Inventing New Archiv-
al Imaginaries: Theoretical Foundations for Identity-Based Community
Archives.”s* Using the South Asian American Digital Archive to guide her
study, Caswell employs Arjun Appadurai’s concept of the imaginary to con-
figure how archives can imagine future social justice trajectories through
community engagements with a shared past.°* Out of this research, Caswell
defines the archival imaginary as follows:

The archival imaginary is the dynamic way in which communities creatively and col-

lectively re-envision the future through archival interventions in representations

of the shared past. Through the archival imaginary, the past becomes a lens to the

future; the future is rooted in that which preceded it. Through the archival imagin-
ary, the future can be conceived through the seeds of what was possible in the past.¢¢

Caswell explores the archival imaginary within community-based archives
by examining the strategies communities have used to envision future tra-
jectories through their engagements with shared histories.s” Considering
Hunt’s argument regarding the potential of intervening in institutional
archives to assert self-determined community narratives, | propose that
the concept of the archival imaginary can be extended not only to describe
practices of constructing community-based archives, butalso to stress the
political potential of using institutional archival engagements to express
Indigenous sovereignty. The concept of the archival imaginary, then, can be
mobilized through both institutional and community archives based on how
they are employed.

While the sorwuc archives are housed in the Rare Books and Special Col-
lections Library at the University of British Columbia, a colonial institution,
the records include newspaper clippings, documents, and other materials
that reflect the perspectives of union members, sorwuc leadership, Muck-
amuck Strike organizers and diverse media sources.¢ In this respect, the
sorwuc archives take form as both community-based and institutional.
Because these archives are situated between community and institution-
al practice, the artists’ engagement with the archival materials becomes
increasingly important to the political potential of their artistic interven-
tions. To examine the strategies through which the artists enact the archival
imaginary, | turn to the concepts of rhetorical and visual sovereignty. Pro-
posed by Ojibwe and Dakota scholar Scott Richards Lyons, rhetorical sover-
eignty signifies the self-determined representations of Indigenous people
through language and related modes of communication.*® Building on
Lyons’s research, Lisa King writes:

Rhetorical sovereignty functions to articulate the act of Native peoples taking con-
trol of an institution and redefining it along Native lines. But what rhetorical sover-
eignty also recognizes—because we are talking about rhetoric—is that sovereignty is

also an act of communication, and communication requires addressing communicative
goals, selected means of communication, and the anticipated audiences.”®

The ReMatriate Collective employs rhetorical sovereignty in the yours For
INDIGENOUS SOVEREIGNTY, banner as it engages with the status of language in
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Figure3. DanaClaxtonin
collaboration with Sean Grif-
fin, Muckamuck Strike Then and
Now, 2018; and Dana Claxton
and Jeneen Frei Njootli, The
SewIn, 2018. Courtesy of the
artists. Installation view, Begin-
ning with the Seventies: Collective
Acts (September 4-December 2,
2018), Morris and Helen Belkin
Art Gallery, University of Brit-
ish Columbia. Photo: Rachel
Topham Photography.
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Figure2. DanaClaxtonin
collaboration with Sean Griffin,
Muckamuck Strike Then and Now,
2018. Photographic mural.
Courtesy of the artists.
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activist practices and the forms of communication responsible for the pro-
duction of knowledge in the sorwuc archives. Picketsigns, leaflets, ban-
ners, and newspaper coverage of the Muckamuck Strike served to mobilize
the activists’ political frameworks and communicate their self-determined
aims to the public. Echoing the sentiments reflected in “Muckamuck: A
Strike for Indian Self-Determination” with reference to the language of

the newspaper article and adopting the site-specificity of protest signs

and banners, the YOURS FOR INDIGENOUS SOVEREIGNTY, banner reorients pub-

lic space through its re-presentation of the rhetoric defining the politics of
the Muckamuck Strike. In bringing this notion of self-determination into

a contemporary moment, the ReMatriate Collective employs the flexibility
of sovereignty to establish connections among past and present Indigen-
ous activism while posing an inquiry into the contextual significance of the
concept. Thatis, having transferred the language of the strike from its his-
torical moment, the ReMatriate Collective highlights the fact that, while
sovereignty is historically contingent and defined through the specificities
of its contexts, contemporary configurations of sovereignty are inseparable
from a broader lineage of Indigenous sovereignty activism.?* Engaging spe-
cifically with the Muckamuck Strike, which saw the coalescence of feminist
and Indigenous sovereignty politics, the ReMatriate Collective configures
Indigenous sovereignty around the persistence of Indigenous activist initia-
tives that incorporate issues of gender justice into their political framework.
The banner enacts rhetorical sovereignty by re-presenting the Muckamuck
Strike’s political framework forty years later. It asserts a continued relevance
of Indigenous activism centered around the intertwining of gender justice
and sovereignty.

While Claxton similarly turns to the communicative modes of the
archives, her focus on photography renders visual sovereignty a useful tool
to understand the political functions of her creative interventions into the
archives. Introduced by Tuscarora scholar Jolene Rickard in 1995 and fur-
ther developed in recent scholarship by Seneca scholar Michelle H. Raheja
and visual anthropologist Kristin L. Dowell, visual sovereignty refers to the
assertion of sovereignty through strategic uses of artistic practice and vis-
ual media.”? Indigenous artists, filmmakers, photographers, and visual
culture workers have asserted visual sovereignty through a variety of tactics,
including Indigenous self-representations in the realm of visual culture, the
development of visual strategies informed by Indigenous cosmologies, and
the resurgence of traditional, community-specific aesthetic and material
practices.”® Visual sovereignty, therefore, describes how Indigenous self-de-
termination, autonomy, and agency are expressed in artistic practices and
the institutional spaces they occupy.”

Claxton asserts visual sovereignty through her use of an archival photo-
graph to reanimate the historical protest action and imagine embodied con-
nections among Indigenous activists across temporalities. By reconfiguring
the Muckamuck Strike protest action photograph from a historical news-
paper to a life-scale mural applied to a wall in the gallery, Claxton engages
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the action in a contemporary moment. This establishes layers of relational-
ity, both among the strikers and the members of the ReMatriate Collective,
and between the group of activists and the people moving through the gal-
lery space. By scaling the photograph from the newspaper to life-size, Clax-
ton asserts a sense of the embodied presence of the activists. Inserting the
ReMatriate members into the photograph, she then renders this interrela-
tionality physical by staging encounters among Indigenous activists while,
atthe same time, asserting their presence in the gallery space. Claxton’s use
of scale, location, and digital manipulation act as visual strategies to resist
both the exclusion of an Indigenous presence in institutional space and the
erasure of Indigenous women from histories of activist practices.

These works enact rhetorical and visual sovereignty through their engage-
ments with the archives and their development of visual strategies that
assert control over forms of communication and representation. Bridg-
ing of archival research and artistic practice, the artists assert a continu-
ity of pastand present Indigenous activism that centers gender justice in
their conceptualizations of Indigenous sovereignty. They thus imagine a
future presence of Indigenous women’s activism. In this respect, the art-
ists’ expressions of rhetorical and visual sovereignty strategically enact the
archival imaginary, draw continuities among diverse socio-temporal situa-
tions, and extend a sense of enduring presence into a proclaimed future.

Material Connections and Collective Action

Inaddition to centering pastand present activist initiatives that intertwine
Indigenous sovereignty and gender justice, Claxton and the ReMatriate Col-
lective embed an Indigenous feminist politics into their works through the
visual and material strategies that they employ, specifically through ref-
erences to ribbon skirts and garments.” The political significance of the
ribbon clothing is central to the collaborative installation by Claxton and
ReMatriate Collective member Jeneen Frei Njootli titled The Sewn. | fig. 4| A
band of yellow with three pink, white, and blue lines transformed the white
wall of the gallery into a bright reference to the visual language of ribbonized
garments. In addition to this visual transformation of the space, the instal-
lation consisted of an assembly of overturned tables, sewing machines cov-
ered in grey fabric cases, and chairs draped with colourful sheepskins. The Sew
Inwas notonly an object-based installation butalso a collaborative action.”s
Two public workshops led by Lakota Woodmountain artist and educator Kim
Soo Goodtrack, “Ribbon Skirt Making” and “Ribbonizing a Shirt,” activated
The Sew Inwith the embodied presence of participants, who filled the space
with engaged action. | fig. 5| The tables were flipped right-side up, and the
machines were uncovered and placed on the tables’ surfaces. The chairs were
brought to each machine, and fabrics, ribbons, and tools rested on the table-
tops. The presence of participants catalyzed this transformation, and the
objects were mobilized for the creation of ribbon garments.

The cultural meanings of the ribbon skirt are central to the significance
of this dialogue as it frames how the artists relate activist practices across
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Figure 4. DanaClaxtonand
Jeneen Frei Njootli, The SewIn,
2018. Ribbon, sewing machines,
sheep skin, irons, ironing
boards, tables, chairs and
sewing materials. Installation
view, Beginning with the Seventies:
Collective Acts (September 4 —
December 2,2018), Morris and
Helen Belkin Art Gallery, Univer-
sity of British Columbia. Photo:
Rachel Topham Photography.

Figure5. DanaClaxtonand
Jeneen Frei Njootli, The SewIn,
2018. Ribbon, sewing machines,
sheep skin, irons, ironing
boards, tables, chairs and
sewing materials. Workshop,
“Ribbon Skirt Making,” October
19, 2018 at the Morris and Helen
Belkin Art Gallery, University of
British Columbia as part of Begin-
ning with the Seventies: Collective
Acts. Photo: Michael R. Barrick.
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temporalities. Cree founder of the National Indigenous Young Women’s
Council Kari-Dawn Wuttunee, Michif teacher Jennifer Altenberg, and settler
scholar Sarah Flicker unpack Indigenous women’s relation to the ribbon
skirt through testimonies of participants in a ribbon skirt making workshop
held by the Young Indigenous Women’s Utopia (Yiwu) in Saskatoon.”” The
authors state that the ribbon skirt indicates Indigenous resilience against
colonialism, the continuation of Indigenous knowledge and culture, and a
reclamation of Indigenous women’s agency, power, and self-representation
in the face of overlapping structures of patriarchal and colonial violence
and dispossession.?® Ribbon skirts are tied to a politics of gender justice
and Indigenous sovereignty. They act as a means through which Indigenous
women, girls, and Two-Spirit people can express autonomy over their bod-
ies, assert connections to their cultures, and declare their resilience in the
face of the violent oppressive forces of colonial hetero-patriarchy.

By establishing connections among The Sew Inand the artworks engaging
with the Muckamuck Strike through the visual language of the ribbon skirt,
the artists situate the process of making ribbon skirts within histories of
Indigenous activism. These connections serve to further illuminate the
importance of collectivity in activist practices. Evident in the ReMatriate Col-
lective’s practice, the pastinitiatives of the Muckamuck strikers, and the sew-
ingactions mobilized during the workshops of The Sew In, collective action
is central to various projects expressing Indigenous sovereignty. The rela-
tionships developed among the artworks configure collectivity within and
among the activist practices presented. As The Sew In workshop participants
occupy the room of the gallery where Claxton’s photo-mural re-activates the
collective space of the Muckamuck picket action, a collaborative dynamic
among workshop participants, strikers, and ReMatriate Collective members
is formed. Therein, the artists envision a form of activism, which intertwines
Indigenous sovereignty and gender justice as collective not only within their
socio-temporal milieus, but also among Indigenous activist histories and
practices as they reference, build upon, and create space for one another.

The artists’ configuration of collectivity among Indigenous activist initia-
tives across socio-temporal milieus and through various forms of action
offers an expanded vision of the practices that constitute activism. From
occupying public spaces through protests, picketactions, and banners, to
enacting Indigenous cultural practices through the sharing of knowledges
and collective making, activist practices intertwining Indigenous sovereign-
ty and gender justice materialize in many forms and spaces. In their engage-
ment with the archives, in their emphasis on contemporary Indigenous
women’s collective organizing and in their activation of space around the
sharing of Indigenous women’s knowledge and modes of creative expres-
sion, the artists demonstrate that collectivity spans time and space in the
broader project of Indigenous sovereignty. Establishing connections among
these activist practices and asserting the persistence of Indigenous women’s
leadership in social justice organizing, they create ground to combat erasure
and imagine collective futures of Indigenous women’s activism. ¢
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