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Introduction: Recasting commodity and
spectacle in the indigenous Americas

Helen Gilbert and Charlotte Gleghorn

n her 1974 poem ‘Hoop Dancer’, the late Native American writer Paula
Gunn Allen (1939-2008) lyrically describes the ways in which embodied
practices and kinaesthetic knowledge connect with ceremonial time:

It’s hard to enter

circling clockwise and counter
clockwise moving no

regard for time, metrics

irrelevant to this dance

where pain is the prime number

and soft stepping feet

praise water from the skies:

I have seen the face of triumph

the winding line stare down all moves
to desecration: guts not cut from arms,
fingers joined to minds,

together Sky and Water

one dancing one

circle of a thousand turning lines
beyond the march of gears—

out of time, out of

time, out

of time (1997, p. 146).!

For Gunn Allen, ‘dancing in the midst of turning, whirling hoops is a means
of transcending the limits of chronological time’. Despite the ravages of
colonialism, possibilities for cultural renewal are imminent in this extended
performative moment: ‘the hoop dancer dances within what encircles him,
demonstrating how the people live in motion within the circling spirals of time

and space’ (1986, p. 150).

1 Published in her 1997 collection, Life is a Fatal Disease.
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When she cast the hoop dance as a poetic emblem of indigenous® temporality
in action, Gunn Allen could scarcely have foreseen the growth of this art form
as a pan-tribal expression of Native North American culture — or that it would
also come to vitalise (and apparently indigenise) elite entertainments produced
primarily for non-Native audiences. In recent decades, hoop dance has featured
not only in small-town powwow and rodeo circuits but also at the Calgary
Stampede, at globally televised mega-events such as the Atlanta and Vancouver
Olympics and, since 2010, in the grand marquee that stages Cirque du Soleil’s
signature touring show, Zozem, a spectacularised vision of human evolution
billed as being ‘somewhere between science and legend’.> On the internet are
numerous video-clips of such performances, eliciting appreciative comments
from cyber-audiences in many parts of the world. In their e-profiles alongside
lists of local and national tournaments where they have triumphed, hoop dance
champions boast international appearances in European, Asian and Latin
American cities and sometimes include contact portals for anyone looking to
commission their work. Thus, on the surface at least, the recent history of
this dance form would seem to exemplify the workings of both spectacle and
commodity as particularly powerful forces on indigenous cultures in our times.

This booK’s cover image of world champion hoop dancer Alex Wells, from
the Lil'wat Nation in British Columbia, indexes the challenges involved in
analysing such forces as part of (rather than external to) the cultural forms
and practices through which particular aspects of indigeneity are expressed.
In the photograph, the performer cuts a luminous figure against the stormy
sky, conveying not only the dynamism of his art and the corporeal skill and
flair involved in its execution, but also, potentially, a dramatic touch of
Otherness. His striking pose and regalia draw our attention even as — or indeed
if — we resist the lenses of exoticism that work to register the performance as
an embodiment of cultural alterity. Behind this image there is another story,
however, one which refutes the presumption that the indigenous performer is
always already staging a spectacle for the Western gaze. Alex Wells, who began
dancing as a young boy, finds in his art a vehicle to tell stories, to keep fit, and
to celebrate the virtues and vitality of Native cultures. Hoop dancing, in his
2 In various parts of this collection, indigenous and indigeneity may appear in upper or lower

case, attesting to the changing uses of, and claims upon, the terms. Some authors specifically
address this issue, making a distinction between a political identity and a general concept,

and have asked that we retain their capitalisation. In other instances, we have opted for lower
case, according to house style.

3 Totem, ‘About the Show’, online at www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/shows/totem/show/about.
aspx (accessed 4 Dec. 2013). On the Zozem homepage is an image of a lithe dancer emerging
with his hoops from the primordial depths of a lily pond. See www.cirquedusoleil.com/en/
shows/totem/default.aspx (accessed 4 Dec. 2013). The character is identified as ‘Amerindian’
elsewhere on the company’s website and has apparently been played by various hoop dance
champions.



INTRODUCTION 3

world, is a mode of embodied pedagogy, a genealogy, an ecological practice
that connects the dancer with the land and its peoples.* Like various other
indigenous performance traditions, it is also a livelihood strategy, imbricated in
a complex circuit of competitions, with a committed community of performers
and audiences who nourish and innovate the form.

Considered in this fuller context, the photograph poses a critical question
if we insist that such representations are intrinsically exotic. In Graham
Huggan’s words, ‘How is their exoticism coded, and in whose interests does
it serve?” (2001, p. 13). Can we assume, as some critics do, that those who
enact their indigeneity in eye-catching ways are inevitably trapped in their
own objectification, perhaps in a bid to make their art commercially viable
by appealing to non-indigenous interests? Huggan’s work is instructive here
because it implicates the spectator in the spectacle. He argues that ‘the exotic is
not, as is often supposed, an inherent quality to be found “in” certain people,
distinctive objects, or specific places; exoticism describes, rather, a particular
mode of aesthetic perception — one which renders people, objects and places
strange even as it domesticates them’ (ibid.). Produced in that mode, cultural
difference accrues commodity value, presenting both opportunities and
concerns for indigenous societies as they become increasingly enmeshed in
global circuits of capital and power at different scales. This situation conditions
how, when, where and to what extent people can be indigenous through their
practices, and what is invested, or excluded, in the process.

The chapters in this volume take up such issues through contextualised
studies of the performances and cultural idioms used to express, and sometimes
delimit, indigeneity in various parts of the Americas. We have begun our
introduction with the spectre of exoticism to suggest that the concepts of
commodity and spectacle are constructed dialogically, (re)produced through
interpersonal exchange, cross-cut by cultural expectations and subject
to historical contingencies. While the asymmetrical power structures of
imperialism have long circumscribed the ways in which indigenous peoples in
many parts of the world can represent themselves, the commodification and
spectacularisation of their cultural and aesthetic practices have seldom escaped
contestation or produced stable results. The two-day symposium, ‘Recasting
Commodity and Spectacle in the Indigenous Americas’, held in November
2012 as the starting point for this book, was designed to revisit the dynamics of
such processes in light of the intensified international circulation of indigenous
performance in recent decades. This phenomenon is evident not just in the

4 Alex shared his views on hoop dancing in a series of conversations with us during his five-
day visit to London in April 2013 to work with Indigeneity in the Contemporary World
project researchers. For an edited video recording of some of these conversations and footage
of his dance practice, visit https://vimeo.com/72261874 (accessed 4 Dec. 2013).
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arts — notably via festival circuits — but also in other realms of (multi)cultural
production, including tourism, the heritage sector and state-endorsed mega-
events such as Olympic opening ceremonies (see Gilbert, 2014).

From our vantage point in London, the decision to focus on the Americas
was at once an effort to bring together in dialogue scholars working on
indigeneity in different language areas, and a testament to the particularly
potent brand of indigenous activism that has arisen in the region, above all
in Latin America. Indigenous peoples in various parts of the globe have been
organising against discrimination from at least as far back as the 1960s, but
indigeneity has only developed as a significant force in global politics with the
widespread indigenous mobilisations that began in the 1990s in places such as
Ecuador, Bolivia, Mexico and the Amazon Basin. In addition to specific local
grievances and demands, these protests were prompted by the emergence of
new supranational discourses of cultural and collective rights spearheaded by
the United Nations and (more contentiously) the World Trade Organisation.
Like their counterparts elsewhere, these Latin American movements, though
heterogeneous, have commonly recruited cultural difference, or indigenous
particularity, to articulate the territorial, linguistic and spiritual rights of
their constituencies, and have achieved considerable gains in the fields of
constitutional reform and jurisprudence (Warren and Jackson, 2002, p. 13). In
tandem with social justice, environmental activism has been a key rallying point
for trans-local alliances. The rampant commodification of nature in indigenous
territories, which shows its ugliest faces through mining and deforestation, has
met with especially fierce local critiques, questioning the benefits of laissez-
faire economics and neoliberal governance. These developments, in a region
rich in the natural resources sought by multinational capital, have generated a
renewed interest in the global reach of indigeneity and its specific purchase in
contemporary social, economic, political, cultural and environmental debates.

Recent scholarship of neoliberal multiculturalism in the Americas has drawn
attention to the pitfalls of coopting culture for capital’s benefit, supporting
a system of dominance that has long held indigenous subjects marginalised
within nation-states. In the Expediency of Culture, George Yudice theorises the
notion of ‘culture-as-resource’ (2003, p. 1), positing that artistic and cultural
projects are increasingly mobilised by a neoliberal logic; utilitarian in nature,
they are designed to respond to broader economic and political agendas
dictated by transnational institutions and developmentalist organisations. In
sum, he argues that the reduced role of the state in social provision has made it
the purview of culture to meet the deficit. Yadice’s claim is that ‘globalization
has accelerated the transformation of everything into resource’ (p. 28), and that
in this equation culture has become the weapon with which disenfranchised
groups may battle for equality on the grounds of difference. “These actors’, he
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writes, ‘have put a premium on culture, defined in myriad ways, a resource
already targeted for exploitation by capital (e.g., in the media, consumerism,
and tourism), and a foundation for resistance against the ravages of that very
same economic system’ (p. 6). Significantly, though, Yadice’s analysis falls short
of considering the full potential of performance-based art forms to contest the
straightforward commodification of culture in innovative, ludic and strategic
ways. John and Jean Comaroff’s Ethnicity Inc. (2009), which considers Native
American cultural commodities alongside their African counterparts under the
provocative rubric of a global ethnic brand with specific local articulations,
likewise tends to overlook the phenomenological thickness of performance as
a complex relational process.

A brief sideways glance at ethnological spectacle at the turn of the 20th
century shows that indigenous performers have a long history of subverting
the commodity relations in which they are entangled, by choice or coercion.
At the Louisiana Purchase Exposition held in St Louis, Missouri, in 1904,
for instance, a group of Kwakwaka'wakw and Nuu-chah-nulth performers
recruited from Vancouver Island conspired to fake a cannibalism scene as part
of a demonstration of their cultural traditions, to the horror of some 20,000
spectators, but then resurrected their victim (a crafted doll-like replica of an
African boy) after being told they would be charged with murder (O’Bonsawin,
2012, pp. 479-81). Microhistories of other ethnological shows — in the sense
of small-scale histories that illuminate larger questions (see Ginzburg, 1993)
— likewise reveal that indigenous participants had strategic investments in the
entertainments they enacted. Paige Raibmon has found that public performance
functioned as ‘cultural tradition, modern labour, and political protest’ for an
earlier Kwakwaka'wakw troupe who used their international platform at the
Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 to stage a version of a dance outlawed in Canada
due to a government ban on potlatch ceremonies (2000, p. 189). Wild West
Shows and related ‘frontier’ genres such as rodeo have also been excavated as
porous zones where skilled performers negotiated the terms of their public
appearances, sometimes crossing boundaries within the hierarchies that
structured their social milieux (see Kelm, 2007; Kasson, 2000). Such examples
should caution us against judging the political valence of indigenous spectacles
in advance, even when the circumstances of their production seem weighted
towards nakedly commercial ends. Margaret Werry’s study of tourism, race and
performance across more than a century in (and in relation to) New Zealand
traces a long line of Maori involvement in state-making spectacles that could
serve as a stimulus for thinking about indigenous agency elsewhere. Werry
concludes that we should understand spectacle as ‘a productive and dynamic
force rather than dismiss it as reification or delusion’. ‘Spectacle’, she adds,
‘is machinic rather than monumental, multivocal rather than monologic, not
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hegemonically totalizing but a mobile cultural formation vulnerable to the
intransigence and momentum of the subjects it produces’ (2011, p. 132). In
this formulation, spectacle can be a resource for the disenfranchised even as
it seems to uphold the interests of the powerful. What is commodity to one
person may be heritage to another, or even a kind of insurance against future
oblivion — an echo, or a vision, of the adaptive resilience that Gunn Allen
metaphorised in her early account of the hoop dancer transcending time.
With some important exceptions, the existing scholarly literature on
commodity and spectacle in relation to indigenous peoples does not sufficiently
theorise the transformations that are taking place in the arts and at the grassroots
level.’ Performers and communities alike are self-consciously rearticulating their
identities (with an emphasis on the plural and the provisional) amid changing
publicdiscourses on indigeneity, migrancy and belonging, and shifting economic
and political climates, both locally and globally; our challenge is to keep pace
in the theoretical realm. This volume seeks to contribute to debates about such
cultural transformations and their various entanglements with commerce and
capital, typically in what James Clifford calls ‘a dialectics of innovation and
constraint’ (2013, p. 32). The performance practices discussed in the following
pages — in the realms of film, theatre, photography, music, museology, ritual,
festival, carnival and political protest — invite us to reexamine indigeneity’s
distinctive relationships to economies of display and commodity circulation,
and to address the historically contingent contours of indigenous performance
and identity formation in different scenarios. How is heritage reinvested, or
divested, as it now circulates as product for local, national or international
audiences? To what degree is spectacle as a performative (and at times exoticist)
idiom remodelled in the hands of indigenous artists and practitioners? How
do the dynamics of consumption pertaining to indigenous performance
produce particular affective communities? The 13 chapters gathered herein
offer a variety of disciplinary methodologies to index the transactions that
take place between indigenous subjects, artists and communities and national
and supranational entities. The authors register a significant amount of agency
among indigenous performers and cultural brokers in their negotiations with
the state, distributors, producers and audiences, despite the limited recognition
or acceptance of this fact among sceptical onlookers. The chapters also crucially
acknowledge the thorny terrain of cross-cultural misperception, the long
histories of appropriation of selective elements of indigeneity according to the
interests of national elites, and the legacy of harmful stereotypes to this day.

5  Like Werry’s work, these exceptions tend to come from interdisciplinary performance studies
and they gather force and authority by tracing the historical roots of contemporary practices.
See, for instance, Balme (2006), Shea Murphy (2007) and Dueck (2013).
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Contemporary indigenous artistic productions often strive to rectify these
negative portrayals and their enduring repercussions in public life. For Native
Americans, the fantasy Indian of classical Hollywood film, invariably dressed
in Plains costume and sacrificed for the frontier nation’s better interest, is a
case in point. Revisionist approaches to cultural history have analysed the
development of such romanticised or vilified stereotypes, drawing attention
to the agency, albeit limited, of the Native performers and image-makers
involved in their production and highlighting indigenous influence in artistic
circles that have long disregarded it. Michelle H. Raheja’s Reservation Reelism
(2011) is groundbreaking in this vein, excavating the layered histories of
Native participation and dissent in the Hollywood film industry. Her chapter
for this volume considers the efficacy of film aesthetics in communicating
indigenous knowledges and rebutting colonialist discourses. In so doing,
it reminds us of what is at stake in the perpetuation of racist stereotypes
and myths of reconciliation, but also alerts us to the pressure on Native
filmmakers in the United States to contest dominant historiographies and
‘carry the burden of undoing over five hundred years of misrepresentation’
(chapter 1, this volume). Raheja’s protest against the foundational myth
of Thanksgiving, epitomised in the annual rehearsal of a peaceful dinner
between pilgrims and Indians, acknowledges the continued manipulation of
indigenous history for nationalist ends.

In Latin America, the appropriation and mythologising of indigenous
cultures by national elites found dominant expression through the nostalgic
philosophy of indigenismo, employed to extoll, reify and arbitrate the
meanings of indigeneity, as Michael Gonzaless chapter amply documents.
Mexico’s long history of indigenismo, which, he argues, pre-dates the
Revolution of 1910-20, and the more consolidated implementation of
indigenista policy subsequently, has had profound influence on the parameters
of indigeneity in the country. Gonzales charts the changing attitudes
of the state to its indigenous citizens by analysing the pageantry of two
spectacular centennial celebrations: the first, the centenary of independence
celebrated under Porfirio Diaz in 1910, and the second, in 1921, in its post-
Revolutionary incarnation, under President Obregén. The selective elevation
of some elements of indigenous culture as representative of the nation-state
also operates in Bolivia, glimpsed here through Ximena Cérdova Oviedo’s
analysis of the official rhetoric and conventions of the Oruro Carnival.
Cérdova argues that while institutional and nationalist discourses about this
event retain troubling remnants of indigenismo and, bolstered by UNESCO
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heritage discourses, continue to promote the mestizo® as the true embodiment
of Bolivia’s hybridity, the Carnival has become a locus for a new representation
of indigeneity enacted through the rural Anata parades that descend upon the
city from the surrounding countryside. This development has accompanied
major shifts in the country’s political climate, which has made it possible to
revalue indigeneity. Both chapters historicise the changing values awarded to
indigeneity by the nation-state, which have led to the commodification and
misappropriation of some aspects of cultural difference, and the dismissal of
others.

Gabriela Zamorano Villarreal’s contribution to the volume takes up the
topic of Bolivia’s current debates on indigeneity, driven in large part by the
transformations that have occurred at the level of political governance with
the election of the country’s first indigenous president, Evo Morales, in 2006.
Zamorano Villarreal dissects the rich field of Bolivian indigenous video, as
practised through the Plan Nacional Indigena Originario de Comunicacién
Audiovisual (National Plan of Indigenous Communication), in relation to
existing visual repertoires of indigeneity in the region, the system’s innovative
distribution tactics, and the periodically conflicting interests and discourses
that are brought to bear on the ways in which the videos are circulated
and introduced. She argues that the epistemological and methodological
innovations fostered by the Plan Nacional at the level of production and
distribution are nonetheless defined by ‘structural and historical conditions
moulding how mediamakers see themselves and their realities’ (chapter 4, this
volume). This attention to the circuits through which indigenous videos reach
their different audiences emphasises the materialities that inflect spectatorship
as an important element of image-making.

Museums have long been key sites of mediation that conveniently package
indigenous material cultures and realities as commodities for consumption by
non-indigenous spectators. The repositioning and reframing of indigeneity in
recent decades, however, has also been evident in the field of museology as
institutions grapple with their former role as conspirators in ‘freezing cultures
behind glass’ (Zittlau, chapter 5, this volume). Zittlau’s contribution discusses
how contemporary museum spaces, in this instance the National Museum
of the American Indian in Washington D.C., are continually haunted by

6 'The term mestizo is a shifting ethnic and ideological category denoting people of mixed
indigenous and European heritage. Mestizaje, its counterpart discourse, was employed
throughout much of Latin America as an assimilationist and homogenising rhetoric in
tandem with indigenista policies. As these words are in common usage, they will not be
italicised from this point. Other regularly used words mentioned here, such as indigenismo
and huayno, are also italicised initially in the main text but not thereafter. In subsequent
chapters such words as indigenas, anata, cholo, coraza, Kriol, cargo and barrios are also
italicised on first in-text usage only.
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earlier essentialist ideas of indigenous cultures, narrated through 19th-century
ethnology and diorama exhibits. Her interpretation of Nora Naranjo-Morse’s
performative sculpture, ‘Always Becoming’ (2007), shows how performance
has the potential to displace antiquated economies of display with a processual
aesthetics that stages the search for contemporary Native identities. The
sculptor’s attempt to displace the trope of the ‘museum Indian’ invites viewers
to consider material objects as things in dynamic relationship with each other
and with the social and physical environments in which they exist, thereby
subtly critiquing the commodification and consumption of cultural production
today.

In his introduction to 7he Social Life of Things (1986), Arjun Appadurai
argues that value is constructed through global market operations and that
global processes of commodification may (inadvertently?) engender new social
relations that operate in anti-imperialist interests, empowering the previously
dispossessed. What he terms different ‘regimes in value’ operate upon objects
and artefacts through exchange, thus creating commodities of cultural goods
(p. 4). Appadurai contends that material objects acquire meanings ‘in their
forms, their uses, their trajectories. It is only through the analysis of these
trajectories that we can interpret the human transactions and calculations that
enliven things’ (p. 5). Sarah Stolte’s chapter precisely unearths the trajectories
of production and circulation of mid-20th century photographic postcards of
Ho-Chunk subjects in the Wisconsin Dells area. Her study demonstrates how
Ho-Chunk found in their poses for the camera the possibility to carve a space
of economic empowerment predicated on the rising profile and commercial
success of Hollywood Westerns. Stolte analyses the performative nature of
commodity, showing the ways in which Ho-Chunk capitalised, quite literally,
on the phantasmic, homogenised Indian circulated in this genre by way of
the silver screen, reappropriating its iconography to engage in the new tourist
economy. By conducting an archaeology of these photo-postcards, Stolte
illuminates the resonance of the images today, arguing that they become
‘animated’ through consumption. In her analysis, it becomes clear that ‘the
diversion of commodities’ — in this case the Hollywood Indian — ‘from their
predestined paths’ (Appadurai, 1986, p. 26) may offer potential rewards for
indigenous performers able to harness touristic interests for their own economic
empowerment.

Many critics have noted the commodification of authenticity that drives
indigenous tourism, highlighting the uneven power relations performed in its
characteristic scenarios of cross-cultural encounter. Ethnicity Inc. offers a broad
and fascinating overview of the ways in which indigenous branding plays into the
contradictory logics of the neoliberal marketplace, leaving marginalised cultures
susceptible to the vagaries of consumer capital (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2009).
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Nevertheless, we should be wary of the assumption that cultural tourism
is only ever a trap, for either tourists or the communities that host them.
A number of recent indigenous initiatives in this arena tap the embodied
energies of performance to educate non-indigenous publics, reinvigorate
artistic traditions and instil pride in local cultures, while channelling income
into individual and communal needs. Moreover, as Andrew Canessa notes in
observing the complex ‘choreographies’ of commodification and authenticity
in Latin American tourism, ‘power is never exercised unambiguously and [...]
images can change, spaces can open up, and power relations can be challenged
by the very tropes that set them up in the first place’ (2012, p. 110). These
observations also readily pertain to cultural and intercultural commerce
beyond the world of tourism. Several chapters in this book recognise the power
of indigenous artists and cultural brokers to adapt spectacles and circuits of
consumption to their own needs and desires, thereby complicating the idea
that indigenous spectacle is uniquely interested in satiating non-indigenous
appetites for exotic Otherness. In this equation, capitalism is typically viewed
as a juggernaut that predetermines commodity relations and militates against
indigenous agency. Taking issue with this perspective, James Butterworth’s
assessment of commercial huayno, a highly popular Andean musical genre
in Peru, positions the labour of indigenous entertainers as instrumentally
fostering subaltern visibility and empowerment. His analysis demonstrates that
the idioms of huayno spectacle are oriented towards ‘internal’ communities,
forging new forms of indigenous citizenship based on the consumption of
hybrid (urban and rural) musical aesthetics. Butterworth disputes the idea
that spectacle is about performing for cultural outsiders, offering instead an
interpretation of the economic and symbolic gains that huayno divas harvest
through performance. While the new terrains of citizenship generated by
this genre and its attendant distribution circuits are not free from neoliberal
manoeuvring, they clearly signal the limitations of approaches that position
indigeneity as straightforwardly oppositional to capitalism.

Genner Llanes-Ortiz also offers a fresh perspective on the workings of
spectacle in his chapter on the performance of Maya corporeality during
Maya Day celebrations in Belize. In this annual cultural festival, Mayanness
is celebrated through the staging of daily chores, wherein the indigenous
‘cultural muscle’ is communicated through the language of spectacle, here used
as a ‘recruiting device’ that engenders community dialogue about tradition
(chapter 8, this volume). Quotidian tasks, including corn grinding and
firewood splitting, accrue value as traditional cultural practices through staged
competitions charged with the celebratory mood of the festival. In the broader
context of Maya invisibility in Belize, Llanes-Ortiz reads these performances
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as embodied strategies for working towards the cultural recognition that could
deliver greater social justice.

Performative celebrations of ethnic resurgence are the subject of two other
chapters in the volume. Andrew Roth-Seneff’s study of the P’urhépecha New
Year in the state of Michoacdn, Mexico, illustrates how the interpenetrating
realms of civil society and state legislation have brought about a subaltern
public sphere in which the annual performance of P’urhépecha ethnicity
resignifies previously commodified performance practices in a new economy of
reciprocity. His close attention to the symbolism and iconography mobilised
in the New Year celebrations demonstrates that colonial structures of Christian
ritual have been transformed and revitalised as part of an evolving ethnic
subalternity. For his part, Sergio Miguel Huarcaya examines different uses of,
and stakes in, the Fiesta del Coraza in Ecuador among two separate populations,
mestizo and indigenous. His interpretation of the differently encoded
renditions of this Fiesta, in light of the reinvestment in indigenous identity and
culture among Kichwa activists in Otavalo, demonstrates the crucial role that
performance plays in community power relations, instrumentalised to contest
national imaginaries and avow ethnic allegiances. This finding resonates with
Néstor Garcfa Canclini’s assertion that ‘identity is a construct, but the artistic,
folkloric, and media narratives that shape it are realized and transformed
within sociohistorical conditions that cannot be reduced to their mise-en-
scéne. Identity is theater and politics, performance and action’ (2001, p. 96).

Concerns over the policing of indigeneity and endorsement of its legal
and cultural value run through a number of the chapters in the book. In the
legal domain, Isabel Altamirano-Jiménez shows how existing cartographic
mechanisms to map indigenous territories in Nicaragua play into the
stereotype of the ‘noble savage’. The legal framework activated in order to
protect such territories from transnational and nation-state encroachment
places what she terms a ‘grid of intelligibility’ on indigeneity, authenticating
the mythologisation of indigenous peoples as innately of the land. The
Mayagna (Sumo) Community of Awas Tingni v. Nicaragua judgment offers a
compelling case study through which to explore how relationships to territory
and environment are commodified under neoliberal governance and rights
discourses, presenting ‘indigeneity as a form of human capital’ (chapter 11,
this volume). In other words, legalistic discourses of indigeneity necessitate
a performance of identity (to attain access to land) that relegates indigenous
peoples difference to the realm of the natural and frustrates their aspirations to
modern forms of resource management. Yvette Nolan’s meditation on her own
experience as an Aboriginal Canadian director and dramaturg calls attention
to a comparable economy of expectation operating in the arts, which, in her
context, makes its effects felt in the funding and reception of indigenous
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theatre, particularly when it dares to adapt Shakespeare’s texts. Her discussion
of the complex manufacturing of indigenousness expected in such adaptations
— just enough to make the production recognisable as Native, but not so much
as to make it untranslatable to a general audience — asks that indigenous theatre
be allowed to develop its agenda, performative methodologies and praxis ‘on
its own terms’, without the arbitrating (and often uninformed) assessments of
cultural critics on the grounds of authenticity.

If this booK’s central concern is the agency of indigenous artists and subjects,
seen as a weapon against the codification of an ‘authentic’ subaltern identity,
then the instrumentality of place in recasting commodity and spectacle likewise
deserves a mention. According to Coll Thrush, ‘the idea that particular locations
have both identity and agency is central to indigenous epistemologies of place,
in which sites not only have meaning but volition, acting upon the lives of
human (and other) peoples’ (2011, p. 54). Selena Couture’s contribution to
this book deconstructs the site of Klahowya Village in Stanley Park, Vancouver,
to reveal it as a place where multiple histories, memories and investments
coalesce and are constantly at play with each other in the redevelopment of a
community tourism venture. Her evocation of this palimpsestic landscape is a
powerful reminder of the indigenous ghosts, real and imagined, that haunt the
places and performance practices discussed during the London symposium and
in this book. Several authors employ a rhetoric of haunting in their chapters, in
relation to the colonialist visual repertoire that contemporary artists often seek
to dispute. Raheja talks of the haunting ‘afterlife of Native American images’,
and Zittlau applies Jacques Derridas concept of hauntology (hantologie)
to her analysis of outmoded museology practices. Other contributors make
reference to the spectre of Native pasts more obliquely, often in reference to the
Hollywood Indian or ‘Dead Indians’ (King, 2012) that so frequently subtend
North American cultural imaginaries. It is fitting in this context to conclude
our introduction with a discussion of how London, too, seems haunted by
indigenous ghosts.

To organise a conversation on the indigenous Americas in London has, of
course, political implications, which did not go unnoticed by the symposium
participants. The city’s role as imperial hub for the largest empire in history
duly prompted an engagement with the myths that have sanitised colonial
narratives of dispossession. As Michelle Raheja reminded us in her keynote
address, the first day of the event coincided with Thanksgiving celebrations in
the United States, providing an apt moment at which to explore the offensive
redfacing that is staged annually during this national holiday, and the practice’s
racist underpinnings as a rendition of benign British settlement in the ‘New
World’. Raheja’s intervention urges us to remember the shared histories forged
by European colonialism and the ways in which they connect indigenous



INTRODUCTION 13

communities in many parts of the world to London to this day. Coll Thrush’s
work on indigenous London’ likewise asks us to acknowledge and investigate
the indigenous lives lived, and sometimes lost, in this city of empire and
to recognise the crucial role that indigenous servants, envoys, diplomats,
translators and performers have played in its historical development.

Intersections in the cultural, economic and political trajectories of Britain
and the indigenous Americas are equally pertinent today. Given the impact
of London-listed mining and gas companies that intervene in indigenous
territories, there is an urgent necessity to disseminate informed accounts that
recognise the trade and migration networks sustaining transnational flows of
natural, manufactured and artistic commodities. Chadwick Allen advocates
this kind of contextualising as critical to a model of analytics he terms ‘trans-
indigenous’, which ‘locates itself firmly in the specificity of the Indigenous local,
while remaining always cognizant of the complexity of the relevant Indigenous
global’ (2012, p. xix). As home to various diasporic groupings of indigenous
denizens linked to distant parts of the world, London figures on both of
these geographical axes, and functions as a site where indigeneity manifests in
multiple modes. There is a sizeable community here of Maori and other Pacific
Islanders, for example, which boasts innovative and high-profile artists whose
contributions to the city’s cultural matrix often interweave art with diplomacy
on behalf of their countries of origin. Cultural festivals and commemorations
have also become common platforms for the embodied expression of diasporic
indigeneity. In this vein, recent Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead) events
organised by London’s Mexican community have featured Maya practices and
philosophies, and there is a vibrant indigenous strand to the Latin American
music scene. The Origins Festival of First Nations and the Native Spirit Film
Festival extend these activities with an exclusive focus on indigenous works,
local and international.

Visiting artists also contribute to such networks through the museum
sector, where opportunities are gradually opening for indigenous peoples to
be involved in the interpretation of their histories and artefacts. The National
Portrait Gallery’s 2013 exhibition, ‘George Catlin: American Indian Portraits’,
co-curated by Dakota art historian Stephanie Pratt, exemplified this trend
with creative interventions by Cheyenne/Arapaho conceptual artist Edgar
Heap of Birds and Mohawk filmmaker Shelley Niro to counterpoint Catlin’s
romanticised paintings. In a similar spirit six months later, in a raw warehouse
gallery overlooking the river Thames, the Indigeneity in the Contemporary
World project hosted ‘EcoCentrix: Indigenous Arts, Sustainable Acts’, a major

7 'Thrush is currently preparing a monograph, Indigenous London: Native Travellers at the Heart
of Empire, for Yale University Press; the book traces histories of indigenous peoples’ presence
in London over the last 500 years.
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performance-based exhibition drawn from First Nations communities in the
Americas, Australia, the Pacific Islands and South Africa.® As part of the core
team mounting this event, we were only too aware of the ways in which our
own respective work, as curator (Gilbert) and film associate (Gleghorn), had
the power to mediate public perceptions of indigeneity. What helped the
exhibition to negotiate the fraught legacies of commodity and spectacle as
conceptual paradigms for circulating indigenous arts in museum and gallery
spaces was the extensive participation, in the lead-up to the event and on the
ground in London, of so many of the designers, choreographers, performers,
filmmakers, musicians and artists whose works we had the privilege to feature.
Among the exhibits, Tahltan performance artist Peter Morin’s ‘Cultural Graffiti
in London’ (2013) conveyed most profoundly a sense of the indigenous
inhabitations — past and present, fleeting and sustained, visible and invisible
— that indelibly haunt the city. This installation of photographs, video footage
and recorded sound showed Morin singing the Tahltan songs of his homelands
in Canada to British landmarks, including the Houses of Parliament,
Buckingham Palace and Big Ben. Juxtaposed with these records were images
and sounds of similar performances at lesser-known monuments such as
Kwakwaka'wakw carver Mungo Martin’s “Totem Pole’ in Great Windsor Park
and the statue of Pocahontas (Powhatan) at Gravesend, on the Thames estuary,
where she is thought to have been buried. Morin envisioned his work not as
entertainment for audiences, but rather as an intervention enacting indigenous
forms of conversation and nation-to-nation contact with historical figures
and ancestors.” “Tagging’ these different London sites with his voice in acts
of invisible graffiti constituted an assertion of cultural resilience, which often
ended with the statement, “We are still here’. During the exhibition, Morin
performed two more instalments in the series: the first bore witness to the life
of an Inuit child buried at St Olave’s Cathedral in central London in 1577;
the second took a new form, a button blanket ‘bombing’ to shroud a statue of

Christopher Columbus gifted to the city by Spain in 1992 with the following

8  ‘EcoCentrix: Indigenous Arts, Sustainable Acts’ ran from 24 October—10 November 2013
at Bargehouse in London’s Southbank arts precinct. Funded by the European Research
Council, this multi-arts exhibition featured films, live performances, digital and sound
installations and crafted artefacts by more than 40 indigenous performance makers.

Other members of the core exhibition team were assistant curator and codesigner Dani
Phillipson; curatorial assistants Sergio Huarcaya, Genner Llanes-Ortiz (Yucatec Maya) and
Dylan Robinson (St5:16); and production assistant Rose Harriman. The Indigeneity in the
Contemporary World project also coproduced the third biennial Origins Festival of First
Nations, staged in 2013 in conjunction with the ‘EcoCentrix’ exhibition.

9 This information derives from discussions we had with Peter Morin and St6:16 scholar Dylan
Robinson during Morin’s three-week residency as visiting fellow with the Indigeneity in the
Contemporary World project from 8-29 June 2013.
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Figure 1. Peter Morin performing outside Buckingham Palace as part of his ‘Cultural Graffiti in
London’ series, 2013. Photo: Dylan Robinson.

inscription: ‘dedicated to all the peoples of the Americas in commemoration of
the 500th anniversary of encounter between the two worlds’.

Such performances intercept hegemonic discourses with artistic cunning,
overturning the hierarchies of power and privilege that underpin the
naturalised categories of imperial centre and indigenous periphery. More
broadly, the emerging trans-indigenous cultural sphere in London, and the
hidden histories it indexes, offers counter-narratives to official renditions of
place, urging Britons (of all complexions) to entertain the idea that the nation’s
capital has been shaped by indigenous lives since at least as far back as 1501.
Manifest in various and sometimes surprising ways, this subaltern presence
provides an antidote to anodyne and reconciliatory accounts of the past that
simultaneously renounce Britain’s responsibility in (neo)colonial violence, and
erase indigenous agency and participation in global affairs over time.

The artistic interventions outlined also challenge us to examine the ways in
which indigeneity is (and can be) conceptualised in Britain, as a country that
has emerged from many waves of conquest in its early history and which does
not have a definitive rendition of first-comers and invaders. To put it simply,
who are the British indigenes? Is there need or reason to develop a definition
of indigeneity in this nation? Or does the process of thinking about Britain in
relation to the concept demand modifications to its underlying narratives of
origin, priority and rights of belonging? Beyond the occasional press article
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revealing ‘lost’ or ‘uncontacted’ tribes, or documenting resistance of indigenous
communities against any number of multinationals in Latin America, or
Canada, there is very little general knowledge among Britons about indigenous
cultures. The task of contributing to the conversation in this country about
the meaning and provenance of indigeneity seems all the more pressing in
light of the fact that the term has been coopted by proponents of far right
politics, notably the British National Party and the English Defence League,
who disingenuously equate it with whiteness and Christian Britain to bolster
their racist anti-immigration rhetoric. The circulation of this connotation of
indigenous through the media, despite critics’ attempts to highlight the fallacy
of the BNP’s argument, has further compromised informed debate about the
category among the British, with many people disregarding the significance of
historical disenfranchisement to most definitions of the term. As colleagues
James Mackay and David Stirrup wrote in 7he Guardian’s Comment is Free
(2010), “The co-opting of the term “indigenous” and its associated rights’
among British nationalists ‘is a cynical attempt to legitimise the targeting of
minority ethnic groups’.

At this conjunction, where issues regarding heritage, first coming and
settlement are far from resolved in Britain, recognising and reflecting upon
indigeneity’s negotiated status in comparative terms, as this book does,
seems an essential strategy through which to anchor responsible local debate.
Performance, in its complex intermeshing of embodied politics and regimes
of affect, might just channel these frustrated discussions in productive
directions, offering fresh ways to engage estranged populations in dialogue,
and to approach entangled and painful histories. The metaphysics of the hoop
dance are worth recalling in this endeavour insofar as they suggest a rhythm for
moving forward while ‘living in motion’ with the past.
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1. ‘Will making movies do the sheep any good?’
The afterlife of Native American images

Michelle H. Rabeja

n 1966, under the auspices of a National Science Foundation grant,
Ianthropologists Sol Worth and John Adair, with their research assistant

Richard Chalfen, travelled to Pine Springs, in Dinétah, Arizona, to teach
Navajo students how to use film technology for the creation of community-
based films and, according to Randolph Lewis, ‘to see if the results would
reveal a uniquely Navajo perspective’ (2012, p. 126). The students produced
a series of short, experimental and documentary films, many of which have
been preserved. They are important because they demonstrate a Navajo visual
aesthetics that diverges from that of mainstream cinema culture. According
to Lewis, the filmmakers exhibited ‘a sense of intercultural respect that had
often been absent from Western ethnographic films about Navajo people’
by eschewing close-up shots; filming mock ceremonies rather than actual
healing events to avoid offending community members; and shooting long,
non-diegetic landscape sequences (p. 127). Although the resulting films might
be interpreted by a mainstream audience as boring, confusing, and/or less
personal, the Navajo filmmakers used new technology to produce the kinds of
visual images that reflected their personal and collective interests and ways of
perceiving the world.

Prior to selecting the students, the anthropologists visited Sam Yazzie, a
silversmith and healer from Pine Springs, in his hogan (traditional Navajo
home) to request permission to begin the project. Yazzie asked the filmmakers,
through his interpreter, an oft-cited series of questions about the ‘use’ of film:
“Will making movies do the sheep any harm?” After Worth assured him that it
would not, Yazzie asked, “Will making movies do the sheep any good?” Again,
Worth said that it would not. Yazzie responded, “Then why make movies?’
(Worth and Adair, 1997, p. 4). The anthropologists admitted, ‘Sam Yazzie’s
question keeps haunting us’ (p. 5). I would like to return to this important
provocation, nearly 50 years later, to think about how film, like the work of
any cultural production created by or about Native people, impacts upon the
world. If we imagine films and other forms of visual culture as ‘living’ things
that change with each screening and with each spectator’s interpretation,
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then what is at stake when we make, watch, and engage with images of
Indigenous peoples? How do we, Indigenous and non-Indigenous spectators
alike, continue to be haunted, like Worth and Adair, by the ‘afterlife’ of Native
American images? And what kind of public pedagogy do these haunting
images — the multiple products of national fantasies such as those attending
the Thanksgiving holiday spectacle, Hollywood Indian stereotypes, and the
compelling counter-narratives produced by Native American filmmakers —
provide us with?

Yazzie did not own any sheep and was not speaking literally about the ways
filmmaking would benefit or hurt the actual sheep his neighbours herded. He
was posing a theoretical question about the point of filmmaking, one that
speaks to Hollywood cinema’s persistence over the last one hundred years in
making films about Native people that have been suffused by stereotypes and
misinformation. In an attenuated form, Yazzie was asking how filmmaking
might do something good for his local community at Pine Springs, the Navajo
Nation, and Native people in general — through supporting their values,
cultures and languages, or through changing the dominant culture’s perceptions
of these peoples. Conversely, he was also questioning whether filmmaking can
potentially harm Native people and contribute to the stereotypes already in
circulation. Many scholars have argued that Hollywood has created harmful
images of Native Americans, even while involving them intimately in
filmmaking since its inception, and that these images have negatively impacted
the lives of Indigenous people.! The first half of this chapter begins with a
cautionary tale, a personal anecdote, and extends into an analysis of what is
at stake in filmmaking that takes issue with the spectacle of indigeneity. The
second half takes up Yazzie’s provocation — whether films ‘do the sheep any
good’ — and asks what kinds of responsibilities Native American filmmakers
may or may not have towards achieving that aim.

I initially delivered a version of this chapter in London at a conference called
‘Recasting Commodity and Spectacle in the Indigenous Americas’, held on 22
November 2012, the date of the Thanksgiving holiday in the United States.
The irony of being a Native American in England on Thanksgiving was not lost
on me. A multitude of stories surround this particular holiday — the national
fantasy of the peaceful feast that brought together pilgrims from England and
Wampanoags from what is now known as Massachusetts in 1621; the practice
of English Puritans offering up thanksgiving prayers for the genocide of
Indigenous peoples in the 1630s and 1640s; the institution of Thanksgiving as
a national holiday by President Abraham Lincoln in 1863 in an effort to quell
tensions between the North and South in the wake of the Civil War; and, of

1 See, for example, Aleiss (2005), Bataille and Silet (1980), Buscombe (2006), Churchill
(1992), Friar and Friar (1972), Kilpatrick (1999) and Singer (2001).
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course, the thanksgiving prayers offered up by Indigenous peoples throughout
the Americas for millennia to recognise and honour all forms of life on Earth.
To this list of Thanksgiving stories, I offered a personal anecdote about the
celebration as a segue to discussing the intersection of Native American images
and settler colonial popular culture in the US. It was designed to provoke
thinking about the production mode of Indigenous films, their distribution,
and the mass public’s recalcitrant refusal to consider Indigenous history through
a different lens (and what this might mean for Native American mediamakers
and film scholars).

In November 2008, shortly before Thanksgiving, I submitted the
revisions of a book manuscript about Native American directors, actors and
spectators from the silent era to the present, and the problems and pleasures
of representations of Native Americans in both Hollywood and independent
film (Raheja, 2011).% Ironically, within a week afterwards, I became intimately
aware of the persistent, sometimes violent afterlife of mainstream images of
Native Americans, despite the decline in popularity of the Western and a
resurgence in Indigenous filmmaking over the past 20 years. In November
2008 my daughter’s kindergarten class reenacted the popular, if completely
fictive, Thanksgiving spectacle with children cast as ‘Indians’ dressed in
phantasmic redface costumes and others cast as pilgrims representing friendly,
harmless neighbours. This annual event, designed to teach American history
and commemorate the national holiday, is part of a 40-year-old school tradition
in Claremont, the small college town in southern California where I live.
When I asked the school about why this practice persisted when the histories
it taught of other marginalised peoples were much less offensive, the ensuing
uproar instigated local and national news coverage, threats of violence against
my family, and various forms of electronic harassment that have persisted for
several years.

Given that so many schools and elementary school systems have given up the
racist practice of playing Indian, it was dismaying to learn that itstill persists in a
number of places in the United States (and continues to this day in Claremont).
Imagine, for example, a public school tradition in Germany of dressing children
up in Jewish concentration camp costumes and Nazi military regalia in order to
teach national history and celebrate the Holocaust. Or dressing children up as
African-American slaves and white masters to learn about and commemorate
the long, brutal history of slavery in the so-called New World. In response to
what was to me an equally surreal spectacle, I consulted with other parents
whose children were in the same school district, local Tongva tribal members,
colleagues who teach Native American Studies at university level, the Title 7

2 Publication was delayed in order to release the book in the Fall 2011 catalogue with other
Indigenous-themed books.
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Indian Education organisation in the Los Angeles School District, the National
Indian Education Association, and students at my campuss Native American
Student Program, all of whom opposed, in particular, the costuming aspect of
the school’s holiday celebration. As a result of these conversations, I sent a private
email to my daughter’s teacher expressing surprise at the planned pageant, which
would perpetuate misleading mythologies of ‘reconciliation’ and US history,
and constitute what Jonathan Walton calls ‘intellectual child abuse’ (Walton,
2008). In the email, I explained why my daughter would not be attending school
on the day of the spectacle and suggested some age-appropriate alternatives to
commemorate the season and teach children more sensitively about values of
friendship and expressing gratitude.?

Stereotypical images of Native Americans are predicated on a persistent,
wilful ignorance of the richness and diversity of their communities and their
manifestation of what Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor terms ‘survivance’
(2008, p. 1) in the face of the world’s most devastating genocide, one of
epic proportions both in terms of the sheer number of individuals affected
and the length of time Native people were subject to colonial and national
efforts to eradicate them. The Thanksgiving costumes children typically
don are cartoonish and historically inaccurate, as they borrow heavily from
Plains Indian visual aesthetics, not those of tribes of the East Coast (although
the issue is not really the verisimilitude of the costumes as the performance
would be equally troubling were the regalia actually ‘authentic’). The school’s
website features photographs from past years of children dressed up in Indian
simulacra: war-painted faces and generic vests fringed with brown paper, pasta-
shell necklaces and feathered headdresses.

Without my knowledge or consent, my child’s teacher forwarded the email,
with my name and that of my daughter, to the principal, who subsequently
brought the unredacted message before a meeting of kindergarten teachers and
parents. Following this meeting, the email was leaked to and read on the John
& Ken Show, an incendiary, conservative talk programme that spun the story
into a narrative about ‘elitism’ (a code word for critical thinking) and fears
about the loss of white privilege in the aftermath of Obama’s election. The
show also ridiculed Native victims of epidemics such as smallpox.* Nationally
syndicated newspapers and television news agencies such as the Los Angeles

3 There are hundreds of print and online sources about the teaching of Thanksgiving myths
to children and finding alternatives to masquerading as ‘Indians’. These include Bigelow and
Peterson (1998), Keeler (1999), Williams (2009), Dow (2006) and Swamp and Printup,

Jr. (1997). Debbie Reese, a Nambe Pueblo scholar, writes an engaging and important blog
on this issue, American Indians in children’s literature: critical perspectives of Indigenous
peoples in children’s books, the school curriculum, popular culture, and society-at-large’.

4 John Chester Kobylt and Kenneth Robertson Chiampou are the hosts of the john & Ken
Show, which is broadcast on KFI, AM-640 in southern California.
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Times, FOX and CNN, as well as internet blogs and local news outlets, covered
the story with varying levels of veracity. While there were plenty of messages of
support, I also received almost a thousand hateful and threatening telephone
calls, faxes, emails and letters, many of which labelled me in misogynist terms,
demonstrated a profound ignorance of US history, and verbally supported the
genocide of Indigenous peoples. Some messages even advocated violence of
various forms against my daughter (a threat that I took seriously, given that
at least a third of all Native women are sexually abused in their lifetimes and
sexual violence is used against women in general as a form of intimidation and
silencing) (Williams, 2012). It is ironic that the defenders of the Thanksgiving
myth, which purports to celebrate peaceful coexistence, would employ hate
speech and threats of violence and intimidation in an attempt to stamp out any
open discourse about this holiday.

The Los Angeles Times printed a vertiginous editorial on Thanksgiving day
that both acknowledged the violence of the pilgrims towards Wampanoags in
the wake of the so-called ‘first Thanksgiving’ and also advocated the spectacle of
stereotypical costumes, noting that ‘making Pilgrim hats and Indian headbands
out of construction paper is a lot of fun’ (2008). Failing to apprehend the
difference between destroying the innocent fun of childhood and not wanting
children to witness racist images during an extracurricular event, the editor
concluded that the masquerade was amusing and should continue to be staged,
though he did concede that ‘Raheja and other Claremont parents angry about
the pageant can be forgiven for wanting their children to understand the
real story of North America’s colonization and conquest’. Timothy Lange, a
Seminole tribal member living in Los Angeles, replied to the editorial:

‘Forgiven’ for wanting their children and others to know the truth? Wow.
Are you arguing that there is no age-appropriate way of teaching young
children historical truth, and that therefore half-truths masquerading

as fun are proper substitutes? Your view that complaining parents are
‘oversensitive’ insults us Indians and all Americans who want our children
to understand history. We're lucky to live in a nation where we can observe
our past without being shackled to it. Presenting the original Thanksgiving
in its ironic context can be accomplished without harming 5-year-olds,

without making anybody feel guilty and without stealing anybody’s fun.’

Adding to the irony, the Los Angeles Times printed an article that contradicted
the editorial’s position on the opposite page. In it, historian Karl Jacoby
contends that the US Thanksgiving holiday as currently celebrated is a post-
Civil War fiction (2008). He also briefly details how the descendants of the

5  Letter to the editor, Los Angeles Times, available at: www.latimes.com/news/printedition/
asection/la-le-tuesday2-2008dec02,1,752092, full.story (accessed 2 Sep. 2013).
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Wampanoag present at the fabled ‘first Thanksgiving’ were executed, sold into
slavery and abused in the decades following. While there is much emphasis
placed on the comforting narrative of hospitality in celebrations of the pilgrims’
settlement, few Americans know the tragic fate of many Wampanoags and
other Indigenous people living in ‘New England’.

Although the principals at both schools eventually decided to forgo the
stereotypical costumes in favour of the children dressing in their respective
school t-shirts to visually emblematise encountering the ‘other’ (a decision
that would be reversed in subsequent years), some parents, as well as teachers,
dressed children (and in some cases, themselves) in costume. Some parents
even circulated flyers notifying others that costumes would be made available
to anyone who wanted them, and one parent, who identified herself as
Choctaw and whose son participated in the previous year’s event, claimed, ‘my
son was so proud. In his eyes, he thinks that’s what it looks like to be Indian’
(Mehta, 2008). This comment alarmed me most because it indicates the way
national propaganda predicated in part on Hollywood images stands in for
any modicum of truth when it comes to Native images, even for Native people
themselves.

My daughter attended school on the day of the event as a result of the
principals’ decision; however, when her father dropped her off at her classroom,
another parent, who had come to the school dressed in a fringed paper vest
and wearing red ‘war paint, accosted the kindergarteners and their parents
waiting outside the classroom door. She proceeded to perform a ‘war dance’
complete with ‘war whoops™ around the parents and children and then told
those gathered to ‘go to hell’. With no trace of irony, this individual threatened
five-year-olds and their parents with what amounted to a thinly veiled threat of
violence. As public pedagogy, this performance was intended to demonstrate
to the children assembled that Native Americans are racially inferior — they
don’t communicate using words, but through war whoops and the occasional
curse. In a perversion of Bakhtin’s notion of carnival, redfacing and other forms
of racial masquerade, with their attendant ‘anonymity’, were presented as
acceptable ways to act out violence against subordinate and/or resistant, non-
assimilationist groups that pose a threat to the discourse of white supremacy.

This parent engaged in a long-standing, contradictory practice of defining
US national identity (and ‘tradition’) both in opposition to and closely
identified with Native American culture. On the one hand, standard pedagogy
on American origins, from elementary school to college, begins with either
Columbus’s landfall in 1492 or the Pilgrim Fathers' disembarkation at
Plymouth Rock in 1620, conveniently eliding thousands of years of Indigenous
history and presence in the Americas. On the other, Americans have created a
national identity through appropriating fantastical revisions of Native history
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and culture. As Rayna Green argues, ‘one of the oldest and most pervasive
forms of American cultural expression, indeed one of the oldest forms of
affinity with American culture at the national level, is a “performance” I call
“playing Indian™ (1988, p. 30). The parent in redface exemplified this love/
hate relationship by performing a dance sequence patterned on Hollywood
films, while at the same time disavowing concerns expressed by parents that
this tradition promotes cultural and historical ignorance and stereotypes.

The elementary school found many imaginative and accurate ways of
teaching Martin Luther King Junior’s contributions to American society
and his experiences of racism without resorting to dressing children in
blackface. Surely there are equally creative and educational ways of helping
young students understand other equally fraught histories of the United
States. Dressing children up in stereotypical costumes rehearses traumatic
histories and underwrites models of colonial power and white supremacy. In
his study of numerous historical moments of playing Indian, Philip Deloria
writes, ‘From the very beginning, Indian-white relations and Indian play
itself have modelled a characteristically American kind of domination in
which the exercise of power was hidden, denied, qualified, or mourned. Not
surprisingly, Indian play proved a fitting way to negotiate social struggles
within white society that required an equally opaque vision of power’ (1999,
p. 187). In this fashion, elementary school Thanksgiving costume pageants
stage colonisation as accidental, and even welcomed; the emphasis on cordial
relations elides the specific history of the Wampanoag and other Indigenous
communities throughout the Americas in the wake of European invasion,
even while they provide the backdrop for white performances of power.

The contemporary pageants of Thanksgiving indicate that the US as a
nation has created, and is deeply invested in, comforting fantasies of racial
harmony that are underpinned by historical amnesia. If the dominant
culture continues to violently perpetuate and relentlessly support the
egregious stereotypes generated during Thanksgiving, by sports mascots, or
other forms of visual culture such as film, then there remains little room
for Native American self-representations to be visible. What happened at
my daughter’s school is not an isolated or anomalous incident. In 2006, an
Omaha parent who requested that her son’s San Francisco-area school not
perform Thanksgiving reenactments was also intimidated; in 2008, a young
Chumash man in Santa Barbara County received death threats and hate
mail for protesting about his high school’s stereotypical Indian mascot;® and
Wampanoag docents at the Plimoth Plantation historical site continue to

6 See the following news sources for information about these two events: Cholo (2002) and

Murillo (2009).
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be subjected to verbal insults and ignorance.” These cases illustrate why early
Native American cinematographers, performers and artists operated primarily
within the bounds of hegemonic discourses out of fear of violent reprisal, while
also subtly critiquing Indian images.

The experience of publishing a book about Native American images on the
eve of the Thanksgiving debacle helped me to elucidate the ways in which
Indigenous media might not be effective in terms of its public pedagogy in
a historically amnestic state. It is common knowledge that images of Native
Americans have deeply influenced settler colonial visual culture since at least
1492. From engravings depicting the putative cannibalism and savagery of
Indigenous peoples through the 16th and 17th centuries, to silent cinema and
Western films in the 20th century, to historical revisionist movies in the first
decade of the 21st century, Native Americans have been central to European
American colonial and nationalist fantasies.

Indigenous peoples have visually represented their own cultural practices for
thousands of years, and have also been depicting colonialism since the invasion
of their homelands. A growing transnational project of Indigenous film has
recently emerged that is geographically dispersed throughout the ‘Americas’ but
nevertheless politically linked and networked. The list of filmmakers engaged
in this project is far too lengthy to detail here. Igloolik Isuma, Shelley Niro,
Chris Eyre and Video in the Villages are perhaps the best-known examples
of individuals and collectives who challenge entrenched stereotypes about
Indigenous peoples and offer original, engaging and insightful representations
of historical and contemporary communities.

In thinking through the ‘afterlife’ of the images that have shaped
contemporary representations of Native Americans, I would like to investigate
what kind of impact, if any, this growing body of important, Indigenous-
authored work has had, particularly on the mass public in the United States
(since this is the primary site of my research). In other words, do these films
represent work that Yazzie would consider beneficial for Native Americans?
Native directors have been producing documentary and fiction films with
Indigenous content since the silent era, yet have the lived experiences of
these peoples improved as a result? And in what ways, if any, have settler/
colonial attitudes towards Indigenous peoples changed as a result of filmic self-
representations by Native artists? Concomitantly, we should ask what kind of

7 For a contemporary Wampanoag perspective on Thanksgiving and Indian costumes, see Fifis
(2008). According to that article, Linda Coombs and Paula Peters, Mashpee Wampanoag
docents at the reconstructed Plimoth Plantation and descendants of the Native Americans
whose homelands the Puritans colonised, regularly face the dominant culture’s ignorance
about their community. Peters states that visitors often remark, ‘T thought we killed all of
you’, and that staff constantly have to ask children not to come to the site dressed in Indian
costume.
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burden we place on Indigenous filmmakers by expecting them to undo the
racist imagery that has been in circulation for the past 500-plus years. To what
extent are Native filmmakers charged with the responsibility of representing
indigeneity in ways that engage Indigenous knowledges and how might this
be accomplished through non-conventional, tribally specific methods? And,
lastly, given the constraints Native filmmakers face in terms of content, form,
economic pressures and limited circulation, is it possible for their films to
change public opinion?

With the exception of Smoke Signals (1988), directed and coproduced by
the Cheyenne/Arapaho filmmaker Chris Eyre, documentary film has been the
most prevalent vehicle for offering Native perspectives to a wide spectatorship.
Such film performs a self-consciously pedagogic function, typically attempting
to educate its audience (usually assumed to be non-Native) about some aspect
of Native history or culture. Documentary cinema conventionally seeks to
present a social reality in order to compel the spectator to take a particular
action, whether that action spurs new forms of intellectual production or
political activism. According to Bill Nichols, this form of cinema operates as
a ‘vehicle[ ] of domination and conscience, power and knowledge, desire and
will’ (2001, p. 36). It is invested in representing a version of the world that
masquerades as the ‘real’, a generally sober, putatively objective vision of a
series of events or social issues.

Contemporary documentary films by Native filmmakers employ the
conventions of the genre to the same ends. Navajo filmmaker, activist, and
musician Klee Benally’s 2005 film 7he Snowbow! Effect, for example, documents
the desecration of the San Francisco Peaks, a mountain range in the Four
Corners area of the American Southwest that is sacred to over a dozen Native
communities. The film employs testimony by environmentalists, biologists and
Native activists to make a case against the expansion of the Snowbowl ski resort
and the use of wastewater to create snow, a process that the resort argues is
necessary as a result of global warming. This film describes a non-fictional series
of events by representing a particular constituency (accentuated by the fact that
Benally is personally involved in direct actions against the Snowbowl expansion
project) and by entreating the audience to take action against the project by
writing letters, screening the film, and occupying/blocking the new roads and
wastewater pipelines that the resort is building.

The five-part documentary series We Shall Remain (2009), also directed by
Chris Eyre and produced under the auspices of the US Public Broadcasting
System (PBS), is another important cultural and political achievement. Native
directors, producers, scholars and actors on every level were involved in the
series. It begins with an episode about the events surrounding the pilgrims’
invasion of Wampanoag homelands and ends with one on the FBI's 1973
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siege of Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reservation. We Shall Remain is
part of PBS’s ongoing and popular ‘American Experience’ series. It has very
high production values, the result of generous funding by philanthropic
organisations such as the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, the Ford
Foundation and the National Endowment for the Humanities. It has also
been endorsed by Native American Public Telecommunications, the National
Indian Education Association and Native Public Media. The PBS is a large,
institutional, fairly mainstream organisation that often offers watered-down,
politically empty content and whose intended audience is ‘viewers like you’,
a tagline that obscures the class, race, education level and age demographics
of its spectatorship. Yet, unlike most documentary makers working on Native
American subjects, the producers of We Shall Remain successfully collaborated
with Native filmmakers and community members on a project that is critical,
to some extent, of settler colonialism and of media representations that confine
Indigenous peoples to the past.

We Shall Remain’s most remarkable attributes, however, are probably
its holistic and comprehensive distribution and pedagogical strategies. The
episodes were screened on many local public broadcasting channels, so were
viewed by a broad-ranging and large spectatorship. Additionally, the PBS
website provides an opportunity to watch clips of the episodes in the series,
purchase the DVD collection and learn more about contemporary Native
history and culture through other multimedia projects. ‘Beyond Broadcast’,
a teacher’s guide to the project, features an interactive map detailing shoot
locations and communities featured in the episodes; a listing of We Shall
Remain initatives in different states involving Native community centres,
local libraries, museums and universities; and information about organisations
that support the work of the series. This link encourages viewers to become
involved more intimately and on a more sustained level with the issues raised
in the series. Most importantly, PBS creates a reciprocal relationship with
Native communities through two Indigenous-focused projects launched
from the We Shall Remain website. ‘ReelNative’ is a link that offers emerging
Native filmmakers, such as Keely Curliss, Michael David Little and Rebecca
Nelson, the opportunity to showcase their fiction shorts in a respected and
prestigious national venue. It also empowers viewers to tell their own stories
in an interactive format through local PBS affiliates. Additionally, the ‘Native
Now’ link features current news coverage and documentary film under three
critical rubrics: language, sovereignty and enterprise.

While PBS and Native and non-Native documentary filmmakers perform
admirable work attempting to educate a wide audience about historical and
contemporary Indigenous issues, there are a number of critical problems with
the documentary form in representing Native knowledges. These include
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the conventionality of the expository format with its presumed non-Native
audience; use of ‘expert’ testimony (often by a non-Native scholar) to explain,
interpret and mediate the ascribed alterity of the subject; and the lack of
suitable idioms and conventions within the confines of the genre for presenting
Indigenous epistemologies on Indigenous terms. For example, Benally in 7he
Snowbowl Effect foregrounds the environmental effects of using wastewater to
create snow within the various ecosystems in the fragile Four Corners area,
but also the more ephemeral, less scientifically visible or verifiable issue of the
sacred relationship many Native Americans have with specific cultural and
physical landscapes. The ‘land as church’ analogy works to some degree, but it
is nearly impossible to convey exactly what it means to think of land as sacred
in a conventional documentary format.

Series such as We Shall Remain are also limited in the cultural work they
do insofar as they always situate Native history and culture already within the
context of the US state, often within the discourses of ‘multiculturalism’ and
ethnic and racial ‘inclusion’. In this respect, the documentaries have fostered a
somewhat mistaken belief that Natives pine for recognition as Americans with
full civil and legal rights (a rhetoric often associated with African Americans,
Asian Americans, and Latina/os) rather than recognising the autochthony of
Native peoples with cultural practices, knowledges and sovereignty that pre-
existed the settler/colonial nation state. The We Shall Remain website describes
the series as ‘spanning three hundred years’ to ‘tell the story of pivotal moments
in US history from the Native American perspective’. Within the documentary
film tradition, Native history is rarely, if ever, conceived as a priori to the
founding of settler colonial states such as Canada, the US, Mexico and so
forth, and it is rarely, if ever, presented on Indigenous terms. In other words,
an Indigenous presence, when it is marked at all, appears somewhere on the
timeline of a settler/colonial history originating in 1492 that always privileges
a white perspective as the point of entry.

The constrictions of documentary as a form, and economic concerns within
the circuitry of marketing and funding, present challenges in representing the
complexities of Indigenous histories and cultures in critically engaged, nuanced
ways. The work of Arnait Video Productions, an Inuit women’s film collective
based in Nunavut, Canada, is a striking exception to conventional documentary
filmmaking traditions. For example, films such as Anaana (Mother) (2001), a
biopic about Vivi Kunuk, codirected by Mary Kunuk, her daughter, portray
traditional Inuit practices such as seal hunting (evocative of Nanook of the
North, the classic 1922 silent docudrama), but do so by acknowledging both
cultural continuity and change. The film opens with an Inuit family riding
snowmobiles to get to their summer camp. Later, the main protagonist, Vivi,
harpoons a seal with a hockey stick outfitted with a blade while displaying
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her keen — perhaps particularly Inuit — sense of scatological humour. The film
unapologetically offers up a view of contemporary Inuit culture through its
use of (subtitled) Inuktitut and its depiction of elements such as the ingesting
of raw meat — often associated with more primitive societies as Claude Lévi-
Strauss (1958) famously noted — and the playing out of gender relationships
that might be viewed by non-Inuit to be queer or atypical, all without the
mediation of ‘expert’ testimony, a conventional plot trajectory, or explanation
of much of the film’s content.

Fiction films present alternative ways of representing Indigenous history
and reaching a wider audience, as the case of Smoke Signals has proven.
Although much more costly to produce, they make possible more imaginative
renderings of Indigenous culture. I would argue that this genre is effective
at responding to Yazzie’s questions about the ‘work’ of filmmaking because
it has the potential to portray Native people as complicated characters and
can provide a point of entry for a more complex audience response by casting
Native issues within a broader emotional, cultural, physical and spiritual realm
than is usually presented within the more narrow concerns of documentary. For
example, Arnait’s best-known fiction film, Before Tomorrow (2008), dramatises
the poignant story of an Inuit grandmother and her grandson who starve to
death following a devastating smallpox epidemic in the early 19th century. The
story, narrated in Inuktitut, shot on location in Nunavik and involving intense
collaboration between the community and the production team, features long,
slow shots of the landscape that might not be interpreted as part of the plot
by spectators accustomed to Hollywood-style filmmaking. Before Tomorrow
also supplies precisely the kind of individual, personal story that would garner
sympathy and do the kind of work that the television series Roozs performed for
African Americans in the late 1970s and the various films based on 7he Diary of
Anne Frank did for Jewish people in personalising the Holocaust. Arnait’s films
employ what Steven Leuthold terms ‘indigenous aesthetics’ to narrate Inuit
history for both an Inuit and non-Inuit audience through the use of a specifically
Inuit plot, form and mode of production. ‘Indigenous aesthetics’, according to
Leuthold, ‘is primarily synthetic, involving a search for and appreciation of
the connections between categories of experience ... Continuity of expression
— whether its source is historical, religious, conceptual, generational, tribal, or
cosmological — is a central ingredient’ (1998, p. 190).

Fiction films that are more experimental in nature present even more
possibilities for representing Indigenous culture, notions of time and space,
ontologies and individual perspectives through an Indigenous aesthetic. One
film that exemplifies how experimentalism can be harnessed as a vehicle for
Indigenous aesthetics is Igloolik Isuma’s critically acclaimed feature Awnarjuat/
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The Fast Runner (2001). Like Anaana and Before Tomorrow, Atanarjuat
features Inuktitut dialogue and long, slow, seemingly non-diegetic shots of
the landscape. Its amateur actors do not conform to Hollywood standards of
beauty, there are very few action sequences, and some of the scenes, sub-plots
and Native humour might not ‘make sense’ to a non-Inuit spectator.

Some Indigenous filmmakers have utilised experimental cinematic
techniques in order to present Native knowledges on Native terms, often
through staging dream sequences, non-linear plots and oral narratives, as well
as by using animation. According to Edward Small, experimental film can be
defined as having one or more of the following five characteristics: a small
production crew; low or ultra-low budget; shorter length than a full feature
film (which makes them harder to broadcast on television, play in a Cineplex
or schedule for festivals); abstract imagery; and the tendency to subvert classical
cinematic storytelling through non-linear structure, unfamiliar plots, shocking
imagery and/or unusual camera angles (1995). Experimental film is particularly
effective because of its ability to convey a sense of Indigenous ‘feeling’ through
cinematic forms more suited to Native knowledges. For example, Chris Eyre’s
first film, Zenacity (1995), produced while he was a student at New York
University’s Tisch School of the Arts, is a short black-and-white production
that evokes the sense of imminent violence that plagues reservations. Shelley
Niro’s experimental film It Starts with a Whisper (1993) likewise creates a sense
of Indigenous ‘feeling’ in the opening sequence with its Mohawk language
voiceover and extreme close-up shots of Haudenosaunee beadwork and a camp
fire. Niro’s specific perspectives could not be achieved within the confines of
the documentary form. Her later film, Suite: Indian (2005), also highlights
Haudenosaunee representations of matriarchal relationships, prophecy,
cosmology and time, along with kinetic understandings of origin stories.
Experimental film (or experimental work in any artistic genre) is limited,
however, because it can be so unfamiliar to spectators that it is dismissed as
too strange or esoteric. This kind of film rarely reaches a wide audience because
of content and length and Indigenous filmmakers are hard-pressed to find
funding for work that is non-traditional and unlikely to generate revenue.

Electronic media has become an avenue for disseminating both documentary
and fiction film for Indigenous artists. Sites such as YouTube and RezKast
offer free content to spectators with an internet connection all over the globe,
making it possible for Indigenous filmmakers to provide self-representations
and other artistic content on their own terms. Electronic media also allow
Indigenous artists who can afford even the cheapest of video technologies to
work from their home community, instead of a studio in a metropolis. The
limitation of this form of media is that there is so much content on the web
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that it is hard to compete for an audience that has to sift through so many
videos. The Inuit production company Igloolik Isuma addressed this concern
by creating Isumatv, a television broadcast station tailored to address specifically
Indigenous concerns and thereby build Indigenous visual culture. IsumaTV
offers courses in Indigenous languages, truth and reconciliation interviews,
experimental shorts, media workshops and access to work by Indigenous
mediamakers in places ranging from Sapmi in northern Europe to Mapuche
territory in South America.

In addition, electronic media can provide a broad, transnational space for
conversations about issues of importance to Indigenous communities. The
Native American comedy group, the 1491s, for example, produces low-budget
shorts, public service announcements and music videos that address a full
range of Native concerns — from the devastating rates of sexual abuse of Native
women to the appropriation of Native imagery by corporations such as Urban
Outfitters. The group, composed of Dallas Goldtooth (Navajo/Lakota), Sterlin
Harjo (Seminole/Creek), Migizi Pensoneau (Ponca/Ojibwe), Ryan Red Corn
(Osage) and Bobby Wilson (Dakota), critique Hollywood representations of
Native people and, more importantly, how the latter have embraced stereotype
as ‘tradition’. The 14915 videos provide a kind of ‘virtual reservation’ that
invites spectators to engage critically with the images that are being screened.
They also open the possibility for the creation of video responses and off-screen
conversations about Indigenous issues for an audience that is much broader
and more diverse than that of film spectators.

Recently, the 1491s engaged in a video critique of ‘Indian’ spectacles by
releasing a ‘Halloween responsibly PSA’ (public service announcement)
featuring ‘Matt Kull, concerned white man’, a character who implores his
fellow white people not to wear Indian simulacra costumes such as those
created by school children for Thanksgiving and Halloween celebrations. Kull
calls the costumes a ‘disingenuous, culturally racist facade that reduces real
human beings to hypersexualized, turkey feather douche bags ... a cultural
skid mark on the underwear of America’. (The intertitles read: ‘Here are some
big words, I hope you read books and stuff’.) The 1491s conclude the video
by dressing Kull in blackface and an Afro wig, ostensibly demonstrating how
Indian costumes are just as offensive and racist