“Verbs that will story our bodies
into something more than missing”

Poetry, Presencing, and #MMIWG2S

MARY PANICCIA CARDEN

Abstract: Drawing on the work of Gerald Vizenor and Leanne Simpson, this
article examines poetry that addresses the contemporary crisis of missing
and murdered Indigenous women, girls, and two-spirit people. I argue that
#MMIWG2S poetry serves as a mode of “survivance”—a term Vizenor
coined to indicate Native strategies of cultural expression that “create an
active presence” in the face of colonial denial and erasure—and as a means
of “presencing”—a term Simpson uses to indicate methods of “center[ing]
and living Indigeneity” through “strategic, thoughtful processes” that
produce an Indigenous “present . . . that is fundamentally different than
the one settler colonialism creates” Making Indigenous women visible
on their own terms, #MMIWG2S poetry works to extract them from the
dehumanizing narratives of settler states. Because #MMIWG2S is in large
part an online movement, this article considers uses of social media to
disseminate poetry that claims and mourns the missing and murdered,
attributes responsibility for their loss to the systemic racism underpinning
occupying states, and proposes transformational modes of healing and
resistance based in Indigenous knowledge and cultural practice. Analyzing
poems by established writers including Marilyn Dumont, Karenne Wood,
and Gregory Scofield as well as work by emerging artists such as Tanaya
Winder, Helen Knott, and Sakihitowin Awasis, I find that #MMIWG2S
poetry interrogates colonial and contemporary treatment of Native women
as violable and disposable in ways that support and supplement parallel
grassroots efforts while also offering possibilities for creating empowered
Indigenous presents and resurgent futures.

Keywords: #MMIW, #MMIWG?2S, Indigenous poetry, social media, surviv-
ance, presencing
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Native American women are murdered at a rate roughly ten times the
US national average (Joseph 1). In Canada, Indigenous women are seven
times more likely to be murdered than other women; they accounted for
sixteen percent of female homicides reported between 1980 and 2012,
despite constituting only four percent of the female population (Royal
Canadian Mounted Police). Eighty-four percent of Native American
women experience violence in their lifetimes; close to one in three are
raped (Rosay 2; Sovereign Bodies Institute and Brave Heart Society).
And they go missing with stunning, if largely overlooked frequency.
In 2016, the US National Crime Information Center reported that of
the more than 5,700 reports of missing Native women and girls, only
116 were recorded in the federal missing persons database (Lucchesi
and Echo-Hawk 2). Canadian authorities paid scant attention to the
more than forty Indigenous women who have disappeared along the
“Highway of Tears” in British Columbia since the early 1970s until a
white woman went missing in 2002 (Doenmez 116). As Cree scholar
Robyn Bourgeois remarks, “While violence against Indigenous peoples
is central” to the existence of settler colonial nations such as the US and
Canada, “so too is the denial and erasure of this violence” (68).!

In the twenty-first century, however, family members of vanished
women, together with grassroots organizations, Indigenous communi-
ties, tribal coalitions, and individual activists, writers, and artists, have
been leveraging the power of social media to make the crisis of violence
against Indigenous women undeniably visible. This article approaches
the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women movement (#MMIW)
from a literary perspective, focusing on poetry that supports and sup-
plements grassroots efforts to extract Indigenous women from the de-
humanizing and deadly narratives of settler states and to redefine them
on their own terms. Because #MMIW has a substantial online compo-
nent, this article also considers the role of social media in circulating
poetry that claims and mourns the missing and murdered, attributes
responsibility for their loss to the systemic racism underpinning occu-
pying states, and proposes transformational modes of healing and resis-
tance based in Indigenous knowledge and cultural practice.
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#NATIVETWITTER: MMIW AND SOCIAL MEDIA

“We live in a / world that tries to steal spirits each day; they
steal ours by taking us away.”

—Tanaya Winder, “Love Lessons in a Time of Settler Colonialism”

Although the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women movement
emerged as a global online phenomenon in the mid-2010s, Indigenous
women have long been fighting for justice and demanding accountability
from settler governments. For example, the Native Women’s Association
of Canada (NWAC) formed in 1974 with the goal to “enhance, promote
and foster the social, economic, cultural and political well-being of
Indigenous women within their respective communities and Canada
societies” (https://nwac.ca/). The group submitted reports to the United
Nations, petitioned the Canadian government to stop violence against
Indigenous women, and in 2004 initiated its Sisters in Spirit campaign,
aimed at raising awareness of this crisis and increasing funding to
combat it. In the 1990s, Indigenous women’s groups in the impoverished
Downtown Eastside of Vancouver—where over sixty women have been
reported missing since 1983—began holding an annual Valentines
Day Women's Memorial March to honor their murdered and missing
friends and neighbors and to bring their community’s crisis into wider
public view (Culhane 593-94). Organizations including the Aboriginal
Women’s Action Network and Women Walking Together formed to
counter the indifference of local and national authorities, to address
related social justice issues faced by Indigenous communities, and to
support the families of murdered and missing women (Okemaysim-
Sicotte, Gingell, and Bouvier 253).> Art instillations—such as Walking
with Our Sisters and the REDress Project—and documentaries—such
as Finding Dawn (2006) and Go Home Baby Girl (2005)—were created
to remember and bring attention to them; rallies, runs, ceremonies, and
vigils were held to honor them and to demand action on their behalf.?
As advocacy related to this crisis developed, it expanded to encompass
other vulnerable Indigenous populations including girls and two-spirit
people—hence the use of #MMIWG2S in this article.*
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This grassroots movement, together with scathing reports gener-
ated by the NWAC and Amnesty International, forced the Canadian
government to launch a national inquiry in 2016; its 2019 Final Report,
which characterized the violence directed against Indigenous women as
genocidal, contained over two hundred Calls for Justice directed at gov-
ernment entities and other institutions.” While there has been no such
national reckoning in the United States, two significant pieces of legis-
lation addressing the MMIW crisis, Savanna’s Act, and the Not Invisible
Act, were signed into law in 2020. This legislation clarifies the responsi-
bilities of tribal, state, and federal agencies in cases of missing and mur-
dered Indigenous people; improves communication, reporting, and data
collection protocols; and mandates the establishment of a Commission
dedicated to reducing violence against American Indians and Native
Alaskans. In 2021, the first Native American Secretary of the Interior,
Deb Haaland (Pueblo of Laguna), instituted the Missing & Murdered
Unit within the Bureau of Indian Affairs Office of Justice Services.®

Online activism played a large part in driving these advances. During
the Canadian national inquiry, for example, tweets with the hashtags
#MMIW and #MMIWG were produced by 55,400 individual users and
seen by 156.1 million people (Moeke-Pickering, Cote-Meek, and Pegoraro
59).7 Social media researchers describe these Twitter users as “change
makers and educators” who altered discourses on Indigenous issues and
counteracted the overwhelmingly negative portrayals of Indigenous
people dominating Canadian media; they characterize Twitter itself not
only as “a rallying space for activism” against racialized and gendered
violence but also as a site for “Indigenous self-determination” (Moeke-
Pickering, Cote-Meek, and Pegoraro 58). Social media campaigns such
as #DragtheRed and #AmINext—launched in response to the 2014
disappearance and death of Tina Fontaine (Sagkeeng First Nation) and
murder of Loretta Saunders (Inuit)—put human faces on MMIW and
framed the crisis from Indigenous perspectives.

#MMIWG:2S tweets can generate hundreds of thousands of views
every few hours, as users seek help finding loved ones, announce
#MMIWG2S activities, and promote awareness campaigns (Smith-
Morris). As of November 2022, the Facebook page of Missing and
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Murdered Indigenous Women USA had 158,880 followers and the
NWAC’s page had over 59,000; these numbers continue to grow by the
week. Advocacy groups with a substantial online presence, including
the NWAC, Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women USA, and the
National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center, offer important services
to tribal communities, function as information repositories, and provide
much-needed resources for survivors and victims’ families. The National
Indigenous Women’s Resource Center is listed first in the “Resources for
Victims and Survivors” section of the 2016 National Institute of Justice
Research Report Violence Against American Indian and Alaska Native
Women and Men, the first major US federal report to examine this crisis
(Rosay). Notably, the title of the Not Invisible Act was inspired by a
social media campaign and hashtag launched by North Dakota Senator
Heidi Heitkamp to accompany the introduction of Savanna’s Act in 2017
(Shilling).

#MMIWG:2S is decentralized and diverse, but it seems reasonable
to assume a level of general agreement with the desire frequently
articulated by associated organizations, groups, and individuals to end
violence against Indigenous women by advocating for and upholding
their sovereignty. In the US, the Sovereign Bodies Institute and the
Brave Heart Society, collaborators on Zuya Winyan Wicayuonihan/
Honoring Warrior Women: A Study on Missing & Murdered Indigenous
Women and Girls in States Impacted by the Keystone XL Pipeline,
pledge to “stand with all nations and communities . . . fighting to
protect the sacred—women, children, homelands, and lifeways”
Other organizations’ missions include “bringing [the] missing home,”
“helping the families of the murdered cope,” and “eradicat[ing] this
problem so that future generations thrive” (https://mmiwusa.org/).
Groups and individuals using #MMIWG2S and related hashtags—such
as #NoMoreStolenSisters, #NativeTwitter, #ThoseWhoTakeUsAway,
#WhyWeWearRed, and #NotInvisible—seek to make the general public
aware of this ongoing crisis, to end the “oppression and subjugation
of Native women,” and to “dismantle barriers through storytelling and
impactful programs to bring healing and inspire hope” (https://www
.nativehope.org/).
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#NOTINVISIBLE: POETRY AND PRESENCING

“Let us poem a place where you cannot erase us into white
space”
—Tanaya Winder, “Missing More Than a Word”

#MMIWG2S poets share these aims and pursue them in multiple ways.
They have in common their determination to confront readers with the
contemporary crisis of murdered and missing Indigenous women and
to demonstrate the culpability of settler nations. Monacan poet Karenne
Wood wrote “Abracadabra, an Abecedarian” in response to the Clinton
Foundations 2015 International Women’s Day “Not There” campaign,
which erased women from billboards and magazine covers in order
to demonstrate that they “have not yet achieved / gender equity” (21).
Wood visited “not-there.org and saw its flashy graphics,” but did not
dwell on “how women are not-there-yet, metaphorically”; instead, she

just thought about women who are really not there,
women and girls who
keep disappearing (not from magazines,
who don’t make news in Manhattan)
like they’ve evaporated, like illusions, hundreds in Juarez,
twelve hundred
missing and murdered Native women across Canada.
The hands of men.

Now you see her. Not. Not-there. Not here, either,
or anywhere. (21)*

Having not been removed through the magic of Photoshop as a
convenient statement for the day, these disappeared women are
irretrievably “not” “Abracadabra” forces into view the “international”
negation of Indigenous women, the reduction of their lives to “a lonely
mandible, maxilla, fibula, or/ ulna,” “or a bagged body . . . dragged from
the river” (21). Making their invisibility visible, Wood also makes visible
settler culture’s self-reflexivity, its failure to perceive its own self-created
privilege, much less its concomitant erasure of Indigenous women. “Is
this the/ value we permit a woman’s life to have (or not-have),” Wood
demands, “a global idea of her as disposable parts?” (21). Her poem
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argues that without a reckoning with the structures and systems that
render Indigenous women “disposable,” gestures like International
Women’s Day are not just meaningless, but stunningly insulting to
Indigenous women and their communities.

To produce such a reckoning, Indigenous poets are lifting their
voices to protest, to remember those who have been lost, and to speak
on behalf of their communities and tribal traditions. The work of
many #MMIWG:2S writers acknowledges the difficulties and dangers
of making themselves heard in settler nations while simultaneously
embracing the restorative and transformational potential of Indigenous
womens voices. When Southern Ute/Duckwater Shoshone/Pyramid
Lake Pajute poet Tanaya Winder’s “tongue stumbles over its colonized
self,” she nevertheless perseveres in “want[ing] to tell the story/ about
the songs [her grandmother] still sing[s] softly” (“Extraction” lines 43,
46-47). And in “Love Lessons in a Time of Settler Colonialism,” she
declares that even as “colonialism’s bullet sits cocked // waiting behind a
finger on a trigger,” Indigenous women “speak and sing for survival. We
carve out in / lines” “lessons we've carried throughout time” (lines 12—
14, 15). Winder’s stories and lines function as a means of “survivance,”
a term Gerald Vizenor, an Anishinaabe writer and scholar, uses to
indicate Native strategies of cultural expression that “create an active
presence” in the face of colonial and neocolonial erasure (1). Survivance,
he explains, rises beyond “mere reaction” and “instincts of survival,
function, or subsistence” to ensure “the continuation of stories” (17, 1).
Acts of Native narrative survivance refute notions of historical past-
ness, resist versions of reality shaped by Anglo-European institutions,
and rewrite narratives that represent Indigenous peoples as vanquished
and vanishing. The work of #MMIWG2S poets continues and extends
a tradition of narrative survivance in which Native writers have been
engaged for generations, “active[ly] resist[ing] and repudiat[ing]” the
silence and invisibility enforced by settler colonial domination (Vizenor
11) and affirming the strength and worth of Native values and Native
peoples.’

Compelling elements of Native narrative survivance as conceptualized
by Vizenor can be discerned in the work of Muscogee writer and
former US Poet Laureate Joy Harjo. Poems such as “Remember,’
“Anchorage,” “New Orleans,” “Original Memory, and “Deer Dancer”
represent storytelling, ancestral lifeways, and “myth[s] slipped down
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through dreamtime” (“Deer Dancer” 6) as bulwarks against colonial
diminishment. Her 1990 poem “For Anna Mae Pictou Aquash, Whose
Spirit Is Present Here and in the Dappled Stars” stands as an important
precursor to much of the #MMIWG2S poetry considered in this article.
Addressing Anna Mae, a Micmac woman and member of the American
Indian Movement found murdered on the Pine Ridge Reservation in
South Dakota in 1976, as “the shimmering young woman/ who found
her voice, / when you were warned to be silent, or have your body cut
away / from you like an elegant weed” (7), Harjo's speaker recalls “how
the wind howled and pulled everything down / in righteous anger”
when she heard of her death (8). The poem culminates in a gathering
of women, a “we” who “understood wordlessly / the ripe meaning of
[Anna Mae’s] murder” in 1976, but “ten years later” “have just begun to
touch / the dazzling whirlwind of our anger” (8). This emergent anger,
coupled with a dawning perception of “the amazed world the ghost
dancers / entered / crazily, beautifully” (8), suggests the beginning of
a survivance-based communal response to MMIW, one no longer
“wordless” and one that renounces “dominance, detractions, obtrusion,
the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, and the legacy of victimry”
(Vizenor 1). Instead, “For Anna Mae Pictou Aquash,” subtitled “For we
remember the story and must tell it again so we may all live” (7), creates
active presence through telling stories, marshalling anger, embracing
cultural tradition, and attending to the spirits of the lost “in the dappled
stars” as they “prance and lope like colored horses who stay with us/
through the streets of these steely cities” (7).

The title of this article comes from Winder’s 2018 poem “Missing
More Than a Word,” which begins with this question: “what are the
words I do not yet have—// verbs that will story our bodies into some-
thing more/ than missing, more than squaw or lost, beyond statistics”
(lines 1-3). Her question echoes one asked forty-one years earlier by
the African American lesbian feminist poet and essayist Audre Lorde:
“What are the words you do not yet have? What do you need to say?
What are the tyrannies you swallow day by day and . . . make your own,
until you . . . sicken and die of them, still in silence?” (41). Winder’s
answer— “Let us poem a place where you cannot erase us into white
space” (“Missing” 18)—articulates the #MMIWG2S movement’s de-
termined refusal of the tyranny of silence. Making “poem” a verb that
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holds off the obliterating force of “white space,” Winder calls for a po-
etry of presence that prevents the relegation of Indigenous women to
“vanishing lines in history books,” rendered as reductive “squaw” carica-
tures or as abstract “statistics” void of blood and breath (10).1° The affir-
mative “poeming” she advocates aligns with Vizenor’s “active presence”
and with the “presencing” (italics added) urged by Nishnaabeg writer
and theorist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson. For Simpson, “presenc-
ing” means “center[ing]” and living “Indigeneity” through “strategic,
thoughtful processes” in the here and now that produce an Indigenous
“present . . . that is fundamentally different than the one settler colonial-
ism creates” (As We Have Always Done 20, 48).

Presencing happens in various modes and contexts, including in art.
Drawing on Jarrett Martineau’s (Cree/Dene) concept of “affirmative re-
fusal”—or the “refusing of forms of visibility within settler colonial re-
alities that render the Indigenous vulnerable to commodification and
control”—Simpson points to artistic presencing practices that disrupt
“colonialism’s signal” through “deliberate act[s] of turning away from
the colonial state” (As We Have Always Done 198-99). These creative acts
of turning away, she argues, build alternatives to settler colonialisn’s re-
pressive structures and deflect its dehumanizing gaze (199). Composing,
sharing, and performing poems, Indigenous people not only assert their
full humanity where it has been ignored or effaced, but deploy words
and images to “bind people together with imagination, courage, and
integrity” (Matheson 114, 115). They express Indigenous experience in
Indigenous terms, undermining the hegemony of occupying states and
offering alternatives to its versions of reality. When Winder urges oth-
ers to “story” Indigenous women’s “bodies into something more than
missing,” she presents poetry as an act of presencing and a means of sur-
vivance, and thus as a powerful tool for #MMIWG2S, itself a uniquely
powerful movement—at once global and local, searingly personal and
imbued with the potential for limitless outreach and creation of human
community.

A 2017 collection of poetry, art, stories, and personal narrative en-
titled #Not Your Princess: Voices of Native American Women identifies
social media as a key site for twenty-first-century presencing, observing
that on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, Indigenous people reach “out
across all the nations, building community and awareness,” empower-
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ing themselves and others to “take action, take notice, or take a stand”
(Charleyboy and Letherdale 86). Every day, in a multitude of different
ways, Indigenous users and their allies create socially and politically
aware #MMIWG2S art. In 2021, TikTok users created content using the
original song “Remember Me,” posted with # MMIW-related hashtags to
promote awareness and advocate for change." A quick scan of YouTube
reveals multiple performances of #MMIWG2S-associated songs and
poems—some by poets discussed in this article, some set to music, some
recited in classrooms, some part of poetry slams, some accompanied by
informational videos.” Videos of live poetry performances appear on
the Facebook page of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women USA,
and a For Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women Facebook page fa-

» «

cilitates an “ever-evolving” “collaborative poem” in honor of those who
have been lost.”

Established and emerging Indigenous poets have participated in
remaking social media as a site of Indigenous self-determination,
empowerment, education, and community-building. Winder posts
excerpts from her poems on her website and on Facebook and Twitter;
she utilizes her positions as an educator, writer, and vocalist, as well
as founder of the Dream Warriors management company, to organize
#MMIWG2S events and to encourage new generations of Indigenous
artists to make their voices heard (Russell). Joanne Arnott (Métis),
Gregory Scofield (Métis), Helen Knott (Dane Zaa/Cree), and Tasha
Spillet (Cree) use their personal websites, Facebook pages, and Twitter
feeds to share their creative work, to advocate for justice for missing and
murdered women, and to promote related causes. Spoken word artists
Knott and Sakihitowin Awasis (Michif/ Anishinaabe) mix poetry with
video and multimodal and hip-hop genres, reaching readers/viewers/
listeners across multiple platforms.

One of the better-known texts circulating online is Métis poet

Gregory Scofield’s “She Is Spitting a Mouthful of Stars (nikdwis song)?
The poem re-presences Scofield’s aunt, who was murdered in 1998:

She is spitting a mouthful of stars
She is laughing more than the men who beat her
She is ten horses breaking open the day
She is new to her bones
She is holy in the dust
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She is spitting a mouthful of stars
She is singing louder than the men who raped her
She is waking beyond the Milky Way
She is new to her breath

She is sacred in this breathing (76)"

Scofield’s use of present participles and strong, active descriptors
makes his aunt vitally present, imbued with agency, energy, and power.
The statement “she is spitting a mouthful of stars,” which appears at
the beginning of each of the poem’s four stanzas, both evokes the
violence she suffered and attests to her enduring light, poeming her
into something more than missing. Describing his aunt as “ten horses
breaking open the day” and as “folding clouds in her movement,” as
“holding the light more than those who despised her” and “laughing
more than those who shamed her” (76), Scofields poem enacts
survivance by extracting her from the abject categories of identity into
which settler culture disappeared her and integrating her into the life-
giving cosmos. “She Is Spitting a Mouthful of Stars” can be found across
social media platforms, sometimes as text, but more often as an audio
file, which enables a fuller experience of the poem as song—the chant-
like cadence, rhythmic repetitions, and parallel structures that convey
what Scofield has described as a healing and honoring of his aunt and
of all the Indigenous women “who have been taken through violence,
through racism, through sexism,” “a ceremony of their resilience and
their resistance” (qtd. in Rehagen).”

“Colonization has been choking // us for generations”

—Tanaya Winder, “Love Lessons in a Time of Settler Colonialism”

Other poems that claim and mourn murdered Indigenous women more
directly call settler states to account for “deprecat[ing]” their “blood”
(General 287) and for sitting idly by as their lives are “carelessly” taken
in “death[s] that should have out-/ raged a nation” (Emmerson 282).
Like social and political activists, #MMIWG2S poets demand action
by, in Yaqui critic Elizabeth Archuletas words, “nam[ing] the enemy,
resist[ing] [the enemy], and critically examin[ing] the ideological
forces that have sustained [the enemy]” (93). They vividly illustrate for
readers the colonial nature of the contemporary MMIW crisis. “Some
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cracks were built just for us to fall through,” Winder observes in “Love
Lessons in a Time of Settler Colonialism,” equating the “steal[ing]”
of Indigenous women in the present with thefts of the past (lines 1,
2): “From Industrial Schools to forced assimilation, genocide means
removal of those who birth nations /—our living threatens. Colonization
has been choking // us for generations” (3-5). Connecting the murders
of contemporary Indigenous women to the entrenched social, political,
and economic structures of occupying nations, these poets counter state
authorities’ characterizations of crimes against them as isolated acts,
disassociated from the foundational racism of settler colonial culture.
Instead, drawing on poetry’s capacity to evoke and to create presence,
they chart a path through the discursive smoke and mirrors that have
served to “invisibilize” settler colonialism as “a contemporary social
order” (Arvin, Tuck, and Morrill 13) and thus to disavow its genocidal
aims and outcomes.

Bay of Quinte Mohawk writer Beth Brant’s 1989 poem “Telling” antic-
ipates #MMIWG2S’s indictment of settler systems in an “obscene night-
mare” about Helen Betty Osborne, a nineteen-year-old Cree woman
murdered in 1971 in Manitoba:

Stabbed fifty-six times with a screwdriver to keep the secrets of
whitemen.
Betty, your crime was being a woman, an Indian. Your punishment,
mutilation and death.

The town kept the secret of who killed you.
Seventeen years before the names were said out loud.
They keep secrets to protect whitemen.

Who do I protect with the secrets given me?

My pen is a knife.

I carve the letters BET T Y O S B O RN E on this yellow page.
Surely the paper must bleed from your name.

Why doesn't it bleed for you, my throwaway sister? (13)

Situating the “last secrets” of Osborne’s life beside the secrets of
Indigenous children whose suffering her speaker witnesses in the
narrative present (13), Brant represents her murder and the subsequent
silence of the town as emblematic of settler cultures that have long
denigrated “Indians” as “throwaway” people (13). Asking “what good is
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a poet” “if [she] can’t fashion [words] into / tools or weapons to change
our lives?” (14; italics in original), Brant reveals Indigenous lives and
deaths as “secrets” the settler state would prefer to remain unspoken,
outside the realities it recognizes and is accountable to and for.

In Violence Against Indigenous Women: Literature, Activism,
Resistance, Allison Hargreaves suggests that Osborne’s murder holds
a kind of “archetypal power” (76) in the #MMIWG2S movement
at least in part because it reveals explicit cause/effect relationships
between systemic racism and the disappearances of Indigenous women.
Osborne’s murder appears as the first case study in the 2004 Amnesty
International report Stolen Sisters, which together with the NWAC’s
Sisters in Spirit campaign, propelled the upswell of protest and demand
for accountability that finally led to the national inquiry in 2016. The
case study tracks her cause of death beyond the four white men who
kidnapped, raped, and murdered her to the “assimilationist polic[ies]
that forced her to pursue her education” far from home and to the racism
of Canadian institutions, evident in the lackluster effort to identify and
punish her killers (Hargreaves 77, 78). Linking the violence directed
against Indigenous women and girls to structural racism in Canada, the
Amnesty International report asserts that “Betty Osborne would be alive
today had she not been an Aboriginal woman” (22). In “Telling,” Brant
reaches the same conclusion, attributing responsibility for Osborne’s
brutal murder to the settler colonial nation founded on the assumption
that white men’s lives deserve recognition and preservation in ways
Indigenous women’s do not.'

Like Brant’s “Telling” Marilyn Dumont’s (Cree/Métis) 1996 poem
“Helen Betty Osborne” identifies her murder as the direct result of the
Canadian erasure of Indigenous women as full human beings. Also
reminiscent of Brant, who claims Osborne as her “sister; Dumont’s
poem constructs an expansive “relational framework” (Hargreaves 86)
that connects Osborne to other Indigenous women. It begins by estab-
lishing Dumont’s personal identification with Osborne:

Betty, if I set out to write this poem about you
it might turn out instead
to be about me
or any one of

Carden: “Verbs that will story our bodies”

167



168

my female relatives
it might turn out to be
about this young native girl
growing up in rural Alberta
in a town with fewer Indians
than ideas about Indians,

in a town just south of the ‘Aryan Nations’ (36)

Dumont, who grew up “in rural Alberta,” was born three years after
Osborne, and, as her reference to the Aryan Nations suggests, is also
at risk in a settler nation in which open, organized white supremacy
thrives. Of course, the poem goes on to observe, the nation was built
on white supremacy. Not only could Dumont’s poem be about herself
and her “female relatives” in the contemporary moment, it could also
be about her more distant maternal ancestors in a broader historical
context: it “might even turn out to be/ about our grandmothers, /
beasts of burden in the fur trade,” perceived and treated by white male
colonial workers as “bits-of-brown” to be used and “left behind for
‘British Standards of Womanhood™ (36). Pointing to the widespread
exploitation of Indigenous women by white men for labor and for
sexual gratification, the poem insists on the ease with which they
were devalued as human beings, thrown aside and “left here in this
wilderness, this colony” (36). Substituting “left here” for “left behind”
and specifying “here” as “this colony,” Dumont stresses the constitutive
function of the abuse of Indigenous women in the formation of Canada,
the “here” shared by the women inhabiting the web of relationships the
poem weaves around Osborne.

Hargreaves has pointed out that “bits-of-brown” was language coined
by early nineteenth-century Hudson’s Bay Company officials to describe
the Indigenous women employees took as “country wives” and whom
the company encouraged its workers to use “in forging economic ties
with ‘the savages™ (90, 91). Inserting this term into her poem, Dumont
stresses Osborne’s membership in a group long represented as sub-
“standard,” un-marked as human. Dumont drives this point home with
her final suggestion that the poem “might be about the ‘townsfolk
(gentle word) . . . who ‘believed native girls were easy” (37). This racist
stereotype, the poem argues, effectively declared “open season’ on
native women” (36). It ended Osborne’s “young and hopeful” life (37),
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as she was, like her grandmothers before her, used and discarded at the
whim of white men. The disjuncture between the supposed “gentleness”
of Canadian “townsfolk” and the dehumanizing brutality condoned
by their “ideas about Indians” demands recognition that violence in
the contemporary moment is inextricably bound up in longstanding
settler colonial attitudes toward Native women as subhuman, as sexually
available “bits-of-brown."”

The work of contemporary Indigenous poets holds settler nations
responsible for the enduring structures of colonial oppression they
created and continue to enforce. “If I go missing,” Sakihitowin Awasis
(Michif/Anishinaabe) observes in her poem of the same name published
in the zine Atrocities Against Indigenous Canadians For Dummies,
“they’ll put a mugshot on the news” and “look to” Edward S. Curtis
(that famous early twentieth-century photographer of Indians) for
“clues” that “reproduc[e] white supremacy” and “ongoing indigo Indian
war blues” (lines 1, 2, 4, 5). Curtis’s images—of stoic, opaque, exotic
Indians, rendered in the sepia tones of the distant and irretrievable
past—would reassure settler viewers that despite apparent progress on
the surface of society (the poem notes the presence of an Indigenous
woman in Canadian Parliament), Indians are still safely “other” and
settler hegemony remains firmly intact. In her poem “indians,” Métis
writer Katherena Vermette, whose brother was missing for six months
before being found dead in 1991, describes the pernicious stereotypes
and “othering” assumptions through which contemporary Canadian
institutions view Indigenous people:

indians go missing
they tell the family
indians go missing
everyday
blue suits shrug
no sense looking
they said
he’ll turn up when
he gets bored

or broke (90)

Blaming deaths and disappearances on “indians get[ting] drunk” and
“do[ing] stupid things” (90), not only do authorities reduce entire
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groups of diverse peoples to caricatures, they negate their disappear-
ances and deaths as expected and self-inflicted, unworthy of attention,
care, or justice.

Cherokee poet Kim Shuck, named Poet Laureate of San Francisco
in 2017, indicts US “ideas about Indians” in poems she composed and
posted on Facebook in 2018—a poem a day for fifty days. Later col-
lected in her chapbook Murdered Missing, Shuck’s poems “put words” to
the “confusions and pains” she endured after the death of her daughter
in 2012. Her poetry “mourn(s] [her] personal losses and those of oth-
ers” (58) while also identifying the settler colonial nation itself as their
“leading cause of death” (11). In fact, she refuses to separate colonial and
contemporary contexts; “colonial times are now;” she writes, with “vi-
olence / keeping every one of us / in a state of fear” and “execution / a
daily possibility” (30). In “the new world fantasy,” Shuck observes, “ev-
ery one of us is / missing” (27). Her “Day 36” poem asks:

How many ways are we
Other?
Each body a village under siege
Not classified as dead or
Taken but

Undetermined (43)

The discursive violence of erasure that both precedes and follows phys-
ical violence against Indigenous people, her poetry insists, continues to
carry out the work of “the new world fantasy” that shapes the state’s in-
teractions with Indigenous peoples.

Shuck’s poetry calls out the victim blaming deployed by settler sys-
tems as a means of absolving themselves of responsibility for five hun-
dred years of creating the conditions that endanger Indigenous women,
then representing their “disappearance[s]” as a matter of “choice” (11).
“Should not be hitch hiking;” the censorious voices of police intone in
“Day 5” (11), a poem that de-invisibilizes the discriminatory and un-
equal structures—the “regimes of disappearance”—that put Indigenous
women at perpetual risk. Judith Goode and Jeff Maskovsky (2001) use
the term “regime of disappearance” to define “a neo-liberal mode of gov-
ernance that selectively marginalizes and/or erases categories of people
through strategies of representation that include silences, blind spots,
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and displacements that have both material and symbolic effects” (Cul-
hane 595). The bereaved mother in Shuck’s “Day 5” expresses it this way:
“To afford a car we need to work/ No work in town/ No public tran-
sit” (12). Such conditions left this woman’s daughter with no choice but
to hitchhike on the Highway of Tears. Such conditions effectively “tar-
get” Indigenous women “as acceptable loss” (9) by ensuring they remain
without options or opportunities, exposed to violence and exploitation.

Shuck is clear that the victim blaming utilized to deflect accountabil-
ity for the crisis of violence against Indigenous women reaches well be-
yond the systemic marginalization that keeps their communities with-
out resources or representation. “Day 2” invokes the murder of Cindy
Gladue, a Cree woman killed in 2011 in Edmonton by a man who hired
her for sex. “Blamed for her own death,” she was “made . . . inhuman”
when her preserved vagina (site of the wound that killed her) was dis-
played “to the court” In public discourse on her case, it was

Her lifestyle
Her identity at fault
As if the murder were a logical conclusion
As if her attacker had no choice
As if we were provocation in skin
Another acceptable sacrifice (8)

The poem indicts the supposition, glaringly visible at the trial of
Gladue’s murderer, that Indigenous women who resort to prostitution
cede all claim not only to bodily integrity but to full humanity (even
more so than in the standing colonial hierarchy), and are thus violable
and disposable (Razack 290, 294). Missing Murdered protests the ways
in which settler colonial law, as Sherene Razack has shown, “participates
in [Indigenous women’s] gendered disposability through the creation of
legal gray zones where sexualized violence is permitted” (299). Shuck’s
“Day 48” takes on occupying states” sexualization and criminalization of
Indigenous women from the perspective of a grieving mother:

He sat there and said to me
“Her attacker probably thought she was a prostitute”
I let that comment sit between us for a moment
Then said
Why would he have thought that?
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She wasn’t
He blinked
I continued,
“Is being stabbed fifty times the penalty for turning
tricks these days?” (55)

While this speaker’s questions go unanswered by the “he” who speaks
for the state, the poem supplies the motive both for a beloved daughter’s
murder and for the callous (non)response of the US justice system: the
ingrained racism and sexism manifested in the settler assumption that
Indigenous women invite violation and deserve death.

This damaging notion of Indigenous expendability, #MMIWG2S po-
ets show, infuses the colonial systems that surround them. In “One in
Three or Four” (one estimate of the number of Native American women
who suffer rape in their lifetimes), Wood points to the “continuum of
violence” Indigenous people endure “at the hands of government sys-
tems” and the “intimate sites of colonialism” that infiltrate their daily
lives (Livingston and Hunt 49, 50). The poem cites “sisters” lost “when
soldiers came” and “mothers imprisoned among guards,” together with
innumerable “aunties grandmas daughters sons,”

one who was tied and one who tried
to scream, one whose husband watched,
one violated time after time, one torn
apart, who called the police who
did not call her back, who went to
the clinic where there were no Kits,
who numbed her shame with drugs,
who could not drink enough to forget,
who took her life, who believed she
was an object, who said nothing, who
knew no one was there and that no one
would ever be there (20)

The poem’s litany of violence points to the social, economic, and legal
systems behind the appalling #MMIWGa2S statistics, highlighting in its
list of abuses the blindness, indifference, and scarcities of the institutions
charged with serving Indigenous people and with redressing historical
and contemporary wrongs against them. Enjambed lines and relentless
piling up of “ones” and “whos” suffering unimaginable pain imbue the
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poem with a sense of urgency and compel readers to confront the sys-
temic lacks, distortions, and violations that settler colonial hegemony
imposes on Indigenous people. Vermette’s “I Am a North End Girl,
subtitled “verses in many voices, homes in on the unchanging poverty
and violence structuring the lives of Indigenous women in Winnipeg,
the generational traumas and systemic deprivations that leave “everyone
from my daughter to/ my grandmother struggl[ing]” and “scrimp[ing]”
but still with “barely . . . enough to save her soul” (101).

The poetry of Wood, Shuck, Vermette, and Awasis conveys insights
similar to those articulated by scholars and theorists including Bourgeois
and Razack, and by Eve Tuck (Unangax), Sarah Deer (Muscogee),
Emma LaRocque (Cree/Métis), Sarah Hunt (Kwakwakawakw), and
Kim Anderson (Cree/Métis), who have shown how settler cultures
dehumanize Indigenous women, erecting the pervasive and enduring
frameworks through which they appear less-than, unworthy of the
dignity and respect afforded other human beings.”® Addressing settler
culture, Vermette observes that she will believe “all people were
created equal” when “prison and poverty rates are the same” and when
“thousands of your women disappear / and you do nothing” (“new year’s
eve 2013” 64). In “One in Three or Four,” Wood reassures an unnamed
Indigenous “you” that “there are too many of us for you/ to believe you
are either alone or/ responsible,” and speculates:

if we cried out together
we might finally understand it as an
assault on all people, all creation, and
maybe then there would be justice in
this war to claim yourself, a struggle
mapped all over the flesh of every woman
or child who has known what it is to be

used, as you were, your sacred body. (20)

Justice, she observes, will be achieved only when all people are recog-
nized as fully and equally sacred and sovereign, when crimes against
one of us are experienced as crimes against our shared humanity.
#MMIWG2S poets articulate in figurative language and evocative
imagery the reckoning the #MMIWG2S movement seeks with occupy-
ing states that “require” the “disappearance” of Indigenous women “to
legitimize [their] ongoing acts of dispossession and . . . evasion of their
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own history” (Doenmez 114). As with #MMIWG2S activism, its poetry
maintains that dispossession and disappearance go hand-in-hand: “land
rights extend to bodily autonomy,” Awasis observes (“Take Back” 285).
In Postcolonial Love Poem, Mojave writer Natalie Diaz attributes to “BIA
Watermongers” the intent to kill off Indigenous people by “pollut[ing]
their water with their daughters’ / busted drowned bodies washed up/
on the shores, piece by piece” (66). #MMIWG2S poets trace out unbro-
ken lines between murders in the present and tactics devised by set-
tler colonial governments engaged in Indian Removal. Shuck describes
“pipelines” as “the new infected blankets” (42) and Winder argues that
Indigenous women’s “bodies are connected to an/ earth . . . being raped
by pipelines forcibly laid down inside/ all that we hold sacred” (“like any
good indian woman” 15). In “Trigger Warning Or Genocide is Worse
than Racism,” Marcie Rendon (White Earth Anishinaabe) identifies re-
source extraction in the present as a mechanism of ongoing colonial ex-
propriation and erasure, linking “North Dakota’s male-dominated oil
fields” and their “huge demand for sex workers” to the disappearances
of Native women and girls (lines 9-12)."” Her rebuke “don’t tell me you
don’t see indians here/ your only wish/ is that we would / silently disap-
pear” (38-41; italics in original) connects missing and murdered women
documented in her poem to the historical narratives of colonial regimes
that un-presence Indigenous people through the persistent trope of the
vanishing Indian.

#MMIWG2S poets overturn these narratives by elevating the lives of
Indigenous women and the health of their communities over settler eco-
nomic priorities and land claims. Their poetry makes visible and values
people who have been systematically debased and ignored. It bears wit-
ness to the forces arrayed against them, protests ongoing suppression of
their sovereignty, and repudiates state erasure of their full human per-
sonhood. As #MMIWG2S poets “carve out in/ lines” the “lessons” they
have “carried throughout time” (Winder, “Love Lessons” lines 13-14,
15), they act as agents of Native survivance: their continuance of stories,
their affirmation of the wisdom and beauty of their cultural traditions,
and their creative declarations of active presence undermine colonial
institutions and stand against repressive settler versions of reality. Their
presencing of Indigenous women on their own terms, read and shared
by millions online and in print, deepens, extends, and magnifies the ris-
ing chorus of voices refusing silence and denial.

AMERICAN INDIAN QUARTERLY/SUMMER 2022/VOL. 46, NO. 3



#NOMORESTOLENSISTERS: POETRY AND RESURGENCE

“And we find each other whole and sacred, alive and/ breathing
and breathing and breathing”

—Tanaya Winder, “Love Lessons in a Time of Settler Colonialism”

Poetry discussed in the previous section dismantles the settler colo-
nial “new world fantasy” by insistently “nam[ing] dispossession as the
meta-dominating force in [Indigenous peoples’] relationship to the . . .
state” (Simpson, As We Have Always Done 48), by critiquing the social,
political, legal, and economic structures of occupying nations, and by
demanding for Indigenous women the respect and dignity due all hu-
man beings. In addition to de-“invisibilizing” settler colonialism as “a
contemporary social order” (Arvin, Tuck, and Morrill 13) and laying
bare its genocidal resolve, #MMIWG2S poets also offer visions of heal-
ing and resistance that propose routes to transformed Indigenous re-
alities. Leanne Simpson argues that if Indigenous people “want to cre-
ate a different future, [they] need to live a different present,” one that
produces Indigenous resurgence (As We Have Always Done 20). She de-
fines resurgence as the “rebuilding [of] Indigenous nations according to
[their] own political concepts, [their] own culturally inherent ideas of
governance, self-determination, and sovereigntyl[,] and [their] own val-
ues and ethics” (“Centring Resurgence” 215). #MMIWG2S poets write
different presents and resurgent futures in which Indigenous women
are valued and honored, their communities are safe and sovereign, and
the “stories” of their ancestors, “recent and distant,” have been “repatri-
ate[d]” (Shuck, Murdered Missing 57).

#MMIWG2S poets do not rely for their different presents and re-
newed futures on the late assurances of protection and justice offered by
settler colonial institutions that through their long-established policies
and everyday practices have declared and keep declaring “open season
on [N]ative women” (Dumont 37). Instead, they draw on their commu-
nities’ determination to speak their truths, on the lifeways of their tra-
ditional territories, and on sources of cultural knowledge and practice.
They confront “the present as it re-presents the past,” “revis[ing] narra-
tives, insert[ing] absent voices,” and “seek[ing] words that resist erasure”
(Wood, “Past Silence” 53). Winder proposes that Indigenous writers
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“turn past traumas on their heads . . . lift it up then put it back down as
something changed and transformed so that others can find something
beautiful or hopeful in it” For this to happen, she writes, “Native Amer-
ican women must dive headfirst into the muck, ugliness, stark dark-
ness of that wreckage” and “recast wounds in unending light” (#NYP
79). #MMIWG2S poets accomplish such transformations by writing
through Indigenous cultural lenses that offer visions of individual and
communal healing.

Meétis poet Joanne Arnott’s “she is riding” envisions a “turquois green
Grandmother/ riding” onto a “battlefield” (40) composed of two notori-
ous sites of violence against Indigenous women and girls in Canada: the
Highway of Tears and the pig farm of Robert Pickton—where police in
2002 recovered the fragmentary remains of twenty-six women who had
been reported missing from Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside.”” Arnott’s
warrior grandmother traverses “the highway of decay . . . and on to piggy
palace” (Pickton’s term), “where the spirits of the women are lifted // out
of the horror, out of the muck, like / troubled teeth and bone fragments /
their spirits gather and rise, and rise” (40). In addition to recovering the
poet’s “dead sisters,” the grandmother tends to the living; she

breathes
along with each one of us still traveling
our inner city streets

our turns on the quiet highways
our love affairs gone wrong
our villages overrun

shoulders back
open arms
open chested (41)

The voices of the living women lift with their sisters’ spirits, “calling
out songs of sorrow/ the sounds of our drums rising through time and
through sky,” “accompan[ing]” their dead to “the threshold” As they
the touch of

» <«

“lay each one to rest,” they feel on their “multihued skins
a grandmother’s warm palm” (41).

“She is riding” faces the profound losses of MMIW while proposing
a meaningful response—voices raised in unison rather than silenced,
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bodies in communal and purposeful motion rather than contained and
shut down in fear. The poem offers a vision of recovery—in the gath-
ering and reclaiming of the poet’s sisters and in the coming together
of the poem’s collective “we” to lovingly conduct their dead to the next
realm. Repeating the refrain “shoulders back/ open arms/ open chested,”
Arnott emphasizes her singing women’s resolve and readiness, their
openness to both grief and healing. In concert with the poem’s action-
imbued title, the refrain conveys a sense of both presence and promise.
The refrain also signals acceptance of the guidance offered by warrior
grandmothers, “winged women / well-versed in the protocols of the bat-
tlefields” (40), sources of knowledge, strength, and survivance.”

Anna Marie Sewell's (Migmaq/Anishinaabe) “Washing the World”
recounts a “dream” of healing amid “tears and dust and dying” (lines
2, 37), also accomplished through the intervention of ancestral figures.
“Once a year, in the dark of the year;” grandmothers “stand / shoulder to
shoulder” and “wash/ the whole world” with their tears. “For one day,
[they] cry” (10, 3—4, 11). Then they “rise” and “dance;” “[calling] for jus-
tice” as “[they]re birthing tomorrow” (33, 43, 40). Like Arnott, Sewell
positions maternal ancestors as the source of a transformed Indigenous
future. “One day;” the poem predicts,

the lawmakers must
exit their echoing halls, fall in
with the grandmothers dancing
carry it cry it clean

until they’re home, until they are all home

until light through their bodies
translates to rainbows hung over the land

until light through their bodies
translates to rainbows strung over this land

until light through our bodies
translates to rainbows shining over our land

until we're home, until we are all are home (40-55)

As the poem takes on a song-like cadence, accomplished through rep-
etition with inclusive pronoun shifts, it culminates in a vision of unity,
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renewal, belonging, and completeness—in the promise of an Indige-
nous homeland in which no one is missing, endangered, exploited, or
devalued. And a gathering of grandmothers brings this renewed world
into being, drawing in even “the lawmakers,” persisting in their cleans-
ing ceremony until all are brought home. As in Arnott’s poem, with its
singing women, in Sewell’s poem it is dancing and crying grandmothers
who face pain and loss in order to forge community and create a livable
future.?

Helen Knotts (Dane Zaa/Cree) spoken word poem “Breathe,” avail-
able on a number of online venues as a mixed-media video perfor-
mance, implores Indigenous people struggling with despair to live in
“the moment” by recalling their heritage. “You came from Indigenous
seed,” she tells them, “from warriors,’

Unflinching and unafraid,
That’s how hell and high waters were faced
Blood memories of braves
Still run rampant in your veins.
Honor them.

Let traditions and ceremony be your medicine.
Let the ancient tongues of your grandmothers be your lullaby

Let prayers be the wings that give you flight

Countering settler relegation of Indigenous culture to an inaccessible
past, “Breathe” offers tradition and heritage as the means not just of
survival but of the active presence that enables freeing “flight”* In “Ac-
complice,” Six Nations Mohawk poet Alyssa General similarly presents
“ancestors” as sources of “strength” and “empower[ment],” resolving to
“teach” her daughter “our ways, / so she may know where she comes

from, / and so she many define her own path”

Like our women,
Who fell into seafoam,
Who shaped the earth,
Who birthed balance,
Who became the moon,
Who married and killed the serpent,

Who changed the world by changing her mind. (288)
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In this litany of women’s significant action, the poet calls on ancestors as
models for future generations, offering “paths” that far exceed what can
be thought or imagined in settler colonial societies and discourses. Gen-
eral and Knott, like Sewell and Arnott, understand cultural knowledge
and tradition as the living foundation of survivance and of resurgence,
a primary means of rejecting settler narratives and living Indigenous
presents, the surest way of building strong and resilient identities.

#MMIWG2S poetry locates survivance in the “ancestors” whose
“strength we still carry” (General 288), in the love of families and
communities, and in the power of Indigenous women’s presence.
Poets who hope to inspire others to find strength and positivity in
Indigenous cultural heritage deliberately undertake the work of
resurgence. In “When the Streetlight Prophet Speaks,” Shuck maintains
that contemporary Indigenous people “are also the ones/ spoken of in
prophesy,” makers of transformed futures. As “fence walkers and multi-
lingual / imaginings of bird men, sunflowers and / rattlesnakes too,” she
asserts, it will not “take much breath to relight us all to set a / whole
new generation ablaze” (21). #MMIWG2S poets set new generations
ablaze by empowering girls and young women to affirm the self-worth
that constitutes personal and political resistance in settler nations set on
their disappearance.

In “Little Sister;” published in both #Not Your Princess—described
by its editors as “a love letter to all young Indigenous women trying to
find their way” (n.p.)—and Forever Loved: Exposing the Hidden Crisis
of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in Canada—
described by its editors as a contribution “to the continued survival of
our people” (1)—Cree writer and educator Tasha Spillett assures her
young readers of their worth:

I see you even if you have yet to see
yourself
even if you mask yourself in fragments of
untruths of you
even when you cloak yourself because
somewhere, sometime, someone has made
you feel that to hide is safer than to

shine as you were meant to do (#NYP 102)
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Her speaker promises to “sing songs to you until your voice/ remem-
bers it was meant to dance” (102). Knott's “The Things We Taught
Our Daughters” expresses regret for times younger generations were
“taught . .. silence” and “how / to play hide-and-seek / with historical af-
flictions” (44). It ends with a call “to remember,” to “summon our voices
from the belly of the earth,” and “to truly live” by “tell[ing] ourselves and
our daughters / the things that should have been said” (45). Other po-
ems published in Forever Loved, an anthology that pulls together schol-
arship and research with accounts of frontline activism and personal
stories of loss, survival, and recovery, encourage Indigenous women
and girls to “reclaim your voice” and “imagine [your] future differently”
(Awasis 285, “Take Back”; General 288).

In “Take Back the Night,” Awasis acknowledges enduring continu-
ums of colonial and contemporary oppression, but nevertheless asks her
Indigenous readers to embrace the “relevan[ce]” of their “presence,” no
matter the historical circumstance or political climate prevalent in the
settler state:

our cities are what remain of fur trade
day dynamics, not much has changed
it’s still our lives at stake
Indigenous sisters missing with no action by the state
it’s still lower wages we make
but another world is ours to create
so let your voice pierce the sky

your kind heart and spirit fly

we are the ones
this is the time
the love we have stuns
let your inner fire shine
through pitch black night

as fierce as the now (285)

The most formidable tools for Indigenous resurgence, Awasis contends,
are ready and near at hand: girls’ and women’s active recognition, asser-
tion, and deployment of the inherent power of their human presence in
the world. Like Knott and General, Awasis seeks to inspire readers to
recognize the value and strength located in Indigenous selves ignored
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and denied by settler cultures. Doing so, she believes, will enable them
to cast off the pall of those dehumanizing narratives and live the “fierce,”
affirmative Indigenous presents that will engender transformed futures.

Winder’s “Sonnet MCLXXI,” or 1181—the documented number of
Indigenous women and girls who disappeared in Canada between 1980
and 2012—promises to “demand” for the lost “action, words, even a
poem that ends” (25). Poems do end, but their restoration of Indigenous
womens full human personhood echoes and reverberates, interfering
with “colonialismy’s signal” #MMIWG2S poetry poems places for
different futures and “fierce . . . now[s]” that reject silence and erasure,
places where, in Winder’s words, Indigenous women “find each other
whole and sacred, alive and/ breathing” (“Love Lessons” lines 17-18).
Some may say these envisioned futures and transformed presents are
not real, that they are only dreams. Simpson, however, argues that there
is nothing “only” about vision and dream, that they show Indigenous
people the “way out of the cognitive box of imperialism” and thus
lead to the creation of “new worlds” (As 80, 146). The re-visioning that
comes with creative expression produces “models and mirrors where
none existed,” as well as “spaces of freedom and justice” (Simpson,
Dancing 34). Put another way, Shuck describes poems as “thought
cobwebs,” which at first glance might not seem capable of “chang[ing]
things” “Then again,” she points out, “cobwebs . . . help stop bleeding”
(Murdered s).
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NOTES

I composed this essay within the traditional territories of the Erielhonan and
Haudenosaunee peoples, as a non-Indigenous settler hoping to support Indigenous
resistance and survival.

1. For in-depth information on the contemporary crisis of violence against
Indigenous women in the US, see André Rosay, Anita Lucchesi and Abigail Echo-
Hawk, and Native Hope’s report Understanding the Issue of Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women (https://www.nativehope.org/en-us/understanding-the-issue-of
-missing-and-murdered-indigenous-women).

For the crisis in Canada, see the 2004 and 2009 Amnesty International reports
Stolen Sisters: A Human Rights Response to Discrimination and Violence against
Indigenous Women in Canada (https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr20/003
/2004/en/) and No More Stolen Sisters: The Need for a Comprehensive Response to
Discrimination and Violence against Indigenous Women in Canada (https://www
.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr20/012/2009/en/); the 2013 Human Rights Watch
report Those Who Take Us Away: Abusive Policing and Failures in Protection of
Indigenous Women and Girls in Northeastern British Columbia, Canada (https://
www.hrw.org/report/2013/02/13/those-who-take-us-away/abusive-policing-and
-failures-protection-indigenous-women); the 2014 Royal Canadian Mounted Police
report Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women: A National Operational Overview
(https://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/en/missing-and-murdered-aboriginal-women
-national-operational-overview); and the reports and fact sheets posted on the
Native Women’s Association of Canada website (nwac.ca/knowledge-centre). See
also the essays collected in D. Memee Lavell-Harvard and Jennifer Brant, Exposing
the Crisis of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in Canada; Kim
Anderson, Maria Campbell, and Christi Belcourt, Keetsahnak: Our Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Sisters; and A. Brenda Anderson, Wendee Kubick, and Mary
Rucklos Hampton, Torn from Our Midst: Voices of Grief, Healing and Action from the
Missing Indigenous Women Conference, 2008.

2. For a sense of the scope of NWAC activism, visit its website: https://www.nwac
.ca. Of particular interest are the 2009 report Voices of Our Sisters in Spirit, the 2010
report What Their Stories Tell Us, and the 2020 NWAC National Roundtable Final
Report. The Women Walking Together Final Report is available here: https://www
.mmiwg-ffada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Iskwewuk-E-wichiwitochik-Final
-Written-Submission.pdf.

3. For more on grassroots mobilization to combat violence against Indigenous
women, see Wendee Kubik and Carrie Bourassa, “Stolen Sisters: The Politics, Pol-
icies, and Travesty of Missing and Murdered Women in Canada”; Anita Olsen
Harper, “Sisters in Spirit”; Darlene Okemaysim-Sicotte, Susan Gingell, and Rita
Bouvier, “Iskwewuk E-wichiwitochik: Saskatchewan Community Activism to Ad-
dress Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls,” in Lavelle-Harvard and
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Brant. See also Laura Harjo, Jenell Navarro, and Kimberly Robertson, “Leading with
Our Hearts: Anti-Violence Action and Beadwork Circles as Colonial Resistance,”
and Beverly Jacobs, “Honoring Women,” in Anderson, Campbell, and Belcourt.

4. Alex Wilson explains that “the term two-spirit first came to a Cree person who
was a teacher” When “she shared it with a gathering of Indigenous LGBTQI peo-
ple from across North America,” it “was quickly taken up as a self-identifier, and
many two-spirit people understand it to mean that each of us possesses a partic-
ular balance of masculinity and femininity or male and female identity. As a self-
identifier, two-spirit acknowledges and affirms our identity as Indigenous peoples,
our connection to the land, and values in our traditional cultures that recognize and
accept gender and sexual diversity” (167-68). “When we call ourself two-spirit peo-
ple,” Wilson asserts, “we are proclaiming sovereignty over our bodies, gender ex-
pressions, and sexualities” (170).

5. Read the Final Report here: https://www.mmiwg.ffada.ca/final-report.

6. In this article, I use the designations “Native,” “Indigenous,” “Aboriginal,” and
“Indian” employed by the writers, organizations, reports, or legislation under dis-
cussion, following the practice of the editors of Forever Loved, who use “Indigenous,
Aboriginal, First Nations, and Native . . . interchangeably depending on the inten-
tion of the author in a particular context” They acknowledge that some of these
terms “have specific political associations,” but believe using them “interchangeably
not only connects the women of the many varied Nations across Canada, and in
some cases across the globe, but it also captures the complexity of [their] lived expe-
rience” (Lavell-Harvard and Brant 12-13).

7. The #MMIW hashtag originated in Canada, first used by Sheila North Wilson,
a former Grand Chief of Manitoba Keewatinowi Okimakanak Inc. (Smith-Morris),
an Indigenous political advocacy organization.

8. All Wood poetry quoted in this article was published in Weaving the Bound-
ary. Reprinted by permission of the University of Arizona Press.

9. For discussion, see Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence, a collection that
explores the concept of survivance and its application in work by authors includ-
ing Vizenor, Luci Tapahonso, Eric Gansworth, Simon Ortiz, Louis Owens, Diane
Glancy, and Carter Revard. Other texts by Vizenor addressing the concept of surviv-
ance include Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance, Native Liberty:
Natural Reason and Cultural Survivance, and Native Provenance: The Betrayal of Cul-
tural Creativity. See also Contemporary Native Fiction: Toward A Narrative Poetics of
Survivance, James Donahue; Sovereignty, Separation, and Survivance, ed. Benjamin
Carson; The Poetry and Poetics of Gerald Vizenor, ed. Deborah Madsen; and Native
American Survivance, ed. Alexandra Hauke and Birgit Dawes.

10. I focus on poetry because of its connection to traditional Indigenous forms of
expression and adaptability to social media genres. Surveying Native poetic produc-
tion in North America in her introduction to the collection When the Light of the
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World Was Subdued, Our Songs Came Through, Harjo points out that “the ability to
speak in metaphor, to bring people together, to set them free in imagination, to train
and to teach, was and is considered valuable” by Native peoples, “more useful than
gold, oil, or anything else the newcomers craved” (1). Other literary genres also ad-
dress MMIW. Two recent novels by Louise Erdrich, for example, The Round House
and The Night Watchman, involve missing and murdered Native women, as well as
the high rates of sexual violence against them.

11. Listen to “Remember Me”: htts://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-UKIhCQ-Cj4.

12. See, for example, this “Song for Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women,”
produced by Children of the Setting Sun (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
4MYi-2BMsl) and this performance by Winder (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
= awgg48-pko8).

13. Read the poem here: https://www.facebook.com/notes/1286673104998617.

14. Used with the permission of the publisher; see https://nightwoodeditions
.com/.

15. Listen to “She Is Spitting a Mouthful of Stars”: https://www.cbc.ca/player/play
/829322819940.

16. For more on Osborne’s case, see Hargreaves. See also Beverley Jacobs,
“Honoring Women,” and Michelle Good, “A Tradition of Violence,” in Anderson,
Campbell, and Belcourt.

17. Watch Dumont read “Helen Betty Osborne”: https://blackcoffeepoet.com
/2012/11/16/remembering-helen-betty-osborne-a-poem-by-marilyn-dumont.

18. See, for instance, Sarah Deer, The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting
Sexual Violence in Native America; Kim Anderson, A Recognition of Being:
Reconstructing Native Womanhood; Sarah Hunt, Decolonizing Sex Work; Robyn
Bourgeois, “Race, Space, and Prostitution: The Making of Settler Colonial Canada,”
and Sherene Razack, “Sexualized Violence and Colonialism: Reflections on the
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women,” “Gendering Disposability;’
and “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice: The Murder of Pamela
George”

19. For more on the relationship between resource extraction and violence
against Indigenous women, see Zuya Winyan Wicayuonihan/ Honoring Warrior
Women: A Study on Missing & Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in States Im-
pacted by the Keystone XL Pipeline (https://www.scribd.com/document/452357951
/Mancamps-Report-Zuya-Winyan-Wicayuonihan-honoring-Warrior-Women) and
Helen Knott, “Violence and Extraction: Stories from the Oil Fields,” in Anderson,
Campbell, and Belcourt.

20. It is believed that Pickton sexually assaulted and killed many more women,
possibly over seventy, most of them Indigenous. For information on the murders
and the Canadian government’s handling of the disappearances of women from
the Downtown Eastside, see Beverly Jacobs, “Honoring Women,” and Ann-
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Marie Livingston and Sarah Hunt, “Honoring Elise” in Anderson, Campbell,
and Belcourt; Patricia O’'Reilly and Thomas Fleming, “Only the Silence Remains:
Aboriginal Women as Victims in the Case of the Lower Eastside (Pickton) Murders,
Investigative Flaws, and the Aftermath of Violence in Vancouver;” and Anita Olsen
Harper, “Sisters in Spirit,” in Lavell-Harvard and Brant; and Dara Culhane, “Their
Spirits Live Within Us: Aboriginal Women in Downtown Eastside Vancouver
Emerging into Visibility”

21. Here is a recording of Arnott reading “she is riding”: https://fredwah.ca/node
/457.

22. Here is a recording of Sewell performing “Washing the World™: https://www
.youtube.com/ watch?v=-jhWvwY6avk.

23. Watch Knott perform “Breathe™ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
R7NeaMadwow.
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