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This Bridge of Two Backs 
Making the Two-Spirit Erotics of Community 

SOPHIE MAYER 

TALKING CIRCLES! GOING PUBLIC WITH 

INDIGENOUS SEXUALITIES 

Esselen/Chumash poet Deborah A. Mirandas 2002 groundbreak 

ing essay "Dildos, Hummingbirds, and Driving Her Crazy" begins 
with a conversation about the erotic in a classroom?a conversa 

tion about private or intimate matters in a public space. In a grad 
uate class on women's erotica at the University of Washington, 
Miranda found herself "Searching for American Indian Women's 
Love Poetry and Erotics," which gives her essay its subtitle. Her 

professor first denied the existence of Native women's erotic writ 

ing, and then, when Miranda materialized "volumes of the stuff," 
the instructor excluded it on the basis that there was no critical 

treatment (135). Miranda's essay focuses on a specifically lesbian 

Indigenous erotics in the work of Menominee poet Chrystos. Her 

emphatic making public?in the sense of literary publication and 

political declaration?of private desires (as linked to national iden 

tity) lies at the heart of my essay. Her essay places her own poetics of 

Indigenous sexuality in a community or continuum that includes 

Chrystos, Muskogee Creek poet Joy Harjo, and Anishinaabe poet 
Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm, a communitarian model of imagining 
both literary and erotic culture that provides the methodology of 

this essay and that is emblematized in Miranda's essay by a Uto 

pian project: an anthology of Indigenous erotica being collected by 
Akiwenzie-Damm. 

This content downloaded from 170.140.26.180 on Sat, 16 Jan 2016 16:51:27 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


2 SAIL ? SPRING 20 8 ? VOL. 20, NO. 1 

Akiwenzie-Damm s anthology Without Reservation: Indigenous 
Erotica was published in 2003, its historical proximity to Mirandas 

essay suggesting a Zeitgeist. Indeed, it includes many of those same 

voices that Miranda quotes?and many others. Akiwenzie-Damm's 

anthology contains?or rather, can barely contain the energy of? 

Indigenous writers from Turtle Island, Aotearoa (New Zealand), 
Australia, and the Pacific Islands, all speaking of and from the 

specifics of an Indigenous experience of sexuality. The erotics of 

the anthology are therefore implicit in the act of collecting and 
moreover in the collection's structure: unlike traditional antholo 

gies where work is grouped by theme and each author's work lies 

chastely alone with itself, Without Reservation is an anthol-orgy. 
There are connections from work to work, but no teleological nar 

rative; writers may have several pieces in different locations in the 

anthology, and in each place, our reading of their work is affected 

by that of the writers who lie on either side of them. This pattern 
of distribution also awakens the reader's active desire: if you like 

Gregory Scofield's work, you either have to seek him out across the 

book or wait, tantalized, for his reappearance. 
Scofield, a M?tis poet who copresented "Beneath the Buffalo 

Robe" on CBC Radio with Akiwenzie-Damm, is one paradigmatic 

figure for this anthol-orgy, as his work is literally "without reserva 

tion," weaving bisexual desire and the urban rez into evocations of 

traditional medicine songs scented with muskeg. The shifting pro 
nouns in his poems?"you" is sometimes "he," sometimes "she," 
sometimes both or neither?act as a model for the overall structure 

of Without Reservation, in which heterosexual, same-sex, bisexual, 

transsexual, and pansexual narratives and images are set along 
side one another. By including a number of well-known writers, 
such as Chrystos, whose work has previously been read through 
the term "two-spirit" (by Sue-Ellen Case among others), alongside 

pieces that explore desires and bodies considered non-normative 

by dominant culture, written by writers who do not self-identify 
as queer or two-spirit, Akiwenzie-Damm mobilizes an Indigenous 

sexuality that forms a spectrum opposed to the dominant binaries 

of gender and sexuality. 
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Mayer: This Bridge of Two Backs 3 

As a transnational, as well as pansexual, anthology, the collection 

does not recognize imperialist nation-states but rather Indigenous 
national affiliations. In so doing Without Reservation heeds Andrea 

Smith's call in Conquest that to address Indigenous sexuality is to 

multiply decolonize: the lands overtaken by white settlers; the sex 

ual Puritanism, capitalism, and heteronormativity that necessarily 

accompanied colonization and that continue as the dominant cul 

tural form in postcolonial societies; and the Indigenous cultural 

and social histories overwritten by self-serving missionaries and 

politicians and further obfuscated by well-meaning academics who 

believed the words of the former. The term "two-spirit" is part of 

this decolonization: not an unproblematic term, it refers, in a pan 
Native discourse, to the recovery of national traditions regarding 

people whom dominant medical and social discourse would label 

intersex, trans, gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer. 
As Terry Tafoya illustrates in his essay "M. Dragonfly," there 

is an uncertainty about any Indigenous erotic inheritance, pro 
duced not only by the propagandist criminalization of Indigenous 

peoples through a Christian language of sexual sin but also by the 

vagueness of the condemnatory language used. As he says, "it is 

possible that the Spanish used such accusations as 'they are all 

sodomites and practice that abominable vice' [. . .] to justify their 

conquering efforts. [. . .] Who knows how many of those accused 
or noted as hermaphrodite, transvestite, or homosexual were what 
are now labeled as two-spirit?"?or, indeed, were simply inconve 

niently occupying much-desired land (198). The perversity of the 

imperialist desire for the Other, with its devastating equivalence 
of land and body as possessions, is projected onto the desired/ 

despised body as perverse desire, regardless of Indigenous practice. 
The obsessive recounting of nudity and open sexuality by invad 
ers from Columbus on suggests the powerful fear of sexual/erotic 

desire in Eurowestern culture that led to the conversion of desire 

into capitalism. 
Colonialism depends largely on the ideal of the individual: land 

or woman held singly in deed. Thus, the motivation for this project 
of anthologizing is distinctly small "c" communist, implying not 
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4 SAIL-SPRING 2008-VOL. 20, NO. 1 

only share and share alike but also the ability of differences to exist 

side by side. The erotics of anthologizing are implicit in the acts of 

collecting and of making public. Miranda writes: 

In my search for the invisible American Indian erotic self, 
I have discovered that there are no collections of American 

Indian erotica in existence. One poet I know, Kateri Akiwen 

zie-Damm, an Anishnawbekwe Indian, has been collecting 
Native erotica writings for almost ten years but has not been 

able to sell the idea to any publisher, large or small. (139) 

She adds that, "it is not that American Indian women have cho 

sen to keep erotic writing closeted; as Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm's 

unpublished anthology attests, the willingness to go public is 

there" (146). Miranda identifies a tension between public and pri 
vate that is central to erotic experience and writing in general and 

to that of oppressed groups in particular. In Judeo-Christian cul 

tures, the erotic is shamed into private space, especially (but not 

only) for women. Thus, for an Indigenous person to speak or act 

erotically in public is an act of resistance to dominant culture. 

Miranda notes that 

it may be that a crucial level of physical safety must be 

reached before erotica can be publicly shared by an oppressed 

population. Created by people of color or sexual minorities, 

poetry can be dangerous: Living the erotic (as do women of 

color who break stereotypes such as gender roles, sexual ori 

entation expectations, or silence) within your poetry can limit 

your ability to earn a living, or even get you killed. (142) 

The anthology form offers a space that is at once safe?in num 

bers?and at the same time public. 
In Conquest Smith notes that a 1990 state government decision 

to leave open a burial ground in Dixon, Illinois, "conveyed the 

message to Indians that being on constant display for white con 

sumers, in life and in death, is acceptable" (12). This enforced pub 

licity?an implicit extension of highly sexualized displays of cap 
tive Indians in the nineteenth century?places a different valence 
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Mayer: This Bridge of Two Backs 5 

on the contestatory public intimacy of Without Reservation com 

pared to, say, the kiss-ins of Queer Nation and Act Up!. Visibility, 
as both Smith and Gerald Vizenor argue, does not necessarily 
mean uncomplicated presence in terms of Indigenous represen 
tation; rather, it often means substitution: the image for the (dis 

appeared) individual or community. In a chapter titled "Spiritual 
Appropriation as Sexual Violence," Smith exposes the fallacious 

assumption that it is possible to "know" indigeneity from the out 

side (120-21). Looking at the Hebrew etymology of "to know," she 

argues that Eurowestern thought systems make all knowledge inti 
mate knowledge, and therefore acts of knowledge appropriation 
are acts of sexual violence (119). 

The relationship between silencing as an oppressive strategy 
of dominant culture and strategic silence used by marginal or 

oppressed cultures as a response to the demand to be "known" is 
central to Susan Schultz's poetic essay on Hawaiian poetry that 
introduces her book A Poetics of Impasse. A footnote to the essay 
suggests a contingent way out of this impasse that identifies a resis 
tant circulation of knowledge at once public and private. She notes 
that the Hawaiian phrase "da kine," which means "you know, that 
kind of thing," 

originated on the plantations, where speaking in code was an 

important strategy for avoiding notice by the "luna," or field 
boss. Hence "da kine" is a phrase that refers to something 
both speaker and listener understand, but an outsider might 
not. [. . .] Da Kine is the name of a Hawai'i gay publication, 
and reveals another use for this language of secrecy. (2i8n8) 

The relationship between colonially induced secrecy, silence, and 
shame?as well as a powerful resistance to them?is implied in 
Schultz s comment. I want to suggest that this is how the texts I 

analyze here operate, calling out "da kine." 

Without Reservation makes Indigenous sexuality public knowl 

edge through a "da kine" strategy. Akiwenzie-Damm's anthology 
was never published by a mainstream publisher but rather by Kege 
donce, the press she founded and runs from Neyaashiinigmiing, on 
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6 SAIL-SPRING 20 8-VOL. 20, NO. 1 

the traditional territory of the Chippewas of Nawash First Nation. 

Small presses, as Miranda argues, act as mediators between the 

public marketplace of commercial presses and the private closet. 

Yet they are not unproblematic: "Native women poets continue to 

be published mostly by small and/or feminist presses. [. . .] Small 

presses often close up shop, remainder an authors books, or?as is 

the situation currently faced by Chrystos with Press Gang?simply 

stop publishing" (137). This situation risks a second erasure and 

silencing. 
This is one of the reasons that Miranda's call for a critical cul 

ture is so significant. Journal reviews and articles act as a frame 

work that maintains the presence of alternative works that have 

fallen out of print?after all, quotation in scholarly texts is how 

the majority of Sappho's poetry was preserved. Without Reservation 
was also carefully embedded in larger public discourses: not just 
reviews but "Beneath the Buffalo Robe," broadcast on the Canadian 

Broadcasting Company's (CBC) First Voice program in February 
2003, in which Scofield performed two poems from Love Medicine 

and One Song, both of which speak queer desire in a M?tis-specific 

vocabulary and form, including Cree words, on national radio. The 

program documented the two writers' search for and celebration of 
a postresidential school Indigenous erotic that spanned the spec 
trum of desire. 

Going public with Indigenous sexuality in the Canadian national 

media carries overtones?explored by the program?of public 
revelations about generations of sexual abuse of forcibly removed 

Indigenous youth in residential schools. Discussing Kuper Island: 

Return to the Healing Circle, their film about the revelations in one 

community, the Penelakut Coast Salish Nation on Kuper Island 

off the east coast of Vancouver Island, Christine Welsh and Sylvia 
Olsen recount the way in which the abuse silenced its victims from 

speaking out. Welsh, an experienced M?tis documentary film 

maker who accepted the community's invitation to film a healing 
circle for survivors at the Tsartlip Coast Salish Nation, argues that 

"the camera seemed to act as a kind of catalyst, inspiring them with 
a sense of purpose and resolve that came from the knowledge that 
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Mayer: This Bridge of Two Backs 7 

their voices would be heard?not just within the circle but beyond" 

(Welsh and Olsen 149). The survivors went public in two contexts: 

that of the supportive healing circle where they were surrounded 

by friends and relatives with similar stories to tell, and that of the 

film that, because it was funded by the Canadian National Film 

Board, would carry their stories to a national public. 
Welsh comments that the healing circle that gives the film its 

form "is often called a talking circle, but it is really a listening cir 

cle" (146). This observation suggests a participatory role for the 

film s viewers, as listening members of the healing circle?a model 

in which the diverse viewers constitutive of the National Film 

Board s audience become members of the Kuper Island commu 

nity, rather than the Penelakut speakers becoming part of Canada 
as constituted and made public by the NFB as an organ of govern 
ment.1 Like the small-press anthology, the talking circle sits on the 

boundary between private and public as a "safe" space in which 

complex and painful issues of sexuality can be brought forward. 

The filmmaker's camera and the press both ensure that "their 

voices will be heard" 

The healing circle, with its give-and-take of listening and 

hearing, not only suggests a model for encountering texts about 

Indigenous sexuality but also offers a persuasive argument for the 

centrality of the erotic to the lives of individuals and communities. 

Miranda quotes Audre Lorde, from Sister Outsider, foregrounding 

"the erotic as a form of communication between human 

beings. The sharing of joy," she explains, "whether physical, 
emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between 

the sharers which can be the basis for understanding much 

of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of 

their difference." (146) 

It is perhaps this bridge of joy that surfaces in the title of This Bridge 
Called My Back, Cherr?e Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua's ground 

breaking anthology of writings by radical women of color (includ 

ing Chrystos, Barbara Cameron, and Naomi Littlebear) whose 
title influences mine. Yet the anthology, which covers radicalism, 
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8 SAIL-SPRING 2008-VOL. 20, NO. 1 

racism, and homophobia, does not foreground love or the erotic. 

Without Reservation shares a number of contributors with both 

This Bridge and Joy Harjo and Gloria Bird s anthology Reinventing 
the Enemy's Language, which contains "no section titled, 'Love 

Poems,'" as Miranda points out; "love poetry in general," she con 

tinues, "is absent from the collection" (141). Akiwenzie-Damm's 

anthology thus operates as a healing circle in which shared con 

tributors, alongside others, can speak and listen in a space both 

private and?on their own terms?public. 

PRESENT YOURSELF: COMING OUT AS A COMMUNITY 

The publicness of the work here ties in with Beth Brant's idea of 

"presenting" oneself rather than "coming out." In her essay "Recov 

ery and Transformation" in Writing as Witness, Brant claims the 

phrase "present yourself" from a story told by another conference 

participant about taking part in the Sun Dance as a gay man (45). 

Presenting oneself denotes an intracultural act with a ceremonial 

aspect that of necessity includes "a full knowledge of who [one] 
is and what [one] is to [one's] community" (45). As an anthology 

published by an Indigenous press representing Indigenous writ 

ers to the Canadian public, Without Reservation is necessarily an 

artifact of a public?that is, a communal?culture, as well as an 

artifact of national culture as heard on CBC, but it is one in which 

individual difference?for example, same-sex desire?is embraced 

rather than excluded. 

Without Reservation illustrates that a community-building pro 

ject begins, as Akiwenzie-Damm begins her introduction, by 

"thinking about sex. Seriously [. . .] thinking seriously about sex 

and sexuality" (xii). Rather than leading to a homogenized account 

or single vision of sexuality, Akiwenzie-Damm's serious thinking is 

invested in the plural. John Bierhorst concludes his essay "Ameri 

can Indian Verbal Art and The Role of the Literary Critic" by sen 

sibly suggesting that the (white) critic give up Jungian analysis 

(which reads all stories in the same way to locate the same mean 

ing) and look to "native criticism?that is, those texts referred to 

This content downloaded from 170.140.26.180 on Sat, 16 Jan 2016 16:51:27 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Mayer: This Bridge of Two Backs 9 

by folklorists as Variants,' for it is the variant by its very nature that 

constitutes a gloss and is of course our best [. . .] source of native 

commentary" (85). By foregrounding the variant, which is usually 

suppressed, collated, or neglected, and suggesting that Native nar 

rative practices formulate their own criticism, Bierhorst points to 

the very features that make Without Reservation both valuable and 

representative. Rather than offering a "representative" gay Native 

story or a "representative" (rather, tokenized) Native lesbian poet, 
Akiwenzie-Damm structures her collection to militate against 

receiving any one voice as representative and thus to encourage us 

to listen to and for detail. 

Devon Abbott Mihesuah writes eloquently about creating a bal 

ance in Native women's studies between individualism and collec 

tive consciousness: "Knowledge of these complexities of value sys 
tems and personalities is crucial to understanding the rationales 

behind the Native voice the scholar listens to, in addition to know 

ing that it is not representative of all Natives" (7). Intersecting lines 

of difference, such as tribal affiliation, generation, gender, and sex 

ual orientation, multiply to infinity, but within the anthology, they 
also multiply to affinity. Without Reservation is heavily invested in 

the variant?variant sexualities, variant narrative practices, even 

variant versions of the same story?and both point to variation as 

the key that enables us to read them. 

What Bierhorst does not demonstrate but Akiwenzie-Damm 

does is that variants are necessarily produced by communities who 

share "common ground," in J. Edward Chamberlin's term for a 

community constituted by shared narratives. Many of the writers 

who present themselves within the context of the anthology have 

been published elsewhere, although few by mainstream presses 

(Sherman Alexie and Witi Ihimaera are notable exceptions). 
Clint Alberta's documentary Deep Inside Clint Star, produced, 
like Welsh's documentary, by the National Film Board of Canada, 
raises the question of how one presents oneself in the context of a 

national cinema. Alberta, who was also known by the last names 

Morrill (his birth name), Star, Torangeau, and Karatechamp, 

investigates Indigenous sexual identities, based on a series of inter 
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10 SAIL-SPRING 20 8-VOL. 20, NO. 1 

views with friends in the M?tis community, as a way of exploring 
his own complex identity (as his changeable name suggests). 

The interviews take place in a series of locations that (re) define 

Canada as Indigenous territory: contemplative tracking shots of 

the Alberta landscape through a car window reveal an Indigenous 
absent presence refigured by interviews that locate Alberta s sub 

jects variously and playfully. Harvey, who is dealing with his 

homosexuality, is filmed at a deserted rodeo, superimposing both 

his indigeneity and his sexuality onto the white heteronorma 

tive setting, while Tawny Maine, who is as conflicted about her 

Indigenous identity as Harvey is about his sexuality, is shown shoe 

shopping in downtown Toronto as she talks about coming to terms 

with her body and identity?deliberately framed within the space 
of dominant, commercial culture. Alberta's film queers Canada 

through its implicit expression of Indigenous sexuality as radical, 

different, and originary. 
It also works to queer/indigenize documentary and NFB/nation 

alist conventions of documentary in particular. Unlike in Welsh's 

films, the "talking circle" is informal and (dis)located from the 

rez, while the personal narrative is not constructed through archi 

val research or oral storytelling but through Gen X-style music 

video and conversation. At the center of the film is a sequence that 

intermixes the conventions of the video diary and distinctly non 

NFB forms such as soft porn and music videos to frame Alberta? 

"playing" "Clint Star"?as an object of desire. This section is ironi 

cally framed by its title "Why I never get laid," whose flipness is 

more suggestive of Queer as Folk than the NFB. The insistent inti 

macy reinjects a sense of the private into the documentary as pub 
lic discourse. The section and the film as a whole suggest that both 

external and internalized racism and homophobia partially answer 

the section's question. Alberta presents himself as queer and asks 

male interviewees Harvey, Gerald, and Michael whether they iden 

tify as gay. In a sense, the film starts as an extended flirtation, a 

first-person video for a dating site, that deepens into a representa 
tion of community as Alberta recognizes the context in which he 

presents himself. 
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Clint Star shows filmmaking as in itself an erotic act that draws 

others into community. The film meets Sharon R. Shermans con 

cept of folkloric film, which engages with the specific, intimate, 

ritual, or individuated aspects of a given culture or subculture and 

which is frequently produced by an insider. The term, with its res 

onances of storytelling and listening, is less ideologically loaded, 

perhaps, than Mary Louise Pratt's "auto-ethnography," with its 

suggestion of using the masters tools. The folkloric documen 

tary, often made with community involvement, creates not only a 

reader/writer or filmmaker/viewer community but also a commu 

nity within the text itself. In the case of Clint Star, this community 
is shown self-consciously to be involved in the production of the 

film. An initially reluctant interviewee, Becky talks about being 
part of the team and says that she associates pursuing making the 

film with pursuing the reawakening of her desire. Alberta's inter 

views with Harvey, a conflicted gay man who has been gay-bashed, 
and with commitment-phobic Hugo and his pregnant girlfriend, 
suggest that the filmmaking process, as in Kuper Island, acts as a 

form of talking therapy in which the intervention of the camera 

can produce change as well as reflect the community. 
There is a fascinating tension in the documentary between its 

somewhat tongue-in-cheek focus on "Clint Star" and the moments 

of community building through discussing love and sex. Reviewer 

Dennis Lim of The Village Voice found it narcissistic, calling 
Alberta a "first-person camera hog." Documentary theorist Jim 
Lane argues that embodiment is central to the truth-claims of 

autobiographical documentary in which the narrator appears 
before the camera, as Alberta does (and as Akiwenzie-Damm can 

be said to do, as both editor and anthologized author): "The views 
are ascribed to a body. [...] The exchange of the camera becomes 
an exchange of views, views anchored in an understanding of who 

people are. [...] The camera is no longer a free-floating omniscient 

machine whose presence is absented by continuity editing" (30). 
Not only is Alberta present as a body before the lens, but the subject 
matter of the film causes him to repeatedly draw attention to his 

presence before the lens, both as subject of the documentary and as 
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its director. At various moments, we hear him correcting the cam 

eraman's technique or making suggestions. 
In doing so, Alberta contravenes cinematic conventions in which 

seamless editing maintains a suspension of disbelief and thus the 
distance between (passive) audience and (active) text. He also pur 
posely includes what appear to be errors?in focus, editing, color 

correction, and so on?of the kind made in home movies, further 

blurring the boundaries between the professionalized public arena 
and communitarian, private documents. Error becomes a kind of 

signature, a reminder that we are witnessing something intimate: 

"He believed the lower the format, the more accessible the 

documentary," says Jeff Sterne, a filmmaker and produc 
tion manager on the film. "I did sound on some of it, and he 

wanted the microphone and the sound person in the shot. 
He didn't mind glitches, he believed the glitches and the mis 
takes were all part of the process." Once the camera's auto 
focus went haywire, and Morrill's response was, "Perfect." 

(Tillson F9)2 

Error's "perfect[ion]" creates access: that is, it creates a way of 

listening respectfully because it "presents," connects to, the indi 
vidual and community responsible for making the film. Formal 
"errors" such as a visible boom are complemented by Alberta's 

investigation of embodied variance and "error," with a particular 
focus on incidents of sexual violence. When Harvey postpones an 

interview after the gay-bashing, Alberta substitutes a video confes 

sional, as he waits in a hotel room with poor light conditions that 

give the film a lurid, noirish look. Thus shadowed as an investi 

gator caught in a seamy drama, he wonders how Harvey's injuries 
will look on film. In the subsequent interview at the rodeo, a site of 
colonial violence, he points out the bruises, telling the cameraman 
to get a close-up. In doing so, he turns Harvey's erroneous and 
variant appearance, as classified by dominant culture's aesthetic 

values, into a study of the erroneous beliefs and actions embedded 
in that dominant culture (not least the association of violence and 

gay sexuality). As Miranda says, expressing Indigenous sexuality is 
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Mayer: This Bridge of Two Backs 13 

dangerous; even as it is celebratory, the film does not pass over the 

threat. 

The intersection of violence and sexuality recurs throughout 
the film, as evidence of the connection that Smith draws between 

colonization and Eurowestern metaphors and practices of sexual 

violence. Tawny Maine, who dyes her hair blonde and tells the 

camera that she has identified as Egyptian, among other ethnici 

ties, in the past, says that she hates people to see pictures of her. 

She also admits that her white boyfriend is ashamed to be seen in 

public with her, implicitly classifying Indigenous people as disrup 
tions of the visual field. In his second interview with Tawny, on 

a bench in the curve of a bridge, at once a public space and the 

suggestive scene of a private assignation, Alberta tells the camera 

man to restart the scene so that Maine is fully in shot. Despite her 

pronounced discomfort with being filmed, this allows her to open 

up about her sexual experience, not least because the reposition 

ing means that Alberta, in order to be in shot, is looking off-screen 

rather than at her. 

Alberta does finally break his strict off-screen gaze, turning to 

face her and then hug her after she narrates her experience of gang 

rape. He uses this physical turning away from the gaze organized 

by the camera to a gaze inspired by human pain/love to end the 

interview with affirmations of his friend, telling her she is great. 

Many of the interviews are two-shots (for example, with Gerald 

in the car, with Becky in the field, and with Harvey at the rodeo 

ground) rather than the traditional "talking-head" or shot/reverse 

shot formats?Alberta does not separate himself physically from 

his interviewees, and thus he implies that good documentaries, 
like good sex, involve mutually committed partners. 

Both Alberta's and Akiwenzie-Damms texts connect the mutual 

ity and consensuality of producing communal artistic productions 
and healthy sexual relationships. Consensual sexuality, as described 

in both texts and replicated by their collective form, suggests a politi 
cal model in which desire a priori recognizes the other as an individ 

ual possessed of equal rights to the desiring person, marking com 

mon ground by building a bridge that needs (at least) two backs. 
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communitism: from fugitive poses to 

"a machine called luvin'" 

That bridge, as Jace Weaver argues in That the People Might Live, is 

built through cultural texts as much as political negotiations. He 

proposes the term "communitist," a fusion of "community" and 

"activist," to refer to texts that have a "proactive commitment to 

Native community" (xiii). Discussing literary practice, he notes 

the ways in which many of the writers he addresses "reinvent the 

enemy's language" as part of this proactive commitment, which 

again both marks and blurs the public/private boundary, making 
the texts "more accessible" to the community that shares the lan 

guage in which the Indigenous worldview is represented. Gerald 

Vizenor, whom Weaver cites as one of the primary practitioners of 

this reinvention, offers his own complex terminology for the ways 
in which Indigenous writers refuse what he calls "fugitive poses," 
the stereotypes produced by ethnography (157). Both Clint Star and 

many of the pieces in Without Reservation explore, parody, and cri 

tique these poses by adopting, reshaping, and discarding them as 

a form of foreplay, an erotics of the Other that seeks to undo the 

erotic charge underlying many ethnographic depictions (for exam 

ple, as Miranda cites, the buck and the squaw). 
In a short sequence that foregoes many of the conventions of 

documentary rhetoric?coherent narrative structure, clarity 
of image, preference for information over style?Alberta inter 

cuts extreme close-ups of his face with short captions detailing 

Indigenous-settler history, referring to oppression and then to the 

banality of white Canadian culture, and finally exhorting that the 

viewer begin their tentative search, in conjunction with the subjects 
of the film, for a narrative based in healthy sexuality. The use of 

close-ups and impressionistic sound rarely located in the diegesis 
form a communitist and communitarian surround that inducts 

the viewers into the private space of the film, rather than insistently 

placing the film in the (nationally defined) public space of cinema 

ticity. The slogans reappropriate and rewrite dominant stereotypes 
of Indigenous identity, replacing them with telling clich?s about 

settler culture. Vizenor argues that dominant culture produces 
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stereotypes through "occidental surveillance," and Alberta specifi 

cally critiques white people's obsession with making machines that 

watch people (such as closed-circuit TV cameras in banks) but that 

really express their own deep desire to be watched. 

Instead, the impressionistic collage ends with the slogan "Let's 

build a machine on this land and call it luvin'." Clint Star is a 

model for this "luvin'," as opposed to looking, machine, a common 

ground centered on the universality of desire and our constant 

arousal by its narrative specifics, a model for turning the camera 

into a partner instead of a judge. By presenting multiple narratives 

framed by diverse, formally innovative techniques?particularly in 

terms of framing faces in off-center and canted close-ups, reorder 

ing narrative through jump-cuts, changes in film stock and cam 

era angle, and foregrounding the process of filmmaking?Alberta 
fulfills feminist documentary maker Jill Godmilow's call to "refor 

mulate [. . .] visual language. [. . .] To poke holes in the existing 

language [of documentary], to make spaces, so there is a possi 

bility for imagination and action to work through it" (Godmilow 
181; qtd. in Rabinowitz 31). In centering this on the body?not the 

"fugitive pose" of the historical, ritual body that is the exploited 
center of ethnographic film, but the consenting, present everyday 

body that can parody the poses of music videos and porn?Alberta 

suggests a specifically Indigenous formulation of both film and 

sexuality that does not base its distinctions on sexual preference or 

orientation but on socially framed individual experience. 
Akiwenzie-Damm similarly classifies the writers she collects 

"as we are: people who love each other, who fall in love and out 

of love, who have lovers," rather than classifying by the gender of 

lovers or nature of the sexual act (xii). This suggests two possible 

readings, which I want to hold out simultaneously: firstly, the sug 

gestion that within the multiple and diverse Indigenous cultural 

worldviews presented, desire is commonly not arranged by bina 

rism or difference, and this both produces the inclusion of writers 

of diverse sexual identities and inflects the work of all the writ 
ers included to produce a fluid vocabulary of desire. Secondly, that 

all the work here is fluid, or what we could call "queer," because it 
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opposes and subverts a whitewashed dominant economy of desire. 

All the voices speaking here are Indigenous, and many of the sub 

jects spoken about are Indigenous, canceling the colonialist sup 

pression and division of nonwhite desire. Akiwenzie-Damm con 

nects this outspoken, "outrageous" sexuality to humanity, arguing 

implicitly that to desire and be desirable is a fundamental human 

right. Including an unshameful sexuality in human rights is indeed 

an "outrageous" move, and it is one that is repeated again and again 

by the writers here to form an implicit politic, which itself implies 
an audience. 

Without Reservation demonstrates that choosing to speak about 

something as personal as sexuality is still a political move, particu 

larly if that sexuality does not fit the dominant mold and if the dis 

cussion is held in public. The autobiographical pieces in Without 

Reservation describe experiences that are intimate by nature and 

therefore lost to the historical record, but particularly contextualize 

them in/as nondominant cultural practices. Aboriginal Australian 

Kenny Laughton's "Master Bates," a witty autobiographical essay 
about masturbation, observes that "[s]ex was a taboo subject in my 
childhood [. . .] good solid Anglican Christian upbringing I had," 
before going on to speculate iconoclastically about Jesus' sexual 

behavior (in Akiwenzie-Damm 157). Laughton identifies the pro 
hibition on pleasure with colonialism, commenting that "Master 

Bates, sounded more like an elderly English Butler" (157). He is also 

critical of the unnatural "bald pussy" white women in the porn 

magazines that he finds (160). Despite the colonial and religious 
authorities, Laughton found not only pleasure but also a language 
in which to describe it joyously in his later life (thus also breaking 
the taboo on older people's sexuality). 

His experience of self-pleasure, like the anthology, takes place 
on the unstable border between public and private. This connects 

back to Smith's observation that the colonizer controls the pub 
lic sphere and that visibility is thus deeply problematic. Marxist 

theorist John Berger, observing shantytowns abutting a walled-off 

urban area, writes that "the word 'private' has a totally different 

meaning on the two sides of the wall. On one side it denotes prop 
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erty; on the other an acknowledgement of the temporary need to be 

left, as if alone, for a while" (98). "Public," likewise, has two mean 

ings, and the "need to be left alone" in a way that retains connec 

tion to community is a repeated theme in the anthology. Laughton 
writes: "Privacy in a small house with a family of six was not always 
easy to find [. . .] the only sanctuary being the outside 'Dunny'" 
(159). The late Inuit fantasist Alootook Ipellie also sites his first 

solo orgasm away from the family house, in an outside area, while 

Sherman Alexie listens in on the orgasmic sounds of an "Urban 

Indian Convention Hotel Room Sonata" (in Akiwenzie-Damm 

153-56; 120). In fact, Ipellie s piece directly precedes Laughton's, 

creating a mutual masturbatory literary experience between "the 

Great White Arctic" and the Australian outback of chooks and 

redback spiders (153; 159). 
One of the anthology's strengths is that it can suggest simi 

larities across Indigenous cultures?for example, in terms of the 

embrace of the erotic?while presenting, and indeed, playing with, 
cultural difference. Within single texts, this can be humorous and 

incidental, as in the Dogrib versus Rosko pseudorivalry in Dogrib 
novelist Richard Van Camp's "Let's Beat the Shit out of Herman 

Rosko!"; or it can mark the very source of desire, as in Chrystos's 

"Song for a Lakota Woman" (in Akiwenzie-Damm 111-17; 129). 
In Van Camp's story, two young Dogrib men deal with the pres 
ence in their community of a university-trained Native sex thera 

pist, Herman Rosko, who is returning their women to full sexual 

power. Clarence, the more obtuse of the two, wants to "trauma 

hawk" Herman (115), whereas the savvier Grant invites Clarence's 

"Indian ass" to "a talking circle for men" run by Herman (117). Part 

of the pleasure of Van Camp's story is its reinventive English, which 
often coins words for bodies?"Indian ass"?and what they do to 

each other?"trauma-hawk" being, presumably, some kind of vio 

lent gesture. This reinventive language of embodiment mirrors 

the reinvention of erotic language between bodies that Herman 

is working to bring. Through Van Camp's work and humor, lines 
of gender, sexuality, and nationhood entwine, and sexual pleasure 
takes precedence over violence. The pleasure may be heterosexual, 
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but the talking circle suggests, potentially, a nonsexualized homo 

eroticism, a comfort level far different from the power plays of 

white masculinity. 
And Van Camps randy Dogrib boys coexist comfortably along 

side Chrystos s defiantly woman-centered words. Chrystos's poetic 
forms contrast with heteronarrative works such as Van Camp's, 
and they also share a vocabulary with them: they both "reinvent" 

the word "cunt" in a spirit of celebration and explore the specific 
erotics of the meeting of two nations. Chrystos's lover is named 

in the poem's title as Lakota. She in turn names Chrystos in the 

poem, saying in Lakota: "Winyan Menominee I Anpetu Kin Lila 

Waste' (the footnote translates this as "Menominee woman, you 
are good and beautiful"). Here, the counterpoint of nations? 

Menominee and Lakota?opens to the erotic, the surprise of the 

Lakota words rising like desire in the midst of the English. The 

specificity of Lakota, like the specificity of gender, is part of the 

arousal; Chrystos responds to her lover's words by singing this 

poem that recognizes her lover as Lakota, as her lover recognized 
her as Menominee. It is a recognition that dismisses the charge of 

narcissism laid against homosexuality, a recognition where differ 

ence is the erotic. The English is a footnote, the dominant tongue 
moved to the margins. 

The margins of this book are a rich area for investigating cul 

tural specificity. Some writers, such as Chrystos, include their 

national and sexual identity explicitly in their work; others use 

suggestively different vocabularies. No writer uses the word "two 

spirit," focusing instead on nation-specific genders and sexualities 

within the communitist space. The only time two-spirit appears in 

the text is as a translation footnote for the word fa'afafine used in 

Dan Taulapapa McMullin's "The Bat" (35-36). The two fa'afafine 

characters in the poem are referred to as "they" until one, Lolo, 
kills the other, and then McMullin uses the pronoun "she" to refer 

to Lolo, for the most part, although Lolo is also occasionally "he." 

The footnote states that a fa'afafine is "a two-spirited man from 

Samoa." This both clarifies the pronoun play and challenges the 

reader to understand or discover the culturally specific Samoan 
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two-spirit identity.3 In the poem it is clear that the faafafine are sex 

ually attracted to men, but not in what way they might inhabit the 

pronoun "she" (or "he"). Nor does McMullins other anthologized 
work, "Sinalela and the One-Eyed Fish," shed any light, except to 

affirm that this form of two-spiritedness is culturally specific and 

carries its own mythic, cultural, and social freight (137-38). There 

are strong associations between fa'afafine and the animal world: 

Lolo turns into a bat, and Sinalela into a spider. Both transforma 

tions produce love stories, as Lolo falls in love with a boot and Sina 

bites a beautiful boy, becoming a tattoo on his hand. Fluidity is 

not just across or between genders but within all orders of being, 

always predicated on narratives of desire. 

Sinalela, McMullin s short film of Sinalela's story, which provides 
the genderqueer cover image for the anthology, makes it clear that 

Sinalela is a Samoan Cinderella, waiting for her prince. "Everyone 
was a queen except me," Sinalela comments mournfully at the start 

of the film, undercutting the association of Sina's female-dressing 
fa'afafine identity with Eurowestern notions of camp. Rather than 

the San Franciscan sailor she dreams of emigrating to find, her 

prince arrives in the form of a traditionally tattooed Samoan war 

rior, summoned by an ariku spirit. Unlike the Christian Anglican 

upbringing that threatened to close Laughton off from his sexual 

ity, and the destructive Catholic and Anglican residential schools 

that facilitated the sexual abuse of many Indigenous people, Sina's 

traditional beliefs, which are closely connected to the natural 

world, not only include her identity but also grant her a lover. The 

appearance of Sina s lover is presaged by a one-eyed fish, and the 

fa'afafine's relation with the natural world suggests that fluidity 
across genders and sexualities is part of a continuum in which not 

only human but also animal, plant, and mineral bodies are intrin 

sically related and can thus transform into one another. 

Heterosexual poets evoke the natural world when inhabit 

ing a similar erotic fluidity: Cree poet Randy Lundy's poems are 

mostly nonspecific, even when, as in "body song," he is explicitly 
"nam [ing] the places of your body / your body of lands and skies 

and seas" (146). The repetition of "your body" suggests a differ 
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ent approach to metaphor than in Eurowestern writing: his lover's 

body is both a human body and a natural, global body. Miranda 

reflects that, particularly in terms of the female body, 

Indian writing has often been stereotyped as "nature poetry," 

leaving Indian poets to wrestle with this problematic imag 
ery. We know that if we use natural landscape as metaphor, 
we are being predictable, but on the other hand, these are not 

"just" natural images to us. Often, the natural world con 

tains much religious, culturally specific importance that is 

impossible to ignore but difficult to negotiate. (144) 

It is therefore important to recognize that the beautiful bodies of 

these poems are bodies "of land and skies and seas" and that the 

fluidity of that parataxis?at once land and skies and seas?relates 

to the inclusive erotic creating not only human community but 

also a recognition of the (erotic) relation between all living things. 
Scofield draws on the nonhuman world to celebrate and sanctify 

sex as grounded in a traditional worldview. The gender indistinc 

tiveness in "Ceremonies" is noteworthy as the poem foregrounds a 

ceremonial human-nature relationship, ending: 

nicimos, for you 
I drink blessed water 

chew the bitter roots 

so the medicine is sweet, 
the love, sacred. (Akiwenzie-Damm 41) 

Culturally specific Cree practices (sweats, fasting, medicines) are 

referred to, and yet?or, and so?the identity of Scofield's partner 
is ungendered, in defiance of dominant culture's love of category. 
The footnote to nicimos once again reveals a gap between English 
and Indigenous cultures and practices. The translation offered is 

"sweetheart or lover," words from seemingly different English reg 
isters, where "lover" can include sex but not love, and "sweetheart" 

often love but not sex. Eroticism here is instead without reservation: 

separated neither from emotion nor from ribaldry. 
There is a sense of respect for the powers of desire, its ability to 
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integrate self and world, in even the most explicit pieces. In Ipellie s 

work, for example, both graphicness and respect are cultural? 

whether he is writing about the orgasm-starved Inuit sea god 
dess Sedna or about his neighborhood lovers, his desire is in awe 

of "that sacred spot [. . .] right between their beautiful writhing 

legs / [where] The Party Eskimo Girls hold the secret to the sur 

vival of the Eskimo race" (153). For Marilyn Dumont, the collision 

of explicitness and sacredness is in 

this 

place, secret in the garden, 

flowering vulvas, host 

white tulips 

where sexually suggestive blooms are set scandalously against the 

virginal pallor of Christian tulips (78). Ipellie and Dumont both 

voice a self-love, an eroticism of their own bodies, which further 
erases the line between hetero- and homosexual. Their desire is 

inclusive and outspoken, and I want to posit that this investment 

in "presenting oneself" as both desiring and desirable across the 

anthology suggests an integrated community. Through the celebra 

tion of sexuality as exciting because diverse, "two-spirit" becomes a 

footnote to a sexuality that encompasses without reservation. 

The anthology proudly stakes its claims as being part of that 

presentation. From the gender-ambiguous image on the cover, 
the works here seek to balance specificity and commonality as 

a strategy for undermining binaries. In Dumont's suggestive 

image, the book is a diversely planted garden where the connec 

tion between nature, sexuality, and poetic language is celebrated, 

reclaiming the originary meaning of the word anthology: a gar 
land of words. Yet the writers resist any fixity?the growth of this 

garden is a process, and the waste laid previously to the land that 

is being replanted is not denied. Instead the challenge of regrowth 
is an erotic in itself, a call to remake through desire that which 

has been damaged. 
As Maori writer Witi Ihimaera describes in "Dio Mi Potevi/The 

White Man is My Burden": 
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our lovemaking is disjunctive 

my desire quickened by Empire's ghosts 
a postcolonial quest to subvert 

your orthodoxies. (95) 

Naming himself "Polynesia [...] Africa [...] the Indies," he claims 

"the desire to hurt / the penetrative wounding [...]/ opening the 

way to my own / mythic origin" (95-96). There are specific his 

tories of oppression and resistance encoded in each naming, each 

sexual performance, but they are all aimed towards the "white 

man" who is unnamed, claimed as "my burden" in an inversion 

of the usual anonymity of nonwhite objects of desire claimed by a 

highly individualized white narrator. The poem's queerness once 

again resides in the refusal of gendered pronouns, in its envision 

ing of desire through discourses usually kept separate from eroti 

cism in white culture, even as they underscore it: politics, critical 

theory, violence. 

Ihimaera's openness about the erotics of his desire to inscribe 

colonialism back on the skin of the white oppressor is as startling 
as his juxtaposition of the vocabularies of critical theory and erot 

ica, as he ends: 

At the intersections of body, sex & history 
we negotiate headlong race, gender & language 
within the seductions of closure 

our complicit entanglement you & I. (96) 

The supposedly neutral terms of postcolonial and poststructur 
alist theory are still complicit in the violence of the colonizing, 
erotic gaze. Yet they also create this potential space of negotiation 

through desire. The complicity of desire complicates lines drawn 

around race and gender, both by dominant culture and by post 
colonial politics. Desire is thus inclusive?it even extends to the 

colonizer, even if it asks him to take off his shoes and walk in bare 

footnotes. Rather than being a force of division and conquest, in 

the works presented here, desire brings together. 
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"com/passion": shaping an erotic deep 

inside and without reservation 

In William George's poem "UNITE," he opens up the word "com 

/ passion": to feel together (136). The anthology, like Deep Inside 

Clint Star, is "a machine called luvin'." Alberta's skilled but deliber 

ately skewed handling of the camera, like Akiwenzie-Damm's cre 

ation of a press to combat oppression, decolonizes the "machines" 

of capitalism, making them potent tools of resistance in the hands 

of Indigenous communities because of their formal resistance to 

the mainstream. The heady confusion and collision of desires in 

Without Reservation relates to the profusion of genres parodied 
and collaged in Clint Star. The formal choices made by individ 

ual authors in the anthology, such as eschewing capitalization as 

Haunani-Kay Trask does, inventing words as Van Camp does, or 

employing macaronics (the mingling of two or more languages in 

a single text) as Chrystos and Scofield do. Da kine: these practices 
are coding that re-embody the connection of communitist knowl 

edge and erotic community to erase the destructive association of 

appropriative knowledge gathering and sexual conquest charted by 
Smith. Da kine: that known thing is known in its ability to be mul 

tiply specific without classifying, whether referring to fa'afafinel 

two-spirit/Eskimo Party Girls, to Clint Alberta/Star/Karatechamp, 
or to the body of writers collected in an anthology. 

My argument is that it is the multiplicity of the erotic that 

inspires and frames these formal variants as they "reinvent the 

enemy's language" and summon "fugitive poses" into the present. 
Vizenor identifies the quality of "transmotion," a moving across/ 
between that is a denial of binaries, essentialism, and settled cul 

ture, in the Indigenous texts he reads. The slash that George places 
in "com/passion," like the shaky, solar-flared traveling shots that 

punctuate Clint Star, could be seen as a kind of "transmotion," cre 

ating new meanings from a single word or a cinematographic con 

vention. Embedded within it is a "compass," suggestive both of the 

spectrum theory of gender and sexuality and of Vizenor's "Native 
virtual cartography [. . .] creative connections of anishinaabe sto 

ries, totemic souvenance, natural reason, and a tricky sense of 
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native presence" (173). That tricky sense relates to the celebration of 

embodiment that Miranda seeks, that Alberta attempts and prob 
lematizes through his own body, and that Akiwenzie-Damm col 

lects. In each case, their work begins with com/passion, a gathering 

together of a multiplicity of feeling that suggests the erotic is com 

munitist and intrinsic to indigeneity. Miranda quotes Joy Harjo's 

profound statement that, "To be 'in the erotic' [. . .] is to be alive 

[...] the dominant culture can't deal with a society of alive people" 
(Coltelli 108; qtd. in Miranda 145). Without Reservation and Clint 

Star use communitist strategies, suggestive of the healing circle, 
to summon "a society of alive people." Com/passion is about the 

multiplicity of getting on together and the consequent mutuality of 

getting it on together. 

NOTES 

. Heather Norris Nicholsons "Introduction to Part Three" usefully 

charts the National Film Board's involvement with Indigenous filmmak 

ing in Canada, with particular reference to Canadian federal policies of 

multiculturalism. 

2. Tillson's focus on Alberta's interest in error is deeply problematic as 

it acts as a framework for an obituary in a conservative Canadian national 

newspaper, The Globe and Mail. It suggests that Alberta's suicide is in 
some way a willed aesthetic and social error or an extension of his refusal 

to engage in cinematic convention. As there is little critical writing on 

Alberta's work, it is difficult to critique and recontextualize Jeff Sterne's 
comments more fully, and any explanation or discussion of Alberta's sui 

cide in relation to the complex discourses surrounding the discussion of 
his sexuality and Indigenous identity in the film is beyond the scope of 
this paper. 

3. Taafafine are, in Eurowestern terms, chromosomally and geni 

tally biological males raised as culturally female. In traditional Samoan 

culture, they were not perceived as transsexual but as female. This is an 

example of the way in which a pan-Native conception of two-spirit lived 

experience and praxis extends both historically and sexually beyond con 

ventional Western conceptions of gender and sexuality that are reliant 

on the essentialization of two biological sexes and culturally constructed 

genders. 
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