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“I'T°’S ONLY RIGHT THAT YOU SHOULD PLAY THE WAY
YOU FEEL IT” : INDIGENOUS DREAMS AND CREATIVITY
AS ENACTMENTS OF SURVIVANCE AND THRIVANCE

JOAQUIN, MUNOZ!

ABSTRACT. This paper explores Indigenous conceptualizations of creativity
through the production of Indigenous creators. Too often, the creativity of In-
digenous peoples is misunderstood or pathologized by non-Indigenous people
as a function of a restricted vision of what constitutes creative production. The
culturally embedded construction of creativity contributes to the misinterpre-
tation of creativity and its output. This paper begins with an examination of a
single viral TikTok video that developed through conversations and reflections
with colleagues and the community. These conversations led to an initial ex-
ploration of the conceptions of creativity of Indigenous creatives. Using their
language as the site of analysis, this paper offers reflections on the creative
process of Indigenous peoples, centered in identity, resisting invisibility and
countering erasure, connecting creativity to activism, creativity as a site of
joy and celebration, and creativity as community building and connection. In
exploring creativity, this aims to support educators in their work with Indige-
nous students and those working with Indigenous people’ topics and content
to develop culturally responsive conceptions of Indigenous creativity.
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1. POSITIONALITY STATEMENT

Before shifting to the remainder of this article, it is crucial to offer a po-
sitionality statement, to share who I am and the way that my identity shapes
my relationship to this article and its ideas. My articulating this positionality
better equips the reader to explore my conceptions, my potential biases, and any
unexplored assumptions. This is in respect to academic relatives, the scholarly
foremothers and forefathers who draw explicit attention to the practice of naming
our multiple identities as part of maintaining a critical lens (Reyes, 2020). Naming
our respective subjectivities and positionalities resists the settler colonial myth of
objectivity (Masta, 2019) and locates research and scholarship as connected—and
accountable to—our relationships and communities. This is especially necessary
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for scholars who write about black, Indigenous and people of color (BIPOC), di-
versity, and culture to foreground how social identities shape research and how
research is in turn shaped by interactions with power and privilege.

My identity as a member of the Pascua Yaqui Tribe and Chicano person plays
a direct role in how I live, teach, and learn. I was born and raised in what is
colonially referred to as Arizona on the Pascua Yaqui Indian Reservation and now
live in what is colonially known as Vancouver, British Columbia, the ancestral
and unceded territories of the Musqueam peoples. As a teacher educator, I work
to develop pedagogies for future teachers, most of whom are either of European
settler colonial ancestry or of settler, non-Indigenous people of color identity,
to recognize concepts central to Indigenous peoples’ experiences. This includes
working within anti-oppressive educational frameworks to open spaces that cel-
ebrate Indigenous ways of being while resisting settler colonial logics (Powell,
2002) and working to unsettle tendencies towards “epistemological hegemony”
(Brant-Birioukov, 2021, p. 254). As an Indigenous person, story and storytelling
figure prominently in my epistemological and ontological frames of reference; like
Brayboy (2005), I contend that stories and theories are not mutually exclusive.
In the work of teacher education, a story can be as effective—if not more so—at
communicating crucial knowledge and understanding. As a cis-hetero male, I
work to center the experiences and accounts of BIPOC people and specifically
BIPOC women’s views of the world. This is in response to feminist critiques
of the academy for its lack of engagement with women and to centre women’s
narratives, especially in classes taught by cis-gender heterosexual male teachers.

2. INTRODUCTION

““Now here you go again, you say you want your freedom Well,
who am I to keep you down? It’s only right that you should play
the way you feel it””

Fleetwood Mac, Dreams (1977) and bona fide rez anthem.

The popular Fleetwood Mac song “Dreams,” originally released in 1977, found
an unexpected resurgence in popularity in fall 2020, gaining 16.1 million streams
in the week of October 15 and earning a spot on the Billboard Top 10 Stream-
ing Songs Chart (Garvey, 2020). The reason for this return to popularity might
surprise many: it was a used in a viral TikTok video posted by the creator-
influencer Nathan Apodaca, also known by his TikTok handle Doggface208. His
video, which has now enjoyed more than 80 million views via Instagram, TikTok,
and YouTube, spawned hundreds of remixes and recreations, including TikToks
by band members Mick Fleetwood and Stevie Nicks themselves. The viral sen-
sation also led to commentators in the mainstream media, YouTube, and other
social media addressing the Doggface phenomenon. The context of Doggface’s vi-
ral video and his subsequent rise in popularity—due in part to the global context
at the time of its release—has carried on into the present day. Along with the con-
tinued popularity of his TikTok productions, Doggface has earned endorsements
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from Ocean Spray, developed collaborations with rapper Snoop Dogg, begun pro-
ducing a line of cannabis products, and become a featured actor in the critically
acclaimed television program Reservation Dogs.

It is the identity of Doggface himself and the circumstances leading to his des-
ignation as a relative to many communities that inspired this paper. Apodaca,
who self-identifies as an Arapaho and Mexican American man from Idaho Falls,
and the multiple communities claiming kinship with him demonstrate the power
of social media as a connecting medium for Indigenous peoples and illustrate el-
ements of both survivance and thrivance (Munoz et al., 2023). The embrace of
Doggface’s status by various communities raises crucial questions about Indige-
nous identity, technology use, and the implications of social media for concep-
tions of indigeneity. Within Indigenous communities, meaningful conversations
about identity, social media as a form of storying, and the communication of
vital cultural knowledge are at the forefront of Indigenous creative processes. For
non-Indigenous communities, critical reconstructions of creativity and creative
projects by Indigenous peoples open an entry point to challenging hegemonic
Western visions of creative processes. As Doggface’s output shows, Indigenous
peoples are articulating distinctively Indigenous experiences that do not reify his-
toric stereotypes (Wyman, 2012). Apodaca’s presentation (2020) is a unique and
generative act and works as an adaptation of “rhetorical conventions” that “resist
and ... comment on hostile circumstances while expressing connection to unique
Indigenous identities” (Wyman, 2012, p. 12).

In engaging with various colleagues and individuals with storying methodolo-
gies (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2014; San Pedro & Kinloch, 2017) to appreciate, cele-
brate, and explore the Doggface phenomenon, a more expansive inquiry emerged.
Creativity, as both concept and practice, frequently emerged as a topic and led to
examinations of other Indigenous TikTok creators and creatives more broadly to
examine conceptions of creativity and production through Indigenous lenses. And
while pedagogical and curricular possibilities are a practical interest, the impli-
cations for understanding Indigenous creativity more broadly are also important.
Exploring Indigenous conceptions of creativity contributes to challenging colonial
constructions of Indigenous peoples and serves as an entry point for considering
Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and axiologies (Walter & Andersen, 2013).
These investigations challenge epistemological hegemony (Brant-Birioukov, 2021)
and cognitive imperialism (Battiste, 2013), emphasizing the celebration and joy
of engaging with Indigenous peoples’ creative activities.

This work aims to develop an understanding of how conceptions of creativ-
ity— especially through an Indigenous lens—can help teachers develop knowledge
of Indigenous peoples’ expressions to foster a clearer understanding and enable
them to support youth in classroom settings. Along with illuminating teaching
and learning processes related to literacy, this research supports greater awareness
of the cultural influences on learning and can provide useful insights into trans-
disciplinary areas of curriculum design and evaluation and learning and teaching
in both formal and informal settings.
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The paper describes the initial stages of conceptual research related to two
topics and Indigenous peoples: creativity and cultural production. It arose from
an inquiry into a viral TikTok video posted in the fall of 2020 and analyzed
through lenses of educational and linguistic anthropology (Mufioz et al., 2023).
After becoming a viral sensation at the end of 2020, the clip became a production
of cultural significance to Indigenous communities and stands as an important
cultural artifact of interest to researchers. The video serves as a way for re-
searchers, educators, and others interested in examining the creative practices of
Indigenous youth to develop a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of their
creative production on social media.

3. GUIDING FRAMEWORKS

The examination of creativity calls for lenses of decolonization, critical race
theory, and indigenization. The reason for this lies in the problematic history
of conceptualizing Indigenous peoples. Non-Indigenous peoples have frequently
been educated in both formal and informal ways to pathologize Indigenous peo-
ples’” ways of being, systems of knowledge, and methods (Barnhardt & Kawagley,
2005). In schooling processes, Indigenous peoples were educated for purposes of
assimilation and submission to settler colonial logics (Rifkin, 2013). Simultane-
ously, discourses of settler colonialism created constructions of Indigenous peoples
that devalued their knowledges, technologies, and creative processes. Richard
Van Camp’s Thcho protagonist Dene Cho voices many Indigenous peoples’ pain
of their experiences in schools: “Why do our teachers keep calling our stories
‘legends’ and ‘myths’ when I know in my heart that they’'re our Truths with a
capital “T!"” (2018, p. 1). Dene’s pain refers to the traumas of assimilation
and erasure as the end goals of schooling and, at the same time, undertaking
the double work (Shalaby, 2017) of demonstrating to others demeaning views of
Indigenous peoples’ creative expressions and privileging interpretations of those
expressions framed as primitive, unsophisticated, and archaic.

Indigenous peoples are frequently not seen as creative in a contemporary con-
text. In lieu of examining Indigenous creative expression as having the potential
to be powerful, beautiful, and able to speak to our current climate, society is often
taught the privileging of Western, white (usually male) mainstream conceptions
of creativity and mastery of artistic forms. This is true of multiple artistic expres-
sions, whatever the medium. When examined at all, Indigenous peoples’ creative
expressions are most frequently conceived of as historic, even prehistoric, and
are subjected to interrogations of authenticity. In this sense, creativity in class-
rooms must be explored with an eye on critiquing ethnocentric and Eurocentric
conceptions of creativity and artistic merit: hence this project’s reliance on and
privileging of stances based in decolonization (Smith, 1999, 2021), critical race
theories (Brayboy, 2005), and Indigenization. These frameworks help us critique
Eurocentric and white supremacist conceptions of creativity and artistic merits
and turn toward visions of interpreting creative expressions that expand our def-
initions of who can be creative, what creative output can look like, and what
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its meaning is to the artist and the community of which they are a part. Be-
cause even though attitudes and perceptions of Indigenous peoples have shifted
over time, conceptions of creativity remain largely constructed through biases
towards very specific types of creative output.

4. CREATIVITY AND INDIGENEITY

Kanyen’keha:ka scholar Kiera Brant-Birioukov’s research on Indigenous cre-
ativity points to the power of “Indigenous resilience, innovation, and adaptation
in times of crisis,” which she calls “In(di)genuity” and which can be considered
a parallel construction to Vizenor’s concept of survivance. And while so much of
Indigenous peoples’ creative expression is done in response or resistance to settler
colonial logics, it is important to remember that settler colonialism is not the
reason for Indigenous creativity. Settler colonialism impacts Indigenous creative
expression, but Indigenous creativity seeks to move above and beyond settler
colonial constructs. Vizenor (1990) points to this expanded discourse, this “more
discourse” that surpasses “mere responses to colonialist demands or social science
theories” (Vizenor, 1990, p.278). Creativity moving beyond colonialist demands
requires care by members of Indigenous communities to reject constructions of
identity forced upon them by settler colonialism, which only allows for imagina-
tions beyond the “provincial, protective and patronizing” visions of “an ‘Indian’
art that depict[s] traditional themes, abstract designs or representational por-
trayals of culture, which viewers could immediately recognize” (Vizenor, 2010, p.
42).

While Vizenor’s critique of the art world and its shift toward an embrace
of Indigenous creative expression beyond “traditional representation” (Vizenor,
2010, p. 44) may appear to indicate a broad acceptance and understanding of
dynamic Indigenous creative outlets, the common discourse related to Indigenous
Peoples—particularly in the context of education—tends to default to seeking and
highlighting “simulations of authenticity” (Vizenor, 2010, p. 46). Put another
way, the common conversation around Indigenous Peoples of Turtle Island tends
to focus on historic representations and hearkening back to pre-colonial times
at the cost of dynamic and emerging activity. The embrace of this simulation
emerged in the literature review done for the present study: a search of five
leading journals on creativity and creativity studies produced no results with
articles focusing on Indigenous creativity and conceptualization. For schools and
teachers to fully see Indigenous peoples, it is imperative that history be balanced
with the present and the future.

5. SURVIVANCE AND THRIVANCE

Vizenor’s “aesthetics of survivance” (2008, p. 1) is a crucial starting point
for exploring Indigenous peoples’ creative activity. Vizenor notes that the prac-
tice of survivance (which in the present paper is extended to include visual and
digital creative expressions) shapes “an active presence, more than the instincts
of survival, function or subsistence ... prompted by natural reason, by a con-
sciousness and sense of incontestable presence that arises from experiences in the
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natural world” (Vizenor, 2008, p. 11). This sense of incontestable presence de-
mands a shift from the purely historicized version of Indigenous peoples to one
that examines, embraces, and celebrates the complex and nuanced vision of Indi-
geneity. Lindstrom et al. (2023) articulate this shift by asking educators to move
from resilience discourse—a reflection and response to settler colonialism—to a
discourse of perseverance. In the context of a Blackfoot-centred pedagogy, per-
severance means balancing history and the present to centre relationships among
all beings and to create an existence of generosity, sharing, respect, and kindness.

Building further, survivance opens doors to perceive and exist in thrivance,
“a resistance, perseverance, and endurance that looks toward an imagined, flour-
ishing Indigenous future and healthy community” (Mufioz et al., 2023, p. 801).
Here, thrivance is taken up to emphasize the “flourishing Indigenous future and
healthy community” which center community-led and developed perspectives and
practices, in support of “educational programing, and capacity building” that
supports “the reassertion of sovereignty and self-determination [of] Indigenous
Peoples” (Mufioz et al., 2023, p. 801). Thrivance draws on Vizenor’s vision of
active presence and consciousness and projects into the future; it invokes imagina-
tions and celebrations, a triumph over the history and presence of settler colonial
logic to a future connecting to the natural world as a common practice. It is an
act of creation and artistry that acknowledges the past without the limitations
of the “familiar cultural information frequently framed through stereotypes of
Native tragedy, Native suffering and the complications of the loss of traditions
and cultures” (Vizenor, 2010, p. 46). These experiences are neither denied nor
ignored but are seen through the context of the present and the celebration of
the future.

6. SOoCIAL MEDIA

Social media sites are a rich space for engaging learning around Indigene-
ity, especially contemporary visions of Indigeneity. In these spaces, Indigenous
people are constantly developing and expressing critical views related to politics,
identity, and sovereignty. Indigenous peoples use social media outlets to resist
“settler colonial violence” while “remaking representational politics, communi-
cating humanity and community-building” (Mufioz et al., 2023, p. 803). Social
media outlets provide some of the most dynamic and challenging spaces in which
this creative work occurs; the dynamism can be found in both content and the
speed with which technologies evolve to meet user needs. At the same time,
these platforms are challenging given their reification of economic and techno-
logical stratification and access. Indigenous users of these platforms carve out
spaces of “creativity and experimentation” (Anderson, 2020, p. 9) where they
speak to Indigenous topics and themes while also helping (and certainly compli-
cating) notions of Indigenous identity, authenticity, and community. On social
media outlets, young people can enjoy greater influence and power, as they are
able to create content and impact media without relying on dominant forces to
promote and circulate ideas. As Indigenous youth drive shifts in explorations of
culture, language, and creative expression, they generate, support, and maintain
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community connections as well. As a result, Indigenous youth and others con-
nected in social media communities recreate definitions of Indigeneity through
their expressions. Social media platforms are a landscape on which Indigenous
creators express the “viable futures of survivance ... beyond historicized us/them
dichotomies” and toward the longer views of our communities” (Bang et al., 2014,
pp. 38-39).

These frameworks helped develop the research questions guiding this inquiry:

e How are Indigenous people expressing creativity through technology and
social media?

e How are Indigenous peoples using multimedia tools to build and sustain
community?

e What does Indigenous survivance look like in contemporary contexts?
e How can teachers learn from exploring Indigenous creative expression?

Unangax scholar Eve Tuck (2009) points out that research involving Indige-
nous peoples often emerges from damaged-centered approaches that both overtly
and covertly produce negative, dismissive conceptions of Indigenous peoples and
their ways of being. These damaged-centered perspectives also work to opera-
tionalize and naturalize deficit perspectives that undermine Indigenous identity
and ways of being. Developing and expanding teachers’ conceptions of creativity
requires deep engagement beyond the damage-centered to support their awareness
of Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and axiologies (Kovach, 2021; Walter &
Anderson, 2013). In the field of Indigenous education, teacher preparation must
also engage crucial questions of how to support decolonizing practices (Battiste,
2013) and how to support teachers in resisting settler colonial logics (Munoz,
2024). An exploration of creativity as an expression of Indigeneity supports the
work of resistance to settler colonial practices by preparing teachers to resist the
“epistemological hegemony” of Western educational constructs (Brant-Birioukov,
2021, p. 254). Any exploration of Indigenous peoples’ creative expressions must
be informed by desire-centred approaches, illuminated by the imaginations of
Indigenous futurisms (Dillon, 2012) and the possibility of otherwise worlds (Jus-
tice, 2018). If not, educators may miss crucial opportunities to understand and
celebrate Indigenous youth and their creative expressions.

7. METHODOLOGY

7.1. Doggface and Linguistic Play. An initial exploration of Doggface’s viral
video was undertaken as part of an examination of language, play, and innovative
communicative practices (Munoz et al., 2023). In conversation with examples
from across the world, the authors argued for attending to the diverse ways In-
digenous peoples use “language and the capacity for creativity and inventiveness”
(Munoz et al., 2023, p. 797) as a form of communication, along with its vital
function of promoting healing and resistance to settler colonial structures.
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The examination of Doggface’s viral TikTok and the resulting responses,
homages, and celebrations provided the initial points of inquiry. This analysis
was explored through the lenses of language play and prompted numerous ongoing
conversations (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2014; San Pedro & Kinloch, 2017) with col-
leagues—both Indigenous and non-Indigenous—whose comments produced new
insights and lenses into the significance of the video. These conversations were
analogous to of Doggface’s rise to fame and stardom and his significance to In-
digenous peoples as a symbol of identity, joy, and relationship. Along with the
millions and millions of views, the overwhelming response by fans as evidenced
by the hundreds of tribute and copy versions of the original video led to a deeper
exploration of Indigenous peoples’ creative expression in digital spaces.

7.2. NativesCreative and the Articulation of Indigenous Creative Ex-
pression. The examination of Doggface’s TikTok sparked an interest in explor-
ing Indigenous social media production as a site of creativity and an opportunity
to characterize Indigenous peoples’ conceptions of creativity. This led to the
development of a corpus of linguistic data. This NativesCreative database is a
collection of interview excerpts, artists’ statements, and publicly available mate-
rials from creatives across Turtle Island. The corpus currently includes over 100
language tokens, including phrases or terms. These tokens are categorized into
10 groups organized by medium of production (e.g., “visual artist,” “author,” or
“comedian”) and by location of the creator. The names of the various creators
were found via articles, Instagram posts, and blogs from Indigenous authors.

)

After the names were compiled, searches were conducted for interviews, artists
statements, and language from the creators to describe their creative processes.
The NativesCreative database includes excerpts from interviews conducted with
creatives. Also included are artists’ statements, personal correspondence, and
website materials. The language tokens frequently emerged as answers to ques-
tions about artists’ creative processes or from artists’ statements articulating the
rationale for particular pieces.

As the database was compiled, themes emerged that showed commonalities
amongst Indigenous creatives in articulating their processes. Qualitative coding
processes were then applied to further analyze the data. The coding was informed
by scholarship in Indigenous studies, Indigenous literary studies, and other work
critiquing settler colonial epistemologies (Justice, 2018; Rice, 2020a; Vowel, 2016).
These approaches were used to inform and expand key terms in the language of
artists and creators to illuminate critical themes in the data that point to the
“why” of Indigenous creative processes. As the tokens were collected, a series
of qualitative codes (Saldana, 2013) were applied to analyze the data, including
holistic coding, descriptive In Vivo coding, and values coding.

8. FINDINGS

The inquiry into Doggface’s viral TikTok and examination of Indigenous cre-
ators’ expression yielded a rich data set for considering definitions of creativity
while exploring Indigenous identity. As much as the creations themselves, it is
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the response from communities connected to those expressions that offers key in-
sights into Indigenous peoples’ artistic output. For Doggface, the reactions from
Indigenous communities on various social media platforms illustrated forms of
powerful community and solidarity, touching a nerve among diverse Indigenous
peoples that evoked joy, celebration, and a distinctly Indigenous perspective on
the immediate situation of global pandemic, both locally and globally. In exam-
ining artistic expression in the NativesCreative corpus, the themes that emerged
though analysis of creatives language statements pointed to Indigenous episte-
mologies, ontologies, and axiologies familiar to many Indigenous communities.
These themes stress Indigenous-centred experiences of the world and Indigenous-
focused interpretations of artistic production while maintaining the distinct na-
tures of the myriad Indigenous peoples represented in the corpus. Ultimately,
these examples offer crucial insights for developing deeper and more nuanced
understandings of Indigenous communities and aspects of Indigenous knowledge
systems.

8.1. Doggface Plays the Way He Feels It. The video creation and sharing
app TikTok has rapidly become one of the most popular social media platforms
in the digital universe; it allows users to create content that can be shared on a
loop and stored on a user’s profile for later viewing. TikTok offers a place for cre-
ative engagement and construction in innovative ways (Anderson, 2020; Bresnick,
2019). It has also proven to be a site of robust engagement by Indigenous, First
Nations, and Native American people across Turtle Island (#NativeTikTok), of-
fering a space of Indigenous expression connected to the ongoing traditions of
community building and solidarity.

Apodaca’s TikTok, “Morning Vibe,” was posted on September 25, 2020, set-
ting off an outpouring of views, commentary, and inspired responses. Briefly, the
video shows Doggface as he longboards on a public road, lip-syncing to the Fleet-
wood Mac song ”Dreams.” One immediate reaction is in the improbable action of
Doggface filming himself with a cellphone while maneuvering a longboard, but he
does so with ease. As the clip progresses, Doggface casually smiles, nods (“Now
here you go again; you say you want your freedom”) and proceeds to swig from
a gallon-sized bottle of Ocean Spray Cran-Raspberry juice (“Well, who am I to
keep you down?”). As Doggface continues his trek, he turns his head away from
the camera, exposing a shaved head and a tattoo of two feathers behind his ear,
stretching all the way down to his neck. Both these features contributed to the
embrace of Doggface by both Indigenous and Mexican communities, as comments
on the video noted his “deadly uncle vibes” and a love for the “old school Chi-
cano” (Munoz et al., 2023, p. 805) identity he seemed to exude. In interviews
following the viral sensation, Doggface identified himself as of Northern Arapaho
and Mexican descent.

The context of the clip’s production offers some insights into its rise to viral
status. In fall 2020, the world was reckoning with global race-centred uprisings,
protests, and resistance following the murder of George Floyd by the Minneapo-
lis Police Department in May of that year. Simultaneously, it was gripped by
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the growing knowledge of an ever-worsening COVID-19 pandemic, and anxiety,
particularly intense in the United States, about the uncertain results of a piv-
otal presidential election. In the midst of all of this, Doggface’s clip connected
to a basic desire to survive, to move beyond death, destruction, and despair.
One commenter described the video as “the one positive thing in 2020” (Mufloz
et al., 2023, p. 805). An awareness of the history of resistance to settler colo-
nialism, genocide, and annihilation centres Doggface’s TikTok in the light of
survivance and thrivance over time: his skateboarding—which ties to the history
of Native American skateboarding culture (Hearne, 2014)—while singing along to
“Dreams” (a “Rez anthem for years,” as another commenter mentions) connects
to the long history of Indigenous perseverance.

Along with the viral video itself, what may long endure is the massive influx of
response, commentary, and connection to Doggface’s creative expression; a mov-
ing montage at the end of a Native Reacts clip—a YouTube show with Indigenous
hosts who comment on a variety of news items and social media trends—shows
the many ways people offered homage to the original video, creating their own
versions of “Morning Vibe” while horseback riding, ice skating, bike riding, and
other activities (Patrickisnavajo, 2020). In the episode dedicated to “Morning
Vibe,” the Native Reacts hosts comment on the positive “Native response on-
line” and the “way that everyone has related to it” (Patrickisnavajo, 2020).

Authenticity is of considerable importance, given the proliferation of social
media practices by Indigenous peoples, which brings with it public displays of
language, music, drama, and dress. For non-Indigenous observers, examining
cultural expressions for signs of authenticity is often a fraught endeavor, as “au-
thentic” is often tied to problematic and biased views and understandings of in-
digeneity that are often informed by inaccurate historical accounts and a reliance
on master narratives (Takaki, 2003) that trap Indigenous people into particular
modes of cultural and creative expression. As a function of settler colonialism,
the act of measuring “authenticity” of Indigenous peoples’ cultural production
is, for non-Indigenous people, an act of colonial defining. The challenge for non-
Indigenous people—and educators in particular—is to look beyond the immediate
conceptions of what is and is not “Indigenous” to explore creative expressions,
like Doggface’s TikTok, as survivance: the “action, condition, quality and senti-
ments of the verb survive” (Vizenor, 2008, p. 19) beyond historic stereotyping
and typecasting (Wyman, 2012). This “vibe” with which so many people con-
nected has underlying links to survivance in its celebration of perseverance and
joy related to the past, the present, and imagined futures.

8.2. “Stories shape the way that the land moves, the way that we move
on the land”: NativesCreative and Creative Expression. The Native-
sCreative corpus emerged as part of a deeper investigation into aspects of Indige-
nous Identity, creativity, expression, and community. In viewing social media
user comments on the “Morning Vibe” TikTok made clear, Indigenous peoples
were finding joy, self-expression, and kinship in their reinterpretations of the viral
video. As the hosts of the Native Reacts remarked, while “vibing Indigenously” in
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episode #26 devoted to Doggface, the beauty of his expression was paralleled in
other creators’ work; the “unique videos of our people ... doin’ it, just feelin’ the
good vibes, livin’ life, appreciatin’ life” (Patrickisnavajo, 2020). This prompted
interest in exploring other Indigenous peoples’ expressions and curiosity about
what was contained in their interpretations of their creative processes.

In compiling the corpus for this study, the initial step was a search through
online media and social media pages, Instagram accounts, and other sources to
identify Indigenous creators, with attention to balancing between Canadian- and
U.S.-based creators. The corpus included authors, visual artists, comedians, mu-
sicians, and social media influencers, all of whom are designated here as “cre-
atives.” After the list of names was compiled, a second search was undertaken
in an attempt to find language data from each creative, with searches such as
“Melissa General creative process” or “Stephen Graham Jones interview.” Much
of the language of creatives collected and analyzed in the corpus came from in-
terviews and artists’ statements on websites or other publicly available materials.
Creatives expressing ideas about their artistic processes via TikTok or Instagram
video reels also produced some of the language tokens for analysis. As the number
of tokens in the corpus began to grow, a reflective process of coding began, along
with more formal coding processes (Saldana, 2013), and some common themes
emerged. No single theme was expressed by all creatives, just as no creative spoke
to every theme that emerged. The vision that arose was complex and nuanced,
open to interpretation and exploration: in short, a vision of complex survivance
and thrivance.

As the database was compiled, themes emerged that showed commonalities
among Indigenous creatives articulating their creative processes. Many of the
people on the list shared stories about their work connecting to a variety of
topics, including

e identity

e resisting invisibility and countering erasure
e connection to activism work

e joy and celebration in art

e working with and in communities

When artists commented on the identity, they frequently described their artis-
tic production as connected to their sense of self as an Indigenous person. Many
artists also commented on their creative expression as a being resistance to in-
vistbility and part of the work of countering perpetual erasure by settler colo-
nial logics, artistic establishments, and the conventions of Western epistemology.
Many artists also connected their work to activism stances, with some describing
allyship and solidarity with various Indigenous peoples’ movements for land re-
matriation, Indigenous sovereignty, and other social justice movements. Several
creatives described their expressions as being their form of activism, articulating
a real hope for art to make change in the world. And while many of the creatives
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reflected on pain and trauma as part of their processes, many also described
joy and celebration in the process of their artistic expression and in completed
projects. Several spoke of collective elements in their work, whether it was car-
ried out in community with other creatives, the collective inspiration of home, or
connections to relatives, kin, and ancestors, both human and other than human.

Dallas Goldtooth (Bdewakantunwan Dakota & Dine), a comedian, actor, and
founding member of the Indigenous comedy troupe The 1491s, described the
experience of his most famous portrayal to date, the character “Sprit” in the hit
TV show Reservation Dogs. Goldtooth describes his creative process in the role,
commenting on Native storytelling and portrayals of Native people in the media.
He noted that Reservation Dogs seeks to “to tell its own story, but at the same
time, we’re also trying to confront and dismantle those portrayals” (Hunte, 2022).
He goes on to evoke the joy and celebration of the role: “I had a blast portraying
this character, but I did not really expect how much joy people would find out of
this character” (Hunte, 2022). Throughout his interview, Goldtooth also refers
to the work of countering erasure and poking fun at Indigenous peoples’ self-
conceptions and self-portrayals, hearkening back to the survivance and thrivance
that connect to complexity and futurity.

In another example, Cherie Dimaline (Métis), author of The Marrow Thieves,
VenCo, and Funeral Songs for Dying Girls, connected to multiple themes. Fo-
cusing on story and storytelling, Dimaline challenges settler colonialism’s impact
on Indigenous peoples through the “Western sort of literary cataloguing system”
and offers the significance of storytelling as creating “pathways and roads for all
those neurons and thoughts in our brains ... so it shapes the way your brain
works” (Rice, 2020b). She goes on to point out that stories “shape the way that
the land moves—the way that we move on the land” (Rice, 2020b). Her descrip-
tions and connections to both story and land point out the significance of identity
and identity development. Later, she jokingly mentions that “as long as no one
in my community is mad at me for doing something wrong with my stories, I'm
good!” (Rice, 2020b), illustrating themes of connection to family, relatives, and
ancestors, and a sense of accountability as a function of her creative process.

A third example, from ceramic, automobile, and visual artist Rose B. Simp-
son (Santa Clara Pueblo), involved the themes of collective and connections to
family, community, and relationships to humans, other then humans, and the
earth itself. She remarked that “I'm always tossing around the idea that for an
art practice, we take resources from the earth” with the hope that her works
“are made [to] make systemic change to benefit the planet” (Schulman, 2021).
She goes on to describe her work in ways that illustrate the themes of identity,
resisting invisibility and countering erasure, and connection to activism. Simpson
remarks that her current work focuses on “building awareness around the energy
of colonization, around Indigenous culture, bodies, and place” (Schulman, 2021).
Like many artists profiled in the NativesCreative corpus, Simpson’s descriptions
of her creative process are not siloed or compartmentalized; rather, they inter-
connect and intertwine in complex ways. The “energy of colonization” indicates
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creative expression pertaining to activism and countering erasure, while the focus
on “Indigenous culture, bodies, and place” connects more to the work of identity
and work with and in community. These connections are crucial but also familiar
aspects of Indigenous peoples’ artistic expression and illustrate the multiple ways
that Indigenous creatives are moving towards the future.

In exploring these examples and many others in the corpus, teachers, educa-
tors, and others can develop new understandings of Indigenous peoples’ creative
expressions and, by extension, gain awareness of elements of Indigenous episte-
mologies, ontologies, and axiologies. Educators can simultaneously impact their
teacher practice and their own mindsets. Developing more complex conceptions
of creativity can support teachers’ awareness of creative expression and output to
better celebrate its production and meaning. At the same time, this expansion
can help teachers develop a more nuanced, and contemporary vision of Indigenous
peoples.

Attending to these themes, in conjunction with an immersion in Indigenous
art, music, writing, and creative expression, can contribute to expanding knowl-
edge and clarity related to indigeneity. Educators should follow Indigenous cre-
ators on social media platforms, read Indigenous authors, and challenge them-
selves to engage with Indigenous creative expression in all its forms. That can
support teachers’ awareness of Indigenous expression as legitimately creative,
informed through the lenses of identity, activism, celebration, and connection.
Considering these themes as aspects of Indigenous creative production can help
educators better understand students and more fully appreciate and celebrate
their creative work.

9. IMPLICATIONS: TEACHERS’ ASSESSMENTS OF CREATIVITY

This viral TikTok and the analysis of the database help illuminate key areas
to consider when exploring creative production. Definitions of creativity often
restrict themselves to standards of originality and effectiveness or to cognitive
processes of organizing and reorganizing knowledge. In exploring Indigenous cre-
ative processes, the In-di-genuity of Indigenous peoples, creativity can be seen as
involving acts beyond organization and effectiveness: that is, as acts of ceremony,
sacred acts that express power and individual autonomy, along with connections
to places, peoples, and cultural histories. As climate activist, writer, and social
media influencer Allen Salway (Diné, Tohono O’odham, Oglala Lakota) notes,

I decided to use social media to help my people because even when
I had very few followers, I felt like I had a voice. I was talking
about issues that affected me. I saw social media as a means to
spread necessary information in order to combat the ignorance
perpetuated in regards to our struggle. I also saw social media as
a way to find other Natives, since our population is so small. It’s
good to connect with others through healing work.

(Clark, 2019)
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By exploring and expanding our conceptions of Indigenous peoples’ creativity,
we have a more promising opportunity to support Indigenous youth’s creative
expression. At the same time, this expansion supports the dismantling of settler
colonial logics and by embracing the vast array of Indigenous creativities and
their connections to place, community, and thrivance.

Recent events continue to remind us of the ongoing need for developing
teacher awareness of Indigenous issues, Indigenous identity, and settler colonial-
ism in the United States and Canada (Powell, 2002). Examples include the
cultural violence of mocking and pantomiming stereotypes of Indigenous peoples
in the name of “teaching students” (Brown, 2021) or reliving the historic trauma
of residential school violence in Kamloops, British Columbia (National Native
American Boarding School Healing Coalition, 2022). Both these examples, among
countless others documented and undocumented, spring from the same mindsets
that pathologize Indigenous youth in schools and classrooms, which, for those
who work in Indigenous education is all too common an occurrence.

This rethinking of creativity—particularly through Indigenous lenses—is cru-
cial in the work of decolonizing teacher education work and practices. This re-
thinking is not designed to replace the work of transforming structures to end
systemic racism and other forms of educational oppression (Kumashiro, 2000).
Deeper, culturally informed awareness of the epistemologies and ontologies that
inform Indigenous conceptions of creativity can support educators in everything
from curriculum development to materials selection to assessment and evaluation.
Engaging in developing a nuanced vision of creativity expands educator’s abili-
ties to see and appreciate creative expression in new ways. In doing so, we can
work to change beliefs that may be deeply ingrained—often without our aware-
ness—about what is and is not creative. Settler colonialism shapes vast swaths
of worldviews and perceptions of reality, which can rob educators of the beauty,
creativity, and power of Indigenous youth. In expanding definitions of creativity
to include the full range of expression of Indigenous peoples, we can support the
work of reconciliation in schools by crafting an “age-appropriate curriculumon . ..
Aboriginal peoples’ historical and contemporary contributions” (Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission of Canada, 2016) in the service of honoring Indigenous
peoples’ striving and practice of survivance and thrivance.
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