OPINION

From rhetoric to action

How to make Indigenous Peoples Day mean something

BY TREY ADCOCK

Indigenous Peoples Day is less
than a month away, and now seems
like a good time 1o start reflecting on
what that might mean for people in
and around Asheville.

In the last few years, the cily has
been out in front of sowme issues
pertaining to Indigenous people.
In 2016, City Council was among
the earliest in the country to adapt
a resolution in support of waler
protectors st Standing Reck, who
were prolesting construction of the
Dakota Access Plpeline on Sioux
treaty lands, That same yenr, City
Counell voted unanimously {o abol-
ish Columbus Day in favor of cele-
brating Indigenous Peoples Day on
the second Monday ofevery October.
The resolution recognized that the
city was "built upon the homelands
and village: of the Indigenous
Peaples of this region” and declared

that “Indigenous Peoples Day shall
‘“be an opportunity lo celebrate

the thriving culture and values of

. - Indigenous Peoples of our region.”
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This form of acknowledgment is

important, and the cily should be
lauded for its elforts — but unless
there i3 & sustained commitment {o
highlight both Indigenous people
and 1835ues in the eity, then ultimate-
ly these efforts fall short.

LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This reminds me a lot of the current
conversation around land acknowl-
edgment statements. At a basic level,
land acknowledgment is a recogni-
tionn that you are on the lands, for
various purposes, of an Indigenous
people. The statements originaied
in Ausiralia before becoming com-
mon practice in Canada and now
in the United States. Universities
have been the main theater, bui
church groups, communily organi-
zations, museums, nonprofits and
K-12 schools have begun to either
ask about land acknowledgments or
issue their own versions of these
short slafements. Some commemao-
rate them with plagques or banners.
For me, it is a complicated conver-
sations hecause, for one, Indigenous
people have been recognizing their
unique relationship to the land for
thousands of years, and two, this
was not done through perfunctory
statements, Acknowledgment was
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and is an everyday pari of n dynamie,
reciprocal relationship with the land.

The value of land acknowledg-
ments 15 up for debate, with some
arpuing that these statements are
tokenizing and trivial, and others
seeing them as the first step toward
reconciliation, At their best, perhaps,
they move the needle and shiti con-
sciousness shghtly. | tend to be skep-
tical, but 1 do think al UNC Asheville,
we're seeing some positive traclion
after the university formally adopled
a land acknowledgment statement in
fall 2020 (avlmx/aki)

Significantly, the Faculty Senate
not only formally adopted the state-
ment but alse provided concrete
recommendations for the university
to move from acknowledgment lo
action, including hiring more Native
faculty, expanding currieulum sppor-
tunities for students {o learn about
Indigenous peaples snd suggesting
scholarships for Native atudents, {o
name a few. UNC Asheville's Stafl
Couneil also adopted the statement
and has engaged in n variety of con-
versations mbout how fo best inte-
grale sleps {o support Indigenous
students on campus.

A SHIFT IN CONSCIOUSNESS

The results of these conversations
are making their way info spaces
across campus in small but import-
ant ways. One group recommended
including the land acknowledgment
slutemsent in the freshman reader;
various faculty members have begun
including the statement in their syl-
labuses; and it is now being read at
convocation and graduation. A col-
laborative group of faculty and staff is
currently engaged in a semester-long
learning eircle on the topic. While
these may be small steps and are
not going to restore Indigenous lands
anytime soon or direcily resolve many
of the issues that confroni Native
Nations, I do see a slight shifi in con-
seiousness on campus. That's import-
ant to celebrate, The challenge will be
to continue to think of ways to lever-
age the resources, including those
that are land-based, of the university
to pesitively impact Indigenous stu-
dents and communities in ways that
are relevant for thern.

In & more visceral approach, 1
really appreciate whal the Center
for Craft is deing with its Cherokee
Baskeiry Public Art Parklet project
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favhmx/ahm). The eenter is inter-
rupting the physical space, in a
Debordisn sense, of Asheville as a
form ol recognition. Known as *The
Basket," the structure will transform
the block surrounding 67 Broadwsy
into a cultural galeway and welcome
visitors inlo To Ki Ya Sdi, “The place
where they race,” or Asheville, as it
is more popularly known. A specific
gonl of this project is to challenge the
lack of Cherokee representation in
dowrtown Asheville.

Cherokee brsketry materials,
structure, colors, pallerns and use
are integrated throughout the par-
klet's design. The concept is being
driven by input from Cherokee mns-
ter basket maker Mary Thompson,
along with a commitiee of Cherpkee
educators and community mem-
bers., A ceniral task of the group has
beet integrating educational text in
both the Cherokes syllabary and in
English, regarding language, culture,
history nnd the impartance of river-
cane to traditional basket making,
There's a lot lo be lesrned from a
process thal not only scknowledges
the land and the original people but
also demonstrales the willingness to
#ive up control at some level,

WHOM ARE WE SERVING?

For pgroups in and around
Asheville, when it comes to con-
structing & land acknowledgment
statemenl, an essential question to
ask ist Whom are we serving through
this process?

For some, a land acknowledgment
statemenlt alone won't be emough.
While I agree with that sentiment, I do
think it can be & starting place if done
appropriately. An immediate aclion
slep to consider for groups, organi-
zations nnd institulions interested in
craftinng a land acknowledgment is o
honestly examine every part of thewr
processes. Who is making decisions?
Are the organization's processes
inclusive? Who determines how bud-
gel resources are spent? How can the
organization’s values and resources
align with Indigenous communities?

If Indigenous people are not
involved in any of those processes
and values are not aligned, a land
acknowledgment is only going to
go so superficially {ar, A second but
refated form of inquiry is understand-
ing how the organization's resources
are benefiting or possibly harming
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Indigenous communities. A difficult
question Lo confront is whether your
organization is still benefiling from
or helping perpetuate land disposses-
sion. Anyorne who has read about the
troubling history of many land-grant
upiversities can attest to this, For
those interested in drafting a land
acknowledgment for their organiza-
tions, the Native Governnnce Center
{avl.mx/ahn) is a good source.

For individuals, allies and those
who continue {o push for change,
moving into action includes doing the
hard work of understanding curren
matiers impacting Indian Country.
These subjects, such as current
court challenges o the Indian Child
Wellare Act or current policies that
perpetuate Lhe epidemic of violence
agrinst Native women, might not be
the romanticized topies that many
people asspeiate with Indigenous
people in this country, but they are
issues that Native Nations face every
day. As we collectively move to rec-
ognize Indigenous Peoples Day in
Asheville, my hope is thal actual
Indigenous people and the issues
they confront are at the forefront of
what we do, how we reflect and how
we acknowledge the deep responsi-
bility we have to the land we inhabit.

Note: The views represented in
this piece are mine alone. | do not
speak for any other Cherokee person,
only mysell as a citizen of Cherokee
Nation, living and worldng in To Ki
Ya Sdi, *The place where they race.”
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