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Abstract  

This article focuses on the Chicana por mi Raza (CPMR) digital memory collective as a 
unique resource that collects imperiled histories of Chicana feminisms. The author uses the 
radical praxis of their archive as a comparison and departure point for emerging practices in 
open. Open as a discipline is indebted to Women of Color feminisms, and practitioners of open 
should strive to acknowledge these roots more formally in their work (Seiferle-Valencia, 2020). 
This article implicitly builds upon this concept while directly troubling what it means for 
settler-created concepts like Traditional Knowledge Labels. The article concludes with how 
CPMRs work to develop their own protocols, built upon the needs of our multifaceted and 
dispersed Indigenous community and aligning with work emerging from Indigenous thinkers like 
Kayla Lar-Son, as well as how a particular history in the CPMR archive highlights work 
happening in Detroit in the 1970s around community education.  
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Consider the Goathead 
Most people who have lived for any length of time in the Southwest are familiar with a 

tough, pointy sticker often referred to where I am from as a “goathead” but also called a 
“puncture vine sticker” (University of Arizona, n.d.). These multi-spiked stickers are actually the 
seed pods of a proficiently populous weed, one both omnipresent and also so unremarkable that I 
probably would have never bothered to look up the name until writing this article. When the 
seeds are part of the green vine-like plant, they are harmless and hard to notice. But soon after 
late summer monsoons, the seed pods swell to the size of a thumbtack, drop from the vines upon 
which they grow, and rapidly harden. This process changes the stickers from verdant green to 
pale tan, and at the end, they stand transformed and ready to stab any unsuspecting pliable 
surface—a bike tire, a tennis shoe flip flop, the same bike tire you just repaired. To say these 
stickers are indestructible is to obscure that they are also seeds, set to survive whatever comes 
their way, holding deep within the knowledge they need to survive, thrive, and reproduce. 

Folks who are familiar with goatheads and their painful stabs might wonder why I would 
draw this as a favorable comparison to a digital archive I have helped steward for more than ten 
years. To me, our archive is analogous to these beautiful runner plants in many ways. While 
widely ignored and maligned by mainstream White culture, they were used not so long ago by 
my Indigenous New Mexican and Mexican ancestors as food, as source material for basket 
weaving, and as a beautiful ornamental flower (Nabhan, 1981). Goatheads are not understood or 
appreciated by a settler’s perspective, and they, like the Indigenous people who utilize them, are 
viewed as a nuisance to be minimized.  

The Chicana por mi Raza (CPMR) Digital Memory Collective resists colonial 
assimilation while sharing stories, memories, and histories that weave the complex intellectual 
and social heritages of Chicanx feminisms. We are thriving, surviving, and supporting the 
reproduction of our culture and histories while remaining prickly, hard, and even sometimes 
sharp to the settler and colonial imaginary. When legitimacy beckons us to standardize, 
assimilate, and capitulate to colonial practices of openness, we instead embrace our own radical 
authority and autonomy to preserve and curate our recent social histories. We are a collective, a 
community, and a cooperative.  
 
A Brief History of Chicana por mi Raza Digital Memory Collective  

Chicana por mi Raza was co-created in 2008 by Maria Cotera and Linda 
Garcia-Merchant who are both scholars, academics, and daughters of notable Chicana civil rights 
feminists Martha Cotera and Ruth Rhea Mojica Hammer, respectively. Cotera was motivated by 
the absence of documentation of Chicanx feminisms in contemporary recountings of the second 
wave feminist movement and Chicano rights movements, and she sought to preserve these 
histories using oral histories and digitally collected archives from a sprawling network of 
Chicanx activists (Cotera, 2018). I joined this effort in 2013 when I was a graduate student at the 
University of Michigan’s School of Information. I used my recently acquired skills in Drupal 7 to 
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build a digital web presence for CPMR, which started conversations that would ultimately go on 
to help refine and define our vision and practice of our digital collective.  

My collaboration during the 2013-2017 era of the project was key to the formation of an 
ongoing praxis of engaging undergraduate students and community members as knowledge 
creators and memory builders. CPMR challenges typical notions of who has the authority to 
create descriptive metadata for digital archive objects and instead builds the capacity of an 
ever-rotating team of students engaged with the project through formal coursework, work-study 
positions, and undergraduate research opportunity projects to create basic metadata descriptions 
that then undergo expert review, typically by Cotera and the oral history subject when possible. 

A key component of the CPMR praxis is to provide multi-layered access to our digital 
holdings. Our public facing website represents only a fraction of our holdings, and the items 
shown are effectively curated content selected by student researchers to illustrate or 
contextualize biographic or other written content on the site. For researchers seeking to access 
our total archive holdings, we ask that they contribute back to some of the labor involved in the 
archive. We call this a co-op model because of the way it emphasizes collective ownership of the 
archive and because of the way it seeks to avoid extraction or resource mining from the archive.   

This model was inspired by the collective movements of our archive chronicles as well as 
the work of contemporary digital archives like the South Asian American Digital Archive, 
commonly referred to by its acronym SAADA (Caswell & Mallick, 2014). The intellectual work 
of our archive owes its roots to many of our subjects, such as Martha Cotera, Cherie Moraga, and 
Anna Nieto-Gómez, to name a few. The intellectual work of these Chicanas, and in Martha 
Cotera’s case the work of preserving the intellectual heritage created in real time, helped to 
establish the formal academic discipline of Chicana Studies as well as underpinning a broader 
intellectual movement and praxis of Chicana Feminism. We are also indebted and in relation to 
historian and scholar Maylei Blackwell and her seminal 2011 work ¡ChicanaPower! 

¡ChicanaPower! uses similar methods of research based on first personal oral history and 
archival research to chronicle how Anna Nieto-Gómez and other Chicanas helped create the field 
of Chicana studies (Blackwell, 2011). Our model is also inspired by our first-hand experiences of 
traditional physical archives as places of extraction, exclusion, and extortion of Brown histories 
for White supremacist aims and our desire to create a totally alternative model. 

While CPMR has been foundational and inspirational to many successfully grant funded 
projects focusing on Chicanx histories, we ourselves have obtained only functionally minor and 
inconsistent grant funding. From our perspective, our work succeeds in the sense that we have 
always run CPMR based on only what we need to secure our minimal provisions for technical 
existence. Rather than expand our own effort, we focus instead on relationship building and 
start-up support for others in ours and adjacent communities to learn from our praxis and process 
and to encourage others to borrow our digital infrastructure as useful. Their success is our 
success, as our praxis of Women of Color feminism centers community liberation as the goal.  
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Chicanx and Indigenous Identity—What’s in a name? 
Chicana por mi Raza resists easy classification in nearly every dimension and even 

challenges some popularizing notions around open practices that are typically thought of as 
aligned with Native or Indigenous open goals, such as Traditional Knowledge Labels. A 
top-level challenge CPMR helps highlight is the internal and social confusion that often 
surrounds popular conceptions of Chicanx identity, which in the United States has manifested as 
a great confusion for many Brown Hispanic people on their racial identity as, in fact, Indigenous 
people. Popular conversations that positively center the sovereign right of Native Nations to 
determine tribal citizenships can sometimes amplify the confusion caused for Brown people who 
are at once not Native in the sense of tribal registry, but who are Indigenous in terms of racial 
ancestry. While this issue may appear semantic for outsiders, the impacts can perpetuate 
confusion about Chicanx people as non-Natives, amplified by anti-Blackness and colorism, when 
in fact Brown Chicanx people from around the Southwest are descendants of the Native peoples 
who have lived in that region since time immemorial.  

Alongside these symptoms of colonization are also signs and struggles of resistance, 
including internal movements that have emphasized and celebrated reclaiming Indigenous 
ancestry. Both of these threads are easily observable in the CPMR archive holdings. Terms like 
Chicana, and especially Chicanx, refer to the intentional reclaiming of an Indigenous Native 
identity, one that existed before colonization and endures to this day (Cotera, 2018). Chicana por 
mi Raza is actually taken from a slogan found on a poster in our archive and means literally 
“Chicana for my people.” What this phrase means is open to some interpretation and discussion, 
but for our archive we understand it as the concept that coming to racial consciousness, 
celebrating and loving your people, and working to serve them serves a liberatory purpose for all 
involved, including our subjects and audience.  

 
Creative Commons Licenses 

Creative Commons (CC) licenses are a powerful tool for facilitating information sharing 
by relaxing and sharing copyrights in an easily understandable format. The ability to instantly 
license a material via a CC License, preserving some rights and loosening others, has been 
hugely transformative on the information landscape. CC Licenses are intended to give everyone 
from individual creators to large institutions a standardized way to grant the public permission to 
use their creative work under copyright law (Creative Commons, n.d.).  

CC licenses are often perceived as a kind of high-watermark with respect to creating truly 
open collections, and many museums are moving to implement them on digital surrogates, or 
digital copies, held in their collections. A 2020 Creative Commons blog post (Vézina, 2020) 
states, 

Digitized cultural heritage material should be held for preservation purposes but should 
also be made available online as widely as possible, in order to allow the broadest and 
most unfettered access to culture. CC is engaged in groundbreaking work in the 
OpenGLAM space, helping cultural heritage institutions achieve their public interest 
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mission by releasing their content through standard open licenses and tools, as well as 
offering training on their use, such as through the Creative Commons Certificate. (para 8) 
The post goes on to mention collaborations with the Smithsonian, and “the MET, 

Europeana, the Tate, the Cleveland Museum of Art, the Auckland Museum, the Rijksmuseum, 
Wikimedia, and the Brooklyn Museum” (Vézina, 2020, para 10). 

For CPMR, our goal is not to have our information or content disseminated as widely as 
possible. This might seem counterintuitive, but it is an important element for us in doing this 
work right. Some might be surprised to learn that CPMR uses restrictive licenses like traditional 
copyright, and this is by design. Our memorandum of understanding (MOU) and arrangements 
with our subjects aim to retain the maximum rights for them as individuals versus for us as 
custodians of digital surrogates. Educators are free to use our materials under standard copyright 
fair use practices, and for us, the expansion of rights granted by CC represents a net loss of 
custodial control. This decision does not make CPMR a closed archive or less philosophically 
open; it just means we have prioritized our custodial control over the digital assets we are 
responsible for. 

As more and more museums and archives adopt CC licenses for materials held within, 
CPMR will stick with a more limited and traditional educational access model for the foreseeable 
future. Our goal is for folks who are looking for deeper collaboration, and the expanded access to 
our materials regular licensure might not cover, to join as part of the collective. We will continue 
to build our archive policies with an eye towards preventing extraction and exploitation of the 
holdings first and foremost.  
 
The Trouble with Traditional Knowledge Labels 

Traditional Knowledge Labels, or TK Labels, attempt to solve some of the many issues 
present with Indigenous belongings held by non-Native institutions including archives, libraries, 
museums, and community archives. TK Labels conceptually began as a smaller element of TK 
Licenses, which were modeled on a premise of a non-Native people imagining how Native 
people might seek to use a Creative Commons style licensing system to exercise some semblance 
of authority over out-of-custody objects and belongings. Both TK Licenses and Labels were 
created by non-Native settlers Kim Christen and Jane Andersen. According to Andersen and 
Christen (2012), TK Licenses and Labels were intended “...to focus on the development of 
practical, strategic solutions to very specific IP issues facing Indigenous peoples” (p. 42). TK 
Labels and TK Licenses were created at roughly the same time, but TK Labels have risen in 
prominence while the TK Licenses project was put into a kind of hibernation to focus on the 
development of TK Labels (“Traditional Knowledge Licenses,” n.d.).  

TK Labels have gained a high-profile reputation as the way to engage with so-called 
“Traditional Knowledge” in digital formats, much like the similar Drupal-based effort of 
Mukurtu has become synonymous with digital preservation and access for collections with 
Native belongings. Much like the TK Licenses and TK Labels, the Mukurtu content management 
system seeks to make a settler-style model and method of digital knowledge preservation 
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available to collections with Native belongings. The software itself is a customized take on the 
popular open-source content management system Drupal. The end goal is a product that closely 
emulates the functionality of platforms like Omeka in terms of digital access to collections while 
providing access controls that are ideally intended to facilitate Native partner’s protocols and 
desires in how objects are displayed and the context offered (Anderson & Christen, 2012).  

The current TK Label model builds upon iterations that ultimately saw the hibernation of 
the TK Licenses project and continued standalone development of TK Labels. However, TK 
Labels include important drawbacks versus TK Licenses, most obviously that TK Labels are not 
a legally recognized license. This evolution, or devolution, is important because it represents 
how the TK effort overall originally intended the licenses to have a legal weight to them, and 
instead went for a model that “suggests” or “encourages” particular types of use but offers no 
legal protections. 

In their best possible form, TK Labels create a labeling schema that helps appropriately 
contextualize cultural heritage holdings and shares a community’s vision for how items 
representing and containing Indigenous knowledges should be shared, particularly those not 
under direct custodial control by Native or Indigenous people. A good example of TK Labels in 
action can be found on the Plateau Peoples’ Web Portal, which is an early and formative 
Mukurtu-based project that worked closely with regional cultural heritage experts to help provide 
additional cultural context and perspective on the digital collection, and which itself represents a 
“digital repatriation” from regional and national institutions (Plateau Peoples’ Web Portal, n.d.).  

In practice, the majority of labels present on the Plateau People’s Web Portal are “TK 
NC” labels, which utilize conventions from standard CC licenses to indicate an item should be 
used in a non-commercial context. Unlike CC licenses, there is no legal enforceability. More 
troublingly, what seems to distinguish this label the most from a regular NC label, the TK part of 
it if you will, is an almost unbearably settler-coded ask: this label asks you to think and act with 
fairness and responsibility towards this material and the original custodians (Plateau Peoples’ 
Web Portal, n.d.). How one achieves this is left to the viewer’s own imagination and effectively 
asks settlers to bring “fairness” and “responsibility” without much prescription or guidance on 
what that means from the original custodian context. 

 
TK Labels and the Settler Imaginary 

While there is a great deal of scholarship with positive or uncritical takes on projects such 
as Local Contexts, Mukurtu, TK Labels and TK licenses, there is precious little 
acknowledgement that these efforts emerge, first and foremost, from a settler imaginary of what 
Native people want and need with respect to cultural heritage preservation. 

Settler imaginary is a concept that scholar Avril Bell (2017) describes “as the concept that 
‘the settler peoples of Australasia and North America share a ‘settler imaginary’—the set of 
ideas and values that underpin a peculiarly settler discourse of nationhood, identity and 
indigenous-settler relations’” (p.11). The settler imaginary in a digital cultural heritage context 
allows contemporary settler scholars and knowledge practitioners to imagine themselves as 
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virtuous and benevolent bestowers of technology, archival praxis, and implicitly modernity and 
preservation. The irony of imposing the norms, wills, and practices of Western cultural 
preservation as a means of preserving a so-called traditional culture, which is actually imperiled 
due to the ongoing forces and historical echoes of the dominating culture, is underexamined 
thanks to the substitutions, rationalizations, and justifications offered by the settler imaginary. 

Local Contexts is the parent project that hosts TK Licenses and TK Labels, as well as 
up-and-coming labels like Biocultural Labels. From the “About Local Contexts” page of the 
Local Contexts (n.d.) website,  

Local Contexts was founded by Jane Anderson and Kim Christen in 2010. The primary 
objectives of Local Contexts are to enhance and legitimize locally based decision-making 
and Indigenous governance frameworks for determining ownership, access, and 
culturally appropriate conditions for sharing historical, contemporary and future 
collections of cultural heritage and Indigenous data. (para 1) 

While TK Labels originally followed a CC license model in which licenses could be used by 
anyone who wished to apply them, the program has since moved to a collaboration required 
model. Arguably, this model intends to help safeguard from inappropriate application of the 
labels, such as an institution applying labels without input from the represented communities. It 
also means that any future projects who hope to use the labels must be comfortable collaborating 
with an opaque process that is funded by and directly beneficial to at least one land grant 
University (i.e., Washington State University) and until relatively recently, is administered 
exclusively by non-Native academics. 

Local Contexts’ web presence (as of fall 2022) also makes some serious claims, 
specifically suggesting that Local Contexts will somehow facilitate Tribal approval or input for 
institutions and researchers who hold collections of Native belongings. For example, on the 
Local Contexts Hub Support under the question “What type of account should I create or join: 
community, institution, or researcher,” the answer includes “An institution account is for a 
cultural or research institution and other data repositories, such as archive, library, museum, 
historical society, gallery, data repository, or university. An institution account can create 
Projects, apply Notices and notify Indigenous communities about these Projects.” 

Native people and those who have worked closely with Native nations in a cultural 
heritage context might immediately recognize what a lofty claim this is but perhaps assume there 
is more context added in later to somehow make these claims reasonable. However, the same 
positions are repeated in popular discourse around the TK Labels. For example, the 
(now-defunct) Librarianship Ahoi! blog (2022) states, 

The labels themselves can only be applied by Indigenous communities. Researchers and 
educators as well as academic and heritage institutions (archives, museums, libraries) 
who would like to refer to Traditional Knowledge in their works or in collections they 
host can apply a TK notice to them by registering their projects or collections in the Local 
Contexts Hub. That will notify Indigenous communities of potential Indigenous rights 
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and interests in their publications, data or holdings, who can then decide if and which 
labels to apply to those projects.” (para. 6) 
Unfortunately, no transparent information is available as to how this process of notifying 

“Indigenous community” is undertaken, nor is the scope appropriately clear in helping people 
understand that this means the approval of Indigenous community hubs affiliated with Local 
Contexts, not that group of people as a whole. Similarly opaque is what role Local Contexts 
takes in determining tribal experts. There is a popular saying, “extraordinary claims require 
extraordinary evidence” that in this case I apply to an effort that claims to be able to “notify 
Indigenous community” without an in-depth discussion of how exactly such a momentous and 
complex task would be undertaken; this is suspect. Perhaps Local Contexts is picturing simple 
collections only provenanced to one Native group? This situation would still present questions 
on overall tribal sovereignty, how such a broad claim is being made, and how Local Contexts 
have this authority. One assumes this passage is intended to be read from a settler-perspective 
that appreciates the help and authority in finding the right Indians and not a Indigenous or Native 
perspective that understands this to be a borderline impossible claim. 

This pan-Indian approach is present in other aspects of the project. The simple reality is 
that all North American Indigenous cultures (to say nothing of the global aims of the Local 
Contexts effort) are far too complex to be served by a standard labeling system. For example, the 
gender binary as expressed in “Male only” and “Female only” TK labels would be a hard pause 
for use by an organization like CPMR, which values nonbinary and transgender identities as key 
elements of both personal identity and community feminist praxis. While users are encouraged to 
change the labeling on a title, the iconography is required to stay the same (“TK Labels,” n.d.). 
What does this mean for a gender forward project like CPMR, which contains many records 
about and by nonbinary people?  Much like software used by CPMR but created by non-Native 
experts back in 2013, which inexplicably included teepees as icons for file spaces, the colonial 
values embedded in many of the labels’ iconography make them a total mismatch for a project 
like ours. 

TK Labels are part of a larger, institutionally produced set of confusing and rhetorically 
settler models of labels, licenses, and notices. What is clear is an institutional collaboration with 
Local Contexts is required to navigate the complex and ever-widening system of TK Labels, 
Licenses, and participation requirements. What is less clear is the many benefits the institutional 
partners have to gain from this collaboration and the hidden costs and risks to the communities 
involved.  

Throughout the TK Label project is a belief that what Native communities need is access 
to Western styles of intellectual property, as well as institutional style practices and policies to 
conduct their archival and cultural heritage work. Embedded in this is an implied White 
supremacy that assumes Native and Indigenous participants wish to recreate, emulate, and adapt 
to oppressive colonial knowledge systems. What about those collections who do not desire to 
assimilate to any colonial modes of thinking? What about those with total aversion to 
collaboration with federal and state entities? A closed door approach that requires official 
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affiliation with a certain entity is arguably the opposite of the CC licenses open and decentralized 
approach, and it ensures that only projects favorable to at least partial assimilation can 
participate. 

 
A Critical View of “Traditional Knowledge” 

While the scholarship to date reveals little in the way of critical analysis of TK Labels 
specifically, others have spoken decades ago on how phrases and concepts like Traditional 
Knowledge serve to impose and reinforce prejudiced and outdated views of Native people by 
mainstream settler culture. In his influential piece Towards a New Oceania, Wendt describes how 
the language of “tradition” is part of a settler imaginary that situates Pacific cultures as static, 
unchanging, and forever in relation to settler timelines and concepts. Sean Mallon (2010) 
expands on these concepts put forth by Wendt (1982) over the course of a working relationship 
consulting with Wendt on a reimagining of the Te Papa museum in Wellington, New Zealand and 
adds his own perspectives as Samoan and Irish New Zealander working in a museum context. He 
also argues that the language of Traditional Knowledge is part of a colonial imaginary that 
situates Native culture as primitive, static, unchanging, and historical (Mallon, 2010). 

While Mallon and Wendt are speaking to a Pacific Indigenous-specific context, and more 
broadly to the field of anthropology, their remarks and thoughts on how language imposed by 
dominant institutions that designate what is traditional and what is considered cultured history 
can cause harm when applied to many other Indigenous cultures across the globe, including and 
perhaps especially in a North and South American context. 

Interestingly, the history of the TK Labels project also begins in the Pacific with cultural 
anthropological work undertaken by Christen interfacing with the Warumungu of Northern 
Australia and is the protogenesis of the creation of the Mukurtu content management system. 
Mukurtu is a Warumungu word that literally translates as “dilly bag,” but in cultural practice as 
part of this effort means “safe keeping space” (Christen, 2019, p. 158).  

As recounted in her 2019 chapter “The Song Line is Alive in Mukurtu: Return, Reuse, 
and Respect,” Christen says of the start of Mukurtu, 

Initiated in 2005 from a community driven conversation around the circulation of and 
access to Warumungu community-specific material previously held in national archives, 
libraries, and museums (Christen 2007, 2011, 2012), Mukurtu has grown into a free and 
open-source content management system and community digital access platform used by 
Indigenous communities around the world. (p. 155) 
The impetus for Mukurtu’s transformation from a one-off, locally hosted community 

platform in Tennant Creek to a flexible and customizable software package was a similar concern 
that Indigenous communities worldwide have expressed regarding community-based protocols 
for the circulation, access, and use of cultural materials, Traditional Knowledge, and language. 

In this same piece, Christen (2019) goes on to make an argument for how efforts 
supported by projects like Mukurtu can represent a kind of digital repatriation that reconnects 
Native stakeholders with belongings and allows for some authority or input over those materials’ 
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use and display. A critical eye wonders how the effort dis-incentivizes the repatriation of 
Indigenous belongings and allows settler institutions to create a veneer of cultural respect and 
collaboration that ignores both the historical and current violence perpetuated by mainstream 
institutions on Indigenous North Americans.  

As TK Labels gain prominence, it is important to question how and if these systems 
actually do or do not represent Indigenous interests. I argue that at present TK Labels are not an 
Indigenous view of licensing but a reproduction of the settler imaginary of Native and 
Indigenous needs. This is obvious in the naming of TK labels, which employs, without 
challenging, settler tropes of “Traditional Knowledge.” Additionally, there is a real concern in 
one organization attempting, claiming, or even suggesting that the disparate activity of 
reclaiming stolen knowledge from hundreds of tribes in the U.S. can be standardized and 
streamlined through one entity. There is a long-standing practice of settler entities offering 
Natives modernity, technical sophistication, and access to institutional resources and norms, all 
presented as service, with limited transparency as to what the offeror gains in the bargain.  

As Reijerkerk (2020) notes, “Anderson and Christen (2013) argue that TK Labels can be 
tools for a cultural interface between Indigenous individuals and non-Indigenous peoples and 
third parties” (para. 52). This hits to the heart of the issue and demonstrates how TK labels were 
always created with a subtextual goal to help make Native belongings and knowledge even more 
available and ultimately consumable by non-Indigenous institutions and eyes while utilizing the 
branding of Native and Indigenous empowerment. How this same mechanism, which resembles 
known functions of institutional profit off Native knowledge and belongings, can also serve to 
contribute to tribal sovereignty is a huge unexplored tension within the effort. Additionally, when 
a settler vision of Indigenous cultural preservation has become the recognized standard, and 
many galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAM) professionals are striving for this 
method as a method and praxis of decolonization as well as a dominant force in receiving grant 
funding, a truly Indigenous vision and praxis of culture heritage is actually challenged by and 
challenging to Local Contexts, Mukurtu, and the overall TK Label effort. 
 
The Rasquache Protocols  

While CPMR has not found much alignment in existing formal open systems, like 
Creative Commons licensing or the conceptually related TK Labels, there are many positive 
overlaps in our work with emerging conversations in areas of open directly engaging with 
Indigenous perspectives as created by and for our fellow Indigenous people.  

For instance, in her 2022 presentation, The 6 Rs of Indigenous OER: Imagining OER to 
Honour Indigenous Knowledge and Sovereignty, Kayla Lar-Son puts forth a vision of Indigenous 
open which includes her 6Rs of Indigenous open. 

●​ Respect - For Indigenous cultural identity, communities, and topics 
●​ Relationships: connects to the concept of all of our relations and building relations with 

communities  
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●​ Responsibility: to share only when we are allowed, and to publish in an ethical way while 
considering ownership, protocols, and community practices 

●​ Reverence: respect for the sacred  
●​ Relevance: legitimize and incorporate Indigenous Knowledges into curriculum when it 

makes sense  
●​ Reciprocity: giving back 

Lar-Son cites Castellano (2020) in saying that Indigenous Knowledges have these characteristics: 
●​ Personal 
●​ Orally transmitted 
●​ Experimental or evidence-based 
●​ Holistic 
●​ Narrative 

While there are of course many distinct emerging themes in open Indigenous thought, I 
was immediately struck by how Lar-Son reflects both the long-standing and evolving directions 
we have taken in CPMR. Over the years, we have been working on developing our own 
protocols, which we often refer to as the Rasquache Protocols—a reference to a Mexican 
American art style that seeks to reuse the discarded to produce something beautiful and of worth 
(Anderson, 2017). 

In fall of 2022, we presented a vision of these protocols. The Chicana por mir Raza 
Digital Memory Collective Protocols (Garcia-Merchant et al., 2022) are summarized as follows. 

●​ Grounded in Chicana knowledge traditions/memory 
●​ Collective and collaborative 
●​ Relationships over digital tools 
●​ Self-determination over visibility and assimilation 
●​ Pedagogy/capacity building over ownership of knowledge 
●​ Creating a Rasquache Digital Praxis; creative reuse of existing infrastructures and sites of 

power 
●​ Decenter the university as site of power, building community knowledge capacity and 

knowledge networks 
We further define our community protocols as follows. 

●​ Emphasis on community accountability: We as the leadership team and individuals are 
specifically accountable to the people we collect stories from; there is no complex 
institutional veneer hiding us. We stake our personal reputations and trust on managing 
people’s collections well and accurately with a sense of the importance of doing this as 
Brown people managing our ancestors’ histories. 

●​ Emphasis on collaboration to build the archive: Students are laborers and also experts 
who are given cross training and web skills training and are encouraged to become 
creators and curators of history. Researchers are invited to use the complete archive, if 
they can offer some labor or time back. Extraction is not allowed.  
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●​ De-emphasis on tools and techniques: We are not here to be the next Digital Humanities 
titans or inventors; we are here to use existing solid tools and practices to imagine what 
Indigenous first knowledge systems look like in preserving and curating these histories. 

●​ Customization as sovereignty: Our ability to determine our own record label systems and 
conventions is fundamental to our work. Future compatibility with dominant systems is 
not the goal (remember that goatheads are seeds and they will grow in the right 
conditions; they are just intended to be tough enough to survive all the adversity to get 
there).  

●​ Avoiding reliance on institutional partnerships: Our data practices always center 
sovereignty because of this need to take care of our own first and foremost and to always 
distrust institutions’ motives. 

●​ Building community capacity: Supporting satellite projects using our methods and 
sometimes archive at universities across the U.S. to do their own cultural heritage work. 
Creating and convening classrooms and field schools.Meeting our community where they 
have questions versus imposing our own vision of archiving or cultural heritage work. 

 
Open Histories in the CPMR Collection 

In addition to CPMR as a site of a particular type of open archival praxis, one that 
eschews labels and embraces open as a way of doing it not a way of labeling it, the CPMR 
archive also contains examples of early origins of the open education movement in the form of 
evidence of Women of Color-led alternative education schools and systems. Typical histories of 
open, including those as presented to students of programs like the Creative Commons 
Certificate Program, situate open as beginning in the 1990s with technological and pedagogical 
innovation by settler and institutional culture (Creative Commons, n.d.).  

A good example of a typical history comes from the Open Education Handbook 
Wikibooks (2021). 

The MIT OpenCourseWare project is seen as the first recognized OER project, though 
the open education movement predates this event with roots in open source, open and 
distance learning and open knowledge. David Wiley coined the term open content in 
1998 and OER was first used at UNESCO's 2002 Forum on the Impact of Open 
Courseware for Higher Education in Developing Countries. In September 2007 a meeting 
in Cape Town led to the Cape Town Open Education Declaration release on 22 January 
2008.” (para 1) 
While it is true that coinage of the term and some technical practices around open 

education began in the late 90s and early 2000s, scholars of Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Color (BIPOC) histories may be familiar with the huge range of alternative schools and school 
systems set up to support BIPOC children throughout the history of colonial North America. Or 
put a different way, how was open invented in the 90s when women like Luci Cruz Gajec were 
running a free, open museum centered on Mexican American history and identity in Southwest 
Detroit in the 1970s? 
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A Brief Trip to Mexicantown 

People from outside the Midwest may not know that Detroit is home to a large, historical, 
and robust Mexican American and Chicanx population (Rodriguez, 2011). While outsiders tend 
to have many reductive and often racist attitudes towards African American and Black people on 
the topic of Detroit, Chicanx people are often overlooked despite long and deep roots in the area. 
Mexicantown is a neighborhood of Southwest Detroit that is predominantly Mexican American 
and has been for generations.  

Dr. Luci Cruz Gajec, one of the women whose archive has been digitally preserved by 
CPMR, created a public free museum and school to round out all the quality education Brown 
kids in Southwest Detroit were not receiving (Cotera, 2017). I worked directly with the 
digitizing, processing, and description of this archive in 2014 and remain inspired by it today. 
Using materials collected from Mexican children’s textbooks, coloring books, and original texts 
from research she did herself, she created a small museum, El Museo Indigenista (The 
Indigenous Museum), in a modest store front. According to community expert Elenea Herrada, 
as detailed to Cotera (2017),  

Dr. Luci’s museum housed a massive personal collection of artifacts that included 
homemade models of the Aztec Empire, mannequins wearing Mexican regional 
costumes, handcrafts of ceramic artwork from places she had traveled in Mexico, and ‘all 
manner of collected material which she herself archived and displayed.’ Hundreds of 
school children and community members in Detroit passed through this humble setting, 
by appointment only. Dr. Luci ran the whole operation herself, without government funds 
or much outside assistance so that she could maintain autonomy over the project. (p. 202) 
Her museum was toured by local, predominantly Mexican American kids who came as 

part of school field trips. Not content to have the knowledge stop at the end of the visit to her 
museum, she made copies of coloring pages and activities for kids to take home. For adults, she 
used the knowledge she had refined pursuing her PhD at the Chicana-Boricua Studies Center at 
Wayne State University (Cotera, 2017) and wrote a weekly column for the newspaper El Central, 
sharing empowering and fascinating histories of Mexican American heritage, culture, and 
traditions (Gajec, 1995). Sometimes these narratives and materials contain their own limitations, 
with depictions glamorizing conquistadores, but many more of the items explicitly and positively 
affirm the Indigenous ancestry of Mexican American peoples and encourage readers to 
understand themselves as native people who should be proud of their Native heritage.  

These documents, often found and sometimes created by Gajec, are not technically open 
by a license-oriented conceptualization of open. In fact, many may have represented a type of 
plagiarism or copyright violation since it appears she collected many of these from all kinds of 
sources in Mexico (e.g., textbooks, coloring books, teacher resource kits). However, on a deeper 
level this activity is, I argue, an obvious progenitor of open movements. Current education 
systems are not delivering the texts or content you need? Make your own! Thinking of open only 
in terms of cost and digital spaces obscures the true ideological roots of many People of Color 
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and Women of Color education movements rooted in equity, including a keen awareness of how 
standard curriculums and schools fail students of color. 
 
Conclusions 

When we situate Indigenous presence in open as starting or ending with the advent of 
certain licenses or philosophies of licenses, we situate it in a colonized perspective. Similarly, 
when we imagine decolonization to originate through institutional labels or partnerships, we 
draw a very limited view and definition of Indigenous liberation and autonomy. A more inclusive 
framework of open ontologies acknowledges the contributions of Women of Color thought and 
praxis as an ancestor to these ideas and asks us to look beyond tidy labels or licenses for 
liberation and turn instead to our own Native and Indigenous conceived praxis and work. The 
key question becomes: are we doing things in the right way? 

For Chicana por mi Raza, our goal is first and foremost to serve and be understood by 
those in our community, the people whose stories we preserve, and their descendants. Our goal is 
to be understood by those in the know, as the saying goes, “if you know, you know.” We do not 
aim to be digestible to outsiders. Our focus is on autonomy and independence and on honoring 
the spirit and work of the people and movements we chronicle. In the emerging threads of 
Indigenous-led open, we find the promise of many fellow collaborators who are our brothers, 
sisters, and siblings. No longer happy to settle for accomplices or allies, we must turn to our own 
voices, practices, and ways of knowing and being for liberation. May we live long into the 
future. The goathead archive is enduring, tenacious, and beautiful.  
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