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Abstract:  In solidarity with the #NoDAPL protests, cartoons turn stereotypical images, 
deemed iconic representations of Native Americans by White audience, into anti-colonial 
memes. They reverse racist pop culture tropes, communicate the cultural dynamism of 
Indigenous youth, and express the healing power of laughter.
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IdleNoMore1 is a grassroots advocacy group that was founded in December 
2012 in Canada by a group of Indigenous women. It includes Jessica Gordon 
from Pasqua 4 Treaty Territory, Sylvia McAdam from the Treaty 6 territory, 
Nina Wilson, a Nakota and Plains Cree from Treaty 4 White Bear territory, 
and a settler-Canadian ally, Sheelah McLean. It began as a series of teach-ins 
throughout the province of Saskatchewan to protest impending parliamentary 
bills that would erode Indigenous sovereignty and environmental protections. 
Bill C-45 was an example of this type of bill. Also known as the Jobs and Growth 
Act, this omnibus budget legislation would allow First Nations to use single-
vote to lease or even surrender reserve land, therefore eliminating community 
consent. Its enactment would also lift the obligations energy companies pres-
ently have to assess the potential water damage brought by their pipeline, power 
line, or dam projects (Miskonoodinkwe-Smith). This bill would have threatened 
treaty rights and infringed upon the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.

The impetus for Idle No More events lay in a centuries-old resistance by 
Indigenous nations as their lands suffered the impacts of exploration, invasion, 
and colonization. The group gathered millions of supporters, and their actions 
included round-dances, demonstrations, hunger-strikes, and road blockades. 
From the very beginning until the present, IdleNoMore has been active on social 
media and online blogs, posting manifestos, videos of their demonstrations, and 
alerting their audience to the implications of new legislation. This grassroots 

 1 www.idlenomore.ca/
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movement rapidly turned global, and it soon started to influence other Indigenous 
protests, such as the #NoDAPL movement, which formed in early 2016. The new 
activist groups used the same social media strategies, and the same visual tools, 
to spread their message across the world and gather supporters to their cause. In 
this chapter, I will use examples of these new modes of visual expression to shine 
light on the re-generational power of images made by and for Indigenous people.

The Dakota Access Pipeline is an underground oil pipeline stretching 1,172 miles 
from Stanley, North Dakota, through South Dakota and Iowa, to Patoka, Illinois. 
Construction began in June 2016 and was completed in April 2017. 2018 was its first 
operational year. In June 2018, Forbes reported that roughly 182.5 million barrels 
of oil had been transported through the pipeline. According to its Texas owner, 
Dakota Access, a subsidiary of Energy Transfer Crude Oil Company, the pipeline 
is “the safest and most environmentally sensitive way to transport crude oil from 
domestic wells to American consumers.”2 However, in 2017 alone, it had already 
suffered five spills, with the biggest being a 168-gallon leak near its endpoint in 
Patoka, Illinois (Brown). A month earlier, 84 gallons spilled from a leak in Watford 
City, North Dakota, where two sections of the pipeline connect (Cheney Rice). In 
addition, manufacturing defects caused several leaks in rural Mercer County as well 
(Nicholson).

The pipeline’s original plan was to cross Bismarck, North Dakota, however this 
route was rejected by the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), which 
issued a formal Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) after the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), Department of Interior (DOI), and Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation requested a formal Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). 
At issue was the pipeline route threatening local water supplies. Therefore, a sub-
sequent route was redrawn to parallel the existing Northern Border Pipeline. This 
natural gas pipeline was built in 1982 and crossed the Missouri River. This new 
route straddled Sioux land, approaching the Standing Rock Indian reservation as 
close as 150 meters.

The voices behind the original redraw was the primarily White,3 middle-class 
population of Bismarck, and the objections of their Sioux neighbors were largely 
ignored. Between March and August 2016, legal battles raged between various 

 2 https://daplpipelinefacts.com/
 3 The capitalization of adjectives relating to race, ethnicity, and culture is a problematic 

issue. I chose to use a capital letter here, since it is usually required for other ethnic 
groups such as Black, Indigenous, Latinx, etc. Using a lowercase for White would nor-
malize it, and further intensify its distanciation from other groups. For more arguments 
from both sides, see Lori L. Tharps (The New York Times), Septembre Anderson (Now 



Something Tells Me This Protest Is Far From Over 143

branches of the American government and Sioux and non-Native locals. Iowa 
farmers opposed the possible environmental damage to their soil and water 
supplies, and the Meskwaki tribe, the Standing Rock Sioux, and the Cheyenne 
River Sioux objected to the disturbance of their tribal lands, burial grounds, and 
water supplies. Citing eminent domain, Native American protesters declared 
that the land rightly belonged to them under the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie. 
The initial territory agreed to in the treaty was subsequently broken up into 
smaller reservations, but the treaty was never actually nullified.

Protests began in the spring of 2016. That April, a camp was established at 
Sacred Stone Camp on the Standing Rock reservation, near the Missouri River. 
Within a few months, thousands of activists, self-labelled as “Water Protectors,” 
joined the camp and ranks. Overflown camps were established to adapt to the 
growing numbers of activists. Overall, members of more than 300 federally rec-
ognized Native American tribes were involved, with roughly 4000 supporters, 
and several thousand more gathered at camps on weekends.

In September, construction workers bulldozed a section of land that tribal 
officers had previously documented as a historic, sacred site. They used attack 
dogs to fence off the activists who showed up to protect their land. On October 
27, police raided the camp and attacked the activists who were present. The vio-
lent altercations were filmed by protesters and allies, via cell phone cameras, and 
posted on YouTube. This social platform allowed supporters to share the videos 
quickly, attracting attention worldwide. It was the beginning of the international 
media’s interest in Standing Rock.

Protests initially took many forms. There were physical protests, in the form 
of land occupation and barricades, performative protests, such as songs, dances, 
and ceremonies performed at the sites, and literary protests, like academic arti-
cles, blog posts, and poetry. Water Protectors also used visual language to dis-
seminate their ideas on social media and to attract the attention of potential 
supporters around the world. In addition, illustrators published informative, 
humoristic, and satirical cartoons both online and in print. In this chapter, I will 
focus on two cartoons: “Something tells me this protest is far from over”4 (Fig. 1) 
by Marty Two Bulls, and “Counter-Attack of the 50-foot Lakota Woman” (Fig. 2) 
by Jay Dearien.

Toronto), Alex Kapitan (Radical Copy Editor), Michael Yellow Bird (The American 
Indian Quarterly), and Lenny Carpenter (Journalists for Human Rights).

 4 m2bulls.com/images/editoon_2017/022417.jpg
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Marty Two Bulls Sr. is an Oglala Lakota cartoonist5 from Pine Ridge, South 
Dakota. The cartoon “Something Tells Me This Protest is Far From Over” was 
originally published on February 24, 2017, as an editorial on the illustrator’s 
website. The image included the Twitter hashtag #NoDAPL, a trend word which 
helped spread the resistance movement from local grassroots groups to out-
side Indigenous communities, and also to international Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups. Activists have used the slogan “Water is Life” online and IRL 

Fig. 1: “Something Tells Me This Protest is Far From Over,” by Marty Two Bulls.

 5 m2bulls.com
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(in real life) to protest the pipeline, environmental racism, infringement on tribal 
lands, and the violation of historical treaties.

The cartoon depicts a sheriff in riot gear, looking up Twitter on his smart-
phone and standing on a ground covered with signs and banners. It is a refer-
ence to the episode after the Morton County Sheriff Department deputies joined 
forces with Customs and Border Protection and National Guard troops and 
raided the protesters’ camp in Standing Rock in October 2016. A new camp was 
subsequently raided in February 2017. In this cartoon, we see the deputies step-
ping onto the protestors’ banners after raiding the Water Protectors’ camp. The 
implied message is that the signs fell to the ground as the protestors struggled 

Fig. 2: “Counter-Attack of the 50-Foot Lakota Woman,” by Jay Dearien. Colorization by 
Tiffany Midge.
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or fled. The officers are depersonified; they do not have any identifiable features. 
They are depicted this way to generally represent the violent and repressive 
U.S. government and police forces.

In addition to the raid  – one that forcibly and physically removed the 
protesters – the deputies stepping onto the banners with their boots illustrate 
the attempted suppression of the protest on a rhetorical level as well. Even so, the 
hashtag #NoDAPL had already become so popular that physically suppressing 
protesters and their banners only supports the popularity of the Standing Rock 
activism. The deputies broke down the camp and attacked the physical bodies of 
the protesters – hundreds of serious injuries related to arrests were reported – 
but the slogan “Water is Life” is stronger than ever. With one banner on the 
ground, hundreds of supporting Tweets are spreading, and with them, resistance 
to the pipeline project.

“Counter-Attack of the 50-Foot Lakota Woman” (Fig. 2) is a satirical comic by 
Idaho illustrator Jay Dearien.6 His partner, Tiffany Midge, an enrolled member 
of the Hunkpapa Standing Rock Lakota (Sioux) tribe, had the original idea for 
the cartoon; she is also the one who colorized the final version.7 It plays on the 
poster (Fig. 3) of the 1958 B-movie classic Attack of the 50 Foot-Woman, directed 
by Nathan H. Juran. Dearien’s image was featured in the “[About that] Water is 
Life,” an exhibit at the Minnesota Center for Book Arts8 curated by Ojibwe poet, 
writer, and filmmaker Heid Erdrich, from June to August 2017.

This movie poster (Fig. 3), a famous popular culture reference, is often used 
to mock different aspects of American culture or politics. It was used on the 
cover of Mother Jones, a progressive, left-wing bi-monthly magazine for their 
November/December 2010 issue entitled “Attack on the Middle Class!” It fea-
tured Governor Sarah Palin as the giantess, grabbing at houses and cars typ-
ical of American middle-class suburbs. Ahead of the November 2010 elections, 
Palin had worked on endorsing dozens of female Republican candidates in what 
was coined the “Pink Elephant Movement.” The classic giantess was also used 
on the cover of a book by Catherine Mayer, co-founder of the Women’s Equality 
Party, entitled Attack of the 50-Feet Women: How Gender Equality Can Save the 
World! Other parodies of the classic movie poster include the cover of October 
2015 issue of the Austin Chronicle, “Attack of the 50-Foot Uterus,” on which the 
giantess is represented as a uterus devouring the buildings of the Texas legislature 

 6 living-with-kryptonite.blogspot.com/
 7 Personal correspondence with Jay Dearien.
 8 www.mnbookarts.org/about-that-water-is-life-curated-by-heid-erdich/
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to protest the restrictive laws on women’s contraceptive and abortion rights. This 
American pop culture reference is also famous and recognizable overseas. For 
example, the Sydney Sun Herald used the classic movie poster for their October 
5, 2014 cover. Illustrator Glen Le Lievre chose to dress the giantess in a Niqab – a 
veil covering the face and showing only the eyes – for his cartoon “Attack of the 
50-Foot Muslim,” criticizing the Australian ban on wearing a veil at Parliament.

In Jay Dearien’s cartoon (Fig. 2), the Lakota giantess is attacking the Dakota 
Access construction site. We can see a wrecked shovel truck and damaged con-
struction equipment. She is holding an oil truck in one hand, which bears the 

Fig. 3: Theatrical release poster of the movie Attack of the 50 Foot-Woman, by Reynolds 
Brown. Photo: Wikipedia.org.
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inscription “Big Oil,” and is presumably about to throw or crush it. This symbolic 
gesture stands for the oil companies which break historical treaties and violate 
tribal laws all around the country with drilling and other pipelines. The giantess’s 
other hand is reaching for the actual Access pipeline, which she is about to dis-
mantle. She is a warrior, acting to protect her community from the dangerous 
pipeline encroaching on her land (Midge). I argue that she could also stand for 
the Winyan Akicita, the Lakota female warrior societies.

The Lakota giantess might also refer to Dignity (Fig.  4), a 50-foot statue 
sculpted by South Dakota artist Dale Claude Lamphere.9 It was commissioned 
by Norm and Eunabel McKie of Rapid City, South Dakota. It overlooks the 
Missouri River, near Chamberlain, South Dakota. Coincidentally, this stainless-
steel statue of a Lakota woman was erected in September 2016 and represents 
the “courage, perseverance and wisdom” (Dale Lamphere, “Dignity”) of Lakota 
people in the Dakotas. While Lamphere is Euro-American, he worked with local 
Indigenous people and followed their advice to ensure his statue was “culturally 
appropriate” and accurate (Lamphere).

Fig. 4: “Dignity,” by Dale Claude Lamphere. Photo: Ken Wolter/Shutterstock.

 9 lampherestudio.com/
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The Lakota are a matriarchal society. The fundamental ceremonies of the 
Winyan Akicita come from White Buffalo Calf Woman, who prophesied that 
women would keep the tribe alive by the work of their hands and the fruit of 
their wombs. Colonialism imposed patriarchy onto the Plains people, starting 
with the fur trade, during which women were forced to become economically 
and politically dependent on men. Subsequently, the Indian boarding-school 
system imposed gender-specific education and training, as well as Christian and 
Eurocentric worldviews on Native children.

The violence against American Indian and Alaska Native women directly 
relates to this historical victimization. The domination and oppression of 
Indigenous peoples increased both economic deprivation and dependency 
through retracting tribal rights and sovereignty. As a consequence, American 
Indians today suffer from internalized oppression and the normalization of vio-
lence. Currently, in both the U.S. and Canada, Native women are the most at risk 
of domestic and sexual violence. They experience physical assault at rates far 
exceeding women of other ethnicities (Laguarda, “Brief of Amici Curiae”). Data 
gathered by the U.S. Department of Justice indicates that Native women are more 
than 2.5 times more likely to be raped or sexually assaulted than women from 
other ethnic groups (Perry, “American Indians and Crime”). 96 % of American 
Indian victims of rape or sexual assault reported having experienced other phys-
ical abuse as well (Saylors 36). It is also interesting to note that according to the 
American Department of Justice, at least 70 % of the violent victimizations expe-
rienced by American Indian women are committed by people of a different race 
(Greenfeld and Steven, “American Indians and Crime”), a substantially higher 
rate of interracial violence than is experienced by White, Asian, Arab, Latino, or 
Black women. The majority of violent acts against Native women are committed 
by White offenders (U.S. Department of Justice, “Violence Against Women and 
Response”). Representing a woman warrior fighting the pipeline is therefore 
not only a criticism of the Dakota Access itself but a strong stance against colo-
nialism as well. It denounces the political and economic violence perpetrated by 
the government, and it gives agency back to the Lakota women by reversing the 
paternalistic oppression of Native women in settler-American society.

With IdleNoMore, and more recently with #NoDAPL, Indigenous youth are 
rallying around an active pan-Indian movement which fights for the respect of 
treaties, protection of the environment, and Indigenous sovereignty. They have 
found an ally in social media, which is a fast, quasi-free, and socially universal way 
to inform the world about genocidal and oppressive actions of the settler-states. 
Cartoons and comics act as an ideal medium to reach a wide public audience. 
The message is conveyed in seconds, without the need for lengthy explanation. 
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Cartoons also have childhood associations with humor, happiness and fun, and 
can serve to reach an audience in a tense situation, to provide sensitive informa-
tion in a way that is perceived as less aggressive. Humor is a very important part 
of North American Indigenous cultures. It is used in traditional storytelling, such 
as in creation stories via the character of the trickster, whose adventures serve as 
cautionary tales for the audience. It is a large part of various Native languages as 
well, for example in Anishinaabemowin, Lakota, Navajo, or Inuktitut. In the dia-
ries of Jesuit missionaries we read of instances where the priests removed jokes 
and puns when translating the language and writing dictionaries, feeling that 
humor was too strong and inappropriate for Christian stories.

Humor is a way to cope with trauma, and to reclaim stories in strategies 
of healing. Many Native youth today use humor on social media to debunk 
stereotypes about their culture. They use famous popular culture references to 
engage in cultural survivance. Famous memes on what was coined Native Twitter 
include references to cult Euro-American movies like Forrest Gump, Back to the 
Future, and Nightmare on Elm Street. Instead of Tom Hanks and his famous box 
of chocolates, we can see Thomas Builds-the-Fire (actor Evan Adams) from the 
movie Smoke Signals pondering about fry bread, a staple food in Indian country. 
When villain Freddy Krueger threatens Native teenagers to kill them in their 
dreams, they shrug it off with pictures of dreamcatchers and captions such as 
“Bitch please!” Famous television commercials are also referenced:  in a pic-
ture showing Lt. John J.  Dunbar (Kevin Costner) facing Kicking Bird/Ziŋtká 
Nagwáka (Graham Greene), the famous Snickers slogan “You’re not you when 
you’re hungry” is twisted into “You act White when you’re hungry,” poking 
fun at Dances with Wolves. These cartoons and montages use famous White 
American images rooted in colonialism and adapt them to fit a new narrative. 
By turning these images into anti-colonial memes, Native youth reverse racist 
tropes and precarious stereotypes to communicate the cultural dynamism of 
their generation.
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