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Textiles were not exempt from the vast networks of colo-
nial trade, but they remain curiously peripheral to postcolonial dis-
course. The same cannot be said of a number of artists who deploy
textile practices influenced by, but also contributing to, postcolo-
nial, and more recently decolonial, thinking. For some artists, post-
colonial themes are apparent in the choice of visual content depicted;
others enact decolonial critique through their decisions concerning
the labour of contemporary textile production.

Postcolonial theory is typically credited as emerging wi'th the

writing of the Palestinian-American literary critic and political activist

subcontinent” and “far pi, Edward Said. In his book Orientalism {1978), Said exposed the ways
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literary theorist and feminist critic Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak fur-
thered the development of postcolonial discourse through her atten-
tion to the perspectives of women, and through the influential text
“Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988).

Today, some consider the postcolonial to have been sup-
planted by decolonial perspectives. Led by thinkers from South
America, the decolonial stance advocated by voices such as the
Argentine semiotician Walter Mignolo calls for an entire shift that
begins with the k-nowledge and experiences of formerly colonised
cultures.? Decolonial discourse is not without its critics, who note
that the ubiquity of the terms risks emptying out specific meaning.3
But there exist rich examples rooted in textile practices that remain
far from generic, instead responding to the importance of collective
knhowledge and an expanded attention to sensory knowledge that
goes beyond the optical. Chilean artist Cecilia Vicuia’'s ongoing ex-
plorations of the quipu,# the indigenous artist Jeffrey Gibson's use
of beading that draws references from his Choctaw-Cherokee her-
itage,® and the Spanish artist Teresa Lanceta’s commitment to col-
lective textile knowledge® are some examples of decolonial textile

practices now enjoying increased public recognition.

The histories that brought us to this moment are complex. The
networks of trade established during the colonial era moved tex-
tiles, and their raw materials, from the global south to manufacturing
centres in the global north.” Inextricable to these histories is the hor-
rific trade in enslaved individuals whose physical labour was crucial
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to colonial profits. Colonial models differed across the world® with
the example of present day Indonesia often cited as being of par-
ticular interest to textile scholarship. Before Dutch traders arrived
in 1596, the Italians, Portuguese and English had already visited the
region. Dutch presence in the archipelago began early in the 17th
century with the Dutch trading company Vereenigde Oostindische
Compagnie (VOC)® operating from 1602 until its bankruptcy at the
end of 1799. From Batavia, present day Jakarta, the VOC “controlled
and sought to mc;nopolise the exchange of textiles for spices. In the
1750s, the Dutch kept between five hundred thousand and one mil-
lion pieces of cloth in stock for trade and barter with various regions
of the archipelago.”© Fearing the VOC’s economic collapse at the
close of the eighteenth century, assets were taken under Dutch
government control with Dutch presence in the region continuing
in the form of colonial rule until the country’s declaration of inde-
pendence on 17 August 1945.12

The Dutch company Vlisco is one of a humber of European
manufacturers to convert batik cloth, traditionally patterned by hand,
into a manufactured version referred to as Duich wax resist. In
the case of Vlisco, the cloth was initially intended for sale back to
Indonesia. When the market did not flourish, the cloth instead found
buyers in west Africa, eventually adopted in some countries as na-
tional dress as independence from colonial rule was established.'®
The complexities of batik’s history are the reascn cited by artists
such the British-Nigerian Yinka Shonibare for their choosing the pat-
terned cloth. Asked as a student why he was not making “authen-
tic” African art,'* Shonibare turned to wax resist cloth and is now
a classic example of postcolonial textile in art. While Shonibare is
now well-cited, he is far from the only artist whose work engages
with the ongoing legacies of colonialism in contemporary society.

The Spanish artist Javier Hirschfeld Moreno, for example,
uses Dutch wax resist cloth in the photographic portrait Miguel de
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Moreno (2014). The portrait refers to the popular Spanish singer
Miguel de Molina of the 1930s and 1940s, showing the sitter borrowing
the star’s iconic pose while dressed in batik-inspired cloth Hirschfeld
Moreno bought in a market while working in Senegal, sewn into a shirt
style popular in Spain. The fabric is intended as an homage to the
performer who lived during the rule of fascist dictator Francisco
Franco (1939-75) until leaving Spain for Buenos Aires, Argentina
after being physically beaten in Madrid, presumably for his lifestyle.
Hirschfeld Morel:lo explains the portrait is about the migration cir-
cle that forced Molina to flee Spain because of his identity, while
recognising that Spain remains today one of the safest countries in
Europe to be openly gay in.'® The work was created for a 2013 exhi-
bition Hirschfeld Moreno curated about homophobia as a reminder
of how hard-won rights can be lost and Spain’s history of both ho-
mophobia but also emigration; as well as an homage to West African
studio portraiture, where, he explains “the wax resist background is
a protagonist.”1®

Batik is far from the only textile selected to convey themes of
migration and personal identity related to colonial histories. Take,
as another example, the late Filipina-American artist Pacita Abad’s
L.A. Liberty (1992), which adopts the image of the iconic Statue of
Liberty that welcomed immigrants arriving from across the Atlantic
to the United States. Abad’s birthplace, the Philippines, is another
former Spanish, and later U.S. colony. Abad'’s cloth version of the
statue depicts a woman of colour dressed in a vibrant patchwork
of patterns. “L.A.” suggests arrival from across the Pacific to Los
Angeles, offering a reorientation on several levels: recognition not
only of immigration arriving to the east coast from Europe and hon-
ouring women of colour dressed in what can be read as a quilt of cul-
tural diversity. More than thirty years after its making, there seems
to be a haunting prescience in Abad's reworking of the Statue’s oft-

quoted lines written by Emma Lazarus: “Give me your tired, your poor,
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your huddled masses yearning to breathe free” against the United
States’ contentious immigration policies, border control and the sys-
temic police violence that resulted in the death of George Floyd in 2020
and drew international attention to the Black Lives Matter movement.

Elsewhere, textile is also deployed to express social concerns
of a very recent postcolonial nation. Southern Rhodesia, present
day Zimbabwe, was Britain’s last colony,? regaining independence in
1980. In Houses For All (2018), the late Zimbabwean artist Anthony
Bumhira comments on empty political campaign promises the art-
ist felt the nation had been given. In Dhoyilisi Generation (2018), the
crochet covering the lower portion of the work re?:ognises the cot-
tage industry of Zimbabwean women'’s crochet being sold across
the border in the (relatively) more stable economy of South Africa.
Historian Hayden Proud explains, “The hand-crocheting of bed-
spreads from cotton thread proliferated because it became expe-
dient to sell ‘down South’ when going there on holiday. This was
because white Rhodesians were only allowed three hundred dol-
lars per annum as a foreign travel allowance. In a way, this might
explain how the doily aesthetic became, and has remained, a per-
sistent tradition in Zimbabwe.”8 The labour of cloth production and
the economies tied to this labour are central to the final two exam-
ples discussed here, which present contemporary critiques of co-
lonial power dynamics through what can be understood as forms of
decolonial action.

Dutch artist Vincent Vulsma'’s Return (2017-ongoing) takes as
a starting point the transport of enslaved Africans traded westward
across the Atlantic to work on plantations that included cotton and
indigo, on the same VOC ships that then moved the raw materials of
textile production east for manufacture in Europe. After Vulsma wit-
nessed first-hand the labour required to harvest and extract the dis-
tinctive dark blue indigo dye, he conceived of a project to both hon-
our this work while acknowledging the reality of his (and many other
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contemporary practices’) “dependence on other people for the ma-
terialisation of work."1® Vulsma's Return is comprised of solid blocks
of indigo, commissioned from plantation workers in India. The art-
ist requires each new exhibition invitation to result in the commis-
sioning of a new set of indigo blocks in an effort to distribute some
of the artist’s exhibition fee back to the individuals whose labour is
responsible for the very existence of the work. In doing so, Vulsma
aligns the (extragtive) “logic of contemporary art circulation”?® with
the colonial ability to amass disproportionate wealth from the la-
bour and material resources of the colonies.

A final example that also engages directly with contemporary
textile labour and its inextricable connections to the uneven distri-
bution of wealth and power palpable today is Peruvian artist Oscar
Lara’'s Within Heritage Movements (2013-ongoing). Lara's project con-
fronts the history of a large group of pre-Columbian Paracas textiles

“illegally transported from Peru to the Ethnography Department at
the Gothenburg Museum in Sweden”? in the 1930s. Rather than
colonial history, diplomatic channels facilitated the smuggling of the
textiles into Sweden,??2 arguably yet another example of Eurocentric
power dynamics. Lara records on video the exacting creation of
replica textiles by Swedish professionals financed through Swedish
funding, which Sharon Lerner, Curator of Contemporary Art at the
Museo de Arte in Lima, Peru, has noted, “mimic[s] an inverted colo-
nial labour structure by having a South American employ underpaid
Swedish labour to pirate Peruvian heritage.”28

The question of “authenticity” that Yinka Shonibare faced as
a student at the end of the 1980s is arguably an exemplar of Said’s
thesis in Orientalism: that cultures (and people) of former colonies
have been both exoticised and simultaneously treated as culturally
inferior. Artists such as Shonibare, but also less recognised prac-
tices such as those of Javier Hirschfeld Moreno, Pacita Abad and

Anthony Bumhira, use textile to present alternative perspectives
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rooted in the postcolonial. In a critique of the wildly uneven distri-
bution of wealth that is part of our colonial inheritance, more re-
cent projects such as Vincent Vulsma’s Return and Oscar Lara's
Within Heritage Movements have sought a redistribution of the pay-
ment for textile labour. In Lara’s case, the question of “authentic-
ity” comes full circle, with the replica textiles Lara’s project created
now stored in the same location at the Museum of World Culture in
Gothenburg that, until 2021, housed the originals. These final exam-
ples join a growing trend in discourse — and, crucially, in practice - to
consider decolonial strategies that not only observe and recognise
the inequities born of the colonial era, but, even if on\Iy in small mea-

sure, begin to test actions for change.
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