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Fem in i sm i s  t he  s t r ugg l e  to e nd s e x i s t  opp r e s s ion .  I t s  a im i s  no t  to b ene f i t 
so l e l y  a ny sp e c i f i c  g r oup o f  women ,  a ny p a r t i c u l a r  r a c e  o r  c l a s s  o f  women . 
I t  do e s  no t  p r i v i l e ge  women ove r  men .  I t  ha s  t he  powe r  to t r a n s fo rm i n a 
mean i ng f u l  way a l l  ou r  l i v e s . 
          
   –b e l l  hook s

JASMINE TOGO-BRISBY
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It is an honour to contribute to this publication as it provides an 
opportunity to extend my consideration of the relationship between 
feminist theory and feminist praxis; more specifically, the way in which 
it aligns itself with the struggle against sexist oppression of indigenous 
women, which encompasses issues of colonialism.

I think about this in relation to the work of multi-disciplinary artist 
Jasmine Togo-Brisby, a fourth-generation South Sea Islander, with 
ancestral lineage to the islands of Ambae and Santo in Vanuatu. 
Originally from Queensland and now based in Aotearoa, her practice 
investigates the slave diaspora of South Sea Islanders, which is often 
described by the romanticised colloquialism, ‘blackbirding’.

South Sea Islanders are Australian-born descendants of Pacific Island 
peoples who were taken to Australia as a result of slave-labour policies 
employed by the Australian government between 1863 and 1903. Under 
the auspices of ‘indentured labour’, over 60,000 South Sea Islanders were 
taken, either through force or coercion, from their homelands in the 
Pacific and transported to sugar cane plantations in Queensland.

Implicit in works such as the video installation White Pirates (2015) 
are multiple, and often conflicting, commentaries of assimilation as 
a by-product of blackbirding. Commentary comes in the form of the 
artist’s eight-year-old daughter, Eden, who retells the story of the 
boiled pudding recipe, which was passed down by her great-great-great 
grandmother and is made annually at Easter and Christmas celebrations. 
In her account, Eden recalls that the recipe came from:

…the French                     people      

      who owned  

         Granny…
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The    French        people    bought 

    granny off the  

      white pirates    

who stole 

 her      off    the   beach     in   

      Vanuatu  

    when she 

  was   

eight years old…
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Towards the end of the video, Eden asks her mother, “Why  did  it  have  
to  be  our  people  who got  stolen,  why  couldn’t  it  be  someone  else?” 

As told by Eden, who is depicted at the same age as the artist’s granny 
was when she was abducted and placed into a slave trade, it makes 
the issues explored in this work unmissable. Unveiled in this simple 
retelling is a complex entwining of a family’s identity and history with 
the legacies of slavery. An inherited foreign culinary delicacy becomes 
a potent symbol of both cultural memory and survival. To continue this 
tradition of making boiled pudding keeps the door open for healing 
and reconciliation with the past but also becomes a symbol, not of 
assimilation, but of resilience. 

An ambivalent pendulum between cultural memory and survival is 
shown in her most recent offering of ambrotype photographs in the 
installation Sweet Jesus (2018), currently showing at Te Tuhi Gallery. 
Unfortunately I do not have the scope to discuss this extensively here 
but, in short, these works make me wonder how photography can arouse 
empathy with indigenous suffering and discrimination. And how do 
viewers position themselves in relation to what we cannot now ‘unknow’? 
Because I truly believe that Jasmine Togo-Brisby’s artistic practice is 
a conduit for indigenous memory and recuperative meanings. Each 
new body of work stems from an obligation and duty to her people – 
ancestors, living and those yet to be born. And if we are to hold true to 
the idea of a ‘united sisterhood’, then her duty is not mutually exclusive to 
our work as feminists.
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