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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Supervising Professor:  Marilyn Waligore 
 
 
 
 
The Native American female has been reduced to conventional representations in false film and 

photographic representations based on images created from mainstream culture’s imagination.  

“Reimagining the Myth Keepers:  The Native American Female in Media,” is a comparative 

investigative study of the representation of Native American and White women in film and 

media images.  The research includes the selection of twelve Native American themed films 

contrasted to two classic Weimar films, Metropolis and The Blue Angel.  Primary focus includes 

selection of certain images observed of female Indian representations in the selected films, and 

research into the originations of the misrepresentations, in terms of history, scholarship and film.  

The aim is to determine the extent to which historical events, literature, and images of the 

American Western and federal Indian policy contributed to the detrimental mischaracterizations 

of Indian women.  This goal is accomplished through exposure of systematic racism and sexism, 

and the comparison and contrast of the Native American and mainstream cultural historical 

perspectives, in turn to rehabilitate past and present stereotypes of the Indigenous woman.  In 
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addition, research on the impact of stereotypes on Native American women’s lives in terms of 

identity, especially during relocations and wars is central. For example, where did they go?  

The accompanying exhibition, one side of the face, is a comparative visual response to the 

representations of White and Native American females in film and media.  In this exhibition, the 

digital images reinterpret stereotypical representations and highlight the challenge involved in 

discovering and reconciling self-identity within dual cultures.  Research on fourteen selected 

films, staged film and media representational images is juxtaposed against those that convey an 

Indigenous perspective or that portray a witnessed experience to illustrate a dual culture through 

the series titled film stills (polaroid photomontages) and digital constructions, which combine 

photographic self-portraits with appropriated imagery.  The exhibition involves the investigation 

of miscegenation, matriarchy and self-identity.  It also addresses female gender issues in concert 

with a critique of media representation in terms of self-portraiture, masquerade, fantasy role-

playing, the supernatural world, and American popular culture.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION:  AMERICAN AMNESIA 
 

 
The United States is a country with amnesia and an identity crisis, a national condition rooted in 

an artificial narrative known as the manifest destiny myth.  Deeply ingrained in the White 

American psyche exists an imagined past of an America as virgin territory for the taking from a 

declining and uncivilized Indian.  This belies the truth that many vibrant Indigenous 

communities already existed on the land for tens of thousands of years or even from the 

beginning of time as affirmed in Indigenous creation/origin stories.  The Native American 

scholar, Vine Deloria, Jr. states in “Low Bridge – Everybody Cross,” that American Indians 

vehemently oppose the Bering Strait migration doctrine because it is not reflected in any tribal 

stories, memories or traditions from generations of ancestors (Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies 81-

85).  After the European’s arrival and during the coming periods of war and relocation, Indian 

women fled or were forced from their home tribal lands to the edges of White society in order to 

survive.  Many Native females married White men as one means of survival, yet the unions 

compelled assimilation.  This project reopens conversations relating to the survival of Native 

American women after forced removal from tribal societies and outlines the manner in which 

their roles were transformed into false equivalencies reinforced by stereotypical representations 

in history, film and photographic images. Also, to inquire, where did they go?  Central to the 

issue of stereotyping is the question of the extent to which representation interferes or influences 

self-identity.  Hence the dissertation title, Reimagining the Myth Keepers references the false 

imaginings of Indigenous women finding motivation in the documentary, Imagining Indians by 

director Victor Masayesva, Jr (Masayesva, Jr.), and in Elizabeth Cook-Lynn’s poem “First the 
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Loon Dived” which depicts an archetypical Native American grandmother or wise woman as one 

who perpetuates Indian culture through her influence and generational teachings.  The 

grandmother in the poem is called “a keeper of myth,” in which Cook-Lynn also references the 

Dakota myth of origin told to her by her grandmother (Cook-Lynn 101–02).  These females, 

professes Cook-Lynn, are rarely speculated upon by academia and scholarship (Cook-Lynn 102).  

Consequently, the intention here calls for a revision and potential rehabilitation of the Native 

female in history and film - a reimagining.   

 

To provide a Native American perspective, the arguments of this study are framed by the songs 

and substance from John Trudell’s Lines from a Mined Mind (Trudell).  In Chapter 2:  “Brown 

Earth Color Woman,” surveys the vanished people myth from the perspectives of established 

historical models balanced by the critique of such models posed by alternative historical voices.  

The traditional roles and social/political/economic status of Native females have long been 

misconstrued.  In addition, discussions of the plight of the Native American female and their 

representational relationships to popular media provides further insight into mainstream 

America’s misunderstanding of Indigenous people as a vanishing people and in fabricated 

stereotypes.  In history, Native American matriarchal lines were lost due to wars and relocation 

and replaced with fabricated historical Eurocentric narratives, when in fact, the Native 

Americans, particularly the female of the eastern matriarchal clans were targeted for assimilation 

or elimination.  In film, Chapter 3: “Machines for Ancestors” explores the Native female 

depicted as one-dimensional characters in fictitious representation.  In the context of prevailing 

myths surrounding the Native American female, the evaluation and utilization of a 



 

3 

multidisciplinary framework will include postmodern art theory, Indigenous film theory and 

feminist scholarship relating to female representation in media images in order to compare and 

critique female images from selected films.  Robert Stam and Louise Spence, co-authors of the 

essay “Colonialism, Racism and Representation: An Introduction” (1983), suggest that the 

appearance of racism and colonialism in cinema has been the subject of many naïve studies.  

Furthermore, these studies emphasized realism, when in actuality films are “constructs, 

fabrications, representations” (Shohat and Stam 818).  In Killing the Indian Maiden (2006), M. 

Elise Marubbio, author and assistant professor of American Indian Studies at Augsburg College, 

argues that Native American women continue to exist in iconology (Marubbio 231).  She outlines 

three major stereotypes that were propagated by the native female in film:  The Celluloid 

Princess (1900-1930s), who is attracted to the white male hero and the counterpart to the noble 

savage; the Sexualized Maiden (1940-1960s), who is mixed-blood and the embodiment of the 

squaw; and the Hybrid Celluloid Maiden (1990s-present), an amalgamation of other roles, such 

as the political activist, a person of mixed blood or a ghost or vanished individual (Marubbio 14-

19).  The mainstream population continues to evaluate Native American ancestry claims by the 

adherence to the visual stereotype totally entrenched in American culture partially through film 

images.   Chapter 4: “Shadow over Sisterland” continues to scrutinize Indian female 

representation through the selection, observation and research of twelve (12) Native films, two 

(2) Weimar films and four (4) documentaries (see Table 4.1).  To ground the discussion of 

female representation in film, the chapter examines two early film classics to address the unique 

issues associated with female representation.  Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel (1930) and 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) are used as models to critique selected images in which the main 
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female characters are portrayed as femme fatales, a projection of male anxieties towards overly 

sexualized women, and are contrasted to the selected images from Native American films.  An 

important film featuring only Native Americans (including a descendent of Quanah Parker) by 

director Norbert A. Myles is Daughter of Dawn (1920).  This film provides the opportunity to 

review how Natives portrayed themselves on film in contrast to those films produced by 

mainstream White culture.  Daughter of Dawn points to the power of media to both reinforce 

stereotypes and to distribute alternative representations. The aim here is to reject past stereotypes 

and rehabilitate the Native American female.  Further, falsified history and negative film 

representation influence and interfere with self-identity, which is considered in Chapter 5: “one 

side of the face.”  This chapter investigates the difficulty in reconciling dual ancestry, and the 

“unexplored stories of mixed blood” individuals who are not welcome in either culture 

(McNickle xv).  Furthermore, the utilization of photography was paramount to the early 

movements of Surrealism and Dada as the medium utilized in the investigation of identity 

formation and through the elemental tendencies of autobiography and masquerade.  Thus, the 

concepts such as self-identity, self-presentation and allegory are employed in the processes of 

photography and photomontage.  Postmodern theory, according to Susan Bright, photography 

curator and author of Auto Focus, The Self –Portrait in Contemporary Photography (2010), 

understands the self as indexical and “a reflexive conditional concept” that prescribes to the 

concept that there is not a “true” self (Bright 8).   The work of feminist artists, such as Hannah 

Hoch and Cindy Sherman provide social commentary on female representation and formation of 

identity and explores the politics of representation and demonstrates how structures of power 

shape the operation of representational systems and the representation of women and the self.  
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Two respected contemporary Native female artists who inform my creative process through their 

portrayals of Indian women are Wendy Red Star and Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie.  The 

photomontage images from the one side of the face exhibition (Appendix C) emphasize an 

archival impulse in the exploration of self and provides a nontraditional representational view of 

the female of mixed Native American ancestry (Foster).   
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CHAPTER 2 

BROWN EARTH COLOR WOMAN 

The late Santee-Dakota activist leader, John Trudell,1 often wrote poetry often using women as 

his theme, which promoted and revealed traditional attitudes regarding the Native American 

females and their vital roles in tribal societies.  The chapter titles and some sub-titles in this 

dissertation come from poems titles or lines written by John Trudell.  The subject of his poem 

“Brown Earth Color Woman”2 displays Native female strength, mystery and an ability to ground 

                                                

1 John Trudell (1946-2015), Santee-Dakota, “noted activist, actor, poet and Native thinker,” led a life dedicated to 
indigenous human rights, land and language issues. He helped spark a spoken word movement that is a continuation 
of the Native American oral traditions. His father was Santee and his mother was Mexican Indian heritage.  He 
served in the U.S. Navy from 1963 until 1967. In 1969, when Native American students and organizers occupied 
Alcatraz Island from November 20, 1969 to June 11, 1970, Trudell was among them. Trudell used his broadcasting 
experience on the airwaves of “Radio Free Alcatraz.” That group became “Indians of All Tribes,” and they issued 
the manifesto, We Hold the Rock.  The Alcatraz Occupation became an incubator for the nascent Native American 
rights movement, including the American Indian Movement (AIM) in Minneapolis. He became a leading Native 
spokesman attracting national attention. The negotiations over Alcatraz, the proposed Indian Center and the 
occupation itself fell apart in 1971, but so many names of Native activists, organizers, artists, writers and actors 
from that time would become prominent in the ensuing struggles, movement and documentation. Trudell has always 
maintained that all these political actions were not just moral, ethical issues but were legal issues, according to 
Native treaty rights and federal trust responsibilities.  Excerpts from Alex Jacobs’ article, “Remembering the Life 
and Legacy of John Trudell,” December 9, 2015, Indian Country Today (A. Jacobs). 

2 Brown earth color woman 
Takes me into the secrets of her sighs 
When I step into the brown of her eyes 
I find sight of special dreams 
Fluttering eyelashes and fluttering hearts 
Dancing in magic no one understands 
 
When I step into the brown of her eyes 
I find the comfort of a friend 
A friend sharing shelter 
When only a friend can know too 
 
When I step into the brown of her eyes 
She teaches loving through caring 
Snuggling softly in my heart 
Helping me to just feel good 
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and to balance the self.  In 1979, Trudell’s pregnant wife Tina Manning Trudell, Paiute-

Shoshone and an activist in her own right, died in a mysterious house fire along with her three 

children and her mother Leah Hicks Manning.  It happened while Trudell was protesting in 

Washington, D.C., and her death occurred within hours after he had burned an American flag in 

protest for Native abuses. Leah had worked to enhance reservation social services on the Duck 

Valley Indian Reservation in Nevada, and Tina worked for tribal water rights there.  John Trudell 

believed that the cause of the fire was arson; the threats became reality.  After their deaths, he 

turned to poetry and film.  The poem “Brown Earth Color Woman,” most likely inspired by his 

late wife, connects the Native woman with the life-giving Mother Earth, and speaks of the 

mysterious brown-eyed Native woman as a friend and equal, which is the general view of 

women in most tribal societies.  As an actor, he also played in supporting roles in successful 

films about Native Americans3, such as Thunderheart (1992) and Smoke Signals (1998).  Given 

                                                

When I step into the brown of her eyes 
The mysteries are different from confusion 
Illusions are handled by seeing through 
Clearly there is life ahead 
 
When I step into the brown of her eyes 
Brown earth color woman 
Takes me into the secrets of her sighs 
Gentling me in a balance of passion  
(Trudell, Lines from a Mined Mind 16-18)  
 
3 Robert S. Wachal, professor emeritus of the Department of Linguistics at the University of Iowa, in “The 
Capitalization of Black and Native American” (2000), declares the practice of hyphening racial terms such as 
Native-American or African-American is inappropriate.  Also, he determined that all references to racial color such 
as Black, White or Red should be capitalized as proper nouns synonymous with race. With the racial term Native 
American, the trend was incorrectly to down-case the first word, Native. Native American refers to an American 
Indian wherever that person was born. “Consider this a call to the colors, let us please capitalize the names of races 
as a matter of courtesy, logic, and accuracy” (Wachal 364–65) .  In this paper, all terms referencing race will be 
capitalized.  
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his reputation among the Indian nations as expressed in his memorial from Indian Country Today 

on December 9, 2015, Trudell’s words are given elevated preference as an Indigenous source (A. 

Jacobs).  His portrayals of his people are relevant in particular because they ran counter to 

conventional ideas about Indian culture held by White European Americans, many of which 

remain the imagined stereotypical representations found in media today. 

 

Americans’ continuing affinity for dressing in fashionable Native American patterns and 

feathered headdress reflects the persistent misunderstanding and misrepresentation of America’s 

Indigenous people and culture, particularly the Native American female (Barker, Critically 

Sovereign 2).  Native Americans’ metaphoric and physical relationship to the natural world has 

long known to have been commercially usurped, as in the adaptation of animal totems into 

cartooned sports team mascots.  In “The ‘Fighting White’ Phenomenon, An Interpretive Analysis 

of Media Coverage of an American Indian Mascot Issue,” Lynn Kylee-Silverstein examines 

Native American opposition to team mascots and the media’s participation in and coverage of 

the controversy.  She concludes that depicting American Indians as mascots is a misuse of sacred 

symbols.  Tribes are stereotyped by erasing differences and concealing the United States’ 

culpability in casting Native Americans as “aggressive warriors,” always ready for combat.  

Thus these depictions participate in “dehumanizing all American Indians” (Carstarphen and 

Sanchez 113, 114).  The Native female has also been reduced to conventional representations 

exemplified by sexy Halloween Indian maiden costumes and false film and photographic 

representations, each of which usurps and falsifies based on images created from mainstream 

culture’s imagination. Consequently, the foremost theme of this dissertation will be a focus on 
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female Indian representations and the origination of the misrepresentations, in terms of history, 

scholarship and film.  At the core of this endeavor is an effort to determine the extent to which 

historical events, literature, and images of the American Western and federal Indian policy 

contributed to the detrimental mischaracterizations of Indian women. The aim is also to expose 

systematic racism and sexism, and to compare and contrast Native American and mainstream 

cultural historical perspectives, in turn rehabilitating past and present stereotypes of the Indian 

woman.  This process requires investigating depictions of both White and Native women found 

in selected films, and determining the similarities and divergences in representation.  In addition, 

research on the impact of stereotypes on Indigenous women’s lives during relocations and wars 

remains central.  For example, where did they go?   

 

A similar question is posed by Barbara Alice Mann in "Where Are Your Women? Missing in 

Action," in an essay from Unlearning the Language of Conquest (2006) (D. T. Jacobs 121).  

Mann has contributed much on the subject, illuminating the exclusion of Native American 

women within curricula that purport to be authentic histories of Indigenous peoples.  There are 

large numbers of Native American women unrecorded and unaccounted for in American history; 

through decades of the U.S. censuses, many Indian women and their children were assimilated 

and transformed into “White” American citizens.  

Living in Reality 
Calling us red Indians 

We have been the colors  
On a chameleon’s back 

Changing with time 
Surviving genocide 

Because we have to… 
~John Trudell (Trudell 21, 22) 
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Living in Reality 

Kent Mackenzie, director of the 1961 documentary The Exiles, tenders a straightforward, yet 

essential premise, to simply observe the effects of urban relocation and mainstream assimilation 

on approximately twenty (20) city Indians by following and recording their experiences.  His 

subjects were some of the first pioneers enticed to leave their reservations for work opportunities 

in the urban area of Los Angeles during the late 1950s and early 1960s.  The most poignant and 

moving aspect of the documentary is the honesty and openness with which the Natives allowed 

their lives to be documented.  Disorientation, dislocation and isolation of these individuals are 

major issues and themes of their lives presented throughout the documentary.  The film also 

examines what it means to be Native and female in the White urban contemporary world, and 

detects Native female confusion, loneliness, and societal role insecurity.  Popular music of the 

1960s overlays the documentary while each Native individual in turn attempts articulation of his 

or her problems, hopes, dreams and confusions about White urban culture.  The Native men use 

the term “man” often, indicative of the 1960’s vernacular, but also perhaps a mantra reminder of 

days past.  The film also documents how male Indians living in another culture explore what it 

means to be a man, and the how their experience of loneliness and isolation breeds restlessness, 

substance abuse and alcoholism as well as the break-up of the Native family.  Many urban 

Natives numbed the pain of assimilation by turning to vices and excess because they felt they 

should get their “kicks.” In one scene, a gas station attendant with distain in his voice calls a 

Native female, named Mary, a “squaw,” indicative of racial name-calling and sexism.  After 

being abandoned at a gas station by her friends, Mary wanders the night streets alone, looking 

through store windows at mannequins in beautiful dresses and jewelry.  She expresses her desire 
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to give up on life.  She feels hopeless and conveys a wish to have a family of her own, which 

eludes her. The Natives who left the reservations lost connection to their languages and much of 

their tribal knowledge, way of life, and generational teachings, and consequently they become 

instead subject to racism, sexism and name-calling. The documentary shows these individuals 

walking between worlds, neither White nor Indigenous.  They feel as strangers or “exiles” in 

their own country.  Mackenzie’s The Exiles provides an invaluable assessment of the real-life 

human effects of assimilation on urban Native Americans. It also highlights the manner of dress 

and behavior of the urban Native female at the beginning of the 1960s, during a culturally-

devastating relocation period which saw the largest movement of Natives in U.S. history.4, 5 

                                                

4 Indigenous Historiography Timeline by Vine Deloria, Jr. & Clifford M. Lytle, American Indian, American Justice 
(1983), with knowledge from the Indian perspective.  Indian History is divided into six (6) periods “for reflection 
and orientation and so we can transcend mere information and come to our own conclusions about the future of 
Indian societies” (Deloria and Lytle 2-24). 

1531-1828 Discovery, Conquest, and Treaty-Making 
1828-1887 Removal and Relocation 
1887-1928 Allotment and Assimilation 
1928-1945 Reorganization and Self-Government 
1945-1961 Termination 
1961-Present Self-Determination 
 

5 Regarding mainstream history and Federal Indian Policy, multiple sources reveal variances in dates and periods 
exposing copious historical perspectives on the topic. Therefore from the nation-state perspective, The Rights of 
Indians and Tribes, The Authoritative ACLU Guide to Indian and Tribal Rights (2004) (Pevar 4–14), is the source 
for the following overview of the major eras establishing a U.S. historical framework for the purpose of examining 
the extent and manner in which these policies effected the lives of Native American women, adversely.  

1492-1830 Discovery, Sovereignty, Trade, Treaty Periods 
1830-1887 Indian Removal Act/Reservation Period 
      -Cherokee Nation vs Georgia (1830) 
      -Trails of Tears (1830-1850)  
      -The Indian Census Act (1884) 
1860-1890 Plains Indian Wars Era 
1887-1934 The General Allotment Act (GAA)/Dawes Act (1887)/Assimilation Period 
1934-1953 Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) (1934) Period  
1953-1968 Indian Termination/Relocation Policy Period 
      -Urban Relocation Program (1953-1961) 
        -Indian Civil Rights Act (1968), terminated the Termination Policy 
1970s-Present Tribal Self-Determination/Autonomy Era 
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The portrayals of this one isolated group of urban Indians represent a microcosm of the larger 

impairment experienced by relocating and separating Indians from tribal traditions and lands; the 

Urban Indian Relocation Program (1953), a product of the Termination Act, was initiated by the 

federal government to entice poverty-stricken non-tribal and tribal reservation Natives to move 

to one of seven designated urban areas affecting greater assimilation into mainstream culture.  

The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) effectively recruited an enormous number of Native 

Americans for relocation into the following urban areas:  Dallas, Denver, Chicago, San Jose, St. 

Louis, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Los Angeles and San Francisco.  The stated purpose was providing 

better job opportunities, although it was united with the government’s ultimate goal of Native 

assimilation into the mainstream society.  Eventually, some Natives were able to adjust to their 

new urban surroundings, although not without profound societal and psychological issues.  For 

example, many of these migrants experienced culture shock, homesickness, depression, 

alcoholism and substance abuse.  Some could not adjust and eventually returned to tribal life.  

Nevertheless, by the last half of the 20th century, the Native families who were relocated to the 

cities created the largest Native American community of over 200,000 (Blythe).  

 

Prior to the termination/relocation period, the Indian Reorganization Act (1934) was enacted as 

part of Roosevelt’s New Deal plan, as an attempt to rehabilitate the Native economy and 

revitalize tribal governments. This period was aimed at reversal of the negative consequences 

that the 1887 Dawes Act, also known as the General Allotment Act (GAA) had on Native 

populations in terms of tribal enrollment rolls, blood quantum and land allotments laws.  Under 

Dawes, the Indian communal system was ended, and small allotments of lands were distributed 
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to individual Native members making them citizen landowners. The fact that the White 

population had doubled to sixty (60) million at the end of the 19th century calls into question the 

true underlying motive.  Consequently, it comes as no surprise that the “surplus” reservation 

lands were confiscated and/or sold for profit (Pevar 8, 9).   

 

In 1949, the Hoover Commission recommended a “complete integration” of the Indians into 

White mainstream society, but based on its recommendation, the benevolent attitude of the IRA 

period was transitory and quickly abandoned by the Eisenhower administration.  In 1953, the 

adoption of House Concurrent Resolution No. 108 broke agreements and Native trust through the 

declaration that services and benefits immediately be ceased to all 109 Indian tribes.  All 

reservations were terminated (Pevar 11).  During President Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration, 

Indian policy was reversed again, with the intent to restore Indian rights and support self-

determination.  However, the 1968 Indian Civil Rights Act did not actually end the Termination 

Act until 1988.  Succeeding presidents such as President Richard Nixon, supported tribal self-

government and self-determination.  Though it has been the subject of continuing legal struggles, 

the right to self-determination has been affirmed by federal Indian policy from the 1960s and 

1970s until today.  

 

Two important Native American activists, historians, and intellectuals also emerged from the 

Indian rights movement. D’Arcy McNickle and Vine Deloria, Jr. burst on the scene with their 

writings renouncing the historical misconceptions and Indian stereotypes, and significantly 

influenced future generations of Native Americans. McNickle’s 1936 novel The Surrounded was 
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not the first Native American novel to successfully present the tribal point of view, but it was 

significant because it laid the foundation for Native American literature (Allen 84, 85).  His 

landmark study Native American Tribalism (1973) provided an overview of the national Native 

experience and was considered an enormous innovation. This pioneering discourse on Indian 

history covers laws and policies the U.S. government used as assimilation tactics, cultural 

conflicts, forced migrations, urbanization and their consequences for Native populations.  The 

publication of the book was a watershed moment for Native Americans, as it also addressed 

central questions facing Natives and their identity. The central tenet of Native American 

Tribalism that most appealed to the population was found in this simple perspective: “Indians are 

here to stay” (McNickle iv).   In his 1993 introduction to the book, Paul Iverson – a former 

student of McNickle and current Regents Professor of History at Arizona State University – 

suggests the urbanization program and the bigotry the city Indians faced, coupled with the 

militant mood of the 1970s, may have “reinforced and heightened a sense of Native identity,” 

hence the enduring power of tribalism (McNickle vii).  He argues that the urbanization of the 

Native was one of the “most vital and ignored stories of the recent past” (McNickle vi), and that 

every aspect of Native life was altered by it.  Despite this, Iverson reinforces that the “Indian 

people will continue to deny the image of ‘the vanishing race’ so generally accepted a century 

ago” (McNickle iv).   

 

Not enough historians, scholars, sociologists and anthropologists are researching and taking 

advantage of census rolls, allotment records and other federal government documentation, which 

could reveal a more authentic history of Indian life, although younger Indigenous scholars have 
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appeared.  Rayna Green and other female scholars suggest that Indian women’s history has 

moved beyond caricatures, such as the “Pocahontas perplex” (McNickle xiv).  This change has 

represented a reversal of sorts, whereby, the interest in women has increased and become central 

to Indian life and history.  Iverson predicted that the growth of women’s studies would naturally 

connect tenets of feminist theory to Indian women’s history (McNickle xv).  McNickle also once 

suggested that the new people of “mixed blood” have stories not yet explored or told, an 

embraced premise that guides this dissertation.   

 

These individuals are not completely welcomed into either culture – White society or the Native 

world. The 1950s Congress seemed certain that the Native Americans had vanished before the 

advent of modern progress, and thus the traditional Indian past should never be reconstructed.  In 

other words, “Indians had no future as Indians,” heralding the government’s sanction to 

detribalization and the dismantling of tribal structures (McNickle xx).  Many Natives have 

survived, but as incomplete entities or a “fragment out of the past” (McNickle 15).  Noted 

Indigenous intellectual Vine Deloria, Jr. (1933-2005), was a Standing Rock Sioux, philosopher 

and leader of the Native American movement in the 1960s.  He worked to expose the 

misconceptions articulated in Custer Died for Your Sins, An Indian Manifesto (1969) from the 

Indian’s historical viewpoint.  Custer represents a major shift in the Indian mindset.  It is 

presented as a manifesto and written with biting humor and sarcasm directed at the federal 

government, and with outspoken scorn for White people in general.  Deloria labored to de-

mythologize the story and attitude of the American Indian from the White European American’s 

viewpoint (Deloria, Custer Died for Your Sins 1–6).  He caused another ripple in traditional 
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historical scholarship with Red Earth, White Lies (1997) in which he rebukes the long-held 

theory that Native Americans crossed the Bering Strait land bridge only a few centuries before 

European discovery of the Americas.  The theory implies that American Indians were not really 

the original inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere, and thus have no real claim to the land 

(Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies 67–68). This attitude, Deloria argues, had a great impact on how 

non-Indians saw the Indian.  In the chapter, “Low Bridge-Everybody Cross,” Deloria extensively 

rejects and deconstructs the theory, asserting the originator of the theory, Ales Hrdlicka of the 

Smithsonian, was biased.  He suggests that Hrdlicka’s life’s obsession and work existed to 

discredit the Native Americans’ declaration of original occupancy and Indigenousness.  Out of 

fear of this powerful master, Deloria writes, a generation of scholars followed him and rejected 

all conflicting claims by their peers (Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies 68).  American Indians 

vehemently oppose the Bering Strait migration doctrine because it is not reflected in any tribal 

stories, memories or traditions from generations of ancestors.  Rather, some tribes speak of 

transoceanic boat migrations, others talk about tribal creation experiences, and others, speak of 

migrating from distance planets (Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies 81-85).  This insight into the 

Indian universal paradigm bears testimony to the degree of its divergence from the European 

worldview.   

 

Within the Euro American history narrative, Native women were not even “a blip on the radar” 

of the federal government after their property and power was wrestled away from them (B. A. 

Mann 63).  Kay Givens McGowan states in “Weeping for the Lost Matriarchy” that the power 

and influence of the Indian matriarchal societies diminished and were lost with the coming of 
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Europeans and their patriarchal systems, where powerful men determined and defined the 

appropriateness of women’s behavior (B. A. Mann 53).  The White European American male’s 

attitude towards Native women included racism (women as lesser, unintelligent human beings) 

and sexism (women as sullied females).  Furthermore, many Native women were lost to history 

as unrecorded human beings, due to the tremendous inaccuracies and deliberate expunging of 

Native names from the final Dawes Rolls.  During Indians wars and relocation, many other 

Native women and children were not accounted for accurately, if at all.  Where did they all go 

when the matriarchal model fell and during wars or relocations (B. A. Mann 65)?   In terms of 

women as targeted victims of conflict, Native poet John Trudell expresses in an excerpt from 

“About a Woman,” that “a woman pays for man’s war.” 

About a Woman 
I read an article about a woman 

A woman living in the war 
A woman lost her family 

A woman the only survivor 
A woman pays for man’s war 

~John Trudell  
(Trudell, Lines from a Mined Mind 102–03)   

 
Mainstream history supports false assumptions of North American Indigenous peoples as 

primitive and warlike, subsequently recreating a false narrative, which concealed the power and 

influence of Indigenous women as leaders in peaceful societies.  In “Peaceful Versus Warlike 

Societies in Pre-Columbian America: What Do Archaeology and Anthropology Tell Us?” 

(2006), James DeMeo investigates the relationships between patriarchal social order and war.  

He also extends his research from a comparative discussion of the peaceful matriarchal societies 

to the patriarchal culture insisting that before contact, American Indians cultures were peace-

oriented (D. T. Jacobs 134–35).  Trudell’s poetic line, “A woman pays for man’s war” is 
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sustained in DeMeo’s statement: “Perhaps the ultimate price we all pay for diminishing the 

female’s power and position in society is war, the great corporate money-machine and 

ideological tool of fascism” (D. T. Jacobs 134). 

 

Barbara Alice Mann’s “Where are Your Women? Missing in Action” relates one example of 

women paying for men’s war.  During invasion and colonization, the 16th century Spanish held 

such great contempt for the powerful woodlands women and tribal female chiefs that they were 

targeted most egregiously for elimination.  The Spanish interfered in Indian matrilineal 

communities in order to force their adherence to the European patriarchal model. A female-led 

revolt by the Guales challenged the Spanish cultural model for four years, halting the Spanish 

invaders until October 1601, when they finally prevailed.  The primary losers were the rebel 

Indian women who afterwards were punished by the Spanish and forced to “scalp their own sons, 

husbands, fathers, and brothers” (D. T. Jacobs 122).  This is but a single example of countless 

atrocities Native women endured over centuries.  The result in Indigenous North America was 

the matriarchal model fell to the “Euro-Christian model of hierarchical patriarchy” (B. A. Mann 

66).  

 

During the period of removal and relocation, many Native females married White men and 

disappeared into census figures as White. This provided them U.S. citizenship and much needed 

protection for themselves and their children, in exchange for their property and cultural heritage. 

However, federal Indian policies devastated the Native culture by targeting women for the 

purpose of debasing their traditional roles and positions of tribal authority and strength.  Many 
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Europeans who came to America were shocked to learn Native women owned and controlled 

property in their own right. Their ancestry was traced through their female lineage and women 

also had sexual freedom.  Illegitimate children were not shameful humiliations because Native 

women bore children for their own lineage, not for their male spouse. European Americans had 

assumed all societies were male-dominated like Europe, whereby women and children were 

considered the male’s property. European White males, specifically the early English and French 

traders, were not eager to work with these independent and powerful Native women in talks of 

economic issues, so they often refused to trade with them (B. A. Mann 53–55).  By extension, 

the influential Native American females became the targets of assimilation.  McGowan states 

Native women were the most severely affected by colonialism (B. A. Mann 65).  Separation of 

Native women from their ancient roles, rights, and land base resulted in a severe economic shift 

and caused serious damage to the matriarchies.  Native females’ experiences in both racism and 

sexism became further manifested through U.S. policies and subsequent legislation that 

correlated with the development of demeaning stereotypes. 

See the Woman 
She has a young face an old face 

She carries herself well in all ages 
She survives all man has done. 

~John Trudell (Lines from a Mined Mind 144)  
 

See the Woman 

Indian women were reconstructed for White sensibility and consumption into common 

stereotypes. The most common stereotype of Native women is the ‘squaw’, an unintelligent and 

debased female, who is sexually available.  Her physical characteristics are portrayed as 

negative, including darker skin colors, brown eyes and black hair in braids.  She wears buckskin 
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clothing adorned with feathers and beads.  She aligns herself with a powerful White male, 

abandoning her own culture and society.  This Native female stereotype is deeply entrenched in 

the American mindset and culture but does not align with reality, and the diverse physical 

characteristics found in women of numerous Native American nations.  The Eastern and 

Northeastern Indians, despite popular illusion, possessed white skin (B. A. Mann 78).  This 

physical feature was explained away by declaring the Eastern Natives as ‘White’ through 

intermarriage with European Americans.   The fact that Cherokee and several Southeastern tribes 

were White-skinned people, at first contact, contradicts this view. They reportedly had blue or 

gray eyes and chestnut hair (B. A. Mann 79, 81). The Ohioans, Mandan and Lakota were also 

described as light-skinned people.  In an attempt to explain away the whiteness of Natives’ light 

skin colors, 19th century race scholars concocted ridiculous hypotheses, such as previous contact 

with the lost ancient Atlanteans or ancient Celtic princes in the 12th century who sailed over and 

“brightened the landscape” (B. A. Mann 79).   

 

In “Slow Runners,” Barbara Alice Mann details other historical claims made about the Natives, 

including that those with darker skin color were the result of popular tanning techniques and a 

concoction made of bear grease and red ochre to repel insects (B. A. Mann 80). The latter theory 

is advanced by historian James Adair (c.1709–1783) in his early work on the southeastern 

Indians, History of the American Indians (1775).  He states that a red root was applied to the 

Indian’s skin to repel snakes and insects (Adair 3), and offers additional explanation about this 

phenomenon: 
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 “We are informed by the anatomical observations of our American physicians, 

concerning the Indians, that they have discerned a certain fine cowl, or web, of a 

red gluey substance, close under the outer skin, to which it reflects the colour; as 

the epidermis, or outer skin, is alike clear in every different creature. And 

experience, which is the best medium to discover truth, gives the true cause why 

this corpus mucosum or gluish web, is red in the Indians, and White in us; the 

parching winds, and hot sun-beams, beating upon their naked bodies, in their 

various gradations of life, necessarily tarnish their skins with the tawny red 

colour. Add to this, their constant anointing themselves with bear's oil, or grease, 

mixt with a certain red root, which, by a peculiar property, is able alone, in a few 

years’ time, to produce the Indian colour in those who are White born, and who 

have even advanced to maturity. These metamorphoses I have often seen.”  

~James Adair, History of the American Indians (1775) (Adair and Braund 3). 

Then again, James Adair is the same historian who was profoundly shocked that Cherokee 

women held high civic offices, specified by their deer-horn headdresses, and enjoyed complete 

sexual freedom without fear of punishment from Cherokee men.  Adair was perplexed that 

Cherokee men would allow this outrageous behavior in women: “The Cherokee would had been 

a considerable while under petticoat-government and allow their women full liberty to plant their 

brows with horns as oft as they please, without fear of punishment” (B. A. Mann 123).  The 

darker skin color debate reflected the European American racist attitude toward the Indian and 

Africans, whom the Europeans viewed as chattel slaves.  The Iroquois denounced slavery and 

allowed African slaves to join their clans and intermarry.  In the South, the treatment of both 
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Native and African people was deeply malicious in the manner of combined enslavement, 

abuses, and the forced breeding in the slave huts.  Breeding in particular resulted in darker skin 

tones in some Eastern tribes, such as the Lumbees, and some Natives with lighter skin and eyes 

were able to essentially hide from the federal government for survival (B. A. Mann 80, 81).  

Even earlier than Adair, in 1633-34, the French missionary, Father LeJeune’s said of the Eastern 

Natives that “the Savages would be very White if they were well covered [from the sun]” which 

provided a noteworthy observation and exposed early colonial racism and color bias (B. A. Mann 

80).  Another assimilation tactic employed by the Dawes Commission came in the guise of 

Francis Galton (1822-1911), a cousin to Charles Darwin, who was considered “dimwitted” by 

his family (B. A. Mann 92).  Blood quantum is a system designed to diminish the percentage of 

undesirable blood in each succeeding generation until zero percent remains, or the desired purity 

is achieved. Galton’s new science named eugenics, meaning well-born, was based on race and 

class and the survival of the fittest premise to determine human worth.  His desire was to 

eliminate the “undesirables,” in order to control populations and effect human engineering for a 

better future, an idea also known as Social Darwinism (B. A. Mann 92).  Borrowing from the 

colonial slavery quantum counting system, The Dawes Commission institutionalized “Galtonian 

quantum counting” and began classifying Natives’ heritages according to “the level of European 

admixture in their blood” within fractions (1/2, 1/4, 1/8, and so on), diminishing by half the 

blood percentages for each succeeding generation (B. A. Mann 92-94).  The irony is that the U.S. 

government applied this tactic to African Americans for exclusion into mainstream society; but 

for the Indian, it was used to assimilate into non-existence.  The United States hypocrisy, 

displayed through broken treaties and federal policies that devastated the Native American 
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populations, next led to race-based regulations on Indians determined by their blood percentages, 

including identification cards.  Blood quantum laws, according to Mann, bear the main tenet of 

eugenics, namely that “mentality and culture are biologically transmitted” (B. A. Mann 94).  

With the Indian defined by the government and many established on reservations or lost in time, 

rewriting the Native American story by eliminating the population’s history --and Native 

women’s history -- provided a space for imagined representations and stereotypes, including the 

creation of the noble savage and the squaw.   

 

The historical framework of the Native American female developed in accordance with the 

views of mainstream scholars like Wallace Stegner, who romanticized a “done or vanishing 

people,”6 and Edward S. Curtis, whose photographs and recordings of Indian culture led to the 

creation of a “vanishing race myth.”7  In the forward to his volume series work “The North 

American Indian, a Series of Volumes Picturing and Describing the Indians of the United States 

and Alaska” (1907-1930), Curtis’s series is praised by then-President Theodore Roosevelt who 

states:  

“In Mr. Curtis, we have both an artist and a trained observer whose pictures are 

not merely photographs; whose work has far more than mere accuracy, because it 

is truthful. All serious students are to be congratulated because he is putting his 

                                                

6 Wallace Stegner perpetuated the illusion that Native American’s were a “done” people. (Cook-Lynn 32);  
7 Edward S. Curtis spread the “vanishing people myth,” whereby traditional western literature and scholarship 
continues to regard the Native American people as a diminishing nonviable people (Cook-Lynn 32).   
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work in permanent form; for our generation offers the last chance for doing what 

Mr. Curtis has done.  The Indian as he has hitherto been is on the point of passing 

away” (Curtis 15, 16).  

President Roosevelt’s praise and support of Curtis’ vanishing race myth is indicative of the 

cultural illiteracy towards Indigenous cultures and the systematic racism deeply ingrained within 

the U.S. government.  Reinforcement of Indian stereotypes was fortified with the assistance of 

prominent figures such as Stegner and Curtis, establishing their inauthentic historical models of 

Natives as wholly genuine.  At the turn of the century, non-tribal historical scholars promoted 

misunderstandings of the Indian by creating stereotypes within imagined realities through 

literature and photographic images based on hegemony and ignorance.  Both Stegner and Curtis 

perpetuated the “gone” or “vanishing Indian” myth, of the Indian as a diminishing people.  

In “The First but Not the Last of the ‘Vanishing Indians’: Edwin Forest and Mythic Re-

creations” of the Native Population,” Sally Jones suggests that the roots of these fantasies may be 

colonial.  She points out that relative peace existed among the White colonists and the Native 

populations until King Philip’s War in 1675, in which a conflict with the Wampanoag nearly 

devastated the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  Massasoit, the famed chief of the Wampanoag is 

known in history to have greeted the Pilgrims, and Metacom, also known as Philip of Pokanoket 

(nicknamed Prince Philip by the colonists) was his son.  In 1676, Philip was ambushed and killed 

by the colonists, with his head severed and placed on a spike in Plymouth for several decades.  

Philip became the “diabolical savage, or devil incarnate” justifying the Puritan’s right to defend 

their “God-given existence” by exterminating the Indian (Bird 14).  From that point, fear’s great 

grip on the White population was complete; it originated through hysteria, and the prejudice 
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became justified.  As a result, over half of the Native population of New England was eradicated.  

By the 1820s, the savage had been rehabilitated by time, as well as the influence of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau’s romantic version of the heroic Indian (Bird 15).  The Native characters in James 

Fenimore Cooper’s novels embodied the noble savage stereotype and Washington Irving’s 

sketch books also embraced the noble savage in depicting Prince Philip as “a patriot attached to 

his Native soil” in an attempt to correct history (Bird 13–15).  Playwright Edwin Forest’s first 

Indian character, based on Prince Philip’s father, was a sensible chief who guides a buffoon of a 

British officer through the wilderness. He was depicted as loyal, having stoic courage, and as a 

patriot with a noble independent spirit.  The election of President Andrew Jackson reversed this 

attitude toward the Indian in America.  The 1830 law that provided for forced removal of the 

Indian population was quaintly described as “voluntary emigration.”  He believed the Indian was 

in the way of manifest destiny, the White European population’s right of expansion, and the 

creation of a national identity, leaving the Native in the “dust of an advancing civilization” (Bird 

16).  

 

In Why I Can’t Read Wallace Stegner (1996), Crow Creek Sioux, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn affirms 

the vanished people myth was based upon the false premise that the New World conquest was an 

undertaking of moral courage.  Instead, she argues, it was a “pseudo-religious and corrupt 

socioeconomic” grab for possessions and resources (Cook-Lynn 33). The subsequent outcome 

was the overall diminishment of Native Americans, including the importance of Native 

American female societal roles, which were replaced instead by stereotypical representations.  In 

her essay “The American Indian Women in the Ivory Tower” (1996), Cook-Lynn notes that Carl 
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Schurz, U.S. Secretary of Interior (1877-1881), declared Indian women “vital cogs in the 

machine of assimilation” (Cook-Lynn 102–103).  Native females in many nations were the 

administrators of the tribal economy and keepers of tribal knowledge, and targeted assimilation 

through intermarriage was simply one means by which this goal was achieved.  Yet, this strategy 

was not well-documented because of the influence of federal codes regarding marriage between 

Indian women and White men.  Recordkeeping was also inaccurate and lacking, as demonstrated 

by the infinite number of inconsistencies and conflicts surrounding the Dawes Rolls and U.S. 

Censuses data at the time.  Due to war and relocation, Indian women fled or were forced from 

their home tribal lands to the edges of White society to survive.  Many married into the White 

culture, transforming themselves and their children into U.S. citizens by listing themselves as 

White in subsequent U.S. censuses counts.  For Native women who married White men, the law 

in 18888 also required they register as White.  To further assimilate the Native people through 

                                                

8 25 U.S. Code § 181- Rights of White men marrying Indian women; tribal property. 
No White man, not otherwise a member of any tribe of Indians, who may after August 9, 1888, marry an Indian 
woman, member of any Indian tribe in the United States, or any of its Territories except the Five Civilized Tribes in 
the Indian Territory, shall by such marriage after August 9, 1888, acquire any right to any tribal property, privilege, 
or interest whatever to which any member of such tribe is entitled (Aug. 9, 1888, ch. 818, § 1, 25 Stat. 392). 
 
25 U.S. Code § 182 - Rights of Indian women marrying White men; tribal property. 
Every Indian woman, member of any such tribe of Indians, who may be married after August 9, 1888, to any citizen 
of the United States, is hereby declared to become by such marriage a citizen of the United States, with all the rights, 
privileges, and immunities of any such citizen, being a married woman: Provided, That nothing in sections 181 to 
183 of this title contained shall impair or in any way affect the right or title of such married woman to any tribal 
property or any interest therein (Aug. 9, 1888, ch. 818, § 2, 25 Stat. 392). 
 
25 U.S. Code § 183 - Marriage of White men to Indian women; evidence. 
Whenever the marriage of any White man with any Indian woman, a member of any such tribe of Indians, is 
required or offered to be proved in any judicial proceeding, evidence of the admission of such fact by the party 
against whom the proceeding is had, or evidence of general repute, or of cohabitation as married persons, or any 
other circumstantial or presumptive evidence from which the fact may be inferred, shall be competent (Aug. 9, 1888, 
ch. 818, § 3, 25 Stat. 392). 
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women and separate the matrilineal societies from their land base, as a strategy for the 

acquisition of Native lands, the 50th U.S. Congress enacted into law on August 9, 1888, ch. 818, 

§ 1, § 2, § 3, 25 Stat. 392, defining rights in marriages of White men and Indian women.  Last, 

the 55th Congress clarified mixed children’s rights from these unions in a law passed on June 7, 

1897, ch. 3, 30 Stat. 90.9 The earlier 1888 law was enacted as a special addendum to the Dawes 

Act and defined the rights of Native women regarding retention of tribal rights and property, yet 

the law explicitly excepts the Southeastern matrilineal tribes, known as the Five Civilized Tribes 

in the Indian Territory, from these rights.  According to Barbara Alice Mann in “Slow Runners” 

the special law declared Native women married to White men to be U.S. citizens, but these 

women were then required to automatically relinquish their property and Native heritage, 

forever.  She notes that “both women and children were categorically declared ‘White’ with no 

chance of regaining their Native status” (B. A. Mann 90).  Reinforced in subsequent section 182, 

the law states that the protection of “every Indian woman, member of any such tribe of Indians is 

hereby declared to become by such marriage a citizen of the United States, with all the rights, 

privileges, and immunities of any such citizen, being a married woman,” As the stature 

continues, it seems to confirm these rights:  “Provided, that nothing in sections 181 to 183 of this 

title contained shall impair or in any way affect the right or title of such married woman to any 

tribal property or any interest therein.”  The special act exposes the government’s intent by its 

                                                

9 25 U.S. Code § 184 - Rights of children born of marriages between White men and Indian women. 
All children born of a marriage solemnized prior to June 7, 1897, between a White man and an Indian woman by 
blood and not by adoption, where said Indian woman was on that date, or was at the time of her death, recognized 
by the tribe, shall have the same rights and privileges to the property of the tribe to which the mother belongs, or 
belonged at the time of her death, by blood, as any other member of the tribe, and no prior Act of Congress shall 
be construed as to debar such child of such right (June 7, 1897, ch. 3, 30 Stat. 90). 
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overt preoccupation with the Native female’s rights to property while exempting women from 

the matrilineal Five Civilized Tribes in Indian Territory of these protective rights.  The question 

becomes which Indian Territory is being referenced, and whether the law applies to the federal 

government’s reserves and resettlements, identified by the Choctaws as the “home of the red 

man” within the Oklahoma territory, or whether the law references the Eastern Indian territories, 

the remaining female-Indian held lands of the matriarchy societies (B. A. Mann 61)?  In federal 

criminal statute, Title 18, U.S. Code, Sec. 1151 (18 U.S.C. § 1151), Indian Country is identified 

as all land within reservation boundaries and “all dependent Indian communities” in the United 

States, which extends federal jurisdiction and supervisory authority to inside and outside 

reservations (Pevar 21).  In any case, under the 1888 law, a Native woman and member of one of 

the Civilized Nations, still in possession of her property and married to a White man, was no 

longer guaranteed property rights or cultural heritage.  White married women of the period, even 

as U.S. citizens, were not allowed to own property. Therefore, every Indian woman that was 

granted “all rights and privileges being a married woman” was not actually provided the so-

called protection from loss of her property under the law, as property transferred to her husband 

just as it did for a married White woman.  Fourteen years later, U.S. Code 184 upheld that mixed 

“Mulatto” children from these connubial unions acquired the same Indigenous rights and 

privileges of their Indian mothers.  For Native women, these laws were simply a detrimental 

Catch-22. 

 

There was considerable material advantage for White men in marrying Indian women, but in 

Women of Oklahoma (1890-1920), Linda Williams Reese cites many examples of White women 
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who crossed the racial and cultural barriers to marry Indian men, unions which were met with 

biased opposition.  According to the 1910 census, only one-third of the Oklahoma Indian 

population claimed to be full-blooded Indian, supporting the intimation of miscegenation.  The 

first indication of European American fears of interracial sexual relations and unions, manifested 

in laws from Virginia and Maryland during the years of 1691-1692.  The term, miscegenation 

was first used in 1863 laws that criminalized sexual relationships/unions between African 

Americans and European Americans.  At the time of Oklahoma’s statehood (1907), 83.6 percent 

of Cherokee reported to be “mixed blood” with more than half claiming one/half White blood.  

Although a huge stigma was attached to marrying Indian men, many independent-minded White 

daughters defied their parents.  Either romantic curiosity or working and living in close 

proximity created the circumstances that caused White women to marry Indian men, resulting in 

“mixed blood” children and probable family estrangement.  The dominant White culture’s racist 

attitude about these marriages is on display in a note written by one mother to her daughter who 

worked near the Sac and Fox Agency, which reads “if you can’t have a beau that is White for 

heaven’s sake don’t have any and although we all want to see you, don’t come home at all if you 

have to come with an Indian” (Reese 53–54).  This comment reflects the racism and fear of 

miscegenation of many White’s during that period which also accounts for stereotypical film 

representations and ambiguity in regard to mixed relationships and individuals of mixed blood in 

The Searchers.   

 

During the years of the Indian wars and clashes of cultures, xenophobic stories on the frontier 

arose of the outrageous murder, kidnapping and rape of White female pioneers and settlers.  
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Such was the distain for savages, as Indians were portrayed, and the intrigue of imagining of 

violations inflicted upon delicate and defenseless White women. The preference espoused by 

White society was death over defilement, as dictated by the Victorian code of the period.  

Conversely, the saga of the kidnapped Cynthia Ann Parker (1827-1870) is the story of a White 

woman, who despite her early difficult experiences, preferred the Comanche warrior society way 

of life.   Parker became the antithesis to the prevailing attitudes and expectations for normal 

behavior in White civilized women of the period and her story is a mixture of Texas myth and 

fact.  It spawned public bewilderment as to why a blue-eyed, blonde haired White female would 

prefer the Comanche over civilization.  Parker was taken when she was nine, and kidnapping of 

preadolescent females was a common practice for the Comanche.  Older female captives were 

usually raped and tortured for several days, and considered too much trouble, so they were killed 

along with crying babies.  Younger female captives became sex slaves or laborers, or were given 

to older Comanche women.  Malinda “Minnie” Ann Caudle, kidnapped at eight, described the 

kindness of her adopted Comanche mother, Tekwashana, and further explained how the 

Comanche women would not let the Comanche men harm her.  Minnie’s testament uncovers an 

impression of female authority within the harsh patriarchal Comanche world.   Even so, a 

heartbroken Tekwashana was eventually forced to relinquish Minnie when she was ransomed 

and returned to her White family.  Despite her half-year ordeal, Minnie defended the Indians for 

the remainder of her life (Gwynne 106–107).    

For the most part, the small Comanche bands were made up of family members with close blood 

ties, and according to S. C. Gwynne, the bands had abysmally low fertility birth-rates for this 

reason.  Therefore, young warriors seeking to procreate looked outside of their extended family 
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for females to rectify the situation (Gwynne 37). While most Comanche captives - which 

included Mexicans, Spanish and other Natives - were brutally treated, Cynthia Ann Parker 

became a loved captive and full family-ban member.  She was kidnapped at the age of nine (9) 

after her family was massacred at Fort Parker, one hundred miles south of Dallas in Limestone 

County.  Her disappearance was followed only by rumors until her discovery at nineteen (19) 

years old in an Indian village.  All attempts were made to ransom Parker, but the Comanche 

would not give her up for any amount (Gwynne 109).  Reports circulated that she has been 

renamed Nautah, translated as “Someone Found,” had married a Comanche chief, Peta Nocona 

(He Who Travels Alone and Returns) and that she was unwilling to leave her adopted people 

(Gwynne 117).  She bore Peta three children, including Quanah, a second son, nicknamed 

“Peanuts” and a baby daughter, “Prairie Flower” (117).  She lived with the Comanche for 24 

years until she was re-abducted and returned to her White family with her youngest child, Prairie 

Flower.  She was never to see her husband or sons again, and when Prairie Flower passed from 

pneumonia in 1863, Parker followed three years later, dying as many claimed, of a broken heart.  

Comanche women lived dreadfully difficult lives as laborers.  Women drudged from morning to 

dusk performing all work tasks, except hunting and fighting (Gwynne 111).  Cynthia Ann 

Parker’s legend was furthered when her son, Kwihnai, translated “Eagle” and also known as 

Quanah Parker, became chief of the Comanche.  Historically and politically, the Comanche were 

a loose confederation of approximately thirteen (13) independent family bands with multiple 

chiefs chosen by merit, not heredity.  A one-chief system had never been part of the Comanche 

culture of individual independence.  A single Comanche Chief in Quanah Parker was a 

remarkable change in tradition. Quanah Parker and his Quahadis were the last to battle the White 
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man’s invasion, but through profound hardships they realized the uselessness of a continued 

struggle.  Instead the half-breed Comanche chief would reconcile his times and rescue what was 

left of the remnants of his people and culture. He helped bridge the Comanche world with the 

White world, smoothing the transition from a nomadic life and buckskin to calico and farming.  

In his famous Star House built near Fort Sill, Oklahoma and until his death, Quanah Parker kept 

a huge portrait of his mother, Cynthia Ann Parker prominently displayed.   

In 2017, Texas’ Irving Art Center, Texas, in affiliation with the Smithsonian Institute, presented 

an exhibition of rare and previously unseen photos and personal artifacts of Quanah and Cynthia 

Ann Parker.  This exhibit provided a valuable perspective and a representative bridge of cultures, 

including photographic images of the clothing worn by Quanah Parker’s children, which can be 

described as a hodgepodge-like mixture of Comanche and Caucasian attire.  Two images of 

Cynthia Ann Parker, one a daguerreotype from 1861, show her likeness during her traveling to 

the Texas Legislature in Austin escorted by the Texas Rangers, to receive a gift of a pension of 

$100 per year for five years and a land grant of a league, 4,400 acres.  Additionally, the state 

legislature placed this adult woman under the legal guardianship of her two male cousins.  In the 

1861 image, she is wearing a dress with small print and buttons down the front along with a large 

heavy coat, collar and hood reminiscent of a royal cloak.  Her hair is parted down the middle and 

cut to the length of her chin, which is an indication of the Comanche female’s mourning state.  

Cynthia’s hands are clasped together at her waist and her stoic Indian expression displays a 

mouth curved down and eyes staring outward, blankly.  The second image is the well-known 

1860 image of Parker nursing Prairie Flower soon after her recapture at the Pease River and is 
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identical to the image Quanah displayed at his Star House.  In this image, the confusion and 

depression is explicitly expressed in her clear blue eyes (Irving Arts Center).  

Cynthia Ann Parker’s story is loosely retold in the film, The Searchers (1956). The recognizable 

scenario in the film includes facts such as her kidnapping by the Comanche, her marriage to a 

Comanche chief and the search party guided by her Uncle.  The physical characteristics, 

representation, and conclusion of Cynthia’s life as portrayed by Natalie Wood, who plays Debbie 

Edwards in the film, are reimagined with mainstream sensitivities in mind.  In the film, Debbie is 

eventually returned happily to her White family by her uncle, even though, the real ‘White 

squaw,’ Cynthia Ann, was forcibly returned to the custody of the Parker family and grieved for 

her Comanche family until her death.  The Searchers represents a notable example of a biased 

revision of the original story through its depiction of White and Native female characters aligned 

to suit White decorum and Indian identification.   

Madness and 
Like Temptation 
Broke the Light 

How Does Tomorrow Dream 
~John Trudell (Trudell, Lines from a Mined Mind 223)  

Madness and…White Fawn’s Devotion  

By contrast, in terms of authentic representation of the Native female, the 1910 silent film, White 

Fawn’s Devotion is distinguished among the “silent sympathies” Indian pictures.  It is one of the 

earliest surviving films directed by James Young Deer, acknowledged as the first Native 

American director who claimed to be full Nebraska Winnebago (Raheja 63).  His real-life wife, 

Lillian St. Cyr (stage name, Princess Red Wing) was the first Native American female 
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Hollywood lead actress.  James Young Deer was hired as a Native American director and 

producer for the French film production company Pathé Frères, to improve their ridiculed 

European-made Westerns.  Alongside other film companies, Pathé Frères formed studios in Los 

Angeles and Fort Lee, New Jersey, the early motion picture capital of America.  Young Deer 

directed approximately 120 films for Pathé Frères, but only six have survived, including the 

recently rediscovered White Fawn’s Devotion found in New Zealand’s Film Archive and 

repatriated through the American Film Institute and the Library of Congress.  

 

Controversy arose, however, when James Young Deer was not found on the Winnebago tribal 

rolls.  Furthermore, James Young Deer was in other records was known as James Young 

Johnson, born on April Fool’s Day in 1876, presumably in Washington, D.C.  His, his parents 

and his wife’s names were found in the Index on the Johnson families of the Moors of 

Delaware.10  Adding to the perplexity, other sources such as English Professor Scott Simmon, of 

the University of California at Davis, continued to assert Young Deer’s heritage as Winnebago 

even in his informational essay that accompanied White Fawn’s Devotion to The Library of 

Congress.  Yet, Simmons contradicts this assertion on the second page of the editor’s notes with 

a second claim that James Young Deer was a member of the Nanticoke Nation of Delaware.  

Simmon acknowledges Angela Aleiss’ journal article in the Bright Lights Film Journal, “Who 

was the real James Young?” as his source.  The persistence in this line of thinking is that Young 

                                                

10 The Moors of Delaware were a mixed conglomerate of peoples including African and Native American; 
therefore, Young Deer’s claim to Native American heritage is not improbable, yet mixed blood is more plausible.   
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Deer was widely lauded as an authentic Native American director, actor and producer.  

Questions and concerns also arise around the authenticity in representations of dress, behavior 

and customs in Young Deer’s films, and two issues surface.  The first involves Young Deer’s 

questionable heritage, and the second, his Winnebago wife Lillian St. Cyr, and her level of 

understanding of the Dakota Sioux culture and customs represented in White Fawn’s Devotion.  

After their marriage, actors St. Cyr and Young Deer joined a show known as the “Pioneer Days, 

A Spectacle Drama of Western Life” in New York City.  The show also included about one 

hundred (100) Lakota Sioux actors with whom they worked in staged western performances.  

Consequently, St. Cyr and Young Deer posed as “authentic” Sioux Indians during this time, 

which would account for their knowledge of Sioux culture (Aleiss, “Who Was the Real James 

Young Deer? The Mysterious Identity of the Pathè Producer Finally Comes to Light” 1–

10)(Singer 15). Then, was St. Cyr’s film portrayal being a representation of a Nebraska 

Winnebago female, or of a Dakota Sioux female, or perhaps a combination of both?  It is 

important to note that the Winnebago language originates from the Siouan or Siouan–Catawban 

family language group, the same as the Dakota.  Her costume of fringed buckskin and braided 

hair in White Fawn’s Devotion appears more similar to a Sioux Native female.  The traditional 

Winnebago hairstyle was parted down the middle and pulled back in one braid, while the 

traditional Sioux women wore two long side braids. In other images, Lillian St. Cyr is pictured 

with feathered Indian headband, while few historical images of either Winnebago or Sioux 

female support this depiction.  
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The issue of James Young Deer’s uncertain heritage also suggests that even if he was descended 

from the Delaware Nanticoke heritage, as a scenario writer, his portrayals of Native tribes as 

homogenous became problematic in subsequent films.  Representation then becomes weaponized 

in racial stereotypes and operates as a “mark of the plural” according to Albert Memmi (The 

Colonizer and the Colonized, 1965); and, when a colonized group of people become ‘all the 

same’” (Shohat and Stam 183).  Any negative individual behavior in the community becomes the 

typical behavior for the entire community, and “representations thus become allegorical within 

hegemonic discourse,” meaning the dominant group’s representation is always depicted as 

“naturally diverse” (Shohat and Stam 183).  According to Shobat and Stam, Memmi defines 

racism as “the generalized and final assigning of values to real or imaginary differences” slanted 

against the victim for the dominant group’s justification of their “privilege and aggression” 

(Shohat and Stam 183). The films imitated Young Deer’s characterizations and perpetuated 

falsehoods of the Native American by creating an echo chamber for fabricated representations.  

In “Making of the White Man’s Indian” (2005), author Angela Aleiss describes Young Deer as a 

man with a dubious reputation, referencing his bouts with alcoholic hysteria, possible 

connections with White slavery conspiracy, and the theft and the vicious death of a hogtied 

horse.  Young Deer’s film narratives included Indian attacks on White pioneers, male heroism 

and love relationships (Singer 16).  By 1912, Young Deer’s fortunes waned, and the motion 

picture industry began to change. The cowboy and Indian maiden Western declined.  The 

simplistic Indian pictures continued, but they could no longer compete with complex feature 

films.  Many years passed before Native Americans would reach this level of achievement in the 
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film industry again (Aleiss 16, 17).  The years would bring a new western film genre, adapted to 

fit new imagined scenarios for cowboys and Indians.  

  

Blue Indians being pulled into melting pots 
Grueling class rules the haves and have-nots 
Industrial reservation tyranny stakes its claim 
Blue Indians emotional siege in civilized strain 

~John Trudell (Trudell, Lines from a Mined Mind 182)  

Blue Indians and Beloved Women, AlterNative Voices  

As we have discussed, Native Americans have been portrayed in inaccurate or unflattering ways 

by White culture in the literature of Wallace Stegner and through the notable images of 

photographers such as Edward Curtis.  Early film portrayals of the Native Americans supposedly 

under the guidance of an authentic Indian, the scandalous James Young Deer, also aided in the 

false perpetuation of imagined stereotypes and in the establishment of past inauthentic 

representations of Natives as genuine.  John Trudell’s poems offer a more trustworthy view of 

the Native American of today.  His reference to Blue Indians alludes to contemporary Natives 

and the continued issues and stresses of the impact of assimilation into a foreign “civilized” 

culture.  Whereas, from Cherokee tradition, the title, beloved women symbolizes the adult Native 

females who successfully work to improve conditions for their tribal people (B. A. Mann 59).  

They also act as Indian activists and Indigenous feminists who have emerged with new 

perspectives and pushed back against old stereotypes.   

 

 A newer generation of Indigenous writers is practicing resistance to assimilation widely 

influenced by the writings of D’Arcy McNickle and Vine Deloria, Jr.’s from the 1960s and 
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1970s with the rise of the Indigenous rights movement.  Deloria’s work has had enormous 

influence on the Indian community, including Native Voices, American Indian Identity & 

Resistance (2003) edited by Richard A. Grounds, George E. Tinker and David E. Wilkins.  His 

life and writings serve as a framework for this anthology of essays by young Indigenous scholars 

who address fundamental issues facing contemporary Native American people.  As a role model, 

Deloria’s greatest contribution is the extent to which he has influenced a new generation of 

Indigenous scholars (Grounds et al. ix).  He is considered the Father of Native American studies.   

 

Associate professor at Arizona State, Susan A. Miller, Seminole, and James Riding In, Pawnee, 

critique the traditional historical canon in Native Historians Write Back: Decolonizing American 

Indian History (2011) and reframe it as into an Indigenous historiography.  The authors convey 

the harsh reality that non-Indigenous academic historians have controlled the Indigenous 

discourse in American historiography.  These historical scholars "stand outside the Indigenous 

worldview” to record the American Indian experience through their European American prism 

and worldview.  Gradually entering the historiography since the 1970s, this new Indigenous 

discourse represents a distinct Indigenous historical perspective. This collection of essays 

featuring a new generation of Indigenous writers in Native Historians Write Back: Decolonizing 

American Indian History (2011) signals a continued unfolding of a distinctly new paradigm 

articulated by university-educated Indigenous writers, who are also considered part of the 

community of American academic scholars.  Furthermore, their work materializes a vast contrast 

between Indigenous thought and non-Indigenous perspectives and methods (Miller and Riding In 
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2–3, 9-11).  American Indian history has always been written by non-Indians, keeping the Indian 

in marginalized narratives and stereotypes.   

 

The competing Indigenous historical paradigm emerging from this conversation has generated a 

set of foundational principles grounded within Indigenous realities and an Indigenous historical 

discourse that challenges academic hegemony.  These new scholars have established non-

negotiable standards by which Native scholarship is centered (Miller and Riding In 1, 2).  The 

first is the tenet of Indian sovereignty, which predates the U.S. Constitution, and is derived from 

the Native belief in the innate rights of an individual.  Second, a claim that the land and resources 

known as the United States were seized through "duplicity, violence, deceit and coercion” 

(Miller and Riding In 2).  The idea that America was transferred to Europeans by virtue of 

discovery is a deeply racist fabrication, as the assumption articulates and characterizes Indians 

and their societies as inferior.  Therefore, it follows those assumptions lead to the accepted state 

that inferior people do not enjoy the same basic fundamental rights of White civilized people. 

The fourth fundamental principle uncovers and pushes back against the rationalization of 

colonial aggression against the Indian and the language of racism used by the invaders.  The fifth 

principle acknowledges that 19th-century colonialism still remains entrenched in contemporary 

academic scholarship and legal thought.  The last principle accepts that colonialism of the Indian 

“is a crime against humanity" (Miller and Riding In 2).  These principles form the non-

negotiable foundation on which Native Historiography is based.   
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These principles and the Indigenous research methodology that supports them creates a separate 

historical Indigenous paradigm.  It is applied by Indigenous scholars, for example, in the 

mandate that Indigenous oral history overrides traditional White academic sources, an assertion 

first espoused by Vine Deloria, Jr. in the 1970s.  In other words, Indigenous methodology 

privileges traditional Indigenous historical narratives over those of the nation-states, and 

privileges works by Indigenous scholars over those of non-Indigenous scholars.  Miller and 

Riding In caution that even Indigenous scholarly works may be “imaginatively constructed" 

since the traditional historical narratives and representations are deeply entrenched in the 

American consciousness (Miller and Riding In 3).  Consequently, Indigenous Historiography’s 

obligation is primarily to rely on Native traditional texts as songs, dances, landscape terrain and 

Indigenous teachings from sacred circles and drum groups, acting as holders of Indigenous 

knowledge.   

 

The Indigenous worldview and discourse postulates a belief in a living cosmos made up of 

cooperating spirits that help balance personal and communal health and maintain harmony of all 

entities.  In separating American Indian history from the American European paradigm, common 

elements of the Indigenous worldview-Indigenousness, sovereignty, colonization and 

decolonization-are assembled into a new paradigm that provides a framework for the discussion 

of Indigenous rights (Miller and Riding In 2–5).  Fortunately, the history being told by today's 

American Indigenous historians is from the American Indians’ point of view, which sharply 

departs from White American thought and history.  Differences in language context are also 

being examined, for instance, the word battle in one discourse is a massacre in the other.  In his 
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critique of U.S. Indian policies, Vine Deloria, Jr. asserted that the American Indian way of life is 

far superior to that created by the Europeans.  His critique of the United States broke a powerful 

taboo in American historiography, not to criticize the U.S. government or White people. His 

influence opened the door for Indigenous scholarship and tribal intellectuals to push back on the 

American hegemonic history (Miller and Riding In 20). 

 

Scholarship on the Native American woman, as previously mentioned, is wanting.  Several 

important Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices have emerged however, such as Elizabeth 

Cook-Lynn, Sioux, who presents an alternative history of the Native woman that also reframes 

the historical canon.   Other voices include: Joanne Barker, Lenape/Delaware; S. Elizabeth Bird, 

Professor of Anthropology at the University of South Florida; Susan A. Miller, Seminole; and 

Barbara Alice Mann, Seneca.  In “The American Indian Woman in The Ivory Tower,” Cook 

Lynn discusses Native American women experiences throughout the 19th century.  Many women 

did not return from Indian schools to the reservations, as they married non-tribal men instead. 

This difficult situation of intermarriage put the Native women into a bad position with their 

tribes, as some suspected them of being used as assimilation tools (Cook-Lynn 103–104).  On 

the other hand, the Native women who returned to the reservation life became subject to an anti-

intellectualism mindset connecting (White) education with assimilation (Cook-Lynn 104).  

Nevertheless, the Native women who had historically entered and remained within mainstream 

culture, faded into hidden ritual lives of traditional spiritual practice, alongside their 

homemaking and gardening and families.  Cook-Lynn discusses the generations of these hidden 

women, as the respected “grandmothers” whose families were sometimes dysfunctional because 
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of the “confusion of enforced transition” and intergenerational trauma.11  These are the families 

who descendants recall memories and stories of a grandmother, who was part or full-blooded 

Indian and her ritual ways. These are the women-the grandmothers, the keeper(s) of myth12-who 

through years of assimilation tactics lived in circumstances caught between two worlds and 

striving to be part of both traditions (Cook-Lynn 104).  Cook-Lynn concludes that the influence 

of these women is rarely part of scholarly speculation, but that to transcend long-standing 

stereotypes, articulation of the past is vital.  Therefore, Cook-Lynn calls for intellectual scholars 

to root out colonial intent and eradicate stereotypes of Native women. (Cook-Lynn 105)  She 

believes that in the meantime, “Indian women will concede, however, that the stories of their 

lives, mostly written by White men, have not evolved very much in the Western imagination” 

(Cook-Lynn 102, 105).  Surprisingly, neither has the concept of a woman’s look or ethnic purity 

as a marker of her Native identity. 

 

Joanne Barker, Lenape Delaware and Associate Professor of American Indian Studies at San 

Francisco State University, states in Native Acts, Law, Recognition, and Cultural Authenticity 

(2011) that she is often questioned and challenged about her blood quantum, which she claims is 

tied to stereotypical and racist perceptions of the physical appearance of the Indian.  The 

                                                

11 Intergenerational trauma among American Indians is a new area of study, defined as a type of trauma that may be 
passed along through DNA. Intergenerational Trauma: Understanding Natives’ Inherited Pain by Mary Annette 
Pember, (Pember 1). 
 
12 Keeper of myth, a term in the poem, “First the Loon Dived” written by Elizabeth Cook-Lynn to describe the 
grandmothers as influential women and portrays them as archetypal heroines who are “forever a human mirror in 
memory.”  A poem about the Native women who did not make White man’s history (Cook-Lynn 101). 
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inquiries point to the misconception that blood quantum is tied to cultural heritage and identity 

(Barker, Native Acts 2).  The look of an Indian is entrenched into the White culture mindset.  

Barker tells a story of her hairdresser who showed her a picture of Navajo women, declaring this 

is how Indians look and seeming very confused by Barker’s claim of Indigenousness.  In another 

incident, one of her university colleagues asks if she is only doing research in mixed blood 

Indigenousness within the Indian Studies arena to legitimatize her own identity as an Indian.  Her 

expressed reasons for not answering that question followed with the colleague’s response: “Well, 

do you even have an Indian name?” (Barker, Native Acts 2–3).  She argues that the exhaustion of 

explaining “families, histories and personal ethics” to non-Natives, who call into question 

anyone who deviates from their understanding, bends towards another method of colonial 

invasion.  These intrusions are graver than a lack of social decorum; they are “social ideologies 

and identity practices of race in the United States and have been used to legally and popularly 

contest the authenticity of Native genealogical ties in order to contest the legitimacy of Native 

legal status and rights,” affirms Barker (Barker, Native Acts 3).  These verbal exchanges reflect 

the controversy over Native women who self-identify as Indigenous if government documents or 

tribal records do not verify their claims.  As well, Barker’s comment also highlights the 

misunderstanding on the part of White culture in comprehending the detrimental effects of blood 

quantum issues and laws.   

 

Based on the argument that numerous Native American women have been unaccounted for in 

U.S. history and in official written documentation, the supposition is they disappeared into the 

dominant society, within a process that could transform Native women into White women.  
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Because Indian women were forced to relinquish Indigenous claims due to federal policies, 

corrupted Dawes rolls, inaccurate U.S. Census counts and clandestine wars, broken lines of 

generational heritage were created, and family histories were lost.  Some Native women simply 

materialized as United States citizens on censuses, no trace of parents or any family connections 

on federal records.  Vine Deloria, Jr. points out that many Whites proudly claim Indigenous 

blood, usually that of Cherokee.  He also points out that every claim of Indian heritage he ever 

heard was alleged to be on the individual’s grandmother’s side, as “it seemed no one wanted to 

claim a male Indian as a forebear,” and labeling the phenomenon, the Indian-grandmother 

complex (Deloria, Custer Died for Your Sins 3).  Barbara Mann points out it was Vine Deloria 

Jr., who coined the slur, “Cherokee Princess” to demean unrecognized Native Americans as 

“wannabees” (Mann 88, 95).  Deloria’s sarcasm is understandable, but the point needs further 

exploration.  The fact that a disproportionate number of Indian females were required by law to 

relinquish property and culture and affirm their U.S. citizenship would be one counter to 

Deloria’s argument.  Many married into the White culture transforming themselves and their 

children into “White” in subsequent U.S. Censuses.  Another reason for Indigenous 

grandmothers in family lines is the fact that women, and in this case Native women were 

sexually assaulted more often than men.  Or another counter is the fact that men are born of 

women.  So even if a Native grandfather is conjured as kin, he had a mother, hence the presence 

of an Indian grandmother.  Linda Williams Reese in Women of Oklahoma, 1890-1920, also 

explicitly exposes records of young independent White women who married Indian men as 

previously discussed.  As for family claims of Indian grandmothers, a popular myth of the 1960s 

counterculture was that hippies were reincarnations of Native Americans and Miriam Hahn’s 
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2014 dissertation13 asserts this myth only supports the “vanishing Indian” stereotype and theory. 

The more likely scenario is that the disappeared Native American females were antecedents to 

the 1960s and 1970s flower children generation by means of miscegenation, a contributing 

factor, which may have led to recognition of the European nation-state model’s allusion of 

freedom.  The societal fracture through the questioning of customs and mores, and mistrust of 

governmental authority was the perspective hippies and Native Americans shared. 

 

Deloria unequivocally avows that “the supreme archetype of the White Indian was born one day 

in pulp magazines” (Deloria, Custer Died for Your Sins 200).  Another premise is the simplistic 

and monistic portrayals of Native women that must also be rebuked, and with the response that 

involves the rehabilitation of the image and role of the Native female in history and today’s 

world.   Resistance to assimilation and stereotype representation are presented in director’s Billy 

Luther’s Miss Navajo (2007), a documentary based on the historic Navajo Nation beauty pageant 

conducted annually since 1952.  The documentary follows one set of female candidates vying for 

the Miss Navajo title by recording their thoughts and preparations.  The importance of the Miss 

Navajo pageant relates to the continuation of the tribal matrilineal traditions as ambassadors and 

representatives of the Navajo Nation.  Although the Navajo have maintained their traditional 

matrilineal society, Jennifer Nez Denetdale, the first Diné/Navajo to earn a PhD in History, 

studied Navajo women roles and the famous beauty pageant.  She concluded that Navajo women 

                                                

13 “Playing Hippies and Indians: Acts of Cultural Colonization in the Theatre of the American Counterculture” 
Dissertation (2014), by Miriam Hahn, Bowling Green State University, 187.    
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are valorized as ambassadors and beauty queens, but they are still denied full political 

participation in the Navajo Nation government, arguing that the view of women’s roles by Diné 

men has been “distorted by the Western concept of womanhood” (Miller and Riding In 5, 175).  

An examination of Native American female representation and comparisons of treatment and 

depictions of Native and White women in film and photographs in the next chapter, are guided 

by scholarship examining the concepts and models involving representation in feminism, 

Indigenous feminism, identity and Indigenous film theory.  In the Indigenous world, Native 

females are memorialized in a variety of positive depictions including creator goddesses, 

supernatural beings, heroines, beloved women and clan mothers.  Yet in the American mindset, 

Indian women remain frozen as the one-dimensional characters portrayed in film and popular 

culture.
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CHAPTER 3 

MACHINES FOR ANCESTORS 

With machines for ancestors 
New unborn generations 
Chemical umbilical cords 

Are only wiring 
In your electrical progress 

Human lives burnt offerings  
To the god greed1 

~John Trudell 

 

Native American women have been crafted into the familiar stereotypical images depicted on 

film through a process in which White culture creates the messages being telegraphed about 

them. These messages misinterpret and undermine the value of the traditional roles of the Native 

American female.  Given the traction of White perspective within historiography and the abusive 

governmental policies regarding the rights and roles of Indian women, the broader contexts of 

racism and sexism have subjugated and marginalized their traditional roles.  As role replacement, 

                                                

1 With lies for ancestors 
There is no truth in some futures 
Rulers of minds feeding next 
Generations souls to the 
Control machine  
Sacrifice ritual for the  
Prophet technology 
 
With isolation for ancestors 
There’s only the present 
Bought by the credit material uses 
Forging chains binding you 
To destruction 
Compliments of your deities 
The industrial priests  
(Trudell, Lines from a Mined Mind 53)   
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they were constructed into media renderings.  This chapter will concentrate on the origins of 

Native American female representation in media, critiqued through Indigenous film theory, 

feminism and Indigenous feminist scholarship.  As archetypal/iconic films of the Weimar era, 

Metropolis (1927) and The Blue Angel (1930) are referenced for the purpose of critical 

examination into the origins of media representation of the White female, and for providing the 

groundwork for the evaluation of the representation of Indian women (Kaes 168)(Kaes, Jay, and 

Dimendberg and Lamb 127).  The traditional and supernatural roles in Indigenous 

Historiography stand in contrast to the representational models of Native females in film.  Hence, 

“Machines for Ancestors” symbolizes the industrial capitalist urbanized society’s ability to 

stratify and dehumanize individuals in the name of technological progress, which finds parallels 

between the Weimar and Native American experience.  It also denotes the manner in which 

human beings are replaced contextually into media images, as over-represented or 

misrepresentation in terms of stereotypes.  The use of cinema, as a “technology of 

representation” to propagate stereotype images, embodied the dominant White male hegemonic 

world-view (Doane, Femmes Fatales 2).   

 

On March 15th, 2001, John Trudell spoke for about 30 minutes on a weekly radio program 

regarding “What It Means to Be a Human Being.”  From the transcript, Trudell states, 

“[mechanized technology and civilization] you know, in a way it’s like vampirism in a lot of 

things – but anyway, in a mechanical term, we’re being mined.”  His argument asserts that 

human beings are consumed and depleted by the industrial/capitalist system, which is counter to 

the Indigenous way of life and foreign to the Native mind.  In other words, the citizen-worker is 
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the commodity and the consumer for the system.  In his distinctive speaking style, he illuminates 

this point and the lost knowledge linking “memory of identity and self-reality.”  The substance of 

his talk is communicated in the below transcript excerpt; which explains what it means to be a 

human-being, as opposed to a citizen-worker: 

“…And the being part of human is being mined through the logic of the human, alright, 
and the emotions of the human. The being of spirit, the spirit of being is what is being 
mined through the logics and emotions of the human, in order to run this system, see.  

I mean this is the purpose of techno-logic civilization. They call it tech-no-logic for a 
very specific reason. This isn’t an accident, okay? You know, it truly isn’t. But the 
purpose of the civiliz[ation] – and so one of the civilizing processes is to erase memories. 
Alright? To erase memories. Because we have ancestral memory. It’s encoded in the 
DNA – it’s a genetic memory.  

You look at how techno-logic civilization – and everywhere that it goes, the longer it’s 
there, the more isolated the human beings – but they’re not called human beings, they’re 
workers and citizens, etc., alright? Alright? But the more isolated they feel, they no 
longer – you know, maybe they remember their grandparents or their great grandparents.  

But see, you’ve got all that ancestral knowledge that’s encoded in the DNA, but it’s been 
cut off. So, it can’t activate because if we’re not conscious that it’s there then we can’t – it 
just makes [things] difficult. See this is the memory that it’s very important for them to 
erase. Alright, and it’s about who we are – it’s memory of identity and self-reality.”  
(John Trudell: “What It Means To Be A Human Being”  03-15-01) .  

These words from Trudell, further inform his poem, “Machines for Ancestors,” in which he 

declares that ancestors beyond grandparents are unknown to the succeeding generations in 

contemporary life, and therefore isolation and lost memories are the equivalency of lost culture 

and wisdom.  Another implication is that individuals lose their identity when they become part of 

the system that needs to be constantly fed, for its own self-preservation.  Gleaned from his words 

is that Indian ancestors or portrayals of Native Americans have been relegated to the mechanized 

stereotypical images in media and usurped by commercial interests.  In researching for a 
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comparison study of representation of Native American and White females, the pool of White 

female film stereotypes created during the visual media explosion around the turn of the 20th 

century is examined.   

 

White American female representations  

In the early twentieth century, American women of European descent were presented in a variety 

of representations according to Katherine H. Adams’, Michael L. Keene’s and Jennifer C 

Koella’s, Seeing the American Woman, 1880-1920, The Social Impact of the Visual Media 

Explosion (2012).  To a similar extent, the femme fatale in Weimar films were a consequence of 

modernity and extension of post-war male anxiety, thus, the “new visible women” of America 

emerged as young women left home in unprecedented numbers for public urban lives, new 

careers and social roles (Adams et al. 1, 2). The outcome was a move from the traditional female 

roles, as wives and mothers - otherwise known as “the cult of the True Womanhood”- into new 

models and images of women in public spaces initiated by magazines, newspapers, theatre and 

film (Adams et al. 2, 5).  From new technological inventions came an explosion of visual media 

during 1880-1920, prompting the development of a national visual culture whereby women 

“came to symbolize visual types” (Adams et al. 1, 2).  These modern image depictions of the 

newly-visible woman appeared not simply as a good or bad girl, but as complicated characters, 

and powerful female icons moving into the early 20th century (Adams et al. 3).   

 

Many innovative forms of entertainment, including theatrical entertainment such the circus, was 

created around the turn of the twentieth century, in which this period also shaped the 
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development of an innovation means of representation – film.   Kinetoscope film was viewed 

through small machines beginning in the 1890s, then later projected on a screen.  During 1896 to 

1897, short films appeared in the Vaudeville shows, that provided a marketing outlet for reaching 

the public.  Nickelodeons, by 1908, allowed millions to view a motion picture for five cents, then 

gradually the technology moved to a more formal setting of the cinema, called “picture palaces” 

that opened in cities and towns with bigger audiences and longer films (Adams et al. 17).  In the 

first films, images of females scantily dressed were presented for obvious sexual appeal, for 

instance, in the performances of the Vaudeville Leigh Sisters’ umbrella dance (Adams et al. 18).  

Theta Bara and Mary Pickford became the first actresses marketed with fictional biographies to 

match their own film personas (Adams et al. 20).  True Women characterizations were portrayed 

concerned with family and home matters, as well as, models of social grace.  Although the True 

Women images (as mothers and wives) to a lesser extent continued to exist, the rapid changes in 

the visual representation of women soon fashioned a “new national vision of the American 

woman” (Adams et al. 21).  During World War I, True Women were painted as committed to 

home and hearth, and they were often involved in plots that also included bad girls whose 

behavior provided an “educational contrast” between the two female character types (Adams et 

al. 21).   Contrasting the American bad girl character against the proper True Woman model in 

American film is distinctive from the Weimar films that feature the femme fatale, because they 

lack a second reflective moral persona, such as mother/grandmother or wise woman character.    

 

Adams, Keene and Koella suggest that not one medium influenced representation of the 

American woman.  Instead, they argue that “a totality of visual representation” from the many 
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arenas including entertainment, moving picture houses, magazines and newspapers created this 

female image.  The formation of a national new vision of womanhood allowed for the creation of 

other new representations of women in American film.  A fascinating and unprecedented new 

female character depiction emerged in the form of woman-as-child, or child-as-woman (Adams 

et al. 23).  As a result, an undercurrent of sexuality was revealed in the use of adult women cast 

in young girl or young boy roles, and very young girls could appear as wives and mothers.  This 

film fascination blurred the lines between women and girls.  Relegating women to the status of 

children created “adult sexuality in the childlike image,” which mixed children with adults on 

screen and produced an “aura of forbidden sexuality” (Adams et al. 31).  Mary Pickford 

embodied this childish depiction as an actress, expertly performing the “little girl” far into her 

adult career.  Pickford insightfully noted that “an actress is only important to the public as an 

actress, not as an individual,” and therefore, she must always stay in character (Adams et al. 34).  

The appeal of the woman-child character crossed over into reality with model, Evelyn Nesbit, a 

celebrated beauty who was trained in theater and film performance, and whose images were 

well-known to the public (Adams et al. 46).   Her sexual exploits with men were legendary.  She 

had perfected the vulnerable, sexualized child-wife, calling upon this characterization during the 

1907 trial that involved herself, her lover and her abusive husband.  As a creature of the media, 

she was covered by the newspapers and interestingly by female reporters during the trial who 

depicted her as an innocent child in the matter (Adams et al. 46).  Women as innocent children 

incapable of mature discernment, and who cannot be held responsible for their behavior, 

supports the argument for the need for (male) protection.   
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A second new representation of the American woman in media existed as, the single woman. In 

an analysis of the 1900 census, 55% of women were single.   Educational opportunities improved 

for women and many entered college, according to statistics; for instance, in 1870, 21% of 

women attended college (Adams et al. 55).  By 1910, the number rose to 40%.  Women began to 

enter the labor force in larger numbers, rising from 23.5% in 1900 to 28.3% by the 1920s 

(Adams et al. 55). This was a large, well-documented movement of young women in the United 

States. These were not women as children or the True Woman representations, but the selling of 

a new type of representation - that of the young adult. Magazines and newspapers defined a new 

representational group in the creation and marketing of a youth generation and lifestyle (Adams 

et al. 67).  The prime model of the new single woman manifested in the Gibson girl, who lacked 

expression or any facial characteristics.  She held a pose like a paper doll with changeable new 

clothes (Adams et al. 56, 65). They shifted from homemade to ready-made clothing creating in 

women’s minds a revision of their relationship to fashionable clothing within their lives and its 

contribution to self-worth (Adams et al. 57). The Gibson girl was not a female who acted like the 

weaker sex.  On the contrary, the Gibson girl possessed the ability to toy with and manipulate 

young men as she considered love as an adversarial contest of courting (Adams et al. 63). 

 

 A third representation emerged after the turn-of-the-century, the mannequin, which served as 

another blank faced, expressionless woman. The new lifestyle of the Gibson girls rendered in 

newspapers and magazines took a 3-D form in the new department stores’ windows of the 

growing American urban cities.  After the 1870s, the new city department stores replaced the 

small shops.  The windows of the department stores were decorated in such a manner that 
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resembled theoretical stage productions (Adams et al. 67-68).   In 1910, molded from wax, the 

mannequin was designed as replication of the female body. The ideal beauty was reflected 

through frozen characters shaped with a full bosom, narrow hips, tall in height with chignon hair 

(Adams et al. 68). The physical representation of the mannequin represented a doubling when a 

real female person was posed in the same frozen manner, next to the mannequin.  The 

implication promoted the ideal or perfect Beauty, yet one interchangeable and aloof (Adams et 

al. 69).  Further, another representation was an emphasis on interchangeability, in the form of the 

undressed girl, the tableau.  In film, actresses repeated the model of the young female 

exemplified in the Gibson images.  Repetition of similar physical characteristics, such as “White 

skin, swept up hair, long limbs and a button or long nose” made the appearance of the actresses 

so similar, they seemed interchangeable (Adams et al. 81).  In these films, the girls and the 

clothing dresses focused on a desirable “S” shaped body and the right clothing for the production 

of an interchangeable or reproducible beautiful woman (Adams et al. 82, 83).  The Gibson girl, 

as stunt girl or girl as risk-taker, represented a new vision of a young American woman as active, 

affluent, independent and unmarried (Adams et al. 85, 86). Nellie Bly was one of these exotic 

voyagers as well as a newspaper reporter. She constructed her own character as the “spunky 

adventurist” (Adams et al. 87).  Her reputation was part construct and part feminist.  Bly reacted 

to an 1885 editorial entitled “What Girls are Good for” that denounced the hiring of young 

women, to which Bly explained that many women had to support themselves and their families 

and needed more opportunities and better occupations at a fair pay (Adams et al. 87).  Women in 

cars and planes began to appear as they started being increasingly represented or depicted in 

adventurous landscapes.  Films showed stunt girls taking risks, and playing fictional roles in 
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risqué and unique occupations, so some actresses had stunt doubles (Adams et al. 101). One such 

stunt woman, Mabel Normand performed her own stunts such as being tied to railroad tracks and 

dragged through mud in a couple of scenes.  In Squaw Love by D.W. Griffith, she played an 

Indian woman, who upon struggling with a White con man on a high rock, dove into the river 

and swam to a canoe (Adams et al. 101).  Another actress, Mary Louise Cecilia Guinan from 

Texas pursued an acting career as a Gibson girl.  Better known as Texas Guinan, despite her 5’6” 

height, she played a rancher or sheriff in many of her films, personifying the self-reliant tough 

Western stunt girl (Adams et al. 106).   

 

The victim female of violence, or the imperiled female victim represents another symbol of male 

anxiety.  Upon leaving the domestic domain in larger numbers, women faced at times an 

escalation of male violence (Adams et al. 113).  In film, the female character was converted into 

the object of male manipulation.  The female victim may have been faced with a violent death or 

could be unexpectedly saved. The film scenario displayed women’s lives in dangerous situations, 

and only at the last moment, an agile male hero rescued them (Adams et al. 119).  Another form 

of violence develops in depictions of the disappearing or starving woman. These depictions 

could be both fictional or nonfictional random victims of violence or depictions of poverty-

stricken women wasting away or dying which seemed to entertain audiences (Adams et al. 125). 

The abused or disappearing female surfaces as a warning, perhaps that the deviation from the 

True Womanhood brings physical risks (Adams et al. 132).  The Native female represented as a 

victim of violence, and/or as a disappearing or poor female, are also common depictions in film.  
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Due to conflicts and upheavals in the world around 1910, population growth in the United States 

saw increased numbers of foreign born dark-skinned immigrants come to America.  The young 

foreign women who arrived were not the tall Gibson girls, but the darker and shorter Others 

(Adams et al. 133–34).  The darker Other came to symbolize the foreigner, but also the 

threatening presence of evil, and functioned as the forbidden counterpart to the other 

representations of American women.  The evil lone dancers began in burlesque and featured 

women dancing provocatively in the 1900s (Adams et al. 133-135).  This new type of performer, 

the sole exotic foreign dancer embodied characters such as Little Egypt and Salome and their 

provocative hoochy-coochy dance routines (Adams et al. 138, 146). The evil lone dancer also 

acts simultaneously with the vamp image; for example, Theda Bara appeared as Salome in 1918.  

As Mary Pickford created the feisty little American girl, Theda Bara developed herself as the 

“quintessential dark and sexual woman” (Adams et al. 157). In her other characterizations of 

Salome and Cleopatra, Theda Bara darkened her skin and lips and circled her eyes with Helena 

Rubinstein’s newly invented mascara for dramatic effect.  Audiences and censors were shocked 

at the scandalous appeal of the vamp films.  Yet, Bara overlapped her vamp persona into her real 

life by wearing makeup and exotic clothing in public appearances (Adams et al. 158).  Although 

called a “devil woman” by a media reviewer, Bara epitomized the carefully constructed vamp 

character.   

 

In the early 1900s, further female types soon emerged that not only influenced media 

entertainment, but also affected how women saw themselves as creators of their own public 

personas.  The modern amalgamation of the political woman ran counter to the True Woman, the 
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sexual child-woman, the Gibson girl, the adventurous stunt girl and the evil dancers, all one-

dimensional characterizations (Adams et al. 183).  Women entered the political life through the 

suffrage movement in the 1920s.  Caty Stanton, Alice Paul and Susan B Anthony personified the 

new politically motivated females, the suffragettes. The anti-suffragettes preferred the pro-True 

Womanhood model and viewed women’s proper roles as including homemaking and child-

bearing.  Likewise, the anti-suffragettes believed women should be restricted from politics and 

business (Adams et al. 184).  Nevertheless, the new modern political woman emerged as the 

urban female who campaigned for suffrage rights and equal opportunities for women (Adams et 

al. 186).  More opportunities for women also meant they had access to a wider range of 

experiences that would inform their lives, whether professionally or personally. The concept of 

purposeful self-determination forged during the women’s movement and increasingly 

demonstrated in the movie palace and the department store window also challenged the way 

women perceived themselves. Women artists in particular were rethinking identity and 

controlling it by using their bodies as the raw material for their own image making.  

 

Representation and the search for self  

The self-portrait, according to Susan Bright in Auto Focus (2010), has been historically 

considered an expression of inner emotions and penetrating analysis of the self.  Thereby, the 

concept of self was understood as something inherent and stable, a universal subject. (Bright 8).  

The impossibility of fixing one stable self is supported by Bright, who concludes “the self-splits, 

merges, fractures and becomes so performed and so constructed that nothing authentic remains” 

(Bright 9).  Bright describes the search for true self as a fabrication, “a subjective rendering of 
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the author” open to the viewer’s interpretation of the individual (Bright 9).  Hannah Hoch, 

Dadaist, used the camera and her unique photomontage technique to expose the effect of media 

images on self and society.  Hoch used a distressed fragment-like style that symbolized the 

chaotic sense of the German post-war defeat, and the individual’s self-insecurities regarding 

modern gender roles.  In 1916-1926, Hoch worked as a photographer and designer of mass 

media images at Ullstein Press, where she became well aware of the variance between the 

representation of the New Woman in magazines, newspapers and film and the reality of Weimar 

life for females (Lavin 57, 59).  Maude Lavin describes Hoch as a devoted follower of dance, 

and an avid movie-goer and reader of popular press.   She produced work that revealed the 

pleasurable spectatorship she felt for the images of famous media stars and which denoted a 

celebration for the film star system.  However, the deconstruction of the images, Lavin suggests, 

contradicted the true nature and position of women in a patriarchal Weimar society.  Hoch’s 

photomontages triggered a rethinking of feminine identity as a quagmire that existed between the 

woman’s traditional roles and her new modern media representation.  Additionally, Hoch’s 

strategies questioned gender and identity and the expression of female pleasure through the 

discernment and deconstruction of the image (Lavin 34, 35).  

 

After the release of the film The Blue Angel in 1930, Hannah Hoch created her famous 

photomontage Marlene which represented the actress Marlene Dietrich as reduced to body parts, 

her famous legs on a pedestal as a fetish spectacle.  The piece portrays Marlene Dietrich’s legs as 

large, reversed upside-down on a pedestal and being worshiped by two male spectators.  Also, in 

the piece, the males gaze upward at her long legs, that are in sexy hosiery and wearing heels 
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(Lavin 184, 185). The lipstick red mouth of Dietrich is separated from her face, and placed in the 

upper right corner, out of the view of the male spectators. The name ‘Marlene’ is scrawled across 

the curtain wall and underlined.  Lavin acknowledges actress Marlene Dietrich challenged sexual 

signals located in her ambiguous sexual identity that represented a liberation from traditional 

hierarchical gendered roles.  Lavin suggests that Hoch’s Marlene photomontage questioned 

gender identity and the sexuality strategies used in representation.  Also, key is how the 

photomontage is read by a mixed audience (Lavin, 185).  Lavin submits that Hoch’s eroticized 

representation of Marlene’s fragmented legs, separated from her name and red desirous mouth, 

act as constructed objects of desire, which possess possible diverse readings between the male 

and female spectatorships (Lavin 202).   

 

An act of displacement 

Montage, was a technique suitable for deconstructing the visual world and the deceptive realism 

of photographic representation in the first half of the 20th century (Pultz 65-67).  The 

photomontage or montage strategy was used an art practice in reclaiming power and subjectivity 

(for example, similar to masquerade, which deflects the male gaze), and for expression and 

commentary (Pultz 78, 85-87). The single image composed of juxtaposed fragments is according 

to Maude Lavin, the formal violence of cutting and superimposing images: metal and flesh, 

disruption and violence, pleasure and pain, anger or fear, the male gaze and the female prostitute 

(Lavin 6).  Maude Lavin argues that the writing of history is itself an act of displacement.  Her 

argument parallels, to a similar extent, the historical exclusion from scholarship and inaccuracies 

of Native American historiography since it is primarily written by White American historians.  In 
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addition, Hannah Hoch’s representations of women in the Weimar era are pertinent to 

contemporary issues of gender identity (Lavin 11). The technique of the photomontage as 

naturally allegorical is explained in that the appropriated image becomes depleted on a literal 

level and re-contextualized to uncover new layers of hidden meaning (Lavin 24). In photo 

collages, the artist can adopt a disguise or role, or invent identities using a masquerade that 

allows for exaggerated performance, which emphasizes construction of the photograph and a 

character.  A culturally-constructed phenomenon, the masquerade is associated with the hidden 

and unseen and with shifting identities and alter egos (Bright 100) .  A rich tradition of 

masquerade existed in modern and postmodern art, and is also used today in contemporary art 

practices.  

 

Simultaneously, feminists and postmodernists surveyed concepts in sexuality and gender politics, 

female representation, self-portraiture and self-identity.  Deeply intertwined, postmodernism and 

Feminist art embraced popular culture and considered multiple personal positions, Bright argues 

the self is indexical and “a reflexive conditional concept” that subscribes there is not a “true” self 

(Bright 8–9).  Feminist Art is basically identity art, an expression and social commentary on 

female representation and identity.  Identity develops from multiple intersecting factors including 

gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, physical characteristics and cultural belief systems. The use of 

photography became paramount to the feminist movement in terms of the investigation of 

identity formation through representation, the body, and masquerade.  According to Bright, the 

artist’s body is commonly used as a ready-made model in self-portraiture and “as a political 

vehicle” within various staged narratives to convey abstract concepts and for self-scrutiny 
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(Bright 20).  Through the masquerade and performance Cindy Sherman depicts within her staged 

photographs, many of the common female stereotypes that can be read through cultural 

signifiers. Hannah Hoch’s photomontages similarly exposed inconsistencies in viewership, the 

pleasurable images of celebrated actresses, as well as the exaggerated representations of the New 

Woman during the Weimar period.  In addition, Laura Mulvey credits Cindy Sherman with 

exploring the male gaze, that was prevalent in the 1930s and 1940s Hollywood movies in which 

female characters functioned as the “passive recipients of that controlling eye” (Eklund 133).  

Sherman performs a range of female roles in her Untitled Film Stills (1977-1980) series, which 

resembled those familiar in the 1930s to 1950s Hollywood films.  Eva Respini describes 

Sherman in her essay, “Will the Real Cindy Sherman Please Stand Up” as the “actor, artist, and 

subject” that creates within her photographs familiar characters and tableaus taken from 

American culture (Respini 12).  Respini rejects the perpetual search for the real Cindy Sherman 

in her characters. Instead, she declares that the strength of Sherman’s photographs are the 

personas and stereotypes uncovered deep in the cultural imagination.  Born in 1954, Sherman 

was raised in a saturated mass-media culture.  Stemming from her own television and movie 

experiences as a youth, Sherman probed the nature of media representation and its effect on the 

formation of contemporary identity (Respini 13).  Identity as “fluid and malleable,” is supported 

by Respini, who claims Cindy Sherman’s work is explicit proof of that premise (Respini 13).  

Respini considers Sherman’s landmark series, the Untitled Film Stills (1977-1980), one of the 

most “significant bodies of work in the 20th century” (Respini 18).  The series includes seventy 

images created over a three-year period (Respini 20).  As Hannah Hoch’s photomontages 

illuminated the disparity in which the New Woman was portrayed in media, Sherman’s Untitled 
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Film Stills photographic series speaks to a shifting, fractured contemporary identity constructed 

by established references.  Sherman attempts to undermine and disrupt the production of 

stereotypes within the contemporary picture culture (Respini 24, 25).  Hoch exposed many of the 

cultural signifiers of the representation of women in Weimar film; yet, those same exiled 

German film director’s trauma and fear of women would reemerge in refabricated female 

stereotypes in Hollywood’s films noir of the 1940s and 1950s (Hales 225).  Cindy Sherman 

would take up the mantle of rethinking female identity and media representation depicted in 

films noir and the American cultural signifiers.   

 

Why not Matriarchy? Gender and Cultural Racism 

In terms of Native American female representations within the disciplines of film and 

photography, a limited understanding of the authentic Indigenous female tribal roles perpetuated 

the constructions of counterfeit Indians.  These counterfeit constructions further the view of a 

homogenous, primitive or vanishing people, which masks or hides an American holocaust.  To 

reiterate, non-tribal historical scholars, such as Edward Curtis and Wallace Stegner, facilitated 

and promoted misunderstandings of the Indian by creating stereotypes/archetypes within 

imagined realities (Cook-Lynn 32, 33).  Relative to the survival in history of Native American 

women after the forced removal from tribal societies, their traditional roles were transformed 

into false equivalencies, which were later reinforced in stereotypical representations in film and 

photographic images.  Today, scholarship regenerates the stereotypical representations through a 

Eurocentric filter.  Women and Freedom in Early America (1997) edited by Assistant Professor 

of History of Widener University, Larry D Eldridge suggests that the varying levels of freedom 
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experienced by American females is relational to their cultural treatment and expected societal 

behavior.  Eldridge questions how freedom was “defined for and by women” despite different 

cultural and life experiences (Eldridge 2, 3).  The word freedom has an innate nationalistic ring, 

as it corresponds to the European American narrative, and the crossing of the Atlantic Ocean in 

heroic pursuit of political and religious freedoms.  An interesting observation to that point, the 

title of the book, Women and Freedom in Early America is printed in early American font style 

which hints at its Eurocentric leanings.  The premise of women and their level of freedom 

connotes a distinct misunderstanding between White feminism and Indigenous feminism to be 

discussed later.  A second concern questions the definition and criteria of ‘freedom’ as perceived 

by the Euro Americans versus the Native American concept, as reiterated by John Trudell, who 

describes the cultural disparity of the concept of freedom for European Americans as an illusion.  

In his 2001 radio talk regarding “What it Means to be A Human Being”, Trudell turned to the 

subjects of freedom and reality:  

“So, this was like, you know, what I will call a spiritual perception of reality. And so, 

because of the spiritual perception of reality they [Indigenous peoples] understood that 

life was about responsibility. It wasn’t about the abstraction of freedom – it was about 

responsibility. That life was about responsibility.”   

For clarity, Trudell equates the abstraction of (revolutionary and individual) freedom with an 

immature perception of (spiritual) reality.  In actuality, true emancipation is derived from 

individual responsibility and intelligence.  Yet, the acquisition of knowledge means little without 

understanding (coherency), one objective of life (Trudell “What It Means To Be A Human 

Being” 4).  
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The life experiences of women who are not of European American heritage is emphasized in the 

"Race, Ethnicity and Gender" section (Eldridge 3).   Two essays centered on Native American 

women, by Gretchen L. Green, Assistant Professor of History, Rockhurst College, and Eirlys M. 

Barker, Professor of History, Thomas Nelson Community College unintentionally prove that the 

freedom theme remains an uncomfortable fit within the Native American culture.  Green 

acknowledges that the struggle for freedom [revolutionary version] originated by European 

Americans was not a Native people’s concept.   Instead, the Native Nations sought balance and 

solidarity for maintaining tribal interconnectedness (Eldridge 7).   Barker reminds us that women 

of European Christian heritage were born into patriarchal societies and that for centuries, lived in 

conditions of personal restrictions and limited societal roles. On the contrary, Native women 

experienced greater independence personally and politically in the Indian nations therefore, their 

societal circumstances created no need for an emancipation concept separating them from an 

authoritarian male (Eldridge 44, 45).  Some merit is attributed to Eldridge’s “women and 

freedom” theme, although in debating the degrees of (female) freedom as a comparative 

argument is problematic and not sufficiently demonstrated, instead producing essentially a 

patriotic play with words.  Eldridge proposes that the level of freedom that females experience 

provides a relational indicator between the societal attitudes of women in a culture.  

Alternatively, a better relational indicator exists in the factors of cultural balance and distribution 

of power between the sexes.   

 

Gretchen L. Green’s extensive research in primary sources, such as colonial records, letters and 

papers of Indian agents permitted her to make this statement: "The extremities of matriarchy in 
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early Iroquois society have been overstated” (Eldridge 7).  In the same vein, Eirlys M. Barker 

purports that “most of the southeastern tribes maintained a traditional matrilineal system of 

inheritance,” but that “they were not matriarchies” (Eldridge 45).  Native society was gender-

based with a division of labor, affirms Barker.  However, Barker mistakenly claims that 

awareness of Native societies’ gender-based division of labor consequently allowed outsiders to 

erroneously believe Indian women possessed more freedom and influence over their extended 

families and villages than their European counterparts (Eldridge 45).  By definition a matriarchy 

is identified as a matrilineal system of inheritance, therefore, Eirlys M. Barker’s declaration is 

unsound.  A last criticism of the essays is their lack of Indigenous viewpoint and scholarship.  In 

the 2012 Indian Country Today article, “Why Do Tribes Have Matrilineal Societies?” Sonny 

Skyhawk, Redbud Sioux, recalls his youthful experiences with matrilineal authority.  He states 

that, “women have always played a significant role in the existence and administrations of tribal 

nations.”  His memories of his mother and grandmothers are those of women who “ran 

everything,” and even today he says, Indian women “take the lead when it comes to the welfare 

of their people.”  Skyhawk upholds the existence of matrilineal societies: 

“Matrilineal societies existed amongst the Eastern tribes for sure, but they also existed in 

other tribes, like the plains tribes, but the women were behind the scenes. They made the 

decisions, but allowed the men to articulate them—how smart was that?  My only hope is 

that the new generations will come to the realization that our women—our mothers, and 

our grandmas—are the ultimate reason we are still here, and a viable people, today.”  

Green argues that the idea Native American societies as matrilineal societies has been 

exaggerated.  Her second premise is that Native men and women exist(ed) as interdependent, in 
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order to establish and maintain a harmonic societal balance.  For indeed, within the Iroquois 

culture, women and men performed in different societal roles prompting Green to state that 

gender differences are not necessarily gender inequality (Eldridge 7).  Green’s premise of the 

balance of Native society through interdependence and division of labor is insightful and 

sustainable factually.  However, her declaration of exaggerated Indian matriarchies does not 

logically fit with her essay’s supporting evidence, which often reads as contradictory.  She 

describes how Iroquois women were full social citizens with their own rights and responsibilities 

and also explains the great importance of matrilinearity and matrilocality to ensure female 

power.  She acknowledges Native women could marry and divorce more freely than White 

females, and makes it clear that women held high positions as clan mothers within Native 

societies or served on councils as wise women.  In these high positions of authority, the senior 

women of each longhouse possessed the power to choose or depose male sachems or chiefs 

(Eldridge 11, 14).  To sustain their communities, they farmed their property, distributed the food, 

usually corn beans and squash (known as the three sisters), to their extended families within the 

longhouse (Eldridge 11). In general, Native women were the entrepreneurs, selling their goods 

and traveling long distances alone or in small groups, in stark contrast to their Euro American 

sisters who could not travel alone or own property.  Distinct from patriarchal society, the concept 

of illegitimate children did not exist, because inheritance was through the matrilineal line 

(Eldridge 9).  Moreover, they enjoyed considerable power over war and periods of peace 

(Eldridge 17).  Consequently, Green’s argument better supports the existence of Native 

American matriarchal societies, then her troubled premise of matriarchal hyperbole within 

Native societies.   
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Eirlys Barker reiterates in her essay that the first European settlers brought their “cultural 

baggage” with them: the concept of patriarchy (Eldridge 45). Indian women by the end of the 

18th century began to lose their power primarily due to shifts away from the female-oriented 

farming economy through circumstances that produced loss of matrilocality (land and 

longhouse) (Eldridge 17).  Green states that Jesuit missionaries helped the process along by 

introducing patriarchy into the Native communities (Eldridge 17).  Barker states that the 

Protestant trend toward a nuclear family concept – consisting of only husband, wife and children 

– compounded the impact of patriarchy, and hastened the removal of powerful female role 

models (Eldridge 46).  The Native American societies of the Southeast were based on the 

extended family living together and headed by a wise older female family member (Eldridge 46).  

Barker explains that older women taught the young children about the culture and directed all the 

operations of the family (Eldridge 46).  As a result, the fall of the matriarchies disrupted the 

transference of generational knowledge and sustenance to tribal clans. 

 

To further undermine Indian women, early depictions represented them as savages of the New 

World, being too free and close to nature (Eldridge 47).  Amerigo Vespucci, at the turn of the 

16th century, noted that Native women go about naked and exude libidinousness.  In other words, 

Native American women were lusty and willing.  Barker states that the word, lusty conjures a 

female who was easy and sexually free.  This perceived nature of Indian women was a 

convenient excuse for sexual assault by the Christian soldiers (Eldridge 47).  Misconceptions 

about Native women also undermined their authority over time with the tendency of early settlers 

and traders to call Native American women, princesses, which created the Indian Princess 
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mystique (Eldridge 48).  Moreover, Vine Deloria, Jr. points to this mistaken mystique and 

explains there was no such thing as European royalty in Native American society.  Early 

colonists projected the European political model upon the Indian tribes, which further 

highlighted their misunderstandings of Indian social structures (Deloria, Custer Died for Your 

Sins 3, 4). After 1760, Indians became regarded as obstacles to expansion and the Indian females 

were demoted from princesses to wenches or lower-ranked women, such as prostitutes or slaves 

(Eldridge 56).  The declining status of Indian women was sealed with the new doctrines of 

Christianity and patriarchy, and took from Native women the control over their own homes and 

land production, according to Eirlys M. Barker (Eldridge 57).  The matriarchy/patriarchy 

opposition argument - framed in an either/or binary choice of social-power systems - intimates a 

Eurocentric origination that covertly connotes matriarchy as the relational [lesser] opposite to 

patriarchy.  Therefore, within Native societies, the criteria for matriarchy purported by Green and 

Barker are assumptive and contradictory.   

 

Indigenous Feminism vs Feminism 

According to University of Michigan professor Andrea Smith, Native women organizers argue 

that feminism is an Indigenous concept co-opted by White women (Smith 159). In the essay 

“Indigenous feminism without apology” (2011), she suggests that within the last 500 years, 

Native societies have taken on White European male abusive violence tendencies, therefore 

domestic violence and survival are major issues today.  The fact that Native feminists challenge 

the patriarchy is more evident today in Native communities, as is colonialism and White 

supremacy.  Smith states that Indigenous feminisms challenge not only colonialism, but White 
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feminism, and call for a decentering of White female supremacy and the feminism definition.  

Smith recounts the first, second and third waves of feminism periods in America, concluding the 

third wave of feminism occurred with the appearance of women of color.  This movement’s 

appropriation of women of color into White feminism relegated them to side attachment to the 

dominant issues of White women, according to Smith.  She declares the third wave of feminism 

held an appearance of a multiculturalism movement.  The agency of Native feminists and their 

separate historical accounts were not recognized. The prime directive in Native feminism is the 

collective resistance to colonialization, which Smith claims have occurred since 1492 (Smith 

159–61).  From this perspective, the existence of multiple feminist histories become evident.  

Smith points out the anti-colonial mandate is vital in Indigenous feminism but is not supported 

by mainstream feminist groups.  Secondly, Smith declares that Indigenous feminism challenges 

the heteronormative White Christian patriarchal nation-state and calls into question the 

appropriateness of governance by making anti-colonialism central to their struggle for liberation 

(Smith 159–61).  The nation-state authoritarian style of government governs through power and 

domination, while the Indigenous nations and sovereignty reside in their interconnectedness to 

nature and adhere to personal responsibility and service to the people (Smith 159–61).  Smith 

claims Native feminism desires to do more than elevate the status of Native women, it also seeks 

to “transform the world through indigenous forms of governance that can be beneficial to 

everyone” (Smith 161).  Associate Professor of American Indian Studies at San Francisco State 

University, Joanne Barker (Lenape-Delaware), effectively counter argues Andrea Smith’s 

“ambitious reach for the world” in “Indigenous Feminisms” as ignoring the “historical and 

cultural contexts and conditions that inform the ethics and analytics of Indigenous feminisms” 
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(Barker, “Indigenous Feminisms,” 2) .  Barker disputes Smith’s re-centering of feminist history 

beginning in 1492, as a corrective of “White feminist history” by its appropriation of Indigenous 

women’s histories (Barker, “Indigenous Feminisms,” 2).  White feminism, asserts Barker, has 

appropriated the discourses of women of color while deflecting their own culpability and 

privileged class roles.  In effect, White feminists were complicit in genocide and dispossession of 

Native people through the appropriation of the empire’s notions of expansion and civilization 

(Barker, “Indigenous Feminisms,” 3).  The original American suffragists affirmed the imperialist 

structures of power, racism and sexism.  For example, in 1899 during U.S. expansion into the 

Pacific, Elizabeth Cady Station wrote in her diary stating she was strongly in favor of civilization 

and the overthrow of Queen Lili’uokalani of Hawaii.  Continuing, she supported her position by 

stating; “What would this continent be if left to the Indians?” (Barker, “Indigenous Feminisms,” 

4).   Susan B. Anthony wrote of her support of the civilizing war in the Philippine Islands, in 

essence stating that liberty should not be given to “those guerillas” (Barker, “Indigenous 

Feminisms,” 4).  Joanne Barker acknowledges feminism’s rich history in the Indigenous 

communities, but it has had an uncomfortable relationship with women’s suffrage and feminism.  

Indigenous feminisms are based on two assumptions: First, that Indigenous life matters and 

second, feminism cannot mean the same thing as in the past failed modes of analysis in 

overcoming colonialism or in altering the “empire’s logic as to what counts as a human” (Barker, 

“Indigenous Feminisms,” 1).  Indigenous feminisms confront modes of imperialist genocide and 

the dispossession of the Indigenous, and those modes of feminism that incorporate normative 

gendered and sexed bodies into the imperial state as citizens.  Barker’s response to Andrea 

Smith’s “Indigenous Feminism Without Apology” claim of a global Indigenous womanhood, 
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suggests that Smith failed to distinguish between Indigenous struggles for sovereignty and self-

determination and failed to address political power structures and social relationships (Barker, 

“Indigenous Feminisms,” 2).   

 

Living memories and the squaw offensive 

In Critically Sovereign, Indigenous Gender, Sexuality, Feminist Studies (2017), Joanne Barker 

contends the “hyper-gendered and sexualized appropriations” of Indigenous culture and identity 

continues to exist today.  The persistent sexualized image of “a particular kind of Indian woman” 

is a gendered over-sexed fabrication of Indigenous womanhood reenacted by an imperialist 

world to reinforce the lack of agency Native women have over their own identity and culture 

(Barker, Critically Sovereign 2) .  Barker states her annoyance at the continued repetition of 

racially gendered and sexualized images, giving examples such as the 2004 Grammy Awards 

where Khloe Kardashian wore an Indian headdress, and many others (Barker, Critically 

Sovereign 2).  She states that the continued relentless appropriation of Indigenous culture and 

identity is a re-articulation of colonial imperialism (Barker, Critically Sovereign 3).  Barker 

relates that Critical Indigenous Studies (CIS) has “distinguished itself for the (its) questioning of 

Indigenous sovereignty, self-determination and citizenship” and has confronted the past modes 

of “imperial-colonial work” that produced genocide and dispossession (Barker, Critically 

Sovereign 6, 7, 8).  Barker criticizes the marginalization and compartmentalization of gender, 

sexuality and feminism.  She points to Vine Deloria, Jr., as addressing gender politics only in 

anecdotes of female creation figures or leaders neglecting the topics of sexuality and feminism 

(Barker, Critically Sovereign 11).  Barker quotes Jessica Yee Danforth (Mohawk and Chinese) 
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who stated; “Sexuality is not just having sex.  It’s people’s identities.  It’s their bodies…If we 

don’t have control over our bodies, then what do we have?” (Barker, Critically Sovereign 28).  

Danforth suggests that institutions, systems and books have usurped the knowledge of our own 

bodies.  Danforth concludes, “what better way to colonize a people than to make them ashamed 

of their bodies” (Barker, Critically Sovereign 28).  In “Ongoing Storms and Struggles, Gendered 

Violence and Resource Exploitation,” (2017), Mishuana R. Goeman, discusses the wounding’s 

of Indigenous peoples and how the Native female’s body has been the “site of struggle” for 

colonization of the American Indian, especially the casting of America as female virgin land to 

be civilized and colonized (Barker, Critically Sovereign 113).  Danforth argues that the 

continued onslaught of colonization and the reconstituting of Native bodies is passed down 

through what performance studies labels as “living memory,” which is the transference of 

gestures, habits and skills. (Barker, Critically Sovereign 114).  These “living memories” have an 

impact on Native communities and the concept of self (Barker, Critically Sovereign 114).  

 

During the 1980s, Lucy Lippard’s Mixed Blessings, New Art in a Multicultural America 

recognized the cultural racism, xenophobia and ethnocentrism in the arts stating the melting pot 

assertion was illusionary (Lippard, Mixed Blessings 10, 13).  She claims, “social existence is 

predicated on names and that “naming” is created in three ways:  self-naming, an outside label or 

stereotype and lastly, explicit racial name-calling (Lippard, Mixed Blessings 5, 19–20).  

Derogatory terms such as “squaw”2 would exemplify the third type of naming. The controversial 

                                                

2 Squaw, an overly sexualized female with children she cannot support (Marubbio 231). An offensive term 
referencing a dirty female considered rapable (Marubbio 65). 
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term “squaw” is revisited by Paula Gunn Allen in “Does Euro-Think Become Us?” Through a 

technical linguistic deconstruction of the word to its root or morpheme, Allen cites various tribal 

groups’ original meanings of “squaw” which range from woman, red, blood/bleed, female bear, 

and little woman baby to that of a female friend (B. A. Mann 18–20).  She also apparently 

concurs with Marge Bruchac in “Reclaiming the Word Squaw in the Name of the Ancestors,” 

who insists squaw is not a derogatory term nor refers to any part of female anatomy (B. A. Mann 

18–20).  Often the defensive argument in racial name-calling is a re-articulation through a 

lengthy explanation of the word’s original meaning or historical intent.  Nevertheless, the 

original intent of this word, as most words, morphed over time to incorporate and include other 

meanings.  Squaw, an Indian word usurped by White frontiersmen, could have conceivably 

changed connotations in its use over time, especially given White European men’s known 

distaste for and refusal to trade with Native women.  In any case, the important question 

insinuated by Allen becomes:  Has the modern concept of squaw become a negative social 

construct?   M. Elise Marubbio contends “In Killing the Indian Maiden” (2006), three major 

stereotypes were propagated to the Native female in film:  the Celluloid Princess (1900-1930s); 

the Sexualized Maiden (1940-1960s), who aligns herself with White culture in a sacrificial role; 

and the Hybrid Celluloid Maiden (1990s-present), a ghost or vanished individual (Marubbio 25, 

88, 66).   Marubbio concludes that Native American women continue to exist in iconology 

(Marubbio 231).  Therefore, with Marubbio’s statement in mind, Chapter 4: “Shadow over 

Sisterland” will provide further investigation into the representation of Native American women 

in the following twelve of the fourteen selected films.
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CHAPTER 4 

A SHADOW OVER SISTERLAND 

There’s a shadow over sisterland 
With a Smith and Thomas 

Pointed at her head 
Pointed at her head 

Money and Authority 
Have their own way of talking 

Their own way of talking 
When it come to the man 

Versus what the woman said 
Versus what the woman said 

There’s a shadow there’s a shadow 
There’s a shadow over sisterland 

~John Trudell (Lines from a Mined Mind 162–64)  
 

Abuse of power is always obscene. Trudell’s song, Shadow over Sisterland, describes the abuse 

of power, unjust treatment and repressive attitudes towards women throughout history in 

American society.  The line reference to “Smith and Thomas” brings forward the two 1991 

national debates regarding sexual harassment in the workplace during Anita Hill’s testimony 

against Clarence Thomas during his Supreme Court confirmation hearing and the William 

Kennedy Smith rape trial involving a 29-year-old woman and his subsequent acquittal, 

generating the concept of victim blame (Cowan and Curtis).  Trudell’s argument is that power in 

the form of “money and authority” is a weapon “pointed at her head” used to diminish and 

subjugate a woman.   In both the Thomas and Smith cases, the word of a female victim did not 

carry enough weight to sway public opinion in her favor, much less a jury, or a congressional 

committee.   
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In Anita Hill’s case, as an accomplished and respected peer of Clarence Thomas with an equally 

good professional reputation, she conducted herself with great poise and eloquence; yet, she was 

not taken seriously.  Trudell’s song acknowledges that women of color confront the issues of 

both racism and sexism that are expressly emphasized by his use of double repetition of specific 

lines. Therefore, it is reasonable by the outcome of both trials, that ethnicity and gender were 

pronounced influences on the majority vote for Clarence Thomas’ confirmation to the Supreme 

Court.  And the fact that Hill was a Black female, did indeed work against her by provoking 

racist and sexist stereotypical images fixed in the American psyche.  Adele Logan Alexander, 

George Washington University historian argues that “the mistreatment of Anita Hill was within 

the context of the centuries-old abuse of black women in the United States,” and that she was not 

believed “because she did not fit the ‘cookie- cutter molds used to define America's black 

women’.”  Alexander suggests we move beyond such preexisting stereotypes as "Mammy or 

Prissy, Jezebel, Topsy, or Eliza, Sapphire, Red-hot Mama, Tragic Mulatto, Welfare Queen 

Superwoman or the Emasculating Matriarch” to counter the attitudes of those who cast Hill as 

the troublemaker (Russell 2–3)(Shohat and Stam 195).   

 

In the William Kennedy Smith trial, the accuser and the accused were both White.  But again, the 

jury didn’t believe the female victim’s story, or take her word, despite a history of sexual assault 

on the part of Smith.  A judiciary tilt of justice toward wealthy males is revealed in both cases, as 

is the possibility of a contrast to the diminished evenhandedness or justness for the female as per 

Trudell’s line, “when it comes to the man versus what the woman said.” The Kennedy family’s 

myth, power and wealth may have influenced the jury and public opinion into believing the 
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young woman was a willing participant in the sexual act, summoning the patriarchal attitude that 

young woman aspire to find rich powerful men.  These misconceptions of the nature of women 

exist and are perpetually reinforced within a patriarchal society.  In general, the sisterhood of 

women are forced into fictitious sexist stereotypical renderings; however, women of color 

encounter the double-edge sword of sexism married to racism. 

 

In Hollywood’s Indian, The Portrayal of the Native American in Film, Michael J Reilly 

addresses the racist restructuring of the Native American in film in his essay, “Trapped in the 

History of Film, Racial Conflict and Allure in The Vanishing American.”  He states that within 

this structure - as the lives of Native Americans changed and were redrawn through captivity, the 

reservation system and the federal government - so were the spiritual and cultural dimensions 

usurped and circumscribed into American popular culture by containing the Indian within a 

romantic nostalgia.  In this manner, the spiritual and the primitive became analogous with Native 

ethnicity which allowed for the recasting of Indians into more desirable (imaginary) images 

(Rollins and O’Connor 64-65).  Reilly also confirms that “Native Americans are not only trapped 

by history, ‘but are forever trapped in the history of film’” (Rollins and O’Connor 6, 7). Ted 

Jojola supports Reilly in “Absurd Reality II Hollywood Goes to the Indians,” by stating that non-

Indians have created “their own preconceptions and experience that appropriate selective 

elements that are Indian” (Rollins and O’Connor 13).  The result is a subjectively skewed image 

representation created to serve the purpose to validate the outsider’s viewpoint. The process 

requires the redrafting of Native history and the recasting of Native people into stereotypes to 

separate them “from their own social and community realities” (Rollins and O’Connor 13).  
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Ironically, this causes Native people to eventually act and behave like their movie counterparts, 

as counterfeit props (Rollins and O’Connor 13).   

 

Marubbio’s classification of Native American female stereotypes applies here as well, 

particularly the Celluloid Princess, the Sexualized Maiden, and the Hybrid Celluloid Maiden 

(Marubbio 26, 89, 167).  Her purpose in creating these Native female classifications was to 

understand the ways in which “our culture utilizes racialized, gendered and sexualized bias, 

especially female bodies as a site for inscribing difference” (Marubbio x).  She questions the 

power relations that exist and inform the film image, a point similarly posed in this paper.  Just 

as the new women of the Weimar Republic experienced image representations that contradicted 

their reality, the contemporary women of today exist in stereotypical representations and 

generalizations placed on the role of the female gender in popular culture aided through the 

endless saturation of media images.  Dual realities continue to subsist for women, one projected 

in images and the other reflecting in their real-life existence.  Some representations are positive 

including family representations such as mother, grandmother, nurturer, nurse, or hero, while 

others may be negative portrayals as the femme fatale or in the case of Native females, the 

squaw.  But mostly, they are inaccurate assumptions of female nature and behavior in American 

society.   Stereotypical representation for the Native American female continues to exist in film 

iconology declares M. Elise Marubbio in Killing the Indian Maiden (2006) (Marubbio 1-8).  

Therefore, the question to be considered in this chapter: what is the iconology of the Native 

American female that still exists today?  Another aim is the exposure of inaccurate and 

diminished representations of the Native female in selected films, with the potential for the 
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reestablishment of a more authentic portrayal of Native American female roles in all their 

multiplicities.  Although research into the representation of the Native American female has 

escalated over the years, states Marubbio, there is still too little scholarship dedicated to the 

subject of the Native American woman on film (Marubbio x).  In this chapter, I analyze twelve 

(12) Native American films (and compare with representation in two Weimar films) for the 

purpose of observation and research into the representation of the Native American female. 

 

Table 4.1:  Film List 

No.  Native/Weimar films  Date Director(s)  

1.) White Fawn’s Devotion 1910 James Young Deer 

2.) Daughter of Dawn  1920 Norbert A. Myles 

3.) Comanche Territory  1950 George Sherman 

4.) Tomahawk   1951 George Sherman 

5.) The Searchers   1956 John Ford 

6.) Dances with Wolves  1990 Kevin Costner 

7.) Thunderheart   1992 Michael Apted 

8.) Last of the Mohicans  1992 Michael Mann 

9.) Smoke Signals   1998 Chris Eyre 

10.) Naturally Native  1998 Valerie Red-Horse, Jennifer Wynne Farmer 

11.) Turquoise Rose  2007 Travis Holt Hamilton 

12.) Barking Waters  2009 Sterlin Harjo 

13.) Metropolis   1927 Fritz Lang 

14.) The Blue Angel  1930 Josef von Sternberg 
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A beautiful woman 

To observe what signifies a beautiful woman or what constitutes proper female behavior through 

film and media images will allow a comparison of whether the representational constructs and 

signifiers are the same for both White and Native females.  The depictions of Native females in 

selected films are instructive in terms of understanding the formation of their representation, 

while on the other hand, the recognition in which these women have not been portrayed is also 

advantageous.  Femme fatale representations are well-known formulations of the bad girl or evil 

woman.  Depictions of this type of character are found in the two Weimar classics:  Metropolis 

(1927) and The Blue Angel (1930).  Within the other twelve Native American films, portrayals of 

women as femmes’ fatales were not observed. Although Native females described as squaws 

were evident in several of the early films, neither squaw nor White squaw is an equivalent to the 

sexually independent and powerful femme fatale.  Consequently, in order to establish a 

mainstream foundational standard, the representations of women that appear in both Weimar 

films will be tapped to provide insight into White European culture and society, between the 

wars and during the formation of the early film industry and rise of mass media. 

 

Women as Other 

Unexpectedly in only two films, Daughter of Dawn (1920) and Naturally Native (1998), is the 

Native female character depicted in a violent rape or attempted rape scene.  The original 

supposition of this paper assumed the inclusion of more rape scenes of a Native female in 

selected films.  The reduction of sexually violent scenes imposed on a Native female in film, or 

at less in the selected films, is a surprise discovery.  Still, two source documentaries, The Canary 
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Effect (2006) and Imagining Indians (1992) provide commentary on various Native American 

societal issues including rape of the Native female.  In general, Victor Malaysia’s documentary, 

Imagining Indians investigates the commodification of the Native American culture filtered 

through a Eurocentric industry even in the pretext of being “sympathetic to the Indian” in film 

(Shohat and Stam 188).  Nevertheless, racism and sexism continue to serve as the foundations 

for the justified preservation of a dominant culture’s power over the other within society and 

reinforced through media images.  Although these issues are handled differently in the 

contemporary films, more tangible examples of racism and sexism are manifested in name-

calling, stereotyping and issues of mixed blood, all prevalent throughout many of the selected 

films.  Evidence of bias displayed as customary norms in the form of name-calling was found 

more often in the older films, distinguishing them from the contemporary films in which the 

narratives include the issues of assimilation, mixed blood and cultural intermarriage.  In contrast 

to the newer films, the older films portray females as one-dimensional characters, such as women 

in groups or background scenes.  Consequently, the selected contemporary films of the 1990s, 

developed Native female characters as an amalgamation of multiple representations.  Concerning 

the status of Native American females observed, the level of their power is expressed through 

their relationships, women are portrayed in these films as women with children and/or in platonic 

or romantic relationships with powerful, mostly White men.  Although, the Native woman 

deployed as a sexual plot device and the receptor for normalized male aggression on screen is in 

effect absent, or in the process of disappearing in film narrative.   
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In six (6) of the twelve (12) Native films, the Native female dies for various reasons, but largely 

because she is portrayed as single, undervalued and uncivilized.   Two film examples are Last of 

the Mohicans (1992) and Dances with Wolves (1990), well-known Hollywood movies grounded 

in Native American culture that provide increased authenticity by using Native actors; yet both 

films’ revive the vanishing Indian theme (Howe et al. 65, 66, 89).   Individually the films include 

major lead roles for White females, but neither film has major Native female roles.  However, in 

Dances with Wolves, a secondary Native female character is evident and filled by well-known 

Native actress Tantoo Cardinal, Métis of Canada, who plays Kicking Bird’s wife, Black Shawl.  

To note for later, Cardinal also portrays Victor’s mother, the lead Native female character known 

to make the best fry bread in town, in Smoke Signals.  In the viewing and researching of the 

selected films, various depictions of Native women were observed which ranged from the 

stereotypical to the complex character.  Essentially, eleven (11) recurring depictions or 

characteristics of women emerged from the investigation into the selected Native American 

films, and they are:  

1.  Women as grandmothers/myth keepers     

2.  Women as mothers and daughters 

3.  Women as discerning  

4.  Women as femmes’ fatale/sexually aggressive 

5.  Women as lacking normal capabilities (child-like, insane, cartoon-like characters) 

6.  Women in waiting state 

7.  Women in groups and background 

8.  Women as laborers 

9.  Women as dancers/staged entertainment 

10. Women as maids, nurses, healers 

11. Women as urban/contemporary 
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The list of eleven (11) depictions observed in the selected films provide some implications of the 

Native female as a multi-faceted character.  Still other devices and symbols detected in the films 

serve as signifiers to femininity and female societal roles.  They include the use of mirrors and 

make-up, dolls and mannequins, commercial posters featuring women and personal photos, 

cooking and sewing, ceremony and ritual.   

 

The representations found in selected films are further reinforced by voyeuristic inspection via 

film images of the female body and details, evidenced by the many facial camera close-ups and 

emphasis on female hair and hands. These depictions of the female body are highlighted through 

the differing attitudes towards nudity between White and Native women as in their respective 

film depictions of their bodies.  In On Going Storms and Struggles, Gendered Violence and 

Resource Exploitation (2017), Mishuana R. Goeman claims the Native female body has 

historically been sites of the struggle and colonialization of America (Barker, Critically 

Sovereign 113).  Continuing, she argues the reason that Native women and their bodies are 

feared as dangerous is “because they produce knowledge and demand accountability, whether at 

the scale of the individual’s bodily integrity, or of their community’s ability to remain on their 

bodies of land and water, or as citizens of their nations” (Barker, Critically Sovereign 122).  

Perhaps the danger lies in the strong traditional of matriarchy that permeates Native American 

life, since it has never sought permission to exist from the dominant culture, and in fact refused 

to completely disappear even when threatened by the forced assimilation of Native American 

women into White culture.  
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Twelve films +2 

Working with a total of fourteen (14) films created the necessity to generate a spreadsheet -Table 

A.1 in Appendix A, which serves as a visual framework of the representational patterns 

uncovered.  The majority of the Native films are contemporary, produced in the 1990s and 

2000s.  Vintage silent Native American films, in which Native American actors are included as 

principal characters in the narrative, include White Fawn’s Devotion (1910) and Daughter of 

Dawn (1920).  Two Hollywood films in which Indians are central to the narrative but portrayed 

by White actors, Tomahawk (1951), and The Searchers (1956) are from the 1950s.  To establish 

a criterion for the comparison and differentiation of White to Native American female 

representation, two prototypical Weimar films were selected in addition to the twelve films based 

on a Native American narrative.  Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel, (1927) and Fritz Lang’s 

Metropolis, (1930) are film classics and sources of imitation.  They furnish the resonance by 

which subsequent films would replicate the strategies and devices used to reinforce female roles 

through representation.  These two Weimar films function as a sampling of film antecedents 

created during the golden age of German film industry, a highly stylized period of Expressionist 

art in cinema (Kaes et al. 617).  Fritz Lang revolutionized the “emerging language” of film in 

Metropolis, establishing German cinema as a major force of high art on the world stage (Kaes et 

al. 617).  As the most expensive film of its time, Metropolis is a mixture of New Objectivity, 

which captured urban reality, and the stylistic elements of Expressionism (Kaes et al. 618).  

Willy Haas’ 1927 review of Metropolis lauded the film as the great technological achievement of 

German cinema, leaving American cinematic accomplishments “in the dust”; yet, he criticized 

the enormity of the set design and the conglomeration of narrative that mixed world history with 
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Christianity as “allusion and allegory” (Kaes et al. 624).  Metropolis’ iconic images have been 

appropriated by hundreds of successive films (Kaes 205).  The other film, The Blue Angel 

provides a view of the female whose “identity is wholly defined by her sexuality” (Meskimmon 

and West 126).  The sad, sexually-repressed male character of Immanuel Rath “projects his 

powerlessness” onto the female figure, Lola-Lola.  Sternberg thrust the sexually assertive female 

to the forefront of the film, making her responsible for Rath’s humiliating downfall.  At the end 

of the Weimar period, according to Barbara Hales, the exiled German film directors brought their 

psychological trauma and the femme fatale character to America, which reemerged in 

Hollywood film noir of the 1940s and 1950s (Hales 225).  The German films are included for the 

purposes of establishing the standard of White female beauty and behavior to compare to the 

methods of depiction of the Native American female in modern cinema. The following 

discussions are of the observed representations and descriptions. 

 

Women as mentors, grandmothers/myth keepers     

The first and most significant film representations are those that involve family.  In this role, the 

relationship between female family members namely - the mentors/grandmothers/myth keepers 

and mothers and daughters - are vital as they denote generational teachings.  A significant film 

that best documents women as mentors/grandmothers/myth keepers is Turquoise Rose (2007).1  

                                                

1 Turquoise Rose (2007) is an independent Native American film about an urban contemporary female who was 
raised in the Phoenix suburbs and has recently graduated from college.  She must choose between a graduation trip 
to Europe or return to the Navajo Reservation to stay with her ill grandmother, who speaks very little English.  
Turquoise Rose is one generation removed from the reservation and barely knows her grandmother.  She is bad with 
directions and gets lost often always arriving late to her destination.  Her goal is to become a photojournalist, but she 
feels like an exchange student from the Navajo Nation. Turquoise had lost much of her language and knowledge of 
her tribe’s customs.  Her mother insists on her return to the reservation.  During her extended stay with her 
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The film’s narrative is based in the matrilineal Navajo tribal culture.  Turquoise Rose (2007) is a 

good example of the representation of the grandmother, the myth keeper, a woman who 

possesses experience and wisdom, confidence and strength and preserves customs and culture.  

This film promotes the importance of connection to the myth keepers, and the older generations 

who sustain the continuation of the culture and resist assimilation.  The movie also briefly 

touches on the great social issue that plagues many Native nations, alcoholism.  The story 

follows Turquoise Rose, a young college educated contemporary Native female back to the 

reservation, which in the beginning feels foreign to her. The film offers an insightful scene 

regarding lost culture when she enters the reservation. Turquoise picks up an old Indian man 

walking on the side of the road and to emphasize her loss of Native language, he speaks to her in 

Navajo.  She does not understand him when he thanks her for coming back to help her people.  

Also, in the film, is the representations of mother and daughter shown in a sewing scene, and in 

another scene, the grandmother enacts a ritual ceremony.  Included in the film, is a traditional 

Powwow gathering of fancy shawl dancers as well as, the inclusion of a reservation love interest 

for the character, Turquoise Rose.  The two representations, a young contemporary Native 

female and the myth keeper, converge on the Navajo reservation.  The grandmother and 

granddaughter are reacquainted and develop a close relationship portrayed in an abundance of 

intimate scenes between the two.  Several humorous and poignant scenes depict the grandmother 

teaching her granddaughter the old ways:  cutting wood, handling animals and pumping water.  

Turquoise Rose’s grandmother is a very traditional Navajo woman who has lived on the 

                                                

grandmother, Turquoise reconnects with her heritage and herself. The Navajo as a matrilineal society also is well 
documented in Miss Navajo, 2007 (Hamilton). 
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reservation her entire life.  She dresses in full skirts that reach her ankles.  Her blouses are solid 

colors, purple velvet and black. She wears white leather beaded moccasins, but with rubber soles 

that signify cross cultural influences.  Her jewelry is traditional Navajo turquoise.  Her white 

hair, a sign of her extended age is parted down the middle and pulled back in their traditional 

Navajo style.  Instead of cloth, she uses a modern hair clip.  In one scene that represents the 

transference of generational knowledge, the grandmother sitting on a stump with an umbrella 

over her head directs her granddaughter on how to pump water.  She smiles in approval and 

replies in Navajo, “you are learning my granddaughter.”  In turn, she allows her granddaughter to 

teach her about computers and photography in the film. The grandmother in Turquoise Rose is 

portrayed as the steward of her log home and the surrounding grounds, reminiscent of the land 

ownership of the once powerful clan mothers.  The relationship between the two women, 

separated by two generations, demonstrates that the each has essentially the same purpose: to 

pass on knowledge as well as to pass through it, in the process carrying their shared identity 

forward.  Turquoise Rose and the other female characters are appealing characters in the film and 

are depicted in authentic situations and within realistic interactions. 

 

In the film Tomahawk,2 a Cheyenne girl character, Montecito, does not speak to anyone except 

the Jim Bridger character.  More racism and misogyny are evident in the treatment and name-

                                                

2 Tomahawk (1951) is a film featuring the White male hero Jim Bridger and his relationship with the Indian.  He 
becomes the negotiator between the U.S. Army and the Sioux when a fort is built on Sioux lands without 
permission, redolent of the Dakota (Keystone) pipeline issue today.  Racism and colonialism are major themes.  The 
character Jim Bridger travels with and keeps close by a Cheyenne female, named Montecito, Chief Black Kettle’s 
youngest daughter from Kansas.  Later we learn, after racist comments, that she is Bridger’s sister-in-law.  The 
language sounds authentic, although the female Native character Montecito is played by a White actress, Susan 
Cabot. The Cheyenne female character is contrasted against the White female character, Julie Madden, played by 
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calling directed from other White male characters.  Montecito whispers only to Bridger until she 

enters the fort and meets White women. They embrace her in an all women bonding scene, a 

metaphor referencing the teaching of White female customs within interior domestic spaces.  In 

the early scenes, the Native female is called a squaw and it is assumed she is married to Jim 

Bridger, whom the settlers refer to as a squaw man.  As the film progresses, her story is revealed 

through Bridger and she is redeemed in the eyes of the audience.   

 

The film also introduces a different type of mentor, the White female mentor.  Images from 

several scenes show an older White female inside the army fort teaching simple English words to 

a young Native American girl, Montecito, the ex-sister-in-law of Jim Bridger (an American 

wilderness folk hero).  Signs of racism are exhibited in the manners of the White women 

characters, through looks of pity and assumptions of the young Cheyenne female’s level of 

breeding and intellect.  As the film develops, there is a palatable change in attitude towards the 

Native female character by the White characters, and in turn, she is then represented as a kind of 

“tabula rasa” individual.  The mentorship appears to the audience as kindness exhibited by the 

White female character to the uncivilized Native female.  Nevertheless, in the teaching of the 

English language to an Indian girl conceals the White Eurocentric superiority attitude in the 

narrative.  An undercurrent of patronization by her White mentors towards the Native girl is 

clearly detectable.  Montecito character is portrayed as passive and grateful.  Symbolically, the 

White women are able to write on her as if a blank slate and to further represent her integration 

                                                

movie star, Yvonne de Carlo.  Other bias issues observed in the film were in the form of name-calling, squaw and 
squaw man, referencing Montecito and Jim Bridger respectfully (Sherman, Tomahawk).  
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into White civilization, into the fort.  In Montecito’s last scene, she stands in waiting with the 

White women in a scene representing a move towards assimilation. 

 

There is a definite separation between the women’s and men’s stories.  The role of the White 

women is to wait for men to return to the fort.  After Montecito is taught a few English words, 

she is allowed to join the waiting White women at the fort gates.  Remarkably, the scene is 

successful in its attempt to convey the attitude that women appear to bond with each other 

despite race.  In the last scene, the women are standing together in a waiting state, but their 

stories are never returned to nor completed.  The film ends with battle between the U.S. Army 

and the Sioux culminating in the historical Treaty of 1868.  The women’s story of civilization, 

bonding and assimilation run parallel with the men’s historical story of colonization of the West.  

Within the story Montecito is the symbol of the other, the uncivilized.  As the other in the story, 

the Montecito character is written without individual agency.  Her manipulated character evolves 

and morphs seamlessly without complaint from squaw to assimilated Native female.   

 

A third film that represents Native women as mentors and teacher characters is found in 

Thunderheart.3  Thunderheart is a fictitious story set in the 1970s on the Pine Ridge Reservation, 

                                                

3 The film, Thunderheart (1992) became a major motion picture starring Val Kilmer, as the one-quarter Sioux F.B.I 
agent, Raymond Levoi sent to the Pine Ridge Reservation for a temporary assignment.  After murders on the Sioux 
reservation, Ray is ordered to assist in the investigation and the mystery ensues.  He does not know the culture nor 
speak the language but is sent as an F.B.I. Native liaison.  Levoi denies his heritage and feels shame regarding his 
father’s alcoholism and subsequent death.  Upon his arrival to the reservation, as he drives pass the dilapidated 
homes, he makes judgmental statements calling the Natives uncivilized, and questions why they do not clean up 
their own backyards. The Ray Levoi character rediscovers his culture through his association with Grandpa Reaches, 
Maggie Eagle Bear, and the Sioux tribal officer, Walter Crow Horse, played by Graham Greene of Dances with 
Wolves. The film also depicts several scenes of ritual ceremony such as the blessing of the river by the Maggie Eagle 
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and is loosely based on the true “Incident at Oglala,” from the same era where two FBI agents 

were killed on the reservation (Howe et al. 195). The main character is described as a hybrid 

whose identity is transformed throughout the film.  He has suppressed part of his identity out of 

embarrassment over his Indian ancestry (Shohat and Stam 207, 208).  The film touches on the 

issue of cultural amnesia experienced by subsequent Native generations in urban contemporary 

society and similarly expressed in the Raymond Levoi character played by actor Val Kilmer.  In 

the film the character Maggie Eagle Bear, played by Native actress Sheila Tousey, is a 

contemporary Native female and graduate of Dartmouth who knows both worlds and has 

returned to the reservation to teach school and help her people.  In the meantime, she becomes 

involved in the murder investigation of a tribal leader with Raymond Levoi.  The Levoi character 

shares with her the shame he felt as a child for his alcoholic Native father.  She helps him with 

his investigation, and because of her affiliation with ARM (Aboriginals Rights Movement, a 

fictional creation of the 1970s American Indian Movement, aka AIM) and her stance against 

selling off reservation resources, she is murdered.   The Guardians of the Oglala Nation 

(GOON), the non-traditional reservation Natives killed her to hide criminal activity.  Other 

positive and authentic representations in the film include tribal elders, Grandma Maisy Blue 

Legs, played by Sarah Brave and Grandpa Sam Reaches (Chief Ted Thin Elk).  Grandpa is also a 

wise Spiritual leader (wicasa wakan) with strong medicine (power and knowledge).  

                                                

Bear character, a traditional Powwow, and scenes of the character, Grandpa Reaches in nature communion and a 
sweat lodge ritual.  John Trudell, Santee-Dakota, also stars as the character, Jimmy Looks Twice, a Vietnam veteran 
and warrior who scraps with the White authorities.  This film is loosely based on the 1973, Siege at Wounded Knee 
and references the original conflict, the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890.   His most memorable film line, when 
asked why are Native considered so dangerous to White society, paraphrasing his answer, “they have to kill us, they 
have to because we know the difference between the reality of freedom and the illusion of freedom” (Apted et al.) 
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Additionally, two perceptive scenes of the myth keeper are also seen in Thunderheart.  The first 

depicts a very aged Sioux grandmother wearing a cotton dress with collar with gray hair worn 

pulled back in a bun.  In the other scene, the grandmother character wears an apron and scarf and 

carries sage in one hand while walking into her home eluding to the ritual components in Native 

life.  In the film, her voice is soft, and she seldom speaks.  Yet, the grandmother characters’ 

strength and resilience are evident in their expressions (Howe et al. 194).  Paul Robertson points 

to Maggie’s grandmother’s gift of a porcupine quill medicine wheel give to Levoi as one of the 

ways in which Thunderheart achieves authenticity.  The film’s sensitive representations of 

Lakota Sioux culture grant it acceptance as authentic and earn respect from Native communities.  

Also, the badger scene in which Jimmy Looks Twice, played by John Trudell, shapeshifts into a 

deer to escape the F.B.I. elicited cheers from Sioux audiences (Howe et al. 194).   As in his 

verse, poet Trudell eludes the strictures of a dominant culture, as his character vanishes from a 

filmic world into the metaphysical, and a realm where Native myth creates the escape hatch at 

the end of the chase.   

 

In Barking Waters4, two scenes of mature women singing in a Native American Church provide 

accurate ritual and spirituality to their representation.  Their images in the scenes are magnified 

                                                

4 Winner of Sundance Film 2009 Festival, Barking Waters depicts the end of the shattered lives through the 
relationship of Frankie and the love of his life, Irene.  Frankie is terminally ill and asked Irene, who he had left years 
ago, to break him out of the hospital and take him to see his estranged daughter, Diane and the grandchild he had 
never met.  Although the relationship had left them both full of regret, they spend the last days of Frankie’s life 
reliving their lost relationship including his issues of alcoholism that divided them.  His disease-ridden body is a 
metaphor for a cancer that afflicts him and the land, which is illustrated as they drive by chemical and oil factories. 
Frankie does not live to see his daughter.  In obvious devotion to Frankie, Irene continues the journey to his 
daughter’s home and meets her for the first time.  In the last line of the film, Frankie voice calls out to Irene, “you 
comin with me?”  Irene’s and Frankie’s love and devotion are reminiscent of White Fawn’s Devotion (1910) in 
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for closer inspections of the facial lines, crevices, bagging skin and old age spots of the old 

Indian women.  In this case age is respected.  The final film representing woman as mentors in 

references to the past is Naturally Native.  The film presents a present-day story of three Native 

sisters who were sent to foster care, then adopted into a White home due to alcoholism in their 

Native family.  The sisters are from the Dakota Sioux Nation, but live in an urban city setting.  

The narrative follows their struggles with relationships and confusion about their self-identity 

(Jennifer Wynne Farmer, Valerie Red-Horse). A scene from Naturally Native (1998)5 is deemed 

important to note because it depicts older Native American women in traditional dance costume 

and organized in a group.  These women proudly stand and project a type of noble confidence 

and quiet strength. Also, from Naturally Native, an archival photo of a traditional older Native 

women on the reservation is presented and juxtaposed against the modern-day female images in 

the film.  The archival image depicts an old round Native woman sitting on a rock and pointing 

her finger to the sky.  Her dress is traditionally Sioux apparel, and her hair is white.   

She has a smile on her face as she stares upward in her knowing, all is interconnected.  The 

similarities in the grandmothers/myth keepers in each of the three (3) films besides the physical 

characteristics of age, include the serene, focused knowing they share and exude through the film 

                                                

which White Fawn preferred suicide rather than to live without her husband.  Irene’s story ends at Diane’s door, but 
her resilience, unlike that of White Fawn, prompts the conclusion that Irene may have continued relationships with 
Frankie’s daughter and granddaughter (Harjo).   
 
5Naturally Native (1998) was the first film by and about Native Americans to be completely financed by a tribe. 
Director Valerie Red-Horse's film relates the story of three sisters who want to start a cosmetic company but have 
trouble with funding. Since they're Native Americans, the corporations assume they could just go to the tribe for the 
money. However, the sisters were adopted by a White woman as children and do not have the proper documentation. 
"Sometimes when you're going home, it's important to know where you've come from” refers to the sisters search 
for self (Jennifer Wynne Farmer, Valerie Red-Horse).  
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scenes.  These characters represent a foundational element of Native culture and are they sources 

of generational teaching.  Therefore, it is relevant to note the lack of grandmother-mentor 

characters in the older films on the list with the exception of Tomahawk (1951).  In the that film 

the noted representation of an older White female mentor to a young Native female does not 

qualify as Native female grandmothers/myth keepers.  Within the film selections, not until 

1992’s Thunderheart is a worthy representation of a grandmother/myth keeper figure to appear.  

Five (5) of the twelve (12) Native films on the list include Native grandmothers/myth keeper 

characters, excluding the film, Tomahawk in which the mentor is a White female character.  The 

mentor is a mature wise female who invests in guiding another inexperienced female, yet as 

grandmothers and myth keepers, generational teaching infused with familial ties denotes the 

transfer of cultural knowledge to the next generation intact.  

 

Women as mothers and daughters 

As the recipients of generational knowledge, women as mothers and daughters are best 

represented in White Fawn’s Devotion - in the form of a hysterical Native mother and a 

bewildered mixed blood daughter - and The Searchers6 a Western film which depicts several 

scenes of a White mother and her two daughters in family gatherings within their cabin home.  

                                                

6 The Searchers (1951), directed by John Ford, is a celebrated western film loosely based on the true story of 
Cynthia Ann Parker who was kidnapped by the Comanche in Texas during the 19th century.  The film’s plot 
revolves around Ethan Edwards, played by John Wayne, who after the Civil War, returns to Texas.  When his family 
is killed and niece, Debbie, played by Natalie Wood, is kidnapped by the Comanche, he and Martin Pawley, an 
adopted Cherokee half-breed (or 1/8) nephew, played Jeffery Hunter, begin the long arduous search for her.  The 
film’s tension is a result of the racist attitude toward the Indian and relationships with White women.  The 
expectation is Uncle Ethan will kill his niece when he catches up to her, while Martin protests.  The resolution is 
upon finding Debbie as a grown woman, Edwards relents and embraces his niece returning her happier to her White 
family and home (Ford). 
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The Searchers openly exhibits the racist attitudes held by White culture for the time period 

regarding Native Americans.  In her critical essay “The Searchers” in Seeing Red, Hollywood’s 

Pixeled Skins (2013) Susan Stebbins believes John Ford’s treatment of racism in the movie is a 

reflection of his concern for the mistreatment of Native Americans by Euro Americans and 

focuses the plot on the interactions between White settlers and the Comanche (Howe et al. 31).  

Key to the plot is the “captivity narrative” that revealed 1950s moviegoers of European 

Americans ancestry were concerned with and feared interracial marriages, mirrored in Black and 

White relations of the period (Howe et al. 31).  Stebbins agrees with Richard Slotkin’s statement 

that “America’s psyche is tied to the mythic Old West,” and he argues that Americans are 

requisite to identify with an imaginary Old West narrative (Howe et al. 31).  Still, Stebbins 

praises John Ford’s exquisitely shot Western film citing his opening scene that framed through 

the cabin door as example of the film’s artistic value.  The cabin interior represents civilization, 

the area outside the door represents the violent “Wild West,” creating a boundary of separation 

(Howe et al. 31).   

 

The film is loosely based on the true story of Cynthia Ann Parker who was kidnapped by the 

Comanche in Texas during the 19th century.  In the film the youngest daughter, Debbie, who still 

carries a doll, is also kidnapped by the Comanche, initiating the main plot of the captivity story 

and the long search and her subsequent return home.  One of the scenes in The Searchers depicts 

a happy White settler family inside the safety of their cabin as the mother watches over her two 

daughters’ interaction with their Uncle Ethan.  But after his niece is kidnapped, Ethan’s effort to 

find and kill Debbie, Stebbins suggests what is signaled is the fear of a mixed-breed child.    As 
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stated in Chapter 2, kidnapping of preadolescent females was a common practice for the 

Comanche (Gwynne 106, 107).  Embodied in the doll is a young human being without power or 

protection.  The doll toy is associated with Debbie and represents feminine traits, including the 

nurturing relationship between a mother and a child.  Debbie’s loss of her mother at an early age 

created profound vulnerability symbolized in the doll.  Furthermore, the doll toy signifies a 

female still young enough to be raised and indoctrinated into Comanche society without much 

trouble.   

 

Cynthia Ann Parker’s as White squaw is equivalent to the character role of Debbie in the film, 

both were kidnapped and saved by their uncles.  After living with the Indians for many years 

Debbie is considered a White squaw.  The attitude of the time shared by the White population 

was clear.  If a White woman were so unfortunate as to be kidnapped by Indians, she should 

commit suicide before submitting to her fate.  The Debbie character (as Cynthia), were unique in 

their experiences because they survived kidnapping and lived to return home.  The other White 

captive characters in The Searchers were not so lucky.  They are rescued from Indian captors but 

portrayed as having descended into madness from their hallowing ordeals with the savage 

Indians.  Susan Stebbins in “The Searchers” cites the same two White female captives’ scenes, 

designed to illustrate the fate of young White women/girls when captured by Indians.  She notes 

an air of mystery that surrounds Lucy’s death and alludes to the opinion that Ethan may have 

killed his older niece to address her defilement and his cultural fears.  Stebbins indicates that 

within the captivity narrative, conflicting fears subsist, for example, the early Euro American 

settlers’ concern for the forsaking of civilized ways.  Again, the fear subtheme in The Searchers 
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denotes the dangers of sexual intermixing of the two races.  Therefore, great anxiety surrounds 

whether the captive will be killed or not killed (Howe et al. 32-33).  In her conclusion, Stebbins 

states that the subject is not about skin color; rather the private fears of 1950s individuals and 

society regarding the taboo of “interracial love, sex, and marriage” are the actual themes (Howe 

et al. 36). 

 

Women as discerning 

Smoke Signals, and White Fawn’s Devotion7 are films in which these representations are best 

embodied.  Smart and capable women are present in seven (7) selected films in female characters 

who appear as confident, and represent a positive female role type. These roles are usually 

supporting female characters with some dialogue.  As mentioned previously, Dances with 

Wolves (1990) depicts an intelligent and outspoken Native female as spouse to Kicking Bird, 

Black Shawl, played by Native actress, Tantoo Cardinal.  Humor and relational authenticity 

encompass Kicking Bird and the character of Black Shawl’s scenes as husband and wife.  In one 

                                                

7 The 1910 silent film, White Fawn’s Devotion is distinguished among the “silent sympathies” Indian pictures as one 
of the earliest surviving films directed by James Young Deer, acknowledged as the first Native American director, 
who claimed to be full Nebraska Winnebago (Rahejo, 63)(Young Deer).  His wife, Lillian St. Cyr, stage name, 
Princess Red Wing was the first Native American female Hollywood lead actress.  James Young Deer was hired as a 
Native American director and producer for the French film production company, Pathé Frères, to improve their 
ridiculed European-made Westerns.  Alongside other film companies, Pathé Frères formed studios in Los Angeles 
and Fort Lee, New Jersey, the early motion picture capital of America.  Young Deer directed approximately 120 
films for Pathé Frères, but only six have survived including the recently rediscovered White Fawn’s Devotion found 
in New Zealand’s Film Archive and repatriated through the American Film Institute and the Library of Congress. 
The controversy arose when James Young Deer was not found on the Winnebago tribal rolls. Furthermore, James 
Young Deer, in other records was known as James Young Johnson, born on April Fool’s Day in 1876, presumably 
in Washington, D.C.  He, his parents and wife’s name were in found in the Index to Johnson families of the Moors 
of Delaware (Aleiss, “Who Was the Real James Young Deer? The Mysterious Identity of the Pathè Producer Finally 
Comes to Light” 1–10) (Singer 15).  
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well-known scene, Kicking Bird is complaining that Stands-With-a-Fist is being difficult, 

whereby Black Shawl in sharp retort replies, “perhaps the difficulty is yours!”  Tantoo Cardinal 

also stars in Smoke Signals,8 in which her character, Arlene Joseph, Victor’s mother, is known as 

the best fry bread cook on the Coeur D'Alene Indian Reservation.  An important scene in Smoke 

Signals indicates continued Native resistance from assimilation and relates the importance of 

grandmothers and generational teachings for that purpose.  The scene links the centrality of 

female cooking, particularly the preparation of fry bread, an integral food staple for many 

Natives, to the practice of female generational teaching passed down through recipes.  However, 

it is important to note that not all tribes ate fry bread, as many southeastern tribes made 

cornbread.  The U.S. federal government long ago imported wheat flour, hog fat, salt, and milk 

to Indian communities, which Howe claims contributed to the epidemic of diabetes in the Native 

communities (Howe et al. 114).  Nevertheless, Arlene’s dialogue from the film solidifies the 

worth of unbroken lineage and the wisdom in generational teaching.  With sticky flour on her 

arthritic hands, speaking to Victor, her son, she testifies:  

“You know people always tell me that I make the best fry bread in the world and maybe 

it’s true.  But, I don’t make it by myself, you know.  I got the recipe from your 

grandmother and she got it from her grandmother.  And, I listen to people when they eat 

                                                

8 Smoke Signals also features John Trudell in a cameo appearance as the KREZ DJ that grants trustworthiness of 
authenticity for this film. The narrative takes place on the Coeur de Alene Indian reservation in Idaho.  In 1976, a 
house fire tragedy kills Thomas Builds-the-Fire’s mother and father.  Arnold Joseph, Victor’s father, saves the infant 
Thomas from the home fire.  It is discovered years later to have been Arnold’s fault, the result of his alcoholism.   
Arnold Joseph, eventually leaves the family.  Twelve years later, Arnold has died, and Victor must travel to Arizona 
to collect his father’s ashes.  Without money, Victor decides to take Thomas’ financial offer; and in return, Thomas 
is allowed to accompany him on the journey. Contemporary Native issues such as alcoholism and reservation life 
are referenced often. The importance of storytelling and humor is evident (Eyre). 
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my bread.  Oh, they might say, Arlene, there’s too much flour, or Arlene, you should 

knead your dough some more.  I listen to them, and I watch that Julia Childs all the time.  

She’s a good cook too; but, she gets lots of help”  -Smoked Signals (Chapter 6, Scene 23) 

(Eyre). 

The statement contains a sweet intimation of motherly advise to her son, which helps him make 

his decision that allows Thomas to accompany him to Arizona.   Tragedy years earlier when 

Victor was child was the catalyst that eventually causes the Joseph family to separate.  Arnold 

Joseph, the father and husband abandons the family due to his increased alcoholism, violence 

and guilt regarding his culpability in the tragic event. His shame is symbolized by the cutting of 

his hair, which represented his loss of self-respect as a warrior.  Unfortunately, after many years 

pass, a letter is received with information that Arnold had died. Victor is charged with retrieving 

his father’s ashes.  On this journey, he and his irritating childhood friend, Thomas Builds-the-

Fire, share memories and humorous moments together.  Eventually, Victor is able to confront his 

anger over his father’s abuses and abandonment through help from a clever contemporary single 

Native female character who works at the Indian Health Service Department, named Suzy Song, 

played by Native actress, Irene Bedard (also voice of Pocahontas in Disney’s film, Pocahontas 

(1995).  The film cultivates a platonic relationship between Suzy and Arnold molded from their 

honest talks and long walks together.  One scene finds Suzy listening to Arnold’s confessions of 

the past in a manner that allowed her to speak with candor within a trusted friendship.  Although 

initially Victor is confused by Suzy’s friendship with his estranged and late father, it is her 

character in the film that helps Victor understand why his father left the family years earlier.  

This film also features various other female characters such as the two reservations girls, Velma 
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and Lucy, who only drive their car in reverse because the transmission is broken.  They offer 

Thomas and Victor a ride to the bus stop for one of Thomas’ stories.  After his imaginative and 

colorful story, Velma chuckles, “I think it’s a fine example of the oral tradition.”  Velma and 

Lucy are bright young women ready to assist Victor and Thomas and symbolize the reservation 

female.  The single and independent Suzy Song, a contemporary Native female character who 

worked at the Indian Health Service Department and formed a platonic relationship with Victor’s 

father before his death, is the character catalyst that most affects Victor’s ability to reconcile his 

loss.   In a symbolic gesture, she delivers Arnold’s urn to Victor, and Victor returns the urn to his 

mother.   Though the women are limited to roles as supporting characters, each is responsible for 

delivering a different element of Native American tradition to the audience, and ultimately their 

presence is what authenticates the film.  

 

The depiction of women as discerning is best epitomized in the Native female character played 

by a White actress in Tomahawk (1951).  The Montecito or Monahseetah (spelling variations) 

character, played by actress Susan Cabot, is introduced as a young single Cheyenne Native 

female aligned with the famous Jim Bridger.  Montecito does not speak to anyone but Bridger 

and only in soft ear whispers.  Many scenes portray Montecito quietly observing and listening, 

and then relating the information to Jim Bridger.  At first their relationship is unknown and those 

in the fort negatively judge her until it is revealed she is Jim Bridger’s young sister-in-law.  

Bridger and Montecito’s relationship are further observed by his tug on her braided hair, which 

denotes intimacy, although platonic.  Additionally, Montecito represents Bridger’s expertise 

within the Indigenous world.  Monahseetah’s knowledge of Indigenous life and language is 
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passed through her character, usurped by the Bridger character and converted into his honor and 

respect as a frontiersman.   

 

An important film featuring only Native Americans, Daughter of Dawn9 (1920) provides the 

opportunity to review the manner in which Native Americans portrayed themselves on film, in 

contrast to those films produced by mainstream White culture.  From the 1920 film, Daughter of 

Dawn, a notable scene depicts a beautiful and bright Native female played by the Kiowa actress, 

Esther LeBarre.  The title of the film and name of the lead character, Dawn is the picture of an 

elegant young Native female maiden and the daughter of the Chief of the Kiowa, Hunting Horse.  

Dawn is portrayed as thoughtful, honorable, beautiful and desired by two young Kiowa warriors, 

Black Wolf and White Eagle, which creates a love triangle.  Her preference for White Eagle is 

uncovered in the holding of one of her hair braids by him, denoting a romantic-courting 

relationship and intimacy. In the meantime, Red Wing, another young single Kiowa female falls 

in love with Black Wolf who rejects her for Dawn.  Although a single independent female, when 

Dawn is kidnapped by Black Wolf and the entire village is mobilized for her recovery, the 

revelation here she is greatly valued by her people and lives under the protection of her father 

and the Kiowa village.  Norbert A. Myles wrote the script and directed approximately 300 

Comanche and Kiowa in the film, which included a buffalo hunt and insight into the manner of 

                                                

9 Lost for approximately 90 years, Daughter of Dawn (1920) is a silent film with an all Native American cast, 
recently rediscovered and fully restored.  It was filmed on location in the Wichita Mountains of Oklahoma.  The 
narrative includes a love triangle among the beautiful Daughter of Dawn, played by Native actress, Esther LeBarre. 
and rivals for her affection, White Eagle, played by White Parker, direct descendent of Quanah Parker and Black 
Wolf, played by Jack Sankadota. Black Wolf is the richest man in the Kiowa village and wants to marry Dawn, 
daughter of the Chief, but she is in love with White Eagle.  On the periphery, Red Wing, played by Wanada Parker, 
is unfortunately in love with Black Wolf, who mistreats her (Myles).    
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village life, customs and dress.  For authenticity, the Natives brought their own clothes and 

horses to the set each day.  Although comparatively, the two villages are striking different in 

their treatment of women in the film and historically.  In the Kiowa village, the scenes are full of 

light, the characters wear clean, beautiful, clothing and tall-standing women of confidence 

command authority in their eyes.  In contrast, in the Comanche village well-known as a 

patrilineal warrior society, females are depicted as dusty laborers without influence or respect.  

The Comanche females are often posed in positions lower to the ground, bent over, exhibiting 

dirty clothing and messy hair.  One older, untidy, eccentric Comanche female forces Dawn to 

remain captive within her teepee after her abduction by Black Wolf, who has colluded with the 

Comanche Chief.  The divergence between the two villages in the treatment of women is key to 

understanding the greater diversity among Native American cultures and customs.  A further 

supplement is that the Kiowa, despite the dissimilarity in their societal and cultural treatment of 

women expressed in the film, have remained a long-time ally of the Comanche.  Daughter of 

Dawn points to the power of media to both reinforce stereotypes and to distribute alternative 

representations.    

 

Dead and face down 

In terms of clever and knowledgeable female characters, the probable consequence in many film 

narratives, is their death.  In White Fawn’s Devotion, the Native mother is labeled as hysterical 

but also appears clever and capable. Nevertheless, her attempt to kill herself in that act nearly 

brings about the downfall of her entire family. The Dartmouth graduate character Maggie Eagle 

Bear in Thunderheart is found dead and face down in a uranium mine bed in graphic scenes.  In 
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Last of the Mohicans10 two White females befall death.  In one scene near the beginning of film, 

the White settler mother is found massacred in her front yard by Indians.  Cora Munro’s younger 

sister, Alice Munro, commits suicide by leaping off a cliff rather than being taken by Maqua and 

Huron warriors.  In Turquoise Rose, the witty grandmother, who is a generational teacher dies, 

but after a long life and of natural causes.  The single, unvalued, but resourceful Little Comanche 

Squaw from The Searchers is found murdered in a teepee holding her brown derby hat.  In 

Daughter of Dawn, the pitiful but observant Red Wing is distraught over the death of Black Wolf 

prompting her to commit suicide in a Romeo and Juliet-like staged image. In earlier Native films 

such as Daughter of Dawn and The Searchers, the future prospects for intelligent women 

characters in selected films are dim.  Some are diminished with ridicule and humor, while others 

simply die in the end. The representation of the smart, independent female is depicted as a 

positive aspirational role models yet can be sacrificed within the storylines.  These sacrificial 

female deaths in film are reminiscent of the historically powerful and clever Native clans’ 

mothers who were systematically targeted for assimilation or death.  

 

 

                                                

10 The Last of the Mohicans (1992) is a film adaption from James Fenimore Cooper’s novel, The Last of the 
Mohicans (1826).  The lead female characters in this film are both White European aristocrats, the dark complexed 
Cora Munro, played by Madeleine Stowe, and her fair younger sister, Alice Munro, played by actress Johdi May.  
Cora falls in love with Hawkeye, played by Daniel Day-Lewis, the adopted White son of Chingachgook, played by 
Russell Means, Oglala Lakota.  Hawkeye introduces Cora to the Indigenous world.  The film uses Native actors in 
main roles, such as the character Magua, played by Wes Studi, Oklahoma Cherokee and in other roles as extras in 
villages and cooking scenes.  Interestingly, the film depicts White and Native people living and integrating with 
each other, however, no major Native female characters are portrayed in the film.  The film’s period is set during the 
French-Indian War (1754-1763) and illustrates European colonialism in the Americas (M. Mann). 
 
 



 

102 

Women lacking normality and comic relief 

A representation of women lacking normal or mature mental facilities includes portrayals such as 

childishness or cartoon-like characters who appear to create a type of comic relief in certain 

films.  In The Blue Angel, a young overweight woman with bobbed hair and crossed eyes looks 

oddly away like a blank doll, signifying an immature and/or unintelligent female.  The single 

plump female is also one of the background performers at The Blue Angel night club.  In the 

film Comanche Territory (1950), Native warrior characters are played by White actors in ill-

fitting wigs, adding unintentional humor and underscoring the artificial aspects of the 

representation of these characters.   In selected films, the comedic device in terms of female 

representation purposefully operates to minimize the female character’s authority by adoption of 

less intimidating and compliant behavior.  In Comanche Territory11, several scenes with the 

Irish-born American actress Maureen O’Sullivan’s character, Catherine “Katie” Howard, are 

treated comically when her character is deemed too haughty by the Jim Bowie character played 

                                                

11 Comanche Territory (1950) is a George Sherman film starring a young Maureen O’Hara and the actor 
MacDonald Carey who plays the hero character Jim Bowie.  The film narrative revolves around a western romance, 
the struggle between clashing cultures through the breaking of treaties and the forcible taking of Indian lands.  
Filming was in the Oak Creek Canyon area, Arizona, which is not the location of the historical Comancheria.  
(Comancheria, translated as “land of the Comanche” or “Comanche earth.”  This area included land as far north as 
Colorado and Kansas, the western border to eastern New Mexico, an eastern border in Oklahoma and as far the 
Nueces River in south Texas.  Still further south, Comanche raiding areas included incursions into northern Mexico 
through trails, called Comanche trace(s), lite by the full moon, hence the name, a Comanche Moon. However, a 
point of interest in the film is the accurate mention of the Shoshone and Comanche historical connection.  The 
Comanche, a somber, unremarkable people lived on the fringes of Shoshone society in the Wyoming highlands, 
until acquisition of the horse in the early 1700s.  In acquiring the horse, they were completely transformed from 
pariah to mounted warriors, becoming the dominant power in one of the “great social and military transformations in 
history” (Gwynne 28).  Remembering their long mistreatment at the hands of other tribes, they took revenge upon 
their enemies including the Apache and the Ute.  They separated from the Shoshone people with whom they shared 
a Ute-Aztecan language and moved south to the historical, Comancheria. The Comanche empire was able to 
suppress the Spanish progression into North America and dominated Comancheria lands for about 150 years 
(Sherman, Comanche Territory)(Gwynne 23–25, 115, 202). 
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by MacDonald Carey.  The Catherine/Katie character is not played as the typical demure passive 

White woman.  Catherine is a business owner in a partnership with her brother, Stacy.  When Jim 

Bowie meets her, she is making bets on whether she can race her horse through town without 

spilling a tray of beer.  The presence of a spunky smart female in Catherine causes the character 

Jim Bowie to take it upon himself to put her back in her proper place.  His comments directed 

toward her character include, “it’s not nice for a lady not to be a lady” and to paraphrase him, 

‘we spank a lady who don’t dress like one’.  In one scene, Catherine gets her head stuck in a 

gambling table, and in another, she is the butt of the joke by being left out of an all-male peace 

pipe smoking circle.  Another scene of the same movie, an older woman has rustled children 

away from the cake table while she herself turns in a childish matter and sticks her finger in the 

icing to lick it. This character’s behavior undermines an older mature woman’s status by 

rendering it as childish comedy.  By extent, an older woman’s character in many of the films are 

viewed as limited personas, or lacking the energy to further the plot in more interesting ways 

than humor.   

 

Woman represented as mentally deficient or physically incapacitated is another archetype of 

women who lack normalcy in film.  In The Searchers, in several scenes offer strange portrayals 

of White women with scarred faces, obviously traumatized to the point of insanity after the 

ordeal of Indian captivity.  In two scenes, an older woman and the two teenage girls are soothed 

with dolls to indicate their mental degradation.  In History Films, Women, and Freud’s Uncanny, 

Susan Linville adopts Freud’s theory of unheimlich (uncanny or strange) as one framework for 

the conceptualization of the “historical and symbolic positions of women in film” and for 
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extended critique of female representation (Linville 14).  She argues that women’s histories are 

discounted, and a pattern of supplanting women’s history permits the presence of multiple image 

versions of the concept of home in film.  The gap in women’s history also provides room for the 

“reductive symbolization of women” in the establishment of nation narratives through images 

(Linville 14).  The fragmented status of Women then becomes identified as national sites of 

conflict and as symbolic answers to the narratives with women are rendered to serve as 

“synonyms for a legacy of division, displacement and ambivalence” (Linville 15, 16).  Freud’s 

theory assists in alternative readings as an explanations for film doppelgangers, which include 

aesthetic motifs such as dolls and severed body parts that stand in for fear and the lack of clear 

identity; these boundaries include division of past and present or mother from self (Linville 16, 

17).   Also, in The Searchers, the character, Little Comanche Squaw, called Look, played by the 

actress Beulah Archuletta, is treated in the film as a deficient human being and unwanted 

nuisance.  The pathetic character portrayal as Martin’s unexpected wife acquired in a trade is 

read as the ridicule and debasement of a young Native female and concludes in her eventual 

death in the film.  In Smoke Signals, on the bus ride together, Victor and Thomas meet a blonde 

White female who constantly exaggerates her importance and complains.  She situates herself 

into odd gymnastic positions in her bus seat.  In one pose, her head is between her legs with her 

ass in the air.  Her constant talking annoys Victor until he finally confronts her fabrications, a 

common belief held by Natives, that all White people lie.  Presented in contrast, another scene of 

two contemporary Native females, who are best friends and have lived all their lives on the 

reservation, provide comic relief. They are pleasant, but offbeat young Native women, who wear 

wire-rimmed rose-colored glasses and a mixture of Native and White clothing and jewelry. Their 
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car is in need of repair which means they can only drive around the reservation in reverse.  No 

one seems to notice.  Female characters are portrayed with deficient mental capacity for comic 

relief in both Weimar and Native films.  White and Native American female characters appear to 

receive equally misogynistic treatment through attributed absurd conduct, but a separate 

subcategory exists for demeaning Indigenous women which is tied to colonization.  The 

consequences for ridiculed White female characters on film reinforces their second-class status 

within a patriarchal society.  For Native American women however, the character attacks are 

personal with graver consequences in terms of survival for Indigenous society.   

 

Women in groups, background and waiting state 

Repeated representations in the selected films include women in groups, women in the 

background or women in a waiting state. Three films rendered women in the waiting state, with 

half of the selected films depicting women in groups or as background setting.  The 

representations emphasize the female character’s placement in the frame/composition indicative 

of scene decor. These representations are rarely the focal point.  The films Tomahawk and 

Comanche Territory offer several beneficial examples of females in a state of being, illustrating 

the idea of women in groups and used as background images. This contrasts with depictions of 

White females, who are seen more as individuals, and foregrounded in the films.  A scene 

depicts eight or nine Native women from behind, walking in unison through their village wearing 

traditional buckskin and long skirts. Their jet-black hair flows loose down their backs.  In 

contrast, a second scene depicts White women as settlers and townspeople, also viewed from 

behind but wearing bonnets and dresses, intermingled with male characters.  Both scenes portray 
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women in cultural dress in social groups, yet the difference reveals White women as active 

participates mixing with the men folk, while Native women are only portrayed with other young 

and old Native women.   In Daughter at Dawn scenes of women in groups and as background as 

bright young female characters that surround Dawn.  These female characters are dressed 

beautifully and smile sweetly, but still no time is invested in revealing their individuality or 

knowing their stories.  Smoke Signals and Naturally Native, also depict women in groups and 

Miss Navajo contains a scene of the first Miss Navajo Pageant that began in 1952 and shows a 

group of five (5) young Navajo contestants in traditional dress standing on a platform vying for 

the title.  In The Searchers, Ethan enters an Indian village, which causes a flutter of beautiful 

colored clothing on about eight (8) Native women, who run away from him upon his arrival. One 

of the Weimar pictures, The Blue Angel depicts stage performers in groups performing and at 

times waiting to perform. White Fawn’s Devotion depicts an Indian village image, where women 

appear as background and in a group at the end of the film as White Fawn arrives just in time to 

rescue her husband from a blood revenge act. Lastly, in a waiting state and in a group of six (6) 

the film, Tomahawk shows the White settler women in the fort, watching the men as they leave 

and waiting for the men to return.  In the last scene of the film Tomahawk, Yvonne De Carlo and 

the Native female Montecito are standing shoulder to shoulder looking inquisitive, waiting 

together as symbol of Montecito’s assimilation into civilization.  In most of these representations 

the fate of these women in the background waiting in groups are never resolved.  The effect of 

this kind of representation is that it is mirrored in society, reinforcing xenophobia and 

expectations that women are meant to wait, not to lead.   
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This is further emphasized in The Searchers as two females pose in scenes indicative of women 

in a waiting state.  One scene is of a man leaving on his horse while the White woman, 

presumably his wife, and child stand watching while his image fades into the background. 

Another scene shows the same settler woman in white apron and blue dress, hair in a tight bun 

with red lipstick and a wedding ring on her finger.  Her hand is placed to her forehead as she 

looks toward the distance, waiting for her man.  These are iconic scenes that represent women as 

passive in the action of the film, left to maintain the homestead and to wait for men.  Native 

females waiting in The Searchers are found in a couple of scenes.  The three (3) wives of the 

Comanche chief, which includes the kidnapped character Debbie, are viewed in a waiting state 

within his tent.  In this scene, the situation of the waiting women occurs as wives to the chief, but 

in Debbie’s case, her waiting presence is not voluntary.  The last waiting situation is in the 

recently discovered scenes from Metropolis which includes a waiting scene of women waiting 

for news of their lost children.  Women as background, in waiting states or in groups expose a 

deficiency in the development of a strong female character, either White or Native.   

 

Women as dancers, saloon girls and entertainment 

The most common female representations are those associated with occupations.  Jobs 

considered restricted to the female gender are perpetuated as traditional roles and exist in the 

representations as: women as dancers/entertainment/staged performances, women as maids, 

nurses, healers and women as laborers as observed in the selected films. The division of labor 

between the sexes suggests that the only appropriate occupations for females are those relegated 

to service and/or entertainment.  The women as background and groups simply fade into the 
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backdrop as pretty decoration and remain as generalizations mostly unnoticed by the viewer.  On 

the other hand, the staged dance performers are a step-up to the rendering of a one-dimensional 

character, who represents the entertainment fantasies of men.  In the film Tomahawk, the saloon 

girls in stage performances are rendered as four (4) saloon girls in staged performances, dances 

and lift their skirts while the men drink, shoot, hoot and holler. Their hair is pinned up in girlish 

ringlets; their dresses are brightly colored with frilly details along with their exposed 

undergarments. They wear dangled earrings with bows and flowers in their hair. The big smiles 

and the constant provocative lifting of their skirts drive the cowboys mad, reminiscent of the bar 

scene in Metropolis where vamp Maria performed her exotic dances before frenzied men.  In The 

Searchers, a square dance scene is performed where White women in full skirts swirl in circles 

serves as depictions in a communal situation and activity.  Ethan and his nephew also enter a 

Mexican cantina where two female employees are depicted.  One female character is an 

entertainer, a cantina dancer who performs for the customers on barefooted tiptoes and for coin.  

She wears the traditional Mexican peasant blouse and long colorful flamenco skirt. The other 

female is heavier and older, serves the customers as the cook.  She is dressed in a common 

blouse and red skirt with blue apron as she cooks and feeds the customers.  The distinctions 

between Christian Euro American and Indigenous peoples in terms of the roles of women, 

language, clothing and food are emphasized to expose difference as inferior and justify racism 

(Howe et al. 32). 
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Women as laborers, cooks, healers 

Service occupations for women include maids, cooks, nurses and healers.  A film that depicts 

women as laborers is observed in Daughter of Dawn.  From the film, several Native images 

contrast the lively Kiowa village females to the dusty and bent-over Comanche female laborers. 

As described earlier, the Kiowa princess, Dawn and the other Kiowa females in the village did 

not labor in the film. They are depicted as greatly valued, bright and intelligent women.  But in 

contrast, the Comanche village women are represented as dull, nervous, and beat-down.  The 

division of labor in the Kiowa village appears shared and balanced while the Comanche female 

laborers perform all work in their village, except hunting. The Comanche men are shown with fat 

bellies and scowls on their faces as they stand over the exhausted females working in the sun and 

dirt.  It remains noteworthy that there is a long friendly historical association of the Comanche 

with the Kiowa.  Yet as the film portrays, they possess completely diverse attitudes towards their 

respective females.  In the film Barking Waters, a mature Native female character is depicted as 

a lover and healer; Irene’s devotion to Frankie, her former lover wrenches the heart each time 

she places her hand near to his sleeping face to verify that he is still breathing.  She drives him in 

a dilapidated old blue car, even having to pump and steal gas to continue their journey.  His last 

wish to her is that he wants to be holding her hand when he dies.  She burns cedar (a plant with 

needle-like evergreen leaves that can be burned as a traditional smudging to remove negative or 

harmful energies) over his body and takes him to a Native American Church where there the 

people are singing Indian songs. The film becomes a race to his daughter’s home to receive 

forgiveness before he dies.  Images of hands and the gesture of holding hands become an 

extended metaphor in Barking Waters, as Frankie constantly seeks Irene’s forgiveness by 
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reminding her of their first days together.  Irene represents a Native female living in both worlds 

and who maintains her practice of Native American spirituality through traditional ceremony and 

ritual.   

 

The representation of women as laborers is also found in a short scene in Dances with Wolves.12  

It was a popular film that broke new ground by casting Native Americans in believable Native 

American roles with intelligence and humor (Howe et al. 92).  Yet, it is criticized for placing the 

narrative in the past and not tackling the contemporary issues of Native Americans (Shohat and 

Stam 194).  The U.S. Army lieutenant falls in love with Stands-With-A-Fist, a White squaw who 

was been adopted by the tribe as a child after the Pawnee killed her family.  She and the other 

Sioux women and children are depicted raising teepees and bending over on their knees skinning 

hides.  These scenes play out under the shade trees and in a community-like atmosphere.  In one 

image, Stands-with-a-Fist is leaning over, skinning a hide, and looking down.  She is not 

represented as oppressed but appears to work with a full understanding and knowledge that this 

work will benefit the entire village community.  Their love story dominates the narrative. 

However, as the lieutenant learns the Sioux language through the adopted White female, he is 

transformed into the savior of the Sioux through his advanced technology.  Other female roles, 

which are secondary characters, include wise women, mothers, wives and female laborers.  

                                                

12 Dances with Wolves is the most successful of the big Hollywood films about and starring Native Americans.  
Director Kevin Costner weaves the story of a war-weary U.S. army lieutenant who is sent West into Sioux territory 
to hold an abandoned fort where he encounters and embraces the Indigenous life. The view of Native Americans 
regarding Dances with Wolves is one of pride for exposing and showing Natives in a more authentic light, but the 
film also provoked much debate and critique in Masayesva’s Imagining Indians and Angelia Aleiss’ retrospective 
article in Indian Country Today titled, “Dances with Wolves 25 Years Later: Has Hollywood Improved on Its 
Portrayal of Indians?” published November 30, 2015 (Aleiss, “‘Dances With Wolves’ 25 Years Later”) (Costner). 
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Although the tribal women are treated as intelligent and equal in the film version of Sioux 

society, they are depicted in separate roles of labor.  The casting of authentic Native American 

actors in the film, who are depicted with humanity, is the worthiest aspect of the film.  Yet, 

Dances with Wolves, is also a stereotypical work of popular culture which relegates the brutal 

Pawnee to the stereotypical bad Indians juxtaposed against the virtuous Sioux, according to 

James Riding In (Howe et al. 92). 

 

Women as modern and urban  

The contemporary Native female of the last fifty years is depicted in the several selected films.  

This representation focuses on the contemporary (late 20th to early 21st century) and urban (city-

dweller) Native females and their life circumstances, which have caused their separation from 

their reservations/villages or connection to Native families.  These women are in various levels 

of assimilation.  The common thread shared by many of these Native females include single 

status and confusion regarding their futures.  In Smoke Signals, the character of the off-

reservation Suzy Song is differentiated from the other two young Native females who have 

remained on the reservation, driving through life in reverse, living between the past and the 

future.   The film Turquoise Rose depicts a variety of this relatively modern representation of 

Native females.  Turquoise Rose is the name of the young college graduate character who has 

forgotten her culture and language and who is juxtaposed against her reservation 

grandmother/myth keeper.  One scene depicts grandmother and Turquoise in traditional dress 

sitting together in a high school stadium watching a Powwow.  Another type of Native female 

character portrayed in Naturally Native is the Native American female who dresses in White 
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fashion, but nonetheless also wears traces of Native ancestry reminders in jewelry.  She has 

adjusted and adapted well in the city, but now differentiates herself from reservation Indians.  As 

well, Turquoise Rose is depicted in a mixture of Native and White clothing while sitting in an 

office showing her photographs to a book editor in one scene.   

 

In Barking Waters, several single females are pictured.  One complex representation reveals 

Irene to possess a strong and independent spirit, but her love loyalty to the terminally ill Frankie 

reveals an individual of deep character.  She dresses plainly in a mixture of styles in-between 

Native and White customs.  She drives, pumps her own gas and makes her own living.  Frank's 

daughter is only seen in one scene and image at the conclusion of the film.  The daughter comes 

to the door to meet Irene in a pink T-shirt, her hair and make-up indicative of White urban 

culture.  The sad face of Frankie’s daughter prepares for unexpected news when she greets Irene 

at her door.  This scene closes the film and the female stories leaving the film narrative 

unresolved.  Even though Irene is portrayed as the lead character in the film, once again her story 

ends without resolution after the male dies.  The perceived differences between Native and 

White womanhood have historically been made through visual argument and cultural 

appropriation (and misappropriation) as much as they have by law.  Those filmmakers working 

today confront the fact that this dividing line continues to be reinforced in media images by 

acknowledging the bias inherent in direct comparisons and reminding the audience that women’s 

lives are more complex than both tradition and modernity can account for yet. 
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Breeds and squaws, nudity and facial close-ups 

In The Searchers, Native female representation in the character of Little Squaw demands 

attention because of her disturbing treatment in the film.  By virtue of the character’s name, 

Little Squaw is demeaned through name-calling immediately.  In many images she is portrayed 

with a dull grin.  A contrasting scene that amplifies the diverse treatment between the White 

female character, Laurie Jorgenson played by actress Vera Miles who is the love interest of the 

Martin Pawley, the half-breed character and adopted nephew of Ethan Edwards, and the handling 

of the Little Squaw character.  In a bathing scene, Martin is partially nude in a bath tub.  When 

spunky Laurie enters the bathing room in a flirty pretense, Martin’s embarrassed shock act 

causes him to cover his upper torso.  Martin’s behavior indicates he understands the 

inappropriateness of a single unescorted White female to be in that situation.  But in a similar 

nude scene, Martin is again shirtless and sleeping outside on the ground within close proximity 

to Little Squaw. Martin shows no signs of embarrassment nor does he acknowledge improper 

behavior between himself and the Native female, Little Squaw.  Before sleep, they face each 

other in dialogue in the dark, but an encounter later in the night causes Martin to believe she is 

becoming aggressive in some manner towards him.   When she moves closer, he kicks her, 

resulting in her violently rolling down a hill.  A shirtless Martin shows no sign of self-

consciousness in front of Little Squaw; but the opposite is true in his bath scenes with 

Laurie.  As disturbing as Little Squaw’s portrayal and treatment appears in this 1951 film.  The 

original belief this type of stereotypical representation and offensive treatment of Native females 

was not present in the other selected films to this extent.  Comparing Little Squaw to Montecito, 

both are presented as stereotyped characters, as squaws.  Montecito’s close-up facial images 
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provide semblances of her contemplations and varied expressions.   She is pictured most 

prominently with her face pressed between the wood planks of the fort wall.  Other close-up 

facial images are framed by her long pigtails. Her face reveals her thinking and understanding 

because she serves as a vital informational source to Jim Bridger.  However, she is a White 

actress playing a Native female part.  Another White actress Natalie Wood portrays the Debbie 

character in The Searchers as a White captive who after being kidnapped is transformed into a 

White squaw.  Natalie Wood’s many close-ups were due to her well-known status as young 

starlet at the time. She is dressed in Native apparel, which resembles velvet clothing with a neck 

choker and colored yarn wrapped in her hair which emphasizes the artificial aspects of the film 

in terms of Native female dress.  Little Squaw wears the same hairstyle, red velvet shirt and 

choker. Their costumes are practically the same which underscores the interchangeability of 

female characters. The White actress Mary McConnell also plays a White captive and has gone 

Native in Dances with Wolves.  There is a scene of her face up close while she is remembering 

the day of her captivity.  Several scenes present close-up images of Vera Miles as the Laurie 

Jorgensen character emphasizing her beautiful red head and blue-eyes throughout The Searchers.  

Her relationship with Martin the half-breed Native male character is curious due to the racist 

overtones manifested in the Ethan Edwards character.  An explanation for the apparent 

acceptance of a potential union is that Martin is portrayed as Cherokee, from a civilized tribe.  

Another single young White female character, Alice Munro in Last of the Mohicans in some 

scenes reveals an attraction between Hawkeye's adopted brother, Uncas and herself.   Yet, 

circumstance and the script narrative that diverges from the original book storyline, lead to her 

decision to jump off the mountain and commit suicide, rather than to go with Magua.  In her 
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death scene, her young face is framed with blonde hair, tears filling in her blue eyes, her mouth 

partly open.  Her decision to jump is apparent.  This action fulfills the societal expectation for 

White women that it is better to commit suicide then live with the savages.  A relationship 

between the Mohawk warrior, Uncas and the single White female Alice may have been 

acceptable to today’s audiences, but not one with the revengeful Huron savage, Magua.  Either 

way, a blonde Alice and Michael Mann sidestepped the mixed relationships on film, averting the 

miscegenation subtheme (Howe et al. 66, 67).   

 

In terms of the fear of miscegenation, Angela Aleiss states in Making the White Man’s Indian, 

Native Americans and Hollywood Film (2005), that after the turn of the 20th century, moviegoers 

found depictions of White and Indian marriages were very distasteful.  Interracial unions in the 

form of Indian and White marriages were also objectionable because of the potential for 

producing mixed blood or half-breed individuals.  Two representations emerged regarding the 

half-breed:  one as honest and loyal Indian, willing to sacrifice himself for White people; and the 

other as evil, who attempts to kidnap women and ambush settlers (Aleiss, Making the White 

Man’s Indian 8).  Director Michael Mann’s Last of the Mohicans is criticized by Jeffrey Walker 

of Oklahoma State University, that his “rendering of the American classic violates the original 

plot characterization and worldview” (Rollins and O’Connor 9).  Instead, he accused Mann of 

turning the film essentially into a love story:  “ignoring the essence of the Native American 

theme is the strangest and most damaging plot twist of all and misses the essential theme and 

flavor of Cooper’s classic tale” (Rollins and O’Connor 9).  At the conclusion of the film, the 

White couple adopts Native knowledge, but for a settlers and frontiersmen American future only, 
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supplanting the disappearing Indian according to Philip Deloria (son of Vine Deloria, Jr.) (Howe 

et al. 68).  James Riding In describes the phenomenon as “going Native” in which the Euro 

American rises as a hero in the eyes of his Native friends and due to his innate White superiority 

(Howe et al. 93).  In Celluloid Indians, Native Americans and Film (1999), Jacquelyn Kilpatrick 

(Choctaw, Cherokee, Irish) takes up the scary proposition of miscegenation as well.  She quotes 

Philip French who accuses the film, The Searchers as “expressing deep fears about the possible 

breakdown of American society…anarchy and disintegration,” yet in this case, the Indian 

replaced the African American (Kilpatrick 63).  By the 1950s, the Hayes Code of the 1930s had 

solidified firm control and restrictions over mixed racial relationships on television and film for 

the affirmation of “racial integrity” (Howe et al. 34).  Therefore, the solution for Hollywood 

Westerns in terms of the mixed Native/White sexual relationships was a preferred death, states 

Kilpatrick (Kilpatrick 63). The exception and objection are written into The Searchers through 

Uncle Ethan’s evolved decision not to mercifully kill his niece.  The Debbie character signifies 

director Ford’s commentary regarding the emerging recognition of xenophobia in 1950s 

American society.  The ending of the film is a closer parallel to the actual historical events that 

surrounded Cynthia Ann Parker’s story and subsequent return to her Texas White family by her 

uncle John Parker.   The discrepancy between the Debbie character and the real Cynthia is that 

Cynthia would have preferred to remain with her Comanche family.  Narratives driven by racism 

in the studio system and the perceived xenophobia of White audiences both sexualized and 

paternalized the traditional Western genre. They codified the idea of the Native woman as 

sexually available to White men, while also protecting White women from the lure and danger of 

the Native man, and from their own sexuality in general.  Today’s films have often overcorrected 
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by assuming that turning these relationships into love stories absolves the filmmaker of 

responsibility for other forms of historical accuracy.  

 

Sanapia, LaDonna and Wilma  

There are Native American beloved women, whose existence stands in direct contrast to 

stereotypical media representations, and who act as standard bearers for authentic Native 

American females.  They are Sanapia, Comanche Medicine Woman, LaDonna Harris, Comanche 

political and social activist, and Wilma Mankiller, first female Chief of the Cherokee Nation.  

University of Oklahoma’s David E. Jones, author of Sanapia, provides a remarkable first-hand 

glimpse into the cross-cultural observations through his case study and portrait of a traditional 

Comanche doctor, who happened to be a woman.  Mary Poafpybitty, known as Sanapia (1895-

1968) was born in an encampment near Fort Sill, Oklahoma into a family of powerful healers.   

She is believed to be the last of the Eagle doctors (puhakut), a Comanche title referring to an 

individual with Eagle medicine for healing the sick.  Oklahoma during the reservation time 

period was chaotic in that Natives wrestled with themselves whether to remain traditionalist or 

assimilate as Christian (Jones 15). This was the dichotomy in Sanapia’s own family.  Her father 

was Comanche, her mother was Comanche Arapaho and together they had eleven (11) children.  

She said her father fully embraced Christianity, becoming known by all as “a strong Christian 

man” (Jones 15, 16).  In total, he turned from all things Comanche, which included the adoption 

of short hair and Caucasian clothing (Jones 18, 19).   But, her mother remained a strong healer 

and traditionalist stating she was almost “fanatical in her conservatism” (Jones 19).  Although 

Sanapia’s mother “could talk good English,” her stubbornness is reflected in her refusal to speak 
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the language in front of Whites, instead making her daughter interpret.  When Whites learn 

Comanche talk, she advised, she will speak the White (man) language (Jones 21).  In one 

photograph Sanapia’s father is pictured in a suit and tie standing next to Sanapia’s mother, who 

in direct contrast is dressed in complete traditional Comanche female attire (Jones 19). She said 

her mother and father never reconciled their differences but remained together their entire lives. 

Sanapia’s maternal grandfather was a Yapai Comanche band chief (Jones 17).  Yet, her grandest 

memories are of her maternal grandmother who was also an acclaimed healer; she related the 

story of her grandmother as a girl raising one of her friends from the dead.  She remembered her 

grandmother as the individual who took the greatest care with the children (Jones 21).  Sanapia, 

as an Eagle doctor, (puhakut), possessed great prestige and social power for a woman of 

Comanche Society.  The position raised her to that of male status.  To become an Eagle doctor, 

Sanapia required four years of formal training with four individuals: her mother, maternal uncle, 

maternal grandmother and paternal grandfather.  The transference of healing power also means 

great responsibilities and proper deportment is required of a doctor with supernatural healing 

powers.  By her 17th year, Sanapia had successfully completed all of her training and took 

possession of her knowledge and supernatural powers (that continued to evolve throughout age) 

as an Eagle doctor (Jones 24).  Sanapia recognized that her healing knowledge was ancient and 

outmoded in Comanche society, but stayed true to her skills and never refused a patient when a 

healing was requested and payment (of anything) was offered.  One requirement of a healer is to 

re-distribute a portion of payment for healing to assist others.  Nostalgically, in one statement she 

remembered a time when she had never seen a White person or a car.  Now, she observed that 

they are everywhere and even her own kids have grown up White (Jones 26).  Sanapia’s life 
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story underscores the confusion and chaos that ensured during the cultural transformative of the 

19th century.  Sanapia’s mother exemplifies the confident Native female resolute in her 

Indigenous cultural knowledge.   

 

Due to their national visibility both individuals have confronted stereotypes of the romanticized 

Indian (Janda 129).  In Beloved Women, The Political Lives of LaDonna Harris and Wilma 

Mankiller (2007), Sarah Eppler Janda, Assistant Professor of History at Cameron University, 

investigates the “interplay between the image and identity” and traces the connection “between 

race, gender and power” through the biographies of each woman (Janda ix).  LaDonna Harris, 

older in age than Wilma Mankiller, was an Oklahoma Comanche, while Mankiller, also born in 

Oklahoma, became the first female Chief of the Cherokee Nation.  LaDonna Harris emerged on 

the national stage through her political partnership with her husband, Fred Harris.  The fact that 

she possessed light skin and blue eyes did not shield her from early experiences with racism in 

grade school (Janda 14).  In 1949, as her husband’s career progressed to U.S. Senator, she 

experienced abusive name-calling due to her interracial marriage.  The couple became known as 

“Freddy and the Indian” (Janda 16, 27).  She and her husband worked tirelessly as advocates of 

civil rights.  While in the nation’s capital they became friends with Senator Robert Kennedy and 

his wife Ethel and socialized with President Johnson and Lady Bird Johnson (Janda 31, 32).   

LaDonna Harris blended her traditional Comanche beliefs with White culture, whereby she was 

able to successfully function within both worlds.  After her divorce she and her husband 

remained friendly and she continued finding her own voice as an advocate for Indians, women 

and human rights.   
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Wilma Mankiller was the first female chief of a major tribe and mother of two daughters. Her 

family had been one of the first generations enticed during the termination/urban relocation 

period to temporarily move to San Francisco (Janda 39, 82). She experienced offensive name-

calling there, which began her self-discovery and in which she sought emancipation of the 

Native in an organization called the Red Power (Janda 82, 84). After a short-lived marriage, she 

divorced in 1974 and moved back to Oklahoma.  Mankiller held that the Indian especially the 

Cherokee were forgetting their traditions and their belief in the balance between men and women 

(Janda 92). After years of political and social advocacy, she became Cherokee Chief in 1985 

(Janda 105).  During her tenure as Chief, Mankiller shared her experiences with sexism and 

especially her concern with patriarchy, a Eurocentric view that men dominate society as head of 

family and government and that females are their subordinates, which are ideas she saw as 

infiltrating Cherokee society (Janda 101, 106).  She affirmed that the bias against women is what 

White man carried to the Cherokee (Janda 170).  Lastly, Mankiller recognized the detrimental 

effects of the construction of gendered stereotypes from Eurocentric perspectives.  However, she 

successfully used gendered imagery in her own political career to generate media interest in her 

story and create a platform for Indian interests and women’s rights (Janda 131, 168, 169).  Janda 

also points to contradictions in Mankiller’s stance found in her too-many-protests that her gender 

was not an issue; also, her rise to power came through elections that were not based in Cherokee 

tradition.  Yet, her advocacy for women, her nation and her personal achievement led to a level 

of power and influence that denotes her status as a Beloved Woman (Janda 170, 171 ,172).   
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The comparisons between Harris and Mankiller begin with the fact both were from Oklahoma 

and feminist. They came from large poor families where one parent was Irish although they 

remained strongly identified with their tribal heritage (Janda 4). They played defining roles in 

their work in supporting women’s rights and social justice and in the context of tribal customs. In 

their later years, they became more involved with the interplay of image identity at the 

intersection of feminism and Indigenousness (Janda 6).  Janda investigates how feminism and 

Indianness shaped their sense of self (Janda 107).  Harris and Mankiller were known to have met 

and worked together and shared the Native philosophy of the Interconnectedness of Nature and 

Humanity (Janda 158, 160).   LaDonna Harris and Wilma Mankiller shaped opinion and forged 

their own unique place in politics, connecting their Indigenous ethnicity and gender within their 

public identity and political and social endeavors (Janda 8).  Mankiller linked feminism with her 

Native American identity in politics; whereas, Harris became an advocate to assist the Native 

Americans facing oppression and an Indigenous feminist later in her solo career.  In Gunn’s 

biographical accounts of Harris and Mankiller in Beloved Women, she highlights that tribal 

identity is central to defining what it means to be a Native American female (Janda 3).  

 

Trudell’s song, “Shadow Over Sisterland”13 describes the difficulties of women in an 

industrial/religious society whereby the male is the dominator.  Trudell portrays women in the 

                                                

13 There’s a shadow over sisterland 
With a Smith and Thomas 
Pointed at her head 
Pointed at her head 
Money and Authority 
Have their own way of talking 
Their own way of talking 
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When it come to the man 
Versus what the woman said 
Versus what the woman said 
There’s a shadow there’s a shadow 
There’s a shadow over sisterland 
 
Somewhere sometimes 
A woman lives the memory 
Of the little girl’s pain 
Dragging through the mind 
Dragging through the time 
Every day a compromise 
Just to do the time  
Just to do the time 
Silence is a mask 
Silence is a mask 
When nothing can be said 
When nothing can be said 
 
Goddess gave the chalice 
Dominator made the blade 
God slew the serpent 
And the woman’s bed was made 
 
Tethers of chains 
Tethers of jewels 
Economic bondage  
Runs by those rules 
The laws of justice 
Are business decisions 
Gender and class 
Cut with surgical precision 
Religious definition 
And the politics of man 
Church and state together 
Hand in hand 
There’s a shadow there’s a shadow 
There’s a shadow over sisterland 
 
Mother Earth as goddess 
Is woman meets the god of men 
Violent prayers rationalizing madness 
Partnership comes to an end 
Landlords 
Landlords 
Landlords 
Ownership prevails ownership prevails 
Ruling class industrial male 
Ruling class industrial male 
Ruling class industrial male 
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song as living in silence, bound in chains and jewelry (decoration) within economic bondage.  

The industrial ruling class male, church and state together are the shadows over sisterland.  The 

tendency to commodify and stereotype women is an important aspect of their subjugation.  The 

New Show, as Trudell labeled the Tech No Logic (industrial/economic/religious) reality or 

White paradigm, is not interested in making new Indians or portraying them as multi-

dimensional individuals for fear of challenges to the imaginary narrative (Trudell, “What It 

Means To Be A Human Being” 8).  Nevertheless, the Indigenous peoples of America will 

continue to exist as exemplified by the above examples of extraordinary Native women.  Within 

women, there is energy and intellect and through their courage and countless others, regardless 

of the shadows, they will continue to provide models for activism and for the creation of new 

depictions of Native potential.   

 

                                                

There’s a shadow over sisterland 
 
Goddess gave the chalice 
Dominator made the blade 
God slew the serpent 
And the woman’s bed was made 
There’s a shadow over sisterland 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

one side of the face 

One side of the face tells us lies 
One side of the face believes those lies 

One side of the face believes nothing at all… 
~John Trudell 

 
 

One side of the face is a comparative visual response to the representations of White and Native 

American females in film and media.  In this exhibition, my digital images reinterpret 

stereotypical representations and highlight the challenge involved in discovering and reconciling 

self-identity within dual cultures.  Drawing on my research of fourteen (14) selected films, I 

juxtaposed staged film and media representational images against those that convey an 

Indigenous perspective or that portray a witnessed experience.  I present this reference to a dual 

culture through my series titled film stills (polaroid photomontages) and digital constructions, 

which often combine photographic self-portraits with appropriated imagery.  My ancestry is 

Comanche, Cherokee, and Caucasian; therefore, as it applies to my heritage, this exhibition 

involves investigation of miscegenation, matriarchy and self-identity.  My art practice, which 

addresses female gender issues in concert with a critique of media representation, has evolved 

into both analog photomontage and digital construction of photographs as I incorporate concepts 

of self-portraiture, masquerade, fantasy role-playing, the supernatural world, and American 

popular culture.  

 

My photographic work is timely in light of the recent emergence of female remonstration 

illustrated by the “pussy hat project” and “me too” movement, which are raising awareness of 



 

 125 

women’s issues.  My exploration of an evolving self becomes perceptible through a technique 

and style conducive to this endeavor, the constructed or staged tableau photograph that emerged 

in the 1970s to 1980s.  Coined as the directorial mode by critic A.D. Coleman in 1976, the staged 

tableau allows for the incorporation of my physical presence as actor and witness in character 

portraits, fantasy narratives, and commentary on society, culture and media representation (Hoy 

6 and Goysdotter 7).  In the directorial mode, the narrative or storytelling is distinguished by its 

ambiguity, personal emotion and obvious amateurish studio construction of the image.  The 

image can contain incomplete references requiring a temporary suspension of belief, allowing 

the narrative to exist on one or more levels.  The use of media images to disclose subliminal 

context in terms of female representation and its consequential effect on identity is an aim. 

Manipulation of images appeals to my imagination and allows for hidden messages and 

alternative readings or implications that traditional straight photography prohibits.  Often after 

completing a constructed image piece, I return to study and interpret my own symbols, color, and 

composition to uncover the less obvious details or reveal multiple meanings.    

 

During the 1960s and 1970s, television and film media was my biggest influence, similarly to the 

concerns of postmodern artists such as Cindy Sherman.  She and other photographers of the late 

1970s to 1980s rejected the modern formalist art, which purported all art mediums including 

photography must exist within a visual purity, requiring certain aesthetic elements to be present 

(Goysdotter 7–8).  The influences of my photographic work may be traced back to the modern 

and postmodern forerunners of the analog photomontage and staged tableau photography, and 

forward to today’s revolutionary new media and the digital image makers.  Hannah Hoch’s 
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photomontages and Sherman’s staged representational performances greatly influenced my work 

in this exhibition.  The digitally manipulated photographic images of Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie and 

staged digital photographs of Wendy Red Star, both Native American contemporary female 

photographers, further inspired and motivated investigations into Native American female 

representation within my own work.   

 

In Fabrications, Staged, Altered, and Appropriated Photographs (1986), Anne Hoy asserts that 

staged tableau or directorial mode photographs are images fabricated for the purpose of being 

photographed.  The ability to falsify an image counters the view that photography is truth or 

factual evidence.  In this technique, the artist’s hand is shown in an obvious amateurish manner 

of staged images creating fake situations or altering the printing processes for an alternate reality 

(Hoy 6). This type of photography is a clear break from formalism during the modernist period 

regarding photography.  From 1910 to the 1960s, photography was restricted to the artist as the 

creator, disallowing a cause-and-effect element; instead the artist was looking for that decisive 

moment to capture.  In the 1960s, formalism was re-evaluated, and the narrative was restored to 

camera art, for example in the emerging street photography (Hoy 8). The late 1970s and 1980s 

artists’ goals were to simplify, redefine, hybridize or critique societal domination.  Artists 

incorporated theatrical representation to explore the human psyche and wanted to convey a moral 

view of the world and self.  The postmodern creation of the photograph broke from all formal 

rules as artists made photographs by any means available (Hoy 8, 9).  The postmodern artist 

looked to pulp novels, fashion magazines, and television to uncover an alternative history.  Also, 

during the 1970s and 1980s, photographers documented psycho-dramas, happenings and 
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performance, and borrowed from popular culture such as fashion magazines and most 

importantly, television.  Storytelling returned to photography in tableau form, which involved 

skill and renewed creativity (Hoy 9).  

 

My work also employs the fabricated image, “assembled expressly for the camera” (Hoy 12). 

Appropriated and assembled images allow for the existence of a reality shift.  For example, due 

to the explosion of media culture during the 1920s, Dada artist Hannah Hoch montaged images 

culled from a data bank of ready-made magazine images and photographs. She appropriated 

them for use in political critique and simultaneously for the fulfillment of her fantasy.  In the 

1960s, television was available in almost every middle-class home (Hoy 120), and postmodern 

staged photographers and Pop artists emerged during this media blitz period, using images as the 

source of their art. They made images that communicated issues regarding the saturated mass 

media culture and illuminated its underlying power structures and context.  Today, new media in 

the form of the personal computer, the Internet, and cell phones equipped with digital cameras 

mediate our existence.  Photographing one’s self, once thought to be narcissistic, is now a staple 

of social media. These performed self-portraits are intended to document staged moments in 

one’s life for a targeted audience within a digital world.  My work engages this idea, but for a 

different purpose: to highlight representations of Native women and explore the long cultural 

conflict between White and Native culture in film and photography. 
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My narrative 

Born in 1955 to parents both of whom had mixed Native American and White Caucasian 

bloodlines, I lived between the two cultures.  The parental difference was a two-generational 

divide between one side that was only one generation removed from the rural Native American 

life and a family unit that had previously identified as Native American, but now existed and 

identified as urban White1.  Neither parent graduated from high school.  The cultural and societal 

                                                

1 Paternal:  Rudy Deshon Love (1936-present) 
Grandfather and Grandmother: 
William Thomas Love, Comanche, Caucasian m. Fannie Susan Doughtie, TX 
 Birth:   1891 TX    Birth: 1900 Galveston, TX 
 Death:  1986 TX    Death: 1961 Houston, TX 
 Spoke both languages 
Great grandmother and grandfather: 
Elizabeth “Liza” Clark Jones Love (aka Elizar C. Love and Eliza E. Love; 1900, 1910 Census), Native, Comanche 
m. William Pinkney Love in 1890, TX 
 Birth:  1868?    TX    Birth: 1862 Coryell, TX 
 Death: 1915 TX    Death: 1913 Grimes County, TX 
 No other records  
Maternal:  Barbara Jean Nevill (1937-2009) 
Grandfather and Grandmother:  
I.B. Nevill m. Lillian Virginia Goodrich Nevill in TX (unknown date) 
 Birth:   1909 TX    Birth: 1919 Avery, Red River, TX  
 Death: 1950  TX    Death:   2002 TX  
Great grandfather and grandmother:   
William Granville Neville** (1882-1964) m. Lula Boze Neville* (1885-1930) in 1902, Red River, TX 
 Birth: 1882    AR (Crawford, near Ft Smith) Birth: 1885 Avery, Red River, TX 
 Death: 1964 TX    Death: 1930 Avery, Red River, TX 
Great-great grandmother and grandfather: 
 Louisa Rebecca Walker aka Rebecca L. Walker** m. Granderson Dandridge Neville @1867 
 Birth: 1844 Neosho Indian Reserve, MO Birth:   1841    TN 
 Death:  1912 Avery, Red River, TX     Death:  1924    Avery, Red River, TX 
Great-great-great grandmother and grandfather: 
Hannah Holcomb (Walker) m. Jonathan Calvin Walker in 1843, Neosho Indian Reserve, MO (1860 Census)
 Birth:   1824  Neosho Indian Reserve, MO Birth:  1821  TN 
 Death: 1901 AR    Death:  1874  AR 
*Lula Boze (Neville), my maternal great grandmother’s lineage: 
Her mother and father:   
William Thomas Boze m. Emily Jane Chaney 
 Birth:  1850 TN    Birth: 1852 Avery, Red River, TX 
 Death: 1920 Red River, TX   Death:   1916 Red River, TX 
Her grandmother and grandfather and my great-great-great grandparents: 
Elizabeth Matthews Chaney, Native, Cherokee/Chickasaw m. Garrison Chaney in 1833 
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divide within my geographical sphere was political, social, legal and economic, created as a 

separation through indifference, ignorance and intolerance.  I was raised in the semi-rural 

suburbs north of post-World War II Houston, Texas.  My school experience in the 1960’s 

became unevenly split between the consistent day-to-day social interaction with White and Black 

children of similar age and social bearing, and the constant Native family social time spent with 

my very close relatives in all generational groupings.  I was a third eye viewing the cultural 

collisions happening in my life.   

 

The sanitized iconic media messages of that period from TV and movies gave only stereotypical 

acknowledgement of Native American (mostly male) interactions with the White sector of 

society.  The fact that these images were so dominated by the White viewpoint disguised the 

reality that images of Native Americans were in conflict with White society.  The female, and in 

particular the Native American female image, was usually portrayed as supporting some 

patronizing White projection of socialization or civility. As part of the television generation, I 

also viewed many images of 1960s and 1970s historical events that, through this personal 

experience, shaped my perception of myself.   The assassinations of President Kennedy, Martin 

Luther King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy, the Vietnam War, the 1960s, the civil rights and 

counterculture movements, and the NASA space program were experiences and images I viewed 

on television.  I watched with my father as Neil Armstrong walked on the moon.  By the end of 

                                                

 Birth: 1810 Merklenburg County, NC  Birth:  1810 NC 
 Death: 1868 Red River Land District, TX Death: 1859 Red River County, TX 
**1900 Census: Residence in Township 12 N. Range 20 E., Cherokee Nation, Indian Territory. 
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high school and into college, the Vietnam War was winding down and Richard Nixon’s 

impeachment and Watergate loomed large in the news.  Television was a force of influence in 

my life that led to me to understanding the power of images as well as the complexities of being 

both White and Native in a world that enforced the separation of those cultures using film and 

television.  

 

On one side of my face, I am White, on the other side, I am Native.  In a third position, I am. 

John Trudell’s first three lines of his song “One Side of the Face” reference the conflicting 

intersections of self-identity within cultural duality and miscegenation.  He notes the confusion 

and uneasy co-existence within a human being’s psychological processes in reconciling dual or 

multiple cultural identities.  Compounding the difficulty, the search for self is negotiated and 

navigated through stereotypical media images that within an overreaching social-political-

capitalist-colonial-nation-state system, are juxtaposed against an authentic Indigenous cultural 

identity, history and experience.  In a broader metaphor, Trudell hints at the two faces of 

America, vying paradigms of the White dominant culture contrasted against the first American 

Native communities. “One Side of the Face”2 represents a personal condition relating to my own 

fragmented self-identity as both White and Indigenous, yet neither. 

                                                

2 We were all young together 
One throw of the dice 
No one left but survivors 
 
One side of the face divided by two 
One side of the face a darkening cloud 
One side of the face won’t stand up 
 
Against the army of the rich 
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The Creative Process 

My University of Texas at Dallas show one side of the face exhibited work in the flow of 

imagery reflecting both cultural heritages.  In overview, the sets of photographic work in this 

exhibition are divided into categories of reference that include the disruption and re-

contextualization of overlapping narratives and fantasy roleplaying.  In addition, I examine the 

standards by which women are portrayed by exploring identity and media in representational 

content.  In searching film archives for Native images, a lattice-work of Native American female 

image signifiers was identified and later used to clarify and classify images of the Native 

                                                

See us watching where they step 
Unseeing eyes listening for promises 
 
One side of the face praising love 
One side of the can’t hear the praise 
One side of the face lost its soul 
 
Changing seasons life gives us age 
Who gives us insecurity through the seasons 
How many children were unhappy 
How many elders grow up lonely 
 
One side of the face has a crooked smile 
One side of the face prays for salvation 
One side of the face preys with an e 
 
Summers and autumns of our lives 
Imaginations trapped  
In tech no logic corrals 
Industrial hunting grounds 
After youth before age entire lives 
Spent never figuring what happens 
 
One side of the face doesn’t know any better 
One side of the face is better than that 
One side of the face hides from itself 
And the other side of the face   

 
 Knows it 

John Trudell, Lines from a Minded Mind, p.109 
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American female.  In my art I explored constructed images of women replacing, usurping, and 

playfully reinterpreting historical events and accepted narratives.  The influence of Cindy 

Sherman’s insertion of her own image into her art opened up my own exploration of 

reinterpreted imagery, real and fantastic.  Much of this exploratory work was done in a process 

of re-crafting episodic storylines onto Polaroid instant film prints as photomontages, or in 

manipulated or digitally constructed photographs. Sherman, especially through her work with 

meticulously crafted images and her non-self-portraits, evoked a personal impact.  Her work 

brought a personal realism to the constructed imagery and my layered cultural heritage.  A 

featured piece, white fawn’s woe, aligns a personal identity with an individual known to me in a 

constructed projection of an iconic film sequence which is then viewed from a personal third eye 

perspective.  

 

Questions posed in earlier chapters structured this project in quest for an understanding of how 

the saturation of media images affects identity and self-identity in light of the perpetuated 

stereotypical representations.  The second and third chapters discuss the historical events and 

scholarship that pertain to White and Native American female lives versus media representation; 

meanwhile, the fourth chapter examined the selected films for research of comparative female 

representation and observable categories.  The creative project began with the selection of 

fourteen films (see Table 4.1), including four documentaries, for viewing and research.  My first 

goal was to observe and photograph images containing White and Native females from the films. 

The research process included selection of films, viewing, photographing and printing images, to 

be divided into categories for comparison and contrast of cultural representations. I 
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photographed approximately 4,000 film images and printed about 400 selections, which 

contained suitable examples of repeated categories of female representation.  Selections from the 

approximately 400 images were then culled and further divided into categories of which eleven 

repeating portrayals of women emerged.  From 400 photographs, several were selected and 

transformed into overhead film transparencies.  These transparencies were then projected upon 

the studio wall to allow incorporation and interaction into the narrative.  My sister and 

collaborator, Missi Love Fox and/or I physically incorporated ourselves into several staged film 

photographic scenes to disrupt and reorient the narratives.  The staged film and manipulated 

digital photographic images are grouped as staged film and digitally constructed photographs, 

and used to create primarily manipulated scenes of role-playing, particularly in the genres of 

science fiction and fantasy.  A third set of work of forty-four photographic images or 

photomontages was also created, and is known as the titled film stills, an homage to Hoch’s 

photomontages and Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills series.  The titled film stills appropriate 

fragmented symbols and images from popular culture to be rearranged onto 4.5 x 3.22 polaroid 

rectangle frames and to re-contextualize meaning or overlap the narrative.  The transparencies 

were also incorporated into some of the film stills (polaroid photomontages) to prompt a 

rereading and to activate multiple narratives.  The last piece, known as the horns of bedias, is a 

temporary sculpture made from a hat tree made of wood and surrounded by deer antlers.   

 

The photographic work and titles from the one side of the face exhibition are presented in the 

following inventory (Table 5.2), and supplemental information regarding the artwork’s 
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inspiration and/or theme appears in Appendix B: The titled film stills (polaroid photomontages) 

and staged film & digitally constructed photographs by film and theme.  

 

Table 5.2:  one side of the face Exhibition Inventory  
 

1.) doll face,    2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
2.) lipstick traces,    2017  16”x24” archival pigment print 
3.) martha’s death,    2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
4.) Rail:  Polaroids (14):  
  a. laurie’s romance  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage  
  b. martin’s romance  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  c. red dancer   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  d. april’s rain   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  e. the sex symbol   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  f. solitary woman   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  g. brunette saloon dancer  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  h. blonde saloon dancer  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  i. black blaze   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  j. dawn at night     3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  k. fauna    2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  l.  flora    2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  m. wigwam beauty shoppe  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  n. olive oyl’s vision  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
5.) the watchers,    2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
6.) the replicant,    2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
7.) eve of destruction,   2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
8.) Rail:  Polaroids (14):   
  a. decoding fog   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  b. mixed breed 1   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  c. mixed breed 2   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  d. mixed breed 3   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  e. offline   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  f. the positronic brain  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  g. the prototype   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  h. online    2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  i. bionic legs   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  j. on the foamy edge  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  k. mermaid tail   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  l. maria’s multiples  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  m. blue dreamer   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  n. unseen hand   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
9.) into the mystic 1,    2017  30”x40” archival pigment print 
10.) deer clan woman,    2017  30”x40” archival pigment print 
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11.) into the mystic 2,    2017  30”x40” archival pigment print 
12.) black hair, white clouds,   2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
13.) smoking with steve mcqueen,  2015  24”x36” archival pigment print 
14.) seducing steve mcqueen,   2016  24”x24” archival pigment print 
15.) on location with steve mcqueen,  2017  18”x24” archival pigment print 
16.) white fawn’s woe,   2017  30”x40” archival pigment print 
17.) one side of the face,   2017  40”x44” archival pigment print 
18.) the cantina dancer,    2017  24”x36” archival pigment print 
19.) the female line 1,    2017  12”x16” archival pigment print 
20.) the female line 2,    2017  12”x16” archival pigment print 
21.) the female line 3,    2017  12”x16” archival pigment print 
22.)   Rail:  Polaroids (14):    
  a. praying for rain  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  b. blue suit   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  c. cigarette cravings  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  d. lillian    2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  e. gold, women and sheep  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  f. the star   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  g. floral print 1   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  h. floral print 2   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  i.  yesterday’s child  2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  j.  twiggy’s pose   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  k. tiffany blue   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  l.  look at me, I’m sandra dee, 2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  m. just whistle   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
  n. marlene’s legs   2017  3.5”x4.2” photomontage 
23.) the backup singer,   2017  24”x36” archival pigment print 
24.) the fairest,    2016  24”x36” archival pigment print 
25.)  the horns of bedias    2017   temporary sculpture 
 

 

Self as constructed  

The argument that the self as a construction also underlines the fact that the investigation of self 

is a perpetual pursuit.  As time and circumstances progress, self-knowledge of an individual 

evolves, in theory.  The self as malleable or fluid is supported, and further discussed by Sarah 

Eppler Janda and Susan Bright.  The central thread throughout my exhibition is the predominant 

use of my image as symbol of the witness, to events, experiences and the fulfillment of fantasy 
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role-playing narratives.  The witness observes from a third neutral position, a perspective that 

allows for an impartial investigation into self.  In Beloved Women, Janda delineates identity 

formation as the core element to human experience.  Continuing, Janda states that identity shapes 

not only the view of self, but affects the lens of people’s worldview (4).  In purporting identity as 

fluid and interchangeable, the obvious contradiction appears in the one-dimensional stereotypical 

representations of Native American women.  According to Bright, the self-portrait has 

historically been understood as representing outward expressions of emotions or internal 

feelings, while offering self-analysis and reflection.  Other contemporary artists that address 

personal identity show it as fluid and interchangeable, incorporating masquerade and 

performance as central to their self-portraits.  Many artists, including myself, have chosen 

photography in a variety of art practices in order to question and explore understanding of the 

concept of self-identity through self-portraiture (Bright 9).   

 

As mentioned previously, artists well known for their photographic work in identity, feminism 

and representation have greatly influenced the work in my exhibition. They include Hannah 

Hoch, Cindy Sherman, Wendy Red Star and Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie.  My version of a self-

portrait is not theirs, but my identity as an art subject is likewise fluid and shapeshifting, and 

open to investigation. Hoch has influenced me through her work in photomontage, formations of 

representations and identity mediated through public images. Sherman, who highlighted well-

established representations in media and society incorporating her own likeness in her staged 

photographic images, has provided another model.  The influence of Tsinhnahjinnie also 

informed my ambition for this project, given her use of her photography in service of Indigenous 
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people for new context and perspective reversal.  Red Star’s multi-medium approach cleverly 

challenges colonialism and stereotypes in her photographs, and with the collaboration of her 

daughter highlights the importance of the succeeding generations.  These influences are further 

discussed in the following descriptions and explanations of my photographic work.   

 

Hannah Hoch and Cindy Sherman 

Hoch’s influence on the work in my exhibition is due to the complexity of her allegorical use of 

montage to represent the conflicts of the New Woman within a mass media culture (Lavin 6, 35). 

As previous discussed in Chapter 3, Lavin states that history writing is in itself an act of 

displacement and the montage technique is “inherently allegorical” as the appropriated images 

are re-contextualized to uncover concealed meanings (Lavin 24, 75).  In a triptych, my 

photographic work entitled mixed breed 1, 2, 3 (2017) speaks from a third standpoint, a position 

of displacement, and suggests the fear of miscegenation by the use of a multi-colored grid-like 

image of my torso and hands representing fragments of self and mixed ancestry.   

 

My exhibition photographs solitary woman (2017), and doll face (2017) were developed from 

scenes in Kent Mackenzie’s documentary, The Exiles, which observed the effects of urban 

relocation and mainstream assimilation and the real-life human effects on urban Indians.  As 

noted in Chapter 2, The Exiles is a documentary that follows the life experiences of twenty 

Native Americans, the first generations who left the reservation for the urban area of Los 

Angeles in the 1960s.  Disorientation, dislocation and isolation of these individuals became 

major issues and themes in their lives, shrouded as they were in confusion, loneliness and 
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societal role insecurity; solitary woman was taken from a scene in which the gas station 

attendant calls Mary, a squaw, while she is standing alone outside a women’s restroom.  The 

inspiration for doll face was derived from the scene in which Mary, after being abandoned at the 

service station, begins to wander the streets alone, looking through store windows at mannequins 

adored in beautiful dresses and jewelry.  Mary feels hopeless and expresses her desire to give up.  

The documentary shows these individuals walking between worlds, neither White nor 

Indigenous, but as exiles.  An underlying question, insinuated by Mary, remains “What does it 

mean to be female in a White urban contemporary world?”  The pieces solitary woman and doll 

face are an allegorical use of (photo)montage to represent the conflicts Native Americans, 

particularly Indigenous females, encountered as urban exiles. They may be compared similarly to 

the recognized situation pinpointed in role changes and the displacement of the urban New 

Woman during the Weimar period.   

 

In terms of an uncritical view of representations of women in media, Maude Lavin discusses 

Hoch’s media Scrapbook, created for her own pleasure, in which women were organized into 

various categories. (Lavin 73).  The category of mass ornamentation features humans (women) 

arranged in patterns and rows, representing a type of female communion: spirituality and/or 

spectatorship (Lavin 88, 89).  My pieces cigarette cravings (2017) and gold, women and sheep 

(2017) represent these often-observed groups of women in film.  From my titled film stills 

photomontages an intimate work regarding female representation, gold, women and sheep (2017) 

is a humorous response to the mass ornamentation of women.  In this work, I group the figures 

that include two faceless women, a movie star and a white lamb.  Indicative of female sisterhood 
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the film still cigarette cravings (2017) suggests women in groups as intimate friends with secret 

conversations outside the male purview.  Physical energy is another Hoch category associated 

with dance, equated with flight and spirituality, and associated with dance and sports (Lavin 74).  

The cantina dancer (2017), inspired by the film The Searchers, portrays a Hispanic female who 

performs for coin, and the backup singer (2017) is appropriated from popular culture in video 

music as a fantasy piece.  Both are staged digital photographs that reference female dancers and 

singers.  In a further emphasis of women represented as entertainment, brunette saloon dancer 

(2017) and blonde saloon dancer (2017) are scenes taken from Comanche Territory, of saloon 

girls dancing for the gentlemen customers.   Women portrayed in film as singers and dancers are 

primarily for the male viewer’s entertainment fantasy.  Women who possess the perfect body and 

a beautiful face appear available and eager to pleasure men.     

 
Hoch associated the head shots and the fetishized faces of film stars with the act of being looked 

at, signifying looking and referencing New Vision photography (Lavin 48, 74).  Movie stars 

remain centers of fascination today and this fact is expressed in my photomontage works.  The 

star (2017), the sex symbol (2017), tiffany blue (2017), look at me, I’m sandra (2017), and just 

whistle (2017) accentuate the depiction of females as movie stars, which are sex symbols, while 

the presence of my image underscores the influence and power of movie stars’ personas and 

identity.  Marlene’s legs (2017) and lillian (2017), homages to Hoch and Dietrich’s persona, 

developed from the female as a fetishized body parts, such as Dietrich’s legs, which are 

perceived differently by men and women.  Hoch’s inspired fragmented photomontage art 

technique and practice represent the creative vehicle by which a fragmented malleable identity 

can come into view from other multiple perspectives.  Hoch’s disruption of media images within 
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her photomontages had the potential to discern representational fantasy from fact (Lavin 12, 74). 

In my fantasy, science fiction polaroid work offline (2017), the positronic brain (2017), the 

prototype (2017), online (2017), and bionic legs (2017), I reference body parts and technological 

machines as robots.  This work, as well as eve of destruction (2017), is primarily an homage to 

Metropolis, creating/framing women as robotic representations. Secondary references to science 

fiction film and TV media representation of women as robotic become a frequent theme in 

popular culture in the 1970s and 1980s, including Bryan Forbes’ Stepford Wives (1972), Ridley 

Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), Steven Lisberger’s Tron (1982). They were also created by 

Kenneth Johnson based on Cyborg (1972) by Martin Caidin, and in The Bionic Woman (1976-

1978) an hourly drama on NBC television network.  Hoch’s approach to revision and context 

remains relevant today because women’s bodies remain disputed territory.  

 

In 2013, “Cindy Sherman” was a major retrospective presented by New York’s MOMA that 

toured several major American cities, including Dallas. In the exhibition catalog, Eva Respini 

(Assistant Curator, MOMA Department of Photography) writes that she applauds Cindy 

Sherman’s work over the last three decades and acknowledges that it has shaped her 

understanding of the role of art, the construction of identity and the nature of representation (9). 

In the essay “Will the Real Cindy Sherman Please Stand Up?” Respini opens with the emphatic 

statement “Cindy Sherman’s photographs are not self-portraits,” meaning that Sherman is not 

incorporated into the image as herself, but as a representative of the representation.   She reveals 

that Sherman enjoys working alone and assumed many roles as model in her own work.  

Sherman’s simultaneous presence in and absence from her pictures has been much debated in the 
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art world.  By this process she was able to create a “conflation of actor, artist” (Respini 12).  

Sherman’s anonymity is what distinguishes her work by the projection of personas and 

stereotypes that are deeply seated in our culture.  Sherman’s invented characters are drawn from 

an unlimited supply of images provided from movies, television, magazines, the Internet and art 

history.  Cindy Sherman and her work inhabit the crossroads of feminism and postmodernism 

(Respini 13). 

 

An early college project for Sherman, Untitled #479 records the process of transforming a single 

character from girl to vamp made in an attempt to explore the passage of time.  The work is 

considered a turn from the “more direct and political address of the camera” (Respini 16).  My 

photograph lipstick traces, (2017) is inspired by the film The Blue Angel, and Lola’s portrayal as 

a vamp or femme fatale. Parallel to Sherman’s exploration of this stereotype, the manipulated 

photograph lipstick traces (2017) uses my image blended over the Lola character through role-

playing.  Sherman’s landmark series, Untitled Film Stills (1977) explored the stereotypes in film 

and read as an encyclopedic roster of female roles, evoking a false memory of a particular 

character or old movie by some viewers.  Her characters represent deeply embedded clichés such 

as career girl, bombshell, girl on the run, vamp and housewife (Respini 18).  Sherman’s Stills are 

staged constructions acting as “an inventory of types” that eventually grew to a total of seventy 

photographs over three years.  Sherman searched for the “most artificial looking kinds of 

women” supported by an established index of recognizable constructed stereotypes already 

established in society’s imagination (Respini 20, 21).  Sherman states, “I don’t feel that I am that 

person,” claiming she is able to keep a distance between her character and herself.  Sherman was 
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well aware of the camera’s ability to fabricate stating, “I’ve always known that the camera lies” 

(Respini 23).  The Stills series points to how we experience a media-saturated world, and how 

identity shifts into fractures and constructions through an evolving set of references (Respini 25). 

Since the majority of Sherman’s figures are women, gender must be acknowledged as important 

to the meaning and reception of the work, and the construction of female identity.  Sherman’s 

Stills are representations of stereotypes created to critique feminine roles and convention 

(Respini 29).  My work with images of Native American women is also very much about taking 

an inventory of types and visually shifting the narrative that created them, aware of the camera 

and playing to it, but without the irony or entitlement that image makers have historically 

brought to the act of photographing their Native female subjects. 

 

Inspired by Sherman, the female body as the site of struggle and conformity also informs the 

context of my work, in terms of female representation and in the related areas of popular culture 

and fashion.  In her Fashion series, Sherman uses masquerade associated with the make-up 

process that women engage in every day to present the most polished version of themselves 

(Respini 32).  In my exhibition, blue suit (2017) is a montage that dictates that identity and 

position can be read in clothing.  My piece twiggy’s pose (2017) references the importance of 

keeping up with fashion symbolized by the 1960s famous fashion supermodel, Twiggy.  

Reference to a particular body type and wearing fashionable clothing telegraphs through media 

the correct and desired manner in which women and their bodies must conform. Sherman’s 

photographs give a glimpse into a character that seems real life, but as Respini concludes, there 
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is no real Cindy Sherman in the photo, only infinite characters that reflect the countless mediated 

images bombarding us daily (50).  

 
Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie and Wendy Red Star 
 
“No longer is the camera held by an outsider looking in, the camera is held with brown hands 
opening familiar worlds. We document ourselves with a humanizing eye,  
we create new visions with ease, and we can turn the camera  
and show how we see you.” – Hulleah J. Tsinhnahjinnie, 2003 (Lippard, Path Breakers 7). 
 
 
Tsinhnahjinnie (Seminole/Muskogee/Dine) uses photography as an instrument of agency and 

acknowledges her “responsibility to reinterpret images of Native people” by addressing her 

photography to Native audiences (Langford 81). According to Lucy Lippard, Tsinhnahjinnie 

deals with the issue of “photographic autonomy” also found in her declaration above regarding 

the reversal of the camera lens into Indigenous hands (Lippard, Path Breakers 7).  She redresses 

the inaccurate portrayals of Natives perpetuated by White photographers such as Edward Curtis 

whose documentation of a “vanishing race” continues in the American imagination.  Within her 

photographic work, Tsinhnahjinnie selects archival Native photographs to manipulate, 

contemporize and re-contextualize for cultural agency.  For example, Portraits Against Amnesia:  

Grandchildren (2003), Tsinhnahjinnie recalls a little known fact about the commingling of 

Native and African American families; she features a Native grandmother with her two young 

boys of African ancestry, bringing light to the stereotypes, illusions and amnesia while 

challenging inaccuracies and injustice (Langford 81–83).  

 
Our People, Our Land, Our Images, International Indigenous Photographer (2006), edited by 

Tsinhnahjinnie, features twenty-six Indigenous photographers whose images document 
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Indigenous peoples from their own communities and from around the world (Tsinhnahjinnie et 

al. xii). In the Preface, Tsinhnahjinnie introduces herself first by her Nation and family clans 

(Bear and Raccoon Clans of Seminole, Muskogee, Tsinajinnie Clan of the Diné Nation) 

reinforcing the importance of Indigenousness in self-identity.  She states that her purpose in 

taking photographs is for Native people, not Whites.  In her Introduction, Veronica Passalacqua 

resurrects Edward S. Curtis’ infamous contribution and creation of Indigenous stereotypes by use 

of photography as a tool of colonialism.  She argues Curtis and other non-Indigenous 

photographers reinforced their privileged position over the Native through their images that were 

taken out of context and which revealed little cultural information outside the image frame.  She 

argues that the images are just fragments of time that obscures a comprehensive history.  The 

camera appropriated by contemporary Indigenous photographers is decidedly one approach in 

reversing the interpretative powers of the Native image and in documenting multiple Indigenous 

histories, claims Passalacqua (Tsinhnahjinnie et al. xi).  In my photograph one side of the face 

(2017), a response from to the film Tomahawk, my image is superimposed over a scene image of 

White actress Susan Cabot, who portrays an Indian female in the film.  The approach to character 

in the film was to darken her skin and braid her hair, which furthered the stereotyped image of 

Native females.  My piece white fawn’s woe (2017) is influenced by the film White Fawn’s 

Devotion, which depicted a Native female incapacitated due to the possible departure of her 

White settler husband.  This representation emphasizes how the comportment of a Native female 

is transformed into the motivations of a White woman as conceived by a White public and James 

Young Deer.  Although Lillian St. Cyr was a Native actress, my aim to include two females in 

white fawn’s woe underscores the limited view of their capabilities and obscures the autonomy of 
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Native females.  This piece also speaks to and connects with a larger body of work being made 

by a new generation of Native American artists, who are using media tools and images to satirize 

Native stereotypes. 

 

Wendy Red Star (Apsáalooke) a Native multi-media artist, confronts Native stereotypes in 

fabricated staged images and with biting humor.  Indigenous feminism, spirituality and nature 

are additional essential aspects rooted in her work, which also speaks to the importance of 

generational teachings. The latter is represented by the inclusion of her daughter Beatrice Red 

Star Fletcher in manipulated photographs, indicating that her “intergenerational collaborative 

work is integral to her practice” (Red Star, Wendy Red Star).  Red Star is best known for three of 

her brilliant photographic series. Four Seasons (2006) confronts Indian stereotypes by 

surrounding a native female with cardboard landscape, cut-outs and fake inflated animals. White 

Squaw is an appropriated a collection of 24 covers of romance novels; Red Star places her 

images over these depictions to represent sexualized squaws. Apsáalooke Feminist is a 

collaboration with her daughter Beatrice, in a series of four images of an overly-embellished, 

brightly-colored domestic space where both are sitting in various positions around a White couch 

(Red Star, Wendy Red Star and Larkin).  Her imagery also emphasizes procreation and the stages 

of life, referencing natural life cycles and roles, motherhood and the status quo.  

 

Her influence on my work is demonstrated in photographs that highlight the importance of 

matrilineal lines. Generational teaching in yesterday’s child (2017) signifies a mother and her 

female child in remembrance of herself as a young girl.  My triptych the female line 1, 2, 3 
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(2017) also acts as a reminder of the lost Native matrilineal lines discussed in Chapter 2: Brown 

Earth Color Woman.   I also take up Red Star’s challenge to mainstream representations of 

Native Americans, including appropriated mainstream images. She appropriates Edward Curtis’s 

silent photographs of the stoic noble savage and works to change the face of Native 

representation.  Also, she is known to add annotations to other appropriated archival images. For 

example, in Peelatchiwaaxpáash/Medicine Crow (Raven) (2014), she penned researched facts on 

Curtis’ photograph in red text, to undermine the silent stereotype his images portrayed. My 

diptych works wigwam beauty shoppe (2017) and olive oyl’s vision (2017) appropriate cartoon 

images from the documentary Imagining Indians.  These compositions adopt the use of 

humorous images of the cartoon character Olive Oyl (Popeye’s girlfriend) as usurped and 

transformed into a hairdressing squaw. They reveal racism and sexism, and underscore the 

inhuman manner in which Natives are treated in images and events that are re-contextualized 

into insensitive comedy.  The text “scalp treatment” in the original cartoon is proposed as 

humorous for its double meaning yet remains demeaning to Native viewers.   

 

Both Tsinhnahjinnie and Red Star inspired my conceptual temporary sculpture piece which 

references multiple metaphors and overlapping historical narratives of White and Indigenous 

women.  The piece alludes to women as witches burned at the stake, and the destruction of clan’s 

mother authority as represented by their deer antler headdresses. The sculpture is a symbol of 

male domination through church and state.  Made from an old wooden hat tree and surrounded 

by deer antlers collected from family and residents of Bedias, Texas, the sculpture also 

references the relatively unknown and ancient Bidai Indians, whose main settlement was near the 



 

 147 

swampy Bedias Creek in southeastern Texas (Newcomb 318–21 and Campbell).  These are a 

people and knowledge now lost to history. 

 

Some final thoughts 

Within our American system, the political and religious segments purport to be based on 

principles and family values, yet countless individuals are living homeless, isolated, solitary, 

uneducated, and unhealthy lives.  From the perspective of one side of my face, capitalism is the 

antithesis of democracy, a violent arranged marriage of mass economic control with the concept 

a (false) freedom overlaid. And religion is the most violent institution of all, historically.  On the 

other side, I am a longtime Amazon Prime member and customer.  These systems get 

nourishment from humans, repeating John Trudell’s concept of a mined mind.  The societal 

structure paradigm produces anxiety, fear, stress and disease, just in living.  One manner (besides 

stereotyping) in which humans are depleted, is through money, meaning paper currency or 

coinage. These are simple representations of our energy, ingenuity, intellect, creativity, and 

emotions converted into the form of currency and this is what is being mined, our humanity. This 

system is set up for its own survival as Trudell also said, and we are the citizen-workers and 

human casualties.   

 

By examining the economic conditions of the rural areas of Texas, in many small towns, you 

find no jobs, no energy and no hope, but plenty of alcohol and drugs.  The system’s hunger has 

turned to the poor Whites of the rural communities.  The 2016 David Mackenzie film Hell or 

High Water speaks to the current growing economic gulf between the classes, rural and urban 
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dwellers in Texas (Mackenzie).  Clarifying the economic and social issues rural and small-town 

people confront, Hell or High Water’s portrayal of two poor, abused brothers, who after their 

mother’s death from cancer face foreclosure of their land, turn to bank robbing.  Their 

relationship and plight are portrayed as genuine.  The film includes a Comanche-Texas Ranger 

character in actor, Gil Birmingham (Comanche) and the complicated relationship with his White 

partner, the Jeff Bridges’ Texas Ranger character.  This relationship produces a tiny microcosm 

of the history played out between the once powerful Comanche, and the purpose of the creation 

of the Texas Rangers, to capture or destroy them.  Reminiscent to Sterlin Harjo’s film, Barking 

Waters, numerous scenes in Hell or High Water are full of long exhausted car rides exposing 

foreclosed farming properties, and oil and gas extractions. The film’s major underlying theme 

presents poverty as a generational illness.   

 

Some final thoughts regarding the misrepresentation and treatment of women.  America remains 

a country with amnesia and an identity crisis.  The narrative of America’s origins as a nation of 

immigrants has apparently been adjusted with this executive’s administration.  The narrative falls 

away with the suggestion of building of a wall, both symbolically and physically intended to 

keep out undesirable immigrant people, the others. Therefore, American slogans increasingly 

ring hollow to those of a certain race and gender.  Not to mention the fact that the American 

government has never honored a treaty nor accounted for what happened to many first peoples, 

the Native Americans, particularly the Indigenous females who were eliminated or rounded up 

on reserves.  These stories have been paved over or, falsified in census records, notorious for 

errors and omissions, which make them suspect at best. However, they remain a major source for 
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Native identity research.  I realize my story of lost Indian grandmothers/myth keepers is not 

unique, especially in Texas, but perhaps it will resonate with others whose possible dual identity 

remains ambiguous.  At the end of this endeavor, I am reminded of the “tears in the rain” speech 

in the Ridley Scott’s 1982 film, Blade Runner.  Even at the moment of his own extinction, the 

replicant, Roy Batty, a nonhuman character, had such reverence for human life that he saves the 

blade runner who had been hunting him.  It is ironic to compare an artificial human or replicant’s 

compassionate behavior in film to that of the federal government, and its lack of empathy for 

Native people as human beings. The same government that instigated long arduous marches for 

their removal from their eastern homelands, known as the Trail(s) of Tears, producing massive 

loss of life to which “all those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain.”  All the same, the 

continued survival and resilience of Native American women, who in spite of once targeted 

elimination, remain vital today.   
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION:  AN ARCHIVAL APPROACH 

 
The one side of the face exhibition is a comparative visual response to the artificiality of 

representations of White and Native American females in film and media.  Many of the 

exhibition images stem from an “archival impulse” especially in the appropriation of words and 

images and in effect to counter the hegemonic narrative (Foster 2).  According to Hal Foster, the 

first instinct for the archival art practice is to “seek or make historical information” or “expose 

alternative knowledge or counter memory” which underscores the suggestions that all archival 

materials are “constructed, factual yet fictive, public yet private” (Foster 2, 9, 16).  As stated 

earlier the key objective was to observe and critique the representation of women in selected 

films.  In this regard, twelve (12) films with Native American stories and characters were 

selected ranging in dates from 1910 to 2009 and for additional Indigenous perspective and 

sources, four (4) Native documentaries were viewed and researched.  The greatest number of 

films selected came from the 1990s decade including the previous discussed and popular 

Hollywood films, Dances with Wolves (1990) and Thunderheart (1992).  Two Native films, 

White Fawn’s Devotion (1910) and Daughter of Dawn (1920) reflect early depictions of Native 

females by Native Americans and serve to compare to the two (2) selected standard Weimar 

films, The Blue Angel (1930) and Metropolis (1927) from the early part of the 20th century 

during the period film was evolving as a new medium. 

 

 

 



 

 151 

Procedures/Research  

After finalization of the selected film list, a very large television was procured.  In front of the 

TV, I set up my camera on a tripod.  Over the next two months, as the films played, I shot every 

scene that contained a Native or White female and took observation notes that are located in the 

footnotes of Chapter 4: “Shadow over Sisterland.”  The approximately 4,000 digital images were 

stored in digital files by film title.  From each film, between 25-35 images were selected to print 

and subsequently organized into analog files also by film title.  Finally, the images were 

redistributed and reorganized into one of the eleven (11) representational files for comparative 

study.  Other printed images were transformed into transparencies as an art technique in several 

of the titled film stills.  As stated earlier the key objective was to observe and critique the 

representation of women in selected films, and to develop a simple criterion that relates women 

in human terms or in various states of being.   Essentially, eleven (11) recurring roles, conditions 

or characteristics of women emerged, and again they are: 

1.  Women as grandmothers/myth keepers 
2.  Women as mothers and daughters 
3.  Women as discerning 
4.  Women as femme fatales/sexually aggressive 
5.  Women as lacking normal capabilities (child-like, insane, cartoon-like characters) 
6.  Women in waiting state 
7.  Women in groups and background 
8.  Women as laborers 
9.  Women as dancers/staged entertainment 
10. Women as maids, nurses, healers 
11. Women as urban/contemporary 

 

The titled film stills or polaroids and the process of photomontage serve the intent of my work to 

disrupt the appropriated images, deconstruct for contextual intent, then in a secondary 

manipulation, reorient the perspective or narrative.  In essence my photomontage work disrupts, 
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deconstructs and rehabilitates the appropriated image by evoking a traditionally accepted 

historical event or scientific law, and then progressing the prospect of other imaginary worlds 

that can only be glimpsed through my photographic digital constructions or polaroid 

photomontages.  For example, the watchers, is a digital photomontage that depicts a female 

supreme being assigned to watch-over the juvenile planet, Earth.  She holds the world in the 

palm of her hand.  This humorous piece promotes god as female, reorients size and space, and 

reverses the accepted universal laws of physics.  The patchwork-like triptych, Mixed Breed 1, 2, 

3 references back to bodies of land and reservation maps.  Grounded in a history, the use of maps 

and the deconstruction of polaroids are connected to yesterday’s brutalities through today’s 

representation of the Indigenous female, hence an archival approach.  As the relocations were 

acts of displacement for Native peoples, the sub-text in my work speaks to the movement of 

people to an artificially organized space, the reservation.  The reserves were lands west of the 

Mississippi River in which many Indian peoples were forcibly relocated and crowded into the 

Oklahoma Indian territory.  Furthermore, the triptych piece allegorically links the female body to 

the land by combining the reservation map with an overlaid silhouette of my torso.  As artist 

Tacita Dean’s use of archival objects, such as maps, connect the past to the present, my work 

intervenes and retrieves missing fragments of the historical and film past to highlight the massive 

loss of unfulfilled human potential due to fabrications, and counters the hegemonic historical and 

film archives (Foster 9, 11-13).  In terms of an enigmatic history, my two titled film stills, into 

the mystic and decoding fog allude to an unknowable past and the misunderstanding of 

Indigenous spirituality.  Loss of human potential is impossible to measure, nevertheless my art 

endeavors to glimpse a misplaced history of Native American people and find remainders of an 



 

 153 

undiscovered past through appropriated historical objects, such as maps.  In essence, my work 

investigates allegory, and then transcends it by mining the archive in order to locate a path for 

moving forward. 

 

The basic results of this study discovered the femme fatale and squaw; in spite of the shared 

sexual connotation, they are wholly separate characters.  The femme fatale is a charismatic and 

powerful woman, whereas the squaw is considered a dirty female of little value.  From the film 

list, the observation of the death of a female is not observed as often as previously suggested and 

no pregnant women were portrayed.  The films from the 1990s to 2000s reveal a shift from the 

one-dimensional female characters of the 1950s films to characters with small speaking parts.   

Both White and Native female stories are not completed in most of the films because the male 

story carries most plots.  The lack of research on Native females advances this work in 

significance due to its exposure of false female stereotypes and narratives, and in its attempt to 

rewrite history and rehabilitate Indian women and White attitudes.   The research here is related 

only to the selected films, which range over a hundred years span.  Therefore, further research 

could be advanced through the selection of a second or third set of films or a selection of films 

by decade for comparison.  Last, I suggest for future investigation in the selection and viewing of 

Native American films, to remove the comparison to White women, for a study of Native 

females isolated from comparative Eurocentric tendencies.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS TO CHAPTER 4 
 
 

Table A.1:  Representational Framework in Selected Films  

 

Film No.:          1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
I Racism and Sexism:

a. Name-calling                                                                          X X
Squaw X X X
White Squaw X X
Squaw Man X X
b. Assimilation X X X X X
Mixed blood, Breeds X X X
Intermarriage X X X X

II Power, Relationships and Status:
Death of native female X X X X X X
Women and children X X X
Social relationships, platonic/romantic/sexual X X X X X X X
Rape and attempted rape, kidnapping X X X

III Representations:
Women as mentors/grandmothers/myth keepers                    X X X X X X
Women as mothers and daughters X X X
Women as discerning                                                     X X X X X X X
Women as femmes fatale/sexually aggressive/witch X X
Women as childish/crazy/cartoon-like characters X X X X X
Women in waiting state X X X
Women in groups and background X X X X X X X X X
Women as laborers X X
Women as dancers/saloon girls/staged performances X X X X X
Women as maids, nurses, healers X X X X
Women as urban contemporary X X X X X X

IV Body:
Hands, hair, teeth X X X
Nudity X
Facial close-up X X X X X X X X X X X X X

V Other Devices and Signifiers:
Mirrors and make-up X X X X X X
Dolls and mannequins X X X
Photographs/posters/cameo pins X X X X
Nature/animal symbols X X X

  Sewing, cooking, ritual X X X X X X X X X
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Table A.2:  Representational Overview by Selected Films 

No. Film: Representational Overview: 
1. White Fawn’s Devotion (1910) 

James Young Deer 
-name-calling, squaw man 
-intermarriage 
-mixed blood child 
-death of Native female 
-mothers and daughters 
-groups and background 
-insanity/hysterical Native female 
 

2. Daughter of Dawn (1920) 
Norbert A. Myles 

-death of Native female 
-romantic/courting relationship 
-attempted rape and kidnapping of Native female 
-intelligent and clever women 
-groups and background 
-hair holding in courtship 
-facial close-up 
 

3. Comanche Territory (1950) 
George Sherman 

-groups and background 
-dancers/saloon girls/staged performances 
-mirrors and make-up 
-nature/animal symbols –White female on 
horseback 
 

4. Tomahawk (1951) 
Gorge Sherman 

-name-calling, squaw, squaw man  
-intermarriage 
-White female mentor 
-intelligent and clever White and Native women 
-waiting state 
-childish female behavior 
-hair holding and facial close-up 
-animal symbol- Native female on horseback 
-cooking and eating gathering 
 

5. The Searchers (1951) 
John Ford 

-name-calling, squaw  
-White squaw 
-mixed blood, adopted brother  
-death of Native female 
-romantic/courting relationship 
-kidnapping, White girl child 
-mothers and daughters, White 
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-waiting state 
-groups and background 
-childish/crazy/insane White female captives 
with dolls 
-dancers/saloon girls, Hispanic 
-nudity, diverse attitudes of White and Native 
female 
-facial close-up 
-cooking, bathing 
 

6. Dances with Wolves (1990) 
Kevin Costner 

-name-calling 
-White squaw 
-intermarriage/intercultural 
-romantic/sexual relationships 
-intelligent and clever 
-laborers 
-facial close-up 
 

7. Thunderheart (1992) 
Michael Apted 

-intermarriage 
-mixed blood  
-death of Native female 
-women and children 
-grandmother/myth keepers 
-mothers and daughters 
-intelligent and clever 
-contemporary Native female, college educated 
-facial close-up 
-FBI photograph of Native female 
 

8. Last of the Mohicans (1992) 
Michael Mann 

-assimilation 
-death of White female 
-intelligent and clever 
-nurse/healer 
-facial close up 
-cameo image 
-sewing 
 

9. Smoke Signals (1998) 
Chris Eyre 

-assimilation 
-women and children 
-grandmothers/myth keepers 
-intelligent and clever 
-contemporary 
-groups and background 
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-cartoon-like Native female characters 
-facial close-up 
-mirrors and glass reflections 
-cooking, fried bread 
 

10. Naturally Native (1998) 
Valerie Red-Horse, Jennifer 
Wynne Farmer 

-name-calling, squaw 
-assimilation 
-romantic/sexual relationships 
-attempted rape  
-mentors, older sisters 
-groups 
-healers, herbal products 
-urban contemporary 
-facial close-up 
-old photographs, adoption form 
-ritual cooking 
 

11. Turquoise Rose (2007) 
Travis Holt Hamilton 

-assimilation 
-death of Native female (grandmother) 
-grandmothers/myth keepers 
-intelligent and clever 
-urban contemporary 
-dancers, Native 
-facial close-up 
-mirror 
-nature/animals 
-sewing, cooking, ritual  
 

12. Barking Waters (2009) 
Sterlin Harjo 

-assimilation 
-romantic/sexual relationship 
-myth keepers/wise women 
-healer/nurse 
-contemporary 
-black hair of Native female 
-facial close-up 
-hand-holding, cooking hands 
 
 

13. Metropolis (1927) 
Fritz Lang 

-women and children 
-femme fatale, sexually aggressive, witch  
-romantic relationship 
-crazy/cartoon-like character 
-waiting state 



 

 158 

-groups and background 
-dancer, staged performances 
-urban contemporary 
-facial close-up 
-make-up, applying lipstick 
-bust of female head, female robot 
 

14. The Blue Angel (1930) 
Josef von Sternberg 

-femme fatale 
-romantic/sexual relationship 
-groups and background 
-dancers/club girls in staged performances 
-maid 
-urban contemporary 
-facial close-up 
-mirrors and masquerade 
-posters 
-black doll 
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APPENDIX B 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL TO CHAPTER 5 
 
 

Table B.1:  The titled film stills (polaroid photomontages) and staged film and digitally 
constructed photographs by film and theme: 

 
I.  Stereotypical Representation (Native): 
 solitary woman, 2017  -The Exiles 
 wigwam beauty shoppe, 2017 -diptych – Imagining Indians 
 olive oyl’s vision, 2017 -diptych – Imagining Indians 
 doll face, 2017   -The Exiles 
 white fawn’s woe, 2017 -White Fawn’s Devotion-female incapacity 
  
II.  Stereotypical Representation (White): 
 blue suit, 2017   -identity persona clothing -Sumptuary laws 
 cigarette cravings, 2017 -groupings of women 
 gold, women and sheep, 2017 -groupings of women 
 the star, 2017   -movie stars and sex symbols, Sherman/Hoch 
 the sex symbol, 2017  -movie stars and sex symbols 
 tiffany blue, 2017  -movie stars and sex symbols 
 look at me, I’m sandra, 2017 -movie stars and sex symbols 
 just whistle, 2017  -movie stars and sex symbols 
 maria’s multiples, 2017 -framing women from Metropolis 
 black blaze, 2017  -from Tomahawk 
 twiggy’s pose, 2017  -clothing fashion supermodel –1960s 
 martha’s death, 2017  -death of women, The Searchers 
 
III.  Romance: 
 martin’s romance, 2017 -from The Searchers 
 laurie’s romance, 2017 -from The Searchers 
 dawn at night, 2017  -from Daughter of Dawn 
 
IV.  Dancers/Entertainers: 
 brunette saloon dancer, 2017 -from Comanche Territory 
 blonde saloon dancer, 2017 -from Comanche Territory 
 the cantina dancer, 2017 -staged entertainers/dancers, The Searchers  
 the backup singer, 2017 -staged entertainers/singers /ELO appropriated 
 
V.  Nature: 
 red dancer, 2017  -inspired from Daughter of Dawn 
 april’s rain, 2017  -from scenes Daughter of Dawn 
 praying for rain, 2017  -inspired from Daughter of Dawn 
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 fauna, 2017   -watercolor (collaboration) and transparency 
 flora, 2017   -watercolor (collaboration) and transparency 
 floral print 1, 2017  -inside domestic spaces/floral decoration 
 floral print 2, 2017  -inside domestic spaces/floral decoration 
 
VI.  Supernatural World/Spirituality: 
 decoding fog, 2017  -standing between worlds (realities) 
 on the foamy edge, 2017 -standing edge of worlds (3rd position) 
 blue dreamer, 2017  -Spirit World 
 unseen hand, 2017  -Spirit World 
 into the mystic 1, 2017 -Spirit World 
 deer clan woman, 2017 -Spirit World, Clans mothers of Eastern Tribes 
 into the mystic 2, 2017 -Spirit World 
 black hair, white clouds, 2017-from scene Barking Waters, physical feature/nature 
 
VII.  Sci-Fi/Fantasy- digital photomontage and incorporations anonymous aerial objects: 
 the watchers, 2017  -Fantasy: Science Fiction 
 the replicant, 2017  -Fantasy: Science Fiction 
 eve of destruction, 2017 -Fantasy: Science Fiction, from Metropolis 
 
VIII.  Film/TV Role playing 
 smoking with steve mcqueen,2015-Fantasy Movie Star McQueen 
 seducing steve mcqueen, 2016      -Fantasy Movie Star McQueen 
 on location w/steve mcqueen,2017-Fantasy TV Star McQueen 
 
IX.  Mythologies:  competing women judged by men regarding beauty 
 mermaid tail, 2017  -Klimt associated women with water/sea serpents 
 the fairest, 2016  - references mythologies – “the Judgement of Paris” 
 
X.  Body Parts 1:  Hoch and Marlene Homage 
 marlene’s legs, 2017  -inspired by Hoch’s Marlene 
 lillian, 2017   -nod to Marlene’s legs 
 lipstick traces, 2017  -inspired from The Blue Angel, femmes’ fatale 
 
XI.  Body Parts 2:  Technological machines, homage to Metropolis, Sci-Fi and creating/framing 
women as artificial/robotic representations.  
 offline, 2017   -Science fiction 
 the positronic brain, 2017 -Science fiction 
 the prototype, 2017  -Science fiction 
 online, 2017   -Science fiction 
 bionic legs, 2017  -Science fiction 
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XII.  Miscegenation:  my silhouette (torso and hands only) in patchwork, multi-color 
(fragmentary) pattern 
 mixed breed 1, 2017  -triptych miscegenation 
 mixed breed 2, 2017  -triptych miscegenation 
 mixed breed 3, 2017  -triptych miscegenation 
 one side of the face, 2017 -from Tomahawk, my image over White actress 
 
XIII.  Matriarchy/broken female lines 
 yesterday’s child, 2017 -generational teaching 
 the female line 1, 2017 -triptych: matrilineal 
 the female line 2, 2017 -triptych: matrilineal 
 the female line 3, 2017 -triptych: matrilineal 
 
XVI.  Temporary Sculpture:  the horns of bedias, 2017 
References the Bidai Indians whose main settlement was near Bedias Creek in southeastern 
Texas.   
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APPENDIX C 
 

EXHIBITION IMAGES 
 

 

 

Figure C.1:  white fawn’s woe, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.2:  one side of the face, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.3:  doll face, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.4:  the cantina dancer, 2017, archival pigment print 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 166 

 

Figure C.5:  smoking with steve mcqueen, 2016, archival pigment print 

 

Figure C.6:  black hair, white clouds, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.7:  eve of destruction, 2017, archival pigment print 

 

Figure C.8:  the replicant, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.9:  the fairest, 2016, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.10:  maria’s multiples, 2017, photomontage 
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Figure C.11:  marlene’s legs, 2017, photomontage 

 

Figure C.12:  lillian, 2017, photomontage 
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Figure C.13:  laurie’s romance, 2017, photomontage 

 

Figure C.14:  martin’s romance, 2017, photomontage 
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Figure C.15:  black blaze, 2017, photomontage 

 

Figure C.16:  solitary woman, 2017, photomontage 
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Figure C.17: olive oyl’s vision, 2017, photomontage 

 

Figure C.18:  wigwam beauty shoppe, 2017, photomontage 
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Figure C.19:  mixed breed 1, 2, 3, 2017, triptych, photomontage 
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Figure C.20:  the female line 1, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.21:  deer clan woman, 2017, archival pigment print 
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Figure C.22:  the horns of bedias, 2017, temporary sculpture 
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