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Chapter Fifteen

The Burden of History

Representations of American Indian Women in Po

pular
Media

S. Elizabeth Bird

In summer 1995, U.S. toy stores were flooded with dolls, books, play-sets,
costumes, and games carrying the name of Pocahontas, the Indian princess.
The Walt Disney marketing Juggernaut was selling images of American In-

dians as never before, and the face and body of an Indi

an woman in particu-
ar.!

The animated feature, Pocahontas, was the first mainstream movie in
istory to have an Indian woman as its leading character. It seemed ironically
ppropriate that this role was a cartoon—the ultimate in unreality. For al-
ough women from other ethnic groups have had varied but definite success
1 transforming stereotypical media representations, American Indian women
ave continued to appear in a limited range of roles and imagery. More than a
ade after Disney’s Pocahontas, there has been little significant change in
situation. Indeed, it is striking that the most pervasive representations of
ian women in contemporary U.S. culture are stereotypical images in such
€es as comic books, advertising, toys, “collectables,” and greeting cards.
The mainstream media visibility of American Indians in general has de-
since the 1990s, a decade that saw a rise in “Indian” movies and a few
hows, following the unexpected success of Dances With Wolves in
Even in that decade, Indian women were conspicuous by their absence,
ring (with some exceptions) in small, supporting roles, as loyal wives
ty “maidens,” while the plot lines belonged to the men. To understand
is happened, and to interpret the current state of representation, we
Understand one basic point: Mass images of American Indians are im-
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ages created by White culture, for White culture, and the representation of
Indian women carries the double burden of stereotyping by both ethnicity
and gender. American Indians have only recently (although quite successful-
ly) begun to influence the production of images of themselves, and the range

of Indians is remarkably small.
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In contrast, roles for Indian women in mainstream film and television
have been meager at best. It is instructive to look, for example, at the Indian
woman who became most familiar on both the large and small screen in the
1990s. Tantoo Cardinal, a Metis (mixed-blood) woman from Canada, had
roles in several movies, including Black Robe, Dances With Wolves, and
Legends of the Fall. She also played a recurring role in the television series
Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, to which I return later; first, I consider Cardi-
nal’s movie roles.

In Dances With Wolves, Cardinal plays Black Shawl, the wife of Kicking
Bird, the medicine man who befriends Lt. John Dunbar, the lead character

played by director Kevin Costner. Black Shawl is a definite advance on the

sacrificial princesses of the past—she admonishes her husband when he is

t00 curt with his ward, Stands with a Fist, and nudges him into authorizing
the marriage of Dunbar and Stands with a Fist. Kicking Bird and Black
Shawl are permitted an enjoyable sex life, and their marriage is seen as warm
and loving. Nevertheless, it is clearly a minor, supporting role. The lead
female role is Stands with a Fist, a White woman who has been adopted into
the tribe. This fact does make it plausible that she can speak English, and
thus can interpret for Dunbar and Kicking Bird. However, one wonders why
some other device did not occur to Michael Blake, the author of the book and human emotions” (p. 144) we don’t hav
screenplay, that would have made a Lakota woman a central character. ' : e those natural
In Black Robe (1992), Cardinal again plays the wife of a more prominent
character, although with less humor and light relief. Her character is killed
midway through the film. The one other role for an Indian woman in the flm
is that of the chief’s daughter Annuka, with whom a young subsidiary ch
acter falls in love—an unrewarding role played by Sandrine Holt, who
Eurasian, not Native American. The film, although praised by critics for
accuracy, misrepresented the important role of [roquoi women in politi
decision making (Churchill, 1994). Worse, perhaps, it resurrected the squx
in Annuka. Churchill commented on “Annuka’s proclivity, fair and unm:

ually, her daughter |
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Dow, 1996). Created and produced by Beth Sullivan, the show was populat-
ed by a cast of strong women, surrounded by a group of rather weak and
bigoted men. As Dow suggested, the show took many of the standard West-
ern formulas, such as the hero battling for justice, and transformed the hero
into a woman. And unlike traditional TV Westerns, American Indians were
included in the form of a Cheyenne village. However, these Cheyenne Were
largely anonymous, functioning as plot devices to showcase the central
White characters. Indeed, Dr. Quinn {llustrated perfectly the point that the
Indian of popular culture is a White creation (Bird, 1996).
Perhaps most striking of all, the show had not one strong female Chey-
enne character. In fact, Dr. Quinn threw into sharp focus the double burden
of race and gender stereotyping that erased Indian women from popular
imagery. It demonstrated that in popular media, the traditional, restricted
images of White women have often been challenged and transformed; virtu-
ally all the strong characters were women, with men generally presented as
ignorant buffoons (with the exception of the glamorous Indian “Wannabe,”
Sully, Michaela’s love interest). Yet even within this context, there was 1o
space for a significant Indian woman. The Cheyenne, although presented
“authentically,” and generally favorably, were not well-drawn characters
with their own stories. Rather they were beautiful, serene, and spiritual,
reflecting the 1990s fascination with New Age-tinged mysticism.
The one Cheyenne who had a significant presence Was medicine man
Cloud Dancing, the epitome of the stoic, strong, noble male Indian, who
suffered horrendous personal losses with dignity and forgiveness, RETURN TO POCAHONTAS
right into a permitted role for Indian men—the noble wise man. There was
such role allowed for his wife, Snowbird, played until the character’s de
by the long-suffering Tantoo Cardinal. Her main role was to look wise
wifely, offering smiling advice to Cloud Dancing, just as she did as Kicki
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Haida, Tlingit, and Athabascan cultures, whereas White characters are con-
sistently rooted in specific ethnicities. “Television would never consider giv-
ing cajuns Russian accents, (or) putting Islamic women in bikinis,” (p. 241),
yet Northern Exposure’s producers moved Marilyn and Ed’s tribal affiliation
with abandon. ‘

In the long term, it’s doubtful if Northern Exposure had any major impact
on mainstream portrayals of Indians. The show was 0 distinctive, dreamlike
and “unrealistic” that it may be remembered as a unique and nonrepresenta-
tive moment in television. Yet when 1 asked Indian viewers to compare
Northern Exposure and Dr. Quinn, which is ostensibly presented as more
“realistic,” they all agreed that Northern Exposure was more “real,” reflect-
ing a sense of identification with the Native Alaskans as human beings,
rather than cardboard characters (Bird, 1996). In that respect, Northern Expo-
sure was in a different class from any U.S. television show, before or since.

We also saw a hopeful sign in the 1994 Turner Broadcasting series on
«“The Native Americans,” which attempted to dramatize historic moments in
Indian history in a series of feature-length TV movies. Although Geronimo
and The Broken Chain were dismissed by at least one Indian critic as “fee-
ble” (Merritt, 1994), the same writer had more encouraging words for Lakota

Woman: Siege at Wounded Knee, a dramatization of the autobiography of
Mary Crow Dog, who took part in the 1973 American Indian Movement
(AIM) siege at Wounded Knee. The movie was made with a 90 percent
Indian cast, and 40 percent of the crew were Indians, offering unprecedente
opportunities for Indian people to gain experience in film-making tec
niques. Executive producer Lois Bonfiglio described the filming as “an e
traordinary spiritual and emotional experience” for everyone involved
deed, the movie proved exceptional in that, like the smaller budget Cana xotic, fascinating “other” i
films, it told the story from the point of view of Mary Crow Dog, playe
Irene Bedard (the voice of Disney’s Pocahontas). The film does not glat
ize Indian women—Mary is seen to sink into a life of alcoholism and pro
cuity before being transformed by the message of AIM. Neither
stereotype her as a degraded squaw; she is simply a human being
with a set of problems and issues, many of which confront her becau
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