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INTRODUCTION 

This is the theoretical and practical record of the documentary film A Native American 

Dream, which was made in partial fulfillment of the Master of Fine Arts degree in Radio, 

Television and Film at the University of North Texas. The film centers on the lives of four 

members of the Redhouse family, a Navajo family living on the Navajo Nation Indian 

Reservation, from May 2007 to March 2008.  

Although there are several definitions of the word “documentary,” a term coined by John 

Grierson in 1926 (Ellis and McLane 3), there is one definition that best describes my experience 

of the process of making a documentary film, given by Erik Barnouw: 

True documentarists have a passion for what they find in images and sounds—which 
always seems to them more meaningful than anything they could invent… it is in 
selecting and arranging their findings that they express themselves. (348) 
 
This paper will chronicle how the images, sounds, and people I encountered in making 

the documentary were combined with research in the areas of film history, genre, and aesthetic, 

the history and current situation on the Navajo Nation Indian Reservation, Native representation 

in film, and Native American literature to shape the content of the film. It will also evaluate 

whether A Native American Dream, as a social issue documentary, fits within the categories of 

ethnographic and anthropological documentary.  

Throughout this paper, “Native American,” “American Indian,” “Native” and “Indian” 

are used interchangeably, reflecting acceptance of these terms within the Navajo community 

depending on the context. Also note that if film crew positions are not gender neutral, it is 

because I am speaking literally about the person who filled the position in the making of the 

documentary at that particular time, and not in the general sense of the word.  
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND INTRODUCTION TO LOCATION 

The Navajo Nation is a land area bigger than ten of the states in the United States, spreading out 

over New Mexico, Arizona and Utah. In 1968 the Navajo officially declared their sovereignty: 

The Diné—the Navajo People—existed as a distinct political, cultural, and ethnic group 
long before the establishment of the States of Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and 
Utah… and when the geographical area occupied by the Navajo People was incorporated 
into the Union of states of the United States of America, no one asked the Navajo People 
if they wished to be so included… it appears essential to the best interests of the Navajo 
People that a clear statement be made to remind Navajos and non-Navajos alike that both 
the Navajo People and Navajo lands are, in fact, separate and distinct. (Iverson 245) 
 

They have their own laws, governing system, court system, tribal police, trade rights, and 

language. They trade with Cuba and have their own flag and seal, and the Diné have made 

possession of alcohol on the reservation illegal. There are areas of overlap, though: government 

meetings are held in Navajo and English, Navajo citizens vote in all local and federal elections, 

and they must have a state-issued ID to drive. 

Relations between the United States and the Navajo Nation must be seen through a 

history wherein the United States government killed and forcibly marched the Navajo population 

nearly to extinction in its westward expansion. The genocide and history of broken treaties are 

well-documented. What is remarkable, however, is that after this history and after federal 

boarding schools systematically stripped Navajo people of their culture, as Rena Redhouse 

describes in the documentary, and within the environment of poverty and racism, people like Leo 

Redhouse proudly served in the military, went to Vietnam, and are still vehemently patriotic. 

Why? Historian Peter Iverson quotes one veteran: “Many people ask why we fight in the white 

man’s war. Our answer is that we are proud to be Americans. We’re proud to be American 

Indians. We always stand ready when our country needs us” (245). 
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In 1975, the United States Commission on Civil Rights sent a report to the President and 

Congress about the conditions present at the Navajo Nation Reservation. They entitled their 

report The Navajo Nation: An American Colony. In their letter of transmittal, they concluded: 

It is our hope that this report, with its findings and recommendations, will stir a prompt 
response. We believe this neglected segment of the American populace already has 
suffered too long from the burdens attendant to its deplorable status as “the poorest of 
America’s poor.” (iii) 
 

Thirty years later, research indicated that it not only failed to stir a response then, but the main 

problems outlined in the report persist in the Navajo Nation today. There is fifty percent 

unemployment among the Navajo living on the reservation. In New Mexico 14.5% live below 

the poverty level. Within the Navajo Nation, 40.19% live below the poverty level (US Bureau of 

Census). Per capita income for all people declaring themselves to be Navajo is $7,269 (US 

Bureau of Census). Only half have running water in their homes; only half graduate from high 

school. In the United States, Native Americans are “twice as likely to be murdered or to commit 

suicide [and] three times more likely to die in automobile accidents” (Bordewich 16). Research 

done at the United States Public Health Service Hospital in Phoenix put the rate of “heavy 

drinking” among members of southwest tribes generally at 52.5% for men. (Bordewich 247). 

Overall, Native Americans face a complex intersection of poverty, joblessness, alcoholism, and 

fatalism. 

“Navajos are drawn to town… because their economy today consists almost entirely of 

wage work, and the jobs, with few exceptions, are in town” (Iverson 276). Tribal Leader Peter 

MacDonald, at his fourth inaugural address, said, “The Navajo Nation is one of the last economic 

frontiers in the United States… we must come out of our long hibernation to become self-

sufficient and share in the bounty of America” (qdt. in Iverson 287). This has not happened, in 

part, because the land is not private, but federally held. The United States Federal Court still 
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steps in to resolve business disputes, so businesses do not consider the Navajo Nation to be 

sovereign. Also, “federal law forces the tribes to lease land up to 75 years” (Stanton 8), 

discouraging investment and business development (Wall 29). Because businesses could not be 

formed, people must go outside of the reservation to spend their money and there are few jobs 

within the reservation. Francisconi notes how traditional Navajo beliefs contribute to this 

economic situation: 

Most Diné saw the lands between the four sacred mountains as the most beautiful land in 
the world. Because of this, and because of a strong Diné culture, their reservation poverty 
was preferred to urban poverty; constant movement back and forth between their 
reservation homes and urban jobs was established. (8) 
 
Racism, both individual and institutional, has had violent effects. In the words of Leo 

Redhouse, “all racism is violent” (personal interview). In 1974, three teenagers harassed, beat 

and tortured three Navajo men to death in Chokecherry Canyon in Farmington, New Mexico, 

with no provocation. There were mass protests and boycotts when the white perpetrators were 

sent to reform school, a sentence many considered to be too lenient. Rodney Barker’s book, The 

Broken Circle, painstakingly presents the details and captures the seemingly intangible air of 

injustice of Farmington, but it was sad for me to learn that Barker no longer has any visual 

artifacts or papers related to the incident and no television film footage was preserved (personal 

interview). In 2006, two white male juveniles took a Navajo man to the same area, and beat him 

nearly to death. Troy Turner, editor of the Farmington Daily Times, who is interviewed in A 

Native American Dream, wrote about the racial situation in Farmington in 2006 in an editorial 

and said, “the race issue will not go unsolved because we let you forget about it” (Turner 1). 

Turner received death threats for putting Navajo news on the front page of the paper on a regular 

basis, saying that the caller told him that “if he wasn’t careful, he might end up in one of these 
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ravines out there,” referencing the Chokecherry Canyon and other murder sites (personal 

interview). 
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PRE-PRODUCTION 

Concept and Theory 

Many of the concepts for the film grew out of my living in Memphis, Tennessee, for my 

undergraduate study, a city with race issues, and a city famous for being the place where the 

Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed. This year, the anniversary of Martin Luther 

King’s death was marked by television news reporters standing among the huddled masses in the 

cold and rain outside the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. I had, several years ago, been a 

part of this crowd, but this year I saw only black faces under black umbrellas.  

Most people know that Martin Luther King Jr. died in Memphis because he came to help 

sanitation workers who were striking because of inhuman treatment by their employer, the City 

of Memphis. But it is always the details that haunt you, and when I interviewed a sanitation 

worker from that time for the University of Memphis’ college newspaper, I learned that it was 

another rainy day when one black man was forced to push the garbage into the open compacter, 

slipped, and was crushed to death and the City of Memphis offered his family nothing.  

This led to the strike that led to the march that led to a police officer beating a boy to 

death, which brought Martin Luther King Jr. to Memphis. Not being allowed at a “whites only” 

hotel, he was shot on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. He was killed just as he was focusing 

the spotlight on the intersection of race and poverty, where racism causes poverty, and poverty 

becomes the excuse for racism. 

I believed, for most of my life, that the direct and violent racism of Martin Luther King 

Jr.’s time had, thankfully, subsided. However, at nineteen years old, I witnessed an act of racism 

that I will never forget. I was standing in line in a grocery store in Farmington, New Mexico, and 

there was an older Navajo woman standing two people in front of me in line, counting her 
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change. The white woman behind her was growing frustrated as the old Navajo woman took a 

long time. The white woman spit on the Navajo woman, and I stood there, in disbelief, feeling 

like I was in the re-enactment section of a civil right museum, but this was real. It was so 

shocking; I felt everyone should know that this kind of thing was still happening in America. 

This is how A Native American Dream started, with the outrage of outright racism, but as 

my work proceeded I saw the most damaging effects are those of institutional racism: economy, 

jobs, roads, and schools. Institutional racism is at the heart of the intersection of race and 

poverty.  

In America, “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” and 

also in the “pursuit of happiness”—the American dream—there is supposed to be an even 

playing field. Everyone who gets an education and works hard, we are told, should have an equal 

opportunity to succeed. It is easy to see how this belief might foster a distain for the poor, 

because it would stand to reason that if education and hard work equal success then those who 

are not successful must not be making efforts. This entitlement to judge, of course, is built on 

faulty foundations because the playing field is not even.  

Institutional racism raged and continues to, and while the effects of institutional racism, 

namely poverty, are relatively easy to capture in film in a shallow way, it is difficult to show the 

chain of events that cause poverty because this is much more complex. A Native American 

Dream shows not only the fact that the Redhouse family have financial struggles, but also strives 

to show why they have these problems. I believe this is particularly important when making a 

social issue documentary about a Native American family because of the history of films that 

show Native Americans without back-story, depth, or humanity. Bataille and Silet, in their 

introduction to Images of American Indians on Film, describe the Hollywood “Indian” stereotype 
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as, in part, “a picture of a creature less than human… lacking in morality or virtue” (xxiii). They 

added that, “to justify mass slaughter and land grabbing, the movies portrayed Indians as savage 

and illiterate, not suited for ‘modern’ civilization” (xxv). I would add that today, these same 

stereotypes of the Native not being suited for modern society justify the continuing inequality of 

the economic situation for those living in or around America’s reservations. I found, through the 

production of A Native American Dream, that the Redhouse family is modern in every way, and I 

hope the film causes the viewer to reevaluate his or her beliefs about Native people, 

employment, and “the American Dream,” but most importantly to leave the film personally 

knowing and relating to a Native American family.  

At one test screening of the A Native American Dream, a fellow student said of Tye 

Redhouse, a main character of the film, “why doesn’t he stop whining and try to work!” This 

shocked me not only because I feel it is clear in the film that Tye does little else other than try to 

work, but because it was so ingrained in this classmate’s mind that work is available for anyone 

who wants it. Until that moment, this classmate had been able to avoid admitting to himself that 

the reality is that racial issues often beget poverty, and poverty often begets racism. As I 

continued to film and edit, I kept this classmate in mind and tried to allow the film to explain, 

through the Redhouse family, how they arrived at the poverty they found themselves in.  

Institutional racism is so large, so vague, and so unspecific that it is hard to fully grasp. 

Giving the viewers a personal story allows them to be more engaged and emotionally moved by 

the film, and through this the film more effectively illustrates the social issue. Prime examples of 

this are two films by Barbara Kopple that both won the Academy Award for best documentary: 

Harlan County USA and American Dream. Harlan County USA, released in 1976, is about the 

struggle of coal mining families in Kentucky to organize a union, which escalates into a violent 
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confrontation, and American Dream, released in 1990, is about a town dependent on the meat-

packing industry trying to keep their wages from being reduced (Barnouw 333). Both social 

issue documentaries put names and faces to people the viewer might otherwise never have 

encountered, thus personalizing issues that, without visual media, could have been very 

impersonal.  Listening to what the Redhouses had to say, and emphasizing in the film what was 

important to them, helped to make the film both specific to one family and at the same time 

universal; I see the film as a look at a family with dreams that are everyone’s dreams, and an 

American reality that could soon be every American’s reality.  

“Like the miner’s canary, the Indian marks the shift from fresh air to poison gas of our 

political atmosphere; and our treatment of Indians, even more than our treatment of other 

minorities, marks the rise and fall of our democratic faith” (qtd. in Bordewich 20). 

 

Aesthetic, Content, and Structure 

For about six years, I had conceived of this film being about a Navajo door-to-door 

vacuum salesman. I was heavily influenced by the verité-style film Salesman by Al Maysles and 

David Maysles and edited by Charlotte Zwerin. Cinema verité, as defined by Stephen Mamber, 

is when the filmmaker “attempts to eliminate as much as possible the barriers between subject 

and audience” or “refusal to tamper with life as it presents itself” (4), and is usually evidenced by 

hand-held footage where the filmmaker does not interfere with action. Salesman, made in 1969, 

is about four door-to-door Bible salesmen; the film focuses on the main character, Paul, and his 

failure. I thought, in 2007, I could make a film similar to Salesman, but this time with a Navajo 

man or woman as the main character. 
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Doing this was important to me, because most films available that included Navajo 

people fail to show a modern Navajo person at a personal level. Many films lump all Navajos 

into one victimized group. Four Corners: A National Sacrifice Area, about the environmental 

impact of companies who have taken advantage of the Navajo people in the Four Corners area, is 

an important and informative film, but did not leave me with any personal connection to a 

Navajo person. There are some films about ritual, such as Kinaalda: Navajo Rite of Passage by 

Lena Carr, which shows the ceremony of a girl’s passage into womanhood and is an important 

and beautiful document that will preserve history, although the film seems to not fully show what 

this tradition means to the Navajo today. There are films dealing with the stereotypes that 

Hollywood has caused (The Great Movie Massacre, Warpaint and Wigs, Heathen Injuns and 

Hollywood Gospel, The Movie Reel Indians, How Hollywood Wins the West) and then there are 

films about the white guilt because of Hollywood (Return of Navajo Boy) that seem to 

simultaneously sympathize with and misunderstand the modern Navajo; they simultaneously 

eschew Hollywood and grasp for festival success. Again, the focus is not the modern Navajo. 

The vast majority of feature films that include Native Americans make no distinction 

between tribes, and are fictional, popularized, and set during the United States’ western 

expansion. The Searchers, They Died with Their Boots On, and She wore a Yellow Ribbon are 

some examples and there are countless similar films. When I began to speak to people about the 

Navajo, particularly people in Texas, few had any visual reference for a Navajo person other 

than the “Indians” of these films, and I aimed to change that. Two notable exceptions, and two 

wonderful, personal views of the Diné both aired on PBS’ series Independent Lens during the 

production period of A Native American Dream: Miss Navajo by Billy Luther and Water 

Flowing Together by Gwendolyn Cates.  
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PRODUCTION 

Summer 

Rather than to create the issues through my own preconceived expectations or by asking 

questions that would shape the film into what I wanted, I wanted to see what actually unfolded 

when a Navajo main character was encountering others.  

I contacted the Kirby Vacuum Company’s local distributor and secured permission to 

film, intending for the protagonist to be a Navajo door-to-door vacuum salesperson. I would film 

this Navajo vacuum salesperson interacting with potential customers and co-workers in the 

racially charged city of Farmington, New Mexico. To prepare to make this film, in this style, I 

researched methods of arranging the equipment in order to allow the camera and soundperson to 

be independent of one another, without being connected by an XLR cord, which connects the 

microphone or sound signal out to the recording device. I felt that not being connected by a cord 

would be important when filming in small spaces, such as trailer-homes. 

In May 2007 I filmed in Farmington, New Mexico, and Shiprock, New Mexico, for two 

days in order to have footage to apply for the Women in Film Dallas completion grant. I received 

a grant for $3500. I also applied for and received the Texas Filmmaker’s production grant of 

$400. I received $500 from the University of North Texas’ UFVA fund, and was awarded the 

Staples scholarship of $1000. This together with a personal loan ($2000) and money made from 

working other production jobs in Dallas ($650) financed the film. I have been awarded the Lone 

Star Emmy Scholarship of $1500, which is expected to be distributed in June, and I will use this 

award to help pay off the personal loan. In total, adding in festival fees and distribution material, 

the film will have cost about $8,500. 
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In June I returned to Farmington to film for two weeks. When I arrived at the Kirby 

office to film, there were fifteen Navajo vacuum salespeople. By the end of the two weeks, only 

Tye Redhouse remained, and he only lasted about a week after we left. It was difficult to film the 

vacuum demonstrations at all. The salesperson would have to allow us to film them, then they 

would have to knock on doors until someone agreed to have a demonstration, then I would have 

to convince those same people to allow us to film in their home. In two weeks, the soundman and 

I were in the van about ten days, and we filmed about ten demonstrations, and four of those 

involved Tye Redhouse, who was one of the only Navajos who seemed comfortable in front of 

the camera, so he was chosen as the main character. 

I filmed Tye, over the next two weeks, failing at selling vacuums door-to-door. During 

the period he was filmed he sold only one, and the customer’s credit rating was such that Tye 

received only $25 for this sale. He began pawning his belongings to afford gas. I left those two 

weeks with what I considered to be enough material for a smaller version of the film Salesman, 

following four salespeople, with one main character slowly failing at his job. 

However, after editing this material, the committee and I decided that the film was not 

accomplishing its objectives, so the film was reconceptualized to move away from vacuum sales 

and instead to focus on Tye Redhouse’s life, including his family and non-work activities. 

 

Autumn, Winter, and Spring 

In October 2007 I returned to Farmington and Shiprock, New Mexico. I had not been 

able to speak to Tye for four months, as his phone number was disconnected, and the email 

address did not work. I located Tye and his sister Chantelle at his mother’s house in Beclabito, 

New Mexico. 
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I learned in speaking with and filming Tye and Chantelle that while I had been out of 

contact with them, they continued to commute into Farmington (an hour and a half) even as gas 

prices reached over $3 a gallon, until Tye was no longer able to afford the gas to keep working at 

Kirby. I interviewed Chantelle Redhouse, and learned more about their father’s alcoholism, her 

own suicide attempt, and that she was a lesbian. Later, I interviewed Rena Redhouse about her 

growing up and being sent to government boarding school, her vocational training, how she met 

Leo Redhouse, her breast cancer, and her divorce. I interviewed Leo Redhouse about his 

growing up, his time in the Army, his alcoholism, and how he lost his arm. I continued to 

interview Tye and Chantelle Redhouse about their feelings about finding work and their hopes 

for the future. 

It is important to note that the relationship between the Redhouses and I developed 

slowly. The first two weeks of filming that I completed in the summer produced thirty hours of 

footage, and from these thirty hours I ended up using less than five minutes of this material in the 

finished forty-minute film, mostly because the more trust the Redhouses had in me, the better the 

footage. During the summer, Tye and Chantelle dodged questions about their parents entirely, 

saying “they’re just parents” and then ending the conversation. It was only through Tye talking 

to others in vacuum demonstrations that he mentioned specific details, such as that his father was 

in the army, or that he “went crazy” and was in jail. 

It was in the fall, when I came back to film without really having a concept of where the 

film was going, that they opened up. This turning point occurred, I believe, because I was no 

longer was making a film about a Navajo vacuum salesman, but instead had blind faith that 

something else had to happen. In January 2008 I drove through a blizzard, alone, and made it 

through mountain passes to the Redhouse home.  
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I filmed as alcohol and a car accident claimed Leo’s finger, then his entire arm, and as 

Tye gave plasma twice a week to help pay for coal to heat the house. I was there through snow’s 

greyest days to spring’s allegorical and literal rebirth. I became their friends on Myspace and I 

“talk” to them in some way at least once a week. We became friends; we joke together and cook 

together. Although they never said so, I think the fact that I came back, and continued to come 

back, because I cared about what was happening in their lives and no longer had any specific 

plan for what was going to happen in the film, made them open up to me like they hadn’t before. 

I think they began to realize, as I did, that the story of their lives was important, real, and worth 

sharing. I think they also realized that the filming must be important to me if I took time and 

money to come out and film without any assurances of what I would film.  
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CHANGES 

As the film evolved, my style and aesthetic choices also needed to change. My initial 

plan was to film only verité-style as I planned on being able to count on characters revealing 

themselves during vacuum demonstrations. For the fall, winter, and spring shoots, I had 

expanded my characters to include Chantelle, Rena, and Leo Redhouse, and Tye was no longer 

selling vacuums, so the entire pace and feel of the film changed. Simply put, the film became 

more static because the characters were mainly worrying about finding work and surviving, and 

while I found this to be interesting and at the heart of the subject, it is not content that lends itself 

to verité-style shooting. I began to do shoulder-mounted interviews standing in the yard, as well 

as several sit-down interviews on tripod. 

When filming vacuum demonstrations in the summer, I needed to use the PD150 camera, 

which is a small, consumer-looking camera, instead of the JVC5100, which looks like a news 

camera. The larger JVC camera was causing potential customers to not answer the door or not let 

us film. In addition, some of the spaces in which we were filming were so small that the 

JVC5100 was unwieldy. I almost broke one woman’s crystal figurine in the cubbyhole of her 

trailer home with the back battery of the JVC5100 camera, so I switched to the PD150. During 

the fall, winter, and spring shoots the Redhouses were comfortable enough with me that I was 

able to use the JVC5100. The image is better because I had more control of the filming situation 

and lighting, and because the camera itself records higher-quality images with a very good lens. 

As the content and style changed, my filmic influences changed to meet new challenges.  

An American Family, a documentary series that aired on PBS in 1973, informed the “family 

drama” structure, by not only teaching me how to develop the structure, but also helping me to 

recognize the inherent dangers in getting into the personal drama of a family. The series followed 
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the Loud family, and during the course of the film one child appears to “come out” as a 

homosexual, and the parents fight to the point of divorce. The series, called a “bastard union of 

several forms” by Yale drama professor Richard Gilman (qtd. in Carlin 25), mixed the critical 

eye of social documentary with narrative structure in a unique way, or in Ruoff’s words, 

“marrying the innovations of American cinema verité to the narrative traditions of TV” (286). 

Making a film one would hope to get onto PBS requires walking this fine line skillfully, now 

more than ever. In the words of Rob Tranchin of PBS affiliate KERA in Dallas, “PBS viewers 

still have remotes in their hands” (personal interview, 2007). Building this dramatic structure and 

creating a story arc often requires manipulating the chronology of events, and An American 

Family’s well-documented liberties in this area (Gilbert 311-324) convinced me to move certain 

scenes around in order to have each character in A Native American Dream reach their individual 

“low point” at the same time in the film, when in reality their crises climaxed at different times. 

Filmmakers Susan and Alan Raymond have been criticized for this type of cinematic 

manipulation and have even been blamed for the divorce of the Louds. However, they weathered 

the criticism and are very well-respected filmmakers today.  

I have always admired the documentary film Hoop Dreams. Roger Ebert said of the film: 

“Hoop Dreams… is not only a documentary. It is also poetry and prose, muckraking and expose, 

journalism and polemic. It is one of the great moviegoing experiences of my lifetime” (qtd. in 

Ellis & McLane 318). Not only is the film a model for the kind of film I want to make, but it 

helped me specifically with A Native American Dream, because the filmmakers, Peter Gilbert, 

Steve James, and Frederick Marx are white, and they made a film about two African American 

teenagers and their families as the boys strive for their dream of becoming professional 

basketball players. The film is a lesson that “outsiders” can make an effective, socially conscious 
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movie, but that often because of their “outsider status,” they would struggle greatly with 

reception. Also, because the characters in Hoop Dreams are living through extreme poverty, the 

filmmakers had to learn when it is appropriate to film tragedy because this helps inform others of 

the greater situation, and when it is time to step in and offer help on an individual level. In Hoop 

Dreams, the electricity is cut off in the home of one of his main characters. The character is 

angry that the filmmakers would film them in such poverty and just wants the lights back on, but 

the mother tells the character that no, it should be filmed, because she works two jobs and cannot 

keep the lights on. The mother realized that she was living through a type of injustice that should 

be recorded for others to see and it was more important than her pride. After the filmmakers had 

filmed enough to put together a scene for the movie, they offered them money to get the 

electricity back on. Knowing this story informed me in the making of my film. Once when I 

arrived to visit the Redhouses, Tye and Chantelle were selling clothes and books at the gas 

station across from their house to try to make enough money to buy gas to get to Farmington to 

see their father in the hospital. After seeing that no one was stopping because of the snow, and 

that they were bringing the things back home, I gave them a ride to go see their father. 
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POST-PRODUCTION: EDITING AND RESEARCH 

I was viewing, capturing, and editing material from each shoot as I returned each time, so 

that by the spring shoot I had a good idea of what the story had become. This was useful so that I 

could get additional shots and clarify certain things that simply had not translated well in the 

prior footage. Throughout this time, I felt that it was the Redhouses’ lives that were defining the 

film and did not seek additional research, fearing that it would influence my filming on location. 

However, once I had completed the rough cut of the documentary, I began to research to help 

clarify whether the film I had made seemed to correlate with Native art, music, literature, and 

other accounts of Native life. 

The poetry of Luci Tapahonso elaborated and confirmed several themes in A Native 

American Dream. In her book, The Women are Singing, Tapahonso describes family trips to 

Farmington to do the laundry and go to the store (15-16), and other common events for residents 

of Shiprock. But besides being the same town and the same locations, there were also shared 

fears and shared trauma. In the heartbreaking poem “These Long Drives” she writes of the deaths 

of two of her three brothers. Of the youngest one she writes: 

This brother died at 22. One day he was 

Driving his trusty old pickup, laughing 

And joking. Then he turned silent, 

A thin figure beneath hospital sheets. His slow death entered my blood. 

I breathe it with every step. (23) 
 

The middle brother, in Tapahonso’s poem, is a father and mechanic. Of him she notes, “This city 

protects crazed men who are freer than I. My brother finds ways to console my anguish and 

fear… (“These Long Drives” 24). Of the oldest brother, she writes: 

He was killed by a preacher’s son, and at 13 years old  

I was stunned to find the world didn’t value 
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Strong, older brothers… (“These Long Drives” 24) 
 

The poem, I feel, shows the fear of death that the Diné (Navajo people) have, and the overall 

anger that has grown from those very justifiable fears. Also present in Tapahonso’s “Starlore” is 

the evolving Navajo culture as young people make choices and members of families become 

strangers to one another: 

No one could have told me that growing older could be this way: that children would turn 
on parents and disappear into gritty border towns, or run the abandoned downtown streets 
of Denver and Phoenix, that families could split into hardened circles over one sentence 
uttered in anger…that they would leave for boot camp, or a college where they are one of 
five Indian students, and that parents would not know what they endured… (15) 
 

 This poem illustrates the damage to the family unit that is caused by the economic 

situation, and the psychological damage that can occur. Many of the problems between the 

Redhouse family in A Native American Dream mirror “Starlore,” and the conclusion of the film 

is an effort by all the members of the Redhouse family to understand each better and to forgive 

the anger that “Starlore” mentions. 
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ANTHROPOLOGY, ETHNOGRAPHY, REPRESENTATION,  

AND “OUTSIDER” FILMMAKING 

I knew at the outset of this film that I would be an outsider making a film of a group, who 

to me, would be “the other,” and I was wary of making mistakes. “We imagine most things 

before we experience them. And those perceptions, unless education has made us acutely aware, 

govern deeply the whole process of perception” (qtd. in Becker 30). 

Volumes have been written about the historically inaccurate, racist, incomplete and 

generally horrible representation of Native people by white filmmakers, so I had special concern 

in making this film. “The prototype of the Hollywood Indian was treacherous, vicious, cruel, 

lazy, stupid, dirty, speaking in ughs and grants, and often quite drunk” (Keshena 107). So not 

only was I afraid of unconsciously reinforcing these stereotypes, but I was afraid that because I 

found a family that in some ways did fit the stereotypes many have about Native Americans as 

alcoholics, poor, and suicidal, would I be perpetuating a stereotype? At one point I considered 

making the film with reflexive narration to describe these challenges or issues, but in the end I 

decided the Redhouse story was complete on its own. While it is good to open a dialogue about 

misrepresentation, I feel that the focus has always been on the white perspective or white guilt 

and it was time to put the filmic needs and realities of real, modern Navajo people above my 

need to justify myself. However, I did feel it was necessary to address the history of 

misrepresentation in film to help explain the Redhouses’ current situation. 

How does including material that is critical of film’s past representation of an “other” 

alter a current representation? Jay Ruby notes that the “recognition of the social construction of 

reality” is important because instead of looking for one objective truth, people create the cultures 

and meanings they live with (126). How can a filmmaker show a historical misrepresentation in 
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order to attempt to counter this misrepresentation, with the hopes of creating new cultures and 

new meanings? 

In A Native American Dream, the inclusion of the clips from The Searchers and Felix the 

Cat serve the dual purpose of visually illustrating Tye’s personal story of his experience 

encountering racism and showing how the racism might have been created or enhanced by the 

viewing of media that misrepresent Native Americans. Tye’s story that immediately proceeds 

this sequence is about how he was selling Kirby vacuums, and when a white man went up to the 

door of an elderly white couple to ask if they would allow a demonstration of the vacuum, they 

said yes, but when Tye got out of the van to do the demonstration and they looked at him, and 

said they did not want the demonstration. In The Searchers the family in the film fears an attack 

of their home from the “Indians,” and the clip used in A Native American Dream shows them 

entering the house and closing the shutters, in order, one would presume, to be less visible in the 

night. Please note, I include the word “Indians” in quotes in this passage because in this context 

the word refers only to the actors Hollywood has hired to act as they would like them to act, and 

has little relation to real Indians or Native Americans. In the clip from The Searchers, one of the 

daughters, seeming to be unaware of their impending doom, begins to speak loudly and has not 

extinguished a lantern. The mother reprimands her and the daughter reacts as if a fate worse than 

death is coming, screaming hysterically. The mother stops her screaming by slapping her, and 

then hugs her. In the clip from Felix Goes West, Felix sees a caricatured Native American with 

angry eyes and a feather running to attack him. He is able to evade him and jump on him, and 

run away. As he runs, he sees that the “Indian” is still chasing him, and then he sees that he is 

running towards a cliff. Felix looks at the charging “Indian” and then looks off the cliff with the 

ground far below, and then chooses to jump off the cliff. The clips are examples of different 
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genres of media that both imply that encountering a Native American is worse than death, and 

the intercutting between a cartoon (Felix Goes West) and a box office success (The Searchers) 

shows how pervasive this message is in media for both children and adults.  

The purpose of this juxtaposition is to both illustrate racism that occurs and is financially 

harmful to Tye, and to make the viewer note how visual material helps make these stereotypes 

and also how ridiculous they are. At this point in the film, the viewer has spent time getting to 

know the Redhouse family, and so even if they had never met a Native person before viewing 

this film, they would have ascertained that no one in the Redhouse family was likely to cause 

anyone harm. In earlier versions of A Native American Dream, I had included more clips that 

illustrated stereotype in Hollywood films, but the feedback from fellow students was a general 

dislike for this section. One who viewed the film wrote in a critique that this section was “too 

long, really exaggerated, and borderline insulting.” I took their advice and greatly shortened it, 

and used it in a way that was less instructional, but instead is designed to make the audience feel 

that the way Hollywood, and society in general, has portrayed the Native American is ridiculous. 

I find that often irony and humor are more effective than rebuke. Besides my film being more a 

story of a family than the history of misrepresentation, I also viewed several films that 

comprehensively covered the history of misrepresentation of Native people in film, so I felt that 

my film could not improve upon these films nor add to them. 

Some, such as Dan Hart of the Native Voices Program (Montana 1), argue that only 

Native filmmakers can break the stereotypes of Native Americans, while others point to the need 

for films about Natives, regardless of the maker, because of the need to record human behavior 

for a people that are so underrepresented. I believe the latter, and I believe that interaction 
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between the filmmaker and the subject, regardless of the ways the filmmaker and subject may 

differ, is a crucial step towards this goal.  

While ethnography is considered to be a stricter discipline, deriving from note-taking and 

record-keeping in the field, anthropology is the broader category of the study of humanity, 

although it is also generally believed that the ethnographer or anthropologist must be formally 

trained in these fields (personal interview, Ben Levin). Without formal training in these 

disciplines but still recording humanity from the "field," what does that make the product of the 

documentary filmmaker? I never set out to make an ethnographic or anthropological film, 

because I consider myself to be a storyteller, not simply a recorder of events. Also, I feel that 

these fields of study have contributed to the misrepresentation of Native people, and help to 

sustain a false wall of separation between the “author” and “subject” that in many ways is the 

cause and effect of old modes of thinking about human relationships. Media, or affordable 

image-making technology, has provided a new hope, but the means for change in the areas of 

anthropology and ethnography have changed faster than the way of thinking about what 

documenting these people will actually do.  

Often, self-described ethnographic or anthropological filmmakers seem to consider the 

rules of their discipline before considering the audience or purpose of the film. I hesitate to call A 

Native American Dream anthropological or ethnographic simply because the entire discipline 

seems to be so caught up in itself that it fails to see the possibility of film and video, or its place 

in the lives of people outside of the classroom. Also, in an increasingly interdisciplinary world, 

the definitions of anthropology seems to be becoming more, not less, rigid. Bailey and Bailey 

first released their History of the Navajo: the Reservation Years, a very good economic history of 

the Navajo people told from a Navajo perspective, and they were criticized because of their 
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mixing of anthropology and history (Davies 442). Why wouldn’t you want to mix these 

disciplines, when the results are so often better accounts? 

But at its root, is A Native American Dream ethnographical or anthropological? It is a 

nearly impossible equation, because all of the variables are undefined. What is “outsider”? What 

is “native” (to the group one is filming, not to be confused with “Native” of Native American)? 

Scholars such as Sonia Ryang pose the question: 

Is there a difference between native anthropology and reflexive anthropology?... Is there 
a difference between the account of native anthropology about being a native 
anthropologist (of her own culture) and the account of a Western anthropologist about 
herself in a remote, foreign field? (“Dilemma of a Native: On Location, Authenticity, and 
Reflexivity” 144) 
 
For that matter, what makes something anthropology or ethnography still seems to be, at 

its core definition, that it must be about the traditional “other,” meaning non-Western, non-white, 

non-heterosexual, non-male. Very rarely are films about white people in America billed as 

anthropology or ethnography, and this largely unspoken foundation is the fundamental problem. 

Looking at race as the only defining line between filmmaker and subject is the root of 

anthropology and ethnography’s problem. I learned, through this film, that a person has so many 

subgroups that they might fit into that race can easily become insignificant. An example would 

be a Korean professor making a film about Koreans— an insider film—but if the professor is 

male and the subject is Korean women who have been sexually assaulted, who would be more of 

an insider filmmaker, a white female filmmaker or the male Korean filmmaker? Similarly, a 

white filmmaker of similar age, political beliefs, and acceptance of queerness might be more of 

an insider to a 24-year old Navajo lesbian than a 60 year-old Navajo man, or even a 24 year-old 

Navajo conservative Christian. 
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Ryang, in a different article entitled “Native Anthropology and Other Problems” echoes 

this sentiment: 

Divisions are crisscrossing across gender, race, class, age… In a sense, the set of 
epistemological issues the native anthropologist is concerned with are not too different 
from what the so-called Western (or traditional or normal…) anthropologist should deal 
with when studying “others.” (34) 
 
By the end of the film I didn’t have too many concerns about being an outsider filmmaker 

because I no longer felt like an outsider. One day I asked Chantelle Redhouse if, as a Native and 

as a lesbian, she ever watched television and felt like it had nothing to do with her? She asked me 

to elaborate on what I meant. I said, “since advertising is from a white, heterosexual perspective, 

how do you feel about television and advertising?” She replied, “I just thought that was how they 

control their race” (personal interview, Chantelle Redhouse). I was surprised by this answer for 

two reasons. The first was that television and advertising appeared to be so disconnected from 

her, and so devoid of Natives, that she views it as a medium by and for Anglo society. Second, 

was her use of the word “their.” Even though I am Anglo, and even though I was at that very 

moment making a film, she did not say, “how they control your race,” she said “their race,” thus 

not considering me, or the film, as a part of that world. By her use of language, Chantelle made it 

clear that either we were outsiders or they were outsiders, but we were together in the same 

category. To her, I was not an “outsider” filmmaker despite the color of my skin. 

This is another reason why I think it is hard to call the film anthropological, because the 

stigma attached to the word implies “outsider looking in” and I do not feel I am that. 

Anthropologist Trinh Minh-ha says it best: “A conversation of ‘us’ with ‘us’ about ‘them’ is a 

conversation in which ‘them’ is silenced… Anthropology is finally better defined as ‘gossip’ (we 

speak together about others) than as a ‘conversation’ (we discuss a question)…” (qtd. In Nichols 

228).  
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A Native American Dream is very much a conversation. At times, in interviews, we were 

literally discussing a question and at other times, Tye and Chantelle Redhouse were voicing their 

own questions, or answering their own questions. Also, any time an encounter is at the personal 

level, it can no longer be a generalized or blanket statement describing an entire group. The 

Redhouses do not represent all Navajo families; they are only themselves. This was a lesson I 

learned the hard way when I imagined that the protagonist I would find in the film would be like 

the Navajo door-to-door vacuum salesman I had known years before. This man, Calvert Yazzie, 

seemed to me to be “walking in two worlds.” When I first wrote my thesis proposal three years 

ago, I hypothesized that the Navajo man that I would film would be “walking in two worlds,” 

and I was right, but not in the way that I had imagined. 

My biggest cultural blunder was that I assumed what was true for one Navajo vacuum 

salesman would be true for another. Later I realized that assumption would be as ridiculous as 

thinking that any white female filmmaker would be the same as me. But what I found is that Tye 

Redhouse is walking in two worlds: he is walking between self-reliance and caring for his 

family, longing for closeness while he isolates himself, between youth and adulthood, between 

wanting meaning in life beyond his occupation and having the means to support himself, 

between who he feels he is and what his culture has taught him.  

When I asked Tye and Chantelle each, separately, who they would say they have more in 

common with, me (as a white Texan close to their age) or an older Navajo person, they thought 

for a moment, and answered that they have more in common with me (personal interview).  

I believe it is important to note that the perception of a filmmaker’s financial means plays 

an important role in social issue filmmaking. Former presidential candidate John Edwards has for 

some time spoken of “two Americas,” and I also believe that you could divide America right 
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along the poverty line. I live below the poverty line (grossing $7000 in 2007), and while this is a 

lot compared to the Redhouse family, compared to the average national salary, we are more alike 

than we are different. In an increasingly media-conscious and media-savvy world, much of my 

acceptance as a filmmaker was due to the fact that I was not a wealthy outsider coming to use the 

“otherness” of the Navajo for monetary gain, but instead was a student on a small budget making 

personal sacrifices to make the film because the Redhouses and their lives are important and 

worthy of being filmed. 

In Through Navajo Eyes, researchers and filmmakers Sol Worth and John Adair brought 

film cameras to a group of Navajo in 1966 to teach them how to use the cameras and to see what 

Navajos not affected by media would make with film. There is a famous story about the 

filmmakers asking a tribal leader permission to do the project. The leader asked, “will this harm 

the sheep?” They answered “no.” “Will this help the sheep?” wisely asked the tribal leader. 

“No,” they said. “Then why make movies?” the elder replied (Worth and Adair 4).  

What a difference 50 years makes! After showing the employees of the Beclabito Chapter 

House that I could make frybread, and once the citizens of Beclabito saw that I had the approval 

of the Redhouse family and had stayed in their home, they began trying to help me find things to 

film. They sent Tye and me to go see a weaver, hoping that I could record this. The husband of 

the weaver, quite old, spoke primarily Navajo. I said hello in Navajo, and waited, on the porch, 

as Tye tried to vouch for my character. The old man turned to ask me why I wanted to film. I 

tried to explain what I was doing. He took me inside, where his wife was sitting at a huge loom, 

in a t-shirt, housecoat, and slippers, watching CNN. He told her in Navajo what I had told him. 

She turned directly to me and said, “I’m not ready. I am old, and getting in traditional dress takes 

time.” I replied that I was looking to record reality, and that I would prefer her wearing what she 
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really would wear rather than altering things. Her husband and she spoke in Navajo. She turned 

to me and smiled and patted her hair and said “I am not ready!” and I said that I understood, that 

if on a normal day someone came to my apartment and wanted to film me, I wouldn’t be ready 

either. They laughed. I told them there was no pressure.  

They spoke together in Navajo. He said to me, “ how much money would you give us?” I 

replied that I am a student, and besides not having much money, filming that way was not what I 

was about. I want to show the reality, I repeated. He replied that in the past people paid money. I 

said that I had no doubt watching her weave was worth money, but that wasn’t the kind of film I 

wanted to make, and then I smiled, and told him I was in no rush, and did not want to push 

things. He spoke with his wife again in Navajo, she replied in Navajo. He turned to me and said 

that he would love to see me come again, and to let them know when I would be back.  

I spoke to Tye on way back to the car. I said, “you know why I am making this film, 

right?” He replied that it was about capturing the present. I said that I didn’t want to hire anyone, 

and I didn’t want anyone to act for me, because I do not want to have control over what anyone 

says or does, and he nodded. I think this was the most important conversation Tye and I had, and 

it solidified not only why I was making the film, but why he wanted to be a part of it. 

I think about these things, and I worry about, in the end, how the Redhouse family will 

feel about the film and what it will bring their lives. Interestingly, Worth and Adair’s story about 

the tribal leader who, before filming, asked what harm it would do the sheep and what good it 

would bring the sheep is a parable of ethics. It is what filmmakers should be constantly asking 

themselves about the consequences of their filmmaking: what harm does it bring? What good 

does it bring? However, Luna Ross and Daniel Hart, understandably frustrated about the film 
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industry, lump me together with all non-Native filmmakers as casually as Hollywood lumps 

together all Natives: 

When social documentarians work outside their communities, they are detached from the 
interpersonal relationships and community processes that inhibit destructive and deviant 
behavior. These outsiders work according to the structures and normalizing influences 
that are active in their own lives: personal aesthetics, professional advancement and 
recognition, and a sense of accomplishment as an artist. (9) 
 

Was I, at times, pressured to make the film beautiful before true? Did I feel the desire of others 

to overemphasize ritual and religion where there was none—to emphasize what makes the 

Navajo different over what makes us the same? Did I sense a general distaste for footage of 

Navajos acculturating and/or working corporate wage jobs and did I know that a film of beautiful 

footage of weaving and sheepherding would do better in festivals? Certainly, all those things are 

true. But none of those things ever came close to being more important than being able to look 

the Redhouse family in the eyes and say that I’ve tried to tell the truth about their lives. I believe 

the potential good and opportunity for social change that the film brings outweighs any potential 

harm. The world doesn’t need more pretty images of Navajo women in traditional clothing; the 

world needs to know what is really happening in the lives of a Navajo family right now. I would 

say that I am far from “detached from… interpersonal relationships and community” (Hart and 

Ross 9). I talk to Tye and Chantelle more often than they speak to their other siblings, often more 

often than they speak to their father. I value their friendship. I may make mistakes because I am 

not Navajo, but in the end, I know what is important. 
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SELF-CRITIQUE 

I wanted this film to be a story of history, change, love, addiction, economics, poverty 

and hope, not just of the Navajo people, but common to all people. I wanted it to answer the 

question of the poem by Langston Hughes that has, for years, captivated me: 

What happens to a dream deferred? 

Does it dry up 

like a raisin in the sun? 

Or fester like a sore-- 

And then run? 

Does it stink like rotten meat? 

Or crust and sugar over-- 

like a syrupy sweet? 

Maybe it just sags 

like a heavy load. 

Or does it explode? (268) 
 

 I wanted the story of “dreams deferred,” “rotting,” and “exploding,” of an ignored nation in our 

nation, a critique of the American dream (Hughes 268). If it did half of what I wanted it to do, it 

was worth doing. 

I wish I would have been able to spend more time with the Redhouse family, and I wish 

when I was with them that I had filmed more. With this film, I know there are places my camera 

was able to go only because I was alone, but in the future I would like to try working with a 

talented cameraperson and soundperson so I can better focus on coverage.  

As a camerawoman, I learned to slow down and have patience and to make subtle moves, 

to anticipate movement. I can literally see my camerawork improve as the year progresses. By 

the spring shoot I had been filming for three weeks straight in Eastern Europe, and having that 

much time in the field also greatly improved my shooting.  
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As a soundwoman, I learned the equipment to the point that I could do it alone, which I 

should have done in the first place rather than assume my first soundman could do this for me. 

Location soundwork is a difficult job, and we are very well trained at the University of North 

Texas. I should not have assumed the same level of quality from someone who was coming from 

a different film program. By the winter and spring shoots I was doing sound alone, and am 

pleased with this audio quality. I find it difficult, as the editor of a film I have also produced and 

directed, to have the perspective to judge the footage solely on its contents and to separate the 

contents of the footage from my memories of the event. I hope to continue producing and 

directing, but in the future I hope to work with a talented editor who can maintain that objectivity 

to the footage and subject. 
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DISTRIBUTION PLANS 

I would like the film to be seen by as many people as possible. I am showing the film to 

HBO documentaries and to KERA, the Dallas-area PBS affiliate, to attempt a national airing 

through Independent Lens or POV. HBO and PBS are my preferred outlets; my dream outcome 

would be a national television screening. If the film is not distributed on television, then I will 

premier the film in Beclabito, New Mexico and have screenings in Shiprock and Farmington, 

New Mexico and submit it to other top-tier festivals. November is Native American history 

month, so my goal is television screenings to sizable markets by then. After that I will look for 

educational distribution. I think some educational materials to accompany the film that focus on 

economics and real-life consequences would be great, and I will be looking for possible 

opportunities for collaboration towards this in the coming months. 
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RELEASE  AGREEMENT 
 
Whereas, ______________ (the "Producer") is engaged in a project (the "Video"), and 
 
Whereas, I, the undersigned, have agreed to appear in the Video, and 
 
Whereas, I understand  that m y voice, nam e, and im age will be recorded by various  mechanical 
and electrical means of all d escriptions (such recordings, any piec e thereof, the con tents therein 
and all reproductions thereof, along with the utilization of my name, shall be collectively referred 
to herein as the "Released Subject Matter"), 
 
I hereby freely and without rest raint consent to and give unto the Producer and its agents or  
assigns or anyone authorized by the Producer, (collectively referred to herein as the "Releasees") 
the unrestrained right in  perpetuity to own, utilize,  or alter the Released  Subject Ma tter, in any  
manner the Releasees may see f it and for any purpose whatsoever, all of the fore going to be 
without limitation of a ny kind.  W ithout limiting  the genera lity of the foregoin g, I hereb y 
authorize th e Releas ees and gran t unto them  the unrestrained rights to utilize th e Releas ed 
Subject Matter in connection with the Video' s advertising, publicity, public displays, and 
exhibitions.  I hereby stipulate that the Released Subject Matter is the property of the Producer to 
do with as it will. 
 
I hereby  waive to the f ullest ex tent that I m ay lawfully do so, any cause s of  actio n in law o r 
equity I m ay have or m ay hereafter acquire ag ainst the Releasees or any of them  for libel, 
slander, invasion of privacy, copyr ight or tradem ark violation, ri ght of publicity, or false light 
arising out of or in connection with the utiliz ation by the Releas ees or another of the Released 
Subject Matter. 
 
I expressly stipulate that the Releasees may utilize the Released Subject Matter or not as they 
choose in their sole discretion without affecting the validity of this Release.  This Release shall 
be governed by Texas law. 
 
I hereby certify that I am over the age of eighteen, and that I have read, understood, and agreed 
to the foregoing. 
 
 
 
        Print Name                            Signature                                            Date 
 
Address:  
 
City, State, Zip: 
 
Phone No:   (       )   
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