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of f ilms from the U.S., Germany, Australia, and Japan. Following this third edition 
of the festival the UFF organisers plan to take the program on tour again. The 
traveling program will begin with locations in Brazil, including Macapa in the 
Amazon, before making its way to München (Germany) in September and then 
North America later in the fall (with the help of f ilmmaker Eve-Andree Larame). 
Potential host cities include New York, Toronto, Santa Fe, and Window Rock, 
Arizona (capital of the Navajo Nation). UFF now faces the challenge of continuing 
to secure funding for future editions. Even as its f ield of witnesses expands and 
connects like-minded activists across the world its future, as is the case with so 
many f ilm festivals fueled by social justice initiatives, remains uncertain.

Notes
1. Torchin 2012, p. 3.
2. All quotations from an interview conducted with Suchanek and Gomes by the author in 

July 2012 in Rio de Janeiro, unless otherwise noted.
3. Email interview conducted with Suchanek on 2 May 2013.
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Indigenous film festival as eco-testimonial encounter
The 2011 Native Film + Video Festival

Salma Monani

In struggles for political and cultural recognition many Indigenous groups employ 
visual media to make their concerns heard. Amongst these various channels 
for media activism are Indigenous f ilm festivals which, in the words of festival 
coordinator Amalia Córdova, work to convey ‘a sense of solidarity with Indigenous 
struggles’.1 Córdova’s essay on Indigenous f ilm festivals appears in the collection 
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Film Festivals and Activism (2012). In the introduction to the collection co-editor 
Leshu Torchin writes about activist festivals as testimonial encounters or fields of 
witnessing where the f ilms offer testimony and the audiences serve as witnessing 
publics, ‘viewers [who] take responsibility for what they have seen and become 
ready to respond’.2 To better understand how Indigenous f ilm festivals embody 
these activist imperatives as eco-activism I consider the case of the 2011 Native 
American Film and Video Festival (NAFVF) with its special eco-themed focus 
Mother Earth in Crisis.

In my analysis of NAFVF I consider both the testimonies of the f ilms and 
the festival context in which they are placed; by doing so I add to the growing 
scholarship in ecocinema studies which within the last ten years has become a 
legitimate and crucial aspect of ecocriticism’s purview – though surprisingly, with 
little attention devoted to f ilm festivals.3 Through this analysis, by articulating 
what I term the oblique testimony, I argue that Indigenous f ilm festivals are often 
strongly reflective of the environmental concerns and hopes of Native peoples and 
suggest ecological engagements that place them in the terrain of environmental 
f ilm festivals.

The festival context: Testimonial archive
Since its inception in 1979 NAFVF has been hosted either biennially or triennially 
(depending on the logistics of staff ing and funding). Based in New York City, 
which has one of the nation’s largest Native American urban populations,4 the 
festival is an initiative of the Film and Video Center, currently sponsored by the 
United States Smithsonian Institute’s National Museum of the American Indian 
(NMAI). The festival follows its parent organisation’s mission: to create a space 
for Native American media ‘to combat stereotypes, to address an information gap 
in non-native society, and to reinforce the cultural heritage of the community’.5 
One might argue in the terms outlined by Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker in 
their collection Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of Suffering (2010) that 
NAFVF thus serves as a ‘testimonial archive’ or a place where the Native American 
community can both voice and record their own experiences of suffering and 
healing (past and present) for both native and non-native audiences alike.6

Over the years NAFVF has become a hub in the Indigenous f ilm festival circuit 
along with festivals such as the American Indian Film Festival and at least 64 others 
located worldwide.7 The selection of f ilms at NAFVF is limited to the Americas, 
in keeping with its title and the general mission of the National Museum of the 
American Indian; however, the festival also accepts non-Indigenous productions. 
The program selection is framed by the belief that the ‘dignif ied treatment of 
Indigenous themes’ may outweigh ‘Indigenous authorship’.8 In four days, the 2011 
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festival showcased 100 f ilms selected from more than 400 submitted, including 
work produced by both natives and non-natives.

NAFVF organisers use common threads in the submissions to help guide 
festival themes.9 An overwhelming majority of f ilms submitted for the 2011 festival 
depicted environmental struggles, leading to the special thematic focus Mother 
Earth in Crisis. In articulating this focus participants from across the Americas 
came together to share their stories.10 The festival was open to the public and along 
with approximately 100 invited f ilmmakers drew both native and non-native 
audiences.

In creating the program the organisers planned a special afternoon symposium 
composed of f ilms and a panel discussion about Indigenous struggles around rivers. 
Besides this eco-activist symposium the festival as a whole was replete with f ilms 
that explicitly addressed environmental concerns; it also included f ilms that are 
not as easy to shoehorn into traditional environmental categories, highlighting 
instead social themes such as language loss, violence against women, alcohol 
use, and generational misunderstandings. However, festival director Elizabeth 
Weatherford acknowledged that an environmental consciousness is often sim-
mering below the surface of many of these f ilms as well.11

To better understand how these f ilms forward eco-activism we can consider 
their modes of testimony. While the more explicitly eco-focused f ilms of the 
symposium and festival work with testimonies that conjure powerful imagery of 
what one might call the ‘ecological Indian’ in his or her various guises, many other 
f ilms offer oblique testimonies that are important to consider.

Forms of eco-testimony: From explicit to implicit eco-imaginations
Testimony, as Shoshana Felman writes, occurs ‘when the facts upon which justice 
must pronounce its verdict are not clear, when historical accuracy is in doubt, and 
when both truth and its supporting materials are called into question’.12 The NAFVF 
2011 program included many f ilms with protagonists that testify to the sufferings 
and resilience of traditionally marginalised communities. However, when one 
considers the notion of the eco-testimony the person relating it and the manner 
in which they do so can be broadly categorised into four types: three reference the 
trope of the ecological Indian in different ways, one absents it completely. Each 
category of testif ier orients a particular eco-activist imperative which in turn 
serves to engage the NAFVF audience in various ways.

The ecological Indian is a historically signif icant trope that speaks to Indig-
enous relationships with nature which are based on traditions of respect and 
reciprocity; the most common and controversial representation is in what one 
can term the ‘white celebrity testimony’. A large amount of scholarship points to 
how Western celebrities have appropriated this trope in popular culture to fulf ill 
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white fantasies of primitivism and escape from modernism.13 Not surprisingly, 
there are a few instances of such testimonies at the festival, for example James 
Cameron’s A Message from Pandora (2009). The central focus of this 20-minute 
documentary is Cameron, not the Indigenous people of the threatened Xingu 
river basin in Brasil; he is their heroic yet humble spokesman. Despite this ‘white 
man savior’ persona many understand how such celebrity power can and does 
work to draw attention to Indigenous concerns even though it might stereotype 
Indigenous people as exotic primitives.14

More typically the festival f ilms foreground Indigenous testif iers where the 
imagery of the ecological Indian is not appropriated by white voices. Control of the 
ecological Indian primarily occurs in two ways: through presenting testimonies of 
traditional elders coupled with the visual presence of Indigenous f ilm producers 
(e.g. the shorts Elderly Words: Who’s Threatening the Water? and How Did We Do 
Elderly Words?); and by engaging testimonies of ‘modern’ indigenous spokesper-
sons – i.e. plain-clothed, educated natives (e.g., Down the Mighty River). As a variety 
of Indigenous media scholars have written, using modernity’s tools while respect-
ing traditional ways speaks powerfully to the dynamism of Indigenous culture.15 
Such technological know-how juxtaposed with traditionalism re-casts the white 
celebrity testif ier’s stereotype of native peoples as rustic, victimised primitives 
and draws attention to complicated colonial histories that shape contemporary 
Indigenous responses to development.

Aside from these explicit testimonies of eco-activism the festival incorpo-
rates compelling forms of what I term oblique testimony. Articulated through 
the personal struggles of individuals caught in the hybrid spaces of Indigenous-
colonial encounters, such f ilms spotlight how eco-identity permeates Indigenous 
experience outside battles for environmental conservation and autonomy. An 
example of such testimony is Wapawekka (2010), a f ictional short based on its 
Metis (Cree) f ilmmaker Danis Goulet’s autobiographic reality. Goulet casts her 
cousin Josh Goulet, a hip-hop artist, and her father Keith Goulet to play a father 
and son on their last hunting trip before their northern Saskatchewan cabin is 
sold. The understated conflict is a comment on her own relationship with her 
father and the f ilm is primarily a tale of generational tensions as the son clashes 
against his elders. Filmed along northern Saskatechan’s lakes, the f ilm’s setting 
is a key agent in Josh’s changing emotions towards his father and traditional ways 
of living. Initially Josh appears impatient with traditional activities and being 
outdoors with his father. In contrast, he focuses on contemporary pastimes (such 
as listening to and creating hip-hop music). Goulet’s repetition of exquisite long 
takes of the tranquil summer lake and surrounding woods from Josh’s point-of 
view as he accompanies his father prepares us for the denouement. On the verge 
of boarding the boat for their return trip Josh asks his dad to wait. He returns to 
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shore near the cabin, bends down to touch the earth, and for the last time looks out 
at the panorama. His f inal actions confirm his love for this place and his potential 
investment in the ecological traditions that imbue his dad’s life. Without being 
specif ically about eco-struggle the f ilm is an eloquent testimony to Indigenous 
eco-activism; it re-aff irms the value of the land as a restorative site.

Many other f ilms screened at the festival also aff irm such oblique testimonies 
to ecological consciousness. Félix Lajeunesse and Paul Raphaël’s (Inuit) Tungijuq 
(2009) and Travis Shilling’s (Obijwe) Bear Tung (2010) draw from animistic, Indig-
enous traditions to comment on changing human/more-than-human relations. 
Jeff Barnaby’s (Mi’kmaq) sci-f i f ilm noir File Under Miscellaneous (2010) renders 
cultural annihilation through the literal metaphor of replacing Indigenous skin 
with white skin through facial surgery. The f ilm presents a sharp testimony of 
eco-critique: does the body (a symbol of nature) shape a man’s socio-cultural 
acceptance? NAFVF is replete with such oblique testimonies, providing viewers a 
sense of how Indigenous identity can be intricately woven into ecological relations.

Conclusion: Indigenous film festival as environmental film festival
As Leshu Torchin indicates, the festival site expands the individual cinematic 
encounter through the presentation of many f ilms screened together; panel discus-
sions that follow the programmed f ilms heighten this testimonial encounter. 
The Mother Earth symposium concluded with a panel featuring f ilmmakers and 
related activists interacting with moderator Tonya Gonnella Frichner (Onon-
daga), the founder of the American Indian Law Alliance and the North American 
representative to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. 
While Frichner framed the legal and political facts of explicit struggles against 
environmental exploitation of lands the panelists’ repeated commentary on how 
such material exploitation is tied to cultural and social survival alerts viewers to 
other programmed clusters that are not explicit in their messages of environmental 
struggles but nonetheless strongly indicative of oblique eco-testimonies.

Ultimately, understanding Indigenous eco-activism both as deliberate, explicit 
testimonies against political environmental threats and as ingrained in narra-
tives that celebrate and seek to reclaim traditional cultures and worldviews is 
an important task. This helps us consider how Indigenous f ilm festivals can be 
classif ied as environmental f ilm festivals. Other types of activist f ilm festivals such 
as those focusing on human rights, local issues, or disabilities may similarly engage 
eco-concerns in oblique but nonetheless pervasive ways. As 21st century ecocriti-
cism constantly reminds us, nature and culture are intertwined. Recognising this 
intricate relationship in non-explicit f ilms showcased at many f ilm festivals calls 
for understanding them as part of the eco-mediascape.
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