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Photos clockwise from top left: 

Sunny Clifford; Serena and Sunny Clifford on the 
Pine Ridge Reservation; Serena and Sunny Clifford 
with Brandon Ferguson. Photos by Diego Siragna.

Program Synopsis

Young Lakota follows the emotional journey of Sunny Clifford, a young Lakota 
woman who returns to the Pine Ridge Reservation with a dream to change the 
world around her. Her political awakening begins when the tribe’s first female 
president, Cecelia Fire Thunder, defies a South Dakota law banning abortion 
by threatening to build a women’s clinic on the reservation. Embroiled in a 
controversial political season that hinges on reproductive rights and tribal 
sovereignty, Sunny, her twin sister Serena, and their neighbor Brandon are drawn 
into a political firestorm that changes the course of their lives.

“We have to know who we are.  We 
have to know where we’re from.  
And once you fully accept yourself 
you realize what you want.  I want 
to be a woman who’s not afraid to 
say what’s on her mind.  I’ll never be 
Cecelia Fire Thunder, but I’m going to 
be me.” 

 Sunny Clifford
The Pine Ridge Reservation in western 
South Dakota is home to the Oglala 
Lakota nation and spans 2.8 million 
acres—an area larger than Rhode Island 
and Delaware combined.
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By the Numbers

A note from the Directors/Producers

Marion Lipschutz & Rose Rosenblatt

We came to the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota to 

shoot a documentary about a young woman from Wounded Knee 

who was suing the U.S. government over a sexual assault. When our 

plans shifted unexpectedly, we found ourselves on the vast Pine Ridge 

Reservation with no story. At the time South Dakota had just passed 

a law criminalizing abortion, with no exception for rape or incest. The 

first female President of the tribe, Cecelia Fire Thunder, was co-chair of a 

Below is a short history to date of the attempts and counter 
attempts to alter Roe v. Wade and the rights of South Dakota 
women, including Oglala Lakota women of the Pine Ridge 
reservation: 

• 2006 – As depicted in the film, the Legislature passed 
a ban on all abortion, including rape and incest; with 
exceptions only for the endangerment of the mother’s 
health. It was signed into law, but opponents gathered 
sufficient signatures to put it up for a public referendum 
on 2006 Statewide Election Ballot, when it was defeated.

• 2008 – A law banning abortions with narrow exceptions 
for rape and incest was past by the Legislature and 
signed into law in 2007. This was also defeated by public 
referendum on the ballot in 2008. A sonogram requirement 
(all abortion providers must offer a sonogram to a woman 
before an abortion even if it is not medically necessary) 
also passed the Legislature and was signed into law.

• 2009 – SB 92 was introduced, which would have required 
the physician performing an abortion to be physically 
present in the state for 24 hrs before a procedure. Because 
SD flies in its physicians from other states (there are no 
physicians in the state willing to provide abortions) this 
would have made services limited if not impossible.

• 2010 – No anti-choice legislation, but a contraceptive 
equity bill failed. 

• 2011 – HB 1171, a bill that would have created a justifiable 
homicide defense for individuals who murder abortion 
providers, was proposed but failed in the House. HB 
1217 would require women to endure a 72 hour waiting 
period and visit an anti-choice crisis pregnancy center for 
“counseling” before an abortion procedure. It was passed 
by the Legislature, signed into law, but blocked by the 
court.

• 2012 – Federal 8th Circuit Court of Appeals upheld 
a South Dakota law which requires doctors to warn 
women that abortion would subject them to increased 
risk of depression and related psychological distress” 
and “increased risk of suicide ideation and suicide,” even 
though there appears to be no evidence supporting these 
statements.

• As of June 1st 2013 – Abortion in South Dakota is only 
legal up to 24 weeks. Public funding will only be provided 
to pregnant women seeking abortion in cases where 
the women’s life is in danger (No exceptions are made 
for rape or incest). Women who seek an abortion must 
receive state mandated counseling on Fetal Pain and 
the scientifically unfounded claim that abortions lead to 
negative psychological effects.  Women must wait at least 
72 hours after counseling before they receive a procedure 
and in cases where a woman is under 18, parental 
notification is required. (Statistics from the Guttmacher 
Institute) 

statewide coalition to stop the abortion ban. 

Then Cecelia challenged the ban by threatening to build Sacred 

Choices, a women’s clinic on the sovereign land of the reservation. 

National media picked up the story and suddenly everybody was 

talking. We got a call from one of Cecelia’s political opponents 

saying they planned to march on a Tribal Council meeting and call 

for Cecelia’s impeachment. At the impeachment hearing, we met 

Brandon Ferguson, an aspiring filmmaker from the local college, and 

two young women, twin sisters, Sunny and Serena Clifford. All three 

were ardent supporters of Cecelia, and deeply drawn to her message. 

Watching Sunny, Serena and Brandon we knew they were beginning 

a journey that would unfold in front of us.  

We saw how Sunny, shy and soft spoken, began to come into her 

own. Drawn to her freshness and heart, her emotional and political 

awakening now seemed the journey to follow. As we watched how 

her growing awareness fueled profound personal changes, and how 

those changes, in turn, informed her growing activism, we knew we’d 

found our film. Or perhaps more aptly – the film found us.  
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 Reflect & Relate

1. Although Young Lakota shows the fight for reproductive rights 
happening on a political stage on the Pine Ridge Reservation and 
South Dakota, there are many emotional and complex layers to 
the issue.  Explore and discuss what you think are the main factors 
underlying this issue.  Examine such things as:
• the impact of poverty on sexual health and access to quality care
• the interplay of state politics and tribal sovereignty when it comes 

to legislating laws that dictate a woman’s ability to terminate a 
pregnancy

• the role of cultural identity for emerging youth leaders
• the prevalence of teen parents in communities across the county, 

and specifically on the reservation
• the need for culturally safe health care and services
• the widespread occurrences of domestic violence, sexual assault, 

dating violence, and stalking within the Native community
2.  An important part of this film is the generational relationship between 

the children, young adults, and elder members of the Lakota Tribe.  
We see Sunny coming under the guidance and influence of Cecelia 
Fire Thunder. We see Brandon leave his alliance to Cecelia and her 
cause to work for Alex White Plume, a strong male presence in the 
Lakota community.  We see young parents doing their best to care 
for infants and children.  We also see many people acting, as Cecelia 
says, “like a soap opera.”  As a group, explore these relationships as 
they are depicted in the film. Examine the effect of role modeling 
and maturity in the development of a strong young population.

3. Reflect on the moments where Cecilia, Sunny, Serena and other 
people talk about the history and culture of the Lakota people. How 
does culture inform or tell us how to think about certain issues? If 
you’re Native, where can we draw strength and inspiration from our 
history as Native peoples? If you’re not Native, do you draw strength 
and inspiration from your cultural background and if so, how?

4. In what way is Young Lakota a story that is specific to the community 
on the Pine Ridge Reservation? What parts of the story speak to 
universal qualities about community, leadership, and the beliefs 
that shape us?

Ideas for Action

Use a “talking piece” which gives each speaker the right to 
speak. As a group, use this as an opportunity to actively 
listen to each person’s stories and opinions. Use a “talking 
piece” and set the ground rules so that whoever is holding the 
talking piece may speak their minds. Encourage respect for all 
opinions and have no expectations of changing anybody’s 
minds.  

1. How might you become more involved in local activists 
and community efforts to a) support women’s rights 
b) support Native youth and c) raise awareness about 
important issues facing your community? Brainstorm 
examples together for each option.

2. As a class or group, learn in what way your community 
is providing sexual and reproductive health services 
to local residents? Do you have local centers where 
women can receive services such as exams, birth 
control/contraceptives, and abortions? What about 
other services such as shelters, domestic violence 
programs or sexual health? Do you think these services 
could be improved to better serve your community, 
and how can you help to make that happen?

3. Using the information you gathered from above and 
formulate action steps within your group or classroom 
for sharing this information with the members of your 
local community. Ideas could be:

• Organize a screening party of Young Lakota and 
start a dialogue in your community about women’s 
reproductive health and local activism opportunities. 

• Consider making a show with Public Access television 
or community radio where you live about reproductive 
rights and justice in your community. 

• Organize a workshop in your community with local 
experts to educate women, girls, and their families in 
your community—not only about access to abortion 
for young women, but also its connection to other 
reproductive justice and social justice issues.

• Tell your politicians to protect women’s health today by 
standing up against laws that violate reproductive rights 

Sunny Clifford on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Photo by Diego Siragna..
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Resources for the Pine Ridge Reservation
• Official site of the Oglala Lakota Nation:

 http://www.oglalalakotanation.org
• Pine Ridge Chamber of Commerce 

 http://www.pineridgechamber.com/
• The Oglala Lakota College site: www.olc.edu
• KILI FM Radio on Pine Ridge:  www.kiliradio.org
• OLC Pod-Tribe podcast:  

 http://www.podfeed.net/podcast/The+PodTribe/7019
Resources about Sexual Health and Reproductive Rights

• Native Youth Sexual Health Network: 
 http://www.nativeyouthsexualhealth.com

• The Native American Women’s Health Education Resource Center: 
 http://www.nativeshop.org

• Tewa Women United: http://tewawomenunited.org
• Sister Song Women of Color Reproductive Health Collective: 

 http://www.sistersong.net/
• Forward Together (formerly Asian Communities for Reproductive 

Justice): http://forwardtogether.org/
• SPARK Reproductive Justice NOW!: http://www.sparkrj.org/
• COLOR: Colorado Organization for Latina Opportunity and 

Reproductive Rights: http://www.colorlatina.org/
Suggested Reading:
Reproductive Justice Briefing Book: A Primer on Reproductive 

Justice and Social Change by the SisterSong Women of Color 
Reproductive Health Collective and the Pro-Choice Public Education 
Project. Available at: http://www.protectchoice.org/downloads/
Reproductive%20Justice%20Briefing%20Book.pdf

Undivided Rights: Women of Color Organizing for Reproductive Justice 
by Jael Silliman, Marlene Gerber Fried, Loretta Ross, and Elena 
Gutiérrez. South End Press, 2004. 344 pages. 

Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous Women from Sexual 
Violence in the USA. Amnesty International. New York: 2007. Amnesty 
International. Available at: http://www.amnestyusa.org/pdfs/
MazeOfInjustice.pdf

Resources 

All content in this Viewer Discussion Guide may be reproduced in whole or in part for educational use. 

Young Lakota is a co-production of Incite Pictures and Vision Maker Media. Major funding was provided by the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting and Vision Maker Media. 

This Viewer Discussion Guide was developed by Cine Qua Non and the Native Youth Sexual Health Network, with 
additional content development from Jamie Lee, an author and former instructor at the Oglala Lakota College, 
where she taught for five years. Lee has a Master’s in Human Development and has been a communications trainer 
and an educator for the past 30 years. Her stories and articles have appeared in The South Dakota Review, Winds of 
Change Magazine and several other anthologies. She has published three non-fiction books along with one novel 
and a collection of writings from Oglala Lakota College students. Her first novel, Washaka: The Bear Dreamer, was a 
PEN USA finalist in 2007. Lee has written over 70 documentary programs including Public Radio’s landmark 52-part 
Native music series, Oyate Ta Olowan: The Songs of the People. 

Funding for this Viewer Discussion Guide was provided by Vision Maker Media. Vision Maker Media shares Native 
stories with the world that represent the cultures, experiences, and values of American Indians and Alaska Natives.
For more information, please visit www.visionmakermedia.org. 

Educational resources for this film are available at www.visionmakermedia.org/educators/young-lakota.

© 2013 Vision Maker Media. All rights reserved.

Sunset on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Photo by 
Diego Siragna.

Brandon films Sunny’s conversation with 
Litefoot. Photo by Diego Siragna.


