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PANEL DISCUSSION: EMPOWERING ABCRIGINAL WRITERS

In order to address the specifics of Native people's writing and empower-
ment, I must first present my view on the disempowerment of first North
American Nations.

Without recounting various historical versions of ~ow it happened, I would
like to refer only to what happened here.

Indigenous peoples in North America were rendered powerless and subju-
gated to totalitarian domination by foreign peoples, after they were wel-
comed as guests and their numbers were allowed to grow to the point of dom-
ination through aggression.

Once total subjective control was achieved over my peoples through vari-
ous coercive measures and the direct removal of political, social, and reli-
gious freedoms accomplished, the colonization process began.

In North America this has been to systemicaily enforce manifest destiny or
the so-called “White Man's burden’ to civilize. In the 498 years of contact in
The Americas, the thrust of this bloody sword has been to hack out the spir-
it of all the beautiful cultures encountered, leaving in its wake a death toll
unrivalled in recorded history. This is what happened and what continues to
happen.

There is no word other than totalitarianism which adequately describes the
methods used to achieve the condition of my people today. Our people were
not given choices. Our children, for generations, were seized from our com-
munities and homes and placed in indoctrination camps until our language,
our religion, our customs, our values, and our societal structures almost dis-
appeared. This was the residential school experience.

Arising out of the siege conditions of this nightmare time, what is com-
monly referred to as the ‘social problems' of Native peoples emerged. Homes
and communities, without children, had nothing to work for, or live for. Chil-
dren returned to communities and families as adults, without the necessary
skills for parenting, for Native life style, or self-sufficiency on their land
base, deteriorated into despair. With the loss of cohesive cultural relevance
with their own peoples and a distorted view of the non-Native culture from
the clergy who ran the residential schools, an almost total disorientation and



Ioss of identity occurred. The disintegration of family and community and
nation was inevitable, originating with the individual's internalized pain.
Increasing death statistics from suicide, violence, alcohol and drug abuse,
and other poverty-centred physical diseases, can leave no doubt about the
question of totalitarianism and genocide.

You writers from the dominating culture have the freedom of imagination.
You keep reminding us of this. Is there anyone here who dares to imagine
what those children suffered at the hands of their so-called ‘guardians’ in
those schools. You are writers, imagine it on yourselves and your children.
Imagine you and your children and imagine how they would be treated by
those who abhorred and detested you, all, as savages without any rights.

Imagine at what cost to you psychologically, to acquiesce and attempt to
speak, dress, eat, and worship, like your oppressors, simply out of a need to
be treated humanly. Imagine attempting to assimilate so that your children
will not suffer what you have, and imagine finding that assimilationist mea-
sures are not meant to include you but to destroy all remnants of your culture.
Imagine finding that even when you emulate every cultural process from cus-
toms to values you are still excluded, despised, and ridiculed because you are
Native.

Imagine finding out that the dominating culture will not tolerate any real
cultural participation and that cultural supremacy forms the basis of the gov-
ernment process and that systemic racism is a tool to maintain their kind of
totalitarianism. And all the while, imagine that this is presented under the
guise of ‘equal rights' and under the banner of banishing bigotry on an indi-
vidual basis through law.

Imagine yourselves in this condition and imagine the writers of that dom-
inating culture berating you for speaking out about appropriation of cultural
voice and using the words ‘freedom of speech’ to condone further systemic
violence, in the form of entertainment literature about your culture and your
values and all the while, yourself being disempowered and rendered voice-
less through such ‘freedoms’.

Imagine how you as writers from the dominant society might turn over
some of the rocks in your own garden for examination. Imagine in your lit-
erature courageously questioning and examining the values that allow the
dehumanizing of peoples through domination and the dispassionate nature of
the racism inherent in perpetuating such practices. Imagine writing in hon-
esty, free of the romantic bias about the courageous ‘pioneering spirit’ of
colonialist practice and imperialist process. Imagine interpreting for us your
own people's thinking toward us, instead of interpreting for us, our thinking,
our lives, and our stories. We wish to know, and you need to understand, why
it is that you want to own our stories, our art, our beautiful crafts, our cere-
monies, but you do not appreciate or wish to recognize that these things of
beauty arise out of the beauty of our people.

Imagine these realities on yourselves in honesty and let me know how you
imagine that you might approach empowerment of yourselves in such a situ-



ation. Better yet, do not dare speak to me of ‘Freedom of Voice’, ‘Equ.
Rights', ‘Democracy’, or ‘Human Rights’ until this totalitarianistic approach
has been changed by yourselves as writers and shapers of philosophical
direction. Imagine a world where domination is not possible because all cul-
tures are valued.

To the Native writers here, my words are meant as empowerment to you.
In my quest for empowerment of my people through writing, there are two
things of which 1 must steadfastly remind myself.

The first is that the reality I see is the reality for the majority of Native
people and that although severe and sometimes irreparable damage has been
wrought, healing can take place through cultural affirmation. I have found
immense strength and beauty in my people.

The dispelling of lies and the telling of what really happened until every-
one, including our own people understands that this condition did not happen
through choice or some cultural defect on our part, is important. Equally
important is the affirmation of the true beauty of our people whose funda-
mental co-operative values resonated pacifism and predisposed our cultures
as vulnerable to the reprehensible value systems which promote domination
and aggression.

The second thing I must remind myself of is that the dominating culture's
reality is that it seeks to affirm itself continuously and must be taught that
numbers are not the basis of democracy, people are, each one being impor-
tant. It must be pushed, in Canada, to understand and accept that this coun-
try is multi-racial and multi-cultural now, and the meaning of that. I must
remind myself constantly of the complacency that makes these conditions
possible, and that if I am to bridge into that complacency that I will be met
with hostility from the majority, but, that those whose thoughts I have pro-
voked may become our greatest allies in speaking to their own. It is this pro-
motion of an ideal which will produce the courage to shake off centuries of
imperialist thought and make possible the relearning of co-operation and
sharing, in place of domination.

Our task as Native writers is twofold. To examine the past and culturally
affirm toward a new vision for all our people in the future, arising out of the
powerful and positive support structures that are inherent in the principles of
co-operation.

We, as Native people, through continuously resisting cultural imperialism
and seeking means toward teaching co-operative relationships, provide an
integral mechanism for solutions currently needed in this country.

We must see ourselves as undefeatably pro-active in a positive sense and
realize that negative activism actually serves the purpose of the cultural
imperialism practised on our people. Lies need clarification, truth needs to be
Stated, and resistance to oppression needs to be stated, without furthering
division and participation in the same racist measures. This is the challenge
that we rise to. Do not make the commonly made error that it is a people that
‘We abhor, be clear that it is systems and processors which we must attack. Be



clear that change to those systems will be promoted by people who can per-
ceive intelligent and non-threatening alternatives. Understand that these
alternatives will be presented only through discourse and dialogue flowing
outward from us, for now, because we are the stakeholders. We need the sys-
tem to change. Those in the system can and will remain complacent until
moved to think, and to understand how critical change is needed at this time
for us all. Many already know and are willing to listen.

The responsibility of the Native writer is tremendous in light of these times
in which world over, solutions are being sought to address the failed assimi-
lationist measures originating out of conquest, oppression, and exploitation,
whether under the socialist or capitalist banner. We as writers can show how
support for Lithuanian independence and support for South African Black
equality became farcical in the glare of the Constitutional position to First
Nations here in Canada, who seek nothing more than co-operative sovereign
relationships guaranteed in the principles of treaty making. No one will
desire or choose to hear these truths unless they are voiced clearly to people
who have no way to know that there are good alternatives and that instead of
losing control we can all grow powerful together.

Finally, I believe in the basic goodness of the majority of people. I rely on
the common human desire to be guilt free and fulfilled, to triumph, towards
attainment of our full potential as wonderful, thinking beings at the forward
edge of the Creator's expression of beauty.

I believe in the strength and rightness in the values of my people and know
that those principles of peace and co-operation, in practice, are natural and
survival-driven mechanisms which transcend violence and aggression. I see
the destructive paths that have led us to this time in history, when all life on
this planet is in peril, and know that there must be change. I believe that the
principles of co-operation are a sacred trust and the plan and the intent of the
Creator and therefore shall endure.



