
ABORIGINAL CULTURAL IDENTITY

J.W. Berry
Department of Psychology
Queen's University
Kingston, Ontario
Canada, K7L 3N6

This paper is dedicated to the memory of Professor Jens Peder Hart
Hansen (University of Copenhagen) who contributed so much to the health
and well-being of Indigenous peoples throughout the Circumpolar world.

Abstract I Resume

In the history of contact between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in
Canada, there has been an imbalance in acculturative influences. Gener
ally, Aboriginal peoples have been changed substantially, with serious
erosion of their cultures and identities. However, this dominance by Euro
Canadian peoples has also been met by resistance by Aboriginal peoples.
Policy and programme changes to alter the relationship between these two
sets of people are suggested, including a reduction in pressures toward
assimilation and segregation which have historically resulted in the margi
nalization of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada.

L'histoire des contacts entre les Aborigenes et les Eurocanadiens temoigne
d'un desequilibre sur Ie plan des forces d'acculturation. En general, les
Aborigenes ont subi de profonds changements, incluant une erosion de leur
identite culturelle. Neanmoins, la domination culturelle eurocanadienne
s'est aussi heurtee a la resistance autochtone. L'auteur propose des
modifications aux politiques et aux programmes destinees a transformer
les relations entre ces deux groupes. Ces propositions comprennent une
reduction de la pression en faveur de I'assimilation et de la segregation,
pression qui a eu historiquement pour consequences la marginalisation des
peuples aborigenes canadiens.
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Introduction

J.W Berry·

VVhen individuals experience intercultural contact, the issue ofwho they
are comes to the fore. Priorto major contact, this question is hardly an issue;
people routinely and naturally think of themselves as part of their cultural
community, and usually value this attachment in positive terms. Of course,
other life transitions (such as adolescence) can lead people to wonder, and
even doubt, who they are. But it is only during intercultural contact that their
cultural identity may become a matter of concern (Berry, 1992).

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples established a research
project on Aboriginal cultural identity, and commissioned reports on the
subject. This paper is based on one of those reports, and draws upon
concepts, data and analyses that were carried out as a consultant to that
project (Berry, 1994).1 The main line of argument in this paper is that
intercultural contact between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in
Canada (both historically, and at the present time), has initiated a process
of acculturation (at both the cultural and psychological levels), during which
Aboriginal peoples have experienced cultural disruption, leading to reduced
well-being and to identity confusion and loss. It is further argued that since
this process has resulted from interactions between Aboriginal and non
Aboriginal peoples, the key to reestablishing a sense of well-being and a
secure cultural identity resides in restructuring the relationships between
these two communities.

This paper contains foursections: a discussion ofthe concept ofcultural
identity, as it derives from the social science literature; a brief review ofthe
process and consequences of intercultural contact; a summary of the main
findings; and a discussion of their implications for policy and programmes
that. may lead to more positive identities, and to cultural and psychological
outcomes that are more fulfilling.

Cultural Identity

Cultural identity is a concept that has deep roots in social science
research. Wylie (1961) catalogued almost a thousand studies, spanning a
century of research. Since that time, research has continued at a high level,
with the result that there has been a proliferation of concepts and terms
(see for example, Knight and Bernal, 1992; Breakwell, 1992; Kalin and
Berry, 1995). The following indicates how the concept of cultural identity is
used in this report.

To begin, self-concept is a term with two components. The first (self)
has two possible meanings: one is the self as subject or agent (i.e., the
"knower'), and the second is the self as object (i.e., the "known') {Taylor
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and Dube, 1986). The other component (concept) refers to one's knowledge
or beliefs. Altogether, then, the term self-concept means what an individual
knows·or believes about oneself (Wylie, 1961 :1).

Such knowledge can range widely over a variety of topics; however, it
is possible to distinguish knowledge that a person has about oneself as an
individual (e.g., one's abilities, attitudes and personality traits), and knowl
edge a person has about oneself in relation to other individuals or groups
(i.e., social aspects, such as gender, class, ethnicity, nationality).

ThJ~ notion of iden~tyis~lo~~ly linked to self-con~cept. ~asical~~tj§J~e

,!!~yin_which oneidentifiec~_()ne§~lf,for example in response to questions
such as "VVho are you?", or "How would you describe yourself?". Re
sponses can usually be placed in two categories, similarto the individual/so
cial distinction noted for self-concept. Statements such as "I am honest, I
am bright, I am physically active" would be components of <?ne'~-.Q~~Qn~!
identity; statements such as "I am Canadian, I am Albertan, I am Cree",
would be components of one's social identity (Wong-Rieger and Taylor,
1981). ~T"

However, the notion of identity is usually considered to go beyond the
beliefor knowledge that is emphasized in the notion ofself-concept. Iggntity
uSH!lIy implies a sense of attachment (Aboud, 1981; Hocoy, 1996; Keefe,
1992). In the view of Tajfel (1982), sQcial identity is ''that part of an
indlYidJJaL~self-~n~ept~Y{hl~lL"9~rj,,~§J"QrrL Qne~s__knowledge of one's
,~emb~J!ip in a~()g~JJlrQW:L{QLillOuPS), together with the value and
emot!.Q!}~lsjg!!m~!!~~CI_~~ched to that membership". That is, there are both
knowledge (perceptual) and evaluation (affective) aspects ofsocial identity.

There are many social groups that can serve as means of achieving a
social identity. Some are related to social class, others to political parties
or clubs and associations. Perhaps the most important form ofsocial identity
is one that links an individual to some large collectivity such as nation,
culture or ethnic group. There is now a large literature on national, cultural
and ethnic identity, one that serves as a basis for this study (see Phinney,
1990; UNESCO, 1985).

In principle, it does not matter from a social science point of view which
of these three terms is most appropriate for understa-nding Aboriginal
identity. The choice of cultural identity as the appropriate concept here
signals the view that Aboriginal peoples in Canada share many cultural
attributes, and frequently a common history in relation to the larger society,
even though there are many specific cultures in the strict sense of the term.
The alternative of ethnic identity might signal the view that Aboriginal
peoples are an ethnic group like any otherethnic group, while the alternative

ofnational identity might possibly signal certain politicalaspirat~

"",",-
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not part of the contemporary agenda, and might be confused with the larger
nation state (Canada), rather than being taken to refer to First Nations.

In this paper, the tenn cultural identity will be used to refer to a complex
set of features that together indicate how one thinks of oneself in relation
to Aboriginal peoples. First, it includes the knowledge aspect: one's per
ception or belief that one is Aboriginal. Second, it refers to the sense of
importance or attachment that one has to an Aboriginal group or groups, in
effect indicating whether being Aboriginal is considered to be an important
aspect ofone's social identity. Third, it involves positive or negative feelings
about being Aboriginal, indicating whether the person gains positive or
negative self-esteem by seeing oneself as Aboriginal. And fourth, it refers
to the degree of identity maintenance that a person desires, indicating
whether one wants to keep and display one's Aboriginal identity, or con
versely to change or hide it. Figure 1 illustrates these distinctions.

These four features are conceptually independent of each other, but
they exist in a logical and psychological sequence: for example, unless one

. perceives oneself as Aboriginal, the next three features are irrelevant and
unless being Aboriginal is important, it probably doesn't matter if one likes
or dislikes being Aboriginal, or whether one intends to maintain or change
it.

Although the Figure shows simple alternative choices (e.g., "No" vs
''Yes'), in reality each choice is the end of a dimension along which people's
responses can vary, from "strongly no" through to "strongly yes", or "very
Iittle"through to "very much" etc. In this study all four features are of interest,
and attempts have been made to assess each of them.

Another important distinction in the identity literature is between sym
bolic and behavioural identity (Gans, 1979). In the case ofsymbolic identity,
there may be a clear perception of high importance and positive esteem
about one's identity, and probably a desire to maintain it; however, what
one actually does to express it may not be much in evidence. There are
many possible reasons for persons not to behave in ways that are consis
tent with their inner feelings. These include abiding by laws or rules (e.g.,
prohibitions against speaking one's language, or practising one's religion),
fear of ridicule or discrimination (e.g., in social, housing or employment
situations), and a sense of shame (e.g., from having internalized the
negative views about one's culture that may predominate in the larger
society). The first four features of Figure 1 may be considered to be in the
realm of symbolic cultural identity.

Behavioural identity involves the expression of these under1ying beliefs
and feelings about one's identity in one's daily life. Speaking one's lan
guage, practicing one's religion, dressing and eating, and engaging in social



Aboriginal Cultural Identity

Feature

Perception

"Do I see myself as an

Aboriginal Person?"

Importance

"Is it important or not to be

an Aboriginal Person?"

Esteem

"Do I like being an

Aboriginal Person?"

Maintenance

"Do I want to remain an

Aboriginal Person?"

Behavioural Expression

"Do I express my

Aboriginal Identity in my

daily behaviour?"

Response Alternatives

1. No 2. Yes

~Xi/1

3. No 4. Yes
(little) (much)

/
5. No 6. Yes

(change) (positive)

/
7. No 8. Yes(ChlxDWD)
9. No 10. Yes

t
Positive
Aboriginal
Cultural
Identity

5

Figure 1: Features ofSymbolic and Behavioural Aboriginal Cultural Identity
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relations with children and adults in culturally-appropriate ways, are all
examples of the behavioural expression of one's cultural identity. We may
now add a behavioural expression feature to Figure 1 to represent one's
behavioural cultural identity. Those who wish to maintain their identity may
or may not express it (for the reasons given above), while those who are
not motivated to maintain it are unlikely to exhibit an Aboriginal cultural
identity. However, under some circumstances (e.g., community or family
pressures, or for commercial or employment opportunities), an individual
may be induced to behave superficially as an Aboriginal person (repre
sented by the dotted line in Figure 1), withoutthe presence ofthe underlying
(symbolic) identity as an Aboriginal person. These possible relationships
between symbolic identity and behavioural identity are illustrated at the
bottom of Figure 1.

Beyond these five components ofcultural identity, there is a sixth aspect
that is concemed with relationships among components: this is known as
identity consolidation vs identity confusion. Not all identities are consoli
dated in the sense that they are clear or consistent; many are "conflicted"
or inconsistent in the sense that individuals don't know who they really are,
orthey have incompatible ideas and feelings about themselves. In terms of
Figure 1, where a "positive Aboriginal cultural identity" exists, this is
evidence of a consolidated identity. However, a confused identity is indi
cated when there is a negative orientation to any of the five components of
identity, or when there is inconsistency among, or uncertainty about, one's
orientations to the five components.

In summary, Aboriginal cultural identity is viewed here as an internal
(symbolic) state (made up of cognitive, affective and motivational compo
nents) and external (behavioural) expression of being an Aboriginal person
(individual emphasis), and a member of an Aboriginal community (social
emphasis). A positive Aboriginal cultural identity is comprised of a number
of interrelated features, including the perception of oneself as Aboriginal,
considering this to be important, having positive feelings about being
Aboriginal, wanting to remain an Aboriginal person, and expressing these
in one's daily behaviour. Various degrees of a negative Aboriginal cultural
identity are comprised of: not seeing oneself as Aboriginal; but if so, not
considering it to be important; but if important, not liking or enjoying it; but
if so, not wanting to maintain it; but if so, not being able to express it in daily
life. A consolidated cultural identity exists when there is consistency among
components; a confused identity is present when there is inconsistency or
uncertainty.



7Aboriginal Cultural Identity

Psychological Acculturation

It is clear that contact between cultures brings about changes at both
the group and the individual levels. A central concept in understanding this
process is that ofacculturation. Acculturation was first identified as a cultural
level phenomenon by anthropologists such as Redfield et al. (1936) who
defined it as culture change resulting from contact between two autono
mous cultural groups. Acculturation is also an individual-level phenomenon,
requiring individual members of both the larger society and the various
non-dominant groups to work out new forms of relationships in their daily
lives. This idea was introduced by Graves (1967), who has proposed the
notion of psychological acculturation to refer to these new behaviours and
strategies that individuals use in these culture contact situations. One ofthe
findings of subsequent research in this area (Berry, 1997) is that there are
vast individual differences in how people attempt to deal with acculturative
change (termed "acculturation strategies''). These strategies have three
aspects: their preferences, or how they would like to acculturate ("accul
turation attitudes"; see Berry et al., 1989); how much change they actually
undergo ("behavioural shifts"; see Berry, 1980); and how much ofa problem
these changes are forthem (the phenomenon of "acculturative stress"; see
Berry et al., 1987; Berry and Kim, 1988).

Perhaps the most useful way to identify the various orientations indi
viduals may have toward acculturation is to note that two issues usually
predominate in the daily life of most acculturating individuals. One pertains
to the maintenance and development of one's cultural distinctiveness in
society, deciding whether or not one's own cultural identity and customs
are ofvalue and should be retained. The other issue involves the desirability
of inter-cultural contact, deciding whether relations with other groups in the
larger society are of value and should be sought. These two issues are
essentially questions of values, and may be responded to on a continuous
scale, from positive to negative, (with a ''Yes'' response indicating agree
ment, and a "No" response indicating disagreement with the question). In
Figure 2 is a framework showing four general acculturation strategies that
are available to individuals and to groups living in culturally diverse socie
ties, towards which individuals may hold attitudes; these are assimilation,
biculturation, separation, and marginalization.

VVhen the first question is answered negatively ("no''), and the second
is answered positively ("yes'') the assimilation option is defined, namely,
relinquishing one's cultural identity and moving into, and becoming part of,
the larger society. This can take place by way of absorption of a non-domi
nant group into an established dominant group; or it can be by way of the
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ISSUE 2

"YES"
[s it considered to be t
of value to maintain
relationships with
1 .?
arger Society. "NO"

J.W Berry

ISSUE 1

Is it considered to be of value
to maintain one's identity
and characteristics?

"YES" • • "NO"

Figure 2: Four Acculturation Strategies Based on Orientations to Two
Underlying Issues During Culture Contact

merging of many groups to form a new society, as in the "melting pot"
concept.

The biculfuratioif option implies a positive orientation toward the
maintenance of the cultural integrity of the non-dominant group, as well as
the movement by the group to become an integral part of a larger societal
framework. When this occurs, there is a large number of distinguishable
cultural groups, all cooperating within a larger social system, resulting in
the "mosaic" that is promoted in Canada. This mosaic is usually considered
to be an ideal, one that is often challenged by reality. However, research
evidence clearly demonstrates that those who prefer, and are able to
achieve biculturation are generally those with relatively good mental health
and a positive cultural identity (see e.g., Berry et a/., 1987; LaFromboise et
al., 1993; Trimble and Medicine, 1984).10 much of the literature (see Berry,
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1997), this bicultural strategy thus appears to be the one most suited to the
needs and well-being of most acculturating peoples.

When there are no relations with the larger society, and this is accom
panied by a maintenance of cultural identity and traditions, another option
is defined. Depending upon which group (the dominant or non-dominant)
controls the situation, this option may take the form either of segregation or
separation. When the pattern is imposed by the dominant group, classic
segregation to "keep people in their place" appears. On the other hand, the
maintenance of a traditional way of life outside full participation in the larger
society (Le., separation) may derive from a cultural group's desire to lead
an independent cultural existence. In these terms, segregation and sepa
ration differ primarily with respect to which group or groups have the power
to determine the outcome.

Finally, there is an option that is difficult to define precisely, possibly
because it is accompanied by a good deal of collective and individual
confusion and anxiety. It is characterized by striking out against the larger
society and by feelings of alienation, loss of self and cultural identity, and
by acculturative stress. This option is marginalization, in which groups lose
cultural and psychological contact with both their traditional culture and the
larger society. When imposed by the larger society, it can lead to the total
destruction of the non-dominant group. When it becomes relatively perma
nent, it constitutes the classical situation of marginality (Stonequist, 1935).
Identity problems are most likely to occur among marginalized individuals
and groups, and is evidenced by the presence of identity confusion (as
defined earlier).

Attitudes towards these various ways ofdealing with acculturation have
been assessed in many cultural groups. In most studies, individuals have
a general preference for one of these strategies over the other three (Berry,
et a/., 1989); however, there are also variations in this general preference
depending on two factors. First, individuals explore their various options
during the course of development, trying out one strategy at a particular
age, then trying another. For example, children entering a school where
they are culturally isolated may seek first to assimilate, but when rebuffed
they may try separation, and perhaps become marginalized as a result.
Second, differing strategies may be used in different daily contexts: indi
viduals may prefer separation in family and community life, assimilation in
work settings, and biculturation in education.

The attitudes that individuals hold toward these four acculturation
alternatives can be taken as an indication oftheir identity (Clark eta/., 1976).
Those who favour biculturation usually are comfortable with a joint or dual
cultural identity (e.g., uGreek-Canadian"; those who favour assimilation
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usually adopt a "national" identity (e.g., "Canadian'); those who favour
separation usually adopt a single cultural identity (e.g., "Greek'); and those
who score high on marginalization usually are uncertain about who they are
(Le., experience "identity confusion').

Studies with a variety of Aboriginal peoples in Canada over the period
1970-1988 using this approach (Berry et al., 1989) have revealed a general
preference for the bicultural strategy of acculturation, along with a dual
identity (e.g., "Cree-Canadian'), signifying a sense of attachment to both
Aboriginal and the larger societies. Next in preference has been the
separation strategy, along with a particular cultural identity (e.g., "Cree'),
signifying a predominant sense of attachment to a particular Aboriginal
culture, and with little (if any) attachment to Canadian society. Far behind
in preference are assimilation and marginalization, both of which signify a
rejection (or non-availability) of an Aboriginal cultural identity. These earlier
studies clearly demonstrated that most adult Aboriginal peoples in Canada
know very well who they are, at least in the sense of labelling themselves
as Aboriginal persons.3

This research-based conclusion does not mean, however, that all is
well. On the basis of early consultations, The Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples concluded that threats to the cultural identity ofAborigi
nal Peoples was a problem area that required examination. The present
study was an attempt to carry out that examination.

Method4

This study attempted to assess all six aspects of Aboriginal cultural
identity using individuals in 10 learning circles (fOCUS groups) from a variety
of communities, comprised of 10 to 12 persons each. A series of activities
was developed and presented to participants. The group discussions over
a two-day period were videotaped, and coded according to an interpretive
framework developed by the research team. Table 1 provides a list of the
communities and activities. Information was extracted from these activities
with respect to participants' cultural identity, the experiences that influenced
it (positively and negatively), and views and recommendations about how
to improve one's cultural identity.

The sites for the learning circles were selected by RCAP staff in order
to gain a wide variety of views about cultural identity. They covered
geographical space from east to west to North, as well as status and gender
diversity. In consultation with each community, interested individuals were
selected by the researchers to gain broad variation in intercultural contact
experience and cultural backgrounds among individual members of each
learning circle. In all, 116 individuals participated.
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Table 1: Learning Circle Location and Activities

11

Location

1. Victoria Artists
2. Victoria Metis

3. Inuvik Youth

4. Inuvik Adults

5. Saskatchewan Treaty

6. Winnipeg Metis

7. Winnipeg Inmates

8. Quebec Adults

9. Halifax Elders

10. Halifax Women

Activities

Number of Participants

12
11

12
12
12
12
12
10

11

12

1. Responding to a Dream Story

2. Important Life Events and Experiences

3. Factors that Diminished or Strengthened One's Cultural Identity

4. Factors that Deprived or Denied One's Cultural Identity

5. Discussion of Kinships and Relationships

6. Discussion of Recommendations

The 15 activities that were used to structure the discussions were
developed by the researchers to encompass virtually all important aspects
of cultural identity, including those outlined in Figure 1. They also raised
issues about the origins of one's identity, in past events and experiences
with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal individuals, groups and institutions.
These activities served as vehicles for participants to discuss their lives,
and to reveal and project themselves, using culturally-appropriate themes
(such as dreams, relationships with Elders and with the environment). Six
of the 15 activities were used to provide data for this paper.

An analytical framework was developed according to which the vide
otapes of the two days could be examined: Various aspects of cultural
identity and experiences were coded, and some were rated on 7-point
scales (independently, in orderto ensure reliability).5 These analyses were
particularly directed toward obtaining information about the five compo-
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nents of cultural identity (Figure 1), and the four acculturation strategies
(Figure 2). Composite scores from the two raters are used in this paper.

~~Identity Findings
~". .'~ Although last in the sequence presented in Figure 1, behavioural

identity is the most concrete. Fortunately, data from a national survey are
available to set a broad stage for the other aspects of identity that were
obtained in the present study. In Figure 3, results from the Aboriginal
Peoples Survey (Siggner, 1993) are presented for four groups (Indian
On-Reserve, Indian Off-Reserve, Metis and Inuit), for two self-reported
activities (language use, and activities related to one's culture, such as food,
dress, music, crafts), divided by age (adults 15 years or older, and children).
For language use, in the total adult population 64.5% of Indians on Reserve,
23.1 % off-Reserve, and 17.5% of Metis claimed that they were able to use
their Aboriginal language; 74.6% of Inuit were able to do so. There is a
similar result for children, but with even lower levels: 44.3%, 9.0%, 4.9%
and 67.0% respectively. For "participation in traditional Aboriginal activi
ties", the pattern is repeated. For adults, the participation rates were 65.2%,
44.8%,39.8% and 74.1 %; and for children, they were 57.5%,39.5%,28.7%
and 70.2% respectively.

• Language Use-Adults

III Language Use-Children

[2] Traditional Acts-Adults

o Traditional Acts-Children

80

I:
.~ 70

r:I1
r:I1
~

'"' 60c..
~

~

-; 50

'"'== 40.~

=.c: 30~

=
~ 20=tl

=
-=~ 10CJ

'"'~
=-- 0

N. A. Indian
(On Reserve)

N. A. Indian
(Off Reserve)

Metis Inuit

Figure 3: Behavioural Expression ofCultural Identity (FromA.P.S., 1993)
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Even without statistical analyses, it is clear that there are important
variations in behavioural expressions of cultural identity across the four
groups of Aboriginal peoples, between adults and children and between
domains (language vs participation in traditional activities). With respect to
group, Inuit are always highest and Metis lowest, with on-and off-Reserve
Indians placed in between. With respect to age, adults are always higher
than their children. And wit~ r... espect to domains, traditional activities usually

':3> are higher than language;\this is more true for the off-Reserve and Metis
groups, and minimally so for on-Reserve and Inuit groups)

These national survey data show a fairly high degree of behavioural
expression, but one which varies substantially across groups. In addition,
they can be interpreted as showing major behavioural cultural identity loss
(or perhaps identity denied) with degree of EuroCanadian contact. This is
the most plausible explanation forthe variation across the first three groups,
and possibly forthe Inuit. It is also the most likely explanation for differences
between adults and children, assuming higher participation of children in
EuroCanadian life through school and media exposure. Evidence from
other studies (e.g., Berry and Bennett, 1991) indicates that higher levels of
EuroCanadian schooling are associated with lower levels of Aboriginal
language and syllabic script knowledge and use. Differences between
language use and traditional activity participation may reflect differential
loss or may reflect partial recovery in recent years.

Within the present study, evidence of behavioural expression was
obtained from the learning circles during self-introductions (how frequently
individuals expressed their Aboriginal identity) and from a summary rating
by the two raters ofactivity 1 (see Table 1): on 7-point scales, the two scores
across the 10 groups were 4.80 and 5.98, suggesting. a moderately high
level of behavioral expression. VVhile this might have been somewhat
inflated because of the context (i.e., a secure Aboriginal environment),
many indicated that such behavioural expression is characteristic of their
daily lives as well. One participant6 indicated that: "In the mainstream
society I do positive things. I facilitate Metis cultural workshops. I go into
schools and do lectures. And through my music, I perform in the Metis
community, but also the mainstream society. I'm promoting the Metis Nation
all the time." Other participants have always expressed their cultural identity
throughout their lives: "I have not changed. No matter where I live, I've
always taken my Nativeness with me." And for others, their future includes
continued traditional practices: '70 me, spirituality is first, and everything
comes from that." In addition to declaring unequivocal support for the
ongoing behavioural expression of cultural identity, many acknowledged its
importance in their past. "I will not, as long as I have breath in me, give up
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my principles of the Native way, or sacrifice that. The Native Way has
carried me to this point."

Tuming to the first aspect in Figure 1, that of perception of oneself as
Aboriginal, information was drawn from activity 1. Individuals were rated for
explicit identity statements about themselves in the past, at present, and
projecting into the future. Four categories were used: Aboriginal, both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal and neither. Figure 4 pre
sents the percentages of all self-references to each of the four identities at
three time periods. There are two obvious features to Figure 4: first,
perception of oneself as Aboriginal clearly outweigh all other perceptions;
and second, there is an increase over the time periods in this difference,
with future expectations of having an Aboriginal cultural identity higher than
now or in the past. This pattern of identity perception corresponds closely
to the separation strategy as outlined in Figure 2.

How important is it to have an Aboriginal cultural identity? Evidence on
this aspect of identity came from the frequency of dedarations and exam
ples produced during the group interactions on all activities listed in Table
1. Although such expressions are relatively frequent, there are variations
across groups with respect to periods in one's life, and whether the
interaction was within or outside one's group.
~ Some participants expressed bittemess towards those who limited the

importance of their culture and identity: "It's not right that an individual or
group of people try to limit an individual's right to exercise his own unique
background. One should be proud of who they are and where they come
from." Others noted how little their true identity had meant for them in the
past and how much they valued it now: "At one time being Native, and this
culture, meant nothing to me. Now I have a different view. It is the most
important thing in my life and I want to keep it."

The belief that their culture was not only important to them but also to
the wider community was stated by many: "\IVhite man is now coming to
Native people to learn how to heal. It might be late, but not too late. It is
important that Native people share their experience and knowledge to try
to keep a balance right now before we destroy ourselves within the global
context or even the universe." And for others, it was important not only for
them but for their families: "It wasn't until the 80s that I started to leam about
my Native ancestry. When I started to do some research, I found out who
I really was. And it was so important to me. And I could show my parents
how important it was to them as well as me."

With respect to esteem, or how good one felt about being Aboriginal,
an overall rating of self-esteem was made of each individual participant by
the two raters over all the activities. The means of these ratings are
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generally very positive (with an overall mean of 6.42 out of a possible 7).
Some participants expressed how successful they had been in being able
to feel comfortable in both the Aboriginal and largersociety: "I feel very good
about both societies. My work-related activities allow me to share my
Aboriginal side with the non-Aboriginal very positively." Others noted how
fortunate they had been to grow up in loving, sharing families and how they
wished to help others: "I have given my whole being to Native people. I was
lucky to have the childhood that I was given." Those who experienced doubt
and fear found a solution through their own strengths: "I am not afraid of
anything. I would think that the Spirit would be there to help me to know
who I am. The Spirit says to be proud of who you are." And others whose
self-esteem had suffered greatly found the courage to change: "I grew up
very much ashamed ofwho I was. It's only in the last four years that I have
started to be proud of who I am as an Indian person."

A desire for maintenance of one's Aboriginal identity was rated during
all the activities, with an overall positive result (mean of 6.41 out of a
possible 7). Such a wish to maintain one's identity often involved attaining
a balance between Aboriginal culture and the larger society: "I have
adjusted to the European way of doing things in terms of working for them,
Even though it's difficult, living in an urban setting I can't practice the
ceremonies, that part of our heritage. My job helps me to get back home to
do that." Others felt that the way in which they will maintain their cultural
heritage is to respect themselves and each other: "We have to begin to
respect ourselves, respect our culture, our spirituality, respect others cul
tures. We must respect each other." Some participants felt the urgency of
immediate action: "VVhat's the matter with this society? We have to wake
up. Even some of our own leaders. We all got to learn. That's where it's got
to start, educating our young people." Others noted the importance of
culture maintenance in their own lives: "I started to learn about my culture.
This is something I can believe in. This is something I can grab on to. This
is something I can feel proud of."

VVherever relationships among the five components of cultural identity
were inconsistent or conflicted, or when there was uncertainty about them,
identity confusion was noted during data analysis. Such confusion was
noted by the raters whenever there was an explicit contradiction between
the various aspects of identity mentioned by a participant, or a clear
statement of identity loss (e.g., "I don't know who I am any more'). The
range of evidence for identity confusion is presented in the statements that
follow. For37 participants some degree of identity corifusion was found; 35
of these revealed confusion between Aborig!~~n-~~()~gJl1al identi
ties, while 2 were because of conflJsion between two Aboriginal cultural
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gr()lJps. The degree-.QLiej~[l!i!YQ9J]fl,J$iQn_vt_c:l§J~lsorateJ::L(ona 7 point scale)
during data analysis; the mean level for these 37 individuals was 3.3. In
some cases, it was possible to rate changes over time where participants
referred to an earlier confusion about their identity but more recent consoli
dation; 9 ofthe 37 participants indicated that this was the case, while none
indicated any change toward greater confusion.

While the existence of 37 participants wjthidentity confusion (out of a
total of 114) is serious cause-foa:..concern, it is evident that most participants
(77) revealed no sl,J.gl...c.onfusion. However, where identity confusion was
revealed, the range and depth of feelings were clear, and negative.
/" Children who grew up in Aboriginal communities (both Re.serves and
(elsewhere) with strong links to their culture, (through language, traditional
)activities and spirituality) suffered both extreme cultural loss and identity
confusion when they were removed to residential schools or foster care.
Most participants expressed great discomfort in their new surroundings, but
often they did not fully understand the effects of this action until recently.
One participant noted: "l now realize how devastating the residential
schools were for our people. It moulded them and made them embarrassed
of who they are."

Psychological conflicts and contradictions between Aboriginal spiritual
\beliefs and introduced religious beliefs were also responsible for much of
the identity loss and confusion that was expressed. Another participant
stated "l was brought up in the reserve with a strong Catholic religion. I left

Lat a very young age, because I was confused about whoIw-asancrwhat I
was doing."

Children who founej then:"~~!yes~_~_ged in_.fgster.~_~~m~_Y!!!b_-':tQJlgjjd or
le~ti~.~a.!.~_~x.'p-lan~!lQns~s to why 1hi~~~Q~~!1ed.wereequallyconfus.ed: "I
was__t_~~~~~~~¥_!~()~_~t_!c!rl}!!Y_Cil~nJ~~fly~_age. I wa$ ..placed .. in foster
cafe__1.4_Q~f!e.r~rlth()mes. I was beaten,c:lndldealt withitbyJeaming how
to fight and lat~rhovtlQrun."ThQughsomechildren found physical comfort
in.their n~~surroungil'lgs,often they feltat>c:I("IgofledbytheiLQWn people.
One participant lamercted: "I used to have a lot of resentment towards my
own people. V\lhywasj·pijijnhornes? Why did no one corne and get me?
I felt like an outcast throughout my life." Another participant recogniz~d that
she too was missing an important part()f her self.: "In my foster home, Jbad
the basics-food, shelter, warmth, but no emotional love at aU. I felt that I
didn't belong anywhere."

Some participants expressed the need to hide their connections to their
Aboriginal communities even from their partners because of discrimination
in the larger society. One noted: "When I was growing up, there was so
much discrimination, you didn't dare mention the word Micmac. I nevertold
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a soul. My husband died and he didn't even know who Iwas. I even changed
my name so nobody would know."
~ Others found that their parents had hidden their Abor~ginal ancestry
from them, because they believed that by denying their roots they had a
better future: "My mother didn't tell us about our heritage when I was small
because ofthe shame she experienced in her life." Others expressed anger
with their parents for refusing them the right to know who they were. Their
parents felt that by "acting white" they had a better chance for success in
their lives. In some~ caused not only confusion for individuals
but also for their communities: "I still have a lot of anger inside of me. It is
the same old story, the white man looks at you as an Indian. And you go to
your Indian brothers and they look at you as a white man because your
attitudes, beliefs and values are constructed in that area. It's a real struggle
for me."

Some participants growing up in both cultures were initially confused
as to where they wanted to go, resulting in goal conflict: "I grew up with my
grandparents, but was forced to go to school in the white wond. Coming out
of both was hard for me. I learned to adjust to the white man's way, but
that's not what I wanted. I wanted to go back but I knew my family wasn't
there. So I had to learn on my own. I had to struggle, there is a lot of conflict
for me." Another said: "It is like I belong evefyWhere, but nowhere, I keep
going. I feel like I'm searching all the time." This orientation is the well-known
sense of marginalization, outlined earlier in this paper.
~Others felt that racism and prejudice within the Aboriginal community
itself caused identity confusion forthem: "For.myself, my father is Metis and
my mother is Treaty. I like to think of myself as a Metis and Treaty. My
Treaty people say we don't have a problem with you being Metis and we
accept you as Treaty. My Metis part says you can't be a Metis person
because you got a Treaty number. That's not right."

Some spoke of the results of identity confusion and how it has affected
their future and their children's future: "One of the greatest needs I have is
to belong. Another need I have is to be accepted as a Native person. I was
ashamed of it growing up. I didn't teach my children to be proud. Now my
oldest son won't admit his Native ancestry. I lost that."

Leaving Aboriginal communities for the larger society and seeing
themselves reflected by the attitudes of others was frequently mentioned
as a source of confusion: "When you live off the Reserve, you know what
it is to be an Indian. That's when I really had an identity crisis. On the
Reserve I was protected. Once I left, it was a slap in the face."

Some participants noted that how one'$ identity is defined by others
impacts heavily on who you feel you are: "When you start listening to these
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people in society telling us we are a bunch of losers, drunks, alcoholics or
less than anybody else in society... that's when people start to get confused.

. And that's when your connection to the spirit becomes damaged."

Events and Experiences

The project attempted to discover what events and experiences had
influenced participants' identity. Four of the activities (numbers 2, 3, 4, 5)
provided a substantial list of happenings, which were categorized into 12
kinds of experience. These are listed in Table 2.

To find out the degree of positive or negative impact each kind of
experience had on one's cultural identity, participants were asked to show
the relative influence each had, by using circle drawings, and dividing the
experiences into positive and negative ones. In this activity (number 3)
individuals drew two circles (side by side) representing Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal influences on their cultural identity. Sectors were divided into
two parts, representing their positive and negative contribution to a partici
pant's cultural identity. The percentage positive influence of each category
is shown in Figure 5; the balance represents negative influence.

The overall picture is very clear: experiences with the Land, Traditional
Culture, Social Relations and Family are the most positive influences;
experiences with Addictions, Prejudice, Residential Schools and Govem
ment Institutions are the most negative influences. These four most positive
factors have been within the Aboriginal sphere, while the four most negative
factors have been in the non-Aboriginal sphere of influence. Two of these
negative factors (the impact of Government Institutions and experiencing
Addictions) are relatively important sources of influence and have to be
considered to be a serious impediment to the attainment of a positive, and
consolidated Aboriginal cultural identity.

Many important statements were made by participants regarding vari
ous factors affecting their cultural identity:

Traditional Culture

Large numbers of participants expressed the underlyinglmportance_of

a r~turnt()t~E:}i[ tr~~i!!()nal.,,~..I~~~ ~fld ~ltYEE:}lngl.l:IQ!fl.~ ..I~,fl.g.~~9~.~~,
spiritY~J~Y, arts and c~mmlJnitY.T~()~~:,!:.~~~~.~.~~~erl.~~t.their~~nnection
t~!hE:}ircultures feltenric~~.~ ~y !~~!§~~t~£!.~na~~~t~'1n-eOf)Y'if1JUiii1g
diffic,t!llQ~Lq~.~~of their li"es: Qfl~. p~r.ticipaDt~!~!~:·;I:c;ar1-rem~i1l~ermy
pi~j!r2m.mygr~Q!ip~IiniS:· i.·alW~y~~li~~)hat traditi~naFperspeaive. 'trS
been one ofmy saving graces-remembering~whatthey taught me." Others
spoke of their lack of knowledge and understanding of who they were and
where they belonged. One expressed it like this: "Once I moved back into
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Table 2: Events and Experiences Influencing Cultural Identity

Category

1. Traditional Culture

2. Family

3. Land and Environment

4. Social Relations

5. Residential School

6. Education

7. Prejudice

8. Addictions

9. Economy

10. Government Institutions

11. Church

12. Media

Factors Included in Category

Language, Elders, Spirituality, Arts,

Community

Parents, Siblings, Children, Grandparents,

Aunts, Uncles, Abuse (Sexual, Physical,

Emotional)

Bush, Hunting, Trapping, Fishing, Nature,

Land Rights

Friends, Clubs, Recreation, Sports, Fights

Abuse, Discrimination, Lack of Education,

Forced Religion, Forced Work

Schooling (non-residential), Teachers,

Curriculum

Discrimination, Racism, Stereotyping

Alcohol, Drugs, Cigarettes, Gambling, Bingo

Employment, Unemployment, Poverty

Police, Courts, Prisons, OlAND, Social/
Welfare Services, Foster Homes, Health

Conversion, Priests/Ministers

T.V., Radio, Magazines, Films

a Micmac community ft was comforting. It's like I found home. I wanted to
go home. I'm home. It's good to be home."

For many, a new awareness of themselves is surfacing and they are
now taking steps to connect with their own traditions. As one participant
noted: "I'm Cree. It just gives me a starting point to say this is where my
heritage began. It's a truth. And I am quite proud of it."

One frequently mentioned key element of traditional culture was the
rol~ of the Elders in their communities. Many participants noted how cenfral
they were to their own understandin 01- themselves. One stated: ''Today

.~hen I live my life, I se~!~flections .~!-~hat th~~:".~~d people told me. t----
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clicks. They were right. And it reinforces me." Many return to their commu
.nities for continyecj gYidance from E!ders..,: As one participant expressedlt:
"One value of my tradition is to listen to the Elders for the teachings of how
to live, and the importance of extended families."

An overwhelming majority of participants declared that knowing their
language was central to their cultural identity. Those who had maintained
theiflanguage were very happy and proud to have it. A large percentage
of those who had lost it were adamant that regaining their language was a
top priority forthem and their children. One participant declared: "One value
of my culture is language. This is the most important thing to deal with for
the next several generations."

Many felt that by previously having to suppress their language, they
were pressured to deny who they were and to try and be somebody ffiey
·werenot.-One partiCipant lamented: "The language was the first thlnQ""1
Te~aI~e(ft 19sttb~L'{Ihep.lw~nt to Residerltial SC~ooL I oday iny cfi!fCJre11
.ask me where ca~' they"'rea'm~~Micm'a~c"-T'amsa(rihafI can't teach them
myself."

The belief that their spirituality will provide the foundation for a sense
of who they are, and a feeling of security within themselves, is a constant
theme throughout these discussions. After years of denying who they were,
this process will evolve overtime, but many participants have already begun
that process. Two participants expressed their progress like this: "Some
people are learning just like me. The spiritual side is slowly coming to the
surface", and, "I'm dealing with my issues. I found I needed my spiritual
side to heal."

This reconnection with their communities is the first step for many, and
a hopeful one. As one participant remarked: "While searching for my
identity, the comfort of the culture takes away the confusion. You feel like
you are more at home."

Family

For many participants the presence, or lack, of a loving, sharing family
(including the extended family) was a crucial factor influencing their cultural
identity. Their sense of belonging stemmed from a secure place within the
family and from shared goals within the community. Many participants
stressed the large impact that family members have made on their ability
to cope in the larger society. "Often when I'm having a hard time, I have
those people (my grandmothers) to tum to. They are always with me. It has
made living a lot easier, especially in the urban area."

Many kinds of familial deprivation were highlighted by participants.
People generally were deprived oftheir extended family, and family history:

"""'--_...._..<_._-~._"--, -.. ....~-_ ...,...--.... - -_ ..__._.~-_.~
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paren!~dt3P[ived of their children, chi~9__[~It d~t!~d oUheir.E~rents; and
Elder~_.~~P'!~-,,-~d of theirgrandchildren, of their rightful role to teach from
experience and ofthe respect that comeswiththe-irage. All were considered
to be important factors that diminished-theirsenseofcu.I1YJC:lJig~nlilY.

Many stated that they wished to heal themselves in order to provide for
a new generation that would be happy and well-adjusted. That was the
specific goal of numerous participants who were also prepared to work
towards that end.

Land and Environment

Living on the land and feeling the close connection to their traditional
cultural activities were articulated by many participants as central to their
cultural identity. They lamented that being forced to live away from their
home environment caused many ofthem to lose touch with themselves and
with their culture. Being able to hunt, trap, fish and go berry picking were
mentioned as traditional activities that were important to them. As one
participant noted: "The lands, birds, people. We know what they can give
us."

Living away from the land, many had lost their traditional skills. One
Elder commented: "The kids went to Residential School for 2-3 years. Boat
was the only mode of transportation and they couldn't get back home. They
lost everything. They forgot what they leamed about living off the land and
they couldn't speak their language."

Government

A larne majority of particlP-arl1~Jt3ltJtlC:lLGQYernment,mainly Federal
and Provincial Instit~~ions and__~9_~D_~~~ __~~~tlnf1JI~Jl~t39ttH~jr cultural iden
tity in a very p_ow~rful_~_~_}'J!-,:geIY_!!~_~!iYt3_QYL~Qm~.J?Q.sjtive.

Institutions such as Prisons were blamed for ignoring the cultural needs
of prisoners. One participant stated: "Institutions need to recognize our
culture. That's where the frustration comes here-the lack of opportunity
to participate in our culture".

GoY...ernment Agencie~~~b-.asJ:~Q~l~L§g(Yices, ..WglfaIe_ ~n~ttlQ-"Jsing

were seen largely as neg~!!Y~J@gQr§j!ljn!t~~~~i~9£~I!~f~g~ntity. Corn
ments such as: _."SociaIServices~arlge<1mt3~Qmpletely_bY_ taking me
aWID'-!.No one was laiY_~Di~ljhew~lfaffisY-stt3m~_meint()_QYf~_QmJJ1Uo.it~s",
and "Governm~nt.i~~real negative for me because of the _Ia~k of inde
pen~en~eYI~=~J:e·bOr~lijrlt()", refleg thefrus1raliQnJb~trnanyparticipants
felt witb_1tle__IC:l~K()tpQvvt3f Jheyexperiencedin. their own lives due to
Government PQlicies.
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Addictions

Substance abuse (alcohol, drugs, cigarettes) and gambling were often
referred to by participants as an attempt to escape from or deny their cultural
identity. As a result of repeated acts of discrimination people felt a dimin
ished sense of pride and replaced it with a sense of shame. Substance
abuse, in particular, provided a means to obliterating these feelings of
shame and low self-esteem. One participant shared: "It's really hard to talk
about. I came from a family of 17 before residential school. We are now a
family of 8 after residential school, through the alcohol, drugs, suicides and
suicide attempts. I even tried it and almost succeeded because I didn't know
who I was."

Others have made a real effort to come to terms with their hurt and
anger. It has not been easy but they have found the strength through
reconnections to their traditional culture. One participant said: "It's been
only 7 years since I sobered up and got away from drugs. My Indian
spirituality has helped me out quite a bit. It's helped me to grow, to keep
stable. To me it's very important."

Some participants still felt caught in limbo: "So we bring up our children.
We are not really teaching them the Native ways, Native values. Now we
see our kids as drug addicts, suicidals and alcoholics, in jails because they
don't know their ways of life, their histories. We just aren't teaching them
that. "

Residential School

Without doubt, a major traumatizing factor influencing cultural identity
was the experience of residential school. Children who grew up in happy
families spoke of loss and confusion when removed from their communities
to these Residential Schools for 10-11 months of the year. One participant
recalled: ''The first thing they did was to cut off my braids and throw them
to the floor. Then they used a fine-tooth comb to find lice, but I didn't have
any. Then they took away all my clothes."

In the schools, the children experienced discrimination. They were told
that they were stupid, lazy and parasites on society. They leamed that being
Indians, they belonged to the Devil and that they would bum in Hell. One
participant lamented: "All those things that I had learned at home, (respect,
sharing, caring) were all taken away from me by those so-called men and
women of God. I began to hate my people because they were the reason I
was here at Residential School."

Although the children were at school to get an education, many felt that
they had received the minimal amount. They were often used to clean and
maintain the buildings instead of attending classes.
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Many spoke ofthe abuse they suffered,emotional, physical and sexual.
The rules were extremely harsh. They couldn't speak their language and
for many participants this was one of their biggest losses-the ability to
communicate in their own tongue. They couldn't wave or say hello to their
siblings in the school and they seemed to be hungry most ofthe time. They
learned to forget their own language and to learn to speak the language
used in the schools.

Physical and sexual abuse were widespread. The children were not
allowed to disclose what happened in the schools. One participant de
scribed her situation. "One of the rules was that we were never ever
supposed to talk about the nuns, brothers and priests. And I think that is
why our people are so silent about what happened there. They told us we
would all burn in hell forever and ever. It took me so long to even talk about
it. Participants reported being beaten with a strap that had 7 strips of leather
tied with knots. And if they weren't being beaten, they had to watch those
who were". One remembered: "They used to give a hell of a licking, not a
spanking for the pleasure of it. Or for speaking my language. That's where
I learned to hate."

These early experiences marked many of these children for a long
period of time, and even today, many find the memories extremely painful
to recall. As one participant expressed it: "Residential School is superim
posed on everything else in my life."

Racism/Prejudice/Discrimination

Many participants expressed the view that acts of racism, prejudice and
discrimination against them as individuals, and collectively as a people had
extremely negative effects on their cultural identity. Often while growing up
in their traditional communities they felt secure and content, but when
leaving these communities they experienced rejection. One participant
noted: "The biggest thing that impacts and triggers me off and gets me
raging is institutional racism (University, Social Services, Hospital). But I
didn't know what to do about it." One participant expressed the view that
not only had she suffered a loss ofcultural identity because ofdiscrimination
but so had her children: "I suffered terrible consequences as a child that
caused me to deny I was a Micmac. I feel sorrow that this had happened
because my children don't have a sense of who they are."
~. But other participants felt discriminated against even within their own
communities. As one participant recalled: "We were not welcome on the
Reserve because I was married to a non-Native. We moved to the city and
never tried to go back to the Reserve. I would love to live there but I don't
know if I would be welcome.II
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Church

Part of the confusion surrounding cultural identity can be traced to the
introduction of Church-based religion into the lives ofthe participants; these
new religions often conflicted with, and sometimes displaced, traditional
beliefs. Children leaving their families and communities to enter the resi
dential schools were exposed to a new religious belief system which often
derogated the one that they had been taught at home. Many participants
today still carry the anger and hurt they experienced in the Residential
schools. As one noted: "I can't get over the Catholic (influence) ... Where is
the outrage? How can they call me savage when I have perfectly related to
my spiritual side?" .

Many participants discovered that they didn't feel comfortable with this
new religion and quietly found their own solutions. One participant stated:
"The Roman Catholic Church was beaten into me. The fear of God was
pounded into me. After a while I started to see that I didn't need these
beliefs. I started to learn about my culture. In my culture I didn't have
anything to fear."

Others dismissed the imposed system of beliefs. As one commented:
"I don't want to have anything to do with the Catholic Church. I don't need
the Catholic Church. What is important to me is that I have that oneness
with the Spiritual side."

But for many others, the conflict is still unresolved. One participant
shared: "The conflict comes from the fact that I'm angry at the Church, but
I can't connect with my anger without upsetting my family who are firm
believers in the Catholic Church."

Social Relations

Relationships amongst family and friends were extremely important to
the preservation of cultural identity. The extended family and other mem
bers of their Aboriginal communities provided an understanding of what it
was to belong. Those participants who were removed from this community,
or who felt alienated from it because of family break-up or discrimination,
felt a loss of cultural identity.

Traditional activities such as story-telling, dancing, singing, sweats,
feasts and sport days brought communities together and reinforced the
value of their culture. Many participants felt that there was real need to
provide opportunities for these activities again in order to reestablish strong
cultural identities.
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Media,

(. :!1;.Many participants felt that Aboriginal peoples had been portrayed very
negatively in the press, in films and on T.V. Some grew up to be ashamed
of their ancestry and to deny their own cultural identity. Expressions such
as "savages", "half-breeds" and "drunken Indians" made them feel dimin
ished as people and prevented them from feeling a sense of pride in
themselves.

Education'

A majority of participants lamented the fact that their formal education
had not recognized their cultural needs and had subsequently impacted
very negatively on their cultural identity. Specifically lacking were: A cultur
ally relevant curriculum, including traditional activities, historically accurate
information as part of this curriculum and a knowledge of other Aboriginal
communities in the different regions of Canada. Also noted were ads of
discrimination in the school system, a lack of Native teachers and the fact
that many students had dropped out of school because they missed their
home communities. One participant articulated a feeling of helplessness:
"The system wants to keep us down. It cuts post-secondary education funds
because so many of our young people want the education to try and make
it beUer for Indian people."

IEconomy I
The opportunities for employment in the cities compelled many Abo

riginal peoples to leave their communities to look for work. Many felt that
living in the larger society caused many to lose their cultural identity. As a
result they experienced many conflicts within themselves. One explained:
"Learning to survive in the urban wilderness.•. put me into situations where
I had to compromise the morals and values I was taught. It took away a lot
of self-respect and dignity." Some expressed their disappointment with the
fad that they couldn't return to live in their communities: "VVhen I go back
to the Reserve, there is nothing there. No job. No economic development."
Many participants feared unemployment, resulting poverty and unsuitable
housing in addition to a loss of their cultural identity.

Summary and Implications

A number of findings stand out in this research. First, cultural identity
issues are clearly important to participants; they spoke openly and fre
quently about their feelings and experiences. Second, at the level of
self-perception, participants have a very clear view of themselves as
Aboriginal persons: the vast majority of participants identified as "Aborigi-
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nai", and expressed this in a variety of ways within the secure environment
of the Learning Circles. However, in less secure environments, particul~rly

those where prejudice or cultural prohibition have dominated their lives,
many participants spoke of hiding their cultural identity, to the point where
it became .sonf~~Land eveJl denied bX them. .-
'. Denial, however, was not evident withinthe Leaming Circles. Rather,
many indicated their desire to regain, not just maintain, important aspects
of their cultural identity. In particular, acquiring their language, regaining
their spirituality, and generally leaming as much as possible from Elders,
was the central goal in the lives of many participants. Again, these expres
sions, however genuine within the context ofthe Learning Circles, may not
be realistic possibilities under present circumstances, where many features
of their lives have been negatively affected by non-Aboriginal experiences
in the past, and remain controlled by non-Aboriginal institutions and agen
cies in the present. Healing the past, and changing the present to provide
future possibilities thus appears to be the only appropriate course.

The past has terrorized the lives of many of the participants: residential
schools, foster homes, abuse, prejudice and discrimination, prison and
addictions have taken their psychological and cultural toll. Unfortunately,
the past is also the present for many; the current reality will likely strike with
force as soon as they leave the Leaming Circle.

This overall pattern of findings and observations can be interpreted in
a number of ways; this paper interprets them in relation to the process of
acculturation at both the cultural and psychological levels. As outlined
earlier, it is considered that: lives of contemporary Aboriginal Peoples have
been massively influenced by the nature of the contact between Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal peoples; that this contact has initiated a process of
acculturation (involving both cultural and psychological changes); and that
one of the most important changes has been the disruption of cultural
identity, leading to identity loss and confusion, and to an associated decline
in social and psychological well-being.

Specifically with respect to the experience of Aboriginal peoples in
Canada in their relationships with the larger society, many group level
features of acculturation have been identified in this study. Contact between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples brought about many changes. These
include: physical changes have included forced Reservation and institu
tionalliving, as well as an increase in urbanization; biological changes have
included the process of mixing for Metis and other groups, an increase in
substance abuse, and changes in diet and disease pattems; political
changes have taken place mainly at the hands of government institutions,
including OlAND, police, courts, and welfare institutions; economic changes
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have involved shifts away from a land base to wage employment and
unemployment; cultural changes have been widespread, and have included
the loss of traditional culture and language, the imposition of residential
schools, disruption of the family, and the influence of the church and media;
and social changes have involved prejudice and a variety of new social
relationships with both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities.

At the individual level, massive changes in their daily behaviour were
noted by many participants, including dress, eating, addictions, language,
beliefs, work and recreation. Acculturative stress has resulted from these
acculturative changes in their group and individual lives (see Beny, 1997;
Berry, et al., 1982; Beny and Hart Hansen, 1985; Kurtness, 1987 and
O'Neil, 1986, for work on this concept in relation to Aboriginal peoples). The
concept of acculturative stress refers to a form of stress in which the
stressors (i.e., the problems giving rise to stress) are identified as having
their source in the process of acculturation. There is often a particular set
of stress behaviours, which occur during acculturation, such as lowered
mental health status (specifically anxiety and depression), feelings of
marginality and alienation, substance abuse, loss of self-esteem and iden
tity loss and confusion (Timble and Medicine, 1984). Thus, acculturative
stress is a phenomenon that may underlie many of the social and psycho
logical problems of individuals that often accompany culture contact and
change.

Cultural identity, the core ofthis project, includes all those features that
were outlined earlier and sketched in Figure 1; they need not be elaborated
again here. However, it is important to note that the notion of "Aboriginal
cultural identity" implies both that such an identity is actually a part of an
Aboriginal person's current self-perception, and that it has its roots in
Aboriginal experiences. VVhile the first implication is probably correct (given
the selection process for participants, and the high level of self-perception
ofparticipants as "Aboriginal" found in this study; i.e., the Separation option
in Figure 2), the second implication is probably not completely correct.
Contemporary Aboriginal cultural identity has been forged over the centu
ries, and in the course of individual lives, in a foundry with two blacksmiths:
the evidence presented earlier (Table 2) shows clearly that both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal cultures have had profound impacts on the shape and
substance of Aboriginal cultural identity as we have glimpsed it in this
project. The finding that Aboriginal influences have been largely (but not
entirely) positive, while non-Aboriginal influences have been largely (but not
entirely) negative, points clearly to the importance ofthe Commission's key
goal of establishing a new relationship between Aboriginal and non-Abo
riginal peoples. It is likely that only if and when the two sets of cultural
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influences are able to work in concert and in harmony will Aboriginal peoples
be in a position to reestablish a consolidated and positive cultural identity.

With this general discussion of acculturation as background, we can
now consider the question of how best to place the findings of this project
into a meaningful framework. Taking all five components of cultural identity
(Figure 1), the orientations that participants exhibit toward acculturation
(Figures 2 and 4), and the pattern of events and experiences they thought
had influenced their identity (Figure 5), we can draw them together in a
general framework. In Figure 6 an attempt is made to portray the back
ground factors (events and experiences in the two societies) that have led
to Aboriginal cultural identity as revealed in this project. The Figure begins
with the contact and interaction of the two originally independent and
autonomous cultural groups. Clearly this interaction has not been egalitar
ian, and has been characterized by attempts at complete domination of
Aboriginal peoples by non-Aboriginal society. VVhile some aspects of non
Aboriginal society did change, the vast majority ofthe cultural changes took
place among Aboriginal peoples, Simultaneously, there has been substan
tial and prolonged resistance by Aboriginal peoples to this attempted
domination, leading to many features of contemporary Aboriginal society
and a number of related negative and positive social and psychological
consequences shown in Figure 6.

The long term outcome of this historical sequence and contemporary
situation can take one ofthree courses: one would be for Aboriginal peoples
to remain suspended in the present social and psychological turmoil; a
second would be to be for Aboriginal peoples to be destroyed and to
disappear; and a third would involve their healing and recovery. All three
possible outcomes are jointly in the hands of both the non-Aboriginal and
Aboriginal societies. Under present arrangements, the first is likely to
continue, but with increasingly severe consequences for both groups. If
non-Aboriginal society increases the domination by employing more fully
all those (mainly negative) practices noted in Figure 6 (upper left box), then
Aboriginal peoples will likely approach destruction and eventual disappear
ance. However, if the domination is reduced or is removed, then those
(mainly positive) influences residing and remaining in Aboriginal society
(upper right box) may permit healing to begin and recovery of cultural
identity to be attained.

The main findings of this study are consistent with conclusions based
upon other examinations of contemporary issues facing Aboriginal peoples
(e.g., Berry and Hart Hansen, 1985): contact and the resultant acculturation
and domination have led to both substantial social and psychological
problems among Aboriginal peoples as well as to numerous positive
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Aboriginal Society
Mainly positive influences

• Government Institutions

• Residential Schools

• Prejudice

• Education

• Church

• Media

Contact

- Domination

Resistance
f4- -....._----

• Traditional Culture

• Land

• Family

• Languages

• Spirituality

• Elders

Contemporary Aboriginal Society and
Psycbological Consequences

Mainly negative

• Abuse

• Addictions

• Incarceration

• Marginalization

• Cultural Identity

- Loss

- Confusion

- Conflict

Mainly positive

• Resilience

• Social support

• Political organization

• Cultural reaffirmation

• Cultural Identity

- Consolidation

Long Tenn Outcomes

• Remain Suspended

• Destruction and Disappearance

• Healing and Recovery

-

Figure 6: Acculturation of Aboriginal Peoples: Origins, Consequences
and Long Term Outcomes
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responses. The only solution that does not involve Aboriginal peoples
remaining suspended in such a state, or their destruction and disappear
ance, is to eliminate the current domination and to heal the wounds of past
domination.

Both of these changes involve Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples
alike; since the problems have come about through interaction, their solu
tion likewise can probably best be achieved through interaction (see Health
and Welfare Canada, 1990). However, former interactions were largely
conflictual and controlled by non-Aboriginal peoples, while to be effective
in achieving these changes, future interactions should be cooperative and
be largely controlled by Aboriginal peoples. Having asserted that these
changes should involve both peoples, it should be noted that the first
required change (the elimination of domination) is primarily the responsibil
ity of the non-Aboriginal society, for it is from here that the most serious
negative influences are perceived to flow. In contrast, it is also clear that
the second change (healing and recovery) is primarily the responsibility of
Aboriginal peoples, for it is among them that most ofthe positive influences
and resources are perceived to be available.

Neither change, however, can take place without understanding, ac
ceptance and support by both communities. That there is a strong desire
for these changes among Aboriginal peoples is clear from Commission
hearings, from the results ofthis project, and from most other contemporary
statements by Aboriginal peoples (e.g., Erasmus, 1989). That there is
sufficient support for such change among non-Aboriginal peoples is less
clear. However, a recent review of non-Aboriginal attitudes towards Abo
riginal peoples (Berry and Wells, 1994) suggests that there may well be
enough goodwill in the larger society for joint action to succeed.

Such a programme of change has, at its core, the four "touchstones for
change" called for by the Royal Commission (1993): a new relationship,
self-determination, self-sufficiency, and healing. That the main policy impli
cation to flow from this research project coincides with the views of the
Commission, and with most informed contemporary views, should be taken
as evidence of concurrent validation. Indeed it would have been a substan
tial inconsistency had the results of this study been otherwise.

The goal and the course are both clear; however, the means ofattaining
them are not. In my view, a strategy for change requires three components:
committed leadership (from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal societies);
active and forceful populations (again both groups) that demand change;
and massive institutional and bureaucratic changes inihe way relationships
are structured between the two societies. T-he first of these three compo
nents (leadership) depends to a large extent upon choices made by the two
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populations, and (for the second component) upon demands emanating
from them. The third (structural changes) requires replacing the old notion
of domination from sea to sea, by the new vision of diversity as a funda
mental characteristic of Canada. In essence it requires respect by the
pyramid for the circle, as the central image guiding human relationships in

~7Canada: those whose lives have been organized by hierarchical principles
I

(the pyramid view of how societies should operate) I need to understand and
accept the view of peoples whose main organizing principle is a circle of
egalitarian relationships among people and their world.

Notes

1. The Aboriginal Culture Identity Project was a study developed by
RCAP staff and consultants. The main researcherwas Kim Hathaway,
who also served as group facilitator during data collection sessions.
Donovan Young and Rosalie Tizya coordinated the project for the
Urban Research group, underthe overall supervision of Marlene Brant
Castellano. Joan Frances provided very helpful research assistance.
John Berry served as consultant, advising on project design, and
carried out data analysis and report writing. The full report, along with
related projects, can be found in the RCAP research reports.

2. The tenn Biculturation is employed here to refer to the strategy ofbeing
competent in, and comfortable with, the two groups in contact (Le.,
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal societies in this case). In other writings
the tenn Integration has been used, but is avoided here because of
the obvious negative connotations of the term for Aboriginal peoples
in Canada.

3. Research with Aboriginal children (e.g., Corenblum and Annis, 1993)
has suggested a less positive picture. However, there is little evidence
for the external validity of this research. That is, the experimental
techniques used (e.g., "doll-choice') revealed a widespread non-Abo
riginal identity. However, the relationship between these "doll-choices"
and identities and behaviours in day-to-day life (outside the experimen
tal setting) is not known.

4. Full details of the methods used in this study, including the selection
of sites and individuals, the activities around which interactions were
structured, and the analytical techniques used, can be found in the full
RCAP report. Following is a summary of these methods.

5. Coding was carried out by Kim Hathaway and Brenda Restoule.

6. For many of the statistics-based findings that follow, attempts are
made to use personal illustrations drawn from the statements made
by individuals in the Learning Circles. These statements are not
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necessarily representative of those made on a topic, but they do reveal
the kinds of beliefs and feelings that were expressed.

References

Aboud, F.
1981 Ethnic Self-identity, in R.C. Gardner and R. Kalin (Editors): A

Canadian Social Psychology of Ethnic Relations. Toronto:
Methuen.

Berry, John W.
1997 Immigration, Acculturation and Adaptation. Applied Psychology

46:5-68.

1994 Aboriginal Cultural Identity. Report submitted to the Royal Com
mission on Aboriginal Peoples. Ottawa, Ontario

1992 Cultural Identity in Plural Societies, pp. 271-296 in G. Knight
and M. Bernal (Editors): Ethnic Identity. Albany: State University
of New York Press.

1980 Social and Cultural Change, in H.C. Triandis and R. Brislin
(Editors): Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology, Vol. 5, So
cial. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Berry, John W. and J. A. Bennett
1991 Cree Syllabic Literacy: Cultural ContextandPsychological Con

sequences. Tilburg: Tilburg University Press.

Berry, John W. and J.P. Hart Hansen
1985 Problems ofFamily Health in Circumpolar Regions. Arctic Medi

cal Research 40:7-16.

Berry, John W. and U. Kim
1988 Acculturation and Mental Health, in P. Dasen, J.W. Berry and

N. Sartorius (Editors): Health and Cross-Cultural Psychology:
Towards Application. London: Sage.

Berry, John W., U. Kim, T. Minde, and D. Mok
1987 Comparative Studies of Acculturative Stress. International Mi

gration Review 21 :491-511.

Berry, John W., U. Kim, S. Power, M. Young, and M. Bujaki
1989 Acculturation Attitudes in Plural Societies. Applied Psychology

38:185-206.

Berry, John W. and M. Wells
1994 Attitudes Towards Aboriginal Peoples, and Aboriginal Self-gov

ernment in Canada, pp. 215-232 in J. Hylton (Editor): Aboriginal
Self-Government. Saskatoon: Canadian Mental Health Asso
ciation.



Aboriginal Cultural Identity 35

Berry, John W., R. Wintrob, P. Sindell, and T. Mawhinney
1982 Psychological Adaption to Culture Change Among the James

Bay Cree. Naturaliste Canadien 109:965-975.

Breakwell, G. (Editor)
1992 Social Psychology of Identity and the Self-Concept. London:

Academic Press.

Clark, M., S. Kaufman, and R. Pierce
1976 Explorations ofAcculturation: Toward a Model ofEthnic Identity.

Human Organization 35:231-238.

Corenblum, B. and R.C. Annis
1993 Development of Racial Identity in Minority and Majority Chil

dren. Canadian Journal ofBehavioural Science 25:499-521.

Erasmus, G.
1989 The Solution We Favour for Change, in B. Richardson (Editor):

Drumbeat: Anger and Renewal in Indian Country. Toronto:
Assembly of First Nations.

Gans, H.J.
1979 Symbolic Ethnicity. Ethnic and Racial Studies 2:1-20.

Graves, T.
1967 Psychological Acculturation in a Tri-ethnic Community. South

western Journal of Anthropology 23:337-350.

Health and Welfare Canada
1990 Community Strategies to Promote Mental Health on Reserves.

Proceedings of Consultation Meetings, Ottawa.

Hocoy, D.
1996 Empirical Distinctiveness Between Cognitive and Affective Ele

ments of Ethnic Identity, pp. 128-137 in H. Grad, A. Blanco and
J. Georgas (Editors): Key Issues in Cross-cultural Psychology.
Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Kalin, R. and John W. Berry
1995 Ethnic and Civic Self Identity in Canada. Canadian Ethnic

Studies 27:1-15.

Keefe, S.E.
1992 Ethnic Identity: The Domain of Perceptions of, and Attachment

to Ethnic Groups and Cultures. Human Organization 51 :35-43.

Knight, G. and M. Bernal (Editors)
1992 Ethnic Identity. Albany: State University of New York Press.



36 J.W Berry

Kurtness, J.
1987 Acculturation et niveaux d'adaptation chez sept communautes

autochtones du Quebec. Paper presented to Societe
quebecoise pour la recherche en psychologie.

La Fromboise, T. et al.
1993 Psychological Impact of Biculturalism. Psychological Bulletin

114:395-412.

O'Neil,J.
1986 Colonial Stress in the Canadian Ardic, in C. Janes (Editor):

Anthropology and Epidemiology. Dordrecht: Reidel.

Phinney, J.S.
1990 Ethnic Identity in Adolescents and Adults: Review of Research.

Psychological Bulletin 108:499-514.

Redfield, R., R. Linton, and M.J. Herskovits
1936 Memorandum on the Study of Acculturation. American Anthro

pologist 38:149-152.

Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples
1993 Focusing the Dialogue. Ottawa: RCAP.

Siggner, A.
1993 Aboriginal Peoples Survey. Ottawa: RCAP.

Stonequist, E.V.
1937 The Marginal Man. New York: Scribner.

Tajfel, H.
1982 Social Identity and Intergroup Relations. New York: Cambridge

University Press.

Taylor, D.M. and L. Dube
1986 Two Faces of Identity: The "I" and the "We". Journal of Social

Issues 42:81-98.

Trimble, J. and B. Medicine
1984 Models of Native Mental Health, in J. Westermeyer (Editor):

Anthropology and Mental Health. The Hague: Mouton.

Wong-Rieger and D.M. Taylor
1981 Multiple Group Membership and Self-identity. Journal ofCross

Cultural Psychology 12:61-79.

Wylie,R.
1961 The Self-Concept. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

UNESCO
1985 Cultural Pluralism and Cultural Identity. Paris: UNESCO.


