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Aboriginal identification processes in cities framed through relatively
recent identity theory on self-identification and discursive identification
are the major concerns of this paper. The challenges involved in identi-
fication from across North American cities through controversies over
culture specific versus pan-Aboriginal identification, traditions, authen-
ticity and self-identification versus community acceptance are probed.
Also investigated is how identification is affected by stereotypes, gen-
der, rural/urban churn, imposed invisibility, inter-generational and mixed
blood issues. Without denigrating difference approaches to identifica-
tion, this paper promotes an identification approach (Schouls 2003) to
understanding how Aboriginal peoples in cities identify.

Le présent article traite principalement des processus d’appartenance
à la population autochtone dans les villes, dans le cadre de la théorie
relativement récente de l’identité sur l’auto-identification et sur l’identi-
fication discursive. Il examine les problèmes de l’identification dans les
villes nord-américaines en traitant des controverses portant sur l’identi-
fication fondée sur la culture particulière contre l’identification pan-
autochtone, ainsi que sur les traditions, l’authenticité et l’auto-identifi-
cation contre l’acceptation sociale. L’article examine également com-
ment l’identification subit les effets des stéréotypes, du sexe des per-
sonnes, des déplacements entre la ville et la campagne, de l’invisibilité
imposée, ainsi que des questions transgénérationnelles et de métissage.
Sans dénigrer les approches différentielles à l’identification, l’article fait
la promotion d’une approche d’identification (Schouls 2003) pour com-
prendre comment les Autochtones urbains s’identifient.
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IntrIntrIntrIntrIntroductionoductionoductionoductionoduction
Groundbreaking research on central issues and lacunae for under-

standing Aboriginal peoples in cities across North America has taken
place over the past five to ten years by small number of scholars across
various disciplines.1 I discuss one key area, identity construction, within
the current discourse on Aboriginal experience in North American cities.
Where relevant, I use my fieldwork with the Community Council Project
(CCP), an Aboriginal diversion2 project in Toronto, to provide ethnographic
insight into this issue.

Before proceeding some definitional matters must be addressed.
Many people including myself have used the term “urban Aboriginals”
to describe or differentiate them from reserve, reservation or rural Abo-
riginal peoples. This rift is not clear cut because urban and rural Aborigi-
nal peoples flow repeatedly to and from both contexts. Hence, “‘Urban’
is not a kind of Indian. It is a kind of experience, one that most Indian
people today have had” (Straus and Valentino 2001: 86). Using “one
generic term” is confusing and ambiguous (Fixico 2000: 29). Dickson-
Gilmore and LaPrairie (2005: 25) discuss the different types of Aboriginal
urban areas and different sizes of urban Aboriginal populations making
any policy talk about “the urban Aboriginal issue” difficult at best. I will,
therefore, speak of Aboriginal experiences in cities rather than using the
problematic term urban Aboriginals. Secondly, at times the word “In-
dian” is used while at others the term “Aboriginal peoples” is utilized.
This reflects a divide between American and Canadian usage both in
academia and across Aboriginal North America. I also use the term Abo-
riginal peoples in the Canadian context in order to encompass the wid-
est variety of Aboriginal identities from Indian (both status and non-sta-
tus) to Inuit/Innu to Métis.

It is important to note that I am in no way trying to control or appro-
priate how any Aboriginal individual, group or community defines iden-
tity for themselves. I am simply offering a set of concepts to think through,
sets of issues that affect Aboriginal identity and how these need to be
taken into account when analyzing processes of identification.

Aboriginal Identity in Cities: Why It Is ImportantAboriginal Identity in Cities: Why It Is ImportantAboriginal Identity in Cities: Why It Is ImportantAboriginal Identity in Cities: Why It Is ImportantAboriginal Identity in Cities: Why It Is Important
Aboriginal identity is one of the most important, if not the most im-

portant, concern for Aboriginal peoples born in cities, for Aboriginal mi-
grants, for scholars of various stripes and for legal and policy
stakeholders. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996 Vol.
4: 52) said that cultural identity is one of the central issues facing Abo-
riginal peoples in cities and called for measures to enhance cultural iden-
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tity for these peoples. Statistics Canada (2005), commenting upon the
doubling, and in some cases tripling, of Aboriginal populations in cities
from 1981-2001, suggests that the increased tendency of people to iden-
tify as Aboriginal has been a major factor in this urban upsurge. Peters
(2004: 5) points out that we don’t have a good sense of the factors that
cause and caused the recent upsurge in self-identification among Abo-
riginal peoples in cities. The continuing role and intergenerational ef-
fects of “colonial projects” (Thomas 1994) upon Aboriginal identity such
as the residential schools, forced adoptions, the delineation of status
versus non-status, Bill C-31 among others have made “the biggest ques-
tion in life, ‘Who am I?’” for many Aboriginal peoples (Sinclair 1997: 3). It
is, therefore, important for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultural, so-
cial, political and legal policy, program and community development in
cities, to understand why, how, and when individuals in cities identify as
Aboriginal.

Identity TheoryIdentity TheoryIdentity TheoryIdentity TheoryIdentity Theory
There is a temptation to think that Aboriginal peoples only conceive

of identification in an objective and “common sense” manner. Here iden-
tity is constructed “on the back of a recognition of some common origin
or shared characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal,
with the natural closure of solidarity and allegiance established on this
foundation” (Hall 1996: 1-2). Cultural origin stories continually told as
part of oral traditions, kinship, status and tribal identification cards as
well as blood quantums now are very much a part of common sense
objective identification and solidarity in both rural and urban contexts
(Proulx 2003; Garroutte 2003; Jackson, Deborah Davis 2002). “The land”
and spirituality, for example, also continue to have traditional3 resonance
and promote particular forms of identity, agency and solidarity (Rice 2004:
2).4 This common sense and objective view of identity, which can deter-
mine specific identities, focuses more on previously determined con-
tent/boundaries created through continued practice, or in the case of
the status/non-status divide and Bill C 31, by legislation. Forms of iden-
tity resulting from common sense, objective criteria can also be mobi-
lized in authenticity debates and used against identity claimants unable
to establish unambiguous evidence of their relationship to these previ-
ously established criteria (Jackson, Deborah Davis 2002:12). Moreover,
they can result in an essentialist view of identity which can be manipu-
lated in both positive and negative ways by both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal stakeholders (Kenrick and Lewis 2004; Kuper 2003; Jackson
2002: 114-115, 123).5  Hence, all stakeholders must be wary of accept-
ing only common sense objective markers of identity as the sole way to
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conceive of and practice identification. Politically expedient or naïve re-
liance on the above excludes a wealth of alternative possibilities in un-
derstanding how identification can proceed in cities.

Opposing common sense and objective understandings of identity
are positions which valorize subjective and/or discursive constructions
of identity. On one hand, individuals may have the agency/power to con-
sciously choose from a variety of resources to construct identities. For
example, they may choose to identify through a particular cultural tradi-
tion after an investigation revealed that their heritage derived from that
tradition. Alternatively, those who know that they are Aboriginal but have
no verifiable historical or kinship links to a specific culture may utilize
pan-Aboriginal spiritual teachings as a source to build an identity and to
gain social acceptance. In contexts of culture/identity loss due to colo-
nial projects such as residential schools, forced adoptions and Indian
Act marriage rules, self identification may be the only route for individu-
als to satisfy their desire to establish or re-claim Aboriginal identity in
cities (Proulx 2003; Garroutte 2003).6 The nature of these self-identifica-
tions may vary over time and space under the influence of desire, mate-
rial needs, the application of political and legal power and Aboriginal
community membership standards. How some of these influences play
out in urban North American Aboriginal contexts will be discussed be-
low.

On the other hand, identities/subject positions may be formed within
and through historically constituted discursive practices,7 rarely con-
sciously understood, which largely limit personal agency in identity con-
struction (Hall 1996). Jackson’s (2002) description of the racist and eco-
nomic/proletarian discursive practices that determined first generation
urban Aboriginal identities in Riverton can be seen as an example of this
process. First generation Indian peoples in Riverton, confronted by painful
and marginalizing non-Aboriginal racist discursive practices, denied their
tribal identities and occupied the subject position of “good workers”
opened to them through the economic realities of automotive manufac-
turing in a one industry town. Lawrence (2004; 2003) points to the long-
term discursive power of Indian Act legislation to exclude Aboriginal
peoples not meeting its legislated identity criteria as a central force in
shaping Aboriginal identification in both reserve and urban contexts.
Moreover, mixed blood Aboriginal peoples in cities daily confront their
White families’ often negative assumptions about identity reclamation
based upon various non-Aboriginal discourses about what “Nativenness
is or is not” (Lawrence 2004: 135).  For example, the discourse that “‘real’
Indians have vanished (or that the few that exist must manifest absolute
authenticity—on white terms—to be believable) functions as a constant
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discipline on urban mixed-bloods, continuously proclaiming to them that
urban mixed-blood indigeneity is meaningless and that the indianness
of their families has been irrevocably lost” (ibid.)     Hence, processes of
identification can be mediated within and through discourses.

I do not want to dissolve the subject and the agency of subjects to
focus only on the constructions of subject positions within discourses.
What is central for my purposes is that identification is always a process
of construction continually affected by the contingencies of personal
agency, and/or one’s subject position determined by the discursive,
material and symbolic resources and the power of the constitutive out-
side8  (Hall 1996). I am skeptical of the view that there is a “stable core of
the self, unfolding from beginning to end through all the vicissitudes of
history without change; the bit of the self which remains always-already
‘the same’, identical to itself across time” (Hall 1996: 3-4). However, fol-
lowing Ortner (1995: 187)     positioning herself in the controversy over sub-
jects versus subject positions,     I am more concerned with the

…projects [that subjects whether individual actors or social
entities] construct and enact.… For it is in the formulation
and enactment of those projects [in this case of identifica-
tion rather than resistance] that they [subjects] become and
transform who they are, and that they sustain to transform
their social and cultural universe. (ibid.)

 Therefore, I am most interested with how identities are created or
appropriated “using the resources of history, language and culture in
the process of becoming rather than being (my italics): not ‘who we are’
or ‘where we came from,’ so much as what we might become, how we
have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent
ourselves” (Hall 1996: 3-4). For some, identity may subconsciously sedi-
ment over time within the bounds of local materiality, sociality, tradition
and ideology adhering to well understood and defended boundaries.
For others identity may be a conscious, agentive, continual rewarding/
disturbing process of discovery, movement, transgression, incursion,
retreat, re-embedding or retrenchment responding to changing individual
and social needs. Identification, then, proceeds both through consciously
acting subjects and through subject positions constructed by discourses.
While discourses do, to an extent, control identification my research in
Toronto shows that Aboriginal individuals do make pragmatic/strategic/
instrumental choices about the identity markers/boundaries they choose.
Buddle (2005), in her discussion of how cultural producers in urban Abo-
riginal radio mediate diverse Aboriginal discursive traditions that can
then become an inventory of identity resources available for personal
choice, also illustrates the intermingling of personal agency and discur-
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sive power in cultural production and identification.
A major part of this process of choice in self representation is reac-

tive objectification. Thomas insists that “self-representation never takes
place in isolation and that it is frequently oppositional or reactive: the
idea of a community cannot exist in the absence of some externality or
difference, and identities and traditions are often not simply different
from but constituted in opposition to others (1992: 213-214).” This proc-
ess could be used to analyze Aboriginal migrants to cities as they
“combine cultural repertoires from their places of origin with influences
from their destinations to reassemble cultural identities” (Peters 2004: 8
using Hall 1995b; Gilroy 1994). Individuals born into or entering cities
consciously react to, accommodate and are shaped by the historic, lo-
cal, regional and, in some cases, the transnational differences of the
constitutive outside. However, they do not just mimic or submissively
accept the identities they find in the cities; they also consciously iden-
tify themselves in opposition to others such as non-Aboriginal city
dwellers, legislated identities, other Aboriginal cultures within cities, the
cultural politics that imbue relations between them and Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal discourses on authenticity. Rice (2004) discusses how
Aboriginal peoples in cities mediate between Native and Euro-American
worlds. Reactive objectification and/or suturing9 are, therefore, neces-
sary within the new hybrid contexts that Aboriginal peoples find
themselves in.

Relationality in identification is contained to greater and lesser de-
grees in all the above theories and examples. This is in accord with
Anishnawbe ways of becoming and representation encapsulated within
the phrase “all my relations.” “All my relations” is a way in which many
Anishnawbe peoples have conceived of living and working together in
the past and today. In essence, “all my relations,” speaks to the need for
appropriate behaviour in the intersection between individuals and com-
munity and this, in turn, relates values to interaction (Proulx 2003:30-31).
How an individual chooses to interact with others or sutures him/herself
into the normative systems that constitute right relations, (essentially a
constitutive outside) will largely determine individual and social identi-
ties. Cultural interactional ethics and how an individual is hailed to and
invests in a subject position or chooses to place him/herself within this
relational mix then are central to processes of identification (Proulx 2003;
Garroutte 2003; Jackson, Deborah 2003, Schouls 2003).

Hence, I am interested in both the “suturing” involved in identifica-
tion (Hall 1996: 6) and in how individuals knowingly and pragmatically/
strategically/instrumentally choose identity markers (both subjective and
objective) in the process of becoming and representing themselves to
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themselves and others.     Following Lobo (2003: 70) I examine how all of
the above plays into three different, yet related levels of meaning with
regard to identification: the individual level of what people think and
believe, the interaction level of social relations and the institutional level
of bureaucracy and public policy. Marcus (1994: 47), in a discussion of
“parallel processing…of identity at many sites,” suggests that anthro-
pologists should concern themselves with four questions:

(1)   Which identities coalesce and under what circumstances?
(2)   Which become defining or dominant and for how long?
(3)   How does the play of unintended consequences affect the out-

come in the coalescence of a salient identity in this space of the
multiple construction and dispersed control of a person’s or
group’s identities?

(4)   What is the nature of the politics by which identity at and across
any site is controlled?

Aboriginal peoples, researchers and policy-makers attempting to
understand processes of Aboriginal identification in cities must be at-
tuned to the above questions. As I illustrated in (Proulx 2003), and con-
tinue to indicate below, these questions are useful in understanding the
agentive, discursive, often contingent, ever-changing and power-laden
contexts within which Aboriginal identification in cities proceeds now
and in the future.  With the foregoing in mind, I now turn to a discussion
of salient identity concerns and practices for and by Aboriginal peoples
in cities.

Identification in Cities: Choice, Context, ContingencyIdentification in Cities: Choice, Context, ContingencyIdentification in Cities: Choice, Context, ContingencyIdentification in Cities: Choice, Context, ContingencyIdentification in Cities: Choice, Context, Contingency
and Powerand Powerand Powerand Powerand Power

It would be a mistake to conceive of Aboriginal identity as a one size
fits all understanding and practice sedimented over time. Identity can
be multilayered, (Weaver 2001:243) situational and contingent upon so-
cial networks, roles, gender and the application of power within and
across these domains. Moreover, “different levels of identity are likely to
be presented in different contexts” as indicated below (ibid.).  Lobo sees
identity creation as a process rather than an event and provides ethno-
graphic evidence that first, second and third generation Aboriginal peo-
ples in cities construct their identities differently over time using the
resources and discourses available to them at the time (2001: 93-94;
170). Lobo discusses first generation urban Aboriginal identities as be-
ing constructed during a period of assimilation where non-Aboriginal
stereotypes of Aboriginal peoples were internalized leading to shame
over Aboriginal heritage, identity denial and silence about their identi-
ties (2001: 189-203). Their children, growing up in a time of cultural re-
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vival and reclamation take pride in their heritage constructing their iden-
tities in a positive light through re-tribalization and using pan-Aboriginal
resources (ibid.). It should also be noted that processes of Aboriginal
identification vary within cities in terms of class (LaPrairie 1994), be-
tween cities and regionally depending upon how effectively or ineffec-
tively cosmopolitan non-Aboriginal peoples hide their  continuing op-
pressive colonial projects under a “liberal façade” (Lawrence 2004: 8).
Hence, these examples indicate, with reference to Marcus’s (1994) iden-
tity questions, that the process of identification varies over time, due to
personal choice, politics, class and as a result of discursive change.

Jackson (2002) validates Lobo’s ethnographic evidence. She dis-
cusses the intergenerational differences in how Aboriginal identity is con-
structed in cities as a result of growing up in different social, economic
and discursive contexts, through different understandings and practices
of traditional Anishnawbe interactional ethics and through different
understandings and positionings within, or outside of, continuing kin-
ship relations. The diversity of Aboriginal identities in cities, then, can
also arise from different sources, for example ethno-cultural sources or
administratively defined sources (Graham and Peters 2002: 25-26) mak-
ing one size fits all understandings counter-productive.

It is important to note another process which affects Aboriginal iden-
tity in cities:

A person or group of people can suffer real damage, real
distortion, if people or society around them mirror back to
them a confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of
themselves. Non-recognition or misrecognition can inflict
harm; can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in
a false, distorted and reduced mode of being. (Taylor 1994:
75 quoted in Weaver 2001:243)

The processes and consequences of the non-Aboriginal power to de-
fine still negatively effects the process of Aboriginal identification for
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in cities. Aboriginal peoples
continue to face major barriers in resolving this dilemma. Coates (1999:
25) discusses the various ways Aboriginal identity has been defined by
colonizers, academics, and media in Canada. He also describes the aims
of these representations. Coates maintains that, from colonial times to
today, “…the Indian was defined in ways that both explained the nature
of Indigenous life in terms that Europeans could comprehend, and ra-
tionalized the occupation and confiscation of their traditional lands” (ibid.
25). This social construct of the Indian continues to be sustained by the
dominant society through, among other modes, systems of stereotypes.
These stereotypes continue to define Aboriginal peoples in non-Abo-
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riginal terms and continue to be a force for Aboriginal social, economic
and political exclusion (Proulx 2003). Here are some examples.

 Aboriginal peoples in cities still confront long-standing non-Abo-
riginal misconceptions or stereotypes that “authentic” Aboriginal peo-
ples can only be found on reserves or reservations where they live mys-
tical and ecologically correct lives in the uncivilized, “natural” world (Pe-
ters 1996c; Bobiwash 2003). Aboriginal identity cannot be authentic in
cities because it is impossible for Aboriginal urban dwellers to live this
romantic and essentialized non-Aboriginal vision of Aboriginal peoples
(ibid.).

This spatially-based romantic savage/authenticity stereotype is com-
pounded through continuing non-Aboriginal generalizations to the larger
Aboriginal populations of individual Aboriginal dysfunction, inability and
criminality. Non-Aboriginal stereotypes of Aboriginal peoples as lazy, dirty,
criminal drunkards living such lives because, for example, they cannot
cope with the intricacies of modernity10 permeating urban landscapes
and cross cut social classes throughout North America (Proulx 2003;
Jackson Deborah 2002; Lobo and Peters 2001). Moreover, there is a
pervasive blame the victim mentality among non-Aboriginal peoples that
contributes to this internalization process and is central to “democratic
racism” which operates under this set of assumptions:

If equal opportunity and social equality are assumed to ex-
ist, than the lack of success on the part of a minority popu-
lation must be attributed to some other set of conditions.
One explanation used by the dominant culture is the notion
that certain minority communities themselves are culturally
deficient (e.g., lacking intellectual prowess; more prone to
aggressive behavior or other forms of deviant behaviour). In
this form of the dominant discourse, it is assumed that cer-
tain communities (e.g., African Canadian) [Aboriginal peo-
ples] lack the motivation, education or skills to participate
fully in the workplace, educational system and other areas
of Canadian society. Alternatively, it is argued that the fail-
ure of certain groups to succeed and to be integrated into
the mainstream dominant culture is largely due to recalci-
trant members of these groups refusing to adapt their tradi-
tional, different cultural values and norms to fit into Cana-
dian society, and making unreasonable demands of the host
society.” (Henry and Tator 2000: 294)

Two quotes from CCP Council members effectively illustrate how
the non-Aboriginal power to define operates to marginalize Aboriginal
peoples and negatively affects self-representation.
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The drunken Indian is ten feet tall, but a sober one is invis-
ible. No one notices all the ones that they pass that are on
their way to work, on their way home, on their way to com-
mittees, whatever. No one notices those ones, but every-
body notices the one that is drunk on the street.

The overarching stereotype of the drunken Indian is clearly illus-
trated here but there is more. Any Aboriginal connection with the work
that non-Aboriginal peoples do daily is effaced. Successful Aboriginal
business people and community workers etc. cannot be seen by many
non-Aboriginal peoples caught up in the above stereotypical regime of
truth. Any Aboriginal person who copes well with modern city life is im-
possible, (or assimilated and therefore inauthentic), and is, consequently,
“invisible” as Culhane (2003) illustrates below. The visual evidence of
non-Aboriginal encounters with individual Aboriginals on the streets
conjoin with this generalizing discursive interpretative repertoire to de-
fine all Aboriginal peoples in cities as dirty, dangerous, drunken,
inauthentic, damaged goods.

The combination of non-Aboriginal romanticism and discrimination
has a more insidious effect on the process of identification. As the quote
below illustrates, many Aboriginal peoples have come to internalize the
negative images of non-Aboriginals, about Aboriginals leading them into
“self-hatred” thereby splitting how they identify themselves (Alfred 1999:
34; Ponting and Kiely 1997: 171):

To me the source of distress is always the split between what
we think we should be and what we actually are, or what
society thinks we should be and who we actually are. I think
we all, regardless of our race, feel that kind of distress. Na-
tive people feel it probably more generally speaking than
most people because the stereotypes, both the romantic
stereotype and the negative stereotype is so extreme for
our people and it’s really, really different than who we are.
Truth is we’re not a very romantic people. Truth is we’re not
all drunks and alcoholics and sexual abusers and petty crimi-
nals. But this is who we’re taught to be. And so we end up
with this horrible split culturally speaking between the drunk
on the street corner and Dances with Wolves. Where do we
fall between that really? Let’s try and find a little bit of real-
ity…. (Proulx 2003: 54)

These quotes illustrate negative forms of suturing operant in both
non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal processes of identification. The above
indicates how both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples come to oc-
cupy subject positions discursively constructed for them. Additionally,
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and more importantly, both quotes show how some Aboriginal peoples
within the CCP process understand this suturing and expose its inner
workings for themselves and for those whom they help to create new,
healed, Aboriginal individual self-representations (Proulx 2003). Both of
these identity processes must be recognized and understood in     order
for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal stakeholders to provide clearer
urban research, policy and programs.

A major lacuna in the burgeoning literature on Aboriginal identity in
cities is that Aboriginal women are largely excluded (Weibel-Orlando
2003: 493). Large numbers of Aboriginal women migrated into cities much
earlier than Aboriginal males but “Despite the disparity between wom-
en’s and men’s migration patterns, gender has not been central to the
analysis of the urban experience of First Nations people”11 (Janovicek
2003: 548). Here I am interested in two areas that are central to Aborigi-
nal women’s identities in cities: Bill C-31 as a domain for necessary fu-
ture research and stereotypes of inner city Aboriginal women in the down-
town east side of Vancouver.

In my Toronto research Aboriginal women living there often spoke of
being denied inclusion in reserve communities saying: “If you have a
card you are loved; if you don’t you are nobody” (Proulx 2003: 139). A
central issue that needs substantive research is how Bill C-31women
who, are denied re-entry into their reserve communities and are thereby
forced to reside in cities, identify themselves in cities. Of relevance here
is how these women, who know their culture and reserve origins, (or
may only now be re-learning them), identify themselves given that their
self-identification and re-legislated identities are not accepted by their
communities of heritage. They have status but cannot claim the rights
that accrue to that status in home communities. How then does this
status identity then play out in cities?12 Which identities are status Abo-
riginal women in cities claiming given the political positions they find
themselves in with regard to their home communities and urban com-
munities?     Relatedly, do these women maintain a sense of this culturally
specific identification or are they turning to pan-Aboriginal identification
in cities? How, and when, are they mobilizing their difference from other
non-status Aboriginal women in cities in community and social service
contexts?     Given that Bill C-31 continues to have major negative effects
(Lawrence 2003; Daniels 1998) on Aboriginal lives throughout Canada
generally and in cities specifically, long-term research is needed to un-
derstand these issues.

A second gender issue is how Aboriginal women tend to be invisible
in cities and how, when they do become visible, they are negatively por-
trayed according to non-Aboriginal, neo-liberal and patriarchal regimes
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of truth (Culhane 2003: 595). Culhane discusses how “invisibility” pro-
ceeds for some female Aboriginal peoples in the Downtown Eastside of
Vancouver through “regime[s] of disappearance” a “…neo-liberal mode
of governance that selectively marginalizes and/or erases categories of
people through strategies of representation that include silences, blind
spots, and displacements that have both material and symbolic effects”
(2003: 595). Culhane speaks of how Vancouver police and other levels of
bureaucracy ignored the fate of Aboriginal women who were being preyed
upon by a serial killer or killers simply because they were Aboriginal
poor, and stereotypically perceived as disposable sex workers. Culhane
illustrates how Aboriginal women in Vancouver countered stereotypes
of east end women in Vancouver through a flyer distributed at down-
town eastside women’s memorial march:

We are Aboriginal women. Givers of life. We are mothers,
sisters, daughters, aunties and grandmothers. Not just pros-
titutes and drug addicts. Not welfare cheats. We stand on
our mother earth and we demand respect. We are not there
to be beaten, abused, murdered, ignored. (2003:593)

Both Bill C-31 issues and the treatment of Aboriginal women in Van-
couver illustrate the need for further research on how Aboriginal women
in cities who, when denied their legislated identities and/or subjected to
states of invisibility or stereotypical identification, choose to identify them-
selves in reaction to Aboriginal widely differing community membership
standards and in opposition to non-Aboriginal regime[s] of disappear-
ance.

Another issue salient for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
stakeholders is the continuing dichotomization of rural and urban Abo-
riginal identities. It is unwise to think, simply because Aboriginal peo-
ples move to the cities, that they sever all connections with reserves
and reservations or that they suddenly acquire completely new identi-
ties uninfluenced by their rural contexts or migration. Prudence requires
that we consider the continuing role that mobility patterns between re-
serves/reservations play in the construction of urban identities and how
these sites are not mutually exclusive in terms of identity creation and
maintenance (Graham and Peters 2002; Newhouse 2000). Indeed, Wiebel-
Orlando (2003: 494) in her introduction to the special edition on Aborigi-
nal peoples in cities in the American Indian Quarterly (2003), points out
how

…the locus of contemporary indian space and identity is
extremely fluid and attenuated. Ties to reservation families,
activities, political loyalties, resources and entitlements do
not sever with migration to urban centers, even for those
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people who relocate thousands of miles away from the res-
ervation or validating locus of Indian identity.

Fixico (2000: 140) suggests there is movement from cities to reserva-
tions through which cultural knowledge is gathered by Aboriginal mem-
bers of tribes in cities is a form of “‘commuting’ [which] helps form a
mobile, cross-tribal and pan-Indian ethnic culture.” Indeed, there has
been some suggestion that the application of transnational theory
(Podlasley 2002: 6-7) might be useful in analyzing this rural-urban
“churn”13 (Peters 2004: 5; Norris and Clatworthy 2003). For many Abo-
riginal people, ties to the land remain an important aspect of their iden-
tities (Todd, 2000/2001). Mobility and return migration may represent,
then, not an inability to adjust, but an attempt to adapt to economic
realities and to maintain vital and purposeful community relationships.
Therefore, we must not see urban and reserve/reservation identities as
distinct from each other. Rather, they are “interconnected in terms of
mobility, culture and politics” (Graham and Peters 2002:23). With respect
to policy and program development, these continued ties and frequent
movements suggest that initiatives focused only on urban areas will not
address some of the significant factors at work in urban Aboriginal com-
munities (Graham and Peters 2002: 21).

While reserve and reservation relations play a role for some Aborigi-
nal city dwellers whether through kinship relations and/or through the
transmission traditional cultural knowledge this is not the case for all.
One of the central problems identified by some Aboriginal peoples in
Toronto is that they have no connection to their Aboriginal heritage or
culturally specific traditional knowledge and practices (Proulx 2003).
Many of the individuals who become involved with the CCP are first and
second generation victims of the colonial projects of residential school
and forced adoptions. The intergenerational consequences of non-Abo-
riginal policies designed to eradicate Aboriginal cultures and to assimi-
late Aboriginal peoples caused forms of cultural amnesia or blind spots
in memory for many individuals in Toronto (Proulx 2003). Many CCP cli-
ents knew that they were Aboriginal but had little or no understanding of
their specific cultural heritage or clear connections to any reserve. This
state of affairs is common across urban Aboriginal North America (Rice
2004; Lawrence 2004; Jackson Deborah 2002; Lobo 2003; Lobo and
Peters 2001; Fixico 2000).

The issue of how these Aboriginal individuals can identify as Abo-
riginal for themselves and others is complex. They are not embedded in
discursive, relational and interactional contexts arising from reserves or
reservations. They have no subject positions within these domains. They
have a “hole in their hearts” in terms of their Aboriginal heritage and
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self-knowledge (Jackson Deborah 2002). Many have no one to turn to in
order to understand who they are as Aboriginal peoples. Those who do
have someone to turn to often confront identity denial or silence from
the only people who can tell them their heritage: their parents (Law-
rence 2004; Jackson, Deborah 2002; Jackson, Deborah 2001: 189). Oth-
ers begin to discover their Aboriginal identities only when they are sent
to prisons through Native Brotherhoods and Sisterhoods (Waldram 1997).
Others discover, re-embed and re-inscribe their culturally-specific and/
or pan-Aboriginal identities through Aboriginal mediascapes14 (Buddle
2005). Here Aboriginal radio, films and television provide Aboriginal city
dwellers with opportunities to learn and/or re-learn Aboriginal traditions,
to embed themselves within real or virtual community relations and to
participate in cultural production (Buddle 23-26). Still others begin their
process toward identity discovery and involvement in the Aboriginal
community of Toronto through their participation in the CCP healing proc-
ess:

Whether clients are restored or transformed varies accord-
ing to the needs and capabilities of the clients. It also varies
according to the capabilities and the resources of role mod-
els and the community. Clients all indicate that they must
first take personal responsibility in order to begin healing.
Claiming responsibility and willingness to change are the
base from which new states of being and wider sets of rela-
tionships can be produced. Once clients have accepted re-
sponsibility they can begin to walk a healing path assisted
by the CCP. Clients indicate that working through the CCP
process, while listening to and emulating council and agency
members who have experienced many of the same prob-
lems that clients are now facing, produces or re-produces
meaning in their lives. The process helps clients to construct
or re-construct healthy individual, community, and cultural
identities while opening up, deconstructing, and healing
negative colonial identities and stereotypical images that
have been internalized by clients. The CCP thus helps cli-
ents to claim or re-claim the power to define who they are at
individual, community, and cultural levels. . . . . This is the link
between healing and identity.     (Proulx 2003: 167)

In all of these instances Aboriginal identification proceeds through
“…constructing a history or a personal genealogy or ‘placing’ oneself
with in a cosmological order” and this, according to (Buddle 2005:27),
“may be the predominant praxis for producing Aboriginal identification”
in cities. Indeed, discursive suturing, reactive objectification and per-
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sonal choice/agency situationally commingle within this praxis.
Once many of these new identifiers or identity re-claimants begin

this process they often confront Aboriginal authenticity barriers. Many
Aboriginal peoples are rightly concerned about cultural appropriation,
and ethnic switching15 and ethnic fraud that can come about through
processes of self-identification. Garroute (2003: 85-87) discusses the
suspicion that many reservation based Indians have of ethnic switch-
ing. Here individuals who have not always maintained or claimed Abo-
riginal identity or who have passed as non-Aboriginal re-claim “this once
discarded or concealed identity” to fraudulently claim both material and
cultural capital that rightly belongs to those who have always identified
as Indian and are accepted by other Indians as Indian. These “new Indi-
ans” or ‘born again Indians” can come in the form of New Agers or those
who take Indian jobs. Lawrence (2004) discusses how mixed-blood Abo-
riginal peoples’ authenticity as ‘real’ Natives is contested both by Abo-
riginal and non-Aboriginal city dwellers creating identity confusion among
mixed-bloods as they try to reclaim their Aboriginal identities and re-
embed themselves in both culturally-specific and pan-Aboriginal urban
communities. Other Aboriginal peoples in cities may be denigrated as
“failed traditionalists” who have “failed to preserve the traditions that
once defined their difference” (Povinelli 1999:37 in Buddle 2005: 27).
They may be seen as assimilated and, therefore, inauthentic. Hence,
due to these barriers, newly identifying Aboriginal peoples in cities must
go to greater individual lengths to persuade Aboriginal and non-Aborigi-
nal gatekeepers of the legitimacy of their identities and their rights to
cultural/social inclusion. It is in this challenging domain that individual
agency within identification processes is most evident as new identity
claimants struggle to gain acceptance for their choices.

In processes of becoming and self-representation Lobo (2003: 81)
suggests that urban Aboriginal identity may be constructed using four
sets of resources: ancestry, appearance, cultural knowledge and Indian
community participation.16 Some or all of these four resources may be
mobilized in reaction to both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Others to
create boundaries within and around urban Aboriginal communities.
Jackson Deborah (2002: 3-6) gives an example of how some of these
resources were mobilized within Riverton which I consider to be em-
blematic of the process of reactive objectification. In an urban commu-
nity meeting Aboriginal peoples, who grew up in rural/reservation con-
texts, maintained strong Anishnawbe cultural/kinship ties, but who did
not actively represent themselves as “Indian” conflict over the direction
of a community institution with newly identifying pan-Aboriginal Indians
who actively dress and represent themselves as Indians and perceive
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the former group as being assimilated. The latter claimed that they were
as real Indians as the former while some in the former group disputed
this fact asking “Where were you when it wasn’t popular to be Indian?”
(Jackson, Deborah 2002: 6). When the conflict reached a head the
Anishnawbe group held up their Indian cards to show the “new Indians”
that it was only the Anishnawbe group who had a legitimate Indian iden-
tity based on community participation/acceptance and legislation. The
struggle illustrates the very political problems Aboriginal peoples in cit-
ies may face in trying to determine for themselves who is entitled to
claim Aboriginal identity and all the rights that may go along with that
identity. It also illustrates how boundaries are created through reactive
objectification. Finally, it shows the challenges that some Aboriginal iden-
tity claimants or re-claimants can face when self-identification is not
acceptable to those in the community who can, using objective legal,
cultural and community participatory resources, deny self-identifiers
Aboriginal identity and community inclusion/political participation.

Pan-Indian identities taken up by individuals are rejected by many
Aboriginal peoples due to the over-valorization by colonialist interests
of “generic Indianness as a racial identity” over the “specific ‘tribal’ iden-
tity as Indigenous nationhood” (Lawrence 2003: 5). Many see the ac-
ceptance of pan-Indian identity as merely accepting “equality within a
settler state framework” (ibid.). There is also a concern that pan-
Aboriginality dilutes and/or debases authentic cultural knowledge and
that, therefore, pan-Aboriginal approaches to identity and community
should be avoided at all costs (Proulx 2003). Many Aboriginal peoples in
the cities who have maintained a stable cultural identity through strong
links to culturally specific knowledge and to reserves and reservations
resent and oppose the use of pan-Aboriginal knowledge and practice
as another form of false knowledge or as the homogenization of cultural
distinctiveness.

There are internal community arguments over which culture-spe-
cific or pan-Aboriginal approaches should be utilized in certain situa-
tions. I witnessed one instance of this contestation which directed me
to issues of legitimacy, community membership criteria, and the role of
pan-Aboriginality in community constitution. It also illustrates how ques-
tions of spirituality and traditions play out within the community. I at-
tended a CCP Advisory Council meeting where yearly progress was up-
dated and new programs outlined. One of the new programs discussed
was Dodem Kanobsa, a lodge built within the local Department of In-
dian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND) offices. Aboriginal Elders
are available there to consult with DIAND office staff and with the com-
munity in Toronto. The representative of Dodem Kanobsa offered to help
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coordinate these Elders for participation in CCP hearings. This met with
general approbation but one council member found fault with the pro-
posal. He asked if there would be Anishnawbe Elders provided for
Anishnawbe clients and if Mohawk Elders would be provided for Mohawk
clients. He was told that when possible that would happen but overall
there could be no guarantees. The Council Member protested, “Well
that makes us just like White people. The White people have always
treated us like we are all the same and thrown a blanket over us in their
responses to our problems and requests. Now we are doing the same
thing!” He continued to say that this practice was not satisfactory, that it
was dangerous to accept pan-Aboriginal compromises in philosophy
and practice, and that there should not be a generic pan-Aboriginal uti-
lization of these Elders. Interestingly, two other Council Members came
to the defense of the pan-Aboriginal use of Elders on two grounds. First,
there are not enough Elders with culturally specific knowledge to go
around so they would have to accept who was available in cites. Sec-
ond, one Council Member thought that youth could screen-out the mes-
sages that they hear from their Elders and Aunties etc. because they
become old hat. Hence, using an Elder from elsewhere would provide a
new spin on the normative and practical messages being imparted mak-
ing their uptake by bored youth more likely (Proulx 2003: 142).

At the crux of the pan-Aboriginal and culturally specific issues raised
throughout this paper is how to deal with self-identification and com-
munity identification/acceptance. The above examples are illustrations
of the above academic controversies over the possibility of personal
agency/choice in identity construction and identity/subject positions as
constructed through discursive practices. Embedded within this issue
is the nature of tradition, culture and nation and their continuing role in
determining identification and community membership as well as the
standards of validity for objective/cultural versus subjective/individual
identity criteria.     Thomas’ (1992: 213-214) concept of reactive objectifi-
cation is useful in thinking about how Aboriginal actors decide on whether
to utilize culturally specific or pan-Aboriginal identity resources in either
or both individual or community contexts. These choices may be politi-
cal reflecting accommodation with those regnant objectifications that
are deemed acceptable within the community. On the other hand, indi-
viduals choosing pan-Aboriginal resources may be actively resisting
culturally specific options that are set before them by powerful actors
within these communities. Moreover, many Aboriginal peoples in cities
may situationally choose to strategically use both forms of identification
during policy or program negotiations with non-Aboriginal stakeholders.
Which resources are chosen will largely depend upon social location
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both within and outside of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal discourses,
communities, the interested positioning of these actors and the specific
material, political and cultural needs at issue at that moment. The “en-
dogenous historicity of local worlds” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992:27)
as a process “…in which the pieces of reality are woven together through
the logic of a group’s own locally and historically evolved bricolage (Ortner
1995: 176) will inevitably be a major fact to consider in all identification
from both culturally specific and pan-Aboriginal perspectives as indi-
viduals and groups negotiate self-identification and/or social accept-
ance.     This controversy has long played out, in terms of entitlement to
community membership and resources, in reserve and reservation con-
texts (Garroute 2003) and is now appearing in urban contexts (Proulx
2003; Gonzales 2001). The cultural politics of identity cannot be ignored
in cities and (Schouls 2003) offers an option to think through the self-
identification and community acceptance problematic.

Schouls (2003), influenced by Barth’s (1969) paper on ethnic bounda-
ries and speaking in a reserve context, and is critical of what he calls the
“difference approach” which understands identification through objec-
tive cultural and national content that does not sufficiently allow for cul-
tural change and personal choice. Instead he proposes an “identifica-
tion approach” that focuses on identification through social interaction
where shared culture and nation are important in the identification proc-
ess only insofar as they are filtered through the subjective lens of self-
identification and individual choice in terms of group boundaries to be
occupied.

I do not want to minimize the different approach to identification
and community membership criteria. Certainly cultural identification
based on difference is a factor for those who maintain long-term con-
nections with reserve and reservation culture/kinship relations that were
only minimally affected by colonial projects of assimilation, accultura-
tion and oppression. Identities/boundaries created by groups exhibiting
these culturally specific characteristics, heritage and imperatives are
crucial to understanding Aboriginal identification within cities.

It is also unwise to ignore how self identification can threaten
longstanding material and political interests as stated above. Self-iden-
tification/individual choice can exacerbate the cultural politics of iden-
tity creating conflict within communities claiming culturally specific and
more or less historically intact group identities as discussed above. Au-
thenticity calculations for excluding Others will continue to plague Abo-
riginal identification processes. Hence, difference in identification will
always have to be factored into understanding Aboriginal identities in
cities.
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However, cultural identity understood and acted upon as the objec-
tive, culturally specific, discourse-based and agency-denuded content
upon which identification and community acceptance proceed cannot
capture the breadth of identification processes for Aboriginal peoples
within the hybrid context of cities. I want to make the case that, where
community membership and self-identification is concerned, identity
criteria can be understood and adapted/adopted flexibly.     In processes
of identification, it is important to take into account “the individual level
of what people think and believe” (Lobo 2003: 70) and how this affects
group identities. It is in this context that the identification approach
(Schouls 2003) resonates most widely. As stated above, Aboriginal peo-
ples who are not connected to culturally specific identity relations must
use whatever resources at their disposal to create or claim Aboriginal
identities thereby filling the holes in their hearts. How individuals choose
to identify and the resources they choose to use in this process must be
understood as flexibly inventive reacting to both internal and external
personal and cultural change. Indeed, Aboriginal victims of historically
based non-Aboriginal or Aboriginal discursive power need open routes
to claim identities torn from, or denied to, them. Rice (2004: 2-3), dis-
cussing Aboriginal novels about Aboriginal peoples in cities, outlines
how Aboriginal identity politics can be adaptable and flexible in new
urban contexts. Aboriginal peoples in cities can choose to utilize tradi-
tional identity resources but also utilize many other non-traditional re-
sources in constructing their identities thereby “revealing the transform-
ative nature of contemporary Indian identity (Rice 2004: 2-3). New forms
of old ways and completely new ways are being used to identify as a
reaction to migration and changing urban contexts. How individual Abo-
riginal identity claims from the above standpoint are accepted, or not,
by groups with established cultural identities will continue to politically,
socially and materially shape Aboriginal communities in cities despite
the dangers of cultural/material appropriation and authenticity concerns.
Aboriginal communities and policy/program workers must now confront
identification through social interaction where shared culture and nation
are important in the identification process only insofar as they are fil-
tered through the subjective lens of self-identification and individual
choice in terms of group boundaries to be occupied (Schouls 2003).
How Aboriginal peoples in cities combine both difference and identifi-
cation approaches must, therefore, factor into all non-Aboriginal and
Aboriginal policy and program calculations as a major challenge for build-
ing and sustaining Aboriginal urban communities.
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion
Identification processes have been the central concern of this pa-

per. I have discussed how identification proceeds both unconsciously
through discourse and consciously through individual subjective choice.
I showed how identification processes can be structured through his-
torically based discursive practices arising from legislation,     romanticized
and essentialized non-Aboriginal notions of Aboriginal authenticity, re-
gimes of truth based upon stereotypes, regimes of disappearance, and
culturally specific Aboriginal discursive traditions leading to authentic-
ity concerns. The subject positions and objective identity criteria arising
from these discursive practices structure identification through differ-
ence. At the same time I have shown how some Aboriginal peoples in
cities are actively struggling to create or re-claim Aboriginal identities
that were silenced for them or denied them through the above discur-
sive practices. Illustrating the agency of individuals as they break through
the barriers created by these discursive practices to identify themselves
as Aboriginal was a central concern. How they came to understand their
culturally specific heritage or chose to pragmatically identify through
pan-Aboriginal avenues illustrates how identification is a matter of per-
sonal choice and not simply a matter of occupying subject positions
within discourses. Ethnographic evidence across various urban domains
was used to illustrate how individuals reacted to and against both non-
Aboriginal and Aboriginal discursive practices to reclaim and re-inscribe
Aboriginal identities. Additionally, I sketched the politics of identity within
which Aboriginal individuals self-identify and how this affects commu-
nity membership standards suggesting that the “identification approach”
(Schouls 2003) opened up the, still contestable, but most inclusive modes
for addressing identity politics. This enabled me to suggest how certain
identities coalesced under certain circumstances and which types of
identities are becoming dominant in hybrid urban contexts (Marcus 1994).
It also allowed me to illustrate how all of the above plays into three dif-
ferent, yet related levels of meaning with regard to identification: the
individual level of what people think and believe, the interaction level of
social relations and the institutional level of bureaucracy and public policy
(Lobo 2003: 70). In discussing the above I indicated how identities are a
“process of becoming rather than being (my italics): not ‘who we are’ or
‘where we came from,’ so much as what we might become, how we
have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent
ourselves” (Hall 1996: 3-4). The processes of becoming of individuals as
they identify as Aboriginal people in cities and community acceptance
of those representations are of paramount importance to all stakeholders
concerned with living in socially just and creative ways.
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NotesNotesNotesNotesNotes

1.   For example, cultural geographers (Peters 2004, 1996 a, b; 1994)
Native Studies scholars (Lawrence 2004, 2003; Wuttunee  2004;
A1ichel  2002; Newhouse and Peters 2003), scholars of literature
(Rice 2004), historians (LaGrand 2002; Fixico 2000), political scien-
tists (Cairns 2000; Cairns and Flanagan 2001), policy analysts
(Hanselmann 2003, 2002 a,b, 2001; Podlasley 2002; Seidle 2002;
Hanselmann and Gibbons 2001; Richards 2001; LaPrairie 1994),
Canadian Studies scholars (Todd 2000/2001) and anthropologists
(Buddle 2005; Patterson 2004; Kishigami 2004, 2002; Proulx 2003;
Bobiwash 2003; Weibel-Orlando 2003, 1999; Lobo 2003; Culhane
2003 Lobo and Peters 2003; Jackson, D. 2002; Sanderson and
Bobiwash 1997).

2.    The CCP is an urban diversion program for adult Aboriginal offend-
ers. It diverts Aboriginal offenders from the formal justice system
into a culturally appropriate process. The CCP process concerns
itself with the underlying causes of the crime and seeks to heal and
rehabilitate offenders (hereafter clients). It is intended to serve as a
meaningful community based alternative to the present justice sys-
tem for the Aboriginal people in Toronto.

3.   “Confusion over the meaning of tradition is a major problem. Non-
Aboriginals mistakenly believe that it is past customs “particular cul-
tural practices” (Warry 1998: 174) from pre-colonial times that are
being revived without reference to historical and cultural change.
Rather, it is “tradition, the appeal to values and actions that sustain
customs and provide continuity to a social group over time,” (ibid.)
that is being revived in new contexts after years of oppression. Tra-
dition is contingent upon the particular culture and the history of
change that the culture has undergone. There is not one tradition
but many across “Indian country” in North America. Some traditions
blend or can become the dominant model that is practiced within a
particular context (i.e., Anishnawbe tradition in Toronto). This view
of tradition may be in accord with the “incorporative” function of
tradition that Raymond Williams (1981: 115) discusses in terms of
“selective traditions.” A selective tradition is “an intentionally selec-
tive version of a shaping past and a pre-shaped present, which is
then powerfully operative in the process of social and cultural defi-
nition and identification” (ibid.: 115). In this view tradition is not seen
as a “relatively inert” remnant of the “surviving past” but, rather as
an “actively shaping force” where “a version of the past is used to
ratify the present and to indicate directions for the future...” (ibid.
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115-6). I am using tradition emically, that is, in terms of what
stakeholders believe is traditional based upon their understandings
of their cultural traditions” (Proulx 2003: 28).

4.   However, while “the land” is a predominate resource used in the
construction of Aboriginal identities, its use can be problematic in
cities. Cities do not have the qualities of “the land” nor the sustain-
ing practices associated with them and therefore are not suitable
places of, or resources for, Aboriginal identification (Rice 2004: 2).
On the other hand, Aboriginal peoples in cities can still anchor them-
selves to an abstract largely symbolic sense of the “land” thereby
linking themselves to traditions and place despite the fact that they
“may occupy materially ‘deterritorialized’ zones” (Buddle 2005: 9).

5.    Space limitations do not permit discussion of the invention/inversion
of tradition, strategic essentialism and cultural fundamentalism
controversies that have raged over the past decades (For example:
Kenrick and Lewis 2004; Kuper 2003; Jackson 2002: 114-115, 123;
Briggs 1996; Thomas 1992; Keesing 1989; Hanson 1989; Henige
1984). Following Sahlins (1999: 404), I am less concerned with an
instrumentalist or functionalist dismissal of Indigenous peoples’
claims to cultural distinctiveness and the “politico-moral judgments”
that frame it; I am more concerned here with the “inventiveness of
tradition,” its “vitality” rather than its imputed “decadence” due to
power seeking etc. (408- 9). Indeed, “…the adoption and interpolation
of extraneous elements may well be apperceived as a defining feature
of Aboriginal ‘tradition’” (Buddle 2005: 10). I will not condemn
Aboriginal peoples for cultural borrowing and creativity in the process
of reclaiming for themselves cultural spaces denied them or taken
from them by continuing colonialism. My concern is with under-
standing cultural production/appropriation and the responsiveness
and creativity involved in these processes rather than establishing
their authenticity for social scientists, policy makers, or judges who
can then utilize “authentic” or “invented” traditions for their own
academic, political, legal and cultural capital. I agree with Sahlins
(1999: 406), that Indigenous peoples “…have not organized their
existence in answer to what has been troubling us lately. They do
not live either for us or as us.”

6.    Garroutte (2003), though not specifically discussing self-identifica-
tion in urban contexts, provides a nuanced discussion of these and
other influences as well as the pros and cons of self identification
from individual, tribal and state perspectives.

7.   “Precisely because identities are constructed within, not outside,
discourse, we need to understand them as produced in specific his-
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torical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations
and practices, by specific enunciative strategies. Moreover, they
emerge within the play of specific modalities of power, and thus are
more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than
they are the sign of an identical, naturally-constituted unity - an ‘iden-
tity’ in its traditional meaning (that is, an all-inclusive sameness, seam-
less, without internal differentiation).” (Hall 1996: 4)

8.    As (Hall 1996: 4-5) maintains:  “Above all, and directly contrary to the
form in which they are constantly invoked, identities are constructed
through, not outside, difference. This entails the radically disturbing
recognition that it is only through the relation to the Other, the rela-
tion to what it is not, to precisely what it lacks, to what has been
called its constitutive outside that the ‘positive’ meaning of the term
—and thus its ‘identity’—can be constructed (Derrida, 1981; Laclau,
1990; Butler, 1993). Throughout their careers, identities can function
as points of identification and attachment only because of their ca-
pacity to exclude, to leave out, to render ‘outside,’ abjected. Every
identity has at its ‘margin,’ an excess, something more. The unity,
the internal homogeneity, which the term identity treats as
foundational is not a natural, but a constructed form of closure, every
identity naming as its necessary, even if silenced and unspoken other,
that which it ‘lacks’.”

9.    “…the meeting point, the point of suture, between on the one hand
the discourses and practices which attempt to ‘interpellate’, speak
to us or hail us into place as the social subjects of particular dis-
courses, and on the other hand, the processes which produce
subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which can be ‘spo-
ken.’ Identities are thus points of temporary attachment to the sub-
ject positions which discursive practices construct for us (see Hall,
1995a). They are the result of a successful articulation or ‘chaining’
of the subject into the flow of the discourse, what Stephen Heath, in
his path breaking essay on ‘Suture’ called ‘an intersection’ (1981:106).
‘A theory of ideology must begin not from the subject but as an
account of suturing effects, the effecting of the join of the subject in
structures of meaning.’ Identities are, as it were, the positions which
the subject is obliged to take up while always ‘knowing’ (the lan-
guage of consciousness here betrays us) that they are representa-
tions, that representation is always constructed across a ‘lack,’
across a division, from the place of the Other, and thus can never be
adequate—identical—to the subject processes which are invested
in them. The notion that an effective suturing of the subject to a
subject-position requires, not only that the subject is ‘hailed,’ but
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that the subject invests in the position, means that suturing has to
be thought of as an articulation, rather than a one-sided process,
and that in turn places identification, if not identities, firmly on the
theoretical agenda (Hall 1996: 6).”

10.  This stereotypical view can be traced to the influence of older aca-
demic and folk understandings of Native identity that have been
couched “…in terms of primordiality, a state of existence in contra-
distinction to modernity, whereby language, ways of living, and cul-
tural knowledge as manifested by distinct beliefs, traits and prac-
tices, transmitted relatively unbroken lines from a distant past and
generally combined with ‘racial’ purity, have defined membership in
a particular tribal group” Lawrence 2004: 1).

11.  Some exceptions to this state of affairs have discussed how Abo-
riginal women were central to the emergence of the Native Cana-
dian Centre in Toronto (Bobiwash and Sanderson 1997), how Abo-
riginal women can be discriminated against in male dominated re-
storative justice initiatives (Proulx 2003), Native women’s organizing
in Thunder Bay (Janovicek 2003), and discussions of female elders
in Los Angeles (Wiebel-Orlando 1999).

12. This is particularly relevant in terms of service provision as many
Aboriginal service providers move to status-blind philosophies.

13. Churn, simply put, is the back and forth movement from rural to
urban contexts (Peters 2004: 5; Norris and Clatworthy 2003).

14.  A mediascape comprises “the distinction of the electronic capabili-
ties to produce and disseminate information (newspapers, maga-
zines, television stations and film production studios)…and to the
images of the world created by these media” (Appadurai 1996:4 in
Buddle 2005: 28 note 3).

15.  See also (Gonzales 2001)
16. “Thus urban identity is defined through (4 ways): Ancestry: does a

person have Indian relatives and ancestors and function as a mem-
ber of and Indian extended family? Appearance: Does a person look
‘Indian’? Cultural Knowledge: Is the person knowledgeable about
the culture of their Peoples and of those pan-Indian values and so-
cial expectations shared within the Indian community?  Indian Com-
munity Participation: Does the person ‘come out’ for Indian events
and activities in the Indian community and contribute to the com-
munity well-being? The weight and combination given to these ele-
ments vary situationally and, to some extent, are always under com-
munity assessment, shifting with the changing times (Lobo 2003:
81).”
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