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"Ethnic" Assimilates
Study in Intellectual
Winona

"Indigenous":
Neocolonialism

A

Stevenson

n 1994variousfacultymembersat the Universityof BritishColumbiaconsidered establishing an Ethnic Studies department.As part
of their study they invited academicsrepresentingfour"ethnic"minority groups to make public addresses on the pros and cons of this
prospect. As a currentfaculty memberof a Native Studies department
and a recent Ph.D. student in the Ethnic Studies Department at the
Universityof Californiaat Berkeley,I was invited to presenta paperon
the relationsbetween Ethnic Studies and Native Studies on university
campuses.'
In accepting the invitationI let the organizer,ProfessorMargery
Fee, know that I was not a proponent of EthnicStudies-Native American Studies collaborationand that she might want to rethinkthe invitation. The invitationheld, and this essay is the result.
As the title suggests, experience convinces me that Native Studies does not belong under the rubricof Ethnic Studies, that when Native Studies is housed under Ethnic Studies, there is alwaysthe potential for unbalancedpower relations to develop between the dominant
ethnic majorityand Native People. These unbalancedpower relations
result in the marginalization, silencing, and exploitation of issues
unique to Indigenouspeoples.
The marginalizationof Native AmericanStudies in Ethnic Studies departmentswas never intended when these departmentswere first
established-it evolved, over time, out of a combination of political

This content downloaded from 128.233.210.97 on Fri, 4 Oct 2013 03:38:26 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

s
;

o
5 33

and fiscal expediency, self-interest, and the scholarly drive toward
comparativestudiesat the expense of deeper analyticalunderstandings
of difference. The intent of this essay, then, is to demonstrate the
process by which "ethnicity"assimilates "Indigenous"and how that
process and its impactconstitute a primeexampleof contemporaryintellectualneocolonialism.
THE
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EMERGENCE

OF

ETHNIC

STUDIES

Ethnic Studies departmentson university campuses grew out of the
North Americancivil rights and ThirdWorldmovementsof the 1960s.
The broadercivil rights movement sought to rectify political, social,
and economic inequalities prevalent in North American societies.
However, people of color, the racially oppressed in North America,
to stressthe causes
adopted the metaphoricalterm ThirdWorldmovement
and degree of their exclusion fromthe AmericanDream.
The term ThirdWorldmovement
emphasizesthat raciallyoppressed
in
North
America
share
conditions with third world
"essential
peoples
nations abroad,"namely, "economicunderdevelopment,a heritage of
colonialism,and neocolonialism,and a lack of real political power and
autonomy.2The conceptualizationof North AmericanThird Worldrealitiesevolved fromthe emergingsocial science discourseson neocolonialism.According to RobertBlauner,a renownedrace-relationstheorist,one of the mainfeaturesof internationalcolonialismis the coercive
means by which the colonized were forced to enter newly established
colonies or nation-states.Those peoples whose entry into North American societies was forced and whose subsequenthistories best fit this
colonial model areAfricanAmericans,AsianAmericans,Chicanos, and
Native Americans.These are the peoples who, in Blauner'swords, "became ethnic minoritiesen bloc, collectively, throughconquest,slavery,
annexation,or a raciallabor policy. [While] Europeanimmigrantpeoples became ethnic groupsand minorities... by the essentialvoluntary
movementsof families."3
Blaunerexplains that America's"thirdworld within"fits into the
frameworkof internationalcolonialism because it shares fundamental
conditions with the "thirdworld abroad,"where "patternsof racial
dominationand exploitationarestressedand a common political fate is
implied."4
According to Blauner,the pattern of internationalcolonialism
was never entirely abolished; rather,it was adjusted over time to fit
changing conditions, and eventually it evolved into internalneocolonialism. The manifestationsof internal neocolonialism are painfully
evident everywherein North America.Visible minoritiesin the United
States and Canadasit at the bottom of their respectivesocioeconomic
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ladders; are disproportionately represented in jails, unemployment
lines, and welfare offices; and have the highest mortality rates, especially due to suicides,violent deaths, and infantmortality.
The Third World movement of the 1960s demandedthat North
American universities establish departments or centers for Third
World Studieswhere internalrace relationscould be studied and racial
minority and culturalpride enhanced. Racialminority students at the
University of Californiaand other campuseswere in the forefrontof
this movement. Throughout the late 1960s, campus life was rife with
protests,demonstrations,sit-ins, and takeoversuntil universityregents
were finallyconvinced. The academicconcession to these political demands was the establishment of a handful of Ethnic Studies departments. The four minority groups targeted for representationthrough
programsin these departmentswere AfricanAmericans,Asian Americans, Chicanos, and Native Americans.
The shift fromThird WorldStudiesto EthnicStudieswas clearly
a politicalcompromise-Ethnic Studiesis more ambiguousand farless
politicallycharged than Third WorldStudies.Eventhough the label is
now well established, from many perspectivesit is still not an acceptable representation.First,it is a far too inclusive rubric:according to
conventionaldefinitions,ethnicencompassesall ethnic minoritiesrather
than those that are racialor visible. The inclusivenessof the term suggests that AfricanAmericansand IrishAmericans,for example, have
more in common than not, which at the very least downplaysor minimizes difference. Second, the term ethnicstudieshides the fundamental
basis of the Third World movement-racism and racialdiscrimination.
Despite this compromise, the original intent of Third World
Studies centers is still evident in the mannerin which Ethnic Studies
departmentsdefine their mandates.The mandateof the EthnicStudies
Departmentat the University of Californiaat Berkeley(1992), for example, states:
The group majorin ethnic studies providesa core curriculum designed to develop a comparativeand multidisciplinaryunderstandingof the experiencesand communities
of Afro-Americans,AsianAmericans,Chicanos, and Native Americans.Students ... study the history,culture,
politics, and sociology of Third Worldcommunitiesin the
United States within the generalcontext of Americansociety and institutions.Thus, they pursueknowledge vital
for a criticalunderstandingof contemporarysociety and
for social changes to improvethe lives and communities
of racialminorities.5
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While cloaked under the less politically charged "EthnicStudies,"it is
clear that the originalThird World Studiesmandatestill predominates
and that visible racialminoritystudies formthe core of Ethnic Studies
at Berkeley.
Many Native Americanpeoples question the alliancewith other
racial minorities and the agreement to house our studies under the
rubricof Ethnic Studies. Fromthe outset it must be stressed that the
apparentcollaborationwas an Indigenousconcession on many levels.
First and foremost, it was the means by which Aboriginal peoples
could get their feet into ivory tower doors.
Vine Deloria Jr. has written often on the relationshipsbetween
Native Americansand other visible minorities,especially on the marginalization of Aboriginal peoples and issues within the civil rights
movement. He acknowledgesthat AfricanAmericanswere at the forefront of the movement because they were, and still are, numerically
strongerand more visible. That relatively high profile gave them the
power to voice their causes more forcefullythan other, less numerous
and visible racial minorities. Deloria also asserts that the civil rights
and Third World movementsof the 1960s were preoccupiedwith race
and race relationsbetween U.S. Whites and Blacks:
This preoccupationwith race obscuredthe real issuesthat
were developing and meant that programsdevised to explore the areaof race alwayshad a black orientation ...
By definingthe problemas one of race and makingrace
refersolely to black, Indianswere systematicallyexcluded
fromconsideration.6
Deloria states furtherthat

>

36 i

Since the most numerousgrouphas been the blacks,programsdesigned for blackswere thought adequatefor all
needs of all groups.When one asksa liberalabout minority groups,he unconsciouslyseems to categorize them all
together for purposesof problemsolving. Hence, darkskinnedand minoritygroup as categoricalconcepts have
broughtabout the same results-the Indianis definedas a
subcategoryof black.7
This overinclusivenessallows policymakers to rationalize and mask
their ignorance about AmericanIndians.Takingvalidation from that
strategy, institutional and program policymakers place "all people
with darkerskin in the same category of basic goals, then develop
their programs to fit these preconceived ideas."8The results "were
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generally black-orientatedprogramswhich had been adapted to include Indians."9
Becauseof their relatively weaker position, Indigenous peoples
were forced to align themselves with the more numerous,vocal, and
aggressivelyvisible minorities in order to access the platform.At the
University of Californiaat Berkeleyin the 1960s, Indigenouspeoples
had no hope of getting a departmentof their own, so they accepted the
invitation to join Ethnic Studies as a program-an opportunity to at
least get a foot in the door.
DECONSTRUCTION

OF

"ETHNIC"

As a child in the late 1960s, I heard much talk about Martin Luther
King and other civil rights leaders. I rememberhow excited my mom
got when she explained who these people were, what they stood for,
and how they were going to change the world as we knew it. She told
me that MartinLutherKing was a fearlessleaderbecause he promoted
understanding,peace, and equality and that he was killed because ignorant people feared change. Her excited voice was tempered, however,when she pointedly stressedthat even though we had lots in common with colored peoples, and that the work of their leaders would
help us out too, we were different. I rememberher words clearly because over the past thirty years her position has not altered. She said,
"Youare not an ethnic, my girl. Ethnic people come from somewhere
else. You are of this land, you are Indigenous, and that'swhat makes
you different from everybody else." Our people's experiences, problems, and goals are different from those of other Canadiansand U.S.
Americansbecausewe are of this land.
Social scientists have generallyexhibited little sensitivity to this
reality.Since most raciallyoppressed peoples in North Americashare
essential qualities-namely, a history of oppression, socioeconomic
underdevelopment, and political powerlessness-it is generally assumed that their similar situations infer a potential political unity.'?0
RobertBlaunerexplainsthat the "thirdworld ideology attemptsto promote the consciousness of such common circumstancesby emphasizV
that
the
in
similarities
situation
America's
of
color
o
ing
among
people
are the essentialmatter,the differencesless relevant."''
Blaunerchallenges this pervasiveassumptionby pointing out a
5 37
numberof historical and contemporarydifferences among racial minorities. All third-worldpeoples have experienced different forms of
colonization: "Eachpeople is strikingly heterogeneous, and the variables of time, place, and mannerhave affected the forms of colonialism, the character of racial domination, and the responses of the
group."'2He points out furtherthat in very real termscooperation and
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collaborationamong racialminoritiestoday are obstructedby "ethnic
antagonisms":competition forjobs and economic differentiation;variations in populationsizes resultingin disparatedegrees of visibility,social resources,and political power;inter-ethnicracism;and differences
in culturesand political styles.'3 The result "isa complex structureof
racial and ethnic division"such that "black,red, yellow, and brown
Americans"cannot be lumped"inthe same bag."'4
While Blaunerreaches an acceptable conclusion, the "evidence"
that he uses in support of it demonstrateshis own superficialunderstanding of our past and currentrealities,which, in turn, supportsmy
previous point that social scientists generally lack a thorough understandingof the depth of Indigenousdifferences.Blaunerclaims, for example, that Native Americans were conquered and virtually eliminated, and that they "alonelack an independent nation, a center of
power in the world communityto which they might look for political
Since each of these erroneous asaid and psychic identification."15
in
this essay,sufficeit to state at this
later
considered
sumptionswill be
juncturethat they arebased on incomplete and shallow knowledge.
Why do Indigenouspeoples reject being representedas "ethnic
minorities"?Becauseit is a categorical term imposed on us by others
who have little appreciationor understandingof the degree and depth
of our difference. According to all available definitions, Indigenous
peoples do not even fit into the category of "ethnic"or of "ethnic
minority."
Ashley Montagu, writing in 1962, claimed that the term ethnic
is
group intentionallyvague and noncommittal.16He wrote,
Forall generalpurposes,an "ethnicgroup"may be defined
as one of a numberof breedingpopulations,which populations together comprisethe species Homosapiens,and
which individuallymaintaintheir differences,physicalor
genetic and cultural,by meansof isolatingmechanisms
such as geographyand social barriers.'7

0
38 $

There are far more barriersthan geographicaland social ones at work
in Indigenouscommunitiesthat maintainour differences.Federallaws,
the reservesystem, and our treaties define us as peoples distinct from
other Canadiansand U.S. Americans,and our currentstrugglesto regain self-governingjurisdictionsand authoritiesto control our own institutionsand futuresemphasize our determinationto remain"citizens
plus."18

Marvin Harris, a preeminent textbook anthropologist, offers a
useful discussion on minorities that further supports this point. He
claims that while there are overlapsbetween and among racial,ethnic,
and culturalminorities,each aredistinct categories.Accordingto Har-
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ris, group membershipin each is determinedby the following criteria:
Racialminority
membershipis primarilydeterminedby physical appearance. Cultural
membershipderives frompossession of a distincminority
tive lifestyle. Ethnicminority
membershipderivesfrom a common origin
in another country or region.19Harrisstresses that in reality "allthree
criteriaoccur in a bewildering numberof differentcombinations,"but
while Indigenouspeoples can clearlybe classifiedas racialand cultural
minorities,they cannot be classifiedas ethnic minorities-they do not
come fromanother"country."
To take this concept deeper-into Indigenousrealms-it is necessaryto recognize that IndigenousNorth Americans,while fully cognizant of contemporarynation-state boundaries,perceive country or
territorydifferently.For example, when a Cayuga person moves into
Cree territory-moves outside his country or territory-he is considered an outsiderby his hosts and is generallyacknowledgedas such according to traditionallocal protocol. Butunless the two nations are at
war,he is not a foreignerlike an immigrantCanadianor U.S. American
would be because his cultural understandings,relations, and experiences are potentially similar.
In the old days there were very formallocal protocols in place for
welcoming or repelling outsiders that were based on international
diplomaticrelations.The generalrule was that outsiderswere enemies
unless they were allies, and allies were created through ceremonial
diplomacyand marriage.Eventoday vestiges of that diplomacyarestill
in place. Forexample,when a Cree moves into Salish or Kootenayterritory, she undergoes an informalyet rigorous testing, according to
local protocol, duringwhich she establishesher formalor informalties
to the host community. It happens almost unconsciously and usually
begins with a question like, "Whereyou from?"Once place of origin is
established,the hosts attemptto ascertainsome kind of humanconnection with promptinglike, "Iknew a guy from Mistawasisonce, we met
in Vancouver."If the Cree does not know this Mistawasisperson,more
direct prompts follow, like, "Well,do you know so and so from Fort
Qu'Appelle?"The prompting goes on until the Cree finally knows
someone in common with her host, and then they share this common
experiencein story telling. If the experiencesboth people had with the
person in common were positive or funny,the visitor can expect a hospitable welcome. If the experienceswere not so good, the prompting
goes on until a positive connection is found. In some cases the two people finda common relativethroughmarriage-the best of all passports.
EverywhereIndigenouspeople travelin North America,they undergo this kind of relationship-findingprotocol. Our communities,our
friends,and our immediatefamilyties arethe networksthat either guarantee or precludeour acceptanceinto host communitiesand homes. So
even when Indigenouspeoples are outside their own countriesor terri-
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tories, there are always traditionalmechanismsin place that establish
internationalconnections in ways that most non-Indigenouspeoples
can neverachieve-everyone else is alwaysOther.
THE

DANGERS
AND

THE

OF

OVERINCLUSIVENESS

COLONIALIST
OF

NATURE

"ETHNIC"

on Trialwrite with noted
Don Monet and Ardyth Wilson in Colonialism
exasperationthat "tocompartmentalizethe originalinhabitantsof this
country as just one of many 'ethnic groups'or 'visibleminorities'"is a
lot easierthan recognizing the depths of our differences.20This avoidance and negation strategy, conscious or subconscious, does great
harm.IndigenousNorth Americanpeoples have been telling the rest of
Canadaand the United States that we are not ethnic minorities for a
very long time. We have been stressingthat when others classify us as
just another ethnic minority, it is colonialist because it totally disregardsand underminesour legal and political uniqueness,our histories,
our relationshipto the land, and our goals.
Noteswarned against the mainIn 1977 an editorial in Akwesasne
stream tendency of overinclusivenesswhen it criticized the popular
trend of hyphenatingvariouskinds of Americans:
The term Native American,in and of itself, is a seemingly
harmlessterm,but it is used in a way that infers,however
innocent its author,that native people are somehow exactly the same as other hyphenatedAmericans(ChineseAmericans,Polish-Americans,etc.). That would not be
objectionable,except that native peoples are in fact members of their own respectivenations, and the denial of
their rights as distinct and separatenationswith their own
territories,sovereignty,culturesand power over their own
lives has been the basis of much racialistpolicy in the
Westernhemisphere.21

40 5

cc

The editorial points to a major fundamentaldifference between Indigenous and other minorities.Firstand foremost we are membersof
our own FirstNations. A nation is widely understoodas a historically
developed community of people possessing their own self-governing
system, a territorialland base, a distinct language, and common culturalcharacteristics.
When Europeansarrivedon our shores, Indigenouspeoples were
organized into autonomousself-governing political entities-nations
-and the kinds of relationshipswe entered into with the foreigners
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were based on that fact. Indigenous peoples are the only sector of
North Americansociety that entered into nation-to-nationtreatiesand
maintainedthe right to self-governmenteven in the face of colonialist
policies bent on our political conquest. Despite centuries of detribalization strategies, Indigenouspeoples throughout North Americastill
retain vestiges of their self-governing systems and are striving to reassert their jurisdictionalauthorities.Unlike immigrantminoritieswe
have discrete political units-tribal governmentsand FirstNationsthat are recognizably autonomous.Becauseof our treaties and special
legislation, we have a unique set of political and legal relationships
within our own communitiesand with the nation-statesencircling us.
Forexample,we can enter into unique legal relationshipswith federal,
state, and provincialgovernmentsfor the comanagementof naturalresources, and we have the right to determine our own citizenship,
which comes with more rights and obligations than basic Canadianor
U.S. citizenship.
Historically, at different times and for various reasons, immigrant minorities and Indigenous North Americans were subject to
strategicassimilationistpolicies. However, Indigenouspeoples are the
and "Canadianization"
only sector of society whose "Americanization"
experienceswere, and still are, coercive. The assimilationistprocesses
we experienced had the weight of federal legislation and church authority. No other segment of North Americansociety has felt the full
bruntof church-statecollaborativepower.No other segment of North
Americansociety has an IndianActor had regulationsimposed outlawing their religion.22In fact, many immigrantminorities,like the Hutterites and Doukabours,for example, were and still are permitted to
remainseparate from the rest of Canada.Also, unlike immigrantminorities in the United States and Canada,Indigenouspeoples did not
seek citizenship in the nation-statessurroundingus; rather,it was imposed in 1924 and 1960, respectively.Despite forced citizenship, secessionists, like the Haudonashonneeor Six Nations Confederacy,remain among us. Indigenouspeoples recognize that the continued use
>
of the term ethnicminority
"underminesthe legitimate claims of indigenous peoples to local autonomy."23
0
Our historicalties and relationshipsto the land are another discharacteristic.
We
are
the
tinguishing
only minority peoples in North
Americawho still claim, reside on, and access our traditionalterritorial .
41
land bases. In the face of aggressivedispossession, most of the Indian
Reservesin Canada,for example, are located on or nearour traditional
lands. While initially intended as social laboratoriesto effect our cultural transformationand eventual assimilation, our reserves are our
homelands-safe keeping places where our traditional laws, ceremonies, and stories are protectively held and where our identities are
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confirmed. Furthermore,by virtue of our treaties and Aboriginal
Rights,we also retainthe right to harvestand hunt on those portionsof
our traditionalterritorieswe no longer directly possess.
Our uniquerelationshipto the landgoes beyond geopolitics. We
are spirituallyattached to this place. Many FirstNations can walk to
the location where the first human being set foot and can trace the
footsteps of their entire nations across the landscape. Unlike immigrant North Americans,we never left the bones of our ancestors behind. Everyhill, mountain,river,coulee, and forest has ancient stories
that tell us how we are related to it and each other. We never abandoned our obligationsto the land in searchof greenerpastures.
The very fact of our relationshipto the land has engendered an
animosity against us that no other minority group has experienced.
The racism and oppression we have experienced are unique because
they come from a much deeper level of the dominant subconscious.
Membersof the dominantsociety can dodge or reject any personalresponsibility for the wrongs committed against any minority group by
avoiding personalcontact. They can truthfullyclaim that they did not
participateor promote black slavery and did not import indentured
Asian labor.They can state with remorsethat the actions of their ancestors against immigrant minorities were horrendous and unconscionable.They can even go so faras to join anti-racismgroups,to support affirmativeaction, and to lobby for compensationfor the Japanese
internmentcamp victims.
Butnot a single non-IndigenousNorth Americancan deny or escape fromthe benefitsevery one of them still drawsfromthe racistactions of their ancestorsagainstus. Not only were our resourcesappropriated and exploited for their long-term benefit, but every North
Americanoccupies our land-they walk on it, sleep on it, sit on it, admire it, and buy it from one another.Thus, contemporaryCanadians
and U.S. Americans,the heirsof colonialism,areconfronteddaily with
the fact of our existence. They cannot escape our imprintson the land,
nor can they deny the benefits they derive from our dispossessionand
their own unwillingnessto settle our outstandingland claims.The kind
of discriminationAboriginalpeoples experience in their own lands is
unique because it comes from a very deep place-in the subterranean
recesses of non-IndigenousNorth Americanminds there is a very real
fearthat facing the facts, taking responsibilityfor past and presentactions, and taking concrete measuresto rectify injustices against Aboriginal people might result in some degree of self-disempowerment.
Any changes to the statusquo may shake prevailingpower relations.
Given the above, it is clear that RobertBlauner'sposition that Indigenous peoples have no independent nation, are conquered, and
were virtuallyeliminatedis erroneous.IndigenousNorth Americannations were never truly or completely conquered;we still maintainour
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sovereignty,possess vestiges of our nationhood status,and continue to
wrestle with the nation-states encircling us for those authoritiesand
jurisdictionsthey plundered.Furthermore,a peek at the most recent
nationalsurveysdemonstratesthat not only have our populationssurvived aggressiveonslaughts,but our numbersare presently increasing
at a pace well beyond the nationalnorms.24Social scientistswho maintain that we can be fit into the "ethnicmelting pot"base their misconceptions on a very superficialunderstandingof our historicaland contemporaryrealities.
One of the least understood differences between Indigenous
peoples and ethnic minoritiesis evident when their long-termgoals are
compared.Accordingto J. Milton Yinger,in orderto "understanda society, it is very importantto know the goals of its minorities,the causes
of these goals, and the changes that are takingplace in them."25
Citing LouisWirth,Yingercategoricallydescribesthe fourlongterm goals of minority populations as assimilation,pluralism,secession, and domination. Those who intend to assimilateask the dominant society to let them disappearas a group and to judge them only as
individuals.Those who profess pluralismask to maintaintheir group
identity, based perhaps on language, religion, or culture, and they
promise, in return,to give full allegiance to society. Those who strive
for secession demandtheir freedom,that they be allowed to establish,
or reestablish,their own society where they can practice their way of
life without hindrance.Those who fight for domination profess that
they arewearyof being dominatedand intend to do everythingin their
power "toreversethe present statusarrangement,by militantmeans if
necessary."26
Yingerconcludes that "Americanminorities have almost
been
assimilationist
or pluralistic.There has been some secesalways
sion among the Indians."27
The model Wirth and Yinger offer is useful. History does demonstrate that the short- and long-term goals of immigrantethnic minorities have been integration,be it through assimilationor pluralism,
and that this has also been the goal and method for some individual
Indigenouspeople. However, the great majorityof FirstNations and
tribalgovernmentsin North Americahave pursueda differentkind of
coexistence strategy that protects and enhances their autonomy,
which is more in line with secession.
PatriciaMonture-Angusexplainswhy an understandingof longterm goals is fundamentalto understandingthe differences between
Indigenouspeoples and immigrantminorities:
Many
so-called
of
the and culturalminoritieswho
racial
Many of the so-called
have come to Canada,fled here or have been brought
here ... are satisfiedwith the existing structuresof Canadian society.... Their dissatisfactionstems fromthe fact
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that they are not representedin the positions of power,
statusand influence.Their goals focus aroundequitable
access to the existing structuresand positions. ForAboriginal Peoples, this is not seen as a full or finalsolution. At
most it is seen as a step along the way. We do not want
into the existing system in greaternumbers,we want
out!... Aboriginal
aspirationsisolate us fromthe "mainstream"of anti-racismcollectives.28
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Clearly social scientists who believe that all internalthird-worldpeoples have a "commonpolitical fate"and that the "sharedexperiencesof
all racialminoritiesinfer a potential unity"are misinformed.These assertions only highlight Deloria'scriticism that many non-Aboriginal
peoples strive to "masktheir ignorance about Indians"by lumping all
dark-skinnedpeoples "in the same category, then develop their programsto fit these preconceived ideas."29
Clearly,those who classify us
in terms of just another ethnic minority assume "thatall individuals
who experience'otherness'sharethe sameunderstandings."30
Lumping
in
had the
the
"ethnic
has
Aboriginal peoples together
melting pot"
very real effect of denying or minimizingour uniquerealitiesand contemporarygoals. Given the currentpolitical climate surroundingAboriginalself-governmentand land rights, the continued act of "naming"
us "ethnic"can only be understoodas colonialist.
When this concern is brought up, some people respond quite
naively that "ethnic"is only a name. Some argue, for example, that if
we are secure about who we are, then what others call us should not
matter.The reality is that there is a lot in a name. What many people
do not realize is that the "ability to bestow meanings-to 'name'
things, acts, and ideas-is a source of power."3'SeamusDeane in NaandLiterature
concurswhen he writes that the "namtionalism,
Colonialism,
ing, or renaming,of a place, the naming or renamingof a race, a region, a person, is, like all acts of primordialdomination, an act of
Whoever possesses the power to name controls commupossession."32
nication, and, accordingto EricWolf, control over "communicationallows the managersof ideology to lay down the categories through
which realityis to be perceived."33
It is not difficultto reach the conclusion that the name, the cateremains
because it serves one or more functions. Who benefits
gory,
from our classificationas just another ethnic minority?Concurrently,
we can ask who benefits fromour continued marginalization?The first
to come to mind are social scientists-the ones who imposed that categorical term on us in the firstplace. Academicsinvest heavily in their
classificationschemes, theoretical frameworks,and words. They are
also notoriously stubborn and resist challenges for reevaluationsof
their work. Ashley Montagu claims that social scientists "areinclined
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to treat [their languagesand words] as property,and even become enslavedby them, prisonersof their own vocabularies."34
One mechanismused by social scientists to protect their investments is to revise the definitions and meanings of their words to accommodate changing conditions and criticisms. In 1962 Montagu
wrote that this "isa hopeless task"because social scientists have a tendency to follow "asort of Gresham'sLaw for words; redefinethem as
we will, their worst or most extreme meaning is almost certain to reMonmain currentand to tend to drive out the meaningwe prefer."35
that
should
and
academics
this
wasteful
stop
tagu argued
self-defeating
trend.Experiencehas demonstratedthat no matterhow many attempts
to accommodateIndigeare made to reconstructthe category ethnicity
nous peoples, the word ethnicwill continue to refer primarilyto racial
immigrantminorities.
Our classificationas "ethnics"also servesthe state. Here we need
to remind ourselves about the historical and contemporaryrelationship between academicsand the state. We need to rememberthat the
work of anthropologistsprovided the federalgovernmentsof Canada
and the United States with the data and rationalethey requiredto develop and impose their notorious turn-of-the-centuryIndianpolicies.
In many ways academics armed the state with the ammunition it
needed to clear the land, exact culturalgenocide, and enforce assimilationist programs.
With this in mind, we realize that the state has considerableinvestment in representingIndigenouspeoples as simply anotherethnic
group. Liberaldemocratic nation-states refuse to accommodate distinct societies or special-casepopulations.In fact, the state takes"great
pains to minimize the perceived social and political differences between indigenous and non-indigenous sectors of the population."36
They make little or no provision for the exercise of rights beyond
those providedby legislaturesin the formof citizenship. According to
Noel Dyck, "Aboriginalpeoples claims for special rights fly in the face
of this charterpremiseof the Nation State."37To protect and promote
;
our special rights and interestsand resist assimilation,Indigenouspeoples should oppose categorization as "justanother ethnic group"by
?
governmentofficials.This opposition forcesus to constantly stressand
demonstrateour differences.
The continued use of the term ethnicminority
underminesthe le3
gitimate claims of Indigenous peoples to local autonomy and land
rights. Other "ethnicgroups"have no such claims and have demonstrateda willingness to integrate on terms set by the nation-states,so
the rationalegoes. Indians,on the other hand, are alwayscomplaining.
When we are classifiedas just another ethnic group, our voices fall on
deaf ears. Canadacan accommodateassimilationand pluralismbut refuses to consider any alternativethat even alludesto secession.
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As long as the state is permittedto view us as just anotherethnic
group, our marginalizationwill remain intact. Clearly assimilationist
programminghas not worked;in fact, externallyimposedprogramsare
primarilyresponsible for our currentconditions. Over and over again
we have stressed that outside remedies have not worked and will not
work, that we are the only ones who can heal ourselvesand build our
communities.The movementto gain the inherentand Aboriginalright
to self-governmentis much aboutrecoveringthe autonomywe need to
do the work our communitiesneed to regainbalance.
In this context, who most likely benefits from our continued socioeconomic marginalization?Social welfare programsconcurrently
appeasecollective guilt and provideemploymentfor thousandsof people in the social-serviceindustry.Through the processof our colonization, Indigenous people have been transformedinto a renewable resource. Firstit was our furs,timber,lands, and minerals,now it is our
very lives-the undereducated,the chronically unemployed, the incarcerated,the suicidal, the abuse victims, the substance-abusers,the
welfare recipients, the landless, the dysfunctionalfamilies,the disempowered in need of healing. Thousandsof Canadiansand U.S. Americans makea living off the generationalsicknessesculminatingfromour
colonization.
To a large degree our propulsioninto the ethnic melting pot also
leaves our intellectualand culturalpropertyup for grabs.Our heritage,
our oraltraditions,and our artisticexpressionsareconsideredby many
as our contributionto "NewWorldidentities."Almost all aspectsof Indigenous heritages have been appropriatedand exploited by nonIndigenouspeoples for profitand fame, often with far more contempt
and disrespect than immigrantminorities experience. We need only
consider that the Americansports industrycontinues to derideus with
and the "Eskimos"and
team names like the "Indians,"the "Redskins,"
like
that derogatoryplace-names
"SquawValley"areallowed to persist.
Consider also how the history of our dispossession and sufferinghas
built the careersof large numbersof non-Indigenousacademics-that
and experts
many non-Indigenousscholarshave become Indianexperts
relations.
Indian-White
of
the
on aspectsof
history
Ethnic Studies departmentsin North Americanuniversitiesalso
benefit from overinclusiveness.No one denies that there is power in
numbers and unity-the more racial minorities the better, and the
strongerthe cause. Butwhose cause is articulated?By absorbingor incorporatingus into the ethnic framework,Ethnic Studies unilaterally
appropriatesthe right to representour experiences and speak on our
behalf. As Deloria says, the effect of overinclusivenessin programsis
that "the Indian is defined as a subcategory of black."38The result is
that Ethnic Studies departmentsdo not adequatelyrepresentthe realities of Native Americanpeoples.
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An alliancewith Aboriginalpeoples is much sought afterby various minoritiesand oppressedbodies. We are, after all, the doubly oppressed, the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. We are also perceived as having the strongest moral claim-we are the original
peoples of this land and have experiencedthe full bruntof old and new
forms of colonialism. We can be used, and we have been used, as a
moralclub to beat the heads of other North Americans.Our historical
and currentcondition elicits a collective North Americanguilt more
potent than any other, and our perceived collaborationis often taken
as somehow validating for other causes and movements. In many instances, however, we merely occupy a token position in these other
movements.We get used. The result?An even more insidiousand dangerous form of marginalization,exploitation, and silencing. It is assumed that cross-movementalliances benefit Indigenouspeoples, but
the sad reality is that many of our causesbecome secondary,especially
if at odds in any way with the predominantcause. We are the most invisible of racialminoritiesand as such have the least amountof power
and voice in cross-movements.They are not collaborative, they are
colonialist. Deloria wrote in 1969 that any "cooperativemovement
must come to terms with tribalismin the Indiancontext before it will
Cooperation can only occur when others ungain Indian support."39
derstandIndiannationalism.40
THE

STATE

OF

ETHNIC

STUDIES

A brief look at the condition of the Native AmericanStudies (NAS)
programin the Ethnic Studies Department at the University of Californiaat Berkeleydemonstratesmany of the points I have made. I entered the Ph.D. program in Ethnic Studies in 1991 because at that
time there was no universityin North Americathat offered a Ph.D. in
Native American Studies. In other interdisciplinaryfields in North
Americanuniversities-International Studies, Canadianor American
Studies, Women's Studies, Ethnic Studies-Ph.D. programs were
available.
The firstthing I noticed was that the NAS programhad the least
numberof faculty members of all four programs.The largest faculty
was in AfricanAmericanStudies,which was so powerfulthat it had its
own autonomousdepartment;it only collaboratedwith Ethnic Studies
for the graduateprogram.NAS also had the tiniest libraryfacility-no
more than five students could use it at one time, and over half its
printed resourceswere in storage. The other three programs,in contrast, had large library reading rooms that could accommodate upwardsof thirty students,and one even had electronic bookshelves.Another indicationof the marginalizationof NAS was the fact that fewer
Indigenousstudentswere admittedinto the graduateprogram.In 1991
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there were two of us, out of a total of twelve, admitted. In 1994 there
was only one.
During the introductionson my firstday of classes, I pointed out
that I was not an "ethnicminority,"rather,that I was Indigenousand
that many of our experiences and goals were different. The in-class
furorof my cohorts that followed bordered on violent. To my face I
was told I was elitist; then our professorstepped in and stated that we
would addressthe issue lateron in the course. It did not get addressed
until I elected to do it in our last seminar.While most of the required
coursesand electives allowed me the freedomto explore my own studies in a comparativecontext, no opportunitieswere availablein class to
explore in depth the unique differences between Indigenous peoples
and immigrantethnic minorities.
In my last year at Berkeley,NAS students and faculty rebelled
againstour marginalizedposition by trying to pull out of Ethnic Studies. The departmentfought to keep us in-they won, we lost, and in
the fall of 1995, there was only one faculty member left in the NAS
program.Ethnic Studies authorized the hiring of two additional faculty, but successfulcandidateswere requiredto be fully competent in
two "ethnic"fields:NAS and another"ethnic"area.
GeraldVizenor wrote about this trying experience in an unpublished essay titled "TransethnicAnthropologism:ComparativeEthnic
Studies at Berkeley."He states that "thetreacheriesand dominance of
the obsessive studies of nativesby social scientists, have
anthropologism,
not been overturnedin comparativeethnic studies."41He continues,
Comparativepracticesare never certain,as ethnic narratives, subjects,objects, theories and methodologies are
seldom comparable;the discrepanciescoalesce as ethnic
similarities,or transethnic
redactions,ratherthan closer
of
dissimilarities.
studies
Comparativeand transethnic
theories, in this sense, transcendthe significanceand
diversitiesof native cultures.... Whateverwere the academic burdensof departmentsfounded on the politics of
racialresistanceare now banalvirtuesof
0
48

3

multiculturalism.42

provides further
Evelyn Hu-DeKart in TheStateof NativeAmerica
evidence of the marginalcondition of Native Studies in EthnicStudies
departments:
Afroamericanand Chicano Studieshave twenty or more
years of history behind them. During the past decade,
AsianAmericanStudieshas received criticalsupportfrom
the demographicallybooming and economically signifi-
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cant AsianAmericanCommunitieson both coasts. American IndianStudieslingers farbehind, with a few established programs,hamperedby an extremeshortageof
Native Americanscholarsable to finda place in academe.
In short, the state of AmericanIndianStudiesreflectsthe
state of Native North America,its poverty,marginalization, and continuouslycolonized condition.43
CONCLUSION

Indigenouspeoples do share minority status with immigrantracialor
ethnic groups, and in many instances we share similarsocioeconomic
conditions. Butwe are not an ethnic minority for all the reasonsI have
outlined, and more. We are Indigenous-of this land-with centuriesold relations,obligations, and responsibilitiesthat dictate that we follow our own political paths toward the future.Others may choose to
walk the trailbeside us-to learn,as we arerelearning,ourways and to
supportour goals-but in no way can we continue to allow others to
lead us, to define our problems,and to impose their strategiesand programson us.
Self-determinationrequiresus to take back control over our lives
and reclaim our identities. We are not an ethnic minority,we are not
even "Indians."We are Metis, Dene and Nehiyow, Lakota, Nakota,
Pexoche, Nuu chah nulth....
Thirty-threeyears ago, Montagustressedthat
taxonomiesand termsshould be designed to fit the fact,
and not the facts forced into the procrusteanrackof predeterminedcategories. If we are to have references,
whether terminologicalor taxonomical,to existing or
extinct populationsof man, let the conditions as we find
them determinethe characterof our termsor taxonomies,
and not the other way around.44
uJ

If Indigenous peoples are to fit into any comparative study
o
framework,on an equal plane with our integrity intact, it will be with
other Indigenous peoples around the world. Every time I visit with
49
Aboriginalpeoples in Australia,for example, I am overwhelmedby the .
cultural,historical,and contemporarysimilaritiesthat we share. What
is plainly clear is that I, a Cree woman, have more in common with a
Koori man from Australiathan I do with non-Indigenouswomen in
Canadaor the United States, regardlessof their ethnic background.If
comparativestudies is the direction we continue to follow, then our
criticalmasses need to share more similaritiesthan differences.Fourth
World Studies is the next logical step.
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