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AMERINDIAN CULTURAL SURVIVAL: , A Dilemma

The elac':;roz;lc age in which we live with all it implies as to0 massive and
rapid interciliural commmnication and exchange is quickly transforming the rela-
tive hamogeneity and identity of culitures. This is especially. true for the smaller
and less poweriul Amsrindian ones that are sitting like frail and deserted islands
in a vast busyant Amsrican sea whose internal Qmam::s continuously assault thenm
with cultural shock waves and the occasional tidal wave that threatens their very
foundations, The latest of these tidal waves is_electroxﬁ.c technology which is
upsetting even the very structures of the dominant culture that created it. The
sociodynaonics of a strong and highly creative,society are a set of unconscious
forces thal pay little heed to wsaker foreigh sociod;mar'uics that may be found
within its nddst, Strictly spealdng, sociological forces per se are not bound by
ethical codes; nevertheless, they can be influenced by the decision-makers of a
given society if those are made awars of t‘na. more nefarious cronsequences' that un-
hikitel forces can have on their oun and other societies., This responsibility
usually falls on the shouldsrs of govermments; it is a moral responsibility which
can hardiy be ignored by any group -of decision-makers who profess a humanitarian
ethic,

‘There is no doubt that the many different cultures that the world has known
have nov developed overnight and were always buffeled by the winds of change owing
to their internal dynamics and from outside influence as well. History clearly
demenstrates that the rule of force ruthlessly anmihilated ths less powerful cul-
tures or at izast transformed them be:,*on‘d recognition. Might was right. The hard-~
headsd realist would say, along with the famous French fabulist: "la raison du
plus fort est toujours la meilleure", and t.herefore:, asgert that might is still

right, Be that as it may, modern man, sensitized by the findings of the social
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sciences, has foli the need to expound a counter proposition, at least in principle,
to the effect tl;at no culture, irvespactive of its size and power, has the right ‘to
decide which cultures deserve to survive and which should be annihilated, "A
primitive people is not a backward or retarded peopls; .indeed\ it may possess a
genius for invention or action that lesaves tho achievements of civilized peoples
far beh.‘.m."l These are the words of Claude Levi-Strauss whose long experience
among various Amerdndian groups of South Amsrica as an anthropologist lends con~
siderable welght t¢ the moral argument for the survival of Amsrindian cultures with
R0 Jialy gl sdarstaidtog o dhe Gindnsnt ‘gultures. sEfounding thes

The awareness and comprehension of the sociodynamics of small andlarge col-
lectivities in contact and in fact, in conflict, is an absolute necessity on the
part of the clite or decision-makers in both ths weaker and stronger smietias.
It canncy be a one-sided proposition. Social sclentists, be they anthropologists,
8ociologists, psychologists or linguists, have an all-:l.mporf:ant roles to; play in
cexeating this climate of sociological awareness in both camps, A position of mutual
respect and undersvanding between the leaders of the majority and minority cultures
can only be achieved upon an honest examinaticn of the basic sociological realities,
no matier how brutal, Only then can workable solutions be found to the major pro-
blems at hand, A climate of mutual trust will not in itself create magical answers

to extrenely complex questions but it neverthaless remains a sine cua non for honest

solutiong, be they major or minor, central or perdipheral in scope and nature.

The dllsima faced by the Amerindian culfures is, of course, cruel and exaspera-
I ting, for it deals with the fuadamental questci.cm of survival as reasonably homogen-
eous and creative entitiss in the face of seemirgl;r impossibla odds, To let the
sociological forces take tholr course unabated means in many cases rapid and total
assimilation into the majordity culture with all the painful psychological conse-

quences that this implies, On tho other hand, to preserve, revive or create a
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viable sociodymamics, necessarily iavolves individual and collective sacrifices that
certain minority culturaz; nay nob be zbls to perform even if there is a strong vis-
ceral and rational desire to do so. The price may indeed be- too high, even if the
majority culiure is understanding and willing to help., How can a cultural group
Niatn Liviania. 10ty shedlits dait WaiLALS of cultural expression, its language,
is dead? Ta o’o&ﬁr instances, only linguistic odds “and ends are remembered and
used only o occasion by several hundred or a iew thousand people at most, not to
mentdon the fact that their ethnic_idantd.‘by is vague and vestigial, What can be
done to resolve their dilemma? :

It can be maintained that such marginal groups are bound to be the first to
~suffer psychologically from the culiural ambiguity of their situation once they
become aware of it in the face of the rising wave of red power sweeping Narth
America today, especially Canada., This may very well be true but it is unavoidable,
In any event, it is a basic thesis of this paper, that all 4hose caught wp in the
traura of ethnic or cultural idsatity, be .thay merginal and peripheral cases or nét,
are more likely %o benefit from a better understanding of the subtle forces at
work in the shaping of their personality and behaviowr than if they are left <o
suffer in ignorance. If they must swin against the cwrrent, it is better thai they
know sumething about its sirength, direcidon and general behaviour so they can at
least make a kind of consclous choice to let go or reorganize their forces in the
face of the known hazards and obstazcles, Psychoanalysis and nmany other kinds of
mental therapy operate on this mrinciple; in a word, to be aware of the problam
i3 part of 4he cure even if no sasy soluticas can be found for it, or none at all,
for that matiter. This procsss is whalt may be termwd collective psychotherapy.

Ft.:r this therapy to be effective it means th'at certain fundamental concepts
must be properly defined and understood in the light of the latest findings in
the social sciences, to wit: such vast abstracticns as culture, language, per-
sonality, structuralism; sociodynamics and suxvival, These are ihe key concepis

that will be discussed here. Far more important §ydll is to try to show their
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intimete and inextricable interrelationship which, forms the basic postulate on
which resta tha- subject of this paper. Therefore, it is our purpose to demonsirate
that culture, in its anthropological sense, has language as its main vebicle of
expression and that human persconality is their point of intersection; furthermore,
that this conceptual triad is tled together by the ,hyp;rt.het.ical consiruct of siruc-
turalisn; and finally, that this complex entity can swrvive only by virtue of its
self~creating and self-generating internal seciodynamics, with a minimum of inter-
ference fraa the powerful sociodynamics of the .mmmd:l.ng daminant culture. The
first thing to be done is to try to delimit the hazy contours of the broad concepts
contained in such a proposition.

Since structuralism is an all-embracing cencept, 'wa shall tackle it first.
The essence of structuralism is contained in the notion that each unit, datum aad
function used to describe objective reality has-no independent existence. On the
contrary, each unit and functica is so intricately enmeshed that its nature can
only be defined in terms of its interdependence with the other units and fumetions,
Units sinmdlar in nature and function form varicus structures and sub-structures
which in turn, in themselves, are inierdspendent, Society, the family and the
individual are cxamples of the interlocicing relationship of such units, and func-
tiom, their sets and sub-sets. In other words, everybthing hangs together: no
item, no patiern, no cenfiguratiocn, no function is superfluous, Nothing floats ab
randow in a void or vacuum, as it were, Nothing is absurd, All is relevant.
Bverything is integrated in organized sets of overlapping patterns. It is bub
fitting to close inese brief couments -oa structuralism by quoting once again Levi-
Strauss, considered the father of structural anthropology, in these words: Man's
housing has a meaning that goes beyond ivs relati.onship to the cenire of his
socizal and religiocus life... The strm.;.tu::e of the village does not only reveal the
fine interplay of the institutions: ' it sums up and determines the relaticnship
between man and the universs, betwsen society and the supernatural world, between

the living and the dead,"? .

/5






-5 -

Cultura, like language, has been compared t0 an iceberg, with only cne-tentk
of its content observable. The material content of culture.- housing, tools, inme
plements, clothing and the obvious customary behaviour of its peopls expressed in
its rituals, music and dance forms, are on the surface of the iceberg, while the
' forces that animate their open manifestation 1is hidden below the surface. The
sociodynardes at work in a given linguistic and eultural milieu, that is, the self-
creating, solf-gensrating and self-propelling forces of the total set of structures
that constitube culture in its broadest anthropological sense, are a set of power-
ful ferces mpercep'bibla to those who are caught up within them, save the cultured
elite. Men are never aware of the ground rules of their environmental ssrstems -
- their culture, their language, their psychology. Man responds to a set of auto-
matic patterns that determine his collsctive, that is, his linguistico-cultural
persconality, ' ;

The history of man shows that no living or extinct cuiture, regardless of
i%3 aize and power, has ever existed without having a language as its principls
vehicls of expression, Therefore language presupposes the exdstence of a culture
whoss main content it commmicates ameng the menbers of the commmnity, In turn,
hqma.n personality if stripped of the formative agents of culture and language )
would be an empty vessel indeed, Structuralism, as a working hypothesis, has be-
coms a foundation stone of the social sciences, to wit: anthropology, sociolozy,
psychology and linguistics, |

The modern anthropologist sees culture as the eatire set of forces visibly
and drperceptiply at work in the shaping of a society -- all that goss intc; in-
forming and forming the individual., In this sense, everyons bora and brought up
in the confines of a given society inherits a culture, a language and a set of
collective personality traits, that are freely and unconsciously transmitted from

one generation to another, as a free gift from the gods,as it were. This broad
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definition of culbvre must be clearly distingtﬂshéd from its popular meaning at
least in the Occidental World, where it implies individual conscious effort, will
;nﬂ ciisciplizm in nan!s constant struggle for self-dewelopment. Anthropologically
speaking, cultarre is the school par excellence that trains it..;s charges to fit and
fwaction smoothly within its structures. It is lam;:ling without tears. The follow-
ing formula highlights the essential. difference betwsen the anthropological and
popular meaning of culture: everycne has culture but not everybody is cultured.

To _151:1; it another way, t0 be culbured is to be aware of ocne's culture, to under-
stand the subtle processes of learning and human behaviour in society. In a sense,
culture is an old recipe for living, indeed, for survival, bearing the stamp of
experience and the test of time. In a word, the structures of culture contain the
total inherited historical consclousness of a given people, Culture represents a
given paopla's‘pa:tic{ﬂ.ar set of preferences, prf-adispositior;s, attitudes, objectives,
goals; its particular way of perceiving, feeling, thinking and reacting to objec~
tive reality, ;

In this connection, it is important to say a few words about the intriguing
notion of linguistic relativity or the Whorfian hy‘pOthBSiS.B It is generally con=-
ceded that larigu:-.ge has its finger in every area of culture save possibly two other
classical modss of cultural expression, notably art and music, but even these ars
not entirely word free. Briefly, the Whorfian hypothesis can be stated in these
words: the basic structures or grammatical categories of language impose on the
Speaker a partiéular view of the wniverse and conditions his emotive responses to
this distinct v‘iew of reality, According to Whorf, language is not merely an in-
strument to commnicate ideas and feelings bub it is itself the shaper of thought
and emotion, Our own findings with reference to the spatial categories of the
Eskino language would prove interesting ground for experimentation by the Whorfian
group oﬁ ressarchers, It would seem that Esikimos view objective reality in two

)
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dimensions only: Everything they sea, objects, p;ople, and areas are delimited and
located -in space in one of two ways: either the thing viewsd is seen as being .

of two roughly equzl dimensions like an igloo, a parka, or a human being, or it

is of two distinctily unequal dimensions such a2s a gun, ‘a har?oon or a river.

Like culture, language can be likened to an 1c:eberg whose surface structur;'as,
nanely, the speech continmuum, constitubes but one~tenth of its entire structuves.
From a carsful analysis of the spesch patterns of individuals can be inferred the
hidden or deep structures, Language, like culture is made up of an intricate set
of interwoven structures whose basic units and functions are interdependent and
definable only in terms of eachbthar. Everything hangs together and rests on con-
trasting patterns.

We have seen that culture and language are intimately related; their point of
intersection is the human perscnality. And the humn'persopality is vital not
only as the main repository of the content of culturs and the code of ian_g'uage
but also as their main instrument of commnication and transmission. In other
words, a dead language and an extinct culture are the net result of the total dis-
appearance of the vessel of human parscna.]ity in that particular language and
culture, If the Beothuk Indian language and culiure of Newfoundland totally dis-
appeared, it is obviously because there are no more Beothuks to assimilate and
tranamit their linguistic and culbtural patiterns.

Therefore, tho human personality does not develop in a vacuun nor does if.
yetain its identity by hanging on simply to a few traditional folksongs and
favourite food recipes. Physically, the child is ccnceived aand nurdured in‘ his
mother!s womb, By virtue of heredity he will Qom into the world with a unique
set of characteristics which will distinguish him from the other nambers of his
group. However, the linguistico-cultural miliesu, which is another kind of womb,
will give him collsctive personaliiy traits that will enable him to commmnicate

more easily with his fellow members in the commmnity and especially to feel ab
f
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home within i‘c.-s‘si:mcturas. What else doss the afe-old expression of feeling at
home mean if nof that the individual feels camfortable because he is within lin-
gulstic and cultural structures that he knows and undsrstands unconsciously because
he was shaped by them, nurtured within them, and he is made to fit and fumction
smoothly inside them. Ruth Benedict, neatly swmmarizes the inseparability of cul-
.ture and personality in this happy formmla: "Culture is personality writ large;
personality is culture writ small."h

The content of any particular m;ind comes from culture. No individual ever
originates his culture any more than he :i.nven‘bé his language, Culture is the
collective side of personaliﬁy; ‘porsonality the subjective side of culture, Cul=
ture is a kind of suffused light that permeates subtly the psychic and emotional
make-up of each individual person that comes within its radius., The collective or
linguistico-cultural personality, then, is the total set of latent patterns that
mredisposes the msmbers of a particular group to behave in jc:nﬂ way rat’ or than
ancther,

The sets of structures of culture, language and personaliiy are so inextri-
cably interlocked that it is impossible to eliminate one set without doing violence
to the others. For example, if the Eskimos lose their language, they no doubt
will retain their slanted eyes and mongoloid spoct, and perhaps their drum dance and
caribou skin parka as well but who would dare say that these scanty cultural and
bi_.ological vestiges constitute Eskimo personality and culture?

Normally, a given society or a linguistico-cultural milieu functions well
when 1t is reasonably homogeneous and its sociodynamics is essentially self-
propelled, self-creating and self-perpetuating. I_ts’ institutions and collective
existence must be the expression of this homogeneity and immer functional harmony.
Its inventivencss and creativity mst be fostered chiefly by the interplay of the
total set of forces at work within its structures., It is realized that cultural

change is the inevitable result of ccnecrete individual action through whon both

! !
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internal and external influences flow, However, if the foreign influence out-
weighs and ovarpowsrs the internal dynamics, a serious disequilibrium will resulti,
Cultural berrowings are as old a3 history and have worked both ways, from a min- |
ority to a majority culture and vice-versa, The borrowings can be done both at
the coascious and unconscious levels, Borrowings a:re normally done to serve cer=
tain immediats and specific needs by ths borrowing culture but when these are so
massive and rapid that they begin to disrupt the internal dynamics of the receiv~
ing culture, then the process might be more accurately termed cultural interference.
This is precisely the case that applies t0 Amerindian cultures., For example,
schooling was introduced to the Indian and Eskimo population of Canada as a totally
alien structure. The curriculun paid littls or no respect to the native culture
and language of the pupils, for the sole language of instruction was foreign, the
curriculum content was entirely foreign and so were the teachers. In such a situa-
tion, the Indian or Eskimo perscnality suffersd psychologic;l disarray for its
idsntity was threatened from all sides. Such a program can only lead to rapid
and teotael assimilation of the native peoples.

in recent years the term assimilation has become taboo, It h;as been subtly
replacsd by the attenuating and ambiguous concept of integration., This new term-
inology is but 2 handy euphemism to camouflage gracefully a continuing policy of
assimilxtion of the native cultures of North America. An even more recent bubt no
less nebulous ewphemism called cultural inclusion has been added. For an Eskimo
child %o be asked to colour a seal instead of a horse, in itself, is a good thing
but is a mere external frill and a drop in the vast complex of structure that
constitutes culture, language and personality. An ﬁskimo is not a well-integrated
self-respecting Esikimo personality just because his name happens to be Qilavvaq and
he can perform a dxum dance or draw an igloo, or even because hs possesses obvious

Oriental physical characteristics,
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Always keoplisg in mdind the inseparability of the three compenents of our basic
poatulate, we cun shate that the average Amsrindian scorns himself because he :
. cannot identily ¢learly with the imege of a well-integrated parsonality within his

own llnguistisoeculibaral group whers even the most vital aspecls of ils scoclodynan~

r
ics azre mdermined or in the process of rapld disintegration. His language beccmes

a usslezs tool if he lives in the dominant culture and.even if he lives on a resere ..

vation, very frequently he knows but little of his language and customs, Yed, for
all this, he is assiduously aware of his Amerindianness which too often amounts %o
. no more than cultural, linguistic and biological vestiges., In the North American
context, total =zssimilation for h:.m i3 far more difficult than for the French-
Canadian, for oxample, because his blological differences from the White majerity
are clearly didentifiable, In many ways, the. position of tle Amsrindian is com=
parable to that of the American Negro who has loai'. his language of African origin
but has neverthelsss retained other latent substrata of African culture .hatl are
in tarn reinforced by his obvious physical differences, as well as by the socio~
econamic sub-culiuare to which he belongs. In the case of the American Negro, ths
emorgence of the African nations has increased the prestige of black culture or
negrituds as it has been aptly called by Senghci', the African post-gtatesman,

The Amerindian culbures have no such sirong and growing cultural fountainhead to
turn to for reinforcement., French-Canada has France and the many other francophons
countrics but the Amerindians have to stand on their oun resources which rest all

too often on wncertain knowledge and vague memories of better days in a disvant

past.

In recent years, the Indians of Canada, for example, have attained a new
awareness of their cultural identity. Up to the present; they have concentrated
thedr efforts mainly on achieving greater economic equality with ths members of
the dominant cvlbture. They have also challenged the rightness of their ancient

treaty rights with the White man., The question pf linguistic survival as such has

4

/11






B R
bean mobt particularly highlighted largely bec:;.use there are few of 'bherc -leadsrs
who are fully awarse of its sociological importance in minﬁair.:itng group ideatily. .
let us say, that this .’;.s wnderstocd viscerally by most people bub it still nceds to
be articulated tc become a meaningful force, Hence, t.ht? wrgent need to train Amerin-
dizns in the social sciences. For instancs, 34 is deeply moving 1o see a Canadian
~ Indian chief, algading actdvist in the movement %o reaffim the traditianal rights
of his paopls, assert his Indianness with a mere vesltige, wearing the traditicnal
single long braid of hair, while he is forced Yo admit that he knows nothing ol
his language because it is exbtinct. Knowledge of the sociological forces at work
in the perpétuation of cultural identity would no doubt enable such a leader to
continue his struggle for individual and collective assertion more effectively, Such
knowledge, of course, does not in itself guaranitee easy soluticns for the individual
concerned or nis group. As a matber of fact, in many cases this new awareness is
traumatic for the individual because he is Literally c::rushadr wnder the welght of
brutal evidence, Nonetheless, there is no other way out of this cruel Amerindian
dilemma. It is a choice between continuing to suffer mutely from various ills
whosa nature and root causes are unknown or bearing the traum2 of wuritigated facts.
If he remains ignorant of the allment, he 1s nob likely to find a suitable remedy
for' it. Once in possession of the diagnosis of his disease, even if he discovers
that there can be no total cure, he can at least enlist the help of hiw own people
and others outside his group for help to find reasonable palliatives.

T¢ be able to admit the inevitability of change is therapeutic in itself for
all those caught up in it. To be able ;co devise ways and means to reduce its ne-
farious effects by sesing that this necessary transformation takes place within the
context of the individual's roots, origins and past is surely worth the attention
of all those intercsted in humanitarian ideals, Heidegger would have said: "qufon
se dépayse dans ses origines", To put this same notion paradoxically, it is an
exhortation to change while remaining the same., Hobart and Brant, put it another
way in their malysis of the Greenlandic situation.?
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By pursuing a policy of cultural continuity in Greenland, tnc\ Dams avoided cul«
tural replacemant (their euphemisnm for cultm'al genocide) whic,h has lasd to the
present stage of cultural synthesis. This solution m;f yet prove possible for

sore Averindian cultwres, For the others, to know , the uurst, may be best for all

-

concernzd,
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