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Abstract  
This case study is about the creation of safe school environments that promote tolerance and diversity in Indian communities.  Native students who have a sexual orientation or gender expression which their classmates perceive as different are often subjected to bullying and harassment and many do not complete their educational goals.  Sadly, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) students are 30% more likely to commit suicide than their heterosexual peers.  The Story Problem is situated at a high school where a recent suicide has led an Indian student to take action to create a safe and welcoming place in the school for Indian and non-Indian LGBT students by having a support group. Student organizers hope to eliminate bullying and harassment of all students, affirm traditions and identities as Native peoples, and express acceptance to protect the lives of all students.
Introduction  
Creating awareness and an appreciation of the existence of gender diversity within tribal communities helps us to challenge the stereotypical warrior-hunter image popular in American culture.  Today’s contemporary Indian community has changed in response to historical events and unfortunately reflects the loss of tribal ways and the value of acceptance as practiced in ancestral communities.  We need to better understand how tribal communities historically valued tolerance and expressed acceptance towards all individuals.
Following the treaty-signing period in 1871, Indian agencies were created under the War Department, but Congress determined that military personnel could not hold civil offices (Tyler, p. 80) at these Indian agencies.  In response, President Grant’s Peace Policy initiated the policy to “civilize and Christianize” Indian people.  This would be done through the government-sponsored involvement of Christian religious sects and denominations.  Under church supervision, it was felt that Indian people would adopt new values and a lifestyle with the habits and customs of Euro-Americans and abandon their traditional social roles and communal tribal lifestyle.  The federal government also allowed these missionary societies to select from within their church leadership those who would serve as Indian Agents to implement civilization at the assigned Indian agencies.  
Overall, there were 73 Indian agencies which were divided between thirteen religious denominations.  At that time, nearly 240,000 native people lived on these Indian agencies in various locations across the country.  Over 100 years later, the presence of these denominations is still visible within Indian reservations.  By regions throughout the United States, the following denominations prevail.  In the Southeast, it is the Baptist church; in the West, the Episcopal, Unitarian, or the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions; in the Southwest, the Reformed Dutch, Christian, and Presbyterian; in the Midwest, the Orthodox Friends, Hicksite Friends, Congregational, and Lutheran churches; and in the Northwest, the Methodist and Catholic churches.  Indian Reform for civilization was solely in the hands of these religious denominations and there was no longer any involvement by the War Department or its Army officers (Fritz, p. 75-86).  
Indian agents would have observed tribal communal lifestyles which allowed for gender diversity among families who worked and lived together prior to establishment of Indian Agencies.  Gender expression gave individuals the freedom for roles beyond male and female and did not prohibit anyone from assuming a range of social roles and responsibilities as individuals and family members.  This social flexibility contributed to collective survival and allowed for the expression of individuality.  To that extent, there was recognition of the existence of individuals whose gender expression was unrelated to their biological makeup.  Respected and often admired, these individuals were considered by many tribes to be keepers of ceremonial knowledge.  As such, they held a special role in the community and were called upon for their advice and spiritual powers.   Persons with diverse gender expression were considered to have essential skills that contributed to domestic life, including the care of children.  In summary, gender expression embodied the sacredness of duality which elevated one’s social status within the Indian community. 

The process of civilizing Indians ushered in an era of prohibitions as the Indian agent overseen by their religious sect imposed Christian morality onto the ceremonies and beliefs practiced by the tribe.  Morality was defined and interpreted by each religious sect under this new umbrella of civilization.   No aspect of Indian life was exempt from their scrutiny.  The Indian Agent was the sole authority over the lives of each person by holding multiple roles as an employer, landlord, policeman, judge, physician, banker, teacher, relief administrator, and employment agency (Cohen, p. 175).  The result was rigid control over an immobile Native population within an Indian Agency in which daily life became highly regulated through administrative absolutism.
Traditional religious ceremonies were banned along with non-religious social ceremonies that brought tribal members together.  On April 26, 1921, governmental Circular No. 1665 ordered restrictions on dances involving “self-torture, immoral relations between the sexes, the sacrificial destruction of clothing or other useful articles of protection, the reckless giving away of property, the use of injurious drugs or intoxicants” and ordered that dances be limited to one a month with no dancing during the months of April, June, July and August, which were during planting and harvesting periods (Kelly, p. 303-306).  Under ongoing intense scrutiny in the implementation of the “civilize and Christianize” policy, it was inevitable that individuals and communities would succumb by converting to Christianity and adopting new ideologies about sin and sex.  

Traditional tribal communities whose internal values and social practices had sustained them for generations found their daily lifestyles and diverse social roles subject to the disapproval of the Indian Agent.  Any political, religious or social gathering where people came together, such as burials, births, puberty rites, marriages, honoring one’s personal achievement, holding giveaways, etc., became subject to scrutiny by both the external religious sect and the Indian Agent.  Nothing was exempt from their interference.  The pressure was intense on tribal communities to let go of their cherished customs and exchange their lifestyles for those of the Euro-American.  If they resisted, threats were made and their lifeline of rations were withheld until compliance had been established.

The traditional appreciation for gender diversity, along with other native cultural practices, could not withstand the intensity of Euro-American influences and new religious beliefs.  For many native communities today, much of their oral history and established traditional roles and values have changed and perhaps are now lost forever.  The oral traditions and cultural practices that guided families and communities over eons of time have either been forgotten or devalued.  
Specialized tribal knowledge, such as the Diné (Navajo) belief that each person’s body has a male side and a female side, is essentially unknown among today’s young generations.  Basic understanding of this duality and its replication in astronomy, nature, and in objects from everyday life is unappreciated.  Diné (Navajo) also speak of a time when a separation took place between all males and females, literally the royal battle of the sexes.  From this physical and geographic isolation came a third and a fourth gender with purposeful roles which contributed to the survival of today’s Diné (Navajo) as a people.  Similarly, tribal knowledge among the Lakota reflects the powerful Winkte whose highly respected skills allowed these individuals to hold ceremonial and leadership roles among their people.  Other than these examples from the Diné and the Lakota, tribal knowledge or oral histories may provide equally important descriptions of gender diversity.
By 1934, the intense competition and rivalry between religious denominations for native congregations within Indian Agencies had grown so disruptive that reservation lands were finally opened to all denominations.  The negative impact on families by the demand for loyalty to one religion over another only brought about feuding within tribal communities and between religious groups.  Such fierce competition for converts often broke apart families and isolated individuals.  Amidst this chaos, Congress passed the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) in 1934 recognizing tribal power and the right of tribes to govern their people.  After 66 years of supervised living under Indian Agents chosen by their religious denominations, new successors were civilian and were now prohibited from interfering with the religious liberties of tribes and individuals as guaranteed by the Federal Constitution.
Amazingly, despite the many years of living under the federal policy of civilization, not all tribal traditional expressions have been eradicated.  Today, Native persons belonging to a third or fourth gender, individuals with diverse gender expression, and individuals who partner with their own gender can be found working in various jobs in tribal offices and health clinics.  They are elected to tribal councils and hold professional jobs in federal and state offices.  They enter beauty pageants such as Miss Four Corners.  They contribute within families, performing a variety of roles in which they are caretakers of the elderly, disabled, and young.  For these families, the presence of such a family member is often viewed as a blessing to the family.  In fact, in dysfunctional families affected by substance abuse, violence or alcoholism, these are the individuals who are often the sole caretakers at the center of caring and keeping unity in the family.  
Yet, there remains an ugly tragedy in our Indian communities.  Under pressure to be “civilized”, it should be no surprise that Indian communities often express hostility to notions of diverse sexual orientation and diverse gender expression among their own tribal members.  It is sad and unfortunate that individuals with unique gender expression are labeled “gay” as a form of taunting and are vulnerable to harassment and violence in their school and community.  The historic values of tribal respect and the acceptance and tolerance between individuals and families have become seriously eroded.  In our modern native lifestyles, the Native individual with diverse gender expression, and those who might wish to partner with their own gender, are our children, our nieces, our nephews, our grandchildren and our future generations attending schools.  They are the strongest evidence that our traditions of acceptance can be revived despite the many years of subjection to religious authorities. 

This lack of tolerance for third and fourth gender persons has contributed to the creation of a new population of invisible persons within an Indian community.  Many do not leave the safety of their home, either because they fear being victimized for their sexual orientation (their choice of partner) or from their gender expression (the way they dress, move, speak or look).  This modern situation defies the traditional generosity of the Indian spirit and exposes the extent of a deep-rooted acceptance of norms for gender and sexuality from the Euro-American world.

In an ironic twist of changes over time, both Native people and the dominant society have narrowly redefined the image of Indian men through stereotyping, such that Indian men can only be seen as the strong, silent warrior.  This unrealistic image of Indian masculinity has been influenced by the ever increasing popular media and the romanticism of warrior-hunter traditions.  Interestingly, the dominant society “allows” those aspects of diverse gender expression that they find quaint or endearing, such as Indian men wearing feathers, face paint, or robes.  Unfortunately, the resulting effect of this extreme stereotyping of the male gender overlooks and dismisses the reality of an existing diversity within the Indian community.

Through wide-spread acceptance by an Indian community of the stereotypical “male” and “female” roles, any deviations are often interpreted as not only sinful but as an indication of inappropriate sexuality.  In modern tribal communities, harassment of individuals with a different gender expression follows the mainstream assumption that girls shouldn’t play sports and boys shouldn’t be interested in music.  Our children experience this at school where a boy can be harassed and called “gay” for expressing an interest in music and a girl is harassed and called “gay” for expressing an interest in sports.  Shame is rendered for inappropriate social behavior, particularly any personal expression for flamboyant dress, mannerisms and especially effeminate behavior among males.  Likewise, shame is given any female whose overt masculine behaviors demonstrate her toughness.  Yet, our oral traditions celebrate women who overcome physical obstacles and men who sing.

Sadly, derogatory slurs in English have replaced those appropriate words in one’s tribal language to respectfully identify an individual with gender expression.  Today, it is common to hear slurs like “faggot”, “dyke”, or “queen.”  Forgotten and lost among Native people are the respectful and distinct terms honoring the existence of these individuals in our societies.  Occasionally, one hears naaleah among the Navajo and winkte among the Lakota.  It should be recognized that this negative labeling is key evidence of the erosion of our native languages and tribal cultures.  For the sake of all our children, Indian communities must retrieve or revive their own respectful terms for persons who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered.  
As in mainstream American, little or no understanding is given to the “trans” person whose lifestyle fits their gender.  A Native person may be transgender as either a male assuming a female role and taking that sexual identity or a female assuming a male role and taking that sexual identity.  In rural Native communities without newspaper or radio service, rumor and gossiping are part of the primary methods for communication.  Add to this the social censorship or shaming which is strong within tribal communities.  Consequently, alternatives for a male or female identity are unwelcome.  Living such a lifestyle is considered to bring shame not just on the individual but also negative attention to their family.  
As a result of these modern-day tribal community pressures, young Native people who have gender expression, sexual orientation or a different gender identity often grow up in a closeted existence or actual isolation.  This imposed isolation is self-destructive and limits individuals from living to their fullest potential.  Any social contact carries the potential for violence, and no Indian tribe to date has passed legislation related to Hate Crimes.  In a school environment, many are subjected to bullying and harassment from their classmates.  Support from adults is generally unavailable, which creates an unsafe environment within schools.  Nonetheless, there are exceptional students who somehow endure and who are accepted as equals by their peers.  However, the majority remain at risk of being isolated, have the highest suicide attempts and exhibit behaviors such as skipping school, which affects their academic performance, or simply run away from both home and school.
At the national level, a 2005 National School Climate Survey of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) students was conducted by the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN).  The survey found that 75.4% of students who identify as LGBT had experienced being the target of derogatory remarks.  Over a third had experienced physical harassment and 17.6% had been physically assaulted because of their sexual orientation or gender expression.  LGBT students were also twice as likely as the general population to not pursue any post secondary education.  
While the national picture is changing, the 2011 National School Climate Survey, which is the most current, still reveals that 59.9% of LGBT students hear homophobic remarks and negative remarks about gender expression from teachers or other school staff.  55.2% have experienced electronic harassment or cyberbullying.  Again, the high incidence of harassment and assault continues with lack of interventions by school staff.  For LGBT students, absenteeism and lowered educational aspirations and academic achievements remain as negative outcomes from an unsafe school environment.
Many Native gays who seek the freedom of coming out and expressing their sexual orientation view the choice of an urban community over their home community as a positive step to a good life.  This same choice was also made in their grandparents’ generation during the 1960’s when the government-sponsored programs of relocation placed Native individuals and families in urban centers to be trained for jobs.  Relocated primarily to places like Dallas, Cleveland, and Los Angeles, these individuals and families often found themselves living in inner-city ghettos.  For both groups, public bars are a visible place for safe interactions and a substitute for belonging to an Indian community.  

The reality is often that Native LGBT who seek acceptance in a city find that their experience can be far more negative than remaining within their home community.  Like most natives reared in a tribal community, Native LGBT retain pride in their identity, where they are from and who are their relatives.  Living in a city can unfortunately give a sense of alienation that is both physical and emotional.  Native LGBT individuals often grieve their separation from family and community when they are unaccepted in a city because of their lifestyle as well as being a Native person.  This experience results in a double discrimination for Native LGBT instead of the desired acceptance.
The struggle for survival with financial stability and a place to live are critical issues as the Native LGBT adjusts to living in urban areas.  Alone, without a support network, and without financial resources, the Native LGBT can be prone to mental distress when their personhood is not affirmed.  In seeking to find their way, Native LGBT in the city can also be naïve and susceptible to self-destructive lives influenced by some of the more negative features of urban and urban gay cultures.  Unfortunately, many become vulnerable to exploitation through drugs and alcohol or dependent upon a street economy. 
The gay rights movement and the AIDS movement both have had an effect upon Native LGBT in North America.  Here and there in urban locations, groups began to share communications about their lifestyle as Native LGBT.  Like other movements, there is a growing network and increased awareness among Native LGBT over vast geographic areas in the U.S. and Canada.  In 1987, Native LGBT attended the Gay and Lesbian March on Washington and then organized a conference called The Basket and the Bow: A Gathering of Lesbian & Gay Native Americans.  This conference was held in 1988 in Minnesota and again in 1989 in Wisconsin.  Canadian Native LGBT were also invited to participate at these gatherings.
In the United States during the 1990’s, Native LGBT in major urban centers sought their own identity and worked together to create a safer lifestyle. By this time, the descriptive term “Two Spirit” became widely accepted as a term for “acknowledging and respecting the male and female spirits within us” (see Appendix III, p. 21). This new label for the Native LGBT community honored the sexual orientation and gender expression from a Plains tribal oral tradition.  
An International Two Spirit Gathering now exists annually and is held at alternating sites between Canada and the United States.  The agenda addresses traditional teachings as well as contemporary issues facing Native LGBT.  In a survey taken among attendees in 1998, the respondents stated that they came to socialize and to learn about Native traditions for personal healing and growth.  Now, past its twentieth year, the Two Spirit Gathering continues as an opportunity for Native LGBT to analyze and create goals for their future.

Activists within the Two Spirit community see their goal as protecting their civil rights as a minority.  The Two Spirit identity reflects a multi-cultural identity and is an emerging tribal community that transcends tribal boundaries.  This personal and social identity prides itself on providing a clearer sense of community beyond that found in either reservations or urban centers.  The Two-Spirit individual upholds the standard for a lack of discrimination within their own community just as traditional and religious leaders do not discriminate.  
Many in the Two Spirit community regard themselves as family-like, and gatherings focus on socialization and the learning of traditional skills, such as to do beading, sing traditional songs, form drum groups, conduct hand games, and even include the sponsorship of powwows in maintaining a connection with their multi-tribal Indian heritage.  As Native LBGT, they participate in gay pride parades and drag shows expressing a presence within their urban community.  As in tribal life, the Two Spirit community strives to uphold traditional values to care for each other.  When individuals are in need, the Two Spirit community will rally to assist and to be supportive.
For decades, elected tribal Indian leadership has attended national and regional meetings at which issues affecting their constituents or clients are discussed.  Today, many professional organizations for Indian educators, health workers, businessmen, etc. also meet annually to dialogue on solutions within their fields.  These tribal leaders and professionals always focus upon the needs for the survival of their tribal communities.  Yet, this same leadership avoids any acknowledgement of the presence of Native LGBT within their communities.  It is hard to overlook that they lack support for recovering traditions of gender expression while they stress the preservation of tribal languages, histories, and cultures.  As a result, their shunning of gender expression makes this one of the greatest discriminatory practices among native peoples towards their own people.

Indian leaders need to recognize that their own tribal identity includes gender diversity.  The refusal to acknowledge this segment of tribal membership is to shun and forever lose that strength which was the center of a tribe. Native LGBT individuals are a necessary part of the tribal and community fiber that supports community solidarity.  The Two Spirit person seeks acceptance from families, their tribal community and among all Native people.  Native people must be willing to change their attitudes and grow in acceptance of diversity.  Everyone has a place in this world!
Story Problem
John is a student at a tribal high school that was formerly operated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  John is well-liked among the teachers because he is studious and hard-working.  He and his best friend are Native and LGBT.  At home John is responsible to help his single mother and grandmother with chores.  At school, his teachers feel that he is better college material than most students.  
Each day, John wonders what he will experience.  He is sensitive to the school environment and especially the harassment and ridicule visited upon Native LGBT students.  He tries to ignore the taunts, having learned that responding will increase the chances that he will be physically abused.  John is saddened by this outward show of rejection by his peers and it has an effect on his spirit.  Even more, he wants to do something about a recent suicide of a younger student whose family and friends ridiculed him for having a different sexual orientation.  John wants to create a place that is safe and supportive for all students at the school.  
John’s home room teacher, Bob, is a gay man who commutes from a nearby city where he lives with his partner.  The home room teacher recognizes that there are a significant number of Native LGBT students in the school.  Both Bob and John are concerned that no one appears to care about the recent suicide and instead have characterized the deceased person as always skipping classes and as a poor student uninterested in learning. 
In visiting with Bob over his concerns, John discovers that they share similar views about the school environment.  They have observed the negative treatment of Native LGBT students who are the target for daily incidents of physical bullying and verbal taunts.  Each year, these are the students who drop out and run away to the city.  John grows more concerned when he reads an article, Going Far From Home to Feel at Home (see Appendix I), and realizes that Native LGBT are being pushed away from their true homes by their own people.  He decides that he will start a petition among the students to establish a school club to give support to Native LGBT students.  It will be a place to talk and be together socially.  The club will try to build acceptance through activities that bring together all students within the school.  Most of all, native LGBT students would have a place to share their support for each other and encourage each other to overcome challenges that can affect their future.  
John prepares the written petition for signatures and is helped by other students.  As word circulates throughout the high school, teachers and students find themselves taking sides.  Despite this, there are sufficient signatures from students, both Native LGBT and non-LGBT, who want to do something to help their fellow students.  Within a week, John presents the petition to the High School Principal, who is an ex-coach from Alabama.  As a white man, he is easily recognized within the community at the gas station and tribal offices.  He also serves as the pastor for youth at his church.  

The faculty lounge at the high school has been full of heated exchanges between teachers whose own personal feelings about the acceptance of LGBT individuals are often brought into the debates.  Most teachers state that they know that there is little to no acceptance for Native LGBT by the other students.  Some feel that as long as the abuse is verbal, it is better than having to deal with a physical fight.  Others think that whatever any student does with their personal life is their own business.  Anyway, people say that there are not enough jobs in the tribal community for those who finish high school so it is inevitable that some students will move away.
The Principal has listened to teachers from both sides.  A few teachers are supportive of the club, but some concerned teachers feel that the school is creating an opportunity for a gay home room teacher to negatively influence the minds of young students.  Many teachers feel confident that the Indian community is Christian and both parents and the school board would not allow such a club.  In fact, they state that asking parents to sign permission slips for students to join would eliminate the formation of any club.  They base this knowledge upon their prior experiences in which parents are always non-responsive when asked to sign slips for activities at the school.

The petition is finally brought to the school board for an approval or disapproval of starting a new club.  As this is a tribal school, the board is composed of elected Indian community members who have contracted under P.L. 638 (Indian Self-Determination Act) to operate a Bureau of Indian Affairs school.  The board members listen as the Principal presents the petition and his support for helping to resolve the bullying and harassment of LGBT students.  He ends his presentation with sharing the negative comments and concerns from the teaching staff.  
A member of the school board is a grandmother from the community who spoke to the school board about the importance of non-discrimination in traditional living.  It was a time when it was essential for everyone to help each other to survive as a people.  She describes how tribal people should respect each other and accept the diversity of gender roles in the community.  She knows that students pick on those who are LGBT relentlessly while nearby adults pretend to ignore them.  She is concerned that every year there is a student suicide and no one appears to wonder why.  It is a real issue, she says, and students are trying to do something that adults are ignoring.  Her position is that this petition should be supported.
There are parents and students in the audience at the school board meeting.  The majority of those present are supportive of the petition and desire to see a safer school environment.  They also want the school to be more responsive to the needs of the community.  But, also present are several outspoken parents who make it clear that the Board should deny the LGBT Club referring to it as “that gay club” and refusing to talk about the challenges facing Native LGBT students.
The school attorney is asked for his legal advice.  He explains a federal law called the Equal Access Act of 1984 (see Appendix II) prohibits any restrictions on the basis of religious, political, philosophical, or other speech in a public secondary school receiving Federal financial assistance.  This act was passed by Congress to protect a club called the Fellowship of Christian Athletes.  He points out that, if approved, the Native LGBT student group must meet during non-instructional time and that the school must monitor its activities under the criteria of the Act.
The school board deliberates on what to do with the petition and decides to table it because of a question raised about whether the Equal Access Act is enforceable within the reservation on tribal lands.  One board member had argued that the tribe is a sovereign nation and doesn’t have to implement outside state or federal laws.  He states that this is not a public school and a tribal school is immune from outside laws.  When a law doesn’t mention tribes, it is not enforceable according to his view.  Isn’t P.L. 638 what protects self-determination on Indian lands?  Doesn’t the school board have local control?
At the local café, the tribal President meets the Principal for their usual weekly coffee break.  The tribal leader is a member of the same church that the Principal attends.  He hands the High School Principal a copy of a report entitled 11th Annual International Two Spirit Gathering (see Appendix III) and remarks on how little is known about Two Spirit people.  The President and the Principal share how much has changed among young people.  They discuss the school board’s tabling of the petition and some of their thoughts about the matter.

The Principal is concerned that there is no alternative but an approval of the club.  He states that the school receives federal funding and formerly was a BIA or federal school.  His major concern is that there will be an escalation of violence towards Native LGBT as a result of the club.  Teachers need training on strategies for a safe campus and that will take more money from a shrinking budget.  
The President of the tribe says that while this high school is located on tribal lands, the tribe does not have a Department of Education within its tribal government.  So no extra funds are available to assist local schools.  The tribal council gave approval to the community to contract with the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  Therefore, the school board is the governing body for the school.  It isn’t a matter for the tribal council.

The President states that the school board member who raised the issue of sovereignty is now pressuring the tribal council to become involved in this decision.  This individual lost his bid to be tribal President in the last election and now he wants to get the whole community informed about this matter.  To him, any action of the federal government is just another attack on the operation of the tribe as a sovereign nation.
The tribal council has six members and the President knows that they are split between Christian and non-Christian worshippers because of his knowledge of pastoral work in the community.  He is more concerned about the members who consider themselves traditionalist but often oppose what he sees as good ideas for the tribe.  In this case, they are mixing the decision on a student petition with opposing a federal law applied to schools.  However, it is just as likely that they may choose to give support to what they could see as a non-threatening school club to help students and reduce the suicides.  After all, there are gay men on the tribal council.
Everyone in the community is waiting on how the school board will resolve the matter.  Some hope the issue is taken to the tribal council.  If so, there are individuals on the tribal council whose lifestyles may be exposed by voting for the LGBT Club.  This dilemma has created tension within the tribal council.

John anxiously awaits the outcome of the petition.  He wonders how the tribal community will decide to treat LGBT students.  What are the real values of his people?  He is unsure about how the tribal council is acting.  Would they support the students or fight the federal law?  There are so many people with opinions about this issue that John feels unsure about the future.
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(www.nytimes.com/2007/07/17/nyregion/17spirit.html?ei=512)



July 17, 2007

Going Far From Home to Feel at Home 

By DALTON WALKER

Correction Appended
On the surface, Kevin VanWanseele had no reason to leave. The Barona Indian Reservation, about 5,900 acres of highlands desert 20 miles east of San Diego, is home to the Kumeyaay Nation and had been his home since he was born. He was a senior in high school and thinking about college. He lived with his parents and brother in the same two-bedroom house his mother had grown up in.

But if home is a place where you are supposed to feel comfortable, then Mr. VanWanseele realized that the reservation could never really be his home. Mr. VanWanseele is gay, a fact he was open about but knew many other members of the Kumeyaay Nation would never accept. 

So Mr. VanWanseele moved to New York City, a place where American Indians are virtually invisible and where the teeming streets and the forests of buildings could not be more different from the expansive vistas of his reservation.

But New York is a place where he could be who he truly was: a proud Indian and a proud gay man. His story parallels the stories of other gay American Indians who have moved to New York. Coming from different tribes with different traditions and histories, they have forged a small community and started a branch of a growing national organization built on shared experiences. 

“Some of us came to New York to get away and express ourselves,” said Mr. VanWanseele, who is now 27 and lives in Chelsea. “We may have left our reservation or community behind, but we haven’t forgotten where we came from.”

Harlan Pruden grew up on the Beaver Lake Indian Reserve in Alberta, about 150 miles northeast of Edmonton, where he moved as a teenager with his mother and grandmother. Mr. Pruden, a Cree, was openly gay among his family long before he came out publicly when he was 17. His family was supportive, but other Indians insulted him and used anti-gay epithets. 

Living in New York for the past 11 years has freed Mr. Pruden and given him more opportunities to become an advocate on behalf of gay men, lesbians and American Indians. “We are trying to educate people on who we are and that we are here,” said Mr. Pruden, 40, who works for the Empire State Development Corporation and lives in Upper Manhattan. 

Mr. Pruden and Mr. VanWanseele are regulars at the meetings of a group called the NorthEast Two-Spirit Society, which are usually held at the American Indian Community House in Lower Manhattan or at the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Community Center in Greenwich Village. 

The name of the Two-Spirit Society is meant to convey the idea that a gay Indian has both masculine and feminine qualities along with traditional cultural values, Mr. VanWanseele said. 

The group has only about 15 members, but it works to raise enough money to pay for community outreach projects and cultural offerings, like classes focusing on traditional American Indian dance. The group also maintains a Web site, ne2ss.typepad.com, that has recorded more than 60,000 hits since 2005, Mr. VanWanseele said. 

There are similar Two-Spirit groups with larger memberships in San Francisco, Denver, Phoenix and Tulsa, Okla. 

The bias that many gay Indians say they have experienced from other Indians is a legacy of the encounter between Indians and white European colonizers, according to Brian J. Gilley, an assistant professor of anthropology at the University of Vermont, who is the author of “Becoming Two-Spirit: Gay Identity and Social Acceptance in Indian Country.”

Historically, in many tribes, individuals who entered into same-sex relationships were considered holy and treated with utmost respect and acceptance, said Dr. Gilley. “Prior to European contact, sexuality was not a determining factor in someone’s identity,” he said. “It was the role in the community. Gender was tied to that role. Who you had sex with was not a concern. The Europeans come, Native American societies are thrust in rapid change, and some societies incorporate European ideals quickly.”

And because the European settlers, influenced in part by their religious beliefs, were largely intolerant of homosexuality, they helped reshape long-held practices among many Indians, Dr. Gilley said. 

The 2000 census placed the population of American Indians and indigenous Alaskans in the New York metropolitan area at 42,000. Gay Indians in New York are, not surprisingly, a tiny part of the wider gay population, but they have managed to attain a small measure of visibility, for example, by marching in traditional Indian regalia in the annual gay pride parade. 

“We want this group to provide that sense of gay community to our own people,” said Kent Lebsock, a Lakota who moved to New York from Denver 20 years ago and belongs to the Two-Spirit Society. “All the members have a different thing they are most interested in, like dance and song or learning to do beadwork. Some of us are more interested in the political aspect. We are an outlet for two-spirit people. It’s hard work, but for a relatively small group we are making noise.”

Mr. Pruden said it was important for the group to reclaim traditions. “The Two-Spirit Society really points to the fact that Native American traditions are living, breathing cultures and how the traditions of the past are completely relevant today,” he said. 

The traditions and history of his tribe have helped Mr. VanWanseele on recent trips home to the reservation. He said he no longer hides who he truly is. 

In the past, said Mr. VanWanseele, “Going back home was almost like going back into the closet.”

But his feelings have changed. “Being in New York City created a running community to empower us,” he said, “and being involved with the Two-Spirit Society made going back home easier for myself. Now I’m totally comfortable there.” 

Correction: August 1, 2007
An article on July 17 about the NorthEast Two-Spirit Society, an organization for gay American Indians based in Manhattan , referred incorrectly to one member, Kevin VanWanseele, a Kumeyaay Indian. Before he moved to New York, he had been living in a suburb of San Diego — not on the nearby Barona Indian Reservation, where he had grown up. 

Appendix II
20 USC 4071TITLE 20--EDUCATION
CHAPTER 52--EDUCATION FOR ECONOMIC SECURITY
SUBCHAPTER VIII--EQUAL ACCESS
Sec. 4071. Denial of equal access prohibited


(a) Restriction of limited open forum on basis of religious, political, philosophical, or other speech content prohibited

It shall be unlawful for any public secondary school which receives Federal financial assistance and which has a limited open forum to deny equal access or a fair opportunity to, or discriminate against, any students who wish to conduct a meeting within that limited open forum on the basis of the religious, political, philosophical, or other content 
of the speech at such meetings.

(b) ``Limited open forum'' defined

A public secondary school has a limited open forum whenever such school grants an offering to or opportunity for one or more noncurriculum related student groups to meet on school premises during noninstructional time.

(c) Fair opportunity criteria

Schools shall be deemed to offer a fair opportunity to students who wish to conduct a meeting within its limited open forum if such school uniformly provides that--
(1) the meeting is voluntary and student-initiated;
(2) there is no sponsorship of the meeting by the school, the government, or its agents or employees;
(3) employees or agents of the school or government are present at religious meetings only in a nonparticipatory capacity;
(4) the meeting does not materially and substantially interfere with the orderly conduct of educational activities within the school; and
(5) nonschool persons may not direct, conduct, control, or regularly attend activities of student groups.

(d) Construction of subchapter with respect to certain rights

Nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to authorize the United States or any State or political subdivision thereof--
(1) to influence the form or content of any prayer or other religious activity;
(2) to require any person to participate in prayer or other religious activity;
(3) to expend public funds beyond the incidental cost of providing the space for student-initiated meetings;
(4) to compel any school agent or employee to attend a school meeting if the content of the speech at the meeting is contrary to the beliefs of the agent or employee;
(5) to sanction meetings that are otherwise unlawful;
(6) to limit the rights of groups of students which are not of a specified numerical size; or
(7) to abridge the constitutional rights of any person.

(e) Federal financial assistance to schools unaffected

Notwithstanding the availability of any other remedy under the Constitution or the laws of the United States, nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to authorize the United States to deny or withhold Federal financial assistance to any school.

(f) Authority of schools with respect to order, discipline, well-being, and attendance concerns

Nothing in this subchapter shall be construed to limit the authority of the school, its agents or employees, to maintain order and discipline on school premises, to protect the well-being of students and faculty, and to assure that attendance of students at meetings is voluntary.

(Pub. L. 98-377, title VIII, Sec. 802, Aug. 11, 1984, 98 Stat. 1302.)



Appendix III

July 30 - August 2, 1998

Dr. Jessie Saulteaux Resource Centre

Beausejour, Manitoba


This report is about a gathering of Aboriginal people held at the Dr. Jessie Saulteaux Resource Centre near Beausejour, Manitoba.  The site is about sixty-one kilometers northeast of Winnipeg.  The event was called the 11th Annual International Two Spirit Gathering, a project sponsored by the Manitoba Aboriginal AIDS Task Force and organized by a local committee of project staff and First Nations and Metis volunteers.

The history of these gatherings goes back to the mid-1980’s.  At that time a growing number of North American indigenous gays and lesbians began to organize themselves.  They became involved in the gay rights movement and later in the AIDS movement.  Up until then there were only a couple of organizations representing small numbers of inner-city gays and lesbians.  Organizations like the Gay American Indians in San Francisco and the Greater Vancouver Native Cultural Society in Vancouver had profiles in their local communities, but were largely unknown beyond them. 

The presence of a broader indigenous gay and lesbian community and network seems to correlate with the growing AIDS epidemic in the United States and Canada.  While AIDS was devastating the gay community, HIV prevention campaigns began to create more awareness and discussion of sexuality, orientation and diversity.  This openness may have been one of the influences that galvanized urban indigenous gays and lesbians to begin to identify and address issues that affected them like racism, substance use, homophobia, spirituality and identity.  

In 1986 a group of gay men in Winnipeg created an organization called the Nichiwakan Native Gay Society.  Nichiwakan (nee-chee-aw-gun) is a Cree and Ojibway/Saulteaux phrase, which means “my friend”.  The need to create this supportive organization was in response to the suicide deaths of two young First Nations gay men who died within months of each other.  The society organized social events and one in particular provided a safe environment for gays and lesbians to meet.  The “Tea and Bannock” was an alcohol and drug free social held each month where traditional food was served.  

Later the group offered tobacco to an elder to learn about traditional teachings and practices.  At first she was shocked when she realized gay men were approaching her, but she agreed because her role as a traditional teacher did not allow her to discriminate.  This offering began many years of learning and sharing for the gay and lesbian indigenous community and some of Winnipeg’s traditional teachers and elders.  While teaching about languages, oral history, legends and ceremonies, like the sweatlodge and sun dance, the teachers learned something about same sex relationships and the experience of indigenous people in the urban gay culture.

In July of 1987, the New Democratic Party government of Manitoba debated and passed new human rights legislation, which prohibited all discrimination, based on religion, race, and sexual orientation.  Northern and Indian Affairs Minister Elijah Harper voted in favor of this legislation.  Mr. Harper was a respected leader and one of a few First Nations people who had ever been a member of the legislative assembly.  Apparently, other First Nations leaders did not support his affirmative vote and this caused a backlash which was reported in the newspapers.  It was the first time in Manitoba’s recorded history, that the public’s attention was drawn to the existence of indigenous gays and lesbians.  The following excerpts are from newspaper articles and letters to the editor around the time the legislation was passed.  They give us a perspective on people’s attitudes and opinions.

Chief Joe Guy Wood accused Harper of being a puppet of a white government.  “We are deeply concerned about the homosexual issue,” said Wood of the St. Theresa Point Indian Band and chairman of the Island Lake Tribal Council.  “It is totally opposite to our traditional teaching and religion, which is based on a strong family life.” (News article by Bob Lowery, Winnipeg Free Press, August 8, 1987)
”I don’t want those two (words: gay native) put together.  It’s a disgrace to put them in the same category,” Chief Joe Guy Wood, chairman of the Island Lake Tribal Council said yesterday.  Wood said there were no gays on his St. Theresa Point Reserve of 1,500.

 (News article by Shirley Muir, Winnipeg Sun, August 1987)
Chief Wood misdirects his concern to maintain strong family ties if he thinks that this can be accomplished by persecuting the gay members of his band.  A great many gay native people, especially young people, have felt compelled by such attitudes to leave their communities and move to Winnipeg. 

(Letter to the editor by Chris Vogel, Co-ordinator for Gays for Equality, Winnipeg Free Press, August 25, 1987)
The chiefs on the other hand, have every right to their opinion about homosexuality.  If they oppose this practice, whether it is part of their religion or not, they have stated their case.  The Aboriginal Women of Manitoba stand behind and support the chiefs in their protest. 

(Letter to the editor by Pauline Busch and Doris Perrin, Aboriginal Women of Manitoba, Winnipeg Free Press, December 7, 1987)
I am a 23-year old gay Native.  I know about 100 other gay Natives of all ages.  So to the public and to certain native leaders, I’d like to say we do exist.  We always have existed.  Please don’t turn a blind eye to us.  We’ve taken a lot of lumps in the past, from both sides of the fence.  We’re tired of it. 

(Letter to the editor by “Emile” A gay Native, Winnipeg Sun, August 1987)
Earlier that summer the newspapers had also reported the first AIDS related death of a Manitoba Native.  It was apparent that First Nations leaders were being drawn into the gay rights issue and reacting negatively.  The move by governments to protect gays and lesbians was in some ways associated to the AIDS crisis in the gay community.   Both of these issues were very contentious and controversial within the Aboriginal community.  

The general response to these issues by Manitobans was one of intolerance fueled by homophobia.  It was clear that some First Nations people felt the same way and believed there were no (or should not be any) gays and lesbians in their communities and if there were, their orientation was unacceptable.  This homophobic reaction may have been caused by an intense fear of homosexuality and AIDS, and the need for the leaders to distance their communities from the issues.  There also appears to be a controversy and a gap in knowledge within Aboriginal communities concerning the existence of pre- and post-contact gays and lesbians.  This may be in part related to the colonization process, which attempted to destroy oral history and traditional roles and values.   This was done through policies of assimilation, and a process of indoctrination to the Christian belief system which itself promotes homophobia.

Although some contact and post-contact historical documents and anthropological research of Manitoba’s indigenous peoples make references to males and females who engaged in same sex activity or assumed the dress and social roles of the opposite sex, there was no documentation that described the experience of contemporary indigenous gays and lesbians.  However, that same year, a research project report by Kenneth Steffenson titled Manitoba Native Peoples and Homosexuality, was published by the Council on Homosexuality and Religion.  In the report were the results of a survey undertaken in 1984 to determine the present day attitudes of non-Native gays towards Native gays and of Native gays towards non-Native gays.  A series of interviews were conducted with gay men and lesbians in the 15-60-age group with a wide range of social and economic status.  The following findings are excerpted from the report.

When Native homosexuals were asked what they felt their non-Native counterparts thought about them, the overall feeling was that they were disliked because they were not equal by socio-economic standards.

When Native gays were asked if their family and friends knew that they were gay, the majority said that they did not.  Those who did say yes find their family somewhat, or very supportive.  The circle of friends with whom they associate are usually gay or gay-sympathetic.

When Native gays were asked if they had dealt with a Native agency which knew that they were homosexual, an overwhelming majority stated that they had not mentioned their sexual orientation for fear of a negative response or prejudice, or for fear that their families or friends would become aware that they were gay.

When non-Native gays were asked what social class they thought Native gays as a whole fall into, 98% responded “lower class” in reference to social and economic status.
The report goes on to provide historical references about individuals who could be considered gays and lesbians from different tribes throughout North America.  The report summary gives an analysis of contemporary issues for Native gays and lesbians and provides some recommendations.

INTRODUCTION TO THE TWO SPIRIT GATHERINGS

In the spring of 1987 a half a million gay and lesbian people participated in the Gay and Lesbian March on Washington.  They converged on the Washington Mall to demand their rights.  Indians participating in the march got together there for a breakfast and talked about what they needed to do for themselves.  They decided on a conference.  

Members of the organization, American Indian Gays and Lesbians (AIGL) returned to Minnesota and began to plan a gathering.  In consultation with national advisors they organized The Basket and the Bow, A Gathering of Lesbian & Gay Native Americans.  It was held June 18 -19, 1988 in Minneapolis at the Minneapolis American Indian Center and the Gay 90’s Casablanca Room.  The name for the gathering was derived from a Shoshone-Bannock tradition, which allows children to choose their sexuality, symbolized by either a basket or a bow.  Native Americans from 25 different tribes in the United States and Canada came together for this historic gathering.  The Nichiwakan Native Gay Society sent a contingent of eleven First Nations and Metis people to attend.  

A dominant theme of the gathering was the quest for wholeness among Indian gays and lesbians.  Workshops and discussions centered on the participants’ experiences with chemical dependency and recovery; AIDS; spiritual practices; reservation and urban perspectives; coalition building; and homophobia and racism.  Panel discussions throughout the two-day conference repeatedly pointed to the connections between coming out, having a healthy relationship with drugs and alcohol, and practicing traditional Indian spirituality.  

(Equal Time, July 6, 1988) 

The next year AIGL sponsored the second gathering, which was held August 24-28, 1989 at Wilderness Way, a camp in Wisconsin.  There were seventy-five participants from the United States and Canada.  Activities included workshops as well as talking circles, sweatlodges, a traditional feast, a giveaway and a pow-wow with a traditional drum group.  The participants recommended that the gatherings continue to be spiritually based, with no alcohol or drugs allowed, and that the next site be outdoors where people could feel safe.  It was also felt that the participation of elders and spiritual leaders was vital and it was recommended they be included in future gatherings.

The Nichiwakan Native Gay Society from August 1-5, 1990 hosted the third gathering.  It was held at a campsite near Beausejour, which at the time was in the process of being renovated to become the Dr. Jessie Saulteaux Resource Centre.  The theme was “Spirituality in the ‘90’s”.  There were over a hundred participants, some who had come from as far away as New York State, Texas and Alabama.

Around this time, the term “Two Spirit” began to be used by indigenous gays and lesbians who chose it as a way to describe themselves.  The term came from a vision received by a traditional woman living in Winnipeg.  “Two Spirit” or “Two Spirited” can be interpreted to mean,  “acknowledging and respecting the male and female spirits within us”.  Many indigenous gays, lesbians, bisexuals and transgenders have since accepted it.  The term can also describe heterosexual people who feel spiritually connected to it.   

The gatherings continued, sometimes organized with the help of sponsoring groups or by local volunteers.  Financial support was primarily received through donations and registration fees.  Other sources of funding were secured through foundations and government programs.  The hosting of the gathering was usually a shared responsibility between Two Spirit groups in Canada and the United States.  The following is a list of the dates and locations of past gatherings: 

1988  Minneapolis, Minnesota

1994  Lawrence, Kansas

1989  Wilderness Way, Wisconsin

1995  Rexton, New Brunswick

1990  Beausejour, Manitoba


1996  Olympia, Washington



1991  Eugene, Oregon


1997  Onamia, Minnesota


1992  Goldbridge, British Columbia

1998  Beausejour, Manitoba


1993  Tucson, Arizona




THE 11TH ANNUAL INTERNATIONAL TWO SPIRIT GATHERING

The tenth anniversary of the Two Spirit gathering was held in Onamia, Minnesota from August 27-31, 1997.  A total of fourteen First Nations and Metis participants from Manitoba were there.  Included among them were people living with HIV/AIDS (PHAs), staff members and board directors of the MAATF.  They held a talking circle and agreed to host the next gathering. 

In September 1997, a local group of First Nations and Metis volunteers in Winnipeg began to meet and plan the eleventh annual gathering.  The Dr. Jessie Saulteaux Resource Centre was chosen as the site again (Appendix A).  It is a First Nations Theological Centre with a dual mandate to prepare spiritual leaders for ministry and to provide cross-cultural education for the larger community.  A sweatlodge on the site is available to the many people who use the resource centre as a retreat.  It is in the same location where the original sweatlodge was built for the gathering held in 1990. 

Proposals were written and submitted to Health Canada.  Aboriginal, First Nations and Metis organizations in Winnipeg were also asked for financial support.  By July 1998, over $20,000 had been raised.  Registration and travel scholarships were given to Canadian First Nations Two Spirit people living with HIV/AIDS.  For many of them it was their first time attending a gathering.  

The agenda for the gathering included the following workshop topics:

( Two Spirit people

( Traditional teachings 

( Aboriginal lesbians – strengthening the circle

( Living, loving and surviving HIV and AIDS

( Cross cultural partnerships – developing healthy relationships

( Homophobia – what can we do to get through it and feel safe?

The following ceremonies were conducted:

( Pipe ceremony

( Sharing circles

( Traditional giveaway

( Traditional feast and pow-wow

( Sweatlodges – each morning and evening

( Memorial – in memory of our relations

The drum group for the pow-wow was the “Daughters and Brothers of the Dream Drum”.  They sang the Grand Entry, Flag and Victory songs to begin the pow-wow.  It was the first time in Canada that this had been done by Two Spirit people.  A popular activity was the “No Talent Nite”, which is a free stage where participants could perform skits, sing songs or lip synch as entertainment.  Despite its name, No Talent Nite was full of amazing talents and it provided time for the participants to relax.

Albert McLeod, Director of Program Development prepared this portion of the report for the Manitoba Aboriginal AIDS Task Force.  The following pages contain a report on the homophobia workshop held at the gathering and an overall evaluation. 
HOMOPHOBIA: What can we do to get through it and feel safe?

Alex Wilson of the Opaskwayak Cree Nation in Northern Manitoba provided the following workshop questionnaire analysis and report.
On July 31, 1998 a focus group met as part of the to discuss the issue of homophobia.  The group was facilitated by Albert McLeod, of the Manitoba Aboriginal AIDS Task Force, and Doyle Robertson, a community activist and small business owner in Onamia, Minnesota.  The meeting was attended by approximately 40 First Nations and Metis people.  

The facilitators began the meeting by smudging the participants with sage.  This clear demonstration of the centrality of spirituality and culture set the tone for the meeting.  Protocols from both Indigenous “talking circles” and the more formal structure of a workshop guided the discussion, which followed.  The facilitators’ commitment to Aboriginal cultural practices effectively assured participants that the group would be supportive, that is, that everyone attending would have the opportunity to speak and to be listened to with respect.   

To open the discussion, the facilitators distributed working definitions of concepts central to any discussion of homophobia. (Appendix B)  This helped participants to focus and reflect on the topic and gave them common language with which to describe and understand their own experiences of homophobia.  After group members had introduced themselves, the facilitators asked participants to relate personal stories about homophobia.  A number of themes and recommendations emerged.  Participants described experiences that are common to both Indigenous and non-Native gay communities, as well as experiences that are unique to two-spirited peoples.  

The general experience of homophobia in the family and at the workplace were revealed in stories with which most gay, lesbian, and bisexual people can identify.  Participants drew connections between a variety of  “-isms” and “-phobias” (including racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, lookism, AIDSphobia and homophobia), powerfully illustrating the devastating effects of multiple oppressions.  

Heterosexism

Implicit in the stories of homophobia was the recognition that society assumes heterosexuality as a desirable ‘norm’.  People described the frustration of finding that, even while they are committed partners in same-sex relationships, they are often refused social and legal recognition as a couple.  Others told of how they are constantly asked when they will be married, of how they are set up with partners of the opposite sex, and of the negative psychological effects of “passing” as straight.  Several group members wondered if their repetitive experiences of heterosexism had been responsible for their own internalized homophobia and discomfort at being lesbian or gay.  

Homophobia in the workplace

Two group members shared stories about homophobia and/or AIDSphobia in the workplace.  The situations described were similar initially (both worked for large Canadian banks), but had very different outcomes.  

One of the men experienced individual and institutionalized homophobia and AIDSphobia in his workplace.  Following his graduation from university, he had been recruited by a major Canadian bank as part of an Aboriginal hiring initiative.  A routine medical examination was required early in his employment.  The results of this exam indicated that he was HIV+.  This information was delivered to his employer before he himself was informed of the result and he was told of his positive status by his employer (rather than by a physician or medical attendant). His HIV status was subsequently revealed to his coworkers.  Homophobia and AIDSphobia, which had already been modeled by his employer’s disclosure of his status, was reiterated in his coworkers’ attitudes.  Homophobic and AIDSphobic jokes were exchanged in the lunchroom.  He felt that non-gay colleagues were given preferential treatment and eventually he was fired without notice or an explanation.  

The second man reported having faced homophobia on an individual level from his co-workers. He told of being harassed based on his “non-butch” appearance and mannerisms.  Inappropriate anti-gay humour, remarks and behaviours compelled him to report this discrimination to management..  In this case, however, the bank’s management saw an opportunity to begin an anti-homophobia and anti-AIDSphobia education program for their employees. 

Lookism

In stories told by several participants, homophobia was intimately connected with lookism.  Societal expectations that men should have a “masculine” appearance has had a devastating effect on the lives of some of the workshop participants, leaving them feeling that they could not be themselves or express themselves in ways in which they felt comfortable.  One person said that he had gone to great lengths to ‘butch up” his appearance so that he would not be a victim of homophobia and violence.  Others reported having been harassed (both in and out of their workplace) because of their appearance. One participant said that he and his friends had been accused of  “non-traditional” Aboriginal behaviour when their outward appearance did not conform to gender role expectations.

More positively, one of the women in the group pointed out that her appearance (which does not conform to gender role expectations) makes her easily identifiable to other two-spirit people and lesbians.

Connection between homophobia and AIDSphobia

In the stories the participants offered, homophobia and AIDSphobia are often inseparable.  Frequently, the trigger for homophobic behaviour, directed at both men and women, appears to be the fear of AIDS or lack of education about the HI virus.  In some cases, people reported not “coming-out” about their sexuality for fear that others would assume that they were HIV+.  Some men who disclosed their HIV+ status fear that they are at high risk for discrimination and violence because they are both gay and HIV+.  Others who are out as both two-spirited and HIV+ described the empowerment (of both themselves and their communities) that has ensued from their refusal to hide, devalue or silence themselves.

Connection between homophobia and “Christianity”

Many people commented on the impact of “Christianity”( on Native communities.  Participants indicated that “Christian” values or behaviors associated with “Christianity” have become part of an anti-gay sentiment that actively fuels and supports homophobia.  People felt that many of these values had been forced upon Aboriginal peoples during the residential school era (and subsequently adopted by some community members).  Negative portrayals of sexuality in general and two-spiritedness in particular have been passed through to the current generation.  Some group members described instances in which traditional Native spiritual leaders had incorporated these negative attitudes into their own presentations of traditional spirituality and ceremonial practices.  One group member offered the example of an elder who advertised “traditional” ceremonies to help homosexual community members become heterosexual.   

Stress on relationships because of homophobia

Participants talked about the strain which homophobia places on personal relationships.  One participant felt that, during a family crisis, her family had focused their anger and frustration on her because she is homosexual.  Other  participants had been “disowned” because of their sexual orientation.  A few participants had chosen to terminate relationships with family members and close friends after they had been the victims of homophobic acts by these people. 

Parental expectations

Many participants felt that they had disappointed their parents and families by not conforming to the heterosexually normative experiences of marriage and parenting.  While some believed this disappointment reflected their parents’ own values, others again made the link between residential schools and current community practices.  

For some participants, disclosure of their sexual orientation to their families had allowed their families to move from a place of  “tolerance” to a more positive place of acceptance.  Some older two-spirit siblings felt they had been able to clear a path for younger two-spirit people in their family.  As role models, these older siblings were often the brunt of discriminatory actions even while they were beginning to break the cycle of homophobia in their families and family systems.  

Consequences of homophobia

Many of the stories relayed during the course of the homophobia workshop illustrated the intense personal pain associated with homophobia.  For some participants, these painful experiences included disconnection from their communities and families. 

All the participants had experienced homophobia to a degree.  Some believed that surviving and understanding homophobia contributed to their strong sense of self and community. Sadly, some felt that their relationships to their families had been irreparably damaged.  

At the end of the workshop, one participant told a powerful and hopeful story, relating how a homophobic incident gave him the impetus to begin to educate his community about homophobia and two-spirit people. 

Issue of safety

Safety was a central theme (both explicitly and implicitly) in the life stories offered by the two-spirit people who attended this workshop.  The constant threats of being gay-bashed, losing family or losing place in community and the impact of the interconnections between racism, sexism, classism and homophobia all contribute to the need for members of the two-spirit community to have a place where they can feel comfortable and safe. 

Suicide


For some participants, the negative effects of homophobia have at times been so 
overwhelming that they have considered suicide.  Gay and lesbian youth are 3 -6 
times more likely to commit suicide than heterosexual youth (Kroll and Warneke, 
1995).  Aboriginal people have the highest suicide rate of any cultural group, 
estimated as high as 10 times the national average in Canada (Chrisjohn & 
Young, 1997). For two-spirit people, and in particular two-spirit youth, whose 
identity may be repeatedly assaulted by racism and homophobia, the risk for suicide is dangerously high.  One participant disclosed that she had been able to survive sexual abuse during her childhood, but when she later realized that she was a lesbian and experienced homophobia and internalized homophobia, she had attempted suicide.  The nods and tears of participants as this woman told her story suggest that the feelings she described were dangerously familiar to them.  

Effects of internalized homophobia

Throughout the workshop participants reiterated the negative effects of internalized homophobia.  These effects, people suggested, are felt on both an individual and societal level and effect Native communities as well as non.  As one participant stated “coming out to self is the hardest thing to do”. 

Positive effect of coming out

The stories of some participants were testimony to the emancipatory effects of coming out.  These people’s lives had changed in positive ways since they became open about their sexual orientation.  The degree to which people were “out” varied widely.  Some participants were out to family and community members but not at work, while others were out only to their close friends.  For all participants, coming out was a process that was heavily influenced by experience, culture, and peer group. 

Some of the participants from Northern reserves had felt that they needed to leave their home communities to come out.  This separation seemed essential, to ensure their own feeling of safety and to enable them to connect with a larger gay community.  As one participant stated, leaving home was a matter of survival.

Raising children
Two participants, a lesbian couple, described some of the difficulties they have experienced raising their children in a homophobic society.  Their children were exposed to homophobia at an early age, when homophobic messages started coming from both school and their peers.  Because of this, the couple chose to home school their children.

Racism in gay community  

Many participants alluded to a caste system, which places two-spirit people at the bottom of the queer community.  This hierarchy is played out both as simple discrimination and as a general ignorance of the needs of the two-spirit community.  A specific example offered is the frequent refusal of AIDS advocacy organizations to support or fund initiatives that would benefit the two-spirit community.

Relationship between two-spirit community and wider Aboriginal community

One participant felt that the representatives of the larger Aboriginal community often espouse idealistic goals and values such as inclusiveness and openness toward the two-spirit community but practically offer little support to the two-spirit community.  Another participant stated that he had found some Aboriginal organizations to be supportive of two-spirit initiatives, through actions such as donating funds for the Gathering.

Role of Elders

The importance and position of Elders in native communities is well understood by Aboriginal peoples.  One of the participants in the workshop related her experiences growing up as a two-spirit person and how crucial Elders, specifically her grandmother, were to her healthy development.  She stated that it is important to have someone with an understanding of two-spirit issues to offer guidance to both our youth and other Elders.  

Issue of passing/ or not

The two-spirit people at the Gathering represented a number of Indigenous Nations throughout North America.  Homophobia affected each person in a different way.  For some, passing as heterosexual was a reasonable option, even seeming necessary to survival for some.  Others felt that passing only contributed to our oppression, both as individuals and as community members, and a conscious choice not to pass was a way to empower our communities.  

RECOMMENDATIONS
As the title of suggests, workshop participants understood homophobia as a stage or state of being that two-spirit people (and others) can move through and beyond with education, informed choices and community support and activism.

Language
Changes in attitudes toward lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered Aboriginal Canadians can begin with a change in language.  Language, which acknowledges all aspects of our identity and that, recognizes two-spiritedness as a gift or path given us by our Creator can replace words which imply that homosexuality is an individual choice or lifestyle.

The use of the term “two-spirit” affirms our current position and historical roles in both Native and non-native communities.  This self-descriptor suggests that sexuality, race, gender and spirituality are equally important aspects of whom we are.  The term reflects our understanding that we are inseparable from our Aboriginal community and that our presence in that community is essential to the balance and survival of both the larger community and ourselves. 

Strengthening community 

Organizations and gatherings, such as the 11th Annual International Two Spirit Gathering, have helped to develop a family-like community of two-spirit people.  The two-spirit community provides a safe space to those who have been marginalized from both their own Native communities and the mainstream gay community.  For others who have not felt isolated from their family members or communities, the two-spirit community provides a place to practice traditional spirituality and learn about the traditional roles of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered people in the Aboriginal community.


A primary goal for the group was to strengthen and extend the two-spirit community.  Our community is strengthened when we gather in workshops, spiritual gatherings and conferences.  One participant pointed out that one way two-spirit people can connect with each other and their community is through the Internet.  The Internet can enable people who live in isolated communities and people who are not comfortable meeting in a group setting to socialize and discuss issues related to two-spirit people.   

Workshop participants identified several ways in which the two-spirit community and its role in the larger Aboriginal community can be strengthened and extended.  These recommendations included practical ways to develop a visible and active presence in our home communities, the larger Aboriginal community and the mainstream gay community:

· Establishment of a physical space in the community (specifically, Winnipeg) for two-spirit people.  Two spirit people need a place to gather socially and to centralize supports and services to the community.  

· Development of a web site to serve the two-spirit community, with links to other relevant sites.   

· Development of a resource library of books and other printed resources, videos, and movies which relate to two-spirit identity and history.  This resource would be available to members of the two-spirit, Aboriginal and non-Native communities.  

· Active support for projects such as books, articles and videos which record the life and history of our community.    

· Organized and regularly scheduled recreational activities and social events for two-spirit people, including events which will engage the families and friends of two-spirit people.  

· Organized and regularly scheduled cultural activities and ceremonies for the two-spirit community, such as sweatlodges, pow-wows, retreats and drum groups.   

· Development of culturally appropriate community leadership skills and the establishment of a two-spirit presence in Aboriginal community boards and committees, including those not just specific to the two-spirit community.  

· Outreach to agencies and organizations that serve the Aboriginal community by providing workshops and other supports to enable community members to understand and meet the needs of two-spirit people.

· Providing outreach and support to two-spirit people in remote communities by travelling to those communities.    

· Development of a hot line to provide support to two-spirit youth.  

· Development of hospice and other care giving services which serve the two-spirit community. 

· Development of funding and support for the above recommendations and other services to the two-spirit and Aboriginal communities.  
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( As understood by participants in the workshop and the authors of this text, the terms “Christianity” and “Christian” as used here do not refer to all aspects or practitioners of the Christian faith.  As used here, these terms are meant only to refer to the misuse of “Christianity” and “Christian” values to support homophobic, AIDSphobic and racist practices.    
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