CHAPTER 24

How WE FIND QURSELVES: IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT AND TWO-SPIRIT PEOPLE

ALEX WILSON

Psychological theorists have typically treated sexwal and racial identity as discrete and independent devel-
opmental pathways. While this simplifying division may make it ensier to generate theory, if may also make
it less likely that the resulting theory will describe peoples’ real-life developmental experiences. fn this
article, Alex Wilson examines identity development from an Indigenous American perspective, grounded
it the understanding that all aspects of identity (including sexuality, race, and gunder) are intercon-
nected. Many lesbion, gy, and bisexual Indigenous Americans use the term “two-spirit” to describe them-
selves. This term is drawn from a traditional worldview that affirms the inseparability of the experience of
their sexuality from the experience of their culture and commumity. How can this self-awareness and revi-
sioning of identity inform developmental theory? The author offers her personal story os @ step toward
reconstructing and strengthening our understanding of identity.

The interconnectedness of sexua) identity and ethnicity contributes to the complex nature of the .
process of identity development. As educators, we must acknowledge that fact in the supports and
services we offer to our students. Although the research on lesbian, gay, and bisexual Indigenous
Americans is extensive, these inquiries are typically from an anthropological perspective.! Much of
this research is based on the rereading and reinterpretation of early field notes, testimony, and bio-
graphical sketches, twice removed from In digenous American experiences, and twice filtered thwough
non-Indigenous eyes (C. McHale, personal conumunication, March 21, 1996). Anthropologists and
historians such as Bvelyn Blackwood (1984), Beatrice Medicine (1983), Harriet Whitehead (1981),
‘Walter Williams (1986), and Will Roscoe (1988, 1991) have contributed to a body of work that describes
and documents the construction of sexuality and gender in Indigenous American comunuonities. Their
work provides a critique of Westen assumplions about sexuality and gender, but generally fails to
recognize the existence of and to acknowledge the contributions of “two-spirit” Indigenous Ameri-
cans today:? From my perspective as a two-spirit Swampy Cree woman, 1 will critically assess cur-
rent theory in identity development through reflection on my life and identity development.® This
reassessment has implications for developmental theorists, counselors, and educators who engage
with two-spirit people.

 have chosen the terms “two-spirit” and “Indigenous Amnerican” carefully. Until recently, antheo-
pologists claimed authority to name two-spitit people by labeling them the berdache (Blackwood,
1984; Jacobs & Cromwell, 1992 Jacobs & Thomas, 1994; Weston, 1993). Berdache described anthro-
pological subjects who did not fit neatly into Bwopean American gender and sex role ca tegories,
meaning a category of (gendered and sexual) “other.” The term was imported to North America by
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Furopeans who borrowed it from the Arahic lan-
auage. lts use, b describe an “efleminate’” (Black-
woad, 1984 . 27) or "morphological male who
does nol fill a suciely s standard man's role, whao
has a non-mnsculine character” (Williams, 1986,
p. 2, spoke articdateh about Buaropean assumyp-
lions abiwl mender Toles and sexuality (Weston,
luwrsy, The metaphoric power of the term grew
over time; the role of berdacle acquived, at feast
within gay history and stovyviclling, consideralble
spiritwal power. In Tom Spanbauer™. (1991) eV
sionist story of the American Wesl, his narraloy
explains:

Bercayhe is whai the ldian word toril is. .
| dontt koow it berdoche i oa Bannoeck
ward ar a Shoshone word or just Indian,
Heard tell it was a French waord but | don’l
lnow French so 1/ not the one to sav.,

What's important i§ that's the word
Berdache. "B. E. R. D. A, C. H. E means
holy man who fucks with men.” (Spanbauer,
1991, p. 5)

Because of the historical and spiritual connota-
tions that hacd been vested in the term, some
members of Indigenous American conununities
embraced it as their self-cescriptor (Roscoe,
1988). More recently, in recognition of the poor
fit of the term berdache, we have looked for lan-
guage that more accurately describes owr historic
and present-clay realities.

The growing acceptance of the term two-
spirit as a self-descriptor among lesbian, gay, and
bisexual Indigenous American peoples proclaims
a sexuality deeply rooted in our own cultures
(Brant, 1995; Fife, 1993). Two-spirit identity
affirms the interrelatedness of al} aspects of iden-
tity, including sexuality, gendes, culture, com-
munity, and spirituality. That is, the sexuality of
two-spirit people cannot be considered as sepa-
rate from the rest of an individual’s identity
(Jacabs & Thomas, 1994). Two-spirit connects us
to our past by offering a link that had previously
heen severed by government policies and actions.

Pueblo psychologist and educator Terry
Tafoya (1990} states that there have been “direct
attempts [by] the federal govermment to regulate,
control, and destroy Native American behavior
pattemns. . . . There are more than 2,000 laws and
regulations that only apply to American Indians
and Alaskan Natives and not to other American
Citizens” (p. 281). The religious freedom of
Indigenous peoples in the United States was nol
Jegally supported until 1978 (Tafoya, 1990). The
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yecognizes the deep interdependencs between
humans and nature, thal our origin is i the soi)
of the land, and that we are bound to each other
in an intimately spiritual way. Thi

standing of the world shapes the: ife experiences
of North America’s Indigenous peoples and, in
turn, their identity development.

The existence and value of two-spirit peo-
ple’s difference is recognized i most Indigenous
American cultuyes, ora) histories, and traclitions.
In some cultures, two-spirit people were thought
to be born “in balance,” which may be under-
stood as androgyny, a balance of masculine
and feminine qualities, of male and female

- spizits. In many Indigenous American culiures,

two-spirit people had (have} specific spiritua]
roles and responsibilities within their comumui-
ity. They are often seen as “bridge makers” be-
tween male and female, the spiritua) and the
material, between Indigenous American and nom-
indigenous American. The term  tw o-spitit
encompasses the wide variety of social meanings
that are attributed to sexuality and gender roles
across Indigenous American cultures. Many ga¥
historians, anthropologists, and other 3‘esea1:gher§
have struggled with the “epistemologica 1 differ-
ences in Native American concepts of gender and
sexual behavions” (Tafova, 1990, p. 287) an
veered into dangerous generalizations al?olu t th‘f
specialness and spiritual power of two-spirit ].93&
ple. Today, acaclemics aygue Over whether &1 r,;re
twa-spirit people had a “special” role oF W -
special people i Native societies. In my Coja
munity, the act of declaring some people Spefm.-
threatens to separate them from their commm?
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ind creates an imbalance. Traditionally, two-spixit
seople were simply a part of the entire cormmu-
aity; as we reclaim our identity with this name,
we are returning o our communities.

gince Buropean eontact with the Americas,
many of these Indigenous American traditions
have been misrepresented and misinterpreted.
Within an imposed constroct based on eigh-
reenth-century  Europeast values, difference
becamme deviance (D'Emilio & freedman, 1988,
lacabs & Cromwe]l, 1992; Tafoya, 1990; Williams,
1 986). 1t is difficuito un derstand the concept
of two-gpirit from these perspectives. Within the
Buropean Ametican perspective, the male and
female gen ders ave the only two acknowledged.
Transsexuals who surgically alter their bodies to
become physically the "opposite” sex, individ-
uals who choose to dress i clothing thought to
be only appropriate for the “opposite” gendey,
or those who chovse 1ot to adhere to either of
the dichotomous gender typesare seen as abror-
mal and, therefore, as deviant.

Cartesian definitions of gender, which
impose dual roles defining the respective
"acceptable behaviors” for women and men,
have procreation as their ultimate goal (] acobs &
Cromwell, 1992). These notions of gender cate-
gorization have been misapplied to Indigenous
Americans. For European explorers, philoso-
phers, and anthropologists, too many Trdligenous
American people did not fit nto the two cate-
gories found in Cartesian theories.

The anthwopologist Sue-Ellen Jacobs has
reconstructed her own notions about gender and
sexual identity. Tn her ethnographic chigervations
of Tewa Pueblo people, she observed a number
of gender categories reflecting an individual’s
“gexuality, sexual identity and sociocultural
roles” (Jacobs & Crom well, 1992, p. 48). This con-
ception of gender reflects a fluid understanding
of sexual identily that has persisted for many
present-day Indigenous Americans who consider
themselves bisexual, rather than strictly leshian
or gay (Tafova, 1990).

Traditional teachings, howevex, have also
been influenced by events that have altered the
construction of sexual identity in contemporary
[ndigenous Amercan cammunities. I an
attempt to assimilate indigenous Americans,
government policy has been directly mvolved in
the destruction of many aspects of Indigenous
Amenican life (Ross, 1992; York, 1990). For almost
ore hundred vears it was ilegal to practice tra-
ditionai religion in both the United States (Delo-

ria, 1969) and Canada (Cardinal, 1969; Miller,
1689)." Generations of chiJelren were forcibly
removed from their families and placed in vesi-
dential schools, where they were punished for
speaking their own Janguiage, for practicmg their
pwn religion, or for any other eXPressions of their
#ndian-ness” (Berkhofey, 1978, Ing, 1941; York,
1990). In spite of these agsaults on traditonal vai-
ues, they stil) shape the lives and communities
of Indigenous American people. Today, most
leaders in Indigenous communities express a
commitment to traditional spirituabty andd an
Indigenous worldview.

Indigenous Ethics

Our worldviews are shaped by our values, our
ideologies, theories, and assumptions about the
world. They circumscribe our encounters with
the world, creating and re-creating our cu ltures
and our epistemologies, pedagogies, psycholo-
gies, and experiences. How are Indigenous
American worldviews constructed?

The Mohawk psychiatrist Clare Brant, inhis
work with Iroquois, Ojibway, and Swampy Cree
people, has identified five ethics that, he believes,
underpin these Indigenous peoples’ worldview
(1990). These cultural ethics and rules of behav-
ior include: an Ethic of Non-Interference, an
Ethic That Anger Not Be Shown, an Ethic
Respecting Praise and Gratitude, the Conservas
tion-Withdrawal Tactic, and the Notion That
Time Must Be Right. As Brant himself points out,
these Ethics cannot be assumed to descvibe all
Indigenous American people. At the same time,
these Ethics resonate deeply with me and
describe the emotional substance of much of my
own  experiences in the Cree community.
Although Indigenous American cultures have
changed since first contact with Europeans, and
continue to change, it is important to realize that
these traditionally based Ethics exist in some
form today and will persist in some form into
the future. Brant's Bthics are further developed
by Rupert Ross (1992) in his boak Dancing with
a Ghost: Exploring Indian Reality, which includes
an jmportant remindey:

Until we realize that Native people have a
highty developed. formal. but radically dif-
ferent set of cultural inyperatives, we are
likely to comtinue misinterpreting their acts,
misperceiving the real problems they face.
and imposing, fhrough government policies.
potentially harmtui “remadies.” p. 42}
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These Ethics shape our worldview and direct our
behavior: The Bthic of Non-interference vefers to
the expectation  that Indigencus Americans
should not interfere in any way with another pes-
son. This has shaped culturally distinctive child-
rearing  practices in  Indigenous  Am erican
communities. Generally, children are allowed to
explove the world withoul the limitations of pun-
ishment and praise, or of privileges withheld and
rewards promised by members of the commn-

- ity Children are taught through the patient prac-

tice of modeling, hy stories, and by example.
There are unwriklen rules against giving advice
ar kelling somaone what te du (Ross, 1992; 13, Wil-
som, personal comminication, ongomg).

The Bthic Thal Anger Nol Be Shown is
demonstrated by the absence of emphasis on or
displays of emotions in speech and other forms
of communication by Indigenous American peo-
ple. Implicit in this ethic is a prohibition against
showing grief and sorrow. Ross goes 50 fay as
to say that it is hot acceptable even ta think about
one’s own confusion and tumoil; in this way,
one does not “burden” others with one's own
personal emotiona) stress. The Bthic Respecting
Praise and Gratitude may appear as a lack of
affect to a non-Indigenous observer. Rather than
vocally expressing gratitude to someone, a per-
son might simply ask the other to continue theix
contribution, because voicing appreciation may
be taken by an Indigenous American as creat-
ing an embarrassing scene. Because the idea of
community is inherent in the Indigenous Amex-
jcan philosophy and existence, an egalitarian
notion of place within a society exists. To call
attention to one person is to single them out and
to imply that they have done better or are bet-
ter in some way or at something than others are.

The Conservation-Withdrawal Tactic em-
phasizes the need to prepare mentally before
choosing to act. Thinking things through before
frying them or thinking thoughts through before
yoicing them is seen as a well-calculated preser-
vation of physical and psychic energy. Accord-
ing to Ross (1992), the more wafamiliar the new
context, the more pronounced a withdrawal into
stillness, silence, and consideration may become.
This concern that time should be taken to reflect
on the possible outcomes of a particular action
and to prepare emotionally and spiritually for a
chosen course of action is reflected in the Notion
That Time Must Be Right. Attention to the spiri-
tual world gives a person the opportunity to

examing her or his state of mind before initiatinge - )
or participating in the task at hand (Ross, 1992),
Additionally, an important part of Indige-

nous American traditional spirituality is paying 7
respect to our ancestors, to those whao died teng ©
of thougands of years ago as well as those who -
have just recently entered the spirit world. The ‘

land that we live on today is made up of our
ancestors; the food that we eat (for the most part)
is prown from the sail thal our ancestors wendt .
hack o when they died; and the animals and
plants inour world have also erown oul of and
heen nourished by this soil. We thank the spir-
i of animals, minerals, and plants, and turn to
them for strength and continuity, This gratitude :
helps to maintain or regain the balance that is
necessary to be a healthy and complete person.
We understand that the spivitual, physical, emo-

tional, and intellectual parts of ourselves are

equally important and interrelated. When one
aspecl of a person is unhealthy, the entire person
is affected. This too is true for the entire com-
munity; when one aspect of the community is
missing, the entire comununity will suffer in
SOME way.

Some Current Models of Sexual
identity and Development

Within the context of these basic principles, iden-
tity development can be examined. How do
these ethics become incorporated into who we
are or whom we identify as? What impact do
they have on our responses to experiences? How
do they shape our identities? For Indigenous
American Nations now in contact with Buropean
American culture, racism and homophobia are
inevitably present to some degree. Currently, the
way some Dndigenous Americans deal with
homophobia and racism and the way that they
construct their sexual and racial identity is
framed by an Indigenous American spirituality
and worldview.

This traditional Indigenous worldview can
inform current theories of sexual and racial iden-
tity development for theorists and educators. 1
wil) examine three developmental theories, one
of wlich addresses sexual identity, another racial
identity, and a third sexual and/or racial iden-
tity. Sexual identity formation is typically pre-
sented in stage theory models. In her bock
Psychotherapy with Lesbior Chients: Theory into
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practice, psychologist Kristine Falco (1991) pre-
serifs a review of theory on Jesbian identity for-
mation.? Finding many similarities in the five
models she examines, Falco sketches a general-
ized mode) for the sexual identity development
of lesbians by combining and summanrizing oth-
ers’ models. In the first stage, a person is aware
of being different and begins to wonder why. In
the second phase, she begins to a cknowledge her
homosexual feelings and may tel] others. Sexual
experimentation marks the next stage, as the per-
son explores relationships while seeking a sup-
portive community. She then begins to learn to
function in a same-sex relationship, establishing
her place in the leshian subcultuve while passing
as heterosexual when needed. In the final stage,
she integrates her private and socia} identities.
- Racial identity development theory exam-
ines the psychological implications of member-
ship in a 7adal group and the resultant
ideologies. William Cross’s Black Racial Identity
Development model is often asswned to repre-
sent the racial identity formation experience of
people of color in general (Tatum, 1992, 1993).
Cross’s model representing the racial identity
~formation experience of people of color in gen-
eyal doesn’t hold for Indigenous Americans. In
the Preencounter stage, which 15 described in the
model as the imitial point, an individual is
unaware or denies that race plays any part in the
Jefinition of who they are. Thereaftes, they move
through a predictable series of stages: Encounter,
after a sequence of events forces them to realize
that tacism does affect their life; Tovmersion/
Emamersion, as they respond by immersing
themselves in their culture, and reject with anger
the values of the dominant culture; Internaliza-
tion, as they develop seawity in their identity
A% B Person of color; and Tnternalization/Com-
mitment, when they have acquired a positive
sense of racial identity (Cross, Parham, & Helms,
1991 ; Tatum, 1992, 1993).

Susan Barzett {1990) offers a developmental
theory that attempts to encompass the experi-
ences of all “others,” ncluding those of us who
have been “othered” because of racial and sex-
val identity. This is the five-stage Minouity iden-
tity Development Model, which Barrett suggests
can be applied to anyone who is not part of the
dominant Furopean American male heterosex-
ual cutture, In the Conformity stage, a person 18
ashamed of her membership in a minority cui-
sure, and accepts the devaluing judgments of the

dominant culture. In the Dissonance stage, she
wants to express her membership in a minoity
culture, but is still restricted by discomfort with
it. She then moves into a Resistance and lmimer-
sion stage, as she becomes aware of the positive
value of her membership in a minovity culture
and rejects the dominant cullure. Following
fmmersion in her minority culture, she enters an
Introspective period, as she realizes that she can-
not express herself fully within the constraints
of an isolated minority identity. Finally, in the
stage Baryett calls Synergetic Articulation and
Awareness, she finds self-fulfillment when she
integrates her minority identity mto all aspects
of her life.

Each of the above identity development
models was constructed in an atternpt to fill
some gaps in developmental psychology. They
attempt to recoguize the diversity of huwmnan
experience by describing the developmental
sequences that ocevs in resporise to the experi-
ence and context of homophobia or racism. They
do not, however, describe the effects of the simul-
tancous experience of homophobia and racism.
These models assume an availability of sup-
portive experiences that provide the means for
an individual to progress from one stage to the
next. Although each of these models 18 claimed
to be nonlinear and nonhierarchic, each posits a
final stage that yepresents a developmental peak
of mental health. In this self-actualized stage, a
person’s sexual identity is 1o longer problematic
and their bicultural adaptation (comfortably
being the “other” within the dominant culture)
has become a source of empowerment. There-
fore, the underlying assumption is that a sup-
portive bicultural experience is available to all
others.” We (two-spirits) become self-actualized
when we become what we've always leen,
Empowered by owr: Jocation in our coOIINIHEs
(versus the micro-management of an individu-
ated identity).

indigenous American Perspectives
on Sexual and Racial Identity

Despite the reationship between sexual and
racial identity development presented in Buro-
pean American models, for Tndigenous Ameri-
can leshian, gay, or bisexual people, the effect
of racism and homophobia cannat be separated
from each other or form the rest of theix experi-
ences. The emphasis of the Indigenous Ameri-
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can worldview on the intercomnectedness ol al!
uspects of an individual s Jike challenges the com-
partmentalized structure of developmental stage
maodels. As Pueblo psychologist and educator
Terry Tafoya states, ”|D]etermination of an indi-
vidual’s identity on the basis of sexual behavior
makes na conceptual sense to many American
Indians” (1989, p. 288). That i, any presentation
of sexual and yacial identity development as two
distinet phenomena and any analysis proceed-
ing, from that assumption cannot adequately
deseribe the experiences of Indigenous Ameri-
can people.

Furthermore, Indigenons Americans may
sespond to homophaobia and racism in marked)y
different ways than people rom ather cultures.
Far example, if she vespects the Ethic That Anger
Not Be Shown, she may appear not to react to
the "-isms” that affect her. I she uses the Con-
servation-Withdrawal Tactic or the Notion That
Time Must Be Right in her response, the strength
of her resistance might not be recognized. Also,
the Ethic of Non-Interference would require her
friends and family to respect and trust the
choices she makes.

Two-Spirit identity Formation

Because there is limited research and few case
studies available on the developmenta) experi-
ences of gay and lesbian Indigenous Americans,
in the following section I will use my life expe-
riences to illustrate both the impact of racism and
homophebia (including sexism) on identity
development, and the ill fit between carrent
identity development theory and an Indigenous
American reality.®

] grew up in northern Canada in a very
small, isolated Cree commumity that could only
be reached by boat in the summer or by plane
in the winter. After 1 was bomn, as was the
custom, elders came to visit, bringing gifts and
blessing me as the newest member of their com-
munity. We returned to my father’s home com-
munity, a reserve on the edge of a pulp mill
town, before T was five. Some of my first mem-
ories of that town are of racism, although at the
time | did not have a name for the meanness ]
experienced. T knew that unfair things were hap-
pening to me because 1 was an Indian, but 1
couldn’t make the conceptual leap required to
understand that racism meant, for example, that
] was not allowed to play inside the homes of
some of my White school friends. My family was

a pdace of strength and support, where we spoke,
listened, and answered with respect. | was never -
made to feel wrong there. As 1 grew older, | :
dreamt of hockey and minjbikes. 1 preferred 1o
Play with “boy’s loys,” so my parents (‘IlHIlll\'
hrought me Hotwheek tnatead of Barbios, Later,
I was allowed to hunt with a gun, anc muoosin,
my grandfather, tanghlme and my brothers how
lo make snares to trap ermines and ralbbits on
the frozen ceek behind our house. T my fam-
ily, | wag taught what | wanled o icarn. '

I remember dancing at # gathering wien |
was ten or eleven. Bveryone was dancing around
and around the reserve hall to the powwow
music that was piped in over the bingo Joud-
spealker system. Back then the dance was an ordi-
nary thing. Some people wore hits of regalia.
Most of us, though, just wore jeans and sweat-
shirts. ¥ was really enjoying mysell, dancing the
way that ] wanted to. } was p].c]qnp, up my feet
and even taking spinning steps al times. The ald
people were watching from the chairs on the side
in encouraging silence, capping their knees and
smiling, mviting us to continue. Everything
seemed so natural. | was learning new steps by
watching what others were doing and leaming
the Cree songs in my head.

Then a friend danced up along side of me
and told me to quit dancing like a boy. Confused,
wondering how 1 could dance the wrong steps,
Istopped. After that evening, 1 became self-con-
scious about the toys | wanted to play with.
Knowing became not knowing, and the sureness
of my experience was replaced by a growing cer-
tainty that 1 could not be the gir] that was wanted
outside of my family. Being “different” was no
longer a gift, and my self-consciousness Jed me

to learn ways to pretend and ways to hide

myself. J would play sports with my younger
brothers and their friends but was wary around
kids my own age. When ] was fourteen, 1 was
given the hockey skates ] wanted, but when we
had skating at school, rather than showing up in
“boy’s skates, I pretended that] didn’t have any.
By that age, } understood that sexist judgments
directed at me had a homophaobic subtext, but }
did not grasp the extent of their effect on me.
sat alone on the sideline benches that winter.
As ] giew oldes, racism continued to erode
my self-confidence and pride. BEventually )
refused to identify as Cree, acknowledging only
my Scottish heritage, although everyone in our
small community knew my family. When } was
intown I would avoid my relatives. ] would even
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pass right by movsum without saying hi,
acknowledging him only out of the cormer of my
eye. He knew what was going on: 1 was embau-
rassed to be related to him. At the same time as
1 struggled with my Cree identity, | was begin-
ning to realize that 1 was a leshian. The combyi-
nation of racism and homophobia, mauch of it
intermalized, was very devastating for me; 1 did-
n't finish high school. L moved to the nearest city,
in part to get away from the racism of the smatl
town that surrounded our community, and in
part to exploxe my new-found sexuality in a
moxe anenymous way. [ was looking for the ide-
alized gay world that ] had caught sight of in
mowvies, in books, and on television. Somehow,
1 had lost my place in my own community as a
result of the move, combined with how 1 felt.

In the city,  began a pre-medical study pro-
gram at a university by enrolling as a mature
student.t There were twelve Indigenous stu-
dents in the programy six of us were two-spirit.
However, we did not acknowledge it, and it was
only when most of us had quit university that
we realized we had experienced the same strug-
gles at the same time. The “coming out” process
was not easy for any of us. For example, as an
Indigenous woman, ] could not find a positive
place for myself in the predominantly White,
gay scence. ] looked there for support i my les-
bian identity, and instead found another artic-
nlation of racism. Although a large number of
gay and lesbian Indigenous people live in the
city, the Indigenous community remains segre-
gated from the mainstream, non-Indigenous gay
and lesbian comnunity. i

Immersion in the White, gay party scene
became a way to numb a growing depression. §
remember the excitement of getting ready 1o go
out for the evening. | studied the culture: the way
people danced, dressed, talked, moved, and even
the way everyone greeted each ather with a hug.
This was all new tome, and ¥ dove into that cul-
ture with anthropological zeal, hoping to
uncover the secrels of it strangeness. T cut my
hair, as though proclaiming a new identity was
enough to make me belong in the lesbian and
gay community. T knaw that, in Cree tradition,
we cut our hair when we ate in mourning. When
someone we are related to or someone we love
dies, a part of ourselves dies. It is a personal cer-
emoany. The hair, usually a braid, is buried in a
quiet safe place where no people or animals can
step on it or distweb jt. There J was with a flat-
top. shaved on the sides and shoxt, spiky, and

flat on the top. My hair was everywhere on the
floor of the flashy salon of a new-found friend.
People were stepping on it, walking through it,
and eventually it just ended up in the garbage
along with everyone else’s. A connection with
my community was buried in that garbage can.

The support of my family, culture, and spir-
itual traditions helped me through this period.
When I “came out” to my parents, they wene
not shocked by my confession and told me that
they alreadty knew. This puzzled me. How could
they know and T didn’t? T understand now that
they respected me enough not to interfere, and
enough to be confident that [ would come to
understand my sexuality when the time was
right. Throughout my life, my Family had
acknowledged and accepted me withoul inter-
ference: my grandfather gave me lumting lessons
and my parents brought me the toys that I would
enjoy. As I was told by another child that [ danced
the “wrong” dance, the elders of my community
smiled and clapped, quietly inviting me to con-
tinue. My development has obviously been
shaped by a traditional Indigenous worldview.

I came to be empowered by who I was,
rather than disempowered by who I wasn't. In
the context of Native spirituality, | learned about
the traditions of two-spirit people. I acquired
strength from elders and Jeaders who were able
to explain that as an Indigenous woman who is
also a lesbian, I needed to use the gifts of my dif-
ference wisely.

Even my “maladaptive” responses to homao-
phobia and racism can be understood as at least
in part shaped by traditional values. The Con-
servation-Withdrawa) Tactic and the Ethic That
Anger Not Be Shown are both resistive responses
that can easily be misread as pagsive acceptance.
I Cree culture, “Silence” cloes not equal “Death,”
and to “Act Up” should not lead us to remove
ourselves from our convmunity. 1§ it does, we
seem most often to quietly find our way back
home.” When confronted with racism and home-
phobia, L had internalized many of the devaluing
judgments of the dominant culture. As { strug-
gled with my racial and sexual identity, T had
looked for affirmation by immersing mysell in
the mimority cultures to which I betonged. Most
significant, though, is the fact that when 1 sought
support in the mainstream leshian and gay com-
munity, it simply was not there.

This struggle is very typical of the "coming
out” experiences of Indigenous people. As |
reflect on the lives of my Indigenous friends. |
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realize that those of us whe are happy have
achieved our presence wilthin the Indigenous
American communiby, Twuo-spivdt identity is
rarely recognized in tw mainstream esbiarn and
gay commurity unless it is accompanied by
romantic nulione that linger from the concept
ol the berduche. We are either Spanbauer’
man who Fucks” m

s “holy
“fust a fuckin’ Indian.’™

Whal this means, then, is thal the positive
bicultural adaptation that sexual and racial iden-
titv development models prize is simply not
available ju most of us. Although elements of my
lite coubd be neatly arranged into these identify
models, this partial fit does not mean that a
model expresses a life story, or even a simple
L'}(‘.‘\’t'l(']}')]l'l(fﬂtifl] ‘4(:‘(_]“&‘1']('("

Itis possible for psychaological theory to lu-
minate our understanding of the identity devel-
opment of two-spirit people. Unlike the thiee
theories discussed earlier, Robinson and Ward's
(1991) work with African American adolescent
girls uncovered an important distinction between
strategies for survival and strategies for libera-
tion. While survival strategies mowe the girls fuy-
ther from their true selves, liberation strategies
strengthen thelr voices because they are “alter-
native avenues to personal empowerment and
‘positive change” {p. 96). Robinson and Ward
place the girls’ experiences within a worldview
that emphasizes an identity that is strengthened
by a sense of interconnectedness with others.

This extended sense of self that Robingon and
Ward offer is similar to an Indigenous worldview
and includes a sort of timelessness, one that
includes not only these of us here now, but also
those who have come before us and those who
will follow. Within this worldview, the girls’
strategies are forms of resistance. Within Robin-
son and Ward’s construct, the choices 1 made
throughout my adolescence and early adulthood
could be seen as short-term survival strategies.
For two-spirit people, this can emerge from a
commitment to community and collective expe-
rience, to creative and courageous action, and to
an intimately spiritual worldview. Thisis how T
have negotiated my own identity in the distance
that stretches between the values of my culture
and the values of Western culture.

Gloria Anzaldua {1990}, in the introduction
ta her collection of writing by women of color,
calls such survival stretegies “making face,” the
way that we must become “like a chameleon, to
change cotor when the dangers are many and the
options few” (p. xv). Quick fixes, like wishing

away my skates, dropping out of schoorn, ang
walking  past moosum, were strategion gl
;umlwd me away from nw sense o1 s It anc ny
sense of comumunity. Did racism ioree me ot w
my home town, or did | choose Lo distance
mysel from my community? When confromted
with racism and homophobia, | internalized
many of the devaluing judgments of the domi-
nant cultare. Lmvm@,nn homg COMMUNL wag,
an attempt to leave behind my devalued status,
to hecome "raceless.” However, it removed me
brom the strengath and support 1 iownd inomy
community. | was even mar- ol an “other™ in thJL
ciby thar T was af lome, even farther from Prlace
where mv sellf could be found,

Returning Practice to Theory

Last summer, § was Prart of a uniht TN OF Pwo-
spitit people. When | firstarrived, | was cautious.
E\Iel‘ycme seemed cautious, as thous 1; W WETEe
all unsure of how we should act. On the wall of
the main cabin a sign was posted; it said, “pow-
wow, Saturday night.” Wh@nlmc\d 1, i felt dizzy,
overwhelmed by my imagining what the dance
might be. Twe-spirit people daneing. | have lived
with dreams of dancing, dreams where § spin
around, picking up my feet. ] have many feath-
ers on my arms and my body and I'lenowe all the
steps. | tuin into an eagle. Arms extended, § lift
off the ground and begin to iy around in big cir-
cles. Would this be my chance?

For the rest of the week | Jistened for tid-
bits about the pow-wow. ] learned that a local
drum group would be singing. § heard about a
woman who was collecting her regalia~—"Ter
regalia . . .” —and wondered, did that mean
men’s? 1 waited patiently for Saturday night to
come. Listening.

When the drunmming started, ] was sitting
still, listening and watching. The first people 1o
dance were women. They had their shawls with
them. Next, some men came in; th.ey were from
different Nations, but still danced in distinctively
male styles. } watched with disappointment in
my heart but said to myself that 1 would still
enjoy the pow-waow. And then a blur flew by me
and Janded inside the circle of dancers that had
formed. It was a man in a jingle dress. He was
beautiful and he knew how to dance and he
danced as a woman. It was a two-spizit danang
as it should be. After that, more two-spirits
drifted into the circle. I sat and watchad, my eyes
edged with tears. T knew my ancestoys were with
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ﬂ’g_‘f,/

me; 1 had invited them. We sat and watched all
right. proud of our sisters and brothers, yet jeal-
ous of their bravery. The bme for the last song
came. Bverybody had to dance. | entered the cir-
cle, feeling the drumbeat in my heart. The songs
came back to me. ] circled the dance area, in my
most umble moment, with the permission of
vy ancestors, my eleven-year-old two-spirit
str::p:-". returned to me.

The aspect of my own experience (and that
of my two-spirit friends) that carsent gexual and
racial identity development models cannot
epcommpass is that my strength and identity,
along with the strength and identity of my peers,
is inseparable from our culture. Educators and
school counselors need o acknowledge that this
is the reality for ous community. This means that
we need to stop assuming that all leshian and
gay people can find support in mainstrearnt gay
culture, and that we make a point of creating
opportunities for two-spitit Indigenous people
to find their place in their traditional communi-
ties. There has been little research done on the
developmental experiences of Indigenous Amer-
jcan people, and there is almost N0 research on
the experiences of two-spirit people, despite
grim statistics fhat reveal the urgency of address-
ing the needs of these groups. Gay and lesbian
youthare two to ¢ix times more likely to attempt
suicide than heterosexual teens (Kroll &
Warneke, 1995), and Indigenous Canadians have
the highest suicide rate of any racial group in the
world (Yotk, 1990).

Whenever possible, we need to ensure that
twa-spitit youth have access to the history and
amwaiitten knowledge of their comumnunity, and
that it is available to them in a culturally con-
gruous way. Educators can also easily access
written texts by important Tndigenous American
leaders, such as Beatrice Medicine (1983}, Teiry

Tafoya (1989, 1990), Chrystos (1988, 1991, 1993), -

Connie File {1992, 1993), and Beth Brant (1985,
1988, 1991, 1993, 1945). These authors g]:mmcl
their work in thetr identities as Indigenous
Americans, and they offer insight into the s
toric and present-day realities of two-spirit peo-
ple. Tafoya's work as a psychologist and
educator has made invaluable contributions to
an effective approach to AIDS education for
Indigenous American people. Two-spirit wiiters
such as Chrystos, Connie Fife, and Beth Brant
provide stories and narrative texts that record
the contemmporary life of two-spirit people. Their
hody of work s a rich resource for identity devel-

opment theorists, and an nvaluable affixmation
for two-spirit youth.

Educators and developmental fheorists need
to study the resistance, styength, and Jiberation
strategies two-spirit people employ as part of
their development of an empowered identity. By
examining the meaning of these stiategies rela-
tive to an Indigenous American worldview, edu-
cators and theorists can increase their awareness
in a way that will inevitably have a spill-over
effect. They will leamn {0 ook beyond the Lmits
inseribed by mamnstrean lesbian and gay culture
and into the lives of the women, men, and chil-
dren who are lesbian, gay, and two-spirit. We,
whether educators, Indigenous Americans, Or
two-spirit people, must abandon the assump-
tions of a European Arnerican worldview in
order to undezstand the identity development of
two-spirit Native American and Canadian First
Nations people, and t0 develop our theory and
practice from within that undexstanding.

Notes

1 The term “Indigenous Amevican” in this
article refers to Canadian First Mations and
Native American peoples. 1 acknowledge that,
i a sense, this term presents ou¥ diverse cul-
tures and comunuties as monolithic. Flow-
ever, my use of the lexm here is an appeal ©
the commonality of our oviging and colo-
pial/ post-cotonial Experiences.

2 The term “two-spirit” will be used in this arti-
cle to describe lesbian, g2Y and bisexual
Indigenous Americans.

3 The Cree Nation spreads in @ wide swath
across central Canada, from Quebec in the
Bast, west through Ontatio and anitoba
along the James and Fudson Bays, across
Gaskatchewan to the plaing of Alberta, and
Sputh from there into northern Montana. Most
of these communities are logated in remote
areas. Lam from the Opaskwayak Cree Nation,
located fve hundred miltes north of the hovder
between the United States and Canada. The
Cree Nations form one of the Jargest growps
of Indigenous people in Nosth America. There
are over twenty-three Cree dialects.

4 1 choose Falco because lesbian identity for-
mation theory is the most appropriate focus
jor the use of my own narvabive as a critique
of contemporary developmuntal theory: The-
arists who describe the developmental stages
of gav men’s sexual dentity use similarly
structured models (e5. Coleman, 1982).

i
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5 Gexism, when divecied an children, is often @
homephobic atlempl o regulate or direct the
development ot their sea ual idenlities,

o “Magure stacdenl” s category sunitar tenon-

traditiomal,” relerring Lo students who have

Boero it of Bgh sehood Fora few vears before

chlering university.

fu last vear’s “indian Dayve” celebration at a

yoserve neighboring mv own, the community

celrbration included a drag show by bwo-spirit
prople in radifional clothing,

"

Mese words weere lueked al me by o leshinn
wha had becrn 1 thoushl, one of my closest
triend: Toy Lo e,
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