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Native American Psychosocial Identity

context of a court-determined treaty payment to the Gros Ventres, which included distri-
bution of $200 to each tribal member. Those who opted to enroll as Aaniiik people were
teased by their own relatives through the use of this term for presumably taking advantage
of this payment. Overall, of course, Grandma referred to “White people” in general terms,
explaining that the defining quality of people classified as such was their propensity to use
their facility with the dominant society to exploit, swindle, and otherwise get the best of
tribal members in predictable and pervasive fashion.

These terms and categories illuminate and reveal the stakes that American Indians hold
in fine-grained cultural identifications. These help to sort out who is friend and who is foe
in deep relational fashion within the broader context of long legacies of colonial subjugation
and exploitation. Indeed, some of the most evocative referents I have highlighted are terms
of recollection and resentment, often with accompanying narratives. An example was a
story Grandma told about a Métis father who was billed for his daughter’s stay in a nearby
hospital after she fell ill at the Mission school. On arriving at the hospital, he learned he was
expected to pay for her care because she had identified herself as French (as she had been
taught by her French Chippewa parents to do). In response, her father exclaimed, “French?!
Who told you [that] you were French!? You're nothing but a goddamned Indian!”

“Yes, when it comes to paying the bills,” Grandma quipped.

And so, the psychosocial identities of Indigenous people are complex, in part because
they represent crafted and enacted—or lived—responses to decades or even centuries of
denigration and discrimination from the broader dominant society, and in part because
they represent creative and adaptive responses to the local emergence of elaborate social
worlds within our own communities that are not entirely of our own making. In sum, our
identities are shot through with power and pain, with complication and contestation, but
also with humor and hope. In the end, if just one elder from one Indian reservation in one
interview at one point in history can open up such a profusion of cultural identities that
so strikingly populates and punctuates her local moral world, then there is more to convey
about the richness of Native American psychosocial identity than 10 books can accomplish.
Fortunately, this volume goes a long way toward capturing this richness, and I am honored
to commend this work to you.
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