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INTRODUCTION

Western societies have been so preoccupied with
growth and change that personal develowment and
achievement have been evervalued; with a corresponding
neglect of old age and terminal behaviour: To the
Native culture the terminal stage of 1ife has its Gwn
values and rewards, its own becuiia’r merits, style and
form of expertise. It offers an expression of courage,
determination, humour and caring: For the Native, death
complstes the circie of life.



GENERAL OBJECTIVES
Upon completion of this module, you will be able
to:
(1) identify the cultural issues which surround the
Native peoples' approach and reaction to death and
dying.




The following section will present the cultural
issues surrounding Death and Dying, in relation to the
Native elderly.

DEATH AND DYING
Upon completion of this seetion you will be able to
identify the cultural issues which surround the Native
peoples’ approach and reaction to death and dying.

On the one hang, it 1s not unusual for the Native
elderly to accept their impending death in a fairly
matter of fact way. The elders are generaily
reflective of their life and how it is 7Tived. Natives
are wi11ing to share their experiences and remember the
things their elders taught them. Their past behaviour
is measured according to these teachings. The Native
elders are a spiritual people. They express their close
linkage to the earth, themselves and the:r
grandchildren. 01d age is viewed as a completion of the
circie of 1ife. A1l have a remembrance of a peing
greater than themselves and the eiders are very
expressive about this.

Native elders who are not mentally impaired cannot
help becoming aware that their 1ifetime is almost at an
end. Many of their close friends and next of kin have
passed away and the elders realize that they are much



more prone to fatal illnesses or accidents. Thus the
idea of death is not unfamiliar and for some at least
the prospect is not as threatening.

On the other hand, there are exceptions where
Native elders become anxious, depressed or maladjusted.
For example, the elders fay fee argry at the injustices
experienced in their 1i%e, express fear of the unknown
or become apathetic, confused in the face of a painful

4 10



situation outside their control. Such individuals may
further feel neglected and alone. |
buring the terminal stage, Native elders become

greatly dependent on others and obviously a great deal
can be dene by human service workers. The most obvious
help 1s adequate medical and nursing care. However, such
he'lp can lose much of its value if it is not firmly
embedded in a raherent cultural system in which relevant
ethical considerations operate.

The elderly may express the desire to eat duck
soup, bannock, tea, berries or other Native food.
Native food will usually perk them up. An effort must
not well enough ic eat, the psychologica® effect will
be felt.

The elders may also recall past experiences in
their lives such as the care of children, their homes
nd their animals. They should be reassured by human
service workers that everything is fife. To reminisce
with the elderly about the important past events would
be to get a glimpse of the 1ife of the elder.

Qi

Approaches to Death

Native elderly differ considerably in their
reaction to the prospect of dying. Moreover,
circumstances colour the situation, and the persons
terminal behaviour depends on physical health,

1



psyehological disposition and partly upon the
c1rcumstahces in which they find themselves. At one
time the elderly died in the protective atmesphere ot
their loved ones at home. They were taken care of by
the family and retained their social status and role of
advisor until the éﬁd 6? Ehéif TTVéS— These eideriy who
are indeed fortunate. Their death is shared by all
members of the family. The dying individuals feel a
certain dignity in their final days. Those, however, who
are put 1in "eare at a. retirement home, may find little
mean1ng given to their lives. Still they try te
maintain dignity and view death as a normal process in
one's 11 fe.
Family Responses

The temptat1on of family members to discourage the
aeeeatance of an inevitable process 1s indeed great.
However, in opposing the Native eiders acceptance of
death tuere is a misunderstanding regarding the mean1ng
of death. For example, the family would 1ike to
persuade the elder that he or she has many more years of
life stil1 1eft to enjoy. However, the Native elder may
feel that he or she has Tived a long lifé and that
their time on earth has ended. Generally, they are not
SO concerned about their own physical pain as the mental

42



pain caused by their situation to their loved ones. The
Native eideriy pray fdrra painless death and the same

for the1r fr1ends What the elders do get anxious

about 1s the ab111ty of their family to get By without
them The e]ders want to be reassured that their death
w111 not impose hardship on them and may even express
the des1re to have the fam11y accept their death fd

accompany them on their journey to the dther s1de the

elders may also want prayers said for theii.

Death of a Spouse

There are many myths and half truths that seem to
be linked to death and . the bereaved. One misconception
is that a w1dower surv1ves the ordeal much better than a
widow. A man, however ‘has just as many adaustments to
make aseawoman Trad1t1ona11y,ceremon1es were he]d
whereby 1t was poss1b1e for people to express grief in
Tove and for the departed soul. With the ceremony went
the unhaaa1ness faults, failings, bad luck; bitterness;
pain; not on]y of the departed one, but of the fam11y,
their { tr1be their country, and the world. This was a
way of cleansing the human race of some of its Burdens
The departed gave this last g1ft by shar1ng the g1ft
of the pur1fy1ﬁ§ Eeremony with their fr1ends and family.
This pur1fy1ng ceremony helaed them travel the road of

the dead 1ead1ng to the sa1r1t world of the
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grandfathers. Today, these ceremonies are all but

forgotten. The Native elderly mainly follow the
European christian teachings and tend to die in

;
hospitals or retirement hemss. This is followed by a
christian burial. |

ng

unique

[y

alone very difficult. Both have their
stereotypes to overcome. Iales are considered more abie

The spouse who remains, male or female, finds be
u

to handle grief than women. Tears are not reserved for
males alone:. Widowers cry just as much and maybe more
so in their heart. Tears are an expressive release of
emotions: If they are smothered, they will rise up in

another form.

Psychological Reaction

People who are terminally 111 should never be made

to feel, that all hope is gone. These individuals
must have a thread to held on to for as long as they
require it. This does not mean extending false hopes
and dreams of a miracle. The Native elderly will want
to have family around them as much as possible. The
elders will want to know that their loved ones are fine
- that the young still have a chance.

14



The Native elderly will recall their past: how
they lived their lives, and the hard work they did in
their lifetime. ~ A g
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have 11kee to aeeomplish. Their lives are nearing an
end semé will Be s1ck and in pain. The elders w111
out Just right. If asked, these individuals will also
give advice to those who will listen.

In short, death is a time of trans1t1on It is a
time when one's body is shed for another to meet the
great spirit. The Native elder prepares oneself through
prayer. A priest or a medicine/spiritual person may be
required. Such a person ean help gather the strength
‘needed to cress over to the other side. Death may be
the last gréat mystery but it should not be feared, so
Tong as we can act from our hearts in the care of the
dying and those whe remain.

10 -



SUMMARY

The Native elderly generally accept death as a
part of the eyele of 1ife. fh’e'y' become reflective about
their 1ife and want to be assured that 7Toved ones are
fine.

The death of a spouse affects both men and wormen.
These individuals should be allowed to express their
SOrrow.

It is important that the family and human service
workers support the elders who are dying and allow them
to share their experiences.

17
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Selected Readings

f i
Indian Lake Region: National Museum
ggg Contributions to Anthropology VI, Bulleti

3Z2: 1-37. Ottawa.

Additional Resources
Place: National Film Board of Canada
245 Main St.
Winnipeg., Manitoba, R3C 1A7

Augusta
11m 1s the portrait of an 88 year o1d Indian woman
ves alone il a leg cabin without running water or
lectricitly. She reealls past times, but Tives very
much_in the present. Self-sufficient, dedicated to her
people, she_ spreads her warmth wherever she moves with
her songs, her harmonica and her soft-voiced comments.

Cirele of the Sun (Le Soleil Perdu)
At the 1961 gathering of the Blood Indians of Alberta

the exciting spectacle of the Sun Dance was captured on
film for the Tirst time. The film also reflects the
predicament of the young generation - those who
relinguished their ties with their own peobple but have



Additional Resources Cont'd
Place: National Film Board of Canada Cont'd

Cree Way
John Murdoch, principal _of the Indian Affairs school at
Rupert House. James Bay, and his wife Gertie have

initiated a curriculum development project usirg local
ple _and resources. The teaching materials, drawn

peo )
from Cree folklore, are mainly in Cree and make use of
old photographs; artefacts and books that are writter

and_ printed 1in the”cpmmunjtyg741hg,s;hoo1,year is
orgenized so that pupils have_time to go hunting and
fishing with thelrffam111eslw,I,is,innovatnve,aBBreaCh
makes local control of education a reality in native
communitiess

The Great Spirit

Many Ofﬁthe,nearly;300;000;registéree;eanadjanﬂlndians
are finding a new sense of solidarity in their
traditional beliefs. This film presents a rare glimpse
of Canada's native people's sacred places, rituals angd
ceremonies, as they re-discover their ancient religious
heritage and renew their sense of Indian identity.
27 minutes, 50 seconds, 106C 0178 387

L

The Land is the Culture

Produced by the_Unien:of B.€. Indian Chiefs, The Land I
The Culture tells of lands stripped from the Indians, of
roads and_railways driven through reserves without
consultation, and of hunting and fishing conflicts - all
of which documents the fact that the Indians' stv uggle
for land claims is not Jjust one of geography oar
recompense 1n dollars, but _of cultural survival.
(Available in Pacific Region only).




Additional Resources Cont'd

Place: Natibhai Film Board of Canada Cont'd

The Loughouse People (La Grande Maison)

Tne 1ife anc religion of the Longhouse People. We
how the Iroquojs of . today still maintain a 1ink wi
proud past. The film, produced in 1951, shows a ra
dance, a _healing ceremony and a celebration in honour
a newly chosen chief.
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Mother of Many Children (Mere de tani enfants)

This film is an album.of Native womanhgod; portraying a
once proud matriarchal society which for centuriés has
been pressured to adopt different standards and customs,
but which is now fighting for equal status and

People of the Sacred Circle
At_the Indian Ecumenical Conference in th: summer of
1975, signs of discontent emerged: the young demanded
changes; the old resisted contémperary pressures: the
presence of white film crews grew dark, resentful
g]ﬁnCES;,and,tne_rq1n,fell and fell - an omen some said,
rom the disapproving gods. The resulting program jooks

not only at the special events of this yearly week-long
study session, but at the internal problems of
preserving something called "Indianness”.



Additional Resources Cont'd

Place: National Fiim Board of Canada Con.'d

The People of This Land
This-is_ a report on the situation of Canada's native
people "south of the 60 degrees” in which economic
development of the North, land claims, and secial and
cultural problems of the Inuit, Indians and Metis are
discussed With government officials and native
representatives. Host Barbara Frum also 1ooks at the
vast land claims made by native peoples in the North:

(¢v}
=1

(1) e+

rn

the Inuit, Cree and Dene are determined to get a better
po1g%icglw%%a1 than the treaties negetiated with natives
in the South.

/86 minutes, 20 seconds 106C 0178 432

Nonoonse Anishinabe [shichekewin Ka Kanawentank

Each spring;, for more than 40 years, 68 year ol

Nanoonse has crossed Lake Manitoba's fragile ice to tap
the delicate maples on _sugar jdsland. She always brings
along some members of her large extended family SO
grandchildren and. great-grandchildren too can learn, and
.thereby help to keep alive th Saulteaux tiraditions of

their _aneestorss = - = - S
_.This quiet and reflective film with soundtrack that

features natural sounds, comments by Nanoonse, and

minimal voice-over narration, presents a clear picture
of the sugaring process but, more importantly, suggests
how traditions function as the "cement" that keeps a

culture together. The role of womer_ in preserving and

transmitting such traditions is also touched upon in two

other fiims about native woman, Augusta and Mother of
Many €hildren.
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lli ELDERLY SERVICE WORKERS' TRAINING ﬁﬁé@ééfV(EsWiP)
TITLES OF THE TRAINING PROJECT'S MODULES
Block A: Eésitrkﬁdwiédﬁé of Aging Process

A;1 Program Planning for Older Adults **

2 Stereotypes of Aging #**

3 Human.Development Aspects of Aging ##

:g Social Aspects of -Aging #¥ .

I

Physiological Aspects of Aging ##
6 Death and Bereavement #* -
7 Psychological Aspects of Aging ##
.8 Confusion and the Older Adult ¢
9 Nutrition and the Older Adult **
.10 Listening and the Older Adult #*
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Block B: Cultural Gerontolody
B.1 ~Ukrainian Cu.ture **  B.2  German Culture **
B.1.1 Communication and Adjustment * B.2.1 Communication and Adjustment *
-B.1.2 Communication and Adjustment #
‘3 _ French Culture-* B.4 Ni Cult o
B.3.1 Communication and Adjustment * B.4.1 communication and Adjuftment #
B.4.2 Communication and Adjustment #

Native Culture *

Block C: Work Enviromnment
C:1 Work Environment I *
Resource Materials:
Handbock of Selected Case Studies
User's Guide

- Us )
ESWTP Authoring System
ESWTP Final Report

Please Note:

ALL MODULES ARE AVAILABLE IN THE PRINT FORMAT. THE CODE
FOR IDENTIFYING OTHER FORMATS IS LISTED BELOW.

iode / Format
, 7~
: /

/

Computer-Assisted Instruction (CAI) Courseware
Interactive Video (Tape)/Computer-Assisted Television Courseware
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