
A change in federal law last 
1'9<!' haa fl!Jded a 117-year prohi
bition agamst alcohol on Canadi-
an Indian serv, . 
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On Dec. 28 , a federal law 
passed last Jiiiie came into effect, 
aJlowinuatives to consume alco
hol j)Jl reserves and giving ir 
bu~ afl1I communit~ ~aniz
,tions the ~t to a«~ 
licences and SP!lCial OCC8Sl~
nuts. -

There is some disagreement 
among community leaders over the 
immediate impact on reserve life 
of the change in the law. 

However, there is agreement 
on the political ramifications of the 
law. Many Six Nations leaders be
lieve that the change is also tied to 
continuing discussions about native 
autonomy. They argue it repre
sents another attempt by the feder
al government to impose its ver
sion of self-government on natives 
without consultation. 
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----- Political ramifications 

The federal overnment had 
rohibited alcobol oo rese"eli 

since 1868. 

"Don't drink 
the fire-water because the water 
will quench the fU"e." 

That is what native elders have 
been telling their young people 
since they were introduced to alco
hol centuries ago. Despite the 
warning, natives remain victims of 
alcoholism. And the fire, symbol or 
the spirit, has suffered. 

Cultures different 
But natives are still vulnerable 

to alcoholism because of cultural 
differences, and this makes the na
tive alcoholic one of the most mis
understood and loneliest victims of 
the disease. 

One difference is that natives 
are taught to share whereas white 
people are taught to be competi
tive, Mr. Bomberry said. A native 
in a white environment suffers 
"culture shock." 

"For a native who lenes the 
reserve, it's easier to aocialile in a 
hotel room where there is alcebol 
rather than deal with the loneli-
ness." 

Mr. Bomberry, who has beell 
sober for 13 years after • 11¥19-
year drinking bout, spealll 
experience. 

Ten years ago,- lie ea 
$25,000 a year as I diesel mechanic 
for the United Stltel Air Force. 
Because be was t 



s money on material pos
sessions and alcohol. 

"I felt guilty," he confessed, 
"but I didn't know why. In white 
society I was considered success
ful, but in native society I didn't 
have a family to share it with." 

According to Iroquoian ethics, 
Indians should not demonstrate an
ger, Mr. Bomberry said. 

This ethic stems from the code 
of noninterference. Every natural 
thing in the universe possesses a 
spirit because it originated from 
the Creator. Disrupting another 
spirit upsets the Creator's plan. 

In the extended family of the 
traditional Longhouse, every per
son had a role to perform and an
ger was deemed disturbing. War 
was considered the means for vent
ing anger, one of the reasons the 
Iroquois were such fierce warriors. 

. "In today's society, there isn't 
an appropriate outlet. When a na
tive person drinks, his normal res
training mechanism is lessened 
and the anger that bas built up is 
expelled." 

The bottom line is a society's 
ability to adjust. "Non-native so
ciety bas bad 2,080 years to set up 
norms for drinking, whereas native 
society bas only been allowed to 
drink legally for 30 years." 

Just • the reasons for drink
• .ave society differ from 

in white society' so does the ~===~Dt. That is why it is im
in Tor a natlve to coonsel a 

, Mr . .Bomberry said. 
More than 98 per cent of the 

HO clients who use the centre 
!almuall:y are native, which is the 

the seven staff members 
are native. "The understanding is 

y there. There is a basic uni-
. You don't have to say anything 

use ·the other person already 
s." 

Counsellors avoid a structured 
setting, Mr. Bomberry said, add

ing thaf native culture is demo
cratic. "When they (native 

clients) are put into a coun
selling situation where one 

person is domineering, it 
is viewed as a power 

trip." 

A native c~ wile agrees to 
an appointment may not be ready 
to start at that time. But if he 
appears the next day, Mr. Bomber
ry offers his help. 

"It throws time management 
right out 'the window, but that's 
when the best counselling sessions 
are. That's when the native is rea
dy to talk and get rid of the excess 
luggage he has been carrying 
around." 

The counsellor may employ hu
mor to "break down the barrier of 
uncornfortableness". 

Because of the code of non
interference, natives are not accus
tonled to seeking help from other 

people, Mr. Bomberry said. It is 
difficult for them to make that rarst 
move. don't "U you're native, you 
hang out your dirty 1aunc1ry. Many 
nativeS feel tbat talkiDi to another 
person about their feelings me~ 
they are being weak and burdening 
the other person's spirit." 

Aw• of protocol_ 
The same code means that na

tives are consciOUS of protocol. A 
native needs time to adjust to the 
situation before he can respond to 
the counsellor's questions. Mr. 
Bomberry said. 

"Their tielie s are eir founda
tion. Everything they do in life re
lates to them. You have to rein
force that there is· nothing wrong 
with their beliefs." 

Since many of these beliefs are 
based on living in harmony with· 
the natural world, Longhouse fol
~ers are more sensitive, more 
attuned to feelings and forces than 
the average person. They must be 
able to trust the counsellor before 
they are able to begin treatment. 

"You have to show faith in this 
person. If it's not from the heart, 
.it',: .r_iot going to reach the heart." 

It is also important to remem
ber that in native society eye con
tact is consldered disrespectful- Of
ten the client does not look at the 
counsellor, but that does not mean 
he is not listening. Such cultural 
differences are frequently pe!· -
ceived by white people as ~w~
lingness to co-operate when 1t 1s 
really ignorance, Mr. Bomberry 

said~ositive feedback is impo~t 
for native clients, Mr· Bomberry 
said. Traditionally, each member 
of a native family is e~: 
perform a role ~ there 1s lit e 
praise for completing ta~ks. . 

"Working with na~~e cb~ts, 
we reinforce the ·pos1t1ve thmgs 
they do so they will h~ve the ener
gy to work on changing the nega
tive things." 

The problems of native alcohol-
ics are magnified for those who ~ 
long to the Confederacy 1 which 
adheres to the Longhouse culture, 
Mr ,Bomberry said. They are re
mo~ed from and dominat~ by 
both modem native and white so-
cieties. 

Because the Longbouse_ culture 
is based on traditional bt:befs,_ the 
first step in treating its clients 1~ to 
bel them ~ their ~rspec;tave. 



Expoe;tot ,tlOIO 

Joe Garlow is one of those fighting alcohol on the reserve 
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