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Addiction is the continued use of a mood altering substance or behavior
despite adverse dependency consequences, or a neurological impairment
leading to such behaviors. Addictions can include, but are not limited to,
alcohol abuse, drug abuse, exercise abuse, pornography and gambling.
Classic hallmarks of addiction include: impaired control over
substances/behavior, preoccupation with substance/behavior, continued use
despite consequences, and denial. The First Nation people in Canada or The
Aboriginal tribe are found to have these addictive problems more when
compared to other community in Canada and this has created a drastic

change in the survival of their community.

First Nations are the various Aboriginal peoples in Canada who are neither
Inuit nor Metis. There are roughly 630 bands of first nation people spread
across Canada, and the majority of them are found in Ontario and British
Columbia. Under the Employment Equity Act, First Nations are a designated
group along with women, visible minorities and persons with physical or

mental disabilities.

Founded in the 19th century, the Canadian Indian residential school system
was intended to force the assimilation of Canadian Aboriginal and First
Nations people into European-Canadian society. The purpose of the schools,
which separated children from their families, has been described by
commentators as “ killing the Indian in the child. Funded under the Indian
Act by Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, a branch of the federal
government, the schools were run by churches of various denominations -

about 60% by Roman Catholics, and 30% by the Anglican Church of Canada
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and the United Church of Canada, along with its pre-1925 predecessors,

Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Methodist churches.

The attempt to force assimilation involved punishing children for speaking
their own languages or practicing their own faiths, leading to allegations in
the 20th century of cultural genocide and ethnocide. There was widespread
physical and sexual abuse. Overcrowding, poor sanitation, and a lack of
medical care led to high rates of tuberculosis, and death rates of up to 69%.
Details of the mistreatment of students had been published numerous times
throughout the 20th century, but following the closure of the schools in the
1960s, the work of indigenous activities and historians led to a change in the
public perception of the residential school system, as well as official

government apologies, and a (controversial) legal settlement.

Colonization had a significant impact on First Nations diet and health.
According to the historian Mary-Ellen Kelm, “ inadequate reserve allocations,
restrictions on the food, fishery, overhunting, and over-trapping” alienated
First Nations from their traditional way of life, which undermined their

physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health.

First Nations peoples face a number of problems to a greater degree than
Canadians overall, many of their living conditions are comparable to
developing nations like Haiti. They have higher unemployment, rates of
incarceration, substance abuse, health problems, fetal alcohol syndrome,
lower levels of education and higher levels of poverty. Suicide rates are more
than twice the sex-specific rate and also three times the age-specific rates of

non-Aboriginal Canadians.
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Life expectancy at birth is significantly lower for First Nations babies than for
babies in the Canadian population as a whole. As of 2001, Indian and
Northern Affairs Canada estimates First Nations life expectancy to be 8. 1

years shorter for males and 5. 5 years shorter for females.

Self-government has given chiefs and their council’s powers which combine
those of a province, school board, health board and municipality. Councils
are also largely self-regulating regarding utilities, environmental protection,
natural resources, building codes, etc. There is concern that this wide-
ranging authority, concentrated in a single council, might be a cause of the

dysfunctional governments experienced by many First Nations.

Gangs consisting of Aboriginals are becoming an increasing problem, across
Canada, due to the poor living conditions. Most of them are found in

Winnipeg and Manitoba.

One of the most acrimonious issues to result from the Treaty process is the
dark legacy of the residential school system. The purpose of the residential
schools in Canada was to educate and civilize or westernize the First Nation
peoples in order that they adopt a more western - that is European -
lifestyle. Separating the children from their parents and forcing religion on
them, it was believed, was the only means by which to achieve this “

civilizing” of the First Nations people.

Residential Schools: The Legacy

The story of and continuing debate around the topic of Residential Schools in
Canada is highly contentious. The residential school experience continues to
haunt First Nations peoples and, according to some, has led to a general
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indifference towards the education of many First Nations youth today. Many
of the people who experienced a residential school “ education” are now
parents and grandparents and many possess deep biases against education
for their children because of what they experienced. It is a difficult subject
for many to understand because the residential school experience was not
the same for everyone involved. Clearly, some schools were better
maintained than others while some staff members more benevolent than
others. Although a difficult subject to broach, the story of the residential
schools has become an important part of not only First Nations history but of

Canadian history.

Separated from their family, friends, and in many cases the only home they
had known, First Nations children were taken together, according to age
level, to the residential school in the fall of each year. Once at the school,
they were not permitted to speak their native tongue and the supervisors
spoke only English to them, punishing them if they reverted to their own
language. In many cases, the children knew nothing of the English language
upon their arrival and this meant that many spent several years in silence

until they were even able to express their needs.

The school environment was a stark contrast to the home environment
where aboriginal children were important contributing members of their
family - expected to help with the work of day to day life — tending the nets,
feeding the dogs, cutting and hauling wood, cutting up meat and fish for
drying. The school demanded very little in comparison. A child had no
responsibility for the well-being of others. At residential school, the
aboriginal child became no one’s keeper, not even his own as, in many
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cases, all movements were monitored and children were expected to adhere

to strict guidelines of conduct.

The schools were very difficult and lonely places for many children but they
affected the entire family. If children returned home for the summer months
in many cases, their parents found that they had significantly changed. They
were no longer interested in helping the family with daily tasks and rather
than spending time with their families, who were no doubt becoming more
foreign each passing year, most preferred to spend time with children their

own age who also attended residential school.

Perhaps the most detrimental effect of the schools was the children’s loss of
all ability to speak their own language - effectively breaking the means of
communication and traditional knowledge sharing between parents and their
children. Furthermore children were taught at school that their culture was
somehow inferior and not worth preserving. As a result, the residential
school disrupted the passing of traditional beliefs, skills, and knowledge from
one generation to the next, and deliberately separated the children from
their heritage by encouraging them to resent it and embrace a more

European outlook and belief system.

While the cultural shock was immense without the residential schools, most
First Nations youth would never have learned to read and write, or learn

about the world and other ways of life.

By the 1950s, the Canadian government began to realize the residential
school policy was a failure. The last residential school in Canada was closed
some 30 years later.
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Today, Aboriginal people want recognition of what was done to their
communities as a result of the residential schools. Aboriginal people have
demanded, and received, official apologies from the Anglican, United and
Roman Catholic churches which operated residential schools. As more and
more former students of residential schools come forth with stories about the
sexual and physical abuse they experienced, several religious authorities

who administered the schools are being charged criminally.

Aboriginal Mental Health and Substance Use

Aboriginal people make up only three per cent of Canadian citizens, but this
population is one of the fastest growing in the country. It is also the
youngest. The average age of Aboriginal people is 25. This is 10 years

younger than the average age of the general population.

There is great variety in languages, beliefs, traditions and cultures among
Aboriginal peoples. In British Columbia alone there are 203 First Nations
bands. About 30 different First Nations languages are spoken in this
province. Unfortunately, there are also high rates of mental illness and
problem substance use in some Aboriginal communities. This is due to a

number of factors, including a history of cultural trauma.

Still, a 2002-03 survey indicated that about 70 per cent of First Nations
adults living on reserves felt in balance physically, emotionally, mentally,
and spiritually. Also, Aboriginal people suffering from mental health problems
have been shown to be more likely than the rest of Canadians to seek
professional help (17 per cent as compared to eight per cent). This is a

positive step towards healing for Aboriginal communities.
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The Rates of Mental Illness and Substance Use Problems
among Aboriginals

Aboriginal people have higher rates of post-traumatic stress
disorder and depression than other groups:

-About 16 per cent have faced major depression, which is twice the Canadian

average.

-More Aboriginal youth suffer from psychiatric problems than non-Aboriginal

youth.

Suicide is the leading cause of death among Aboriginal
people under 44 years old:

-Rates of completed suicide are higher among Aboriginal males than females

and peak among young adults between the ages of 15 and 24.

-According to the Regional Health Survey in 2002-03, three in 10 adults (31
per cent) reported having had suicidal thoughts and one in six (16 per cent)

had attempted suicide at some point in their lives.

-Among First Nations communities, suicide rates are twice the national

average, and show no signs of decreasing.

-The rates among First Nations youth (between 15 and 24 years of age) were
from five times (among boys) to seven times (among girls) higher than the

Canadian population between 1989 and 1993.
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Aboriginal people are less likely to drink than the general
population. Only 66 per cent of aboriginals drink alcohol.
Still, among those who do drink, problem substance use is a
serious concern:

-More than one quarter of Aboriginal Canadians have a substance use

problem.
-Aboriginals are more likely to smoke than people in the general population

-First-time use of tobacco, alcohol and other drugs tends to occur at younger

ages in Aboriginal populations.

-Aboriginal youth are at a two-to-six times higher risk for every alcohol-

related problem compared to other young people.

-Aboriginal youth are more likely to smoke, use inhalants, and use marijuana

regularly.
-Substance use is a leading factor in teen pregnancy among Aboriginals.

-Aboriginal women have higher rates of substance use during pregnancy
than other women. This means they are more likely to have babies born with

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder and other problems.

Why are the rates of mental illness and substance use so high
among Aboriginals?

A HISTORY OF ABUSE AND DISCRIMINATION

Aboriginal people in Canada have been treated unfairly for centuries. Until
1970, many Aboriginal children were forced to go to residential schools. At

these schools their culture, language and dignity were taken away from
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them. Some were abused physically and sexually. Because of these attacks
on identity and culture, Aboriginal students and their families found
residential schools traumatic, even when school personnel were kind and
educational benefits occurred. As a result, a high percentage of residential
school survivors suffer from mental or behavioral problems. The last
residential schools closed in the 1980s, but their effects can still be seen in
Aboriginal families and communities. The trauma felt by students and their

families has been passed down through successive generations.

BARRIERS TO HEALTH CARE

There are many obstacles that stand between Aboriginal people and quality

health care. Some of these include:

-lack of access to service

-discrimination among health practitioners

-lack of appropriate care

-cultural barriers (i. e., lack of experience mixing traditional and modern

medicine)

-geographic isolation

A CYCLE OF DIFFICULT FAMILY CIRCUMSTANCES

Newer generations of Aboriginals are still at higher risk for mental health and
substance use problems than the general population. This is partly because
of the stress factors that continue to occur in many Aboriginal families.

Oftentimes poverty, ill health, educational failure, family violence, problem
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substance use and other difficulties reinforce one another, perpetuating a

cycle of dysfunction and despair.

1. Early Childhood: Some Aboriginals live in overcrowded houses in isolated
environments run by single parents who survive on very low income. As a
result, some Aboriginal children fail to receive the attention they need to
develop socially and emotionally. On reserves, there are often many
generations living under one roof. In these situations children may be
exposed to alcohol and other drug use from a young age. This puts them at
higher risk for substance use in their teen years and later. Higher than
average rates of family violence, including physical and sexual abuse, also

put Aboriginals at higher risk for mental health and substance use problems.

2. Adolescence: Young Aboriginals are at high risk for harms caused by
substance use. In comparison to youth of the general population, Aboriginal

youth experience:

-more difficulties in school and higher high-school drop-out rates-this is often
due to culture and language barriers. Some youth also experience

discrimination from teachers and peers related to Aboriginal values

-confused ethnic identity-it can be challenging for youth to identify with their

heritage while being raised and educated in a non-Aboriginal society

-lower self-esteem and self-confidence

-higher rates of sexual abuse-especially among females (nearly one quarter

of female sexual-assault victims are younger than seven)
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-more psychiatric problems

Unplanned teen pregnancy is an important factor that plays a role in the
cycle of mental health and substance use problems among Aboriginals.
Added to this issue is the fact that Aboriginal youth often start using drugs
and alcohol to fit in with peers and boyfriends/girlfriends. Young women
sometimes feel pressure to continue using substances after they become
pregnant because they fear others will find out. This is one cause of the high
rates of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) in the Aboriginal population.
These rates suggest that some young women are addicted to alcohol, or they
may not understand the risks of using alcohol and other drugs during
pregnancy. This is a big problem because many expectant teen mothers also
have poor eating and exercising habits. All of these factors work together to

create a high risk for delivering a child with problems.

3. Adulthood: Aboriginal women often have particularly stressful, hard lives
because of physical abuse and a lack of support from their partners. Some
use substances to manage stress or to cope with anxiety, depression and
other mental health problems. Research has shown that there is a higher
incidence of intimate partner abuse in Aboriginal communities than
elsewhere. The use of substances by men has been shown to be an
aggravating factor for violence within Aboriginal families. Some of the

consequences of male violence against Aboriginal women include:

-diminished self-esteem and sense of security

-damage to physical and emotional health
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-negative impact on children (nurturing a sense of fear and insecurity and

the intergenerational perpetuation of the cycle of violence)

-negative impact on financial security

-loss of matrimonial home and sometimes relocation outside the community

-self-blame

PROMOTION OF RESILIENCE IN ABORIGINAL
COMMUNITIES

It is important to note that some Aboriginal communities have fewer
problems than others. There are indeed factors that serve to protect some
First Nations people and communities from the cycle of difficulty. For
example, in the past, Aboriginals had very strong cultural practices that
promoted healthy connectedness and forms of conflict resolution that
encouraged reconciliation. This and other similar strengths have helped
Aboriginals to survive despite the great obstacles they have faced, and still

face today. Some other examples of strengths include:

-the traditional value that is placed on sharing, humility and not hurting

others

-the value that is placed on cooperation and non-competition

-the traditional value placed on community conscience and a shared sense of

responsibility

-a history of spirituality, religious practices and rituals
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-a deep-seated belief in living in harmony with the Earth and all other

creatures

Traditional strengths have sheltered some Aboriginal communities more than
others. It is possible that these protective factors could be called upon to
promote and assist the healing that is so needed today both within

Aboriginal Communities and in Canadian society at large.

Aboriginal people tend to consider mental wellness holistically. Good mental
health means being in balance with family, community and the natural
environment. Family and community have an important role in helping
individuals regain their sense of balance. Therefore strong families and

communities also promote resilience in Aboriginal communities.

Why is it important to address mental health and substance
use problems in Aboriginal populations?

Social responsibility

It is said that the measure of a civilized society is how it treats its most
vulnerable citizens. Many Aboriginals are vulnerable and treated poorly.
Canadian society needs to find ways to connect with all people who are
struggling and help them overcome issues that challenge families and
communities. At the same time, society must recognize that lasting healing

for Aboriginal populations must come from within.

Many of the difficulties Aboriginal people face today are a result of the
contempt that was shown for their culture and identity in the past. Therefore,
it is very important that healing processes for Aboriginal communities draw
on and support the resilience embedded in traditional Aboriginal culture.
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Economics

Canada’s Aboriginal population is relatively small compared to the general
population. Yet the problems and difficulties Aboriginals face are extreme,
resulting in great expense to the whole country. A disproportionate number
of Aboriginal people live in poverty, are homeless, or lack appropriate
education. First Nations people experience more challenges related to FASD,
trauma and other developmental factors. A disproportionate number of
Aboriginals are incarcerated or involved with the justice system. High rates
of mental problems and substance use among Aboriginals strain the health
care system. All of these imbalances taken together with poor health, loss of
productivity, lack of social cohesion and other problems add up to significant

economic cost to society.

A HEALTHIER FUTURE

Aboriginal populations have unique patterns and consequences of mental
illness and substance use. In order to address these, a wide range of cultural,

environmental and historical factors must be considered.

It is now widely accepted that psychosocial factors play an important role in
individual and social development. A call has been made for the recognition
of the influence of culture on health as well. When considering the substance
use and mental health issues of Aboriginal people, it is important to
acknowledge that Western culture has its own difficulties in these areas.
Therefore the Western model may not be appropriate for Aboriginals. In
addition, the influence of modern-day Western culture on Aboriginal
populations may be seen as the root of some on-going substance use
problems in these communities.
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It may be that taking part in the journey as Aboriginals rediscover and
strengthen their communities based on certain traditional practices could
actually help mainstream society to understand the importance of practices
like connectedness and reconciliation in healing. This could help the general
population to better deal with its own mental health and substance use

problems.

Adopt a culturally appropriate attitude

Lessons from the work that has been done in healing related to residential
schools should be remembered and used in the context of healing in

Aboriginal communities. Some of the key findings in research done by the
Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF) around the healing from the legacy of

residential schooling include:

1. Community healing is connected to individual healing. Rebuilding family
and community support networks will help stabilize the healing of individuals

have experienced childhood trauma and family disruption.

2. Culture is good medicine. Culture-based outreach and healing mediated
by survivors, local personnel and Elders has proven successful in reaching

individuals who had previously resisted interventions.

3. Resilience in individuals and communities can be tapped. Healthy
individuals in distressed communities were found to be good at promoting

change.

https://assignbuster.com/research-on-first-nations-addiction-sociology-essay/



Research on first nations addiction soci... - Paper Example Page 17
4. It takes time to heal. AHF funding was limited to a few years, which proved
to be enough to get the healing process started in many of the communities

where projects were conducted, but not enough to see complete healing.

5. Services must be put in place and kept in place to encourage individual
healing and help communities with their healing journeys. Typically,
programs are short-term and project- based, but research indicated that
services using local capacity and Indigenous knowledge are effective and

economical.

6. As individuals and communities heal, the depth and complexity of needs

can be seen, creating generating demand for training.

Some of the most successful activities conducted to date by the AHF include
healing/talking circles, interacting with Elders, one-on-one counseling, and

participating in ceremonies.

Support sex education and contraception for teens

If Aboriginal youth are not educated by their parents or schools, they learn
about puberty, sex and relationships through their friends and the media.
Education should be provided by both Elders and young First Nations role
models who youth can relate to and trust. Many Aboriginal communities are
isolated. This means that youth must travel to get to clinics for information,
contraception, and counseling. Health services should be provided within
communities and they must be confidential. Teens must feel sure that their
use of such services will not result in labeling or negative judgment by

others.
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Advocate for targeted, culturally relevant programs

All programs that serve Aboriginal people should include screening for
substance use and mental disorders. They should also target the
communities’ most vulnerable citizens, like children and young women.
Parent-education and family-support programs that are culturally sensitive
could help lower violence and problem substance use. Programs for pregnant
teens could feature cultural myths and be developed to focus on FASD
prevention strategies. (Some studies show that Aboriginal youth are more
likely to pay attention to cultural myths about the effects of eating
strawberries or crabs during pregnancy than to avoid using drugs and
alcohol. Adapting cultural myths to include warnings about drinking alcohol

during pregnancy may help to reduce the risky behavior of pregnant teens.)

“ We owe the Aboriginal peoples a debt that is four centuries
old. It is their turn to become full partners in developing an
even greater Canada. And the reconciliation required may
be less a matter of legal texts than of attitudes of the heart.”

(http://www. searchquotes. com/search/Aboriginal_People/)
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