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A while ago, a friend asked me to read some poems on her native-focused radio show.  “Do they have to be by native authors?”  I asked.  “Yes, because it’s a native show,” was her response.  This didn’t bother me at the time.  As I pondered its deeper implications, however, it occurred to me it was an example of the narrow understanding people seem to hold about what qualifies as native.
I’m not sure that I know what it means to be native.  What I do know, is that it bothers me that I question it.
My position is that if you are a native person – that is, have native ancestry – then whatever you do is native.
Many people have moved off-reserve and forgotten their languatge4 and traditions.  Does this mean they are not acting native?  Some would say yes.  I think it only means they have lost some hold on traditional native ways.  Ideally, all native people would know their language and practices their culture.
However, this is not the reality of today.  Our definitions must expand or we will continue to perpetuate stereotypes that native people have fought throughout history.  I’ll use myself as an example.  I wear Vans, have several piercings, dye my hair and dance to funk.  On the surface, it may not be obvious that I am native.  But I also go to pow-wows, smudge regularly, participate in sweat lodges, and keep up-to-date on Aboriginal issues.  
I don’t put any great effort into expressing my heritage in obvious terms.  I think those who do are completely justified in their positive cultural expression, but I refuse to change my looks or habits because someone thinks I don’t look native enough, or to fit some stereotyped of an Indian princess.
I attended the recent First Nations Day celebrations at Harbourfront Centre in Toronto and found it completely amusing when a group of native children got up on stage and began swing dancing.  They were totally awesome, I must say, but it was an unexpected move away from conventional methods of exhibiting what is native. 
Some might think that I’m advocating the adoption of non-native ways in order to better ourselves.  That’s not it at all. Instead, I think we simply have to open our eyes to the fact that not all native cultural expressions are spawned from tradition, and that we can open our arms to doing other things while retaining our heritage.  
So is it relevant to read a non-native person’s poem on a native radio show?  Of course it is, because native people also relate to that which is not traditionally considered native.
Native cultural expression doesn’t have to be only that which talks about healing, spirituality, anger about residential schools, and other common themes.
Native movies can involve native people living off reserves.  Native people can dance to funk as well as the heartbeat of the drum.
Be proud of your native heritage, for it is a beautiful culture with many powerful elements.  Be proud of who you are, inside and out.
But don’t let people tell you that being an Indian only means living on a reserve and wearing a headdress.  This will only limit you.
Remember and practise your heritage.  And be who you want to be.
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