Finding a balance between two worlds

by Elleen MuacLean
e the Tundre Times

Ay our imdinonal Nanve hifestyle m
rural Alasks ts affected by outside -
fluences, it becomes necessary for us
1o become advocaies on behall of our
people, o intertace with and educate
other culiures and irsure the needs of
our peuple are Tepresented

Recently at the Western Leguslanve
Conterence i Anchomge, where
legislators from Alsska and other
Western states gathered o explore
regional cooperation, | wos psked 1o
sit on a panel and wik abour my per-
sonal experience of INersctiog 1 an
urban environment, so vastly different
from my home n rursl Adasks

In discussing my history, |
remembered this difficult trnsition
il the chullenge of working in s con-
plex state bureaucrulic system.

I was born in Barrow, then w small
Inupiat village of 500 people where |
spent most of my carly years. At that
time, Barrow had very lintde contact
with the outside world, other thun
sporadic mr service and yearly barge
delivery. There was no J}ipﬂ! Waler S0
the one vehicle in the village was nsed
10 h-ul e during the winter.

14 1 was encouraged to at-
tend Fbgrum Edgecumbe in the com-
munty of Sitka in Southeast Alaska.
There was no alternative available for
MNatves from the Northern region to
obitain a lugh school diploma at st
wme, o0 1 left home W live with
stuodents  of different  cultural
backgrounds from other arcas of rural
Aduskn

We couldn’t go home except Tor two
months every yedar during  summer
hreak unless we dropped out, which
many dicl.

The expericnce away from home
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The gap Iin services
and opportunity between
urban and rural Alaska
has created a division. . .

was very difficult for me because In:
upist families are very close, We do
uut think of surselves singularly b
nof a gmuip
ithout my family near 1 feh
displaced from my cultural roots, un
sure of my identity. I struggled w im
kmrl: my English since speaking our
ative langunges was discournged.
Choosing my words  wisely was
something | cultivated during that
lime.

Although 1 was instially ditficalt for
us fo live together — our ancestral
histories involved clashes between In-
dinns and Eskimos — 1um grateful o
have formed strong friendships with
Natives from different cultures.

Today, many of my fellow students
ure prominent leaders of Native non-
profit mgunuuthma of state, borough
unu cl governments and  well

i lhr: MNative commumity mnd
um-.mg non-Natives alike

Our confinement allowsd us 1o
deveiop strong friendshups and gave us
the educutional tools needed to
strengthen the Native moveinent.

However, the main disadvantage of
separation from the people of o
culture s that we lacked parental role
models during critical developmental

years. As o resull, some of us have not
been successful Emrtnh The youth ol
tutaf are in need of involved parents.

Although Mount Edgecumbe
fumilinrized us with the dominent non:
Nutive culture il pave us structure

und discipline that has served us well
i oul various professions, it separated
us From our peaple and in some cases
out culturnl vilues. We now struggle
tor regiin those values and instill thear
impaortance i our children,

Adminedly, when | was exposed 10
urban lprurics during those years
away from home and witnessed other
ways of Iiving, this increased my ex-
pectations — sometimes making me
discontent ut home.

Like muny living ip rural Alaska
who are exposed to the media or have
spent time Qutside, 1 became more
militant about the right to basic ser-
vices in rural Alaska.

As a rural legislator working with
muny leaders from urban ureas, | !'nd
1 constuntly have to educate
aboul the differences between wu
I‘E%(ﬂﬂh of the state.

wme legislators as well as stue of-

ficials from urbanized, densely
ilited aréas have never heen to
nurial Alaska, so they aren't sensitive
1o the differences in cultural practices
and ways of living nor the needs, such
us higic necessities like running waler
and sewer systens, rosds and airports

These are basic needs taken for
granted in urban areas,

Some of the legislation passed and
policy implemented  discriminates
against rural Alaskn and does not fit
the needs of the people there,

An example of this musunderstand
ing is in the area of adoption. In the

Western society, adoption 1s |
by the courty, whereas in many ﬁm‘m:

cultures children wre communally
rnised, adopted out to relatives or close
Family fricnds,

It took many %t’lﬂ'h of legul battles

w persuade the Department of Heahth

and Socil Services (o bdopt regula-

nons o il:gnlm* our way of Native

adoption. Still, we have w fill o

l;pnm'ufh for adoption, abwding by u
extern law,

Though 1've learned o inieract n
the urban workd and o understand ued
apprecinte the differences from my
cilivre and region, 1'll never forget
where I'm from — where my home s
and the people 1 love and can best
wlentify with,

When I'm home | feel st peace. |
speak, think and dream Inupiag. U
fecls good to be myself. | don't have
10 interact in the complex bureavcmtic
system, so much o part of urban life
that was mitially so unfumiliar and dif-
ficult to muster,

My people depend on me 10 act as
i bridge between them and the outside
world. There are two sides of me: One
thai reaches back 1o my culiural
spiritunlity and the other that tries to
change things in the external world o
' ve the lives of my people.

ere wre elements of my culture (o
be protected. The sustainability of
futuee Inupiayg generations de 5 0N
that protection.

The strength and unity of our state
needs to be protecied as well. The gap
in services and opporunity between
urbun and rurnl Alaskas has crested o
division that weakens the stule as a
whaile.

We need 1o work toward closing this
piup, acknowledging and respecting the
ditferent cultures within our state, so
we can emerge joined and sure of our
future.



