11991 calls for working together
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The following is excerpted fmm
a speech in Fairbanks, Dec. 5,

1984, at a 1991 conference spon-

sored by Doyon, Lid. and Tanana
Chiefs Conference.,

In 1971, Alaska’s Native com-

munity won an historic seéttle-

~anent. Thirteen years later, we are
in the process of trying, to im-
prove that settlement. But just
because it needs improvement
doesn't mean that the leaders, of
the land claims movement werk
wrong - or that they sold out - or
that it was all a plot by govern-
ment to ultimately lﬂkL away nut
lands,

Unfortunately, we do hear
these charges from a few
members of our own people. To
me, the saddest thing about that,
attitude is that it threatens to!

dividé us at a time when, more'
\
than ever, we need to hold,

togelhcr

It is appropriate for us to bc
critical - if honest criticism leads
to constructive change. It is right
to air our differences, if such air-
ing leads us to understand each

. other’s views and to compromise,

It is proper, even necessary for us
to review the past - if we take
lessons from it for the future.

If we let ourselves get bogged
down in what is WRONG; if we
spend our time and energy on try-
ing to find someone to blame
because life isn’t the way we
wanted it; if we look at 1991 as
a time to dread - then we will gain
nothing. . ¥

If we let ourselves be
dominated by dread or division,
we will lose our dignity. If we let
ourselves get stuck in self-pity,
we will lose our pride. If we let
‘ourselves think only of *‘me and
mine'’ instead of **we and ours"’
- we will have lost the most
valuable legacy of being Native.

What js that legacy?

Many/of you see it and live by
it every day. It is so much a part
of you and your way of life that
you never think twice about it, It

is making fure your village elders
eat first, ..\t is taking in a child
whose parents cannot care for
him or hetl... It is opening your
home ' - rot only ‘to friends,
neighbors, land family - but to
strangers ab well. Al

It is respect for the land - not
because youl have a piece of paper
which ‘might say it belongs to
you, but bedause the land is there
for all of the people to share,

future,

This legacy is an attitude about
life; an attitude about why we are
here on this karth and about our
responsiblity| while we are here,

It is an attitude that says that my
value as a person lies not in what
I can attain for myself, but in
what I can do for others. How I,
as a mdw:dual. can in some way
large or ‘Small, contribute-to the
well-being of my people! And

respect, MTI protect for the

' maybe even the world, too.

“That’s all'fine and good'' you
might be thinking - ‘‘But like it
or not, we are part of the Western

~world and the western world

doesn't value that legacy."
- And if you said that or thought
of it, I'd have to agree with you
- to a point. All around us,
Western society is telling us to
look out for number one, Never
mind the others, it seems to say.
Just get what you can for
yourself.

Television tells us that and it’s

a big force in our lives whether

we like it or not. A typical cor-

poration - and our Native cor-

porations are NOT typical; at

least not yet - is founded on those

same principles of individual
ain.

How often have you heard peo-
ple - your friends or even your
family members - stand up at a
meeting like this and demand:
“Where is MY land?'’ Not
“OUR" land, to protect for
future generations - but MY land?

When I hear that, [ get frighten-
ed and I wonder what is happen-

ing to us. Are we losing our sense

of u)mmumly 7 Are we hmng our

(traditional values which itell us’

that **'WE!" is much'more impor-
tant then '*“ME'?
As hard a8 it'is to admit, I fear

‘that it IS happening, Not

everywhere and not to cvcryhndy

- but slowly, the ''ME"" attitude
1% t.m.runchmg on us, as a people.

But it i8n't too late to stop it;
to turn, it around, And that's why
a part of me welcomes 1991
not the year itself, ‘but'the oppor-
tunity it earries; Look atound
you. What do you See? |

I see a diverse group of péople
from villages l%wuughnul the
region. People with lots of dif-
ferent thoughts and ideas, And we
are all here together for the same
reason: To figure out how we can
ensure that a tool created for us
and for all Alaska Natives can be

used for the good of Alaska’

Natives - now and in the future.
1991 has given us an oppor-
tunity - an opponunity for us to
re-evaluate where we are going..
as individuals and as a people.
1991 is giving us the chance to

‘ask ourselves whether the direc-

tion we are going in is right for

" us,

1991 is giving us the chance to
break out from under some of the
outside influences that are taking
control of our lives - in ways so
subtle sometimes that we don't
even know it's happening..

If it weren't for 1991, there
would be no crisis to pull us
together. There would be no
cause to rally around; one that
forces us to talk to one another
and ask questions - often very dif-
ficult questions, which require us
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to step back undllmk at where we

are and where LVL want 1o go.
Many people S:avc said that we

cannot just return 1o the old ways.

I 'must agree with them, We do

live in a different, and far more
complicated ' world, than our

. grandparents ever knew, That is
just as true - maybe ¢ven more 50

- for the villages as it s for those

Cof us who live in the cities,

[ see 1991 as an opportunity (o
use-that change - bewilderingus
it seems sometimes - for the good
of our people. It's a chance to

take control of that change and|

use it as something good for our

people, instead of’ ]cmnb it con-

trol us.

Janie Leask
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