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Project Overview

In August, 2004, Bill Lee, Gary Dumbrill, Bonnie Freeman, Kim Martin and Irene Kleban formed a project called “The Aboriginal Knowledge Project.” Our goal was to learn about the concept of “helping” from an Aboriginal perspective and how this concept might be incorporated into the primarily Eurocentric Social Work curriculum at McMaster University.  The project’s team members intended to begin to develop a new partnership in which both the Eurocentric and Aboriginal perspectives of helping were blended in an equal manner.  Beginning with a “clean slate,” and honouring mutuality, we hoped to find consensus around this concept of helping.  
Although we began with a relatively simple agenda, it became more complex. As the process of this project evolved, we asked the following questions:  

1. How might we optimize the benefits of both the Aboriginal and Western worldviews without one dominating the other; in other words, how might we form a true equal relationship?  

2. How might we define what traditional knowledge is through consensus and what part of that knowledge might we bring into the classroom?  

3. How might we integrate such deeply different world views? 

4. Specifically, should McMaster University offer courses that have a traditional base of knowledge within the generalized social work program?
5. How might such a program look? 

6. How would a traditional base of knowledge affect the social work program in general? 

Context of the Project

This project was, and continues to be, important for several reasons.  Historically good intentions notwithstanding, the actions of social workers have hurt Aboriginal peoples. For example, westernized “help” has included residential schools and the “Sixties Scoop,” which perpetuated the policy of assimilation that has devastated Aboriginal communities. Social work thus has contributed significantly to the Aboriginal cultural holocaust. 

While the Aboriginal people are under-represented in the ranks of university graduates, they are over-represented in societal, physical, emotional, and health problems.  Historically, First Nations people have had a strong and healthy social welfare system and the concept of helping continues to be deeply entrenched within that socialization process.  It is with this understanding that we sought the consultation of Aboriginal people in thinking about how our curriculum might be influenced in a positive way. This project is an opportunity to discover how the School of Social Work can empower social workers to be part of the solution rather than the problem. 

Consultation Process

McMaster University School of Social Work secured two fourth year placement students, Kimberlee Martin and Irene Kleban to facilitate the process of gaining insight into the concept of helping from an Aboriginal perspective. Placement students were supervised by Bill Lee and Bonnie Freeman who provided weekly supervision and shared their wisdom and support throughout the project.  See Appendix I for the questions that guided our interviews.

An Advisory Committee was established and implemented to assess and guide this process.  This committee convened twice in an advisory capacity to the project. We discussed the project with the committee and presented collected data to them. 

We attempted to explore a contextual understanding of what helping means from an Aboriginal perspective. The students gathered data through an interview process involving eighteen people which included previous and current Aboriginal social work students, Aboriginal Elders, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal faculty at McMaster and Ryerson University. Interviews were conducted in person, over the telephone and through e-mail. Because these participants were primarily from the surrounding communities, this report acknowledges that the information gathered is not reflective of the range of Aboriginal cultures Canada.  

Interviewing was a complex process that in itself raised important questions about how academic institutions relate to Aboriginal peoples. Not surprisingly our initial interview schedule and language strongly reflected westernized approaches. We attempted to revise these interview questions and in the end developed two formats, one for Aboriginal Elders and one for academically based people. We thought this would fit the cultural context of the data we were seeking. It is interesting to note that one interviewee suggested that having two kinds of questions was oppressively Eurocentric because we believed there was a difference in the way the questions would be received.

By striving to create respectful partnerships with the Aboriginal community, we can begin to address the reality of oppression while beginning to reform and transform oppressive Eurocentric educational practices. Not only is it is important for the westerner to create new ways of helping to further benefit social work practice in general, but it is also important that Aboriginal students, who have been trained in Eurocentric universities, be given a chance to adequately define what Aboriginal helping consists of outside of the parameters of mainstream theories.  (Waterfall, 2002: 156).  

We believe this project is relevant to social work practice for several reasons. The priority in recruiting Aboriginal students into the Canadian social work educational systems is increasing. Also, this may be of assistance to Eurocentric educational reform in which students learn how to work more effectively not only with clients within their own cultural framework, but also with clients from diverse cultures. It is imperative that we, as students, learn that when we work with other cultures, we are not addressing the “other.” The notion that the Aboriginal is the “other” in need of assistance perpetuates marginalization, constructions of differences and cultivates internalization of racism (Sinclair, 200: 52).  Eurocentric educational programs further colonize Aboriginal people at an intellectual level and affect their capacity to be effective social workers within the parameters of their own communities. 

Literature Review

This literature review provides a further understanding of the concept of “helping” form an Aboriginal perspective.  The first part of this literature review will explore how colonization has impacted Aboriginal peoples. The second part will explore the importance of relationships from an Aboriginal perspective. 

Cultural Competence
 
Cultural competence has been defined as “a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes and polices that come together in a system, agency or among professionals that enable them to work effectively in cross-cultural situations (Tong and Cross 1991:12).  Many authors who discuss cultural competence emphasize the importance of practitioners own ability to reflect on their own personal cultural backgrounds and possible related biases and implications.  The values and world view inherent in models and theories need similar scrutiny (Weaver 1998).  Definitions of problems and their origins, and ideals for appropriate interventions and outcomes are culturally determined to a significant degree.  While there are important signs that challenge to existing traditions of policy and practice Dumbrill, Maiter, (1996), Wong (2003) and Tsang, K. T., George, (1998) for example, social work has tended to be less than flexible and innovative in approaches to cultural differences.  There is thus a significant need for practitioners, policy makers and other professionals to be aware of the cultural specificity of policy and practice (Kalyanpur 1998).  Effects of cultural incompatibility of typical social service models, particularly those relating to child and family services have been overwhelmingly negative. Literature on Indigenous child & family services describes examples of this incompatibility.

Colonization

Colonialism can be defined as the control of one power over a dependent area of people. Vickers (2002) asserts that the concepts of colonialism were founded on the delusion that the European race was superior to First Nation races in Canada. As a result of these superior and inferior stances, colonialism is manifested in relationships that produce polarized behaviours. We have learned these beliefs and they are often unconscious, unintentional and transmitted across generations. 

Vickers (2002) maintains that this “unintentional racism” is transmitted in the imperialistic culture in obvious or overt ways (exemplified by nineteenth century vocabulary such as “inferior” or “subject races”), and in hidden, or covert ways (exemplified through presumably good deeds by Europeans who believed that “savages” required domination to become “civilized savages.”) She argues that a third way to transmit racism is through the inactivity of the passive observer who is bonded to the belief of superiority and is unable to initiate work with others to create social change.

Sinclair (2004) takes the notion of the passive observer and applies it to that of an anti-oppressive pedagogy in Eurocentric universities. An anti-oppressive stance in Eurocentric settings does not necessarily address this lack of action from the passive observer because it does not require action beyond a theoretical grasping of issues. This passivity contributes to what Freire (1970) calls a “culture of silence,” or a context in which the oppressed are not heard in society.

Battiste, Bell and Finlay from the University of Saskatchewan maintain that most Eurocentric curricula represent Eurocentric knowledge as neutral and necessary for “all” of us. This “cognitive imperialism” continues to be paternalistic and promotes Eurocentric knowledge, production and dissemination. 

There are challenges in decolonizing Eurocentric pedagogy. Sinclair (2004) contends that with the effects of historical trauma Aboriginal people experience their own internalized colonialism which affects how knowledge is heard and integrated. Iseke-Barnes (2003) maintains that decolonizing requires a consistently evolving analysis of how the Aboriginal was colonized. Morrissette (1993) argues that the experience of colonization conditions both the colonized and the colonizer, and elicits racist analyses by both groups.

Waterfall (2002) implicates that social work as a Eurocentric profession with colonialist practices. Hierarchical relationships are replicated within the framework of inequitable power differentials. Historically, this power has been cloaked in good intentions. For example, the Sixties Scoop portrayed the good intentions of social workers as they maintained power over Aboriginal peoples. Imperialistic ideals were camouflaged in these good intentions. 

Vickers (2002) addresses the challenges that the Aboriginal student must face. This includes struggling against the superior position of student over the student as well as the superiority of Eurocentric culture over that of First Nations culture. Struggling between competing values, the Aboriginal student is torn between the Aboriginal worldview and the Eurocentric worldview. For the Aboriginal student entering the Eurocentric university survival often requires the acquisition and acceptance of a new form of consciousness that not only displaces them, but also devalues their Aboriginal consciousness. 

“A number of authors suggest that social work methods impose alien cultural values of individualism, maternialism and empiricism on Native American people (Voss et al 1999, Weaver 1998, Kalyanpur 1998, Awasis Agency 1887,  Ricks et al 1990).   The Awasis agency offers a critique of the Cratesian paradigm underlying social work theory, which they state leads to paternalism through the idea that there is one objective truth or reality to a situation, best understood by the expert.  Voss et al state that social work policy and practice rigidly reinforce a kind of clinical colonialism (1999:233)

Importance of Relationships

In the second part of this literature review, the importance of relationships from an Aboriginal perspective will be explored. During the course of this project we began to realize that helping is fundamentally transmitted through relationships and reciprocity.  Relationships are formed in the community and the collective consciousness dictates the individual’s self esteem (Elder Sadie Buck, 2004).  Interdependent relationships offer a deep sense of caring and respect and an innate sense of responsibility for the well-being of the collective.  

Vickers (2002) contends that in general academic society functions in ways that are similar to the colonial history of Canada, in that the superior/inferior relationships originate and function within the delusional belief of superiority. If the objective in an oppressive system is to dominate and control through superiority, then the student becomes the object of oppression, and colleagues become competitors.  Any learning models that do not support or conform to a Eurocentric academic model are viewed as not having any merit. Therefore, learning for the student in a Eurocentric environment is competitive, complex, chaotic, and confusing. 

Weaver (1999) argues that an Aboriginal person’s identity is often grounded in the sense of community rather than based on the westernized sense of individuality. In Aboriginal culture there is a strong tendency for the individual to define themselves as part of an intersecting network of relationships interconnecting family, group and community, in long term relationships and the belief that relationships themselves are more important than the task at hand.  

Hall (1976) discusses “high-context” relationships which are deeply involved and intimate that begin at home in childhood but is extended far beyond the home. These are contrasted to “low-context” relationships or those that tend to have many connections but of a shorter duration or for a specific reason. Building on Hall (1976) Lee and Saulis (1994) contrast high- and low-context relationships portrayed in Aboriginal and Eurocentric cultures. They note that in the Aboriginal culture there is a strong tendency for the individual to see their relationships as long term and believe that relationships themselves are more important than the task at hand; on the other hand, in the Eurocentric culture there is a strong tendency for the individual to be less aimed at developing human relations of a longer duration and being more goal oriented. 

Sinclair (2004) remarks that Aboriginal relationships exist in a web of kinship extending to nature. For example the difference in context between traditional Aboriginal and Western thought centers around the perception of one’s relationship with the universe and the Creator.  High-context relationships in the Aboriginal community transcend relationships between people.
What happens when high-and low-context (Aboriginal and Westernized learner) relationships intersect in the same setting (McMaster)?  Zapf (1999) examines bicultural teaching where an Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal instructor work together to offer a social work methods course to a class of Aboriginal students. As a non-Aboriginal, Dr Zaphf’s experience illustrates the challenges of building connections between two the Aboriginal and Westernized belief systems. 

Relationships may also be enhanced through teacher/learner interaction. As we begin to attend to the way knowledge is taught, learners (and teachers) might be able to see the process of teaching and thus develop an evolving relationship with one another. Freire (1970) recognizes that conventional education utilizes a banking concept in which the teacher posses supreme authority and knowledge over the student who is an empty vessel waiting to be filled with knowledge by the teacher. 

He further suggests that both the student and the teacher in this kind of relationship are oppressed. He addresses the notion that a new kind of relationship can be formed in which there can be learning between learners and teachers who are equal partners in their relationships and in their thinking. As equal partners, the teacher is no longer merely the one-who-teaches. Rather s/he is also taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn also teach the teachers. In this way teachers and learners become jointly responsible for the teaching/learning process. Bishop (2003) expands on this idea by asserting that the relationship between teacher and learner can be partnered in a “conversation of learning.” Learners can safely bring into the classroom who they are and how they know what they know as new foundations of interaction patterns in the classroom being formed between teacher and learner.  In such an environment learning relationships are nurtured as learners are able to take part in the whole process of learning.
Reciprocity and mutuality is inherent to relationships in which there is equality between teacher and learner.  Kelley and Nelson (1986) from Lakehead University consider how mutuality emphasizes honesty, openness and authenticity in relationships. Mutuality can also reduce social and power differences within the parameters of a reality-oriented interaction. Waterfall (2002) discusses the notion that power from within or empowerment, comes through life experience and from directed learning from Elders. 
Weaver 1998 notes that a high value placed on independence in the dominant culture has led to conditions such as enmeshment and codependency being regarded as dysfunctional.  However, such judgments are culturally relative, and can lead to misunderstanding and misdiagnosis.  “It is not unusual for non-Indian members of the formal child welfare system to misinterpret a parent’s reliance upon extended family members for childcare as a sign of neglect, yet this behavior represents normal and healthy interdependence among Native Americans (Ronnau et al 1990:91)

 

What People Shared With Us

What is the concept of helping within the context of the Aboriginal community?

As we attempted to come to grips with the Aboriginal concept of helping through the consultation process, we came to understand that it is dynamic. Woven into the fabric of the Aboriginal collective consciousness, the responsibility for helping is deeply entrenched within the socialization process is seen as an intrinsic part of and a natural consequence of being part of a community.  

Not surprising, community is core to helping and community relationships are guided by community values such as honesty, integrity, equality and foundational cultural values which include “the importance of family and extended family, and respect for Elders (Weaver, 1999: 221).  The Aboriginal identity is often “grounded in the sense of community or being a member of a group rather than based on a sense of individuality” (Weaver, 1999: 221).  There is interconnectedness to family, community, the greater society, the Creator, and the spirit world.  

Helping incorporates a holistic approach which involves the facilitation and/or supporting the empowerment of the individual as they strive to attain balance within the physical, emotional, spiritual and mental aspects of self.  Empowerment or power from within comes through life experience and from directed learning from Elders.  Empowering an individual to attain balance of self will subsequently lead to the restoration of balance of the collective and/or community. 

What are the key elements of helping within the context of the Aboriginal Community?

The interviews that we completed helped us begin to define what helping means from an Aboriginal perspective. Through this journey we gleaned key concepts of helping through consensus (see Appendix II). Key concepts of helping include: (1) Sense of community (2) Values or beliefs (3) Child centered societies (4) Equality (5) Responsibility (6) Story telling (7) Helping (interactive) process (8) Relationships.  

There are many components to these key concepts (see Appendix III). Helping is complex and fluid; many of the components are interrelated. This is exemplified by illustrating how components of relationships can interconnect (see Appendix IV).

Key Elements

(1) Sense of community

Components related to a sense of community include: Aboriginal communities seen as a classless society where everyone is equal; interconnectedness; collectiveness; and a holistic approach.  The individual is also connected to the family, the community, the greater society, the Creator, and the Spirit World. 

Woven into the fabric of the Aboriginal collective consciousness, the responsibility for helping, which is deeply entrenched within the socialization process, is seen as an intrinsic part of and a natural consequence of being part of a community.  When speaking about the importance of the collective or group experience, one respondent said that “Individual self-esteem is based on the collective consciousness.” 

The Aboriginal identity is often “grounded in the sense of community or being a member of a group rather than based on a sense of individuality” (Weaver, 1999: 221).  There is interconnectedness to family, community, the greater society, the Creator, and the spirit world.  Community is core to helping and community relationships are guided by community values. The individual and community are inseparable. Individual identity is inextricably linked to the collective identity. “While Euro Canadians tend to see themselves as individuals, Native people define themselves as part of family, group and community [and] often there appears to be little difference made among the three … we refer to as ‘local connectedness’ (Lee et al., 1994: 3)

(2) Values, Beliefs and Ethics 

Components that are at the foundation of the community include values such as: honesty, respect, equality, humility, generosity, integrity, open-mindedness, and a willingness to respectfully listen to other perspectives. Also included are the principles of the Great Law, or Righteousness, Health, and Power.

Values and beliefs involve one’s principles or standards about what is valuable in life. As shared principles, values and beliefs which contribute to the sense of self are considered important and are transgenerational. They are guided by foundational cultural values which include the importance of family, extended family, and respect for Elders.  

From an Aboriginal perspective, values that are important include: thinking collectively; consensus in decision making, considering all points of view; responsibility to family, clan, nation, and Creation; being humble; being willing to learn; knowing that everyone is equal and is a full partner in the society, no matter what their age; listening is as important as the ability to speak; knowing that everyone has a special gift or talent that can be used to benefit the larger community.

One respondent suggested that “with any given situation Aboriginal culture values and practice is governed by three main concepts.” These are the concepts of the Great Law and include Righteousness, Health and Power.  

The first concept of Righteousness implements fair treatment of everyone. This includes having a strong sense of justice, treating people equally, shaping personal conduct so as not to foster resentment or hatred, and thinking reasonably to arrive at mutually beneficial resolutions. 

The second concept of Health involves the soundness of mind, body and spirit and the belief that this will create a strong individual. 

The third concept of Power comes from the united actions of people operating within a collective system, or one mind, heart and body.  

Ethics are the principles that determine what is right and wrong. These include: honesty generosity, mutual unconditional respect, integrity (a sincere commitment to the well-being of others without expectations of benefits or gains), being thankful, hospitable, kind, cooperative and living in harmony with nature. 

(3) Child centered societies

Components related to child centered societies include the socialization process which is seen as a collective responsibility. 

Within all Aboriginal communities children are seen as a sacred gift from the Creator to the community, rather than to the individual parent(s) or family.  Aboriginal peoples recognize that our children are our future and our most valuable resource.  

It is the collective responsibility of the Aboriginal community to teach children emotional, physical, and cognitive discipline through a holistic approach which includes: modeling what is expected within a given role, storytelling, traditional teachings, and reinforcement of positive behaviour. As they learn, children develop a sense of belonging, interconnectedness, self-accountability, identity, responsibility to others, and purpose.

(4) Equality

Components related to equality include: being non-judgmental and striving for balance.  Restoration of balance within the community is dependent of the individual attaining balance.  
The concept balance originates with the requirement of balancing survival needs with the needs of the family, community, and nation (Morrissette et al., 1993: 93).  As one respondent said, “Helping means to restore strength, balance and harmony.”  In order for the individual and subsequently the collective (community) to be healthy one must attain balance within the physical, emotional, spiritual and mental aspects of the self. The theme of helper wellness and self-awareness is based on the belief that without balance in their own lives, helpers are not able to provide competent services (Weaver, 1999: 222).  Oppression is caused by a spiritual imbalance and requires help from the helper to retrieve lost and/or fragmented parts of the self so that balance will be restored (Vickers, 253: 2002). The concept of balance originates with the requirement of balancing survival needs with the needs of the family, community and nation; the concept of the circle illustrates the idea of balance (Morrissette et al., 1993: 93).

Within Aboriginal culture the concepts of hierarchy are non-existent. For example, the Anishinaabe Medicine Wheel Teachings encompasses the four colours of humanity – red, yellow, white and black. This implies various qualities exist not in hierarchy but in interdependence where balance is key to well being.  The medicine wheel encourages the Aboriginal person to bring more balance into living, to form relationships, and work in teams (Iseke-Barnes, 2003: 217). Equality if symbolized by the circularity of the medicine wheel. 

Each person in the community may be designated a different place on the circle according to the gifts given by the Creator. As one respondent said, “We are all equal in the circle but have different responsibilities.” In order to help others, each person has a different responsibility to utilize their specific gifts within their specific roles. In this way “equality is really a celebration of difference” (Monture-Angus, 1995: 14).  Therefore, each person has a different responsibility, but the value of each person, and each responsibility, is equal in merit.  

Equality is manifested in a non-judgmental approach to helping.  An underlying premise intrinsic to helping within Aboriginal culture is that each of us will be confronted with challenges during our life. These challenges create imbalances within our selves. This imbalance is a natural consequence of everyone’s journey through life. In order to restore balance each of us, at some point in our lives, will seek support and/or help from others.  Helping involves a holistic approach to supporting/facilitating the empowerment of the individual striving to attain balance within their self.  

One must strive to attain a balance within the physical, emotional, spiritual and mental aspects of self so that the individual and subsequently the collective to be healthy. As the individual, family, and community strives to restore balance within the physical, emotional, spiritual and mental aspects of self,  the balance of the collective will be restored. 

(5) Responsibility

Components related to responsibility include: supplying resources in gender specific roles and critically questioning one’s intention for helping. 

Adults model gender specific responsibilities for children as a natural part of their daily lives. As one respondent said, “Helping is a sense of obligation.” Within the parameter’s of one’s role in the community, the helper is seen as sharing his/her own unique gifts given by the Creator, utilizing the resources available, and creating a safe space in which the individual, or group, may find balance. Each person has a responsibility to share his/her gifts. While each person has a different responsibility, the value of each person is equal.  In this way “equality is really a celebration of difference” (Monture-Angus, 1995: 14). 

The intent in helping lies in utilizing the resources available and creating a safe space in which the individual, or group, may find balance and thus restore balance to the collective.  Therefore, as each person is sharing his/her own unique gifts, a functioning and balanced community forms. 

(6) Storytelling

Components related to story-telling include: active listening, visiting, and use of humour. 

Helping is facilitated through stories which reflect rich oral traditions that contain the very identity of the people in their stories and teaching lessons.  Storytelling is a way to entertain, to teach the wisdom of the Elders to upcoming generations, to learn about history, traditions, customs, rules and laws. Many layers of meanings to stories give the listener the responsibility to listen, reflect as s/he creatively expands their thinking processes, and then interprets the message in different ways before a solution is reached. Storytelling creates a bond or connectedness between speaker and listener. 

Visiting is a form of helping in that it allows the story teller and listener space in which to connect. It allows a forum in which to tell stories, laugh, joke, teach, and share of ourselves with others. “The importance of visiting the relatives and hearing stories of the past assist in connecting the past with the present, to ensure support for the future.” (Freeman, MSW Thesis: 71)  

Humour through stories lightens the soul of both the storyteller and the listener. One respondent explained that humour is important but not in a demeaning way; rather in a way that allows everyone to realize that we share experiences and what we are laughing at or with at any moment is simply because we have either done that same thing, or we will do it. 

(7) Helping (interactive) process

Components related to the helping or interactive process includes: mutuality, strengths based, non-interfering, seeing the potential, self-determination, looking at the positive, beginning where the client is, action-oriented, process, and empowerment. 

Helping is a process of mutuality in that as we are simultaneously learning and teaching.   As the helper is attending to another, that person is mapping out his/her own personal path and seeking out his/her own personal truth. 

Helping is about participating and is action-oriented. As one respondent said, “Action makes that connection to others.” There is a significant value placed on the process of helping rather than a focus on outcomes.

The focus of helping is on the unique “gifts” that the individual possesses and how they can use these gifts to help improve their situation.  Helping involves looking at the strengths or positives within an individual and how they can grow or learn from this experience/situation to enhance their skills to help themselves or others. Strength-based helping respects the individual’s ability to best determine what they need and the path which they will follow.  

By beginning where the client is at the helper is showing respect for the client’s ability to determine the outcomes that they are striving to achieve.  One respondent said, “Help is intended for them [the receivers of help] to find their own truth.” This in turn is incorporating, understanding, and accepting that the individual is the expert on him or herself and can best determine what s/he needs.

As we are helping others to recognize potential or capacity that they may have, they may begin to feel empowered, or able to exercise, control, gain or assume power. Helping was never meant to create dependence. The focus on helping in the traditional sense was in restoring balance to the community as a whole. 

One respondent defined empowerment as “Showing people their own capacity.” Empowerment involves the ability to exercise control or to acquire or assume power. From an Aboriginal perspective three levels of empowerment are generally recognized: “the intrapersonal level, which involves the enhancement of self-esteem and self-confidence; the interpersonal level, which involves the construction of knowledge and social analysis based upon experiences shared with others; and the community level, at which resources and strategies are pursued for personal and collective benefit.” (Morrissette et al., 1993: 98)

(8) Relationships  

Components related to relationships include: reciprocity, role definition, shared experience, high context, fluidity, teaching and learning, 

The essence of helping is mirrored in relationships; in other words, healing depends on the relationship between the helper and the person seeking help. Interdependent relationships offer a deep sense of caring and respect and an innate sense of responsibility for the well-being of the collective.  Relationships are what the Aboriginal community is all about. 

In Aboriginal culture there is a strong tendency for the individual to see their relationships in high context; in other words, to define themselves as part of an intersecting network of relationships interconnecting family, group and community, in long term relationships and the belief that relationships themselves are more important than the task at hand. (Lee et al., 1994: 3).  High-context relationships are deeply involved and envelop intimacy that begins at home in childhood but is extended far beyond the home (Hall, 1976: 57).  

Reciprocity in relationships is dynamic. One respondent said that reciprocating is like “a continuous circle.” The fundamental belief is that someone in the community may need help in the present, but each of us will need help at some point in our lives. This is at the foundation of a shared experience with others within the community facilitating a collective sense. “For the Haudenosaunee, the concept of collectiveness if based on the relationships with the consciousness of the people. ‘Our collective self-esteem informs our individual self-esteem, because we belong somewhere” (Sadie Buck, 2004 qtd in Freeman, MSW Thesis: 76)

Mutuality in relationships is enhanced through a mutual teaching and learning process of interaction. The helper is seen as an equal partner in the relationships and is not seen as the one who knows everything, or is the expert. Helping is simultaneously teaching and learning in that the person who is helping also learns and grows from the interaction. 

In closing, it is important to note that the unifying element that ties all of these components together is the notion of balance. If one part of helping is compromised, it produces imbalance. At no time did the people we spoke with say that one part of helping is privileged over that of another one. All of these elements work in harmony to achieve and/or restore a balance. 
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