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The Baby Belt, a Sign of Resilience and Interconnectedness
Introduction
[image: image2.emf]There are many different objects from my culture that mean so many different things to me and bring back memories. Some are sad, most are happy but all make me proud. I chose to focus on one object. The Gwich’in baby belt is a beautiful object that is viewed with interest and usually respect by those that are not Gwich’in but is a story in itself for the Gwich’in people.  Women carried their children on their backs supported by baby belts allowing mothers the free use of both their arms. A baby rides on her mother’s back, supported from underneath by the strap. For warmth the child rides underneath his/her mother’s parka or is wrapped in a blanket or shawl.

These belts were intricately beaded with the beads strung on caribou sinew and the belt was backed with smoked moose hide. Beaded baby straps were made mostly by grandmothers. Gwich’in artist Dixie Hutchinson wrote that it was like saying, “Welcome into our rich culture” to give a baby beadwork” (Arctic Studies, 2012).

I have chosen semiotics as the communication theory and the nature as web with interdependence and interconnectedness as ecological principles as well as resilience. 

Semiotics

According to Chandler (2001, p. 2), Umberto Eco defines semiotics as “everything that can be taken as a sign”. Signs take the form of words, images, sounds, gestures and objects and semiotics is the study how these signs and meanings are made and how reality is represented. Semiotics helps us become more aware of the role of signs and of the roles played by people, animals, and other elements in an ecosystem in constructing social realities. Meaning is not transmitted to us. We actively create it without being aware and this is how we understand everything. Examining and deconstructing signs can reveal the realities that are dominant or privileged (Chandler, 2001, pp. 14, 15).  

Nature as Web
Nature as web refers to the interdependence of all being and the interconnectedness of humans and all other aspects of nature. Humans are a part of a larger system and do not stand above nature, but form just another strand of her living web (Verhagen, 2008). It is important to focus on how we relate to other organisms and individuals as the world is built on relationship. According to Larson ( (2011, p. 119), emphasizing relationship exemplifies an “ethic of partnership” balancing respect for biodiversity and cultural diversity.  The baby belt is a sign of the well-being of the Gwitchin people as well as a sign of the health of the ecosystem. 

Moose and Caribou

The baby belt is backed with home-tanned moose and caribou sinew is the thread that holds it together.  Moose and caribou are important links in the food chain being a source of food for large predators including wolf, grizzly, black bear and humans. Smaller predators and scavengers, such as wolverine, coyotes, red foxes, lynx and ravens depend on the remains of moose killed by wolves and bears. Moose meat has helped to support the lives of First Nations for thousands of years. There are a number of reasons for the link between moose and caribou. In periods when moose were virtually absent from the Yukon (e.g., early 1900's), people relied mainly on caribou for food and for hides (Environment Yukon, 2012).  As caribou migration patterns change every year, moose are essential for survival when caribou are scarce. 

Woodland caribou are struggling and are designated as ‘special concern’ (COSEWIC, 2002). The Porcupine Caribou Herd, one of the largest herds of migratory caribou on the continent, faces numerous threats, including climate change and increasing human activity within its range and on its calving grounds. It has seen a steady decline in its population over the last 20 years (Porcupine Caribou Management Board, 2012). 

World economies that are reliant on non-renewable energy and have lasting impacts on climate can impact on moose and caribou, which in turn impact on the health and culture of the Gwich’in. 

Culture

The baby belt is special and is most valued and cherished when it is made with home-tanned moose. It is said that the brain of a moose or caribou is the right size for that animal when it is alive and when it is dead.  The brain provides the right amount of material in the right balance to home-tan the hide from that animal. Tanning moose hide is a Gwich’in cultural practice and this hide is prized as a material for building boats, shelters, and day-to-day and ceremonial clothing. Unlike commercial tanning which requires significant volumes of water and generates significant polluting effluent streams (Singh, 2012), home-tanning is a process using brain, smoke, water, and a lot of hard work. The practice of traditional tanning was on a sharp decline over many decades. In 2002 researchers along with elders were trying to replicate century old Gwich’in clothing and could not find enough home-tanned caribou hides. It was symptomatic of the widespread decline in home-tanning that is occurring in the north (Kritsch & Wright-Fraser, 2002).  This trend has reversed in the last decade. Home-tanned hide is a sign of the continued vitality of indigenous knowledge and social practices, including bush skills, culture and values, tanning, and sewing. It creates positive social dynamics including knowledge sharing, pride in culture, self confidence, trust in others, and networking of hunters, tanners, and sewers. 

Knowing one’s history and traditions provide strength and inspiration in the individual, family, community, and Nation.  It is important to reflect on and evaluate one’s cultural and traditional stories and practices to better know one’s own role in our ever-changing society. It is only after reflecting on and evaluating the past that we can move forward to new and empowering roles in society.
Family Structure

As mentioned earlier, a baby belt is usually made by the grandmother. When this is not possible, it may be made by a great aunt or other elder within the extended family. Hunting, tanning and sewing are activities that are undertaken by members within a family and success and safety depend on the passing down of knowledge. The skills to undertake these activities rely on the transfer of important cultural information.  
Damage to ecosystems can have devastating social impacts and impacts to communities and families. Loss of availability to moose, caribou, and other country foods can impact on individual health as well as the sense of pride within a family. As a result of the James Bay Hydro Project, Cree villages and families were significantly impacted by the destruction of wetland habitat on which moose and beaver depend on (Social Impact on the Crees of James Bay Project , 2012). 

Economic activities that are centred away from communities tend to impact on community dynamics. Having adult members absent for long periods of time undermine the stability of families as well as reduce traditional practices.  
Researchers and Scientists

The activities of researchers and scientists were at one time uncontrolled and culturally insensitive. The preamble of the Convention on the means of prohibiting and preventing the illicit import, export, and transfer of ownership of cultural property, adopted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reads “Considering that cultural property constitutes one of the basic elements of civilization and national culture, and that its true value can be appreciated only in relation to the fullest possible information regarding its origin, history, and traditional setting” (Illicit Traffic, 2012). This convention was the first major step taken by the international community to address the centuries of plunder of cultural property of Indigenous peoples. Items were taken, whether for selfish purposes or out of ignorance, without consideration of the damage done to a living culture when it is stripped of the items of its heritage. 

The Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation Final Agreement (2012) which came into effect in 1995 is an indication of how much things have changed. Its heritage chapter speaks to ownership of cultural resources and the repatriation process. Permits are now required for all research activities. Researchers have been and continue to work with the First Nation on issues ranging from climate change to health issues. Researchers have been working closely with elders and youth to document the culture of the Vuntut Gwitchin, develop curriculum and other educational tools, and protect the oral traditions. One such product is a recent interactive website (Plunge into Cultural Waters, 2012) and another is a caribou fence interactive site (Caribou Fences, 2012). 

With the assistance of researchers and scientists, there is new curriculum in the schools, videos and interviews describing traditional activities including hunting, home-tanning, beading and sewing.  In partnership researchers assist the community and the community provides previously inaccessible information. There is a blending of traditional and scientific knowledge. 

Resilience

Dale defines resilience as the “ability of a system to maintain its structure and patterns of behavior in the face of a disturbance” (2001, p. 179). Holling, Schindler, Walker, and Roughgarden (1995) defined resilience as the capacity to recover after disturbance, absorb stress, internalize it, and transcend it. My mother lost her father at the age of one to tuberculosis. She was removed from her home at the age of nine and spent over four years in a sanatorium with tuberculosis. She went from that experience into residential schools and faced psychological cultural and sexual abuse.  She is one of many with a similar story but she did not succumb to it. She internalized for many years but has transcended these significant challenges. 

She was one of the first leaders of the Native Women’s Association of Canada and she was one of the women leading the charge for Bill C-31, regaining the rights of disenfranchised aboriginal women. She reached 76 years of experience this week. Currently, she is a counsellor for men and women in the corrections facility in Whitehorse, a liaison worker at Whitehorse’s hospital teaching traditional medicine and working with the dying and their families. She is the senior elder on the national board overseeing and directing the National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program (NNADAP) and the elder and honourary member on the board of the National Residential School Survivors’ Society (NRSSS).  

At the age of 46 she took out the patterns belonging to her mother Caroline and started to bead, for the first time since she was nine, the wonderful flowers that are uniquely Gwich’in. It was a slow and emotional journey forward but she has since beaded hundreds of pairs of slippers, ceremonial vests, and seven baby belts for each of her grandchildren. All from home-tanned moose and caribou hides and sinew. Some individuals use their negative experience to develop a positive life. They demonstrate a positive recovery from trauma and adapt successfully to negative life events.  She is culturally aware, politically savvy, articulate, and a force to be reckoned with. 

I cannot look at the baby belts made for my two children without seeing her and my grandmother and thinking about what it symbolizes. 

Conclusion

Figure 2 reflects my vision of the baby belt. Each element is resilient and each element relates to each other. For example, moose and caribou rely on a healthy ecosystem but also in the stability of the culture and family structures. A breakdown in any of these elements can result in consequences such as a significant shift to non-traditional economies, development decisions that may undermine ecosystems, and further strains on finite community resources. 

One decision could have lasting impacts on community, culture and family. A decision to open up the calving grounds of the Porcupine Caribou Herd to development could have drastic consequences to a herd already under pressure from climate change and other human caused impacts. Gwich’in elders not only believe that caribou are important but that “caribou are our life”. The Gwich’in believe that a bit human heart is in every caribou and a bit of caribou is in every person that their future and the future of the caribou are the same (GST Human Rights Report, 2012).  

A baby belt requires a beautifully home-tanned hide, the smoke from a fire at a camp along the Porcupine River or in the Old Crow Flats, a pot of tea, and lots of laughter. It also requires the sewing and beading skills of a loving grandmother with other generations watching and learning and others including researchers documenting this intricate artistry. Finally it requires the dynamics of families and community to ensure that healthy babies are born and healthy families flourish.  Having a good hunter doesn’t hurt either. 
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