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Very fewfgenefaliiétihns can correcﬁly be made of Indians, but it is safe to say that in
genaral most of the diverse Indian tribes have traditicnally been oiganized :round the
concept of the "extended family,” .as opposed to the Eurcpean white nuclear family.

Jne of the major factors impacting Indian child abuse and neglect has been the brazkdown
of the extended family network among Indian populations. As Indians have been valocated
to urban areas (by the government, by necessity to seek jobs, or for whatever reascns) ,
the extended family support system has broken down in terms of the physical proximity
of other family members to assist in child-rearing. :

Let us compare scme of the ways Indian extended families have functioned in tcrms of child-
rearing with the nuclear family practices of child-rearing prevalent in white society.
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within most.Indian tribes, parents are not expected to take on the complete responsibili
of rearing the child. A group of siblings or cousins live close together, in physical
proximity, often under the same roof, or certainly within easy walking distance. Often
grandparants live with their own grown children, and the grandparents, aunts, uncles, all
shars the task of child-rearing. ~ .. . - . ..., -
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Sometimes it becomes necessary for economic reasons (or health) for childrern to rove frem
ona household to another, but all within the extended family natwork. Nost tribal tra-
ditions respect the wish of the child in terms of which relatives he or she wents to live
with. Within the extended family, young pareais can expeci to get as much help as needed
to take care of their children, especially during tires of crisis or emergency. Young
parents are usually not expected to make ALL the decisions about their childrzn 2ll by
themselves. '

In contrcst, the young white parents are expected by their families to bz totally inde-
pendent as soon as they marry, and self-sufficient in terms of raising their children.
Grandparents may occasionally babysit, but seldom Fo:- more than a few hours et & time.

Young Indians often appear to have more respect for thra2ir aiders then do yount whites,
and therefore usually listen to advice from elders about child-rearing. Most indian
elders do not expect a young Indian parent, with no axperience in parenting, to te able
to do the job all alone. In short, the responsibility for the children lies ir a
grezter circle of adults than just the parents, and iz sometimes even tribal i scope.
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Take compiete

Tho axpactations of the deminant whi=a culture 3re in
zribal experiance. In the dominant cyiture, young s2rsh
distancas from THEIR parents. When the first baby i3
responsibility for the child, a resgonsibility wnich
t5 fulfill--especially if the paranis are theirseivas
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teenagers.

fren sacial workers see an Indian chiid being rasiad by scmeone other than their
immediate parents and considar it a case of asbanconzent. Thnis has led to many inci-
cances of Indian children baing removed legally from parental (and familial) custocy
with no just cause. -Sometimes this separation of th2 Indian child from its extenced
family has been rationalized on the basis of the nececssity to provide schooling for
the chiid. T e - .
Such separations. have been major factors in the breakdean of Indian family traditions
that have maintained them over centuries. (See separate-papers on the Relationship
of Indian Culture to Child Abuse and Neglect, Tne Social torker and the Indian Client,
and the "Boarding School Syndrome"). This widespread destruction of Indian families
cannot help but have critical effects on the Indian child, who is once again the vic-
tim of adult mismanagement. ' C
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There is a direct ratio between the breakdown of these traditional Indian support
systems and practices of child-rearing and the rising incidence of Indian child abuse
and neglect. Therefore we cannot refuse to consider this factor in attempting to
address the issue of child abuse and negiect in the Indian community. Wherever the
extended family has been broken up--by urban relocation, by attendance at boarding
schools, and other institutionalization of Indian chi ldren--rates of abuse and neglect
soar. Conversely, where the extended family still funcsions as a support system for
young parents, abuse and neglect are minimal to non-existent, because the network of
caring relatives acts as a buffer or a check against the other factors tnat contribute

to child abuse and neglect.

Many urban Indians in cities where there are major Indian populations are realizing
the importance of the extended family, and are creating new groupings in the urban
areas that play the same role. Such communal support groups of close friends and
possibly some blood relations very often serve on other levels than child-rearing
jssues, and may even be "living cooperatives” sharing gardens, automobiles, and
other 1ife-support systems. .'L:'-;_““"f;{ - o '

As more and more non-Indian social workers become sensitized to the concept of the
Indian extended family, they will be less likely to define a child as "abandoned" or

‘“naglected" who has merely been left temporarily with some distant blood relative,

and there will be less removal of Indian children from their primary extended family
system. Such tendency carn only result in a strengthening of the Indian family and
community, and‘a reversal of the terrible history of virtual "kidnapping" of Indian
children by white social workers.. . ‘



