
Blood Memory and Identity 
Understanding the connections between memory, identity and federal recognition 

 

Trauma that one generation experiences is passed down to future generations. In this way, the 

past becomes lived experience in the present.  “Blood memory” refers to intergenerational 

trauma that is experienced in one’s body through DNA as opposed to experienced memory, 

though it is often both.   

 

To stand alongside and be accomplices and allies to Indigenous peoples requires of non-Native 

people that they educate themselves about the history of Native land dispossession, the 

sources of intergenerational trauma, and to comprehend one of the ongoing effects of 

colonization: federal recognition.  Conservationists need to understand these topics to prevent 

doing harm by repeating them.  Most conservationists, most white people, don’t need to prove 

their identity to anyone, but Native people must do this every day. They are subject to the 

system of blood quantum and to “recognition” granted by non-Native states and federal 

agencies. 

 

The need to prove your identity to someone else is a form of colonization. Now that these 

levels of “recognition” exist, non-Native people shouldn’t choose which ones we want to 

believe or to follow. How do non-Native conservationists seeking to be trusted allies navigate 

our sympathies, our growing understanding of history, and the structures (like federal 

recognition) that our cultures created to contribute positively to Indigenous sovereignty in 

Maine? 

 

To begin to answer these questions, we are creating a platform to hear directly from Wabanaki 

speakers on this topic. 

 

The power of this learning this is that it confronts the silence and avoidance of white culture. 

Healing can begin to occur for Wabanaki and non-Wabanaki people when intergenerational 

trauma is acknowledged and respected, and healing can begin through recognizing Native 

sovereignty. 

  

First Light aspires to help expand Wabanaki relationship to land, and this requires at least two 

different levels of commitment: a commitment to return land and access to land, but also the 

commitment to learn history and to recognize the trauma that has occurred/still occurs so that 

there’s the possibility of healing.  Both actions are necessary. 

 

Educational goals of this program:  for First Light participants to create emotional intelligence, 

cultural competency and empathy for other peoples lived experiences through a commitment 

to learn their history, their treaties, and the ongoing effects of colonization. 


