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James Benning 

Settlers, Cyborgs, and Indians: An Exploration of   

Shifting Identities in First Nations Second World War Veterans 

ABSTRACT 

When called upon by the Canadian State to defend its interests during the Second 
World War, First Nations rose to the occasion. While serving in the war a 
fundamental identity shift occurred in First Nations individuals. First Nations adopted 
the technologies of war which transformed them into soldiers. First Nations through 
their participation in war and the adaptation of the soldier persona gained equality 
with their white brethren overseas. In some cases they were even able to utilise their 
traditional cultural language (A practice forbidden at home) as a weapon against the 
enemy. This raises the following questions: are we as non- Aboriginal Canadians able 
to reconcile with this shift of identity? Were First Nations warriors themselves able to 
deal with the identity shifts or did conflicts occur? Does becoming a soldier change 
the personal narrative of the First Nations warrior upon returning home? This 
research is relevant because it has the potential to give insights into Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, and how a shifting sense of identity can contribute to the symptoms 
of the injury. It also brings to attention the ability for war to be a phenomenon that 
eliminates societal constructions of race, gender, and class. This article concludes that 
upon returning home Canadians were not able to reconcile with the equalization that 
occurred overseas between the First Nations and their non-Aboriginal soldiers. First 
Nations veterans fought for Canada with the expectation of reciprocal equality. 
Instead were regulated upon their return home to being second class citizens. The 
elimination of societal constructions of race, gender, and class caused by war ceased 
to be a contributing factor. 
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This paper examines Canadian First Nations veteran’s return 
experiences from the Second World War, and how they negotiated the 
sense of loss and gain through fighting Canada’s wars, specifically in 
regards to the shifting of identity from a First Nations1 individual to a 
Canadian soldier. This will raise the questions: are we as Canadians able 
to reconcile with this shift of identity? Were First Nations warriors 
themselves able to deal with the identity shifts or did conflicts in the 
community occur? Does becoming a soldier change the personal 
narrative of the First Nations warrior upon returning home? This 
research is relevant because it has the potential to give insights into Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder, and how a shifting sense of identity can 
contribute to the symptoms of the injury. It also brings to attention the 
ability for war to be a phenomenon that eliminates societal constructions 
of race, gender, and class. 

Feminist Donna Haraway’s theories can best be utilized to explore 
how the soldier becomes a cyborg and thus able to transcend their 
humanity and their human characteristics. Although Haraway’s theory is 
specifically targeted at the oppressive male patriarchy that she views 
dominating society, it can also be applied to other marginalized groups. 
As Haraway states: “We are all Chimeras theorized and fabricated 
hybrids of machine and organism”(Haraway 2269). When the soldier 
transforms from the civilian to the militant, they embrace technology 
further and by doing so transgress into the world of the Cyborg. For 
Haraway: “the cyborg is a creature of the post-gender world” (2270). 

                                            
1 According to the National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO), the  
term First Nations has come came into common usage in the early 1980s 
to replace band or Indian, which some people found offensive. Despite its 
widespread use, there is no legal definition for this term in Canada. 
(National Aboriginal Health Organization). 
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This is akin to the Canadian soldier, because when they adopt their 
camouflage, uniform, or technology that makes them distinctive as 
soldiers.  

In turn, a shift of identity occurs and they cease to be identifiable 
by Canadian norms, gender stereotypes, and notions of race. When 
soldiers communicate, it is through a radio. The radio is a machine that 
begins to speak for them, modifying their speech and allowing their 
voice to be heard over long distances. Their weapons become an 
extension of themselves, acting as appendages that serve to eliminate the 
enemy. The soldier, like the cyborg, becomes completely without 
innocence, and as a result sacrifices a portion of their humanity (2270). 
The soldier, like the cyborg becomes part of a collective group.  

This paper will utilise Haraway’s theory as a framework in order to 
explore if First Nations individuals retained a sense of their Canadian 
warrior identity when returning to Canada. The approach will be 
historiographical in nature, and rely on oral testimony of Grandfather 
Willy Bruce a First Nations veteran to give insights into Aboriginal2 
warrior culture. Following this, written accounts of the First Nation’s 
Second World War experiences and the role that technology played in 
the assimilation of First Nations into Canadian warrior culture will be 
provided. Finally an examination of the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporations radio archives segment Fighting the White Man’s War will 
give insights into how technology is used by First Nations veterans to 
this day in an attempt to gain a voice in Canadian society. 

The Role of the Warrior 

According to scholars participating in warfare (prior to the First 
World War) allowed First Nations men to demonstrate important tribal 
                                            
2 Aboriginal Peoples” is a collective name for all of the original peoples of 
Canada and their descendants. Section 35 of the Constitution Act of 1982 
specifies that the Aboriginal Peoples in Canada consist of three groups – 
Indian (First Nations), Inuit and Métis. (National Aboriginal Health 
Organization). 
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virtues, which included: leadership, bravery kinship loyalty, and a 
respect for spiritual powers, and was also a means of providing wealth 
and status (Dixon 22). As a result, First Nations men who were 
successful in war had the opportunity to demonstrate generosity by 
distributing the spoils of war that were captured.3 It is important to note 
that warfare was not part of the traditions of every tribe. As Fred Gaffen 
proclaims: “While the Micmacs of Sydney sent every eligible man to the 
forces, the Tobique and Edmundston bands of New Brunswick showed 
little interest in warfare” (Gaffen 8). Thus, First Nations participation in 
the war was not universal. However, for those men who did choose to 
participate in the war, they were seen as having done the right things: 
they fought well, survived, and abided by the treaties signed between 
their people and the government (Dixon 22). Most importantly the First 
Nations individuals that went to war had taken part in the time -
honoured tribal traditions that were linked to warfare. In summation, the 
individual had proven himself to be a warrior, and as a result had 
reaffirmed his tribal identity.4 

Since the time of the French-Haudenosaunee conflict in the late 
17th century, warfare in the First Nations communities were 
predominately a male occupation and boys learned the necessary skills 
of warfare at an early age (Graves 32). The skills of warfare were 
essential for survival because they were parallel to those needed for 
hunting. The Aboriginal warrior method consisted of being able to move 

                                            
3 These spoils of war could, include livestock, prisoners, artefacts or other 
valuable commodities (Dixon 23). 
4 According to Grandfather Willy Bruce (First Nations Veteran): “the 
warrior is defined by his role of being a protector of the people. Not only 
did he provide a militant role during times of conflict, he also provided a 
hunting role during times of peace. In sum the First Nations warrior was 
an individual who was willing to do whatever was required of him during 
times of war or peace to insure the survival of the community.(October 7 
2011). 
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fast and light in small groups, striking when and where least expected, 
and withdrawing before a counter offensive could be organized (32).  
According to historian Donald Graves, “The Indian with his impressive 
physical endurance, nurtured from an early age by participation in 
hunting, could for a limited time cover 50-60 kilometers a day on little 
or no food”  (32). This is reflective of the dominant perception held by 
Canadians during the outbreak of the Second World War. The 
characteristics attributed to First Nations by Graves are not reflective of 
the reality of Aboriginal peoples. 

However, this image of the “Indian” coincided well with the 
romanticized perception the white population attributed to First Nations 
military service. As historian R. Scott Sheffield states, “According to 
white settler society serving one’s country in wartime was both the 
highest honor and the most profound duty for a young man. It 
demonstrated his willingness to assume the most demanding and 
dangerous obligations of citizenship” (Sheffield 44). This statement by 
Sheffield is problematic because it assumes that young men, both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal were willing participants in the war. This 
was not necessarily the case especially when it came to First Nations. As 
the Canadian state was mobilized for war, the Indian Affairs Branch was 
heavily involved in establishing policy alongside the military and 
mobilization authorities for the recruitment and forced conscription of 
First Nations into the Canadian Armed Forces (44). With the input of the 
Indian Affairs board, policies were developed to force Aboriginal 
conscription and as a result force an institutionalization of First Nations.  

Before exploring how the use of military technology and 
institutionalization contributed to the attempted assimilation of First 
Nations people into colonial white society, I will briefly outline some of 
the legislation which the Crown felt entitled them to conscript and press 
Aboriginal men into service. According to Sheffield, “The Indian Affairs 
administration was involved initially, in applying the National Resources 
Mobilisation Act of 1940 to the Indigenous population”(45). This was an 
essential piece of legislation utilized to force First Nations into the 
institution of the army as it called for an immediate registration of all 
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Canadians. Sheffield also states that: “The department of National War 
Services, conferred with the Director of Indians Affairs Dr. Harold 
McGill, September 1940 and he agreed that First Nations should also be 
registered for this mandatory program” (46). This is important because it 
shows that decisions were being made without the consultation of the 
First Nations peoples.5  Thus, through this piece of legislation, the 
transformation into the Cyborg had begun. First Nations men were 
legislated into adopting the persona of the soldier. 

In the words of Sheffield, “the Indian Affairs Board administrators 
saw in the war a useful tool for eliminating the ‘Indian problem’”(47). 
First, it would help the Indian Affairs Board in the assimilation of the 
Aboriginals by forcing them to participate in white institutions, 
specifically the army. The second problem that the board sought to solve 
was the particularly high levels of unemployment among First Nations. 
By forcing First Nations to enlist in the forces the board hoped that it 
would contribute to the eventual assimilation of the Aboriginals. The 
armed forces, specifically the army, were the perfect institution to 
contribute to the attempts of the colonial society to integrate the First 
Nations people into the nation. 

Making Man into Machine 

According to scholar Ruth Jolly, “The practice of taking a youth 
and initiating him into the warrior caste is basic to most societies” (Jolly 
35). This responds to the process that First Nations men were subjected 
to during the Second World War. In order to assist in the assimilation 
into the Canadian warrior culture, new First Nations recruits were 
removed from their home and family and placed in the tender mercies of 
their basic training instructors.  During this period of indoctrination the 
                                            
5 During the negotiations of several treaties with western and northern 
indigenous groups in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
verbal promises had been given that the queen “would not ask the Indian 
children to fight for her unless they wished” (Sheffield 47). 
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recruit is required to completely commit themselves day and night to a 
programme of training which demonstrates their inadequacies, teaches 
them the customs and practices of the group, and also the customs and 
practices of the armed forces (36). This for soldiers is the first step in the 
equalization process: all the soldiers go through the same demoralizing 
experience regardless of race or social standing. Thus, the soldiers 
become assimilated into military society, cultural, and way of life.   

According to Jolly, “As teaching and indoctrination continues the 
trainees begin to bind together as a group”(37). This process is tested 
before the recruits leave through being put through a series of ordeals. 
These trials are both physically and mentally demanding, designed to 
induce stress in the recruits and measure their reactions to insure that 
they will work together as a team when put under the stresses of combat. 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men spent months training in Canada 
before going to Britain, and months training in Britain before being 
deployed to active service” (Department of National Defence). It was 
through this intensive training that the bonds of brotherhood between 
Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal soldiers were formed. This gained sense 
of equality was manifested in the way that First Nations soldiers were 
treated overseas. As Native soldier Russel Modeste recalls: “‘When we 
landed in England it was so different,’ he reminisced. ‘We’d go to a 
dance and anyone you asked, yes they would dance’”(Department of 
National Defense). First Nations soldiers were not plagued by the same 
racial bigotry and inequality that was prevalent on the home front. 
Aboriginals were able to exercise freedoms not afforded to them in 
Canada as they were confined to the space of the reserves. They were 
afforded the same privilege as their white counterparts due to being 
willing to go to war on behalf of Canada, and the Queen of England.  

Over the Airwaves 

This equality brought about by war was further compounded by the 
fact that First Nations individuals were no longer under the jurisdiction 
of the Indian Act (1876) and the oppressive gaze of the Indian agents. 
Thus, First Nations individuals were able to participate in their cultural 
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practices without the fear of legal repercussions.  In fact, First Nations 
individuals were encouraged to utilize their traditional language as a 
weapon against the enemy.  Specifically, Cree warriors who were 
serving with the 1st Canadian Army Corps were sent to assist the United 
States Army Air Corps in England during the Second World War 
(Meadows 185). 

These “code talkers” would be utilized to convey messages over 
the radio because the enemy had difficulty deciphering the Cree 
language. The most prominent Cree individual that emerged as a 
representation of the Cree “code talkers” was Charles Tomkins. 
Tomkins recalls that: “In 1943 he was ordered to report to Canadian 
Military Headquarters in London for reasons undeclared. When he 
entered he saw 100 Canadian Cree, none of whom he recognized, then 
an American major came in and explained why they had been called: to 
serve as code talkers, plans had been made to adopt them into the air 
force” (185). This testimony from Tomkins is essential to this research 
because it shows that his experience was indicative of that of many other 
Cree individuals. Thus, the Cree in the space of war were granted 
equality in terms of being able to speak the language of their choosing. 
The Cree were also able to show that through their heritage they could 
make significant contributions to the war effort. As a result, Cree 
individuals were essential in helping to ensure the stealth of Allied 
bombing runs over Europe (186). By being asked to communicate in 
their native tongue for the benefit of the allied war effort, Cree 
individuals were able to retain a sense of their native cultural identity, 
through the use of their language.  

However, it can be argued that in order to keep this portion of their 
language, the Cree soldiers had to willingly participate in the military, 
which is an institution that demands conformity, obedience and 
allegiance to the Crown.  Although First Nations language was being 
employed as a weapon against the enemy, notions of the cyborg are 
invoked because when speaking into the radio, the voice ceases to be the 
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individuals, and what emerges from the other end is a simulacrum of the 
original source. As a result, as long as the Native language remained 
useful to the allied war effort, First Nations individuals were allowed to 
retain and practice their traditional culture performances.  

In sum First Nations warriors were embraced overseas by the 
military warrior society as long as they remained useful to the Canadian 
war effort. 

This raises the question of what happened to First Nations veterans 
when they shed their uniforms and put down their weapons. Historian 
Robert Alexander Innes argues that: “Although in the immediate post-
war years Aboriginal veterans concentrated their efforts on re-adjusting 
to civilian life, their symbolic stature as “progressive Indians” brought 
public awareness about Indian rights” (36). Due to the events of the 
Second World War, the image of the First Nations people began to shift 
as the Canadian government through the media informed the country of 
First Nations contributions to the war effort (58).6 Thus, imaginary 

                                            
6 This misconception of the First Nation people’s identities during the time 
period under review can be traced back to what author Daniel Francis calls 
the “Imaginary Indian”. Popular culture and art, since 1771, have given rise 
to the creation of the “Imaginary Indian”. Francis in his book The 
Imaginary Indian, gives a voice to this misconception throughout history: 
The famous painting “The Death of General Wolfe” by Benjamin West, is 
a prime example of the misconception that saturated the time period of 
1771”(Francis 13). The painting shows General Wolfe a British 
commander dying as he receives news of his victory from a messenger. In 
this painting a lone First Nation’s warrior contemplates the death of his 
commander. However, historians have also maintained that General Wolfe 
hated First Nations people and that the Odawa fought for the French in 
the battles involving the British (15).  Due to Aboriginal relocation to 
reserves because of conditions pertaining to the Indian Act (Backhouse 
68), First Nations populations were isolated by much of the settler 
population and thereby forgotten (Francis 15). Thus, in the words of 
Francis the Indians became a “Forgotten people” (15). Therefore, it was 
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images of First Nations, as subservient, violent, savages, began to be 
replaced with propaganda that made the Aboriginal peoples as a grouop 
worthy of praise (57). 

Despite the changing perceptions of white colonial society, many 
First Nations soldiers felt alienated, upon returning home from the war, 
shunned by both their communities and the Canadian society that they 
fought for. As Innes elaborates: “though returning veterans had learned 
combat skills these skills were not easily transferable to employment” 
(42). As a result, the work skills that war veterans retained were only the 
ones that they had brought with them to the war. Having been afforded 
equality by donning the uniform of the soldier, and fighting for Canada 
in the war, First Nations soldiers expected the same treatment upon 
returning home. Unfortunately, they were sorely disappointed, especially 
in regards to First Nations standards of living.  As one returning 
Aboriginal veteran recounts: “There was no change. There was only, ah 
you know a little better living ‘cause we went overseas and they got 
money, eh, to live on, eh”(43). This veteran’s account shows that despite 
the tremendous ability of war to be an equalizing factor which 
eliminated categories of race, racism still existed on the home front. 
Thus, the equalization between the two societies was only temporary and 
did not transcend the theater of war. 

Accepted As Cyborgs But Not as Human Beings 

The inequality that Aboriginal veterans experienced was most 
commonly manifested in exclusion from employment in local towns. As 
an anonymous veteran testifies, “As long as you’re on the reserve the 
nearest town they won’t have anything to do with you, they just regard 
you as nothing and that’s how they were treated. We were just another 

                                                                                                                                             
image makers like Benjamin West that created the “Imaginary Indian” 
which is a term that exemplifies the misconceptions of the First Nation’s 
people that was dominant post First World War. 
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Indian”(46). First Nations veterans had an even tougher time gaining 
post-war employment, than their English Canadian brothers in arms 
upon returning to Canadian soil, which is problematic given the 
sacrifices they made for Canada.  

 

 The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) radio archives 
segment Fighting the White Man’s War provides an oral testimony of 
Adam Cutham, a Second World War First Nations veteran. In the radio 
interview, Cutham speaks to the sacrifices of First Nations veterans: “In 
the reserves all the able young bodied men left…when we got there I 
was approached by a young officer, who said that he was in charge of an 
Indian who died…before he died the Indian said you know the white 
man never had any use for us in our time” (CBC Radio Archive). This 
segment of the radio program highlights both the racist attitudes of the 
time and the willingness of First Nations to fight for Canada, regardless 
of the attitudes adherent in Canadian society.  

 What is more noteworthy in terms of the research question is the 
fact that Cutham chooses to convey his message through the median of 
the radio, rather than in print. Cutham explains that, “Overseas you were 
promoted based on merit…as horrible as it was you felt like there was a 
future on the front line…If I knew what I know now, I felt that I should 
have been treated as an equal, when I was sent out on patrol with ten 
other whites I was treated as an equal” (CBC Radio Archives). By 
conveying his message through the radio, Cutham is once again able to 
adopt the persona of the soldier through the use of technology. When 
Cutham’s voice emerges out of the radio, there is no color of skin, or 
image that is presented that could influence the listener. The listener is 
left with just a voice emerging out of technology. This is an invocation 
of Haraway’s notion that we are all Chimeras theorized and fabricated 
hybrids of machine and organism. Although equality is gained through 
the use of technology, part of Cutham’s First Nations identity is lost. 

Cutham states, “that they should have been treated the same but 
they were treated different” (CBC Radio Archives). When Cutham 
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adopted the uniform of the Canadian soldier he chose to participate in 
the Canadian institution of the military. By doing so he made himself 
both subject to the assimilation doctrine, and the practices required to 
train him as soldier. As a result, part of his self-identity and the manner 
in which he viewed himself was forced to change in order to operate in 
the intense team environment of the army.  

This change occurred because in war, soldiers are forced to rely on 
their fellow comrades for survival. This binding together transcends 
race, class, gender and difference. Cutham’s comments of being treated 
differently also speaks to the isolation and loss of equality that he 
experienced upon returning home. Cutham was no longer able to rely on 
the technology and the shared experience of war to gain equalization in 
Canadian society. 

During the war Cutham gained equality with his white brethren out 
of necessity and a willingness to conform to the military institution. In 
order to create an environment of teamwork and equality that exists in 
both the military and war experience, recruits are not only forced to 
conform to military institutions, but they are also subject to civic 
institutions as well. Cutham gained equality during his war service 
because he was forced to adhere to a system that made him and his 
comrades- in- arms dependant on each other for survival. However, it 
also contributed to the destruction of his rights, because white society 
expected him to conform to their settler institutions upon returning 
home.  

When Cutham chooses to speak through CBC radio he 
appropriates the apparatus of the state. By doing so he gains a voice in 
colonial society, but he also becomes subject to the rules that govern the 
CBC. In essence CBC can take and appropriate Cutham’s voice and 
apply it in whichever manner that they choose. The message ceases to be 
his and now belongs to a state-funded media organization. Although 
Cutham’s message is advocating for First Nations veterans issues (CBC 
Radio Archives), the audience has to keep in mind that in order for him 
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to gain agency he has to subject himself to a state institution. It is only 
through the appropriation of technology that Cutham gains position for 
his battle to regain his lost equality. However, at the same time he loses 
the ability to control his message. 

 

The Second World War was a watershed moment in Canadian 
history in terms of the relationships between First Nations people and 
white colonial society: the war bound the two peoples together in a 
common cause against Nazi Germany and the Axis powers. The First 
Nations people who served in the war embraced the military culture and 
way of life on the front lines, and in turn white society embraced the 
proud warrior cultures of Aboriginal peoples.  First Nations people were 
not only accepted as equals during the Second World War, but were in 
fact valued weapons to be used against the enemy. Although racism and 
prejudice were eliminated on the front lines, First Nations people were 
still subjected to bigotry and discrimination on Canadian soil. However, 
it is through the uses of mechanization and industrial manufacturing 
such as the radio, uniform and other technologies that are necessitated 
by war that First Nations veterans are able to transcend the images and 
stereotypes that Canadian society has unjustly imposed on them. Despite 
being able to transcend the racist attitudes prevalent in Canadian society, 
these measures would be temporary. First Nations veterans upon 
returning to Canadian soil were left feeling isolated and alone, cut off 
from their sense of identity. In order to prevent tragedies such as the loss 
of identity from occurring again Canadians need to be made aware of the 
contributions of First Nations veterans to Canada’s wars. They also need 
to be made aware that equality and cooperation did exist between our 
two peoples, and it is possible to achieve that state again. 
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