
Last Week you said that you were going to talk about sneezing and 
domestic violence – were you serious? 

I have been talking about the problems with using the criminal justice system to deal 
with what is fundamentally a social problem 

God bless you after a sneeze is a useful example because it illustrates just how long 
cultural conventions can stay with us. 

There are several explanations for why people say god bless you or gesundheit after a 
sneeze.  No one says anything when someone coughs, blows their nose or burps, or 
passes a bit of gas - sneezes get special treatment – you are probably wondering why. 

A couple of theories is one that there was some sense that the devil was leaving your 
body with a sneeze so god bless you was a sort of celebratory comment because you have 
just eliminated a problem.  Most interesting to me is the suggestion that sneezing was 
thought to the first symptom of the plague.  Saying God Bless you was intended to stave 
off a horrible death. 

Most languages have some sort of post-sneeze expression.  Does Inuktitut? 

Most the most part, the really bad plague epidemics were last seen in the late 1700s.  If 
the plague theory of why we say god bless you after a sneeze holds, we are over 200 
years away from sneezing being associated with any health disorders.  Without getting 
into whether god could actually stave off the plague, we are left with 2-300 years of an 
expression being passed onto future generations.   

My point is that cultural traditions, attitudes, beliefs and behaviours are passed down 
from one generation to another and very (very often) without anyone even thinking 
about what it is that they are passing along. 

How does that relate to residential schools? 

From what I have seen there are several obvious connections between sexual offences 
and being sexually abused generally, and I can give you lots of examples from residential 
schools.   

Obviously, the residential school experience did not always result in serious physical or 
sexual abuse, but where it did, it seems to have been very damaging.  Amongst other 
things, clients accused of sexual offences have been able (with some help) to trace their 
offending behaviour directly back to what happened to them when they were younger.  

Even without abusive conduct by teachers, traditional parenting associated with living 
on the land or in small camps was light years away from being punished for misconduct 
in a school setting.  Again, only from what I have seen and I am no expert, it was 
impossible to learn parenting techniques associated with hundreds of years of living on 



the land while you were being strapped for speaking your own language and you didn’t 
see your actual parents for a year (or even more) at a time. 

This kind of problematic treatment of children leads inevitably to the kinds of 
difficulties I was talking about last week.  Fear, and don’t forget it’s a child’s fear, in the 
back of your head that you are going to lose something that you love is something that it 
is very difficult to free yourself from.  Amongst other things it is difficult to free yourself 
from the fear because it is so difficult to identify.  But that child-like fear has a huge 
impact. 

As I discussed the last time we spoke, hyper-jealousy is a very very common problem in 
domestic violence cases and I think, at least in part, it can be explained by what 
happened to children in residential schools.  

If you grow up miles away from those you love and those who can offer you security and 
predictability in your everyday life, your ability to provide those important things to 
your own children is impaired.  You don’t know what you missed, making it very hard to 
make sure that your kids get it.   And it is not something that happens on purpose, in the 
cases I am dealing with people are still trying to get past their own problems making it 
pretty tough to try and understand the impact of these problems on their kids. 

Now don’t forget, I don’t see everyone in a community in court, I am only talking about 
the problems that end up there.  I cannot speak about everyone’s experience in 
residential schools but in many many cases, it seems that problems that bring people to 
court can be traced back to some sort of residential school experience. 

Do you have any examples of the childhood fear you are talking about? 

As an example of how long it can take to even identify this kind of fear I was talking to a 
fellow the other day who was involved in a healing drum program at NSCC while he was 
in jail there.  This guy was about 35 and he had a 3 page criminal record.  3 pages is a 
long criminal record; it was mostly offences of violence and breaches of court orders.  
Anyway, he told me about the fact that he became angry when he drank and that it was 
not until he did this program that he realized why he was so angry.  His mother had a 
huge drinking problem.  As a result, he was in and out of foster care as a child and rarely 
did he live at home with his sisters for more than 6 months at a time.  He was never sure 
when he was going to be taken away by social services.  He was absolutely furious with 
his mother because she preferred drinking to him.  Instead of loving him as  a little boy, 
she loved a bottle. 

Now he had no clue about this anger about this little boy in the back of his head.  It was 
a shock to him to even realise how mad he was at his mother.  Once he was able to 
identify the scared little boy, he was able to start letting go of his anger and fear.  And 
once he understood the problem, he was able to start forgiving his mother. 



 

It took him 35 years to get to that point.  This is not something that happens overnight. 

To come back to the sneeze problem, you pass along the sneeze to your kids and to your 
grandkids to your great grand kids and so on.  I don’t know where it ends but it is 
obviously a problem that we need to come to grips with because apart from the sneeze, 
kids are also learning that it is alright to hit the ones you love. 

Next week, I would like to talk about solutions. 


