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ABSTRACT 

Aboriginal Women and Coxnrnuniîy Development: Consistency Across Thne 

Bernadette M. Wabie 

This study examines the consistencies between traditional and contemporary roles 

and responsibilities of Aboriginal wornen within the context of family and community 

development. The research sources for this work includes using: the Medicine Wheel 

teachings; reviewing relevant literature; and conducting personal interviews with 

Aboriginal women. 

The k t  chapter outlines the Traditional Development process which is based on 

the Medicine Wheel Teachings. From there the historical roles and responsibilities of 

Aboriginal women are revealed. The chapter then moves on to discuss how colonization 

has influenced Aboriginal wornen's traditional and contemporary roles and responsibilities. 

Chapter Two outlines the methodology used for this research. Ten indepth 

personal interviews were held with Aboriginal women who are primarily fkom Central and 

Southwestern Ontario. These interviews were held between July 1994 and January 1995. 

Although ten interview's were held, only eight were used. The decision for this change 

was made primarily because one of the interviewees did not fit into the geographical 

research area and the other interviewee did not fit the interviewee profile requ.ired for this 

study . 

In Chapter Three, the interviewees describe their roles and responsibilities within 

their f d y  and their cornrnunity. They begin by descnbing their farnily structure and 

size. They moved on to describe the influence their parents and grandparents had on 



their ïives within the context of family and community. 

The Fourth Chapter focuses on Aboriginal women's roles and responsibilities 

within the family and the community. The interviewees outline their own f d y  and 

community activities, along with describing the expectations and the redities of their actual 

activities. The interviewees then move on to a general discussion about Aboriginal 

women's roIes and responsibilities. The last part of this chapter focuses on Aboriginal 

women and fe&m The interviewees discuss whether or not ferninism has influenceci 

their lives. 

The final chapter examines Aboriginal women's work. The interviewees describe 

their work experiences in cornparison to the work of their parents and grandparents . From 

these descriptions consistencies between past and present work activities are revealed. 

Some of the interviewees work topics include: past and present econornic development 

endeavours ; cashkredit and trade; Aboriginal women' s involvement in the economic 

proeess; and Aboriginal women as managers. The final part of this thesis focuses on the 

strengths and future direction of Aboriginal women. 
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A) Introduction: 

Aithough Euopeans first associated the Americas with 
the Indian woman, they understood very little about Indian 
cultures and the importance of the women within these 
societies. Even today, most Americam have a poor under- 
standing of the hetorical importance of Mian women, for 
very little was written prior to the mid-18th century about 
women as individuals or members of a group. Non-Indians 
who documented history were usually male and intensely 
interesteci in business transactions, war, and diplomatic 
relations. Their tex& tended to focus on Indian men in their 
public and formal roles - as chiefs, warriors, medicine men, 
and diplomats. But Indian women played equally important 
roles in the detennination and survival of their people 
(Green, 1992: 14). 

It is the goal of this essay to illustrate through the use of eight personal interviews, the 

Medicine Wheel teachings and other supporting literature that contemporary Aboriginal 

women have maintained the& traditional roles, throughout the past to the present, which 

has ensureci their own personal swival and the survival of their families, communities 

and nations. Specificaly , "Are the evolving roles of Aboriginal women, with respect to 

commwty development, in contemporary society consistent with their traditional 

The Medicine WheeI teachings are circula concepts of how Aboriginal people 

view the world around them. These teachings have been oraily passed down through the 

generatiom . 
I hope you will take these words that 1 seek to put down 
and use them in a good way. Use them to teach your children 
about the way life has developed for the Native people of this 
country. Use them to redirect your life to the principles of 
living in hannony with the nahiral world. 1 would like to tell 
you an account of how man was created on the Earth. This 
teaching was handed down by word of mouth nom generation 



to generation by m y  ancestors. Sometimes the details of 
teachings like these were recorded on scrolls made from 
We'-gwas (birchbark). 1 am fortunate to be keeper of 
several of these scrolls (Benton-Banai, l988:2). 

These teachings explain how traditional societies worked, specifïically how people and 

their relationships developed and the types of activities they participated in. The main 

concept of the Medicine Wheel revels that everything in this world and beyond is in 

someway comected to each other. This mode1 gives us a framework to explain the 

traditionai and contemporary d e s  and responsibilities of Aboriginal women within the 

famiy and the communiîy. 

The roles and responsibili-ties of Aboriginal women in society have always been 

very complex and for the most part misunderstood or mis-interpreted by outside 

researchers . 

Historians have shortchanged Indian cultures by not 
presenting the women in their fairly standard roles as 
traders, farmers , artisans, and healers . Furthemore, 
although historians have failed to portray Indian men 
as fathers, brothers, and husbands, even Iess has k e n  
written about Indian women in tenns of their own 
responsibilities to community and family . They are 
represented as anonymous figures who prepare food, 
haul wood, tan hides, and take care of chüdren. Oniy 
occasionally - outside of official goveniment reports - 
do Indian women receive any attention as members 
of their society (Green, 1992: 14). 

In order to correct some of the mis-understandings with Aboriginal women's past and 

present roles and responsibilities , the interviewees describe their own experiences on 

how they and their f d y  have been active participants in the development of 

themseIves, family and community . 



Traditionally , Aboriginal women's roles and responsibilities were not identical 

from nation to nation but one cm identiQ cornmonalties. Some common role 

characteristics of women include being the primary care givers of children, and the 

prinmy ' carriers of culture' . Sara Henry Stites (1905) gives an example of how 

Iroquois women have been the carriers of cuIture in her PH.D dissertation "The 

Economics of the Iroquois". She gives this rendition of Iroquois women's roles and 

activities : 

In the Iroquois village, where the women's clan carrieci 
on production and controiled surplus, the maternai family 
prevailed . . . it was the mother and her relatives who 
controlled the children, gave them names, brought them up, 
attended to their marriaga and funerals, adopted strangers, 
and in fact, managed the general life and activities of the 
household (Md., : 87-88). 

Economicaliy, women were involved and skilled in the production, distribution, 

consumption and re-production of food. Women were dominant in horticultural 

activities, the hunting of s d  game and the gathering of herbs and medicines. They 

were also very involved in creating many essentials such as shelters, smaU tools and 

clothing. Aboriginal women were the ones who organized family and community 

activities. In general, the work of Aboriginal women was a key component to the 

survival of the family, community and nation. 

The colonization of North Amerka led to the placement of many restrictions 

upon Aboriginal societies. Aboriginal freedom of movement and landownership was 

restncted when the government moved Abonginals to unproductive pieces of land due 

to the colonist need for more space. The government then p l a d  restrictions on 

3 



traditional political, social, cultural, economic ideologies as colonial ideologies and 

structures became more prominent. No person was Ieft untoucheci by these changes and 

restrictions brought about by colonial ideologies and structures. How one was able to 

adapt to these changes becarne pivotal to her/his own survival and the survival of the 

family, community and nation. 

Aboriginal women's traditional roles and responsibilities were affected by these 

changes to varying degrees from nation to nation. On the surface, Aboriginal women 

had to find ways to cope with non-Aboriginal structures that tried to dismantle 

traditional ideologies and ways of doing things. Aboriginal women adapted to the 

changes arouad them by trading handmade goods like baskets and blankets to traders 

and settlers. The benefit of the trade or the monetary exchange was then used by 

Aboriginal women to provide necessities and occasional treats for their families. 

Therefore, not only did Aboriginal women trade outside their community , they 

also had a trading system within their community where they shared their skiils and 

services. Mary Jane Schneider's article entided Women' s Work: An Examination of 

Women's Roles in Plains Indian Arts and Crafts, iiiustrates how Plains women baded or 

exchangeci crafted/or personal items skiil with each other. 

Although each woman was expected to be familiar and 
expert in the industrial arts such as tanning hides, etc., 
many of the arts were done by specialists. Specialization 
occurred in a number of different ways. Women who were 
especiay talented in some decorative art wouid be asked 
to make things by women who were not so talented. This 
transaction would be accompanied by an exchange of gifts 
or produce. Most Plains Indian groups had some sort of 
specialized arts that were hown only to a few. These 



varied from group to group. Tipi-making was universally 
a speciaiity . Among the Pawnee, buffalo hair rope making, 
mortar and pestie making, wooden bowl making, and 
gambling basket making were al1 specialhed crafts. 
Among the Omaha only a few women knew how to braid 
buffalo hair lariats. Basketry and pottery were specialized 
crafts among the Mandan and Hidatsa, while mat making 
could be done by anyone but was, in fact, limited to few 
individuals because of difficulty of the process (Alber & 
Medicine, 1983:lll). 

While some of these specialized skills (such as the braiding of buffalo bair lariats) may 

have k e n  lost through time; many others have been passed on to subsequent 

Many contemporary Abonginal women continue to supplement their incornes 

with money eamed by trading andor selling their traditional creations, as some of the 

interviewee's wili reveal. Their creative processes have been enhanced with the use of 

modem conveniences such as steel needles, thread, and glass beads. Some primary 

economic differences that Aboriginal women had to adapt to fiom the precontact to the 

colonization period are the "cash-value or pricen placed upon items and services which 

were produced and, inwrporating non-Abonginal goods into the production of 

traditionally made items. An example would be the replacement of hand-created beads 

traditional skills with modem means. 

The roles and responsibilities of Abonginal women, fYom a contemporary 

perspective, are still fundamentaly the same. Aboriginal wornen are still the primary 

care givers to children and are st i l l  considered to be the carriers of culture. 



Colonization and foreign government policies which promoted a capitalistic 

ideology along with ever changing technology, changed many of the economic activities 

that Aboriginal women participated in. However, despite these changes women are stiil 

vital to the economic survival of themselves , their families, and communities . 

Aboriginal wornen have had to combine traditional and foreign lifestyles to survive. 

The complexiîy of Abonginai women's role in society had not been fully 

exploreci by the majonty of historical, anthropologicai, and ethnographic researchers. 

Prior to the last thiay years, the majority of explorers, researchers and govemment 

officiais who did venture in to study "Indians", tended to focus on the male role in the 

community. Patricia Albers notes this point in her study of Plains Indian women: 

In the writings of historians, native women rarely appear 
in descriptions of diplomatic and trade negotiations between 
Whites and Indians, nor are they usualiy present in discussions 
with military encounters. Except for the now mythologized 
figure of Sacajawea, women are conspicuous by their absence 
in the historicai literature on Native Plains. In the ethnographic 
writhgs of anthropologists, Plains Indian women are also 
generally ignored. With few exceptions (Grinwu 1923; Mead 
1932; Deloria 1944; Hilger 1952; Ewers 1955; Flannery 1944; 
Hassrick 1964; Weltfisb 1965), the contributions of Plains 
Indian women receive more than passing reference in ethnographies 
devoted to the more 'vital' and 'valorous' accomplishments of 
men.. . not only is the literature on Plains Indian women sparse 
and fragmentary , but much of it is biassed. The biases found in 
the work of anthropologist and historians may not be as 
prejudicial nor as blatant as those appearing in the accounts 
of earlier observers; nonetheless, they are distortions just the 
same (Ibid., :4). 



WMe Albers' focus is on the Plains Indian women, the Iack of unbiased sources for 

information on Indian women's roles and places in society holds tme for other groups of 

Aboriginal women as well. 

This particular focus has left a large gap in explaining the intricacies of how 

Abonginal women, children, adoIescents, mi elders, worked and socialized within their 

community as well as e x t e d y  with other communities. The literature that did examine 

the roles of Aboriginal women had a very Euro-centric interpretation of what their roles 

were and how they were perceived by other members of the community and outside 

individuals. Researchers tend to compartmentaüze the roles of Aborigioal women in 

society, rather than examining how they fit together to make a productive and efficient 

household and community system. 

Another widely held notion is that the place of Plains 
Indian women in the household is not as important as 
her male counterpart's position in the community at 
large. This idea is based on the assumption that every- 
where domestic life is separated fiom and subordinated 
by a public sector; but while this state of &fiairs is 
obvious in the organization of European societies, it is 
questionable whether it applies to many native communities 
in the Great Plains and elsewhere (Reciter 1975; LRacock 
1978; Aden and Leamck 1980). In eitber case, these views 
tell us more about the attitudes of the Euro-Americans who 
studied Plains Indians than about the actual conditions 
under which these people lived (Ibid., : 4-5). 

During the last thkty years there has been a great attempt to fïll in these research 

gaps, especially when detailing women's roles and experiences within the numerous and 

various Aboriginal societies. In the last decade the historical and contemporary literature 

on ail aspects of Aboriginal women' s lives, intexwoven with their family , community 



and nations responsibilities, has rapidly increased. (Albers & Medicine, 1983: Knack, 

1989: LaFromboise, 1990: Green, 1992 : Ahenakew & Wolfe, 1992: Cruikshank, 

1992). Ml of the above mentioned authors, are attempting to fiII in the gaps about 

Aboriginal women and their roles in society . 



B) Traditional Deveio~ment & RoIes Frorn An Aboriginal Pers~ective: 

il Traditional Develo~ment: 

According to The New Memaxn-Webster Dictionary (1989), the tem traditional 

development has to be defined as separate entities. Thus. tradition can be defined as "the 

handing down of beliefs and customs by word of mouth or by example without written 

instructions @. 759)" and development can be definecl as "to go through a naturd 

process of growth and differentiation @ -212) " . Combining these definitions, traditional 

development, can be described as a person's or a group's social. cultural, economic and 

political interactions (which are based on their beliefs and customs) plus their activities 

which are brought into being through successive stages by a naairal process of growth. 

This definition reflects a very complex process because human interactions and 

numerous activities are interconnected arid cari be independent andlor interdependent. 

Traditional development was at its height during the precontact era of Aboriginal 

societies. Examining the developmental process of a people and their society can be a 

complex web to unravel. Trying to understand and then explain traditional development 

with only words, can cause some confusion. Thus, circle diagrams specifically the 

Medicine Wheel teachings will be used to explain the ideas and concepts of traditional 

development. Circles have been chosen because they have no beginning and no ending 

and the quarterly entities within are seen as being linked and interwoven. A circle or a 

medicine wheel has been uscd by many Aboriginal people in North America to explain 

al1 aspects of life and its various cycles such as the seasons, people and their 

relationships . 

9 



The Medicine Wheel is an ancient symbol used by aimost 
ail the Native people of North and South America. There 
are many different ways that this basic concept is expressed: 
the four grandfathers, the four winds, the four cardinal 
directions and many other relationships that can be 
expressed in sets of fours. Just like a mirror can be used 
to see things nor nomdly visible (e.g. behind us or 
around a corner), the medicine wheel can be used to help 
us see or understand thbgs we can't quite see or understand 
because they are ideas and not physical objects (Bopp, 1985:9). 

As a result there are many different applications for the Medicine Wheel- Sources for 

these teachings come from nurnerous places. Most of these teachings come from Elders 

such as Edna Manitowabi and others people who have crossed the interviewer's path 

over the last ten years . Some of the written sources include The Mishomis Book: The 

Voice of the Oiibway by Edward BentomBani, The Sacred Tree. by Judie Bopp 

Michael Bopp, L8e Brown and Phi1 Lane and Rebirth: Political. Economic and Social 

Develomnent in Fust Nations, edited by Anne-Marie Mawhiney. This is just a small 

sampling of written sources. Other sources for Medicine Wheel teachings aIso cornes 

fkom attending numerous Native workshops and conferences over the years and listening 

to countless presenters. AU these sources have been extremely useful and helpfui to 

explain traditional development fiom an Aboriginal perspective. 

The traditional development process can essentially be broken down into two 

main areas 1) people and their relationships and 2) the activities of development. Within 

each of these two main components of development, are m e r  subcomponents. 

The people and their relationships section consists of four main components. 

They are further divided into another four subamponents. Using the medicine wheel 



as a teaching tool requires entraxlce into the circle in the east, just as the suri rising from 

the east signifies the dawning of a new day. "The East is the direction from which the 

new day cornes into the world. It is the direction of renewal. It is the place of innocence, 

guilelessness, spontaneity, joy and the capacity to believe the unseen" (Bopp et. al, 

The first part of the people & relationship component in the east involves the 

individual king who has four main human characteristics a) physical (east), b) mental 

(south) c) emotional (west) d) spiritual (north). 

There are four dimensions of " true leaming " . These four 
aspects of every person's nature are reflected in the four 
cardinal points of the medicine wheel. These four aspects 
of our k ing  are developed through use of our volition. It 
cannot be said that a person has totdy leamed in a whole 
and bdanced manner uniess all four dimensions of here 
being have been involved in the process (Bopp, et. al. 
1985:29). 

D i a m  1 : Individual Develo~ment 



The healthy development of an individual depends upon how each of these four 

characteristics or aspects are balanced in hisher life. Of course there are many studies 

and books written which discuss ail aspects of human development, one such book is 

H.B. English's book "Dynarnics of Child Development". He explains how three of these 

four characteristics mentioned, are important to development of children: 

a) Physical development: 

More than anything eise it is total bodiiy excelience which 
detennines what, and especially how welI, a child plays. 
Excellence at play is, in its tum, of major importance in 
companiomhip and fnendship and in ail the child's social 
relationships. It is chiefly in play that a child interacts with 
his feiiows and leanis to get dong. The physically excellent 
child - often just the merely big child - has opportunity to lead 
in garnes, and thus to leam the vitally important techniques of 
leadership and cooperation. The child's social development - 
indeed, his whole personality - is thus fkom the first in large 
part dependent upon the facts of his physicd development 
(English, 1961:253). 

b) Mental development or inteliectual development: 

. . . intelligence plays a determining part in emotional, social, 
and personality development. To deal effectively with chüdren 
is to give constant consideration to the inteliectual side of their 
nature. 

Intelligence is not the whole of th is  inteliectual side of Me, any 
more than "emotion" is the whole of emotional Me. Intelligence, 

however, is the hard core of understanding, rationality, and 
wisdom; and most research has been centred about this core 
(English, 1961:282). 

c) Emotional development: 

. . . emotion is a necessary element in the good life.. . Courage, 
gaiety, humour, joyfulness, and the zest of living - surely 
these, too, are to be encourageci and developed in o u .  children. 



As John MacMurrây says (293, ch.2), in the emotionai life 
there is a great capacity for growth and development (English, 
1961: 102). 

As for spirituai development, social scientists tend to categorize this development 

as religions and their associated beliefs. While there are numerous religions that help 

people learn and grow, the important function of religion is the social aspect: 

. . . religion is important, not as the ' institutionalize embodiment 
of commandments or rules, but as the carrier of great traditions 
of moral conduct, great models of respomible rnanhood. It is 
in these great religious traditions that one fin& the material 
about which a rational m;ui c m  most profitably leam to think, 
and by engaging in such thought, to learn, unleam and leam a 
new the styles of the moral life that enable him to participate 
in the human cornmmity and to confront, with courage and 
even a little gaiety, the poignant but distinctively human in- 
evitability of the moral dilemma (Graham, l974:257). 

If one or more of these aspects are not properly nuftured then the individual WU becorne 

unbalanced and personai struggles could m u r  fiequently. The key to having a good life 

is to fhd ways to mainain balance in each of these aspects as one progresses through 

life. 

The second part of the people and relationship component is the farnily. 

Aboriginal people have always believed family is another important part of one's 

overd life development. 

American Indian families may be characterized as a 
collective cooperative social network that extends f h m  
the mother and father union to the extended f W y  and 
ulaimately the community and tribe (Damon and Eisenberg, 
1998:Vol. 3, 504). 



A family is made up of individuais, which can include a) children b) adolescents, c) 

adults and d) elders. 

Dia- 2: Family Relationshi~ 

As one grows and moves through each of these stages, their experiences, roles, 

responsibilities, and relationships continually changes and expands. 

As we grow as individas we move through our He 
cycle which includes king infants/c&ildren, adolescents, 
adults and elders . Infants were seen as being spirit beings 
and gifts h m  the Creator. It was the famiIies responsibility 
to provide for their basic needs - physicai, mental, emotional 
and spiritual necessitics to this infant/child. Chüdren were 
not owned, they were given their own fieedom of choice 
with their own destinïes to accomplish. Children were taught 
by example and experience by aIi family and community 
members. The sacredness of al1 iife was taught, ordering 
and physical punishment was discouraged. 

Young Adulthood was signifiant period for young boys 
and girls because it was the tirne to discover their purpose 
in life. Puberty became the t h e  for yowg boys to prepare 



for their rites of passage through the fast or vision quest. 
Girls Iearned what it meant to become a woman, and what 
their role and responsibilities would be. 

In adulthood, protocols in relationships were mediated and 
taught by the elders. Men and women were responsible for 
the a r e  and teachings of children and young adults. These 
roles were honoured and thus a harmony was created between 
these roles and the work they did within the family and 
cornmunity. The extended family was also an important 
component to the development of these relationships. AU this 
work and support systems that were created centred around 
the chiidren and their healthy development. 

As aduIts grew and leamed they became more respected for 
their knowledge and experiences they evenhially became elders. 
They told stories and legends and it was their responsibility to 
pass on their knowledge to their grandchildren; they were the 
keeper of family stories, custorns and traditions. There was 
a healthy balance between the male and female roles and 
responsibilities (Atenlos, 199 1 : 52 ). 

Every male and female person in the family has specific roles and responsibilities which 

has to be fulfiled. Other members of the family could be seriously affectai if one 

refused to take his or her roles and responsibilities seriously. 



The third component of people and relationships, the community. A cornmmity 

consisted primarily of a number of families and individuals who had common ties and 

Lived in the same locality or district. Families usually consisted of various kinship 

relationships and these relationships created a band or a community. The dynainics of a 

band or community provided extra support and stability for everyone within the 

community. The intricate network of individual and family relationships ensured the 

survival of the comunity. 

D i a m  : BancUCommUnities 



The final component of people and relationships is the formation of a nation or tribe. 

Diagram 4: Nation Develo~ment 

A nation or tribe is a society consisting of a number of separate bands or communities. 

They are united by kinship, culture, language, territorial lands and other social 

institutions including clans, religious organi7rition and special groups such as women's 

and men's societies (Green, 1992: 106). The League of Iroquois is one exampIe of a 

nation: 

The five peoples that constituted this extraordinary 



League of Iroquois were stretched in a band West of 
the Hudson River as the lands south of Lake Ontario. 
From east to west they were the Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga and Seneca. (In the early years of 
the eighteenth century they would be joined by a sixth 
peoples the Tuscarora, who were fleeing agricultural 
settlement in the Thirteen Colonies, to become Six 
Nations.) To the West of the Iroquois Confederacy were 
srnalier groupings of Iroquoian peoples Icnown as the Wenro 
and the Erie. Further south, in the present-day Pennsylvania, 
lived the Susquebannock (Miller, 19899). 

The Algonkian is the other major linguistic grouping of noaheastern North Amerka. It 

consists of a large number of nations or tribes such as the Beothuk, Micmac, Maliseet, 

Abenaki Confederacy, the Montagnais, Algonkin, Ojibway, Chippewa and Cree 

(Miller, 1989: 6-7). 



The following circular illustration combines al i  aspects of the people and 

relationship components that were previously discussed. Diamam 5: Cornolete Relations 

This visual illustration reinforces the fact that Aboriginal people had a very strong 

individual, family and community base with a i i  these components in place. While the 

diagram shows very defuite division lines between the various components, it has to be 

noted that these components are very much interwoven and intercomected to each other. 



The second main component of the traditional development process involves the 

types of activities in which the Aboriginal people participated. It should be noted at this 

time that the specific types of activities perfomed by Aboriginal peoples varied fiom 

nation to nation, based upon the different types of land formations, animals, plants and 

climate conditions. From a broader perspective the traditional activities c m  be broken 

down into four categories: social, culniral, economic and political. These activities are 

baseci upon the interactions and relationships between either an individual, family , 

community and nation, or a combination of each relationship. 

The fkst component of traditional development involves the social (east) 

activities . 

Diamam 6: Social Develo~ment 



This involves the interactions of individuals, families and the other numerous 

relationships that are fomed within a community. These interactions would be centred 

around physical, mental, emotionai and spiritual activities; and teachings. How chiidren 

learned or were educated by adults is one example of a social activig. To leam a task 

children first observed, then over t h e ,  they physically performed the task at hand. 

Whether it was killing an animai in order to obtain food, using skins to make clothing 

and shelters, or engaging in hoaicultural tasks, children would be observing how each 

task was skilfully executed by the adult or elder. During these fiequent interactions, 

adults would instruct how items were prepared and share stories about how the traditions 

and customs originated. Proficiency and ski11 in the various tasks was acquired through 

repetition, and trial and error. The dynamics of learning in this type of social 

environment couid be either an individual or group experience: 

Within traditional-orientated Indian culture, the uses 
of knowledge and leaming are prescribed to help individuah 
live fullilling lives as fdiy întegrated members of the f d y  
and tribe. For example, among the Navajo, knowledge is 
organized around three He goals. First there is lmowledge 
that lasts throughout one's lifetime and has to do with 
language, kinship, religion, customs, vaIues, beliefs and 
the purpose of life (Joe: 1994). This kind of lmowledge 
is usually taught informally and using a variety of sources. 
Among the Pueblo Indians, teaching and leamhg at this 
stage is thought to be the responsibility of all Pueblo 
members (Suina & Smolkin: 1994). 

The second area of laiowledge involves the leamhg an 
occupation or the means to making a living. This learning 
often requires an apprenticeship and involves a narrower 
range of teaching experts such as herders, weavers, and 
hunters. Leaming is through listening, watching, and doing, 
with a strong emphasis placed on modemg and private 



practising of the emerging ski11 (Suina & Smolkin: 1994). 
At this stage, children also learn the appropriate context for 
the use of their knowledge. The person learns how one's 
howledge is enmeshed with history, culture, and survival 
goals of the trïbe. The third category of knowledge is the 
most restrictive because it is reserved for those interested in 
becoming healers and religious leaders (Joe: 1994). These 
lifetime commitments involving specialized instruction that 
is usually in addition to l e h g  other means of livelihood 
(Damon & Eisenberg, 1998:Vol. 3, 505). 

This entire learning process shows a very rich relationship system. Children learned 

necessary Me skiIIs while they learned about their culture. 

The second component of traditional development involve the cultural (south) 

activities of the group. 

Diamam 7: Cultural Develomnent 

CULTURAL 

This involves the passing on of certain traditions, customs, language, values and 

assumptions. Special ceremmies such as the sundances held by the Plains Indians or 

potlatches held by the coastal Indians, are examples of how cultural activities are 



maintaineci and passed on to successive generations. This type of culturd activity can 

define a way of life. Many Aboriginal nations have summarized women's roles and 

responsibilities as king the carriers of culture: "In effect, women have k e n ,  and 

remain, the keepers of their culture, preserving traditions and handing them down to 

their children (Green, 1992: 93) " . This reveals how important women were and continue 

to be the overall fabric of society . 

The thùd component of traditional development is the economic activities which 

involves the production, reproduction, distribution and consumption of goods a&or 

services; better hown during this time as trade. 

D i a m  - 8: Economic Devdo~ment 



Various economic activities were dependent upon the original geographicai location of 

Aboriginal communities. Coastal Aboriginal peoples such as the Mi'k maq, would rety 

primady on fishing, while inland Aboriginal people such as the Algonkins, would focus 

more on hunting and gathering activities. Both men and women played important parts 

in gathering and p r e p a ~ g  iterndgoods which could be traded for different necessities 

with other persons or communities. 

Ojibway women were more, bowever, than passive 
complements to the life of their men. They were essential 
economic partners in the muaI cycle of work. They were 
needed not only to perform the normal domestic chores of 
cooking, sewing, and child m e ,  but their skills were also 
essential to weave the fish nets and paddle the canoe during 
the duck hunt, to constnict protective fur robes and roof the 
birchbark wigwam, to tan the hides and harvest rice and 
maple Sap (Canadian Women Studies, 1989: 47)". 

The fourth component involves the pol it id activities of traditional development. 



This activity was a constructed system of decision making processes, the acceptable 

codes of conduct, and the various power relationships and authorïty within the 

community. It involved having a definte system of government which established codes 

of conduct for the commulzlty members. This e m e d  that cornmunity members had a 

voie in al1 political activities. A good example of an intricate political system would be 

the Iroquois nation or League of Five Nations (now Six) with chiefs, clan mothers, 

warrior societies, etc. The people within each of these groups would have very specific 

responsibiüties and powers which wauld ensure that the decision making process was 

based upon the desires of the entire community . 

Traditional Mohawk government at the cornmunity level 
is based on the matdineal f d y  unit and attends 
to the social, spiritual, and political needs of the community . 
There are three clans - Bear, Wolf, and M e  - each of 
which is led by several clan mothers who have the 
responsibility of appointing a male to enact the directives 
and convey the needs of that f d y  unit to the chiefs. Each 
clan has three chiefs and each chief is amuntable to this 
clan mother who, in concert with the other clan mothers, 
can de-ham (impeach) an errant chief. This, however, is 
rare. Much emphasis is placed on reaching a consensus in 
debate and on collective consultation with the cornmuniv 
Members at public meetings. which are akin to a referendum. 
The commuaity Ievel government is Iinked to a more 
encompassing level of government, that of the Mohawk 
Nation, which in tum is linked to the s W  more 
encompassing government of the Iroquois Six Nations 
Confederacy. The Confederacy is governeci according to 
the Great Law, which is a lengthy and sophisticated unwritten 
constitution recited every few years in a ceremony extending 
over a few days (Ponting, 1988 ,p. 152). 

In summary, the traditional developrnent process is very holistic - meaning that 

everyone and everything is seen as a necessary part of the larger whole. It involves both 



the people and their relationships interacting within the social, cultural, economic and 

poiit id activities of a community and nation. A society that is based upon this holistic 

type of development process c m  be described as hzving a very intricate, complex, 

independent, and interdependent survival system through which its people are able to 

grow and easily adapt to changes which mur around them. 

Diagram 10: Traditional DeveIo~ment 



ii) Traditional Roles & Remonsibilities of Aboriginal Women: 

Using the traditional development process, it is possible to examine the roles and 

responsibilities of traditionai Aboriginal women. Socially, child rearing was the primary 

activity of women. They ensured their children's basic needs, physical, mental, 

emotional and spiritual, were met. In addition, the physical necessities of clothing, 

shelter and food were an intricate part of a women's life. These important activities were 

not just the mother's responsibility. It was also the father's, the extended families' and 

the other commmity members' responsibilities. The sharing of the rearing and the 

teachhg of children made this very important task easier on everyone. As a result, it 

produced weil-balanced and very capable individuals . 

Culturally , as was previously mentioned, women were "carriers of their culture" 

in many Aboriginal societies. This, has b e n  presented in Teresa D. LaFromboise, 

Anneliese M. Heyle and Emily J. Ozer 's (1990) article "Changine and Diverse Roles of 

Women in American Indian Cultures" which explores the traditional roles and identities 

of American Indian women. 

A woman's identity in traditional Indian life was f i d y  
rooted in her spirituality, extended family, and tribe. 
Women saw themselves as coilective king fulfilling 
harmonious roles in the biological, spiritual, and social 
worlds . B iologically , they vatued king mothers and 
raising healthy families; spiritually, they were considered 
extensions of the Spirit Mother and keys to the continuation 
of their people; and socidly, they s e ~ e d  as transmitters of 
cultural kmwledge and caretaicers of their children and 
relatives. Great value was ascribed to these traditional 
roles (1990, p.457). 



Aboriginal women have the responsibility of ensuring that their traditions, values, 

n o m ,  assumptions and languages were maintainecl and passed on to the younger 

generations, through storytelling and the performance of rituals and ceremonies. 

Economicaily, Aboriginal women were very involved and responsible for the 

preparation, production, reproduction, distribution and consumption of clothbg, shelter 

and food. They were also responsible for horticultural &or agricu1tura.I activities 

depending on the tribes' physical location. In Sara Henry Stites' (1905), "Economics of 

the Ircauois" she outlines some of the work and economic activities that Iroquois women 

perforrned during the 1600's. 

Besides their agricultural labours they attend to the gathering 
of nuts, fruits and roots; and they contribute also to the stock 
of implements to be used in the production by making traps for 
catching small animals. Furthemore, they manufactured many 
of the household utensils and funiishings. AU the pottery was 
made by the women, as were also the wooden mortars in which 
corn was cmshed. Textile industries were largely in their hands 
from the gathening of the raw materials to its final weaving into 
mats, baskets, also making clothing . 

. . . it is the women who bear the burden of the house, cuts and 
carries the firewood, does the cooking and pads herself 
on the journeys with provisions etc., for the husband, according 
to a quote fkom a Jesuit Relation (1905 :29-30). 

Aboriginal women across the lands perfoxmed many similar economic tasks al1 of 

which were necessary for their own, their families ' and their communities ' survival and 

comfoa. Aboriginal women were very involved in these daiiy economic activities and 

they were aiso highly involved in any trading and commerce that took place between 



families, other comrnmities or nations. Rayna Green's (1992) Women i- American 

Indian Societv stated that: 

The casual observer failed to realize that the strenuous 
labours of an Indian woman assured her a great deal of 
power. Although she worked very hard, she enjoyed 
control over the products of her labour. Among groups 
as varied as the Iroquois in the Northeast and the Hidatas 
of the Great Northem Plains, the power to trade and 
distribute the products of agricultural labour resided in 
the women (1992:M). 

From a political perspective, Aboriginal women were involved, in varying 

degrees, in al l  levels of family and comrnunity decision making processes. However, the 

political roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women varied fkom nation to nation and 

depended on whether the nation was patnlineal or matrilineal. According to A.A. 

Goldenweiser's (1915) Functions of Women in Iro~uois Society, some of the political 

fiinctions of Iroquois women: 

While women could not be chiefs and had no vote in 
tribal of federal councils, their functions in connection 
with the election and deposition of chiefs constituted 
them a most important factor in Iroquois society. 

Moreover, prominent women ofien addressed councils, 
some were noted for their eloquence, and in all cases, 
the opinion of women was asked and heeded (1984:97). 

Even though women were not the seen as the officia1 leaders of the community, their 

political opinions were asked and thought to be an important and influentid contribution 

to the discussion. The male population heeded any comments that the women made. 

What must be reiterated about the traditional roles and responsibilities of 

Aboripinai women is that regardless of their particular nation of origin, the social, 



cultural, economic and political activities which defined their specific roles and 

responsibilities, were intertwined and ~ 0 ~ e c t e d .  Their roles and responsibilities based 

upon their social, cultural, economic and political activities were not viewed as separate 

entities. Every person within the comrnunity conhibuteci to the over ail well-king of the 

other, which in tum ensured the cornmunity ' s survival. 

Traditionally, Aboriginal women worked in partnership with their male 

comterparts, each had their own roles and respomibilities they had to fulfill. 

Abonginal wornen's main responsibility was to bring forth life and provide a nurturing 

environment for chiidren to learn and grow. Aboriginai men's responsibility was similar 

but with the added responsibility of protecting their women, children, and elders. 

Together, they ensured that life would continue throughout the generations. Equaiity 

between the genders was and continues to be a fundamentai component to development 

whether it is the development of human beings, plant beings, s Q  beings and water 

beings. Without a male and a fernale component, the other can not exist. 



iii) b a c t  Of Colonization On Traditional DeveIo~ment Of Aboriginal Women: 

The arrivai of the Europeans and the eventual colonkation of the Americas 

greatIy impacted the lives and development of a i l  the Aboriginal peoples. Two of the 

main influences of European development, which were different fkom traditional 

Aboriginal development, were the 1) separation and 2) comparîmentalization of the 

social, cultural, economic and political activities . As the colonization process 

progressed, Abonginal people found themselves forced to adapt their ways to the 

emergence of the larger dominant society. 

American Indian tribes are resilient in that they have 
withstood the attempts at extermination, removal fiom 
their traditional lands, loss of self-governance, and 
assimüationist policies aimed at destroying Indian 
languages , traditions, dress, religions, and occupations 
(Harjo: 1993) quoted in (Damon & Eisenberg, 1998: 
Vol. 3, 504). 

As foreign institutions began to form, barriers were also king created and placed in 

fkont of the development of Aboriginal societies (Albers, 1985). Thus, the traditional 

development process began to change and to varying degrees the intertwined connections 

began to break away from one another. 

Principles of the colonization process included the formation of a hierarchy 

which led to the formation of dominate and subordinate relationships. An example of 

these types of relationships becornes very apparent in their structure of male and female 

relationships. Western women were not seen or treated as equais with their male 

wunterparts unlike Aboriginal women and men who were equals in all aspects of 

development and relationships . 



Western ideology tended to be lineai as opposed to Aboriginal societies which 

tend to have a wholistic approach. Upon examining some of the features of 

colonkation, in contrast to traditional development processes, one can begin to 

understand how these differences have lead to many years of misunderstandings by non- 

Aboriginal about Aboriginal peoples. As capitalism became the primary economic 

structure, Aboriginal peoples soon found themselves becoming dependent upon others 

for their livelihood. 

Principally, traditionally developing societies were egalitarian in nature. 

Relationships were independent and interdependent which enhanced the whole notion of 

communal efforts. This holistic approach to development ensured that everyone within 

the society had access to any wealth that was created through various economic activities 

and was held by the community. As the population balance began to shift from the 

cobnists being the rninority to the majority, the colonizing features became more 

prominent and institutionalised within the society. 

Aboriginal women' s roles and responsibilities were also affected b y colonization. 

One of the traditional roles of Aboriginal women was that of caregiver to the children. 

Prior to the colonking influences, children would leam about life or social, cultural, 

economic and political developments, through observing and imitating the activities their 

parents were performhg. EventuaIly the chiildren, as they grew, would be creating their 

own life experiences. Even though the women were the primary teachers of the children, 

everyone withh the community had a role in teaching and training them about the 

various activities that were necessary for survival. 



The colonization process created new govemments, policies, legislation and 

institutions which were to govern al1 peoples' actions, including the care of the chiidren. 

It quickly became evident that Abonginal people had more rules and regulations 

imposed upon them compared to non-Aboriginal people, starting with The Rqval 

Proclamation of 1763 to the present day Indian Act. Europeans enforced their ideas of 

schooling and education on Aboriginal children. Their method for teaching children took 

place in schools outside of the home. Children learned the basic reading, writing and 

arithmetic. The school's teacher became one of the main influences in their learning, due 

to many hours king spent in school, away from their f d y .  

This method of leamhg was very dïfEerent fiom their form of education for 

Aboriginal women and their children. The whole community was the children's place of 

leamhg whereby they had many teachers. 

Whatever their ecological base and specific Mestyle, 
Canada's aboriginal peoples shared certain cultural 
attributes, inciuding a belief in the unity of alI aspects 
of Life and consequent lack of distinction between the 
"secular" and the "sacred" . The responsibilities of 
family life were valued highly, particulady the obligation 
to educate ciddren in a holistic fashion. As Jacqueiie 
Gresko documents in her chapter about the Plains Cree 
and the Coast Salish, the process of education encompassed 
ail aspects of the child' s Me. 

Children were raised to assume adult roles in an 
atmosphere of warmth and affection. Learning emphasized 
such values as respect for al1 living things, sharing, self- 
reliance, individual responsibility, and proper wnduct. 
Children also had to leam how to utilize the environment 
most effectively for economic survival. Integral to al1 
aspects of the education of the young was the spintual, 
and events in the lifecycle fkom birth to death were 



marked with ceremonies stressing the individual' s link 
to the spiritual and the sacrai.. Cultural conrinuity was 
thus ensurai. (Barman, Hebert, & McCaskiI1, 1989: 
vol. 1 3 .  

The introduction of the European educational system inevitably changed the traditional 

developmental system for teaching children. From a social perspective, children were no 

longer able to freely interact with their families or other community members due to the 

fact that they were expected to be in school for a set number of hours per day. The 

introduction of residential schooIs where children resided for at l e s t  ten months of the 

year made an even greater impact on some Aboriginal chiidren. This was due to physical 

separation from their families and communities . 

Reluctantly, Abonginal parents let their children go to these types of schools 

because many realized that their children needed the Western education in order to live 

and survive in the changing world. 

The Cree leader John Tootoosis, boni in 1899, has recaiIed 
that, although his father was very troubled b y the idea of 
sending his sons to raidentid school, he nonetheless wanted 
them to leam to rad, write and count and be able to speak 
the language of the white man.. .He did not have the skius 
himself, had often needed them and knew that Indian people 
wouid have a better chance in the future if they had them 
@id., : 10). 

Aboriginal parents wanted theh children to have a formai education dong with learning 

their own Aboriginal traditions. Meanwhile, the intent of the western educational 

system, was to assimilate Aboriginal children into Western society. 

In 1879, the federal government wmmissioned a report 
evaluating the Arnerican policy favouring separate Indian 
residential schools. The Arnericans believed that Indian 



children were best prepared for assimilation into to the 
dominant society if they were removed from the influences 
of home, family and community @id. : 6). 

This could only be done by separating the children from their famüies and communities, 

because othemise the children would stilI be influenced by traditional systems. 

Aboriginal women, as the "carriers of culturen, had the difîicult task of trying to ensure 

that their traditions and ceremonies were passed on to their chüdren despite their long 

absences fiom the family . 

Economicaily, the Western educational system tried to teach Aboriginal cbildren 

the importance of leaming a skill or trade so that they could be productive members in 

the capitalistic society. Most of the residential schools had a curriculum that induded 

domestic and agriculturai work so that the children could learn how to keep a good 

house and be good fmers .  This type of training did not always lead young adults to 

obtain a good job in the dominant society, nor were rnany of the young adults able to 

rely on their traditional economical survival training since they had lirnited time with 

their family and community to leam them. Abonginal women continuai with their 

traditionai economic activities and leamed whatever new Western skills that were 

necessary for their families' survival. Whenever possible Aboriginal women continued 

to teach the children about traditional economic activities . 

It should be stressai at this t h e  that not every Abonginal child attended a 

residential school . 

While the number of schools and total enrolment grew over 
the 1st two decades of the nineteenth century, it soon became 
evident that young Indians were not so willingly dispossessed 



of their cultures as the dominant society had expected. By 
1900, out of a total Indian population of about 20,000 aged 
between six and fifteen, 3,285 Indian children were enrolled 
in 22 industrial and 39 boarding schools and another 6,349 
in 226 day schools @id. 3). 

Many Aboriginal children attended local day schools, but the quality of education and 

curriculum was not equal to non-Aboriginal schools. The curriculum was very Euro- 

centric and anti-Abonginal. This made it very difficuit for most children to continue on 

with their education. No education usudy meant no jobs, thus, it &came harder to fit 

into the economic systems of Western society. As a result a state of dependency became 

more entrenched as a way of survival for the young Aboriginal people. 

Politically, Aboriginal women were not seen as an important part of any decision 

making processes, according to Western govemment officials. h fact many newcomers, 

nom missionaries to govemment officials. were extremely uncornfortable with the 

amount of power that Aboriginal women had in their society, because they had more 

influence than Western women. As a result, missiornies, fur traders and govemment 

officials aiways consulted ody the Aboriginal men if a decision needed to be made. 

Eventuaify, whenever it was possible, decisions pertaining to Aboriginal people were 

made without consulting Abonginai women. 

This frame of thought continued into the children's education. For example, 

parents were seldom consulted about their chiidren's curriculum in school. The 

decisions about classroorn content were made by governent officials, school boards 

and teachers, many of whom had little knowledge about the students' traditional ways of 



leaming. For the most part, students were expected to forget al1 their primitive "Indian 

ways " , since they would not be useful in a "civilizedW Western society . 

Civilized Western society brought with it the ideas about how this "newn country 

should be established and had very Little regard for the Aboriginal peoples and their 

social, cultural, econornic and political institutions. Traditional development was very 

interconnecteci for Aboriginal people, while Western society separated and 

compartmentalized development. In Western society, education, religion, health, social 

relationships and government, etc., existed as separate entities and the larger separation 

between private versus public sectors. 

One approach . . . involves a dualistic perspective. This 
pdcular point-of-view presumes that domestic and capitalkt 
sectors of production are independent of each other. This 
division is not merely heuristic in scope but represents, in 
fact, an epistemological premise. Many of those who foliow 
this approach take the view that there is a universal cleavage 
in human societies, wmmonly kuown as the public-private 
dichotomy. On the public side is a sector based on c o m m ~ t y  
-wide associations of jural-political nature, whereas the private 
side is identifid by domestic relations which are familial in 
character. In writings where this sectoriai split is used, it 
is generally presumed that the public sector is maledominiited 
and organizes, as well as wntrols, the diverse, and at t h e s  
conflicting, interests of the femalecentred household 
groups (Albers & Medicine, 1983 : 177). 

Very iittle allowance was made to include Aboriginal ways into the Western society, and 

as remit this separation and compartmentalization had a tremendous impact on ail 

Aboriginal people and their developmental processes. Today we are fa& with the fact 

that Aboriginal peoples are the most disadvantaged group, socially, economically and 



politically in Canadian society. It is often said that Aboriginal women in particular are 

doubly disadvantaged: 

Indian families, s tatis tically larger than mos t f d i e s  
of other races, were and still are, classified below the 
poverty h e ,  at twice the national rate.. . Indian women 
like [other] women, earned half of what males eamed. 
Indian women have consistently been, in the words of 
one native scholar, Shirley Hill Witt, "the lowest paid, 
Iowest ranked, most unemployed segment of the 
national work force" (Green, 1992: 86). 

Aboriginal women's adaptations and reactions to the coionizing process and their 

ever changing society has varied. Abonginal women were hindered and some were 

overcome by the continuous barriers that where placed in front of their traditional 

developmental systems, but many developed survival strategies to overcome any 

colonizing barriers they encountered. Aboriginal women adapted their traditional 

experiences and skiils to use hem in their changing lifestyles. 

Some of the survival strategies applied socially was to continue to teach and 

demonstrate the importance of famiiy and wmmunity interactions. They taught their 

children the importance of male and female relationships, that one could not corne into 

king without the other. 

Culturdy, women could stiil maintain and pass on their traditions and customs, 

so long as people remained in the same area. Although, it became more difficdt to 

maintain traditions and customs once chüdren and eventually adults began moving away 

from their home wmmilnities in order to obtain work, traditions and customs were 

maintained in varying degrees. 



Economidy, Aboriginal women had to combine their loiown trading economy 

with any available type of wage or capital income. They were able to u t W  their 

specialized craft skills, such as creating cbthing, bowls and so on, with their shrewd 

trading abilities, to purchase any other necessities that their family may have needed 

when their wage earnings did not cover all their basic necessities. 

Politicaüy, Aboriginal women's voices were king silenced federally through the 

Indian Act, which emured that oniy men became the elected governing officials within 

their communïty. Aboriginal women were not totally unheard within the community and 

family settings, since they were often the ones responsible for providing for their family . 

As a result they had input into both these settings to varying degrees. 

Aboriginal women were able to act or react appropriately to their changing 

Mestyle by applying their traditional experiences. This skill became useful as the 

wlonization process continued. 



iv) Contem~orarv Situation Of Develo~ment and Abori~inal Women: 

Since the colonizing process separated and compartmentalized overall 

development, many societal gaps have been created which directly impacted the [ives, 

roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women. 

The formal educational system has a wide gap fiom a social and cultural view. 

Very Utle of the curriculum gives an accurate historical account, or positive image, as 

well as a contemporary perspective of Aboriginal people and their issues. Many young 

Aboriginal students do not continue on with their formal education beyond high school 

because they have become fkustrated with their school experiences. Other rasons why 

young Aboriginal students do not continue on with education include poor family lives, 

few support mechanisms or positive influences and king labelied a poor student. These 

factors can contribute to a low self-image and have a snowball effect that can take place 

in ali the other areas of one's life. 

Without an education, Aboriginal young people can not obtain weli paying jobs 

and their abiiity to become self-sustainhg individuais diminishes. The end result is that 

they must seek alternative means for their survival in the capitalistic society. The 

aiternative usually cornes in the f o m  of receiving social assistance. If that isn't 

available then too many individuals find themselves living or surviving on the streets. 

The societal gaps in general for Aboriginal people becorne continuous. It is for this 

reason Aboriginal people and their communities have often been labelleci the "Thicd 

World Nations of North America". 



Over the last thxrty years, Aboriginal people have ken going through a re- 

vitalkation process. This process involves individuals , families and communities re- 

claiming and ensuring that their traditional development manners, ideas, customs and 

practices are part of their everyday IZestyle. Aboriginal wornen have ben working to 

re-establish the relationship components in the traditional development process because, 

repeatedly , they have seen that a strictly Western mind set does not fit in with their own 

understanding of the world. This has resulted in the creation of societal gaps. 

Aboriginal women have lmown it was their responsibility to take control over 

their own well-king and then they would be better able to help their families and 

communities. With that f is t  step taken, Aboriginal women have sought to change the 

societal gaps by gaining practical experience withui the various institutions such as 

education, and heaïth and welfare. Aboriginal women began creating their own social, 

cultural, economic and political organizations that better deal with their issues and 

concem. 

Sociaiiy, Aboriginal women have maintaineci the importance of kinship 

relatiomhips, both male and fernale, to one's over aI l  growth. C u l t d y ,  Abonginal 

women are making sure that their traditional customs, beliefs and values are being 

incorporated into a i i  aspects of their work. Economically Aboriginal women have 

continuai to produce, distribute and reproduce items and services which are traded and 

consumai by the larger society, as well as paaicipating in other f o m  of wage labour. 

Politically, they are speaking louder about their experiences and expectations for a better 

quality of life for themselves, families and commmities. They are working hard to 
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eliminate the gender inequality that was brought to them by Western instihitions because 

they know that to create life, you must have an equal balance between the male and 

female counterparts. Abonginai women are no longer allowing other people to speak 

for them. As a result of this action, they are becoming more visible within Canadian 

society and will be soon seen as a powemii force to deal with. Their power cornes from 

their ability to give He and their innate responsibility to ensure that the generations 

continue on in a healthy and productive way . 

This chapter has provided us with some historical insight into the traditional 

development process of Aboriginal people and how the colonUation process has affected 

th& lives over time. From there the focus moved specifically to roles and 

responsibiïltes of Aboriginal women within their family and community. Their roles 

and responsibM ties were m e r  examined through their social, economic, cultural 

political activities fiom both a historicd and contemporary context. 

In general, Aboriginal women are working in all of the developmental 

components of society, creating changes wherever they work. They are the role models 

for their children and future generations. Aboriginai women have taken th& traditional 

roles and responsibilities very seriously by becoming very active professionally , as 

lawyers, doctors, educators, business women, executive directors, heafth professional, 

artists, designers, authors and more irnportantly being good mothers, aunties and 

grafldmothers. Aboriginal women tbrough their work and famiiy experiences are 

changing the negative ideas and attitudes of the larger society so that their children wiil 

have positive and productive lives . 
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Over the remaining chapters the eight interviewees will demonstrate how across 

tirne, they have ken able to maintaai and adapt their family and community roles and 

responsibilities . They WU prove, through their family and work experiences, that 

Aboriginal women have always been active participants in the development of social, 

economic, cultural and political activities. The interviewees wili also illustrate, through 

both their work and family experiences, how societaI gaps have innuenced their lives 

and how they are reducing the developmental gaps in society. 



CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY: 

These next four chapters wili demonstrate that the evolving roles and 

responsibiiities of contemporary Aboriginal women, with respect to community 

development, are consistent with their traditional roles. This will be accomplished 

through the use of interviews that were conducted with eight Aboriginal women - all 

leaders in their chosen professions. As weii this study wiU use developmental 

circleslMedicine Wheef teachings to illustrate how Aboriginal women's roles and 

responsibilities have evolved from the past to the present. As was stated earlier, prior to 

colonization, the traditional developmental circle was very strong - relations and 

activities were very intricate and intertwined, 

D i a m  10: Summarv of Traditional Deveio~rnent 



Processes that were intertwined and connecteci, weakened as they became 

compartmentalized and separated kom one another, as North America became 

colonized . 

Diamam - I l :  Contem~orarv DeveIopment - Separation of Comuonents 

GOVT. STATES 
POLICIlES & 
LEGISLATION ARE CREATED ( FROM POLICIES 



hoking at this diagram one can see that the lines are thicker. This was done to show the 

division or gaps between the people and their relationship as well as the separation of 

activities . 

The interviewees' will demonstrate how this strong developmental circle has 

been weakened over tirne, due to various societal influences and circumstances. Some of 

the societal issues they wiil be discussing include: famiy relationships which consists of 

b o t .  male and femaie roles and responsibilities; education; government policies; 

feminism; employment ; and comrnunïty relationships . They accomplis h this by relating 

their own life stories and experiences. More importantly, the interviewees wiIl show 

how Aboriginal women are working together today, to repair the weakened circles. The 

foIiowing is quick statistical overview of the interviewees: 

Table 1 : Dernoma~hic Profile of Interviewees 

A) Careers 

Directors 2 

Chief 1 

Business 4 

Social 1 

C) Govt. Desimation 

Metis 1 

Status 4 

Bill C-31 2 

Non-Status 1 

B) Tribal Affiliation 

Mohawk 2 

Ojibway 5 

Mi'kmaq 1 

D) Residence & Work 

OnReserve 4 

Off Reserve 4 



The interviews will illustrate that these women learned about their roles and 

responsibilities (with regards to family, c01ll11lUIIîty and nation) from the guidance 

provided to them by their immediate, extended and community families. To distinguish 

berneen the various types of families that will be rnentioned throughout these 

interviews, the foliowing categories will be used: immediate birth family - the family the 

interviewee was born into and raised by; extended fafnily - blood relations andor non- 

blood reiations; immediate family - interviewee's own family (partnedchildren); 

community family - non-blood or distant relations. The interviewee's personal 

development was shaped through these same influences, as well as the extemai social, 

cultural, economic and political influences of two different worlds- Aboriginal and non- 

Aboriginal. This study wiU show how these women have b e n  able to fit in their 

traditional roles and responsibilities in a contemporary setting. As these women and 

other Aboriginal women emerge as today's leaders they are appearing to rely more and 

more on their traditional teachings to make them stronger women, mothers, partners, 

aunties and grandmothem to their i d e s ,  communities and nations. They know that the 

strong traditional developmental circle has been broken over time and that it is their 

responsibility to bring all aspects of that circle back together, so that they can create 

strong individuals, families, communities and nations. 

Interview Format: 

The interviews were wnducted at locations chosen by the interviewees at their 

convenience. The interviews were approximately 1 112 to 2 1/2 hours in duration and 

took place between August 4, 1994 and January 18, 1995. This qualitative research 
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format had the interviewees answering semi-structured, open ended questions about their 

famay innuences, education and work experiences. They discussed these issues in 

relation to their roles and responsibiiities within their family and community Lives . 

With the interviewees permission, ai l  the interviews were tape recorded and then 

transcribed by the interviewer. The interviewer then compiled and analysed al1 the 

information into various relevant sections as outlined in the table of contents. From a 

broad perspective, the research analysis was a thematic interpretation of the colïected 

interviews, with the selection of important and appropriate individual comments 

arranged throughout the text. It shouid be noted that it was very important to the 

interviewer to let the interviewees' words speak for themselves as much as possible. 

Selection of Interviewees: 

The interviewees are primarily from central and southwestern Ontario. The 

interviewees were selected based on their work experiences as managers and/or leaders 

in businesses and various organi;rations. Persons were also chosen if they had experience 

and knowledge about the traditional economic roles of Aboriginal women. The possible 

lists of participants for this research was gathered through a chah sampling method. A 

chah sampling question would be as follows: asking various welI situated people "Who 

hows  a lot about Aboriginal women as managers and leaders?" The list of possible 

participants begins to accumulate und a few key people are mentioned over and over 

again (Patton, 1990: 176). From this particular point the interviewer began to make 

initial contacts with these key individuais or key inforrnants, which ultimately 

determined the number of research participants. 



The following is a brief description of the interviewees - their names, family 

stanis, education and current work situation. The fust peerson interviewed Cindy Baskin 

a Metis origlnaily fiom New Brunswick. who has lived in Toronto, Ontario for the last 

twenty years. Cindy is a Treatment Worker for the Gabriel Dumont Social Work 

Organization. She is single, in her mid-thiaies and the oldest of three sisters. Cindy's 

educational background includes a Bachelor of Arts Degree in English, a Bachelor of 

Social Work and most recently a Master's degree in Social work. 

The fictional name Sara has been used for the second interviewee and ail other 

identifying marks wiU be removed so as to honour her request for privacy and 

confidentiality. Sara is an Ojibway, and has lived in a major Canadian rnetropolitan city 

for over twenty years where she currently works as an Executive Director in a 

Aboriginal organintion. Sara is marrieci and is in her mid-forties. 

The third person interviewed was Hannah Johnson who is an Ojibway and is the 

sole owner of an arts and crafts shop called, "Hannaht s " . It is a consignrnent shop which 

is located on the Curve Lake First Nation Temtory near Peterborough, Ontario. Hannah 

employs one full-time person and has a few part-tirne empioyees to help her nui her 

store. Besides king a business owner, Hannah is a wife, a mother of three grown 

children and a grandmother to six children. 

Ethel Chynoweth, the fourth interviewee, is an Ojibway from Perry Island, 

Ontario but has iived in Peterborough, Ontario for the last six years. She is in her earIy 

M e s ,  married and has one seven year old daughter. Along with caring for her family, 

Ethel works as store clerk part-the. a baby sitter, nins her own new craft business 



"Wiigwaam Among Us" out of her home, and is currentiy part of the Aboriginal 

Advisory cornmittee for the YMCAIYWCA Board of Directors. Ethel's formai 

education includes the completion of a Native Economic Development SrnaIl Business 

Management programme in cofiege and she has attended two years of university in a 

similar programme. 

Interview number five is with Darlene, (a pseudonym) a Mohawk from Ontario. 

She is in her early forties and is a single parent of one child. For the last ten years, 

Darlene has managed her own wnsulting business which employs two part-time 

employees. As weli she holds numerous local and national executive positions in various 

Aboriginal organhtions . 

Marlene Brant-CasteUano, interview number six, is a Mohawk from the Tyendinaga 

Mohawk territory. She is in her late m e s ,  married to Vince Castellano and has four 

grown sons. More recently Marlene's family grew to include a granddaughter. 

Marlene's formal education is extensive with a B.A., a Master of Social Work, and 

some post graduate work in adult education. At the tirne of this interview Marlene was 

working as a Co-Director of Research for the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People 

in Ottawa, Ontario. 

Intexview number seven was with Nora Bothwell who is a Mississauga of the 

Objiway nom Aiderville Fùst Nation, located between Peterborough and Coburg, 

Ontario. Nora is a Chief in the Union of Ontario Indians, which presides over seven 

bands. As well Nora also has a position on the Advisory Board of Education in her 

county. Prior to these positions, Nora also worked as the Executive Director for the 



Union of Ontario Indians. Nora is in her mid-forties, divorced, has one grown daughter, 

one teenage son and recently became a grandmother. Nora's educational background 

includes completion of a Smdi Business Management programme, and the completion a 

Bachelor of Arts degree in Native Studies fkom Trent University in Peterborough, 

Ontario. 

The last interviewee was Kim Coyle who is an Ojibway originally h m  the area 

of Burleigh Falls, Ontario although she has lived in the Curve Lake First Nations 

territory for the last five years. She is in her mid-thirties, is separated and has two 

children. Her educational background includes a college diplorna. Currently, Kim nins 

her own General Store in Curve Lake which has been in operation for almost four years 

and employs four persons. 



CfIAPTER THREE: 

A) DEVELOPMENT OF PEOPLE AND RELATIONSHIPS 

i) Familv Structure - Immediate, Extended and Own: 

Since one's family plays a large part in the development of individuals, these 

next sections will focus primarily on the f d y  influences and their relationships to each 

interviewee. The following chart wiii be used to briefly summarize the family structure 

of each interviewce: 

Interviewees: 

Cindy 

Sara 

HaMah 

Ethel 

Darlene 

Marlene 

Nora 

Table 2: Immediate F d v  Structure 

Family Structure 

A) Parents B) Siblings C) Grand~arentk) 

Kim 2 

(* Father deceased at an early age.) 

Matemal grandmother 

N/ A 

Maternal grandparents 

Maternal grandmother 

Paternai grandparents 

Brief knowledge 
Matemal grandfather 

Brief knowledge 
Matemal grandmother 
Paternal grandmo ther 

Maternal Great & 
Grandparents 



It is interesthg to see the significant number of interviewees who were influenceci by or 

had interactions with their grandparents, especially from the materna1 side. Only three of 

the eight interview had Little or no contact with their grandparents. 

This next chart gives a M e r  breakdown of the number of siblings within the 

famüy structure, which gives a bemr indication of the family size: 

Table 3: Farnily - Number of Siblin~s 

No. of Siblings 
Large Medium Small 

lxl 0 3 .  C7) (<3) Interviewees : 

Sara 

Marlene 

Nora 

Ethel 

D arlene 

Cindy x 

Hannah x 

Kim x 

We can see that there is also a fairly even distribution of family size, based on the 

number of siblings, between large [more than 8 siblings], medium [more than 3, less 

than 81 and small [less than 3 siblings] in the f a d y  structure 

Looking at the interviewees placement within their fafnilies, we can see that there 

is a fairly even distribution between the eldest, rniddle or youngest child(ren) in the 



Table 4: Placement in Family 

Placement in Family 

Eldes t Middie Youn~est 

X 

Interviewees : 

Cindy 

Sara 

Hannah 

Ethel 

Darlene 

Marlene 3rd 

Nora 2nd 

Kim x 

Based on this information it would be difficult to sunnise that successfbl women leaders 

are primarily first bom children, since there is such an even distribution of family 

placement for these successful women. It can be said though, that these women are 

successful leaders today because of the strong positive influences and relationships that 

have been provided to them by their extended and immediate families, throughout their 

lifetime as we will see. 



Parents bfluence/Relationships : 

As we can see five of the interviewees had both of their parents' guidance while 

growing up. But for Darlene and Ethel both of their fathers passed away at early ages. 

Nora, like the other two women, had the influence of one immediate parent, due to her 

parents' divorce, although technically she had two parents [mother and step-father] while 

growing up. Later in life, Nora was able to establish a relatiomhip with her biah father. 

The next passages will focus on the interviewees' thoughts on family, 

specifically their own upbringing, and what it was like growing up in their particular 

family. They begin by giving a bnef summary of how their parents influenceci them by a 

describing their family backgrounds, their parents' roles and responsibilities within the 

famiiy and community and lastly describing some of the important values that they 

leamed fkom their parents. 

Cindy ' s father, Ellsworth Baskin, a Mi'k maq , has worked most of his life as a 

construction worker, which involved a lot of travel away from the home. Cindy's 

mother, Alma Baskin who is of Irish descent, has worked in their home looking after her 

three daughters. Cindy's interaction with her extended family has mostly ken  with her 

materna1 grandmother, Opal Malleilel and materna1 aunts. These women moved from 

New Brunswick to Ontario, so that they could be closer to Cindy's immediate family. 

Cindy 's extended famiiy , fkom ber father 's side stiU live mostly on the East 

Coast. Cindy was able to lmow her paternal grandfather and other relations through 

Ciody's family moved from regular visits during Christmas and summer holidays aftec 

New Brunswick to Ontario when she was six years old. 



For Cindy, the sense of family and al l  of the relationships that were created 

through her parents, grandmother and aunties, have always ken an important aspect of 

Cindy's life. She recalls that she was not formally "taughtn about having a strong sense 

of family, but rather it occurred through her daily interactions with the others in her 

family . 

I don't really remember teachings, 1 think it was just, in 
relationship. I think what 1 learned from them, like a 
real strong sense of f d y ,  a loyalty to family and that was 
done by helping each other out. 1 grew up with that kind 
of a feeling, that whatever they needed from me 1 gave and 
visa-versa. 

I thuik in terms of family , my family is very, very important 
to me. 1 think that has mainly come h m  them both fgrand 
parents and parentsJ. 1 also thiak that sense of community 
and comunity responsibility also came h m  them too. 

I still think those kind of seeds are still planted in you 
as a kid. It [may] suddedy d a m  on you or something as 
an adult. 1 doa't think 1 would have had that sense of family 
and sense of community if that's not what 1 saw. 1 saw ai l  
kinds of problems too. .. none of it was ever just wonderful 
growing up. But 1 think those things were always there, 1 
think that is something that 1 was given despite the hardships 
and everything that was going on. 1 think those were the gifts 
that 1 was given even though maybe no one even knew. 

Both Sara's parents are Anishinabe, but they are of different tribal affiliations. Her 

father worked as a trapper and was very involved in the politics of his community. 

Sara's mother was also very involved in her community were she worked in her home 

taking Gare of her family. Sara recounts how her parents are still her most 

infiuentid teachers. She notes that they, through their sixty-plus years of marriage, 

taught primarily by example - through how they treated other people and their family, 



to their unspoken expectations about how everyone was to get along as a family. 

. Ithinktheydidn'tdiscriminateagainstanybody,they 
befriended people of all races and d l  colours, their 
expectations of how we were expected to get along 
with each member of the family, the need to maintain 
balance and harmony within relationships. 

1 think the other part of it was making us aware of what 
dominant societies view of what Native people were, 
because they [parents] would tell us that we had to do 
better at schooi. than anybody else because, that' s when 
we were going to white school, that we had to do better 
than anybody else in school because everyone else would 
think we were stupid because we were Indians, that we 
had to be cleaner than anybody else, because people 
would have these planted expectations and stereotypes. 

1 thuik the involvement they Cparents] had in our community, 
the reseme where we grew up, the contribution they made 
there, demonstrateci to me the importance of participation in 
cornmunity life to make that community life a iittle bit 
better for everybody else. 

I think they were role modeis for other people within the 
community, they never drank and they always worked. 
They made sure their children were looked afkr. Within 
the f a d y ,  my father was kind of the primary breadwinner. 

My mother was also engaged in doing work in order to 
support the family, since it was kind of a big famüy, so but 
she worked in the home, taking in laundry, dressmaking, 
stuff 1ïke that. Then I guess in terms of the day to day 
numiring the children tbat was my mother's responsibility. 
My father was kind of the disciplinarian. 

They also showed us the importance of respecting ourselves 
that as human being, as women, as individual people 1 think 
was communicated to us the importance of respecting Elders, 
1 think that's it. And as 1 say a lot of it was transmitted 
informauy to us. 

Sara also recalls that some other important values her parents passed on to her included 



how to being kind, honest and sharing. As well, everyone had a responsibility to 

contribute to the communîty in order to make it a better place, and also that once you 

make a cornmitment you honour it. 

Both of Hannah's parents are Ojibway, her father worked as a guide in his 

earlier years and then went to work for a while in Toronto at a marine equipment store 

as a boat and motor mechanic. Whar Hannah remembers most about her father 

was that he was a very private person and that he did a lot of reading and was very 

knowledgeable. Hannah's mother used to work as a cook and she would also make ail 

kinds of things @ce baskets) that she would take to surrounding communities to trade 

for food and other necessities. Hannah also recounts how her mother was president of 

the Homemakers Club and that she was always busy helping others especially 

elders. 

She always went to visit the Elders, 1 don't know if she 
did it for them or herself. When we were eight, the 
very early part of m y  life 1 remember going to peoples 
houses and siaing dong the side of the road with my 
mother and her Çiends and we would talk. There were 
just places we could sit and it was like a community 
thing. She helped with the war effort, sending in care 
parcels and stuff like that. She is a very generous lady. 

When Hannah was asked who were the key persons that influenced her world view, she 

remarked that her father, mother, and her teacher for eight years influenced her the 

most. She explained how they taught her about the world: 

1 thïnk like providing me with reading, and they 
didn't necessarily go out a lot but they met a lot 
people and king guides, they just taught us that 
there was a world out there. Books 1 think helped 



an awful lot. My dad would Save ten cents for the 
Star Weekly and he would read every bit of it. 

Hannah rernarked the most important value her parents passed on to her was 

honesty and that there was nothing she could not do if she set her mind to it. They also 

encourageci their children to explore the world and not just to stay in one place. 

Without a doubt, H e  beiieves that her parents' prionties began and ended with the 

overaii well king of their children. Hannah remarks on how her parents influenced 

her life and work: 

Oh, yes, in early years we didn't have things in our 
home, like we were existing and I think that probably 
innuenced me. But there was always a warmth and a 
place and caring. 1 can remember being outside on the 
hard earth, sort of dreaming, oh, yes, there was always 
a place. 1 remember the nice summer smell of the woods 
and we would go fishing when my dad was a guide, oh, 
yes definitely influenced. I think you have to be believed 
in, don t  you agree? I think that is important and wiU 
have a lot of influence on what you do. 

My mother though, you know she had a grandpa, 1 mean 
she bad her father, but a lot of things, I mean you could 
see the aunts and you codd see the grarrdfather havîng a 
great influence on her. She said that her grandfather was 
very, very strict. But she was s a  able to do a lot of 
things, in spite of that. 

In Marlene's Life, her parents Pearl and Hubert Hill, also had a very strong and 

positive influence on her life and the rest of their nine children's lives. Marlene's 

mother mainly worked within the home caring for her family while her husband 

worked as a farmer and then as a construction worker later on in his life. Marlene 

recalls how her family has always been very supportive throughout her 1Ze. In this 



passage Marlene reveals the key people who have infiuenced her life the most: 

Well, the most influentid person in my life is of course 
my mother, who was a real Mohawk rnatriarch. A very 

strong and intelligent person, who brought up ten children 
in the midst of a depression and was a real partner and 
CO-worker with my father. She always had a Little business 
going on, on the side. 

She believed really strongly in education when she was 
teenager, she made a vow when she was a teenager that if 
she had daughters that they were going to be educated and 
they were not going to be servants. What she meant by that 
is that they were not going be a powerless position where 
they could be exploited. My mother was very involved in 
community activities but it was more on the family level. 
If you sat in her kitchen a day there would be several 
generations of people who would stop in to have tea, to 
see if she needed anything from the village, to ask her to 
babysit children or just to talk about things. So, even in her 
later years when she wasn't very mobile to go out to take 
care of other people, they would corne to her. She was sort 
of a tacher, a mentor and a guide, kind of a famüy life 
educator. And oh, my mother was a very accompiished 
quiit maker and she use to go out and sew quilts with the 
women's guild at the Anglican ch&. 

My father was a quieter person, but he was also a very 
kind and caring person who had just absolutely endless 
patience with the children. My brother Clare once said 
whiie speaking about our father "he never even raised 
his voice to us let alone his handn. He was a hard worker 
and a good provider. 

My dad came from a farming farnily as well and he came 
fkom a family of twelve boys and there was one brother 
who went on to teachers college. My dad was an indifferent 
fariner, he always had a garden, sometimes he planted crops 
for the local ca-g factory. But what he really enjoyed 
was working as a rough carpenter, as a construction worker. 
He was part of the carpenters union and he really enjoyed the 
comradeship-of going to union meetings. He did farrning for 
our own food supply, so we were never hungry. 



He was also very interested with what was going on in the 
world. He use to sit in the evening with a little battery radio 
and listen to Walter Wishold, you know ' al1 the News that 
is the News' naughs]. We never had many books or newspapers 
in the house but on the weekends we use to pour over the Star 
Weekly to see what was going on around. 

They both lived into their eighties. They died in 1979 and 
1980. So they were my principle teachers. 

When asked to prioritize her parent's roles and responsibilities and then to describe 

some of the values, traditions her parents lïved by , it was not sufprising that 

she listed her parents first priority as king able to provide for their family no matter 

what: 

Well, it was taking are  of their family and doing whatever 
work was necessary in order to provide for their family. 1 
guess relations, taking care of the f d y  . 1 guess that was 
the primary value that they practised and demonstrated. 
Being responsible and also doing things well and 1 know 
that my mother always twk a lot of satisfaction in making 
the best bread, just doing things in an excellent way. 

We have very high standard for anything that we take on. 
The Anglican church was the faith that they were bom into, 

the Mohawk tradition and ceremonies were not practised on 
the Tyendinaga reserve. 

Tyendinaga reserve was settled by Mohawks who had a 
chapel set up, an Anglican chapel in their comrnunity in 
Poa Hunter in 1712. So, the Mohawk of Thyendinga had 
been Anglican for about three hundred years. And, 1 dont 
think that they Iparents] weren't religious people but they 
were spiritual people in terms of they believed in purpose. 
They believed that there was a Creator taking care of them. 
They were very honest and keeping with very high moral 
standards. 

1 learned to work bard, 1 leamed to share, I learned that it was 
satisfuing thing to do to help other people. 



As for the influence of KIII'S parents on her life, she acknowledges that it has been 

great influence. Her parents, as was noted earlier, have three children, Kim's mother is 

Ojibway and her father is not Aboriginal. In this next passage Kim gives us a glimpse 

on how her parents saw their roles and responsibilities within the family and 

co172munity and how they have influenced her: 

1 think Mom was cornmitted to the f d y  , she always 
had my Granny around to help her because once she 
wasn't weïi and for years she worked outside the house 
to support the lifestyle she thought was the way things 
should be. I c m  honestly Say £kom the time 1 was ten on, 
I never wanted for anything, there was never anything 1 
didn't get that 1 wanted. 

She got into the working world as a woman, she saw the 
injustices there and that's what pushed her to be political. 
My morn was very young when she had me and 1 almost 
grew up with her. She was learning to be a mom, learning 
to be an adult. 1 helped out with rny two brothers a lot of 
the time and ran the home front and my mom got sick, so 
then 1 had to heIp her too. When 1 was ready to move on 
and go away to wliege, 1 was just needed at home. So, 
that had to wait and then 1 had my own family. 

My mom, 1 think is the smartest wornan that 1 know. And 
I mean book smart woman. My mom can, she can just do 
amazing things with words. I know when my mamiage was 
breaking up, she took it harder than anyone else. My 
mother blamed Native politics because it consumed their 
entire life [and believed it caused the breakdown of my 
marriage] . My brothers aren't as politically inclined, they 
tend to be very family orientated, but politics are my life. 

1 guess because of the environment that I grew up in with 
this commitrnent to comrrlunity and almost to your people, 
it's really, really difficult to focus and shut everyone out 
and say that I'm only going to concentrate on my two kids. 

Although, my father is not of any Native ancestry, his heart 



is tmly r d .  My father became very, very involved in the 
politics and fought really hard for a lot of years with the very 
best intentions. He worked in off reserve cornmUDities. At 
the thne we were classed as non-Status. I really abhore that 
term. I prefer to be called treaty people. He worked a lot 
with those types of communities and it took him ali over 
the province. 

My parents were never PTA parents, it was never that kind 
of a social thing. Hockey was as social as it ever got. 

Kim continues to discuss her parents by outlining what she believes to be the most 

important values her parent deemed important to having a good life and how these 

values infiuenced her Me: 

Family and community, when 1 say comrnunity it's a political 
kind of community, it's almost like a responsibility to the 
community, it's not that you know that you are just involved, 
and active in the PTA, and that kind of comrnunity kind of 

m g .  It' s almost a responsibility to the community . 

Nora's parents were both Ojibway. Her mother worked mostly within the home 

lookiag after her eleven children but she aIso worked outside, during wild rice 

harvesting period. Nora's father was in the Army at one time and then he worked in a 

block factory while also harvesting the wild rice. Of the eleven children Nora was the 

third youngest in the family. 

It was previously mentioned that Nora's parents were divorced when she was 

young, and her mother remarried. Thus it is not surprishg that the most influentid 

person in Nora's life was her mother. Nora recalls how her mother Muenced her and 

explains some of the values her mother deemed important to having a good life: 

1 think the most important influence was my mother, 
because her views were very basic, she respected the 



earth, she honoured Mother Earth even though we didn't 
taik about the traditional. She kriew a lot about the plants 
and would talk about them a lot. Even growing up a lot 
of my mernories are, like if we ever got poison ivy she 
wouid say nin out and get me this plant and then amazingly 
in the morning it would be gone. So, I think her value 
system, 1 think even today some of the t h g s  1 go 
through in my life cornes back in little cliches and stuff. 

She also explains her parents roles and responsibilities within their family 

and describes how parenthood was one of the most important roles her parents 

had: 

1 only got to know my Dad later in the years. My Mom 
was a very hard worker. 1 have an older sister who had 
to stay home and babysit us when we were growing up 
and cook mals but my mom always had time for us like 
quality tirne. 1 guess that' s how 1 justify me king away, 
is when I'm home that 1 have quality tirne. But it was 
different then. L i e  now working is different, back then 
it was we had to go pick berries al1 day or we had to go 
pick potatoes aii day or we had to pick tobacco or apples 
or whatever in the season to make up and to gather those 
things for winter. 

I remember family gatherings a lot, a lot of bees, 1 guess 
those are social. Like in the fall when the people are gettirig 
their wood cut for the winter, families would move fkom 
one famüy to another until everyone would have enough 
wood cut, that was a real social thing. AU the women would 
bring food and would make this big humungous meal and 
the kids all got together. 

The most important role for my parents was the whole 
issue of parenthood. 1 tend to be like that myself, like it's 
just not parents to your own children but your parents to 
all the children. 

We had a lot of cousins who would corne and visit and we 
were fkee to go to their house and when you were there, 
you respected the parents that were there like they were 



your own. Even though they were aunties and uncles. So, 
1 think that was a major role of kinship back then. 1s 
teaching the children no matter who they were. 

Ethel's parents are both Ojibway and their immediate family consisted of seven 

children, though originally there were eight. Both of Ethel's parents came from large 

families, her mother now works as a Community Health Representative and Ethel's 

father worked in construction before he passed away. Ethel recalls how 

her parents were always very involved in the c o d t y  and that family and a good 

upbringing was very important to having a good life. 

My Dad use to take me to church every Sunday and then 
when he died, my Mom took me to church every Sunday . 
Church was learning about right and wrong, learning who 
to trust, Iearning about strangers and al l  those things. 

For Ethel having primarily had one parent while growing up was not easy, but 

she explains how she was not lacking other parental figures once her father passed on, 

because of her strong immediate and extended family comlection. Ethel remembers 

how her older brother and sister played a large role in helping her mother and father 

by teaching their siblings the things that needed to be done. She recalls how at first, 

Iife became even &der for ber rnother: 

Alcohol played a weekend thing too in our house too. 
Like every other Native person I've talked to, it's 
played some kind of role. It came to a point where my 
Mom went to A.A. after my father died, to straighten out 
becâuse the Children's Aid were going to step in and take 
us. She really lost it when my father died, but yet she still 
kept making crafts to bring in money for the family . 

Darlene also b o w s  what it is like to grow up with primarily one parent. 



Darlene's mother is not Abonginal and her father was a Mohawk. Her parents had 

eight children. Darlene aIso achowledged how important it was to have her strong 

imrnediate and extended patemal family around once her father passed on. Darlene 

recalls that her family Iife growing up revolved around ninning the farnily store. She 

remembers her family as always being very independent and that her parents pnorities 

started with their family then ninning their business. 

Family and the value of chüdren, they ais0  taught us 
to give everyone an even break. That kind of sums up 
my father. Don't prejudice, check this out first, don? just 
automatically assume thatfs just the way you see it. That's a 
good thing to know especialiy when you work with people, 
you just can't automaticaily think that they're wife beaters 
or they 're al l  this or that. That's the important one! 

Ethel and Darlene they both recall how important their extended families were to their 

upbringing and how they fiiled in some of the gaps once their fathers passed away. 

Their grandmothers definitely became one the main influences in each of their Iives as 

we wiil see in the next section. 

One wmmon challenge for many of the interviewees' parents in this shidy was 

the acquisition of funds to provide the basic necessities. Whiie it was a challenge at 

times, al1 the intewiewees did note they were always sufficiently provided for. Nora 

discusses a couple of the barriers her parents faced in trying to provide for the family: 

1 think poverty, like we were really poor. You had to work 
really hard for the money and then you would need 
transportation was a key. So 1 think the barriers was 
more poverty and the lack of transportation and lack 
of education. Because they were poor, so you wouldn't 
go to school, you had to go to work and help their 
parents, the grandparents. 1 think that was a major thing . 



Ethel also recalls some of the difficulties or barriers that her parents 

encountered and had to overcome while she was growing up: 

Just dollars more or less, because I remember the 
only hard time she had was buying Leather. But 
everything else she went out and got because she 
made qua boxes and stuff Iike that. So, when we 
ran short of money, when my dad's pay check 
didn't bring in the money that we needed, she 
would make those and sell them. So, it made up 
the difference. 

But we didn't have a lot of money either because 
there was so many of us. Money wasn't a lot then, 
like how much it is now and the economy was certainly 
different back then. 

Marlene on the other hand recalls how her parents did not see not having money 

as barrier, rather they focusseci on how they overcome certain situations. 

Weil, I never h w d  them ta& in those kind of terms. 
They always just got on with whatever they had to do. 
Like I was born in 1935 in the midst of the depression 
and my father was waiking five miles to work as a farm 
labourer for .50 cents a day and he would take his pay 
at the end of the week in a bran sack of groceries that 
he carrieci home on his back. Over the six miles of 
grave1 road. 

We never ever heard them talle about difficulties. In the 
Canadian Women Studies Journal, I wrote about my 
mother's Me and one of the stories that 1 told there was 
about how the cattïe merchant came to our farm one Ray 
and tried to buy one of the best cows for a ridiculous 
low amount of money. And my mother you lcnow chased 
him off the property and was swearing at him. She said 
' that so-and-so, he just cornes on the reserve to chat  
because he thinks he can chat Indiam, he thinks we are 
so stupid that he can c h a t  us' [laughs] . 

So, and there were incidents about, you wouid hear 



whispers about that the cattïe drivers wanting to take 
advantage of Indians because they thought they mdians] 
didn't have any business sense. You mean you hear about 
these things but it was always in the context of what was 
done about it and it was not oh, dear, oh dear, we have 
a temble problem to overcome. You know if you have 
to walk six miles to earn 30 cents king a farm labourer 
to support your kids that is what you do, you h o w .  What 
happens in the family is that effort and that capability is 
respected and valued. So, I dont know very much about 
barriers. 

Without a doubt, each of these interviewees were strongly influenceci by their 

parents and thek cornmitment to providing for and maintaining a strong family home 

life. M e  none of these interviewees had a "perfect" home life, whatever that may be, 

the sense of family and importance of community, stressai by th& parents, ailowed 

these families to deal with obstacles like poverty , racism and the numerous 

stereotypes, such as Indians king seen as uneducateci, unclean, lazy. The interviewees 

described how their parents wanted and expected their children to excel, by the high 

standards they set in their everyday life. 

Some of the Iife values the interviewees leafaed from their parents, incIuded 

king honest, sharing, caring, not to discriminate against others , to do their best and 

work hard. As a result, each of these interviewees' have l m e d  to have a strong sense 

of responsibility not only to their families, but to their communities as well. 



Another important component to the family structure is the influence of 

grandparents on the family unit. A funher breakdown of the earlier chart on family 

relationships, gives us a quick glimpse of the interviewees who had contact with 

Table 5: Grand~arent(s) Interaction 

Interviewees : 

Cindy 

Sara 

2 erand~arents 1 Grandparent NoneAittle 
Interaction 

x (Matemal) 

Hannah x (Matemal) 

Ethel x (Matemal) 

Darlene x (Paternal) 

Marlene x (Maternai) 

Nom x (Patermi) 

Kim x (Matenial) 

As was mentioned earlier, it is interestkg to see that only three of the eight interviews 

had very little or no contact with their grandparents. For Nora, she can r d 1  faint 

memories of her grandmothers, but for the most part she aclmowledges that her 

grandparent's influence on her life has been mostly fiom how they influenced her 

parents : 
I didn' t know my grandfather, this is on my Mom' s side, 1 



remember my grandmother very little, she was English. 
I guess I aiways wanted 2 grandmother that a lot of my 
friends had, she made cookies when you went to visit her. 
1 never had a grandmother like that and that is the kind of 
grandmother 1 want to be. 1 want to make sure that 1 am 
there for my granddaughter and help her make cookies 
and ail those Little nice things and teach her about gathering, 
making earrings, those are the things I want to teach her. 

1 have mernories of my father ' s mother, I remember she 
lived on an island at the lake and she would always travel 
back and forth at Christmas time and bring Christmas cakes 
and goodies. She use to pick wild rice, hunt and trap. I wish 
1 was cioser to that grandmother. 

1 think they infiuenced my parents who in turn influenced 
me. Like my father was a very gentle man, he was very 

happy and very open and that is the way 1 am. 1 think I 
take that from my dad, my stubbornness and 1 think that 
helps me today because Say in gohg for funding, if someone 
said no, that only presents a challenge to me and that's the 
way my dad was. AU he got that from his grandmother 
too, because she was like that. My mom she probably got 
her more from her dad you kaow, which is strange because 
it's usually from the mother. But 1 think those influences 
corne d o m  through my parents. 

On the other end of the scale, Hanoah, Darlene and Kim had very strong 

co~mctions to at least one set of grandparents. Interestingly enough Darlene and Kim 

both have one non-Aboriginal parent and their strong grandparent connection is with 

their Abonginal grandparents. Both Darlene and Kim's non-Aboriginal grandparents 

disowned thek children when they mamed an Abonginal person. 

Over the next few passages we will be able to gain a better appreciation of the 

strong innuence Hannah's, Kim's and Darlene's grandparents had on them, through 

their own stories. Hannah begins explains her grandparents influences, by telling 



how her grandmother died when her mother was three years old and how her great 

aunts played a very big part in raising Hanoah's mother. M e r  Hannah's grandfather 

r e - d e d ,  what Hannah remembers most about her grandfather and his second wife is 

how they worked together creating a Lot of various crafts. 

She did a lot of quill work, a lot of things like that 
besides doing preserves and they had a garden, they 
had one cow, they would do their milk, butter and 
their cream. Very , very energetic person. Like she 
was and then he was a helper too. He worked also 
in Iumber camps. He helped out by getting the raw 
materials, like the porcupines and al l  the things 
that she needed to work with is what he did. 

While Hannah was growing up, she recalls how she would go and visit her 

grandparents, but that it was her sister who was a lot closer to her grandparents: 

1 wodd go and visit tbem but 1 was not as close 
to them as my sister was. Oh, 1 would have to help 
go look for the cow and I would have helped churn 
the butter, so 1 must of ben there more, 1 must of 
been there but not as much as my sister. My sister 
almost lived with them you know. It was more like 
they put up with me. My sister was the baby. She 
was the one who would stay over night and go and 
seU baskets with them, things Iike that. 

They had another grandchild that was about her age, 
so the two of them would go. 

So, even though Hannah's sister seemed to spend more t h e  with their grandparents, 

the influence of Hannah's grandparents on her life was still evident although it 

aidn't become obvious to Hannah until later in her life. It was while she was living in 

Ottawa, that Hannah awoke to the significance of the type of work her grandmother did 

and how her pmdmotherts skiils infiuenced her Me enough to lead her into evenWy 



running her own craft business: 

When 1 was working in Ottawa, the people 1 Lived 
with wanted me to bring in articles fkom my Native 
background to add something to the apartment and I 
remember saying that 1 didn't have anything. But at 
the thne 1 didnft realize how much 1 had just with 
my grandmother, and her ability to create all kinds 
of things. 

So, her work was the biggest influence on me because 
now this shop has a i l  kinds of things that you can have 
in your home, Native Christmas decorations and centre 
pieces, thuigs on birch bark and such. 

Hannah fondly remembers that her grandparents were always hard working, were never 

dishonest, and were able to overcome any barriers they encountered, including 

Kim also had a strong relationship with her rnaternal grandparents, a relationship 

that is stiil strong today with her maternai grannies. Kim r u s  how it was primariiy 

her mother's family who raiseci her family and had the greatest influence on her life. 

Kim gives us a glimpse of the positive interaction she has had with her materna1 

grandparents and great granny as she describes theK roles and responsibilities within the 

family and community. 

The extended f ' y  played a real large role in our Ise. 
1 guess when 1 think back on it, 1 can never remember a 
time that my great granny and great grandfather, great 
uncles weren't there every day. 1 would have to Say that 
was the single most important thing, family. 

At Granny 's, she lived about 50 feet away, we werenft 
unnily because we knew what our place was. We were 
treated as equals in the community and it wasn't just 
grandparents who influenced us at home. It was 



everybody was like an auntie or uncle even if there was 
not actual family relationship. Because we were such a 
srnaIl comunity , there were only nine families there. 

There was so much love and praise put on us like every 
little thing we did it was an accomplishment, never went 
unnoticed. But more was made by having to apologize to 
the community cause what we have done. We learned very 
early in Iife that if we do something wrong, it not only 
affected us and the person we wronged, it affects everyone. 
That really taught you humility and your role and how 
much one person acting up c m  affect my family. 

Along with their f d y  commitments, Kim's grandparents were very involved in al1 

aspect of their comrnunity , as Kim illustrates: 

My family when we look back at the history of the 
community and they almost tended to be the government. 
Things that happened there happened as a result of their 
taking a stand or their making a decision to do it. People 
wouid come to them and Say this what is going wrong 
and what are we going to do about it. So, they tended to 
almost be the government and that became right on down. 

My great grandfather who lived with us in hÏs Iast years, 
was a very political man, very political and it was before 
we even heard about politics and Native people. We had 
a continuing battle because they told us that we were 
squatters, like it was federai and provincial crown land 
we Iived on and it still is to this &y. There is always 
questions about whose land it redy Ïs. It redy is ours 
through traditional use and my grandfather started his 
battle in 1939. He secured the s e ~ c e s  of a lawyer and 
went to court on behalf of the commUILity and he was 
aiways very politicai kind of person, so he had the 
political mind from then on. 

Both my great grandmothers are recognized Elders in the 
community and my grandmother, my mom's mum when 
she M y  came back home, she brought with her nine more 
cbildren, she had thirteen alI together. When she brought 
nine more kids back, she said al1 those years away, there 



was always a calling, calling for her to corne home. 

My old granny, she was my great granny, she's not as 
outspoken, as active as we are but she has a way of affecting 
change in a very quite and gentle way. She has a subtle 
influence on people and it's really quite interesthg to 
watch her movements. She tend& to speak on behalf of 
other women, to look out for, she always had that kind 
of role. When someone was being wronged she would 
very subtle t e l  them how they should correct it, or do 
it. It was always in such a way that she would make it 
seem like it was your own idea. She was very tacthil, 
highly sWed, something I never quite accomplished. 

When asked to explain what roles Kim thought were the most important to her 

grandparents and if these roles influenced her life and work, she replied: 

1 think to my granny family . I think tnily her family 
was fust. To my grandfather his commitment was to 
his community. As for influencing, absolutely ! 1 just 
see myself as almost as a blend of the two. 

At Granny's, she lived about 50 feet away, we weren't 
unruiy because we knew what our place was. We were 
treated as equals in the community and it wasn't just 
grandparents who innuenced us at home. It was every- 
body, was like an auntie or uncle even if there was not 
actual family relationship. Because we were a small 
community, there were only nine families there. 

Kim's extended family comection is so strong that when she decided to move to Curve 

Lake, her mother and granny soon foIlowed because neither of them could stand the 

isolation of king far away from each other. 

Darlene on the other hand, when asked who were the key people that influenced 

her life while growing up, replied that her patemal Mohawk grandmother and her 

rnother would have had the most profound effect. Darlene recalled how her grandmother 



always expected people to excel in areas that they showed promise. She was very much 

a "get on with it, de your bat ,  don? waste tirne" kind of person. Darlene remembers 

how her grandmother was a very determineci person and was very much the matnarch of 

the family . 

My Mohawk grandmother was quite a competitive person, 
like she expected people to excel, like if you knew how 
to sing, just to give an example, then you better sing, 
don' t sit around home. 

She also had a view of the world that was a lin1.e jaded, 
1 would say because of the history of residential schools 
and she was the only daughter of a lot of guys within the 
family, so she was put upon quite a bit even though this 
is society is matrilineal and my great-grandmother was 
very pro-Mohawk women, her brothers weren't because 
of residentiai schools and king in the service. So, it was 
realiy hard for her. 

My grandmother took a lead role, in everything, she was 
the boss, no question about that. 1 had lunch with my 
grandmother every day, 1 use to go to school in the village 
and my mother would pack my lunch and 1 would take 
over to my grandmother ' s house, that is why she was 
such an influence. She organised everything whether it 
be a f d y  event or tragedy she was the leader, seeing 
that was a lasting impact on me. 

Darlene's paternal grandparents ran a f m  and raised five children who were 

all successfûl in their own endeavours. Life for Darlene's grandparents was not always 

easy but they always found a way to manage. Darlene believes that her grandparents 

were able to manage because they valued their independence and at the same t h e  

valued the work of a collective, "to work as a collective also meant that you valued the 

work of individuals, recognising their strengths and using their strengths for the 



betterrnent of the collective when needed" . 

So, while tbree of the interviewees were l u c h  enough to have one set of 

grandparents who were very involved with their upbringing, Ethel and Cindy were also 

fortunate enough to know and build a positive relationship with at least one grandparent, 

their matemal grandmother 'S. Since Cindy 's grandparents came fiom New Brunswick 

and her family resided in Ontario, she had very limited interaction with her paternal 

grandfather during surnmer visits. But Cindy had a lot more interaction with her 

maternai side of the f d y  when her materna1 grandmother moved to Ontario, so that 

she could be closer to Cindy 's mother. 

Ethel recalls some of the influences and interaction she had with her materna1 

grandmother : 

My [maternal] grandmother 1 got to know untilL was 
at least eight. There was a lot of contact there, ai i  1 
really remember is her teliing us which bemes we 
could eat. She always use to take us on nature hikes 
and teiling us which berries and which trees and which 
bemes we could eat and couldn't. Telhg  about where 
soakes hide and when to watch out for them. But my 
grandfather on my mother's side I never knew. 

My grandmother stayed home and mostly piayed the 
mother role for al1 of us. When like you talk about 
respect, honesty and that, that is where it al l  came 
from, the grandmother, not the mother. My mother, 
1 hardly remember my mother, when my grandmother 
was alive. 

1 remember that she got involved with the, Cyearly] 
fall fair, and she use to bake like crazy, she use to 
pick apples, like there wasn't a dollar value or any 
thing. 1 never ever remember politics when 1 was 
smai i ,  on my reserve. Tt was di communïity 



development, it was d l  community things and every- 
body were close together and she always use to bring 
home at l e s t  one first prize ribbon korn the fair. 1 
remember her doing, those braided mgs out of old 
socks and she aiways won first prize for that. She 
was the only one that entered, that's probably why 
[chuckies]. She would share it with ail of us because 
we aU helped her, ai l  the girls would sew them, al l  
the boys would braid them and she would sew it aU 
together. So, it was a big family thing at that t h e .  

Ethel believes that the influence of her maternai grandmother is something that 

wili stay with her and it is something that wiii be passed on to her daughter. When 

asked what she thought where the most important roles her grandmother had, she replied 

that it was the importance of family: 

Family, and learning the caring and sharing and 
king supportive and king there for each other. 1 
think those roles now that 1 have here, like teachiag 
my daughter now, is like where that came fkom, Born 
my grandmother . 

Based on the above interviews, it becomes apparent that the interviewees 

leafned about their roles and responsibilities within their present families fkom their 

own relationships with their immediate birth families and extended families. The two 

main roles and responsibilities of grandparents included helping the parents with 

the grandchildren and teaching them various skills, both which helped to build the 

chiken's confidence and knowledge about their surroundings. Looking after their 

grandchildren, became especially important when the children's parents were out 

working in the community. Kim's extended family scenario was a good example of the 

above mentioned situation. Hannah and Ethel gave us good examples of they absorbed 



their grandparents sWs,  such as making baskets, creating leather goods and such, 

simply through exposure to them as chüdren. 

Ail of the interviewees learned from their grandparents that working together 

benefits everyone in the famiiy and the community. Nora and Ethel both provided us 

with a glimpse of how people worked together in a family setting. Nora spoke of how 

her families got together to work in bees, to make sure there was enough wood cut for 

the winter while Ethel r d e d  how her grandmother got the whole family together to 

make braided rugs fkom scraps for the fall fair and how her grandmother shared her first 

prize winning with ali her helpers. 

Through Darlene' s and Ethel' s experiences with their grandmothers, we were 

also able to see how the grandparent was able fili in when one parent was missing from 

the family setting. This proved to be very instrumental in helping to keep the family 

fiioctioning and surviving together, which ultimately Ied to building of strong family 

members. In concluding this section, it is very evident that the influence of 

grandparents provided the interviewees with a strong family base. 



Own FamiIy Influences and Relationships : 

Looking at the interviewees' immediate family structures we can definiely see 

how the size of the family has decreased over a few generations , similar to the rest of 

society : 

Interviewees : 

Cindy 

Sara 

Hannah 

Ethel 

Darlene 

Marlene 

Nora 

Kim 

Table 6: Own FamiIv Structure 

Partneflusband ChiIdCren) Grandchild(ren1 

Yes O O 

Yes O O 

Yes 3 7 

Yes 1 O 

No 1 O 

Yes 3 1 

Yes 2 1 

Yes 2 O 

From this chart we can see that only two of the eight interviewees did not have 

children at the t h e  of these interviews. For Cindy and Sara the importance of caring 

for children is seen through their work and by king aunts to their extended families 

who may or may not be blood relations. Both women acknowledged their 

responsibilities to ail 'children' no matter who they belonged to. 

As weU we can see that seven of the eight interviewees have partners/husbands, 

and as a result there is still a high number of families whose chiidren have had the 



influences of a two parent household, which is similar to most of the interviewees own 

upbringing. Although the interviewees were not asked specificaily if their children 

have had a great deal of interaction with their grandparents, it can be noted that five of 

the interviewees would agree that their children did have some kind of interaction with 

their grandparents, in varying degrees. We can ais0 see that three of the eight 

interviewees were also grandmothers themselves, roles that they are relishing. 



ii) Familv And Communihf: 

Now that we have had glimpse of the interviewees' family structure and the 

relatiomhips they have developed while growing up, the focus will now be on the 

interviewees thoughts on f d y  and how they relate to the larger community (or band) 

which is the next circle in the developmental process. As you will see the definition of 

family and community for these interviewees is not restricted to blood relations. These 

definitions include the relatiomhips that are created outside of the immediate birth, 

extended, immediate families, and home communities . In contras t , the definition 

of family and community for many people today, in the larger society, includes the 

family as being mainly blood relations and the commuaity is seen as a place where you 

individuaily live and work, with selected interaction with non relatives. 

When the interviewees were asked if they thought community was important to 

the farnily structure, they ail agreed that community and family were very connected 

and important to each other, even though four of the interviewees lived and worked off 

the reserve. The four that don't have that daily contact with their own reserve 

have created their own surrogate families and communities within a larger urban 

setting . 

In the interviewee's discussion of family and commun@, they descnbe their 

thoughts on men's participation in the famiiy and the community. They explain how and 

why they think men's participation in these areas has changed over tirne. 

As Cindy has previously mentioned f d y  connections have dways been an 

imposant part of her identity and her comection to her life's roles and responsibilities. 



Cindy further explains how community is an important component to the famüy 

structure and that her definition of f d y  goes beyond just blood relations: 

1 think I see community as an extension, your immediate 
farnily and extended family and it goes out to the people 
in the comxnunity . 

1 mean there are people in the community who are not 
blood related to me obviously, but they feel as important 
as a family. And 1 think that, in terms of relationships 
with people they sort of become family things. m cal1 
them that type of thing, the fUst woman who started 
teaching traditional things , 1 call her grandmother, 
obviously she is not my blood grandmother but I think m 
used a family word to describe a relationship. Edna 
manitowabi] refers to our relationship as her being 
an older sister to me. 

1 have a little six year old guy who adopted me. 1 was 
one of his sponsors, again, there is no blood relationship 
there but he refers to me as auntie Cindy. It's almost 
like the family gets bigger as you sort of build those 
relationships with people in your community . 1 think 
that is how , 1 guess, 1 just kind of see it as extensions 
of family . 

It is an important type of community to chüdren. It 
doesn't matter that children are not my children, again, 
it's sort of that wmmunity and responsibiiity 1 still have 
responsibilities to these children as everybody else. 

Sara explains that through her work and the mission of the orgaaization she 

works for, people have been able to create a families and a co&ty life as people 

start on their own ' healing journey ' , within a larger urban setting . 

We encourage them to get theu Indian name and then 
their clan because it's gives them a sense of belonging 
somewhere and gives them roots and you become part of 
a family and a comrnunity which is a little bit bigger and 
then your part of your nation and then part of a larger 



Native nation. 

The other thing about family is that we have a lot of 
people here whom we work with who don't have families. 
They may have been adopted or been institutiondised 
in some other way or they came from very dysfunctional 
families or they migrated to the big city and don't have 
any family support systems. So, we have kind of become 
their extended family here and then they become part of 
the comunity that is around here. 

Ethel feels that her connection to her family and community on reserve is very 

strong, like the other interviewees who live off reserve. Reflecting about family 

and community Ethel retums to her experiences on reserve to explain how f d y  and 

community interact. She explains that there are two different kinds of families on 

reserve , ' your immediate f a d y  and your commun@ family because everyone is 

related' . 

In general all the interviewees believe that the family and community connection 

is very important no matter where they live and work and each has strïved to ensure 

that comection stays strong in their life and work. When the interviewees were asked if 

they thought the family and cu~nmunity interactions had changed over tirne, the 

responses were very parallel. They ail mentioned how many families within the 

community became more inddividualised and isolated as their way of life changed with 

the various influences of the larger society, such as forma1 education, wage work and 

municipal, provincial and Meral govenunent regulations. Kim recalls how these 

influences affecteù the people in her community: 

The municipality and the province said ' they aren't 
educated people over there', not in the formal sense of 



education but we were self-sustaining in our co~ l l~~ lun i ty .  
The men al1 trapped, hunted and fished. The women made 
baskets that were sold at markets and we were busy. On 
market days we had a car that went d o m  and sold the 
goods and bought dry goods, flour, sugar, tea. And they 
would come home and it was distributeci to everyone. 
Everybody got money or goods. 

Then sometime around the tirne 1 was coming here, 
coming into the world in the late Sors, early 6O's, things 
slowed down. 

We could no longer live that kind of üfe because they 
recognized that we weren't going to school for starters 
'why weren't these kids in school?' weii, it's because we 
didn't pay taxes and we weren't Indian in the eyes of the 
governent because none of us were registered, so who 
was going to pay for us. 

They. finally decided that they were gohg to ship us 
down the road to the nearest school and they startecl to 
do that. And then that hanged because the children were 
taken away out of the community. We had jobs that we 
had to do. 

As a resuit, according to Kim, hunting and fishing regulations, caused sorne people to 

turneci to welfare as a 1 s t  resort for survival and the end remit was a comniuDity 

that wouldn' t ' corne out of their houses ' . 

Darlene has had similar experiences in her community and she believes that the 

outside influences have created a change in the family and community interactions as 

she explains through her own family experiences. 

There's a lot of services here which are sub-standard or 
nonexistent. We work together to try and move it forward. 

For my family, it's this leadership thing, almost everybody 
is in a position of some kind of leadership, they look to us 
to Iead. But that has p i t f ' s  as weil and this goes back to 



the Crab Syndrome, that's when they Worth West Coast] 
go out and catch crabs, they put the crabs in a basket, 
when one crab tries to crawl out of the basket all the rest 
puils it back into the basket. That happens here, it' s fine 
if you're seen to be a team player even though they ask 
you to be a leader, some of the community gets mad at 
you because you think you h o w  everything. That is what 
is a real big problem with our family, we cal1 it our family 
backlash, we've actuaily narned it but 1 don't think anyone 
gives up because of it. 

We've leamed it, it wasn't a traditional trait because I've 
told you about the Pine Tree Chiefs. This one has been 
leamed and 1 think it is the assimilation process, that was 
again promoted by the church and by the residential schools 
and by the armed forces, ail the combination of these things 
that taught us we are not as good as the people off reserve 
and you know we can't be trustai, so dont trust each other, 
so that's been a real struggle. To me to lave that out of this 
interview would be really , really ridiculous. 

pine Tree Chiefs are not hereditary Chiefs, they are 
selected to be a Chief when they possess a certain ski11 that 
is required by the community and Chiefs. That individual 
wiii be made a Chief until that certain task or skill has been 
performed, then they wül cease to be a Chief and r e m  to 
their usual Me. For example if one individual is a know- 
Iedgeable about a certain subject and the Chiefs need 
someone to speak on that particular subject, they wiii make 
that particular person a Chief until their services are no 
longer required.] 

For Hannah one of the biggest changes she has seen is in the way people do not visit 

like they use to. It use to be a very social thing to drop everything, pack the kids up 

and go visit. 
The big change 1 think 1 see is in visiting. If 1 didn't 
have the shop 1 wouldn't have people visiting me because 
now days you make any appointment to visit. Where 
here they can just drop in and I'm there and that is a 
great thing. So? that part 1 love it, but you know because 
1 grew up that way, we use to drop everything and go 



visiting. So, that sort of a comrnunity thing is needed. 

So, while family and comrnunity interaction has been somewhat weakened by the 

influence of the outside world, there is still a commitment by many people to 

strengthen, if not re-build that commitment to family and community links. Marlene, 

Cindy and Nora each give good examples of their experiences with farnily and 

community interactions. Marlene notes that: 

Well, on the reserve, the family is the community . 
But you see some families, some families are closer 
than others. The Brant famüy , some of o w  in-laws " 
Say you know you Brants are always wanting to clump 
together " flaughs] . 

More people have wage employment now and they run 
the affairs of their own household and there still is a lot 
of gift giving and sharing things within families, 
including child a r e ,  including as family members get 
older, doing things for older members . 

But 1 think that maybe my view of community and 
family is a generational thing, I kind of think that maybe 
some of the younger generation are not quite, are more 
tied into fnendship networks then they are in to family 
networks. And 1 think that fact that there isn't the, that 
not so many people are engaged in farming where you 
exchange labour within the family and within the 
coxnmunity is as weU makes a difference. 

The people eam their living individdy and tend to 
spend their living more individually and therefore 
make fnendship connections rather than family. But still 
there is a lot of loyalty inter-generational, so that adult 
children are looking after their older parents even though 
they're a second household. 

Nora explains how she sees family and community nom her on-reserve experiences: 

I think wmmunity is famiiy and farnily is community. 



We need more of that. 1 think today we are al1 so into 
our own. And 1 think the recreation centre here, is a 
key to bring back that sense of cornmunity. One of the 
reasons why we worked so hard, was we thought that 
was something we dl worked on to bring us together. 
Even though there is usuaily one group that does most 
of the work. There is never one bad thing said about 
o u  centre. It was Iike a dream everybody had wanted 
over the years, and people thought it would be nice to 
have one, but we' 11 never get one. 1 think that is the 
thing or place that is going to bring us together. It's 
your social. traditional or if it is your craft sales we al1 
get together, and different hct ions we can alI fit in 
the same room, family. There are a whole bunch of 
initiatives now through Brighter Futures, that the family 
is the key. So, 1 would Say that comrnunity, you have to 
be proud of your community and want to be there. 

Community is a place where, you want people to Say, 
well 1 belong to Alderville and that is my comxnunity. 1 
think, yeah the farniiy and community interaction had 
changed. I think that the last, I've been involved as a 
Chief now for the last seven or eight years now and 
when I was growing up, 1 could see that people are 
helping each other again. It's slow, but I think it's ali 
because of the traditions coming back and the under- 
standing of our history, who we are, where we corne 
Born, the treaties, the land claimn and self-government. 
There is the whole thing working together. Yeah, it's 
more community . 

Through use of Cindy's own family experiences, she illustrates how these family roles 

and responsibilities and this interaction within the community has changed over tirne. 

1 think that for my parents they were the generation 
that moved away from that sort of sense of community 
because they came to Ontario and ended up with sort 
of a very isolated kind of lifestyle. They had removed 
themselves from the communities that they came from 
and didn't becorne involved in a new farnily when they 
came here. They were sort of the generation that broke 
away from the community, and it was like they were 



no longer part of the community they lived in. 

1 think for us, my generation - like me and my sisters - 
it seems like we are the ones that are going back to 
that. We didn't go back home to the conimunities we 
came from, we choose to stay here, but I tfiink what we 
have done is to become of a part of the community that 
is here. 1 do see that as sort of like an evolution. None 
of us liked moving to Ontario. 1 remember hating that 
big time, I didn't want to come here and 1 hated the 
town that 1 went to school in and al1 that kind of stuff. 

1 never felt like I was a part of anything there and 1 
always thought that it was a big mistake [laughs] that 
we came up here. 

But at the same time, L still had that [connection with 
home] because we would go back and 1 wanted to be 
down there w w  Bnuiswick]. We didn't have some 
[of that connection] with it borne]. And we sort of 
carrieci that with us and maybe as adults, that is what 
we wanted. And so, we are making one for our own 

or we joîn one. 

Overail, Cindy sees the move to create a sense of family and increase one's interaction 

within the comrnunity as a positive change for herself and for Aboriginal people in 

general. That family and community is not solely dependent upon a place but rather the 

wnnection that is made with the people you interact with to create that community. 

I have been very fortunate to be drawn into that 
community tw.  1 think it just giving us a sense of 
comunity here Doronto], it's really hard usualiy 
for people to find a place and 1 think that we have 
been able to do that. 

1 see a lot of people out on Yonge Street who 1 
know dont  have anything like that here and that is 
pretty sad. We are very fortunate to have it here, but 
dso to have these places and people where we can go 
to outside of Toronto, and still have that sense of 



community. It's not so much where you go, it's finding 
those people to be with. 

I always felt growing up that there was something 
missing, but it obviously took a long time to figure out 
what it was and then find out sort of where I belonged. 
But I think that it is exactly that type what it is for so 
many of us who end up living in these places all over 
and not being connected to who you are. 

Now that we have examined some of the basic issues that surround family and 

community interactions, we will move toward roles of men and women and 

responsibilities within the f d y  and community to see how they have evolved over time 

through the interviewees' eyes. The interviewees were specifically asked to comment on 

Aboriginal men and women in the context of family, community and nation. Once again 

there were many similarities in their answers about how women's and men's roles have 

evolved and where they are moving towards. Cindy states that "from time immemorial, 

we have had roles and responsibilities that we have hadlo fulfill as men and women in 

our families and communities " . With the onslaught of Spanish, French and English 

explorers and settlers caused the colonization process which changed Aboriginal 

people roles and responsibilities within the family, community and nation. Cindy sees 

the high rate of family violence and substance abuse seen today is a result of the 

colonization process, which for a large part has had a negative influence on Aboriginal 

men and women' s roles and responsibilities. 

We don't know how to be Aboriginal men and 
women now. Our men don't lcnow who they are 
suppose to be and how they are suppose to deal 
with people, how to raise children, how to be 
with women,[and] how to protect. We had so 



many abusive men in our communities, they don? 
h o w  that their responsibilities are. 

1 think that the family focus is what is important too 
and the heaiing workshops have just begun with one 
person in the f m y ,  when it has to do with everyone 
in the family. Not soa  of that of individudistic looking, 
way of looking at the situation. Working with the whole 
family and dealing with the problems . 

Marlene continues on the same line by giving a historical overview of why 

men's roles in the family , community and nation have changed significantly since the 

second world war, while women have been better able to adapt to the changes. She 

feels this is due to the fact that women have maintainecl their basic roles and 

responsibilities. 

I think that the social change, the economic change 
that has taken place, weU since the second war and 
when the isolation and traditionalkm of many Indian 
cornrnunities has really undergone a lot of change. 
That men have been harder hit by change and it has 
been really difficult, 1 believe that they are coming 
out of it now as they sort of take on more decision 
making and leadership roles. But I think that men 
were really up against the walls in the 60's and 70's 
even in the 80's and that is changing. 

In those communities where there isn't that many 
economic opportunities the dislocation and frustration 
and feeling bad, feelings of f d w e  have been very hard 
on the self-esteem and capability of men. 

1 think that women have done better in that period of 
change and flux because taking care of the children 
hasn't changed, so there has been continuity where 
women have had firm ground to stand on. So, 1 think 
that women have faired better in al1 of the changes that 
have been going on. But as women step out into wage 
eaming roles and the gender baiance has been made 



fragile, it puts a big strain on malelfemale relationships 
and 1 think that it just takes t h e  for those things to 

settle dom.  

Nora explains how men's and women's roles and responsibilities change as one 

marries outside of their own cultural group. 

I think it has to start at home. One of the, how can 1 be 
tacdu1 about this, when you, I mrried a nomNative and 
when I grew up my dad took me trapping, I fished a lot 
with my cousins, 1 did all those things. When I got 
marrieci to a non-Native 1 no longer did those things, 
therefore m y  kids no longer did those things. So, it's 
important to stay within your own. L i e ,  I think that' s 
a lot of the problems now. 1 don't know how to be nice 
about this, but not that you cm Say to someone, 'well 
1 don' t want you marrying a non-Native', right, because 
you can't. 

But, to keep our culture intact, there is a lot to be said 
about marrying your own. Because now 1 have a boyfriend 
now who is Native and our whole world view is the same. 
Like we grew up the same, we grew up in poverty, and 
our culturai expectatiom are the same. 

So, therefore, those are the kind of things that you can p a s  
on to your children, which then would be passed on to the 
wmmunity. It's hard now because there are a lot of mixtures 
of the non-Native, as much as non-Natives try and there are 
a lot of my best fkiends are non-Native and they really 
understand, but it is in there lpointing to the kart] it's just 
iike if you are Scottish or if you whatever kind of nationality , 
it' s in your heart . And then it is inherent. So, I see that king 
a problem. You lcnow in the whole level, but just because 
my children are non-Native and just because grandchildren 
maybe, it all depends on your understanding of your culture 
and history . 

Kim, Sara and DarIene begin their view of men's and women's roles and 

responsibilities through a politicai perspective and what needs to be done today. Kim 



states that: 

1 don? think the men realize that this [need for leaders] 
are for real, 1 think it is a surprise to them that people are 
now looking to them for leadership cause for a lot of years 
now there hasn't been any expectation of the Native men. 
This whole thing of self worth and worthlessness and now 
we are looking to them for them to do something. You've 
gotta do something and it's like they do not know what to 
do because they have lost that contact. 

So, they are just starthg to get cornfortable again with 
their roles and they haven't really seemed to have grabbed 
it. 1 think that is why our role, as women, is so important 
right now because we are the ones who will hold them up 
mtil they are ready to walk as men. 1 see that as husbands 
and as fathers and as comrnunity leaders, 1 see it al l  the 
way up the National level. I think even as fathers, they role 
they traditionally played was totally struck down and their 
life was taking away almost. 

They are just learning again how to be fathers. How to 
interact with their kids in a way that is rediy healthy. 1 
see us as being the ones to help them through, holding 
them up and saying that you are doing the right thing. 
1 think our men are just coming to that understanding. 

Sara's shares these views as well . . . 

WeU, 1 think that the only thing 1 would Say there is 
that men are staaing to realize where they have corne 
short in their contribution to aii of these things [family , 
commdty and nation] and 1 think that their role is 
r e d y  evolving too. They have been doing anythhg for 
guite a whüe and they have political positions and 1 think 
that now their getting back into where they are realising 
that they need to get back into sort of communïty roles. 

Sara acknowledges that men are also staaing to work on their own healing, but at a 

much slower rate than women. "Men are realising that in order to move forward they 

have to attend to their own healing in order to becorne healthy partners in relationships, 



healthy fathers and healthy community leaders". 

To conclude this discussion on Aboriginal women and men's roles and 

responsibilities within the family and community, Darlene looks at the roles fkom a 

political, economic, social and cultural perspec rive. 

1 think there is that different perception, 1 think men 
who enter political Iife really lose sight of what it is 
they are really doing there. In economics, they don' t 
necessarily bring dong others, they do some of them, 
but it is not the main reason. They are not guilt ridden 
if they don' t, we wboriginal women] are. 

As far as social and cultural roles, 1 know a lot of men 
who still maintain their cultural traditions. There are 
now some men who are moving into roles of looking 
after family, the children. Those men who do, accept 
those roles and do it very welI and are very respecteci 
by women. 

Darlene continues on by explaining how the roles and responsibilities between men and 

women were interdependent and that none were seen to be more important than the 

other. Outside influences have for the most part, negatively impacted men's and 

women's roles and responsibilities, as illustrated in the passage below: 

If one Iooked at economic activities such as the planting 
of mm, the men cleared the fields and the women took 
over fiom there as well as looking after the children. 
Meanwhile the men would go off hunting. Politicai 
activities nom a confederacy view Clan mothers where 
the ultimate decision makers and would advise the 
Chiefs of their decisions on any m e r s  before the 
Confsderacy council. 

Sociaily, women where responsible for the overall well- 
king of their families and community happenings. 
Culturaliy . women are the keepers of the culture 
through their interaction with their fiunilies and other 



community members . 

But the influences from the outside world is trying to 
show that the male is more important and it's really 
evident by the wife abuse that is happening there. 

1 would like to see them Klan Mothers] re-ernerge. 
One of the newest Clan Mothers is a fr-iend of mine, 
we went to school together and she actualiy came to 
live with rny family for a tirne when her husband beat 
her up. So, I've said to her please make them 
[Confederacy Chiefs] listen to you. What good is a 
system if they don? listen. She and another fiend of 
mine are startiag to rock the boat. If we're going to 
respect both systems here than lets get on with it 
and build it back up. 

In summary, each of the interviewees have described their families' structure - 

immediate, extended and own. They have explained how their parents and grandparents 

have idluenceci and shaped their lives. The interviewees told how their parents always 

beiieved in them. Their parents reinforced in hem the belief that they could achieve 

anything they set their minds to because nothing was impossible. Most of the 

interviewees also had the benefit of interacting with and leamhg from their 

grandparents. Even those who had very Little contact with their grandparents believed 

that their grandparents' influence was apparent through their parents. It was very evident 

that these families worked as collectives to ensure dl their needs were provided for. 

The interviewees then explained how families and communities are very 

connecteci to one another. In fact, al1 the interviewees mentioned that families 

were communities and communities were families. The definition of family was also 

not limited to blood relations, nor were communities just confineci to rural populations. 



A few of the interviewees described how they are part of smaller cammunities which 

were created within Larger urban settings. 

Overaii, the interviewees have show how important families and communities 

were to their personal development and weil being. Each of the interviewees has a 

strong sense of self and knowing where they corne from because of the guidance 

provided to them by their parents and extended families. 



CHAPTER FOUR: 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

In the following chapter the interviewees wiil describe some of their main roles 

and responsibilities within their families and communities . From there the interviewees 

move to a general discussion on Aboriginal women's roles and responsibilities within 

the family, and community. They will also share their thoughts on the expectations and 

reaiities of their roles and responsibilities. Similar to the last chapter, the remaining 

chapters wiiî contain segments of interviewee's perception of how they view Aboriginal 

men's roles and responsibilities within various areas of family and community 

development. The chapter will conclude with how the interviewees view feminism in 

relation to their roles and responsibiiities. 

Interviewees Roles and Responsibilities: 

A brief general summary of the interviewees' roles and responsibilities reveals 

that they all: a) have family c o d t m e n t s ,  either to their birthlimmediateland or 

extended families; and b) are working, either in a home business or out in the 

community, (both on or off-reserve). These two facts are consistent with the main 

traditional roles and responsibiiïties of Aboriginal women. The interviewees ' now 

describe their own roles and responsibilities within their famiy and the community. 

Cindy enjoys leaming, whether it is through formai institutions or through her 

own life and work experiences. She describes how she has blended her formai 

education and teachings from Elders with her work experiences. 

I actualiy went to University the first t h e  around and 1 



majored in English. 1 was realIy interested in writing. 
Then after 1 was out working, did a Bachelor of Social 
Work, then an M.S.W. It seems very different, but what 
1 fmd is that have continuedl writing since university, 
1 b v e  ken] moved into [writing] about ail sorts of 
different issues that have to do with Aboriginal people. 
But it sort of gradually moved into more social issues. 
A while back now, there was a Iittle newspaper - a 
Toronto Native Times, 1 did some stuff with that and 
then the Ontario Indians had a magazine and 1 did some 
stuff with them. 

With York University, the Canadian Women Studies Jounial, 
1 published a few articles about Aboriginal women. Then 
there have been article's for provincial agencies on abuse 
and suffering and traditional heaüng, and health sharing. 
Last year [1994] 1 published a novel for young people 
which was about children of alcoholics, so 1 do combine 
English and social work. 

In terms of work, my first sort of permanent job in 
Toronto was at the Native Canadian Centre. 1 was working 
there in community development, and the years that 1 spent 
there had a Iot of influence on me because that when 1 met 
many more Elders and traditional teachers that 1 already 
laiew and that was the first environment 1 had ever been 
in that was cultural based kind of stuff. So, of course that 
has had a lot to do with it. But also what 1 have found in 
my work is that basically, 1 was trying to do community 

development with a community that was having a really 
hard tirne. 

1 would tak with individuals especiaily young people and 
they would t& about how they grew up and the stuff that 
they were in presently, I got to thinking on how we [social 
workers] were going to do comrnunity development [ifl we 
don't start the healing process within individual people. So, 
1 just started to think more and more about that. 

Other important innuences that have augmenteci Cindy's life and work 

expenences include king able to work on her own personal healing with the help of 



various Elders. Through their guidance Cindy has stnved to incorporate their advice 

and knowledge into her own personal and work experiences. Beside Cindy's fuu-the 

work, her writing and working on her own personal development, she also fmds t h e  

to help other agencies with setting up similar training programs that help prornote a 

healthy and balanced Lifestyle. She refers to her own healing and the healing of others: 

Edna [Manitowabi] if 1 get stuck, the kind of people that 1 
like to go to for advice. When we started this new kind of 
treatment program, our intention was to corne up with a 
culture based healing program, so those are the people 
that 1 went to ask how we would go about tbis. Those 
people have been influencing and stiU continuing to all 
the t h e .  

1 have dso started soa of doing independent training 
other Aboriginal workers who are starting up these kind 
of programs, 1 also do healing circles for other native 
agencies. So, 1 think, 1 caii it a cornmitment on my part 
but it's just more of a personal cornmitment, in terms 
of going to ceremonies and different things like that to 
leam more about the traditional way of life and that kind 
of m g .  

Being able to manage her roles and responsibilities in a healthy and productive manner 

is something that Cindy has been working on. A self proclaimed "workaholic", she 

noticed that she has a tendency to focus on her work while Ietting her own personal 

well-king take last priority in her life. 

I've always sort of been the, &st 1 am the oldest one 
and 1 grew up very overly responsible. That's not really 
a good thing because m made some mistakes in terms 
of taking good care of myself over the years. 

But I've tried [to] let a lot of things go over the years 
but 1 don? think that is ever going to go away completely. 
L've been trying to get more of a balance but, at the same 



time 1 don? mind king a responsible person. 1 get 
bored really easy if 1 am not doing something, 1 think 
that I'm that kind of a person. 

From this, it is very evident that Cindy has been very successful at managing and 

incorporating ail the important things in her life while trying to maintain a balanced 

lifêstyle that meets aU of her needs. 

1 thin. I manage reasonably well [laughs] , to do 
everything that 1 do, but at the same time, I hard 
to keep a watch, you know on getting tired. And those, 
the soa of cultural things like the spiritual thing that 1 
am involved in, it's knowing on sort of one level but 
at the same time it ' s, it ' s a taking care of myself, sort 
of thing too. 

With Cindy 's awareness of her own tendency to over work herself, she has surrounded 

herself with a circle of people which includes: her partner, her sisters and other close 

fnends, who help her out when work and life gets too busy . 

1 never feel like 1 have to do it [d l ,  he's very good 
about sharing, he provides a lot of support [emotionally] 
1 can talk to him about things. And he also believes in 
those traditional ways and that's very good, because it is 
simply a part of our lives, and 1 think, tbat we share and 
so that makes it easy to then if he didd t believe in those 
kinds of thing. 

When it coma to prioriking Cindy 's roles and responsibilities she has noticed that 

over the last couple of years, her priorities have changed somewhat due to her 

own determination to look afkr her personal weU-king. 

1 think that what has becorne my prionty has been 
more my spirituality and learning. The learning and 
the responsibilities of the elder that 1 have to lem, that 
way of Me and to pass it on to other people. 1 think that's 
my number one priority now. 



My second one is to my family and rny partner and my 
community. And working here is probably third. So, it 
has shifted around somewhat. 

As Cindy learns about herself through her interaction with fnends and her work 

experiences, it becornes evident that, like most people, she is striving to create a good 

and balanced life for herself, her family and her community. The definiton of what 

constitutes a good-life is a personal definition, which, for the most part depends upon 

the values, traditions and beliefs that one is taught by their extendedinunediate 

birthfimmediate families, fnends and life experiences . 

To Cindy the concept of king able to create a good life includes the idea of 

roles and responsibïlitïes and more irnportantly , being able to fulfii our roles, as men 

and women. To accept and develop our responsibilities to the best of our abilities with 

the support of family, niends and the community, should help us create a good, well 

balanced Mes ty le. 

What 1 see a lot of is, us as Aboriginal people fighting 
for our rights, all this stuff about the nation. And of 
course we have rights and of course we need to keep 
on working to get those rights. However, we have also 
since time immemoriai [have had] roles and responsibilities 
that we have had to fulfil as men and women in those 
communities . 

In traditional Aboriginal societies, as was stated earlier this paper, one Iearned 

about hisher roles and responsibfiities through theiï interactions with their parents, 

extended family and community. As Cindy has aclcnowledged, those relationships 

have been altered due to colonkation innuences, thus leading to high unemployment, 

low levels of education, alcoholism, physical and mental abuse within most Aboriginal 



communities. As a result and for the most part, finding out what Our traditional roles 

and responsibilities are, has become more of a personal and individual quest. Cindy 

relates her own experiences . 

1 feel very fortunate that 1 was able to connect with 
Aboriginal women who could teach me those things, 
I've been given so much and I believe, to coin a phrase, 
that is what has really changed my life around. 

In te- of how 1 stopped doing a lot of those self 
destructive kind of things. 1 got away fkom certain 
relationships and all that kind of SM and to get on 
my own sort of healing process. 

It was through those women, through gifts and their 
interest in me and wanting to teach me and their also 
king very accepting of [ae  fact] there is nothing you 
muid have done that was so terrible that you can' t be 
accepted in to the sort of community of women. 

They are the ones who taught me what it means to be an 
Aboriginal wornan and to feel really good about that. It' s 
my tum to sort of give, to give back to other women 
who maybe need that s o a  of help. 

When you learn these traditional teachings the idea is 
to pass hem on to other people, so, that's a responsibility 
that 1 find 1 take very seriously. You pass those features 
on so that we have room inside to Iearn more. 

It's wonderful how things work together Iike that, they 
just make so much sense. When 1 was given my spiritual 
name, it again d e s  a responsibility with it, so it is al1 
those things that work together. 

Sara credits her mother and the Elders she has corne into contact with over the 

last sixteen years, as being the ones who taught her about her roles and responsibilities 

as an Aboriginal woman. Sara's fornial education includes a university undergraduate 



degree. Her work experience began with a background in social work. Sara describes 

her work history and how she moved from doing counselling at Children's Aid to 

working spec indy  with Aboriginal people: 

My first job was with Children's Aid and working with 
families. All of my work has been related to the Native 
communities if not directly in a Native organization, then 
in an organization where 1 have had responsibilities for 
working with Native peoples. 

Afîer Children's Aid I worked for tke provincial 
Government in vocationai re-habilitation, 1 was 
working with Native aicoholics and working with a 
Native treatment centre developing a lodge. Then 1 
accepted a job at a heaiing lodge as the Assistant 
Director. 

Sara continued to work for different departments within the Provincial govemment for 

another six years and then she moved in to an Executive Director position within a 

Aboriginal o r g k t i o n .  From there she decided to go to university while she also 

worked as a consultant. Once she completed University, she realized her need to retum 

to work, thus her move to her current position within another Aboriginal organi;riition. 

Sara notes that it has u s M y  worked out that she only stays with a position for about 

five to six years before she gets the urge to move on to something new. When Sara was 

asked if ai l  these positions have influenced the work she is currently doing she 

responded: 

1 think that dl of my past work experiences have 
influencecl me in the sense that when 1 was working 
with the government and mainstream institutions, 1 
really came to the realization that you realiy can't make 
any changes inside those kinds of institutions, that your 
just banging you're head against the wd. Because 



they 're so entrenched in what they are and the purpose 
of those institutions is really to maùitain the status 
quo, that you keep the people who are on top, on the top 
and that you keep the people who are at the bottom at the 
bottom. 

So when 1, so 1 just becarne a little bsbated with 
government and 1 was subjected to 1 thuik racism, 1 mean 
1 had my supervisor Say "you don? have stay working 
with Native people, you' re too smart for that, you don' t 
want to becorne ghettoised" and you know they would 
Say things like if you wrote documents or developed 
policies that favoured Native people in any way at ai l  
however minuscule they would Say that you're not king 
objective. 1 mean 1 finally got to the point where 1 would 
Say what about this guy over here, he's a red neck racist 
1 mean the stuff he writes is totally opposing Native people, 
how come he is subjective, it's just because he is white. So 
1 just got tired of that so, I left. 

Sara realizes that she has a tendency not to follow the stanis quo with regard to her 

career choices. She has watched many Aboriginal individuals start their careers in 

Aboriginai organizations with their main goal being to work for the government. Sara 

did the reversal by leaving a government position for Aboriginal organization position. 

For Sara this was an opporhuiity to release her own creativity and to enact her own 

visions within an organization. 

When 1 was at the Friendship centre I grew to appreciate 
the real freedom that my imagination and creativity could 
take, as the result of k ing  in charge.. . that kind of position 
really enables me to see that kind of action. One of the 
important things that happened while I was at the Friendship 
Centre was the fact that the we were reaIly moving the centre 
in more a traditional direction, bringing in Elders and just 
having a core traditional focus. The organkation becomes 
a community or an extended family, it's so I have had a lot 
of exposure to Eiders and Traditional people at the Friendship 
centre and really saw the positive results that come out of 



that not just for the individual people but for the organization 
and for the community as a whole. 

When 1 left, I really kind of wanted to step back and kind of 
consolidate what 1 had Iearned and take a look at what 1 had 
done right and what 1 could have done a Little bit different. 

Sara acknowledges how satisfied she is with her current position. Her satisfaction with 

her job is derived 6rom the comfort of king a manager and having great people to 

work with, whom she views as a big family unit. 

Beside work, Sara also has a partner that helps her balance her work and 

personal life. Some of the other support people in Sara's life include the clients she 

sees, her staff and governing body, as weii as the Elders she cornes into contact with 

through her work. When Sara was asked to explain how she prioritizes her roles as an 

Executive Director, an individual and a parnier, she noted that her work is the most 

important. 

The work 1 do here is the most important, because it's 
part of a bigger picture. Because in essence what we 
are doing here is, rebuilding our Nation. Wetre doing 
it with the group of people taat we work with. Within 
the native mmmunity within this city. So that's really 
the most important role that 1 have. I think within that 
is room for my own personal healing and growth and 
my relationship. So that's the most important. 

Sara has learned over time through her various work and life experiences being 

able to manage and balance her roles and responsibilities so that she is not over worked 

and tired. 

WeU, 1 think it's not a r d  prob1em. The other thing 1 
Iearned at the Friendship Centre is sometimes 1 use to 
work around the clock there, 1 would go in to work in 



the rnorning and I wouldn't leave at night, I would 
work into the night and into the next day and it really 
doesn't work. 

So, 1 am lot more conscious that 1 have to have my own 
t h e .  I corne in and do my work, and sometimes I have 
meetings in the evening and then 1 take my holidays which 
1 didn't use to do when 1 was over there [Friendship Centre] 
either, so when 1 left 1 had two months vacation. 

1 spend time with friends, so, 1 think 1 manage fairly weii. 
My partner lets me know when I'm spending too much 
t h e  here. 

1 think the other thing 1 use to do when 1 was over there is 
that 1 used to attend everything [events]. 1 don't do that here, 
I'd like to, but 1 just can't do it. 

Sara afso expressed her ideas on what she thought were some important values, 

traditions and beliefs necessary to having a go& life; which are considered the central 

values - honesty, sharing and strength. The values, traditions and beliefs 

outlined throughout this past section, are not just from Sara's own personal work 

experiences, but are something that she has Iearned with the help of her immediate and 

extended family relationships . 

When it carne to learning about her roles and responsibilities of k i n g  an 

Aboriginal woman, Hannah cites her mother as being the one who taught her through 

every day interactions and her own personai experiences. 

My mother taught me the bare necessities, you are 
what you are and that's it. You just sort of add on, you 
lmow do your own thing. But 1 think probably because 
she never had any hang ups either, she was just a woman, 
who and I th* the thing that 1 admire about her mostly 
is, that when her mom died when she was three and then 
she turned out to be just such a wonderful person. 



1 just don? lcnow how she did it, well I know how she 
did it, it was because of those other women. Her aunts, 
someone would explain to her about the facts of life, 
someone who would provide her with a Little bag of 
necessities, instead of going to thedrug store. 

Hannah's formal education includes completing elementary school and then 

going to business college where she leamed saxetarial skills. Hannah recalls some of 

her work experiences and how they led her to become the owner of a srnail business. 

I started out as a secretary in the dark ages bughing] 
with a standard typewriter and shoahand. I've Iiked 
every job that L've had, 1 worked for Ontario Hydro 
where I really didn't do aU that well, because I was 
timid and a M d  to ask questions. So, I moved on to 
a construction company and 1 stayed with them, 1 
moved to Ottawa and then Niagara Falls at the head 
office, but I got lonesome so 1 came home back to 
Curve Lake. But 1 kept on working, in Peterborough, 
1 got a job and stayed there. Then 1 went to McCullough 
chairi saws and they wanted me to go with them when 
they moved to Rexdale, to help train the girls in the 
office. 

So, every job I've had, like 1 was in charge. In 
Peterborough, 1 worked for a lumber Company, earlier 
on. Then 1 took the summer off and hitçh hiked across 
Canada. That was when hitch hiking was safe. Then I 
got married and came home and like we lived in 
Peterborough for the first year and then we came home 
and built a house. Rom there 1 staaed as a part-time 
secretary for the band office. Then I did a iibrary thing 
out of my buse ,  just out of boxes. 

It appears that Hannah has always had the entrepreneurial spirit, even when she started 

working part-tirne as the welfare administrator in her commwity, she was always 

making something to seil whether it be baked goods or some type of crafts. Even when 



Hannah's husband becarne sick and she had to work full tune at the administration 

office, she conhueci with her side business. 

But 1 started this shop, about ten years ago, while 1 
was band admiaistrator, doing night meetings and 
then ninning this place got to be to hard for me, and 
then going up and giving my mother her needles. My 
day would start at five in the moming and would end 
at twelve at night, which wasn't a good idea. So, 1 got 
sick and my doctor told me I should quit the band 
admhistrator job. He said "if you're not out of there 
this summer, you won't be able to enjoy your sonn. 
So, I did. I worked out of my basement for two years 
pnor to [building this current store]. 

This work has been so enjoyable that 1 don't have to 
take pus any more. It' s really been good, the only 
stress is at the end of the month which is not good 
either. But sometimes there is no money left of over 
for Hannah, but really it' s been good. 

Besides ninning her business and helping to look after her grandchiidren 

whenever she is needed, Hannah and her sister help care for their elderly mother who 

is a diabetic. When asked how she is able to manage al l  of these roles and 

responsibilities, she describes how she is able to pull everything together. 

Just by, I'm not sure how to Say it, I'm, not an 
organized person, 1 have a bookkeeper who does 
it aü, but 1 have to look over the books. If I didn't 
have a bookkeeper in place 1 wouldn' t be in business, 
there would just be no way to lrnow where you are at. 
Those figures teli whether your geteing a long fine 
and a l l  of sudden you realize that you didn't make as 
much 1 s t  year or you made more last year and where 
are you going wmng, so you go over these. 

By having people look after me 1 think is how 1 
manage, people like Lynette that corne in and dean 
and picks up after me [chuckles] . People like Perry 



and Annette who are more fnends than business partners . 
My husband and my children also help me out. So, you 
just sort of, sometimes you run out of steam and you 
can feel it. 

But rnost of the tirne, you have the support of others and 
you suppoa others. So, it sort of works. Like, sometimes 
I went from working night and day and then gradually 
working slower and hiring more people to do that the work, 
but that is hard" . 

Prioritizing one's roles and responsibilities could be a hard task, but for 

Hanoah, f d y  has always been first. This is not to Say that placing her family first 

before work has aiways been easy for her since taking caring for one's family usually 

means going out to work. As Hannah's children became more independent this catch 

twenty -two situation became less apparent. Hannah acknowledges that her business did 

take up more of her tirne but if she was ever needed by her family, she was there for 

them. So, while family is one of her first priorities in her life, Ha& also believes 

that comrnunity is an important component to the family structure, but once again her 

faniily always cornes first: 

Of course, to me family is fist More community. 
Like if you don? have time for the community, it 
isn't a tragedy but if you're the type of person who 
sociaiizes, then ifs  important because it helps your 
way of living. 

Hanoah's famüy's involvement in the community, depended upon the type of activity. 

She recalls how sometimes she had to limit her children's involvement if she thought 

the activity was not safe, much to the dismay of her children. 

1 think that 1 am not ike other people, in thinking 
that you have to be community orientated, and 



sometimes I feel guilty about it. But then I measure it 
and then I am fine. The same way with church, the 
communïty of church and some of my strongest feelings 
are Born there, but 1 don? necessarily go to church every 
Sunday. 1 don? even go to church every other Sunday 
[chuckles] . 

1 go when I feel a need to worship or when 1 feel a need to 
be in a church or in that surrounding. But 1 can worship 
God just as welI on my own and teach my children about 
God on my own. So, 1 don't know where that puts me. 

Hanna.. continues on to explain how she sees her f a d y ' s  roles and responsibilities 

interact with the comunity: 

My step-daughter is very involveci in the comm~ty, 
she doesn't have a family, she never got married and 
she is 47. It is very important for her to have lots of 
friends and she belongs to a lot of things, they are like 
her family. There are those things that 1 have had to 
depend upon community organization, there are those 
things where 1 have been on, like 1 was part of the First 
United Chwch Native task force and 1 was there as long 
as 1 felt that 1 was needed. 

When they started to send money to different places and 
not achieving any thing at the local level, that's when, I 
opted out because 1 think the local level has to benefit, 
your community has to benefit and then in tum your 
chiidren or your husband. 

And yet you can help out in other ways. 1 think that 1 have 
helped here, by training a lot of young people and giving 
them selfesteem. 1 guess there are maybe different rimes in 
your life where you know what you have to do. Like 1 did 
the secretary of the pow-wow and we were great organisers, 
but it was just something that had to be done, you how.  
It's healthy to continue it on. 

As was mentioned earlier Ethel has many roles to balance: from motherhood; to 

working outside the home; to starting her own business; and being a volunteer on the 



YMCA Board of Directors. Ethel balances her roles and responsibilities around her set 

work schedule whiie acknowledging how important each role is to her. 

Ethel lists the key people who influenceci her life, as her oldest brother who 

took on an important role especially once her father passed away and then her nother 

and grandmother. Together these people cared for and supporteci Ethel through out her 

Me. She acknowledges that she learned how to be a woman and her roles and 

responsibiïties inside and outside the home, fkom them. Some of Ethel's involvement 

with her mom and grandmother included learning their skiils thni observation. As a 

result, king able to create art and crafts is something that has always been a part of 

Ethel's life, since that is what she saw growing up. 

Learning from one's f d y  was very much an informal process, first through 

observation, then when the aduit thought the child was ready they wouid be allowed to 

participate in the activity . 

M y  mother works with] Leather, making gun cases, 
moccasins, mit&, made neclclams out of Indian corn 
and made berets, beaded berets, either by hand or 
by a loom. 1 never reaiiy ever saw her do a loom 
too much. She would make outfits, cause we use to 
Indian dance and so she would make aii our outfits 
out of leather and she would make her own and al1 
of us would dance together, like a whole family 
thing . 

1 remember when 1 was small asking my Mom to 
teach me what she does and she said I'm not teaching 
you anything that you want to leam, you sit d o m  and 
watch and that's how 1 know today how to make moccasins 
and stuff. 1s just by watching her . She never ever taught 
me, Iike if I asked something, asked a question about 
something that she was doing, 



she would Say that 1 was not ready to b o w  yet, 1'11 
know when you are ready to make something because 
you'll quit asking questions. So, it wasn' t that kind 
of a training as in training as they do now, it was more 
like learning process of you sitting d o m  and watching 
and then you do it. 

Two of other people who have helped and encouraged Ethel to make crafts and sel1 

them, are her sister Tracy and her cousin Jim: 

My sister Tracy, 1 don't know if she infiuenced me, 
but last year she was doing a lot of the craft work 
and 1 went to visit her and she said to me "I've always 
like the way you do things, because you can take 
sornething from nothing and make it something". She 
came here one tirne and 1 did a pichire frame, and 1 
didn't have any paint to paint it and 1 wanted to paint it 
and so 1 used a bingo dabber and white out and it turneci 
out to be a nice blue and she wanted to know where she 
couid get that paint and 1 told her how to make it. She 
has even asked me to corne and decorate her house 
and stuff. 

While 1 was there 1 started to notice that she started to 
get into a bit of crafis and that's where 1 picked a lot 
of it up. Then it became like a cornpetition thing between 
fier and 1 - "oh, wow! 1 know how to do this". 

M y  cousin played a big role in influencing me also. 
When 1 was workuig for my brother as a manager, 1 use 
to do crafts in the store just for something to do and he 
would Say why are you working for your brother? Do 
it for yourseif and I use to dways just shake him off, 
because 1 didn't have any confidence in myself to do it. 
Until 1 staaed se lkg  things and it was like wow this 
is cool naughs]. 

When 1 first went out doing crafts and selling them, 
as a vendor, that has infiuenced me and excited me 
a lot. 1 ended up meeting people and meeting other 
vendors. It almost becornes like a cornpetition between 
all of us. Who can bring out different craft. Something 



new to al1 our people. 

Even though Ethel does not live near her family, she knows that she can always depend 

on them for support, dong with the immediate support given to her by her husband and 

fiiends in Peterborough. The key to having a 'good life' for Ethel is "being able to 

organize your life the way you want it" . 

Darlene' s own roles and responsibiüties also includes: being a mother; an 

auntie; ma~aging a household; ninning her own business; and workuig on numerous 

committees. Darlene believes that she Ieamed about her roles and responsibilities as an 

Aboriginal woman through the interactions she had with her grandmother and some of 

her clients who are Aboriginal and Inuit women. When Darlene was asked how she 

managed al i  these responsibilities and how she wouid prioritize them, she replied: 

1 dont know, 1 sometime tbinlr that 1 don't do 
a v e r -  good job, but I think I do the best that 1 can. 
I get a lot of help from my mom st i l l  and my extended 
family, all my brothers and sisters. I get a lot of help 
fkom them, it's a good family because you know you 
can ask one of them if they can take my kid and visa 
versa, our family works as a unit and 1 don't think 1 
could survive without that! 

As for prioritizing, the fust, absolutely number one 
is my family without question and I think you'll get 
that answer fkom every Aboriginal women [laughs] 
that's what makes us different, you're getting a 
perception now too. That's first, sometirnes 1 couldn' t 
care less, it doesn't matter 1 cancel meetings whatever 
is necessary you know it doesn't matter. Secondly, it 
would be my business and third aIl of my volunteer 
positions. 

Based upon al l  of her experiences, Darlene explains some of the business barriers she 



has encountered and how she overcame them to fulfil her roles and responsibilities as a 

business woman. She also gives some uisight on how some of these barriers could be 

By earning respect, there is no easy road, especially 
for Aboriginal women. We have a business development 
centre down here. Which 1 suppose 1 could ask them for 
loans against receivables or something like that, but I've 
never done it that way. But now that same group calls 
me for advice and it's like just strictly cornpetition. Like 
at first, for example, this year was the hrst year ever 
that 1 got a contract on my own reserve. I wodd speak 
to other band wuncil members a l l  over Canada on 
numerous issues nom economic development to language. 
People fkom my area wodci sit and listen to some of these 
presentations and then ali of a sudden went - 'oh, gee 
maybe weflI get her to do something for us!' So, this 
summer was the fmt time in many years of work that 1 
got a contact fiom home. So, it's by eaming respect and 
your own community is the roughest. It' s that hardest job. 

Elevating some of these barriers, corne down to being 
a attitude thing. 1 think the more Aboriginal women who 
get into some kind of authority position or leadership 
that we could promote them. Show what they do, 1 
dontt mean just like promote flashy, Ovide Mercredi's 
campaign, I don? think that it works, not with women. 
But rather to show what they do. How you do that 
is start in schools, really showing Abonginai women in 
positions that would help a lot with girls. I'm tallang at 
the grade schwl level k t .  

In terrns of financial institutions it is to raise their 
awareness , that Aboriginal women, whether anyone 
wants to admit it or not, have been a driving force 
within their cornmunities. So, 1 wouid say the we 
have to focus more on the reaI work that Aboriginal 
women do to maintain and not just to maintain but to 
move ahead. 

Marlene relates some hïghlights of her experiences and how she has evolved into 



her current roles: 

Work experiences, weil, when 1 went to University it was 
my plan to be a tacher but mid way through university 1 
discovered social work and decided that was really 
the thing for me. So, 1 switched streams and went to the 
University of Toronto school of Social Work and became 
a child and family social worker, so that was rny first 
career. 1 worked with Belleville Children' s Aid for a while. 

From BeilevilIe Marlene moved to Winnipeg to work with the Children's Aid Society, 

where she helped to develop the first IndiadMetis Friendship centre in 1959. After 

becoming lonely for her family and community she came home and rnarried Vince 

Castellano. For the first ten years, Marlene remained at home to raise her four sons 

untü she found herseif in the position of having to be the primary breadwinner after her 

husband had a stroke. 

1 had already made contact with Trent University 
and was doing some volunteer work, 1 was doing some 
occasional lechiring. So, when Vince became disabled 
it so happenecl that there was an opening at Trent which 
1 was appointed to and since 1973 util 1991 1 was a 
professor of Native Studies. 

1 had just reached a decision that 1 had wanted to gear down 
and spend more time with my family and move back to my 
reserve where, that 1 had been away fkom for al l  these years 
when 1 was a non-status, where 1 was not an Indian according 
to the Indian Act because of my marriage to Vince. 

But before 1 actually got moved into my retirement home 
in Tyendinaga 1 was recruited to become Co-Director of 
research with the Royal Commission. When I was interviewhg 
for the job, one of the questions that the co-chairs asked me, 
"what in your past experience has prepared you to do this 
job of managing the research for the Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal People" and 1 said actually that '1 had been 
preparing for this job for the last ten years' . 



1 didn't tell them that 1 was reaily preparing for this job 
ali my life [laughs] because the portfolio of research, 
like there's a Co-Direztor of research and the other the 
Co-Director is a specialist is in government affairs and 
self governent and Constitution and so on. 

So, we have roughly split the world in haif and 1 take 
care of the research on education and health, social issues, 
cultural, children, youth you know ali of those people 
kind of things. So, everythuig that I have done has 
been Ieading to this. 

While Marlene was looking forward to easing up on her work load as she 

approached her retirement, she is in fact working even &der than ever, "1 work very 

hard, mostly seven days a week and rnostly ten to twelve hours a day" dong with 

keeping up with her famiy needs and responsibilities. Marlene explains how she tries 

to manage all her roles and responsibilities. She notes that it is a little easier now that 

her sons are grown and have busy ïives of their own: 

I'm very conscious of the fact that you just can't keep 
taking and taking nom your famüy without giving 
something back. And my sons now, who are all grown 
up now are my fans and my confidants, my emotional 
support. Now I have granddaughter and she's a real 
delight as well. 

So, but it always seems as though my family are the 
ones that have to adapt and adjust to my work schedule 
and that's, 1 guess they have got use to it, because they 
don't cornplain about it as much as they use to. But there 
is always that tension 1 think ah, oops I'm doing it again, 
I'm putting their interests on the back burner, their needs 
on the back burner because 1 have this deadine to meet 
or this report to write. 

I should Say that also my nine brothers and sisters, 
continue to be real supporters. My brother Clare, my 
youngest brother, when he was growing up 1 was a 



university graduate already and 1 was living at home 
and working in the Hasting County Chiidren's Aids, I 
was kind of a second mother to him, fghttg with him 
about whether or not he could have my car to keep 
out al1 night Daughs]. So, now we are very close he's a 
ps ychiatrist, when 1 get into hot water he makes house 
visits [laughs], does therapy over my kitchen table naughs]. 

Well, other responsibilities, the other thing in Native Studies 
because there aren't any text books to teach, nom which 
you teach Native Studies, you have to be out doing things 
and keeping current with what is going on. 

So, 1 have been really for the last meen years while I was 
at Trent, very much involved in community development 
where paaicularly around human services, health, education 
and training for education. So, 1 get involved with other 
universities, developing tacher education programs at 
Queens. Working with the University of Toronto on health 
careers. I've worked with community colleges developing 
training programs for community workers in health, early 
chiidhood education and all of that has been done in 
collaboration with working groups, chiefly with the Union 
of Ontario Indians throughout the 80's. 

Marlene has acknowledged that she learned her responsibilities and her role in 

life mainly fkom her mother. As for prioritizing her roles and responsibilities, 

Marlene realizes that her desires for priorithhg her roles are not representative of 

reality. For MarIene the important part of prÏontizing her roles and responsibilities has 

to do with being able to balance them and to be at peace with herself while attempting 

to maintain the "fuel" of her life - her relationships with those who are "closet' to her . 

Recently she realized that while pelformhg this "juggling act" that her "spiritual" 

community is there to help her "carry the load" . Al1 of this combined has left her 

"cornfortable" with the up and corning generations of Aboriginal people. 



As was mentioned eairlier, Nora cites her mother as king the most influentid 

person in her life and thus it is not surprising when Nora explains how she learned 

about her roles and responsibilities fiom her mother: 

My mom! 1 just think it's important to understand as 
women, traditionally our role was the care giver and 
we were there beside out men and maybe we weren't 
allowed to Say anything but we stül did behind the 
scenes. Now, we are more vocal and there is a fear 
and maybe here should be. 1 had an Elder fiom my 
comm~ty, tell me once that "if you want something 
said get a man and if you want something done get 
a wornenn. 

That makes sense because you do see, and I'm not 
hocking the Chiefs that 1 deal with, but a lot of them 
will sit around and theyfll talk and Say we should do 
this and we should do that, but nobody cornes out to 
the meat of the issue. So, 1 do that, 1 corne out and 
Say iisten this is what we are trying to Say and go 
right to the grassroots and the bottom iine. 

Priontizing and balancing one's many roles and responsibilities is no easy feat and 

similar to Mariene, Nom aclmowledges that sometimes, what you want to do is not 

necessarily what you end up with: 

WeU, I shouid Say family first but 1 guess when 
you're in a position like this, the comrnunity is 
your family so that is rny priority, family. Family 
is community even though in the poIitical role you 
are viewed as much as you are trying to be as much 
as part of, not everybody is going to like you but 1 think 
1 maintain a fairly good rapport with them and that is the 
first thing. Then the chüdren are the main thing, anything 
that 1 try to and strive for Like through education process 
is for the future generations. 

I'rn a planner, I'rn basically a planner so, I'rn always 
thinking not just tomorrow but 10,15,20 years . So , 1 



think anotfier role is having an understanding of the 
youth, try to put yourself in their shoes kind of thing. 
That is something fiom my mom 1 always remembered. 

You have to remember everyone is an individual and don't 
ever hate anyone cause they always have a good side and 
there is a reason why they are they way they are, just put 
yourself in their shoes. So, 1 try to do that with the youth. 
1 never put myself higher than them, 1 try to put myself at 
the same level. 

Nora's other experïences have aIso showed her that more often than not her 

work is more appreciated outside her home cornmunity , which parallels Darlene' s 

experiences. According to Nora, 'community members often do not see the efforts of 

their leaders on a municipal, provincial or national level. Community members are 

more concemeci with issues that affect them on a day to day basis rather than legislative 

changes'. 

While Nora, like all of the other interviewees, reaiize it is very important to be 

outside the community working on various projects, she understands that she also needs 

to be at home and making sure she attendhg to the cornmunity needs as weli. 

In the cornmunity the people want you here nght and I've 
tried to lx here more in this tenn then I've ever been 
in other terms. 1 thirik there needs to be for the next few 
years a strong leadership so that we get what we need, 
till we settle some daims, invest some monies, guarantee 
the future. 1 think that expectation is probably there even 
though a lot of people wouldn't Say it. 

Kim's prior work experience includes working in both provincial and federal 

govermnent offices. In this passage Kim give some details about her past work 

experiences and how they have influenceci her to build and nui her own general store. 



I've probably quit more jobs then most people have ever 
worked in their Lives [laughs]. I've worked at secretariats, 
commissions and always excited to take the job because 
thinking 'this is finally going to be the chance for me to 
Say what 1 have to Say and make a difference in the worl$'. 
Then finaly a year or two, 1 realk the reason they put 
me in this job is so 1'11 shut up gaughs]. And so they can 
have control over what 1 can and do Say, so then I would 
leave the job. 1 never wanted to be just a brown face 
somewhere. 

When 1 decided to build this store, it wasn't because 1 
wanted to be in business and it wasn't because 1 wanted 
to work. 1 did it more as a statement of sovereignty. 
When 1 built this store 1 did it toWy on my own without 
any assistance kom the economic development people or 
banks . 1' ve seen over the years, in my involvement with 
politics, that whenever we accept money, Indian money 
nom the govemment, there are alway s strings attached. 
It's my own belief that money is given with the purpose 
of failure. It' s never given so that we can succeed and 
be successful business people and become economically 
independent. That money is there in my view to control 
us, to keep those strings on us. 

So, 1 wanted to build this store, one because there was 
a need for it in this community, the peopie here really 
need a gathering place, a place to corne and be comfortable 
without any ties, where they can corne and Say their piece. 
They neal a place where they can get afEordabIe things for 
their family and not drive seven or nine miles to the next 
cornmunity . 

So, 1 said we are going to do this on our own. I'll seli what 
1 want, to who 1 want, and I'll do it on my own te-. It's 
been easy for me because of my big family, the close family 
1 always believed there was, anythhg I wanted to do, 1 
could do it. There wasn' t nothing that wasn' t attainable 
for me. 

There isn't a doubt that Kim's strong detennination was passed on to her by her family 

and their involvement with theK s d  comrnunity. Kim continues on to discuss her 



own immediate family responsibilities and the type of support mechanisms she has to 

help her manage these family roles and responsibilities: 

1 have a responsibility to my family, they've seen 
me this far and as they grow older, they look to me, 
now to help them out. As for support mechanisms, 
primarily it's my family . 

As for prioritizing her roles and responsibiiities, Kim acknowledges that she is not 

societies 'perfect do-it-al1 mom', as she feels she should be. Kim explains how she is 

able to prioritize her work and her family Me: 

Be a really good mom, but 1 honestly don? think 
that nght now my Me, that's the first thing. 1 lcnow 
that is going to make me sound like a r d  evil woman 
that my children aren't first. 

But they don't have to be fust right now because their 
Grannies and Great-Gramies and my chikiren have a 
Great Great Granny who is with them al l  the time. They 
are looking after the kids for me while 1 do tbis other 
things . 

1 would have to Say that 1 am a political beast, and 1 
have to Say that ail my business decisions are influenced 
by my political statement. 

From the interviews above, it may be concluded that the interviewees first 

learned about their primary roles and responsibilities from theÏr mothers, grandmothers 

and then other Aboriginal women they came into contact with through their life tirne. 

This is not to Say that these wornen were not influenced by male figures in theù lives, 

they have also played an important part in the lives of the interviewees. 

Most of the interviewees commenteci on how different male individuals had 

influence. their leaming. Sara noted that it was her father that influenced her w e e r  



path in life, "it was my father and seeing him as Chief, and helping hirn write 

proposals and do different letters. I think that realIy iduenced me to want to work in 

the Native Cornmunîty". While Marlene did acknowledge her father as having a 

positive influence on her life, she also cited other two other important male influences 

in her life as the Elders she came into contact with while she was working at Trent 

University. 

But the other redy important influences have 
been Elders who came to Trent University. Jake 
Thomas from who 1 leamed just an enormous amount 
about Iroquois tradition which had not been part of my 
education growing up because there was at that time, at 
the Tyendinaga Mohawk temtory there was such a urge 
to find employment and get some education and sort of 
go with the Stream, that Mohawk language and Mohawk 
traditions were not very prominent. So it was real treasure 
for me to find out about Iroquois history, tradition and 
ceremonies £tom Jake Thomas. 

The other the person who has innuencecl me a lot is, 
was Fred Wheatly, who is an Ojibway Elder. Fred has 
such a love for the land and such a love for the Ojibway 
language and the Ojibway way of seing the world. He 
was a real mentor for me as weil. 

Nora also mentions these same two individuals in her intemiew . She acknowledges that 

these individuais helped her deal with the whole issue of religion and how it has 

impacted Aboriginal peoples lives. These are just a few of the stories the interviewees 

shared about how male individuals have influenced their lives. So, it can be concluded 

that the traditional developmental circle of family and community influences are still 

very important to the development of individuals and we have seen that these influences 

provided them with their roles and responsibilities, throughout these interviewe's lives. 



The interviewees expiaineci how they balanced their many roles and 

responsibilifies to the best of their ability , with the support of f a d y  and community 

members, which is also another important component to family and community 

development . 

Another interesting similarity the interviewees shared, was their tireiess work 

ethic. Each of the interviewees had a vision of the work they wanted to do, each 

wanted their work to have meaning and more importantly to have a positive impact on 

th& family and wmrnunity weU-being. If the work they were performing did not fit 

into that vision, they simply moved on to something else until they found something 

that did fit. 

The next focus of this chapter wiU centre around a general discussion of 

Aboriginal women's roles and responsibilities within the family and community and 

whether or not their interaction has changed over time. 



il Women's Roles And Res~onsibilities Within The Familv And Community: 

Historically, Aboriginal women have always been very involved in every aspect 

of family and community life. Therefore, their roles and responsibilities were defined 

by their interaction with their family and community merabers. Defining what one's 

roles and responsibilities was not something that was imposed upon individuals, nor 

were these roles and responsibiiities seen as one being more valued or better than 

another. In order to gain a better understanding of what Aboriginal women's roles and 

responsibilities included, the interviewees were asked to explain what they felt were the 

most important features of Abonginal women's roles and responsibilities. Cindy 

explains : 

The sense of family, s h h g  and responsibilities in terms 
of teaching young women. But there [are] also many sort 
of spiritual responsibilities and ceremonies where women, 
in a traditional way, play a big role there. 

I think as those things [are] coming back, 1 think that we 
will see women in those positions, much more. Those 
things are just as important as the family . 

I think my understanding is that they [Aboriginal women] 
have always played a role in everything, that went on. And 
there was very much a sense of equality between men and 
women, but it's just that our roles and responsibilities are 
very divided dong lines of gender. It' s true men, do this 
and women do this, but it doesn't make one better or inferior. 

As Cindy has mentioned throughout this interview, learning about her own roles 

and responsibilities has corne fiom her mother and other Abonginal women she has 

corne into contact with through work and other informal networks. As well, she also 

mentions that some of her leaming has been through specific teacbings about women 



and some of it has just corne from king  an Aboriginal wornan. Through her 

interactions and generai observations she has discovered many things about Aboriginal 

women which she shares wiîh us now. 

1 learned a lot from them in terms of their strength, 
the fact that they have been able to survive everything 
that they manageci to survive, teaches me a whole lot 
about Aboriginal women. 

1 think that it's not just Aboriginal women, a lot of 
women in the world survived all kinds of abuse, but 
they haven't had to survive this sort of systemic kind 
abuse that these [Aboriginal] women have had to go 
through as well. So, to me there is even more support 
there. 

When asked whether she thought if Abcriginal women's roles and responsibilities had 

changed over time and how did she view these changes, her respome was: 

I don't think that these [roles and responsibilities] have 
ever gone away completely. 1 think that they have 
always been there, and 1 think that a lot Native people 
still show some of these things even though, every 
thing else that they do is so messed up. 

As soa of a political unit as a society obviously tbat 
got destroyed. There are people that sort of passed 
dom the teachings of spirihiality, like the Midewin 
Society has certainly d e d  ail those things all this 
time, but it's a small group of people. 

So much of that way of life was destroyed, generations 
of Aboriginal people have had to suffer a great deal. 
It was really quite needless. To have all those things 
taken away, is the reason why we have so many 
problems in our communities now. 

As for some general roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women, Sara will 

provide us with some insight on her own experiences with expected versus acaial roles 



and responsibilities within the family and the comrnunity . According to Sara, the most 

important features of woments roles and responsibilities include being a numirer, 

providing direction, and leadership within her family and community life. 

Being a numirer and 1 don? mean that just with their roles 
as mothers but in Ieadership roles, 1 think that the most 
important thing is king a roie model. Not just for our 
own. but for everybody in the comrnunity. 1 think that is 
particuiarIy important to look after people who are more 
disadvantaged such as elderly people. Just accepting and 
nurturing people regardless of who they are and rht.  

1 also think that, discipIinarian is little to hard a word 
for what I mean, but 1 thuik bringing to peoples attention 
when they may be dohg something wrong. 1 think those 
are the big ones, providing direction and leadership. 

When asked if she thought the roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women had 

changed over tirne, she responded that they had changed and gave this explanation on 

how that change took place: 

1 think that they have had to, I suppose the particular 
responsibilities that we have changeci 1 think because 
there are so many single mothers, so, women are both 
the rnother and the father in mmy cases. 

1 think that it is a lot more accessible to have women 
in management positions. When 1 was at the Native 
centre, in 1984 it was very different, in terms of the 
Board of Directors. [As a Direcor] 1 was working with 
mostly male [Directors], and I was subjected to sexual 
harassment, and it is very different here. 

1 t .  a lot of that is because of time. Because it is a 
very difEerent t h e .  It's wasn't as acceptable to have a 
women Director there as it is now. So, I think yes. 
Also in ternis of leademhip positions in Native communities 
we do have some women as chiefs now. 1 mean you did 
have a woman ninning for Assembly of First Nations. 



So, there are some changes. 

Nora also klieves the most important feature of women's roles and 

responsibilities begins with leadership, within the f d y  and community . 

Most important feature, is the leadership. Traditionally 
women were leaders because even when you look at 
the traditional ways, the men went out to hunt and the 
women had to take the role of getting on with it. So, I 
think that is the main one, of getting it done. One of the 
main things 1 remember when 1 was out at university was 
that I was mad at what was going on at home, I thought, 
gees ali these opportmities, a i l  these other communities 
have fire engines, they have d l  this and al l  that and we 
are sittùig back and yapping about it, we need to get out 
there and do it, get out there and then corne home. 1 tell 
that to people al i  the time. 1 think that's the role of, is 
king role models, showing that you can accomplish, 
that you can do it. " Just Do It " . I think that ' s great. 

I want to be able, when my granddaughter or great- 
granddaughter, like we are going through so much 
now with trying to put our c l a h  through land claims 
and 1 want them to be able to Say, weil, gee, my grand- 
mother did the best for us, it may not have been the 
right decision at the time but it was right for her. 1 
want them to know that was what 1 was doing for the 
future generittions. 1 think that is what women have 
to do. 1s the plan and be leader in that planning for 
our future, 

As for whether or not the roles and responsibilities have changed, Nora responded that 

they have changed, 'in the sense of once Abonginal women gain their confidence 

through education and work experiences, they continue on to do things that they feel 

are important to them, their family and co~~munity'. 

When Kim was asked to describe what she felt was the most important feature 

of women's roles and responsibilities and to explain whether these roles and 



responsibilities had changed over tirne, Kim replied with: 

1 really think that'll be women who lead the men back 
to their place of power and will help them have their 
respect of people they rightfully deserve. I've never 
ever caused my partner to lose face in public, never. 
1 wouid never upstage them. Because it is important 
that our men get to be recognized. 

As for the roles changing over time, 1 think that our 
men have always counted on women to be there and 
support them. They have forgotten the power and 
importance women have. 

Your starting to see it corne back, with the resurgence 
of the traditions. A Lot of time those men are just lip 
service, they aren't really Living the talk yet because 
of the influences of mainstream society. Men have to 
fit that kind of macho role, be the decision makers 
with no influences Tom women, but that was never 
our men's way . 

Hannah aiso maintains that the most important féature of a women's roles and 

responsibilities is caring for the family: 

Weii, when 1 was chiid rearing that was my most 
important role, king a mother, there is no question 
about it. My children were number one and they probably 
still are but in a l a s  domhting way [chuckles]. 1 was 
a pretty dominating mother [chuckles], but you lmow 1 
can be a pretty dominsting woman. 

I enjoy the time that 1 do have for myself, you h o w ,  
which isn't very much. My husband and 1 have a boat 
and at five o'clock he will have supper ready and 1'11 
pack it up and we'll go down on the boat, go by the 
island and aIl around that, and that is our special the. 
Or in the moming, over a cup of coffee. At least now, 
1 don't laiow if 1' LI regret it later, but 1 think 1 have ken 
Iuckier than most in managing the needs of the family. 

When asked if Haxlnah thought family roles and responsibilities and the interaction 



within the community had changed over the, she respond that yes, they had 

changed: 

Like 1 said before nurturing, caring and doing things 
and then, the goal you strive for is giving your children 
independence and being able to live a life of their own, 
and 1 think that it changes you, you withdraw, you 
know birds have it easy @aughsJ. So, mturally it 
changes [chuckles] . 

She feels that as you get older your involvement is more for personal pleasure and 

enjoyment that fi& your lifestyle. 

I'lI go to the preview of the Buckhom Wildlife Festival 
where there is a number of people that we know, so, 1 
do the corsages for that and we go to enjoy ourselves, 
we go because our son is in it and we go also to have 
fun with other people. They expect you to be there, but 
more we have fun. It does change. 

Marlene, also believes like Hmmh and the rest of the interviewees, that the 

most important feature of women's roles and responsibilities woiild be "caring for the 

family and doing the work that cornes to hand and that has to be done. That the roles 

and responsibilities are the same as men". Marlene believes on the other hand that 

these roles have not changed over t h e :  

No, 1 think that's why traditional teachings and ways 
of doing things are so durable because your human 
responsibilities don't change and 1 think that the 
particular responsibilities that women have to take care 
of the family and to support the f d y  with work and 
to contribute to maintaining comrnunity, sort of that 
larger circle of fm. 

That those things don't change. Whether you teach by 
getting a teacher's certificate and going into the classroom 
or whether you teach by having children and young 



women around you, leaning how to do things in an 
excellent m e r ,  it's still teaching. It's just that the 
arena, the situation in which you do these things, has 
changed. 

So, in essence these interviewees have shown that the basic roles and 

responsibilities of caring, nurturing and providing leadership within the family and 

community has not changed over tirne. What has changed for both Aboriginal women 

and men "is the situation in which you do these things" as Marlene has stated. 

Without a doubt, Aboriginal women and men's situations, or lifestyles have 

been influenced by the larger society and they have had to adapt to the changes in their 

surroundings, which is something that they have always had to do. Unfortunately , as it 

was mentioned earlier, men have had a harder time adjusting to the some of the 

changes around them. Kim, dong with other interviewees, has mentioned how 

many men need to rediscover their roles and responsibilities towards family and 

commUILity, with the support of women. 



ii) Ex~ectations - And Realities Of Roles And Res~onsibilities Within The Family And 
Community : 

Another aspect of Aboriginal women' s respons ibilities to the farnily and the 

community is to share teachuigs about life with their children. Life stones that will help 

their children grow into responsible, healthy indrviduals, ones who know who they are 

and where they corne from, a task which is much easier said than done. While the 

expected task is to help and teach the children and others in the comrnunity about Me, 

some of the achial roles of Aboriginal women may be very different from these 

Teaching other women, 1 see that as really important 
@art of roles and responsibilities]. But Aboriginal 
women are the ones that need to teach other Aboriginal 
women, especially the young females. In terms of who 
they are, who we are, fostering some sense of identity. 

Like 1 tbink of that in terms of you know the adolescent 
girls, they are starting to have a real sense of their own 
mind. But they are aiso in a vuùierable kind of position 
in terms of how they can be lead d o m  the path of 
alcoholism and young men who are going to hurt them. 
To me, that is what 1 see as the most important responsibüity 
that Aboriginal women have. 

You don? get to chwse to be a role model, it's not 
something that you Say, weli I'm going to be a role model, 
people choose that for you. And you can say 1 dont  want 
be like that, but you're out there in the comrnunity, you are 
a role mode1 you don't really have a choice about that, a i l  
you have a choice about it what kind of rob model that 
you want to k. 1 think that it can be sornewhat stressful 
at times, but I s a  th.ink that it is our job. 

Another thing that 1 see that is pretty sort of stressful in 
terms of roles and responsibilities is that Aboriginal women 
have taken the role in ai l  this heahg  work and restoring 



the family. In other words 1 think they have realiy taken 
the lead in tenns of what their roies and responsibilities 
are. 1 think that o u -  men, they just haven't caught up yet 
(chuckles). So, 1 think 1 see that women sornetirnes have 
to take on more than they really you know are suppose to. 

Sara also goes on to explain how she sees a diEerence between Aboriginal 

women's actual roles and responsibilities in relation to the expectations of self, family 

and community, today . 

I think what is happening now is because of the cultural 
revival that is taking place. Women have really as& 
the leadership role. 

1 think people feel very threatened about that, and by people 
1 mean men, ikel really threatened that women are taking a 
leadership role. 

I think that women have always had ieadership roles, they 
had leadership responsibilities for dinerent things . From then, 
wetve just added to our responsibilities because men haven't 
been there to do them. 

So, 1 think that there is a conflict. For example, some people 
don? think that women should be dnimming or singing and 
then other people think that there isn't a problem with that. 
You're kind of left to your own best judgement of what to do. 

How people, or more specifldy women, see these situations and adjust their 

actual and expected roles and responsibilities is dependent upon their life experiences. 

Sara doesn't see the difference between actual and expected role and responsibilities as 

king a difficulty. She explains her own personal philosophy as king "you do what 

has to be done ... we do what we have to do, to get the heaiing work done and as long 

as it is done with respect and that solves most of the problerns. 

Hannah explains that the difference between actuai and expected roles and 



responsibilities of Aboriginal women according to oneself, one's f ' l y  and one's 

community, depends on the individual: 

It's just like out there, there are just so many out there 
where ever you look. 1 don't like those people who Say, 
I'm Indian and 1 can do this and I'm Indian and that is 
how 1 do it because and I'm special, 1 was never taught 
that, especially because of my colour. 

I was taught that 1 was special because 1 had a good loving 
family and 1 have an idea that a mother would probably lay 
dom her life for her chiid, that there maybe more maternai 
feelings. 

She also explains how she has not had any real difficulties with role expectations in 

own family or in the community: 

Luckily no, like my husband he really lets me fly , 1' m 
really really lucky. And 1 just probably got through, 
[chucklesJ like if he can't be some place with me, 1 just 
go, and there is not to many repercussions, there are but 
not too often. Ifve been very lucky, he's a stem person 
but he enjoys fife as well. 

Darlene and Kim are both of the same opinion as the other interviewees; that 

there is a dflerence between Aboriginal women's actuai and expected roles and 

responsibilities, according to oneseif, family and community. Darlene explains her 

perceptions: 

1 think Aboriginal women are expected to do everything, 
we play a role in the family of the manager, the leader, 
the nurturer, the healer, the everythhg but are not given 
any credit for that. You might get the odd spouse who 
may Say ' gee 1 couldn't do it without her! ' That' s really 
rare and that's that attitude thing again. 

In this community it is s littie bit different, for example the 
National Aboriginal Management Board, the Pathways 



policy - we have a local board here to administer it Iocally. 
In rnost communities, one of my roles on the National board 
is to ensure equitable representation of women on the Board. 
If you look at the Western provinces, there are very few 
women even though we have a policy of having 50/50 
representation. They are trying to get away with murder. 
In this community, 85% of the Board are women. So, 
other roie examples are that most of the women in 
administration in the Band office are women, most of 
the people involved in leadership positions in social areas 
such as education, health, welfare, social services are al1 
women. The people who do research down here, social 
research are a.U women. So, it's different in that respect, 

- plus we're expected to nui our homes and 1 mean run 
them better than anyone else. So, we have to emerge as 
super stars and that's hard because some of our kids have 
gotten into big trouble while we are out at meetings and 
writing documents, proposals and reports and ninning 
everything . 

It is a balancing act that is not possible. The main difficulty 
is the balance that you have to maintain, that's the hardest 
to me. And then you're perceived as king thinking your 
better than the rest, so that's another problem. 

Kim's observations and perceptions about Aboriginal women's roles and 

responsibilities within the family and the community , are sirnilar to Darlene. She 

outlines some of the main difficulties she has encountered between her role 

expectations and her own community expectations . 

1 dont  know if there is or if we just think there is. 1 
think if we look at it frorn what Aboriginal people think 
about Aboriginal women and their roles, like if I said to 
m y  granny, what are my roles and responsibilities it 
would be very different if 1 went to a woman £rom out 
there [mainstream society], because she would tell me 
that 1 need to be a very good mother, 1 need to be successfbl 
at rny job. 

1 struggle with them [role expectations and realities] all 



the time, constantly. There is the mother thing, political 
thing, business thing. People constantly, in the business 
world try to take advantage of you. 

1 reaiize what those expectations are fiom both sides and 
1 mean if I just go by my own people, I'd be all nght but 
we can't do that. The reality is there are two w~rids here 
and we have to live in both of them. 

Marlene on the other hmd believe that there isn't a difference between 

Aboriginal women's actual and expected roles and responsibilities within the family 

and community: 

My rnother was regarded first as an auntie to everyone in 
the cornmunity and then as she got older she was grannie 
Pearl and she was very highly regarded by the whole 
community. So, that was kind of the ideal. A women who 
cm look after ber own family, who has a good business 
sense and who serves the community . 

I mean that's what a Mohawk women is suppose to do. 
And 1 don? thbk that there is any dissidence as you would 
hear in some other cultures, Aboriginal cultures where women 
who step out of the strict homemaker role are criticized for 
getting to big for their boots and being bossy. 

1 mean if you're a fifty-eight year old Mohawk woman and 
you're not directing events around you, you must be slow 
gaughs], and that, there is a real difference in the generations. 

Men are quite accustomed to women playing those kinds 
of si@cant roles in the communities. Now if women went 
around making speeches and ~rying to run public meetings, 
there might be but in the kind of roles that, 1 mean that I 
play or that young women in Tyendinaga play, they are very 
consistent with the expectations of what Mohawk women do. 

But it is significant I think that they don't nui for council 
very often. They don't. They will be secretary and treasurer 
to the agricultural society or to the church council or that but 
they won't take on the kind of the speaker role or political role, 



sort or the formal political role. But that doesn't mean that 
they are still not running things [laughs]. 

When you look at the Iroquois tradition there were speakers 
and then there were the Mahriarchs who nominateci the chiefs 
and the women who gave advice to the Chiefs about what they 
should speak about [laughs]. That kind of gender difference 
which is not a power difference is still very evident in the 
Tyendinaga Mohawk community . 

In su- the interviewees believe that Aboriginal women's most important 

roles indude being the caregiver, the nurturer, the teacher and providing the leadership 

within the family and the community. It is the women who ensures things get done 

within both of these settings. For the most part these roles and responsibilities have not 

changed over tirne, rather as Marlene has stated "what has changed is the situation in 

which you do these things". 

As for expected and actuai roles and responsibilities, most of the interviewees 

agree that there is a dfierence between the two. Without a doubt the difference is 

dependent upon one's own life experiences and how their own roles have developed 

over time. As weli, even though there may be differences between these roles, none of 

the intewiewees were hindered by these differences, rather they just found other ways 

to continue to develop their roles and responsibilities. 



BI AborXeinal Wornen and Feminism: 

Another possible influence on the roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal 

women is feminism and the feminist movement. The interviewees were fÏrst asked to 

define feminisrn and then second to discuss whether or not they thought feminism had 

influenced their roles and responsibilities . 

Cindy defines feminism as "equality between genders " . According to Cindy, 

this form of equality is something tbat Aboriginal women experienced long before the 

influences of western civilization and in particular the feminist movement. 

I have a real hard time trying to get feminists to 
understand this. But 1 don't see myself as not a feminist, 
[P don? know] how would you describe me, in a cultural 
sense [laughing]. But if feminism is suppose to be about 
equaiity, weU then, heu, we had equal society based on 
gender . 

Whüe the inauence of western civiiization has affected almost every aspect of 

Aboriginal people's lives, Cindy continues on to discuss whether or not feminism has 

affected the iives or roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women: 

1 don? really think that it has to do with roles and respon- 
sibilities, 1 don't think that is what it is about. 1 think that 
it is just about the thing of equal but different. 

1 think t h t  1 see Abonginal women as they were centuries 
ahead of European women. N the modem day feminist, if 
they read about Aboriginal women, how they really were 
back then in traditional society, they would probably be 
quite amazed at, how much that society was based on 
equaliîy . 

1 know very few Aboriginal women who actively refer to 
themselves as feminist. 1 don' t know that it [the feminist 
movement] has had a whole lot of impact on Aboriginal 



women. 1 think feminist, their writings and stuff like that 
use Aboriginal women as stats, as women who are the most 
disadvantaged, 1 see that in their writing. Yet. I really don' t 
see them addressing any of our concems. 1 see a lot of 
similarities [with women issues], but 1 still see feminism 
as primarily a white middle class movement, that hasn't 
reaUy addressed the concems of wornen of colour. 

As Sara has mentioned the roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women are 

continually evolving with the influences of our ever-changing environment. Sara sees 

the definition of ferninism as "equality for both women and men". On the topic of 

whether or not the feminist movement has impacted the lives of Aboriginal women she 

stated that : 

The feminist consciousness has kind of seeped in and it 
just kind of woke women up because around the t h e  that 
feminism was really taking off that's when you still have 
Native women like Jeannette Corbie-Lavalle and Sandra 
Lovelace coming out and challenging the lndian Act. 

So, in that way it has [influencecl Aboriginal women] even 
though the feminist movement as a movement didn't support 
that activity, Native women's activity, that influence has 
reaiiy dwindled though fiom that tirne. 

I think what Native women are starting to realize is that 
traditionally there always was equaïty between men and 
women. 1 mean, in traditional Native societies , and it was 

the Western European influences, the church and the 
govemment that rediy kind of destroyed that. 

Darlene begins her thoughts on feminisrn by explainhg why she dcesn' t see herself as 

a feminist, which is consistent with the rest of the interviewees statements. 

I don't cal1 myself a feminist, the thllig that 1 find that is 
different between me and mainstream feminist is they, 
those women maybe have the lwury to focus. 



To me, if somebody gets a job in my family in my 
comrnunity , it doesn't matter about gender. To me 
somebody got a job and by virtue of traditional experience 
you would think then everybody would benefit. That is the 
way it should be, those are the values that 1 want to promote. 
That is very different than the feminist approach. 

The Native Women's Association of Canada for about four 
years went on a tangent, 1 still work with them on being 
real feminist, like Judy Rebick in there and ali those 
people. They were always in the office, saying this is what 
you are going to do and bad mouthing Chiefs and they just 
made a split, we were ostracized, we don't have the Iuxury. 
I find that it is a luxury, 1 think you'll find in developing 

- countries you won't find any feminist because we don't have 
the luxury. 

As for influencing Aboriginal women's roles and 
responsibilities, in a way, 1 think they have seen other 
women speaking up. 1 think it' s given them at least a rule 
of some description not the best maybe, but a possibility, 
a door a window. 

Nora sees feminism as doing what you believe in, even though you may face 

many obstacles whüe trying to accomplish what you want to do. 

1 feel that feminism is believing what you believe in and 
doing what you believe in, we have a lot to give as women. 
We are strong. One of our basic characteristics is strength, 
we're strong, we are very durable, we can take a lot of crap. 
We do take a lot of crap N g h s ]  and I think that has made 
us strong. 

1 mean one of the things that we lack is that we don? 
stick together enough. 1 think it has kind of messed up 
the traditional a little bit in a way because Like myself, 
1 am a women, because 1 am an assertive woman, 1 still 
find that men won' t open the door, 1 still see that even 
in the male realm, most of hem are good, most of them 
do, still treat you like a woman with respect. I think there 
is that respect thing. 1 think because feminism, Iike burning 
the bras and ail that sniff, well you hear and 1 hear a Lot 



of "oh, she won't want that because she's a feminist" 1 
heard people Say that to me and 1'11 Say "no, no I'm not 
a feminist, you can still treat me like a woman" . 

But I think as far as roles and responsibilities, yes and no. 
Yes, I think in a modem sense it has been because men 
sense they see that as affecting us. In a traditional sense 1 
don't think we have because we stiU see our roles as 
providers and sharing, as teachers, as Leaders in our family 
and we bring that to our contemporary roles. But 1 think 
men's perception of it is different. 

Kim continues dong the same line as the other interviewees as she discusses feminism. 

So f a -  I'm not a feminist. 1 don't think as an Abonginal 
woman, myself, 1 don't think we ever had the need for 
the feminist movement because traditionally we have 
always been r e c o g g  as very important, critical to the 
family, community and nations weiI being and when 1 
think of ferninism, 1 never thllik of Native people. 

But 1 must be feminist the way 1 am to, but 1 really just 
think that 1 am a traditional woman, but ali the dirt has 
ken pushed away. 1 feel like I am dinosaur bones that has 
always k e n  there and it has always been this way but they 
just now have exposed us, they have made us be in their 
lime light, even though we wouldn't have chosen it 
ourselves . 

1 think that wbat feminism has done for us, it has taken 
nom our women, our men, the way their families are 
viewed and the way they were seeking out their own 
recognition, were we di&' t need to do that. 

It was necessary for them, but now they have to re-evaluate 
what they are doing. 1 think there is a purpose for it and 1 
think they have to look again and say where do we really 
want to go with this? Do we want to make it better for 
women and children and have we? 

As far as impacting Aboriginal women's lives, it has 
brought attention to us. 1 think we always quietly been 
that kind of way. We have always been feminist but we've 



never had a label for it cause it wasn't necessary. And it 
didn't take away from peoples other roles because it was 
just a recognized thing we did. 1 think by bringing that 
attention to it and down playing the role of the men, it has 
made an impact. But not just on Aboriginal people, on 
everybody and on children. But 1 really think that you'll 
see a change in that. 

Lastly , Marlene gives an excellent definition of feminism and explains how 

feminism has influenced or impacted the lives, more specifically the roles and 

responsibilities of Abonginai women. 

Feminism is kind of a political identification, a political 
statement of people who feel powerless and therefore have 
to assert themselves. Mohawk women don't have to be 
feminist, we are women and that's good and that's powerful. 

We don't have to yell about it gaughs]. In fact, to yeii about 
it would be to deny our role and our strength. In fact we have 
to kind of t a k  softiy about it because we are so strong that 
people c m  get trampleci on if we are not, if we don' t walk 
softly. 

As for impacting the lives of Aboriginal women, well, 1 
think that there are, that my experience of king a women, 
an Aboriginal women is not very typical. I've had an extra- 
ordioary family of origin and family and now nuclear family. 
1 have had extraqrdinary opportunities and fieedom to 
exercise my talent. 

I think that women's organizations, for women who have not 
had those opporhmities, who do feel powerless and who do 
need to yell about the dificulties of their situation, that they 
have corne together in organizations to gather strength. And 
those organizttions have roughly been based on kind of 
feminist tactics of solidarity, of strength in numbers and 
pushing for change by oppositional means. Ah, and I think 
that is necessary for people who feel powerless, that it is 
very important to gather your strength how and when you can. 

1 think that my own notion of how to bring about change is to 



h d  your strength within the family which is not a gender 
limiiai thing. That 1 have strength, because my younger 
brother, because 1 investeci in while he was younger, now 
he invests care in me and that is an important a relationship. 
As the relationship with my sister who modelled courage 
and initiative and you know determination to get an education 
and that kind of thing. 

I think that the women's organization, weil women corne 
together because of commonality of experience and 
commonalty of the work and skills and that. Like the women 
gossiping about the young man who was stealing, you b o w  
they generate power in their sewing circles, which is a gossip 
circle, which is also a reinforcing of positive values. 1 am 
really uncornfortable about oppositional behaviour. 1 get 
involved in it, I sometimes argue with people, but 1 know 
that oppositional behaviour generally creates more opposition. 
So, 1 try to find the gentle way. 

In summary as Marlene has stated "If women have to yeU and fight for equality in 

society, they are actually denying their inherent power and strength they have as 

women". She believes, and the other interviewees agree, that individual power is 

acquired through positive family interactions and is not limited to a specific gender. 

None of the interviewees identifies themselves as feminists. Rather, they primarily see 

the feminist movement as a white-middle4ass women's movement, that needs to fight 

to gain equality and power within the larger society. Aboriginal women have always 

recognized that their ability to produce life gives them the greatest powers. As a result, 

Aboriginal women lcnow that they have to be careful ~ o t  to "trample" on others, 

specifically males, with their powers. 

To summarize this entire section on Aboriginal women's roles and 

responsibilities, we have learned the basic roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal 



women have changed very little over time. Rather, the method by which Aboriginal 

women use to go about fulfilling their roles and responsibilities has changed. 

Aboriginal women have aiways had power to evolve their roles and responsibilities 

within their f d i e s  and communities, the way they see fit. As well many Aboriginal 

women do not see obstacles as barriers but rather as challenges as they move to 

completing the work they want and need to do in order to make a better life for their 

families and comxnunities. 

If we look at the interviewee's family roles and responsibilities, within the 

context of the traditional development circle, we can Say they have changed very little 

over t h e .  It is evident that Abonginal women's roles and responsibilities are stül very 

strong within their families. Like their parents and grandparents, the interviewees are 

working to provide a safe and productive place for their families to live and grow. 

While the majority of the interviewees have had the benefit of a good partner to 

share the roles and responsibilities of providing and caring for their families, this is not 

necessarily the case for many Aboriginal women. There are a lot of Aboriginal women 

who have had to become the sole provider for their families, which has meant that they 

have had to assume even more responsibilities than before. Of course, there are 

nmerous reasons why Aboriginal women choose or happen to become sole providers 

of their families, but the bottom line is that many Aboriginal men are not 

available for their families. Several of the interviewees believe that this is mainly due 

to the fact that many Aboriginal men simply do not h o w  what their roles and 

responsibilities are when it cornes to being with and providing for their families. The 
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majority of this confusion has been brought about because Aboriginal men have had to 

re-define what their roles and responsibilities are in relation to a patriarchal society 

versus their traditional egalitarian society . They are struggling to find out where they 

fit in and how to deal with the many changes and the negative influences of rnainstream 

society. As a result, it is actually Aboriginal men's roles which have been weakened 

over time. Meanwhile, many Aboriginal women, and especially the interviewees, have 

been fortunate to have strong family networks to help them raise and provide for their 

children. 

As for the interviewee's roles and responsibilities within their communities, that 

developrnental process has been weakened more so than in the family setting. The 

interviewees have recognized this fact and realize that the biggest hindrame to them 

and Aboriginal women in general, with regards to their work in the community has 

been the patnarchal iufiuences of Western society. This influence instilled a separation 

between work inside and outside the home, and which particular gender is supposai 

to be in each place. Women in general were expected to stay home to look after the 

family while men went out to work. Over time, this line of thought has slowly changed. 

Today, in the mainstream society there are many women work outside of the home in 

conjunction with maintaining their households . 

Ironicaily, this way of life is not a new concept to Aboriginal wornen. In 

Aboriginal societies, Aboriginal women have always worked inside and outside the 

home. TraditionaUy, Aboriginal women and men have always worked together at their 

various tasks, to make sure that their family and community units work effectively and 



efficiently . 

As the interviewees have demonstrated, there is a lot of work to be done in each setring 

and they know it is their responsibility to make sure the work gets done, no rnatter what. 



CHAPTER FIVE: 

ABORIGINAL WOMEN'S WORK 

Al Aboriginal Women's Work - Consistencies frorn the Past to the Present 

This chapter wiil focus specif idy on Aboriginal women's work to see if there 

are consistencies in the work Aboriginal women have done in the past and to w b t  they 

are doing today. The interviewees will begin by describing some of the past and 

present economic activities they and other Aboriginal women in their home 

communities have participateci in. From there, the interviewees share their thoughts on 

economic developrnent as it relates to a cash/credit/trade economy and how Aboriginal 

women are involved in this economic process. They aiso explain how Aboriginal women 

are managers within their families and communities. 

The last two sections will focus on what the interviewees think the overall 

strengths of Aboriginal women are and what direction they think Aborigï.mil women's 

work wül go. 

i) Women's Past Economic Activities : 

The foilowing excerpts f3om the interviews with Cindy , Hannah and Darlene 

demonstrate how similar Aboriginal women' s past econornic activities are to their 

present day activities. When asked to discuss some of the economic activities of 

Mi'k maq women, Cindy cited the fact that they are well known for their basket 

making, and recalls on her visits home, how women went door to door s e h g  

clams and lobsters as a way of generating extra income for their families. When 

Cindy looks at her home comxnunity fkom a cultural and socid perspective, she recalls 



that when she was growing up there weren't any "traditional" ceremonies or pow wows 

like there are today. Yet, she notes kom a political standpoint, some of the Mi'k maq 

women have been able to retain their Clan system: 

With Mi'k maq people it is matriarchal, so as a child you 
belong to your mothers' clan, but if you work really hard 
you rnight be able to find out. That is a real important 
statement in terms of women. Because of the matriarcha1 
traditions you know that was one tradition that managed 
to survive intact. 

The thing about my ancestors is that we got colonized before 
it started coming up here, so, it's very hard to find those 
things, those teachings and it's, some of it is mixed together. 
Like for example my middle name is Anne, like St. AM 
who was the mother of Mary. So St. Anne is the patron 
saint of the Mi'k maq people. So, you know the Catholic 
church got in there and they could convert some people to 
Catholics, by giving them a Saint. 

When asked if she thought that main economic, social, political and cuittual activities 

had changed over time she responded by saying that these kinds of activities had always 

been there, although today there is a difference in how the work is completed. 

This work, the circle that we do in here, there would 
have been people doing this a long time ago, it's just 
we wouldn't have been given money. They would have 
given us food or whatever. Some of the women who are 
going out and doing these talks on different things that 
too would have been happening back then. It seems as 
if a lot of women's work, is that we would have done 
that a long time ago but it's just in a different context. 

Looking more specifically from an economic standpoint, Hanuah was asked to describe 

some of the economic activities her mother and grandmother perforrned and explain 

how these activities were managed: 



You did what you had to do and that was what she told 
me the other evening, when 1 asked her, why did you 
do this and how did you do this? She made flowers, 
achially out of tissue paper, she would sel1 them on 
Mother' s Day , people would Wear pink or red if their 
mother was alive and white if they had died. 

She did anything rhat came to mind, she made hats 
[chuclcies] and I'd Say to her how did you do it? And 
she wouid Say it had to be done, and so she did. They 
did the same thing and we do the same thing in our 
different way. 

As Darlene has previously mentioned, the family and community were very 

important to her parents and grandparents. Darlene remembers how her grandparents 

struggled to be independent, while at the same time she recalls how her grandparents 

knew the value of the collective, "looking after yourself, but also contributing 

to the collective". Thus creating state of interdependence which that proved to be a more 

effective lifestyle for them. When asked to describe the kind of economic activities her 

grandmother took part in, she commenteci that it was very much a community 

development approach. Darlene recalls how her own grandmother strived to better her 

own cornmunity through various projets: 

She was president of the Women's Institute. She made 
quilts and then she sold them to white people and then 
with the money she bought side waik slabs and put a 
side walk in our village. That' s community development! 

This story shows how wornen worked together for the collective good of the 

community, as well as the various outstanding community development brought about 

by its female members during the nineteen forties and fifties, Darlene strongly believes 

that her work ethic was shaped by her paternal Mohawk grandmother. She also believes 



that her mother is of similar character to her grandmother even though she is non- 

Aboriginal. 

Hannah and Kim give examples of the type of economic, cultural, social and 

political activities women in their home community currendy participate in: 

Weli, for certain, economic activities they have always 
been involved, but they are more into things like 
cornputers, more administrative and educational things. 
Quite a few of them have high powered jobs, aImost 
professional jobs the wornen have gone into. 

SociaUy, the pow-wow would be one, the other social 
thing would be getting together with friends and going 
out you h o w  again it's more up to the individual. There 
is a lot of hunting and there is a whole social life on the 
island where they go on the weekends and just go away 
fkom ai l  the modern things. 

Cuituraiiy, [women are] very [involved] , there you would 
see the pow-wow thing and more, starting to have things 
in their homes that relate to culture. There is a grandmother 
that 1 know, spends time with her entire family, teaching 
them to do quill work. You never would have seen that a 
few years ago. 

Like my fnend leamed by king there, that is how she 
leameci how to do her baskets and how to do her qui11 
work. Her mother never said corne here and I'li teach 
you to do this, she leamed by watching her mother do. 
It was a naturd thing that evolved. Just by king around 
your mother so much 1 guess. 

Politically, yes there is a lot of it [political activities 
women where involved in], of course and there was a 
lot of it when 1 was growing up. 1 was a young xnarried 
woman and during the time. 1 thought everything evolved 
aromd the band council and at the administration simply 
because I worked there, that was everything in life you 
know. But you fhd out diffèrent. 



Kim explains some of the roles women in her community have participated in: 

Women from home have k e n  leaders, not only locally , 
but also a provincial level and right on the cutting edge 
1 would Say of the Native off reserve movement. In the 
late 60's AIM [Amerka. Indian Movement] came to 
Canada and had a big influence over how off reserve 
people developed. when Trudeau was working on his 
White Paper and trying to implement that, AIM showed 
off-reserve people how to organk. My parents were 
involved with that movement as weli as other people 
in the community. It tended to be a woman, when 1 
think of it, because a lot of the men weren't Native 
at home. 

As for economic activities, at home there is what is 
d e d  the Lovesick Women's Association and they 
really are involved in a lot of commmïty based stuff. 
Mostly social kinds of programs and educationai 
programs and not a great deal of economic development, 
but a lot of kind of looking after the irpimediate needs. 
1 think that they are filIing a role over there but gain 1 
worry they are relying on govemment funding and subsidy, 
core funding and what they can do is limited to what the 
govt. wants them to do. 

This economic development thing, it scares me. It scares 
me because, a lot of our economic development has been 
based on govemment funding programs and I worry about 
where it will îake us to. 

Sara continues dong the same line of thought as she outlines some of the other 

roles Aboriginal women have expanded into today: 

It's a little bit different now, women in my home 
community now are involved in all kinds work. We now 
have a woman chief on our reserve now. So, women are 
now chiefs in council, and most of the women go to work 
off the reserve. A lot of them are employed by the reserve, 
you know policy people, economic development people. 
1 think [women roles wiii be more] political, more 
leadership, more managerial position and 1 think formal 



caregivers , social workers . 

While studying the types of work activities that Aboriginal women participated 

in, the question of whether or not traditional values and ideas have influenced or 

conflicted with the contemporary roles of Aboriginal women was asked. Darlene 

believes that : 

. . .they don't have to be but 1 think they are sometimes. 
The importance of family and al l  that, when your 
struggiing to buiid a business, it's a hard balancing act 
and sometimes, yes they are in conflxct, 1 don? think 
they have to be. But we are required to do so much, 
stU maintain our traditional roles without sharing the 
responsibilities . 

If you're lucky enough to have a f d y  like mine, who 
accepts the role of extended family as a responsibility 
not as a favour, then your away to the races. But if you 
not in a famiIy like that then, 1 don't know what you do! 

Therefore, while Aboriginal women have rnaintained their basic roles and 

responsibilities of caring for and supporting their families, there has finally been some 

recognition for the contributions and changes they have made in the political, cultural, 

social and economic activities that they participate in. Darlene outlines some of the 

changes that have occwed over the: 

On a national level, after twenty years of fighting for 
National recognition, the Native Women's Association 
of Canada bas just been recognized by the govermnent 
as the sixth National Aboriginal organkation while the 
National Indian Brotherhood, now the Assembly of First 
Nations has b e n  recognized by the govenunent since the 
early nineteen sixties . 

Culturaiiy, most Iroquoian women have k n  able to 
maintain their culture, ensuring that their traditions, 



customs and ceremonies are still practised today. 

Socially, the main changes for women have been the 
fact they are becoming more vocal about the comrnunity 
and family issues they face and the improvements they 
want to d e .  

Economically, my cornmunity has all the businesses found 
in surromding cornmunipies, with most of the businesses 
king primarily service industries. 

Darlene dso notes that one of the main diffkulties today, for most women in these two 

work worlds is being able IIliiiD.tain the balancing act of ensuring that their families 

are weli cared for as well as producing high quaiity work at their jobs. 

We play a role in the family of the manager, the leader, 
the nurturer, the haler,  the everything, but are not given 
credit for it. 

When it cornes to women working outside of the home 
the type of positions that women are mostiy found 
working in revolves around king leaders in social 
issues or the bread and butter issues, such as education, 
heaith, welfare, social services, social research. 

ii) Women' s M e n t  Economic Deveio~ment Activities : 

With respect to econornic development Darlene was asked to describe some of 

the roles she sees Aboriginal women perfonning and what attempts there have been to 

include these women in the economic developmental process. 

Well, once again management roles but in this 
community, let me speak about this one, we are 
desperately in need of a plan. This is a big 
community you can see, we've got lots of stuff 
you know, but there is no planning here. I have 
gone up to the Band council on several occasions 
and asked for the community plans. Lie, we don? 
know that. ok this is the landfiii site, and we're going 



to develop infrastructure meaning sewage and stuff 
in this area by the year 2001. 

Along the same planning line Darlene would really like to see the women in her 

community form some kind of Advisory tribunal, to advise the community on the long 

term effects of various projects individuals want to work on. The tribunal would look 

primarily at the environmentally fkiendliness of the project to the community to friture 

generations. Traditionally, it feu to the women to look after Mother Earth and to 

ensure the survival of future generations. Unfortunately , Darlene doesn't see this type 

of tribunal king set up in the near future. 

One irony Darlene notices about developing economic endeavours in her 

cornrnunity, is that community leaders continuaiiy fail to use their human resources 

effectively. Using herseif as an example, she expands on this point. 

Everyone on this reserve knows that I am president 
of women's business organization, but they never ask 
my advice about econoxuic development in this cummunity, 
never. The bank does, down here they cal1 me, but not 
the community leadership, amazing eh! And this is 
suppose to be a progressive community . 

When asked to define the term economic development, Darlene stated that the definition 

is very different for Aboriginal women than it is for Aboriginal men. She explains how 

Aboriginal women see economic development: 

For women, econornic development is an activity that 
or anything that improves the quality of life for the 
family and wmmunity. So it has nothing to do with me, 
I'm just the medium for them, that 's it. I maybe the owner 
of the Company, so 1 have a lot of responsibilities but if 
what 1 do, does not improve the quality of Me, it is not 
worth the effort, for the family, rnyself or the big family 



and therefore the comniunity , that is the important thing 
to note. 

So, while the literal definition of economic development revolves around the 

production, distribution. consumption and re-production of goods andor services, the 

intrinsic value of economic development is Linked to whether or not these activities 

acnially improves the quality of life for families and their communities. 

Through personal experience and research, Darlene believes that once 

established, Aboriginal women feel responsible to incorporate other Aboriginal women 

into their businesses. However, Aboriginal men do not seem to have that deep sense of 

responsibility to easure other Aboriginal people work with them in their businesses: 

Once they [women] are in business or a position 
of Leadership or management always, always, I've 
never seen an exception, bring dong other Aboriginal 
wornen with them. They always do that, whether it be 
a relative which we have been accused of nepotism, 
but we h o w  whc is who out there and we aiways 
bring other women dong with us. And it is critical 
to creating what they [society] calls critical mass. 

So, when a bank or governent institutions loans you 
some money they are not only lending it to me, they are 
Loaning it to about ten other Abonginal women and 
their families. 

One example Darlene offers of a wornan who has transferred some of her 

cultural knowledge into to her work and is known to incorporate other Aboriginal 

women, is Dorothy Grant - a Haida clothing designer. 

Dorothy started her art work "teeny thym just sewing at 
home. Now she is in Paris, she opened her Boutique in 
Vancouver and she employs other women to hand sew 
the appliques on to the garment. She is very much a 



growing concem. 

In a 1995 interview with an Aboriginal magazine, Mrs. Grant acknowledged that much 

of her inspiration corne from her grandmother, Florence Davidson, her Alaskan aunties 

and the Haida art produced by Robert Davidson (Aboriginal Voices, 1995:30). 

Like Darlene, Ethel also explains some types of economic activities or roles 

Aboriginal women in her community participate in: 

I think a lot of them have part-time businesses out of 
the5 home and maybe they are not doing so much 
traditional things. Like my sister who is a land surveyor 
who works out of her own home. She contracts herself 
out to other organizatiom and there are some women 
I know on my reserve that do crafts who go through 
different channels than 1 do. So, they have their own 
org-tion, or their events that they go to and 1 have 
my own, so we don't meet very much. A lot of them 
1 mess help with the spring gathering and mini pow-wows. 

I think there is a pretty good mixture. A lot of them, 
do both and some who just work and some are working 
at home or out of the home, it ' s just all there. 

While Aboriginal woments work inside and outside the home is important, Ethel 

believes that theu roles as mothers and care givers are stiu be their most important 

roles . 

Similar tu Darlene and Ethel, Marlene expands on the involvement of 

Aboriginal women in various économic development initiatives in her home 

A lot of women work at wage employment, in industry. 
And offices and business a lot of them are employed in 
band services, day care, band office, administration, the 
school and that kind of thing. 



There are lot of women who are involveci in service jobs. 
Who help out, and it's often, much of the enterprise on the 
reserve is family based. So you have some kids and 
spouses pitching in to do things . 1 don' t know much about 
AboriginaI women and economic enterprise outside of the 
reserve suppose they encounter al1 the problems and difficulties 
women with getting capital and networking and aJl that kind 
of stuff. 

Kim believes that the economic development process is a federal govemment 

developrnent process that has it's own agenda that is different fiom the needs of 

Aboriginal people and their communities. Looking specifically at Aboriginal 

women's participation in the economic development processes, Kim believes that there 

are a lot of things happening in the area of economic development for women, but there 

are a great deal of minor economic developmental activities. If women are kept busy on 

these minor projects that are transitory, they are in fact not able to devote the  to see the 

larger picture of econornic development as a whole: 

I think that we need to step back and look at our larger 
problems, where is it really going? Like please don? get 
caught up in that money game and numbers game. Take a 
look as who we are, where we are going and how we are 
going to get there. If this plan isn't getting you there, 
then get off that train right now and get on the one that is 
going to get us there. Because now we are king kept very 
busy with little projects. 

We can't lose sight of where we are going, cause it is easy 
to do, even when we have the very best intentions. 

Yet, many people still think that economic development which is designed by 

the federal govemment, is the answer to the Indians' problems of high unernployment, 

low education levels and high levels of physical and mental abuse. Kim explains how 



she views economic development and whether or not it has impacted the lives of 

Aboriginal people. 

1 don't think so, 1 think that 98 % of economic development 
in Native cornmunities is the government idea of economic 
development, it's government money. Ninetyeight percent 
of that money goes right out of the community. 

We have a huge beautiful mini-mal1 sitting here with ody 
one business in there. It cost us a great ded of money. But 
it was a consultants' idea and it was a good thing and 
govermnent made money available for this, but it wasn't 
realiy what we needed but it is what we got. So, we have 
a wonderhil example of economic development and it's 
been empty and it's suppose to have been opened about a 
year ago [1996] in October, and there is only one business 
there. 

So, 1 look at that kind of economic development as the Indian 
problem, nat the answer to it but as the problem. 1 think, 
we need to be economically independent but 1 think we have 
to re-evaluate the way we have been going about it for the 
last twenty years. And 1 think we have to rely on each other 
more, like one of my big things here is buy Indian or don? 
buy at dl. So, Itve tried to network with other First Nations 
and try to bring their goods, that are either wming fkom 
other FUst Nations manufacturers or wming through a 
distnbutorship of First Nation. There is a group of us 
working to establish a First Nation grocery distributorship. 
Why should we buy fkom non-natives when a Native should 
be doing this. Again there is tax advantage, if it is Nation to 
Nation, territory to temtory, provincial taxes don't and 
shouldn't apply, neither should the GST. I've also looked 
at some cross boarder work as well. 

W e  also need a bank, 1 don't mean a big chartered bank. 
My idai would be a good community based bank much 
like a credit union. It's lending policies would be similar 
to Ioan circles. We do have to start, we have to drop our 
own prejudices amongst ourselves, we have to stop drawing 
those lines and start counting on each other again. We have 
to know that if 1 get into trouble there is going to be some- 



one there 1 can go to heIp me. From nation to nation, we 
cantt, we got to accept that Mohawk nation is who they 
are, the confederacy and we are who we are and yes we 
aren't like th-, but we need them, just for the sheer 
numbers alone, it really makes a dmerence. 

We have to band together as the First Nation communities, 
within that independence but we do have to count on ûach 
other. Because there are reasons why certain places, or 
certain territories wilI do better economically than other 
places. That is why we have to make a network because 
we have advantages here that they don't have in the north. 
They should be able to go and show thern how, why re- 
invent the heel. You h o w ,  it's b e n  made before, pick 
it up, use it, add to it and then pass it on. 

The communities and the people who live in them have a very good idea of what they 

need to become an economic success. As Kim has stated, it has to be more efficient to 

use a bottom-up approach, where the people in the community who are affécted by the 

decisions actually make the decisions, rather than the topdown decision making 

process that federai govemment uses. 

Nom also discusses some of the general activities that women in her home 

community participate in and she then gives some specific examples of the types of 

economic roles herself and other Aboriginal women are fiilfilling today . 

We have circles , traditionai circles, ceremonies monthly , 
we are involved with the Friendship Centre in Peterborough. 
They have some woments circles. We bave a very good 
rapport with the Eüce Lake Singers, they have a d m  group 
and they corne d o m  with their drum and teach our men how 
to drum. That's important, and that is important to me right 
now and to the women. Because we have seen that wanting 
to lem in Our children. So , 1 think that is important. 

PoliticaiIy, you have to take a risk poiiticaiiy. 1 think it is 
really hard for women in our community to do that. Like 



that to me, you have to learn to be tacthil and not aggressive. 

As for economic activities there are a lot of them who are 
starting their own small businesses. Like JO-anne now, she's 
the economic developrnent officer, she' s starthg a business 
in her home of those exercise machiaes. There are women 
who are coming up with stores, there is still a little bit of 
the cottage industries in the community of people making 
crafts whether they are just not traditional native crafts but 
other kinds of crafts. There is that type of thing to supplement 
their incornes. On a broad range there, 1 think they seem to 
be looking more for a m i n i - d ,  more women are getting 
into that business role and a lot of them are taking that small 
business management course. 

Nora similarly explains how some of the main economic roles of Aboriginal women 

participate in have not changed over time: 

No, they havent changed. 1 think looking after the family 
through gathering of food, that's just a given, so to speak. I 
dont think that has changed and 1 don't think if we consider 
family/community and co~ll~~lunity/family and if you're 
looking after the best interest of the whole community and 
that' s your family , then 1 don' t think that has changed. 

1 think the whole thing of Visibility, and more aggressiveness, 
going after what you want because now that is ailowed, 
wbere before now we were not ailowed to be like that. 

Obstacles are usually be encountered, how one overcomes them is the key to 

their successes. Nora, Ethel, Darlene and Kim give some examples of economic 

obstacles they have had to overcome in order to perform the work they wanted to do. 

Nora explains how lending institutions in general have been one of the main obstacles 

to the whole economic development process: 

There have been economic obstacles. Well. being in 
the community, one of the hardest thing is the lending 
institutions. You just can't go to the bank and Say weli, 



gee 1 want to start a srnall business. So, in order to do that, 
1'11 give up rny house for a mortgage but they don't take it. 
So, you'll have to get someone who is non-Native to back 
you and that' s kind of a hassle. 

But what we have done interoally is that there may be 
people who want to start  very small, so we started a fund 
here and it's only $4,000.00 and no interest. Now 1 under- 
stand that the banks are more open to becoming involved 
with the communities, so, 1 think that was a big factor. So, 
it's the borrowing, cause if there was more of that we could 
have, woufd have more. 

One of Ethel's main economic obstacles is a ljimited cash fiow. Methods she has 

been using to overcome this particular obstacle include the collection and use of as 

many natural items that she c m  easiiy find outdoors, and by trading with others for 

things that she needs. 

1 think if 1 don' t have the materials there. 1 have an idea, 
1 write it dom,  like 1 have tons of paper with ideas on 
them but that is the only obstacle that 1 find. 

1 am in more into natural crafts too. I'm using more 
naturai things, iike the red wiilow, instead of buying the 
bees wax thread. I am using leather for the dream catchers 
and I use real feathers. So, 1 guess the trading is really 
good because it is natural things that 1 am using. 

Darlene has noted that the two main economic obstacles she has enwuntered 

while running her own business include, the lack of a trained work force and 

possessing only minimal business [economid infkastmctures or history : 

Et's difficult when there is not a train& work force, that's 
happening and it's happening quickly. But it was a struggle 
at the start. 1 don't have tirne to train people, although 1 
have trained people, I have trained women to do things 
and they have gone on to other things. 



Other obstacles include infrzistructure, too like for 
businesses where do we put it, like there is no where. 
You have to think of a building first and nobody is going 
to loan you the money for a building without a track record. 
So, one without the other is difficult. 

The other real big obstacle 1 find is the there isn't much 
of a history of business or infrastructure development 
or economic development, the way it is defined now. They 
don't see their traditional swival  patterns as economic, 
1 do, but they don't. 

Another issue that Darlene has had to deal with while ninning her business is the lack of 

respect, inside and outside her communXty. She b d s  herself having to deal with other 

people's perceptions of her and what she is able to accomplish. 

In the cornmunity we are half-white, whiie outside the 
community we are seen as half-Indian. It's been a stmggle, 
as kids we were cailed names 1 mean it makes you tough 
and maybe that is one of the reasons why we were isolated 
a bit. We were able to over corne most of that issue by 
displaying our talents and by not king afraid to display 
our s u s .  After a while if they don1 t like you, it is their 
loss aaughs] . You have to see it that way or else you're 
just going to be nothing. We're very confident and through 
our work we have earned respect. 

As was previously mentioned, Kim has held positions in both provincial and 

federal governments and is currently the sole owner of a general store which employs 

four people. Kim describes some of the barriers she has had to overcome in order to do 

the work she desired: 

1 had a hard time understanding why there were so rnany 
barriers and 1 tell you I've had a real up close and dirty 
look at al1 those barriers. One 1 moved back to the 
reserve and immediately upon changing my address, people 
changed the way they dealt with me. The ban '  would Say 
'Kim if you would just build in Selwyn or in Lakefield 



we would give you the rnoney, but because you are on the 
territory , there is no guarantees ' . 

The business co~~llafunity attitude also changed towards 
me because of who 1 was and where 1 was located, so 1 
told myself that 1 just gotta slog it out and go at it. 

I've had to take on the provincial governent and their 
tobacco laws, that wouldn't let me have tobacco in my 
store. 1 was only allowed seven cartons a day , any more 
and 1 would be arrested. It took me two months but 1 
k a t  them all. It's just been one fight after another and 
the people in the cornmUILity are watching and it is 
encouraging them, that just because someone says no, 
it has to be no. Because we are not playing on an equal 
pIaying field and sometimes we have to fight a little harder. 

Another barrier is racism, 1 always lcnew it existed but 
because one of my appearance and two the fact that 1 was 
always an aggressive person and 1 really think that has to 
do with living as an off-reserve person, to fight tooth and 
nail for everything. 1 think the fact that 1 was aggressive 
was a barrier when 1 came back here because it scared 
them because they weren't use to people like me who Say 
'hold on a minute, just because it's always been this way, 
doesn't mean it's the best thing for people'. 

Because 1 am tryhg to do it outside the hand outs and 
fkebies, we don't play on a level playing field as the 
minstream people. I can't go to the bank and get a loan, 
as good as my cruiit is, 1 came with sterling credit, 1 can't 
go get a loan because 1 am on this territory and because of 
the laws and wards of the federal state. That's a difficuIt 
thing because I'm trying to make it here and the real world 
of economics and the real world trade and commerce and 
industry , 1 am not play ing in the same arena, you know I am 
playing out here by myself. 

Kim realizes that while there are many economic obstacles that Aboriginal people in 

general have to overwme, there are also economic opportunities or loop holes that 

arise through government policies. Accordhg to Kim, Aboriginal people must take 



advantage of these loop holes in order to rninimize some of the economic obstacles. 

But 1 think that we can use that to our advantage. Like the 
way we have had success in the past was to team the game 
and play it better than they ' re playing. So, 1 think that we 
have to take advantage of any little breaks that we have 
and they've [the govemment] recognized that now and have 
begun to close those holes. 

The thing with Indians, is when we got money, everybody 
has got money, we dont hoard it, we don't put it ail in 
stocks and bonds and investments here and off shore 
investments there. We buy cars, we build houses for 
our grandparents, we buy everythiog. Our money is 
injected directly back into the Canadian economy at large 
because if you look at m y  temtory, there is no grocery 
store here, we dont have a bank. Like we get $4 million 
nom DIA pepartment of Indian AfEairsJ and that $4 
million goes right out of town. We support the economy. 

The thhg that we have to continue O do, and run like heu 
when we get that baU because we know, they [govenunent] 
are going to shut tbat door on us pretty quick, but we must 
make as much as we can with out own. 

üi) Cash/Credit/Trade As Thev Relate To Aboriainal Economic Develo~ment And It's 
Effects on Abori-1 Women and Men: 

As Sara has earlier affirmai, the roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal women 

have always been a vital component of the family, wmmUILity and society, even during 

significant economic change. One such change includes the movement fiom a trade 

economy to a cashlcredit economy. This movement has affected the type of economic 

activities and the means through which Aboriginal women and men are able to create 

and participate in the economy. When Sara was asked how she thought this impacted the 

lives of Aboriginal people she noted that: 

-Z 

162 



There is just a lot more people on welfare, I mean it's kind 
of where the cash in this society cornes from and it's really 
broken the critical element of sharing that use to be in 
existence at least to keep the collective going. A certain 
amount of Iaziness has come about because that if people 
could go out and hunt or fish and then be able to swap that 
for something else, there would be a lot more dignity . 

Ethel also continues on to acknowledge that cash and credit have played major 

economic roles in al1 aspects of society. She discusses how they have affected 

Aboriginal women and men in general and if their adjustment was dif5erent fkom one 

another: 

I think it has affêcted them a lot, especially with the 
traditional teachings. Before it use to be they would do it 
for nothing - it was tallcing to an Elder about any thing you 
wanted and there wasn' t a dollar value placed on it. Now , 
you Look at these people who are teaching traditions, they 
want six or seven hundred dollars, so there is a big, big 
ciifference now. They don't do anything now for nothing 
any more. You have to pay them in some way and 1 don't 
kmw, that is what puts a stop to me in trying to find out 
more about my culture because 1 have to pay for it some 
way or another. 

Throughout this interview and the others, it has been demonstrated that 

Aboriginal women have always played an important and equal part in developing their 

family, commuaity and the national economy. Hannah gives her observations about 

Aboriginal women and how they have contributed to the economy with respect to a cash 

ancilor credit society. She explains how caswcredit has affected Aboriginal women and 

men and how each has adapted to these changes in the economy: 

When you look banks giving mortgages it has made it 
harder, or starting up a business you have to fight for 
the money but you can get it. 1 think that it is fairly 



easy for people to get credit, the majority and it does 
make it easier but then it does make it harder for people 
to pay back [chuckles]. 

There are people who adjust differently to change, for 
sure, 1 don? think that it's divided dong the gendex Iine. 

So, while the cash and credit economy is very active, Hanuah aiso notes that the 

trading economy is still present. 

My grandmother and mother traded a lot and I still do it, 
but there is a set up in Curve Lake with the trading, there 
1 guess sometimes people get it, because it was just some- 
thing that you did. A young friend who came in the other 
day and she is not native, but there she was having four 
chüdren, really getting her wits together about making 
money to buy the necessities of Me, gas, things like that. 

So, here she was with her stuff to trade, it was really 
wonderfûi to see cause that is what my mother did - 
go pick berries to trade for apples fkom the farrn and 
things like that. There are so many ways to get things 
through trade and such. 

Kim observes how the cash and credit society has affecteci Aboriginal women 

and men and how they have each adjusted to these changes. She also iIlustrates how 

trade plays a part in the way she does business. 

I don't think we live in a cash society. I think here 
on the territory we do, and 1 think that because so 
much of the world involves deals on paper, papa 
transactions 1 mean credit, we are at a real disadvantage 
because of tbat. Because we don? do those kind of paper 
plays, we don't buy and seil without any money changing 
hands. 1 have a friend in business, he laughs because 
he' s a million doilars in debt, he never spent a cent, but 
he owes a million dollars, he owns property and businesses 
all over the place, he's like Donald T m p  [chuckles] but 
not on that big of a s d e ,  we don? move like that, we are 
very realistic type of people. 



Trade stills plays a part of our economy. even here at the 
store. Like you lcnow 1 take a lot of earrings and moccasins 
for rdk and 1 mean 1 could give them credit, 1 could Say 
sure pay me at the end of the month when your cheque 
coma in, but they feel better and I feel a whole lot better 
saying well 1 seen the earrings you make and they are really 
nice and you lmow if you wanted to do some of those, 1 
could sel1 them here. 

Nora believes that it is very easy to get caught up in credit problems: 

You see a lot who get caught up in credit and can't Hord 
to. We were always brought up if you can't afford to buy 
it, you don't get it. 

1 think it al i  cornes back to sharing and gathering hunting, 
and îhings related to the land. Like we use to care so much 
for the land. Now you can't even afford to be a farmer, 
nght because it costs so much, it's not worth it because 
the economy won? let you survive like that. 

Like some of the deer hunters, they go out and catch deer, 
then they corne back and put any extra deer meat in our 
wmmunity freezer. And 1 do pickling and the wild rice we 
coiiect we store it for winter and give it out to Elders and 
people who need it. If people see us givhg and sharing 
rnaybe they WU do the same. 

Although Aboriginal people have always found ways to be a part of the larger 

economy, their efforts were usually thwarted or not recognized by government or other 

institutions. Thus, Aboriginai people's overall economic contribution to society hzs 

been continually marginlized by the same institutions that are tnisted to aid their effort 

to be self-sustainhg entities. As a result this created the Indian economic development 

problem. In order to correct this situation, government institutions have tried to develop 

economic opportunities for Aboriginal people, so tbat they can participate in the larger 



economy . 

Hannah, Ethel, Nora discuss how they see the issue of econornic development as 

being the answer to Indian problems. When Hannah was asked her views on whether or 

not she saw economic development as the answer to the Indian problem she remarked 

that: 

Well, it's not the complete answer, but certainly we al1 
depend on someone else to a certain extent. Like even 
in this shop, we depend on the customers coming in. So, 
1 think if you know what you can do well, that your able 
to look after yourself a lot better and 1 think that is 
economic development . 

Economic development is, having the skius and having the 
whatever to be able to support yourself. Like in the old days 
they did it by trapping and by hunting and many still do, 
getting your butter and your cream, doing your vegetables. 
1 think economic development gives you selfesteem and 
that is very important. 

Ethel believes the economic developmental endeavours provided by the 

government should be used by Aboriginal people, in conjunction, to give them the 

initiative to improve their lives themsehes. Money alone will not fix the Indian 

problem. 

No, 1 don't think that is right [that money will fix 
everything for native people], cause it' s the person who 
has to get up themselves and do something about it. 1 
think tint the people who are handing out the welfare 
and stuff, that it is fine to help them mative people] 
in that way, but then too the Indian should get off his 
ass and look for a job and get off welfare. You know 
like two wrongs don? make a right. 1 see a lot people 
take advantage of those systems, 'just because you're 
Indian you get it ail'! Well, I'm getting pretty fed up 
with the Native people who are taking advantage of 



the econornic assistance that the government does offer. 

Nora on the other hand believes that the Indians problems in relation to economic 

development will be solved when land claims are settled: 

[chuckles] . . . the answer to the Indian problem is 
senling land claims. I think that w e  have a lot of land 
out there which we have claims on, which are sitting in 
specific claims in Ottawa for years- That is if we get 
what is rightfully ours, we would have money to do 
what we need to do in our commdties. 

We wouid be able to direct what our needs are. We 
know what we need in our wmmmities, we don't need 
somebody in an ivory tower in Ottawa saying to us 'weU 
wefU give that littie Alderville three houses this year and 
that'U satis@ them' . 

You know we were able to build twenty houses, it would be 
better to bring a lot of our people home. A lot of them have 
major things to offer our communities. You know the lawyers, 
we have going up and I don't know if we have doctors, 
but we've got various professions out there, if we could 
and bring them home and start, if we had a bigger land 
base, I could see a major metropoh here. 

Kim r e a W  that striving for economic independence is not easy but that it can be 

1 constantly bade with the tourist that corne because 
they Say 'gee, those eambgs are expensive', but they 
are drearn catcher earrings and each one takes the woman 
an hour to make and 1 Say we are only charging sixteen 
dollars, so two earrings that is only eight dollars and hou,  
you wouldn't work for it. You have to keep reminding 
people of that, it is one thing that 1 really try hard to do, 
is be really fair with the people who come here with their 
barter. It would be easy to take advantage of them cause 
they need that bag of milk. But we have to be conscious 
of that and if we are ever going to be on equal ground we 
have to start it here. 



Sara believes that the reasons behind economic development programs 

contribute to whether or not there is an lndian problem. 

Now, it depends on what kind of economic development 
1 mean 1 don' t think the answer to anybody 's problem is 
building dams and working up the earth, strip mining or 
anythuig like that. 1 really don' t think that' s the answer 
or working in the bank, 1 don? think that's the answer 
either . 

I think economic development is rooted in comrnunity 
needs and traditional values, attitudes and beliefs. Going 
back to the more kind of economy we had More that 
which was respecthl of the environment and the people. 
Not an economy that is based on accumulation of material 
wealth as this economy is. 

Marlene's views about the Indian problem: 

Yeah, people in communities have to be able to make 
a living. And the economic base of Indian communities 
and the economic wmpetence of Aboriginal people has 
been undercut by the loss of land, by the fadure of 
education, ah by attitudes, so yeah if you're going to be 
self-determining people you have to be able to support 
yourself. 

And that is the fundamental Aboriginal value, that your 
relationship with the land, with the community, with all 
of H e  is such that you put in your talents and you get 
back subsistence, that relationship of subsis tence is basic 
and that is what has k e n  disrupted with the restriction of 
Indian people to reserves and especially with the faüure of 
education. 

iv) Aboriginal Women And Their Involvement In The Economic Promis: 

The interviewees were then asked to th& specifically about whether or not 

Abonginal women have been included in the larger economic development process, 

and to give their views. Hannah, Ethel and Nora once again share theirs. Hannah 



believes that their overall involvement has been positive. 

Well, 1 think they are good. Sometirnes people aren't aware 
of the skiiis that they have. Sometimes not too much Iack 
of self-esteem but more a Iack of seeing what they are 
capable of. You see a lot of people who have gone into 
al1 kinds of things and then you see peo?le who are holding 
back, they are the ones who have no idea what they c m  do. 

Hannah continues by explairhg how she thinks some of the main economic activities 

of Aboriginal women have changed over time and some roles she sees them fulfïlling in 

the area of econornic development: 

Oh yes, the education, there is a whole world out there 
were you can leam about the technical things. There isn't 
anything tbat is not within our reach now really. 

Even learning traditional crafts, 1 haven't done any of the 
quill work because simply [though] 1 lmow how it is done, 
1 just don? have the patience. 

The women and men are going back to teaching the 
languages which is very important. Just about anything 
and what 1 admire and what I see are those very well 
educated young people who go on into the modern technology. 
If 1 had ken  bom a few years later well, 1 could have done that. 

Ethel States her views on what she noticed about including Aboriginal women in 

economic development process. She believes that Aboriginal women are not sitting idle 

waiting to be included in the process. Instead they are doing what they have always 

1 think, that the Aboriginal woman has to do it herself, 
because it's just a matter of doing it. Like if you look at 
me with my crafk, nobody said "here is the money go do 
itn. 1 got up and did it rnyself. To be able to do that 
economically and it is something that 1 lüce to do any 
ways you b o w ,  so it's not like someone came dong and 



gave me money. So, why wait for a handout, just do it. 

Ethel believes that Aboriginal women have always played an important role in the area 

of economic development and that they will simply continue: 

I think that AboriginaI women's roles have always been 
there. It's just more out now. Like king chief of your 
reserve or king band administrator. Trying to do them 
just as good as men, if not even better. And in some 
cases it is a lot better naughs]. 

Nom give us some Uisight on what she has noticed about attempts to include 

Aboriginal women in the economic development process and what roles she thinks 

Aboriginal women are fullilhg in the area of economic development: 

1 really see that, now it may be the rose coloured glasses 
that 1 have on, but I see that people are lwking to the 
best person for the job in economics . Like they are 
going out saying, in the corporate world there is 
Diamond Triangle that is run by a woman, and economic 
development corporation, because of the education, because 
of the experience, knowledge and what she has to offer, 
that is brought in. 1 see that aU over. In jobs that are 
happening there are more women in the higher positions 
now, so that is happening. As far as roles, bottom-line, 
they are going to get it done. Women are doers. 

VI Aboriginal Women As Managers: 

Many people o k n  do not think or see AborÏginal women as managers, in fact 

to date, besides this thesis, there has only been one journal article that actualIy 

examines the role of Aboriginal women as managers. This particular article entitled 

Amerkm Indian Women Managers: Living in Two Worlds, written by Helen Juliette 

Mder,  was found in the Journal of Management In-. Number 1, 

March, 1998. She outlines how Aboriginal women in general have k n  ignored in 



management iiteranire and explains how her shidy "explores the complex links between 

gender and racioethnicity in an analysis of the work lives of a select group of American 

Indian women managers in the southwestern United States". Muller, did this by 

conducting twenty personal interviews with Amencan Indian women who are managers. 

The structure of Muller's study is very similar to this one as she takes into account the 

interviewes: farnily background; tribal affiliation; personal demographics; education; 

work history; career development issues; managerial and organizational experiences; 

gender and culturally related tribal expectations and roles. 

This saidy also reveals some interesthg statistics about the many American 

Aboriginal women who are making inroads in the public sector, but still rernain 

invisible at the top levels of the corporate world. 

Contemporary f o d  labour force participation by 
American Kndian women more than doubled from 26 % 
(of al1 American Indian women older than age 16) in 1960 
to 55 % in 1990.. . During the period fkom 1970-1990, 
American Indian women made substantive inroads 
into sales jobs in commodities, finance and into executive, 
managerial, and administrative jobs . . . three quarters of 
American Indian women managers work in goverment 
employment (tribal, state, local, and federal), and 
employed American Indians have the highest proportionate 
representation in the public adminisixation sector followed 
by the utiiities sector.. . Moreover, negative stereotypes of 
American Indians by CE0 's distort perceptions about the 
suitability of tribal people for business positions and few 
American Indian females or male executives are employed 
in the private sector. 

By 1990, there were 7053 18 employed American Indians 
older than age 16, of whom 1 1.6 % held executive, 
administrative, and managerial positions . . . American Indian 
women hold about half of ail the total workforce positions 



held by American Indians.. . they occupy 50.8 % of ail 
managerial positions held by American Indians . . . the 
proportion of American Indian women employed in executive, 
administrative, and managerial positions is proportionately 
p a t e r  than White women, who hold 41.2 % 
of all such positions held by Whïtes (Muller, 1998 :6). 

Witb.out a doubt a sirnilar Canadian study needs to be conducted, so that the 

public and private sectors can have a better understanding of the vaiuable skills, 

howledge and abilities Aboriginal women possess. It is this type of understanding that 

wili break down the negative stereotypes of "Indians" in general. As Muller puts forth 

in her article "the successful manager of the future may be a tramcultural leader 

(Simons et al., 1993) who effectively manages cultural interfaces with sensitive 

behaviours and attitudes, often speaking several languages (Muller, 1998 5)  " . 

Ironically, Aboriginal women, in general, have a distinct advantage to becoming 

mccessful managers because they have had to contend with king able to work and live 

in two worlds. They have been able to do so, because they have been able to maintain 

theü cultural identity, as they have found ways to adapt to the influences around them. 

To negotiate the world of work, the women adopted 
behaviours and acquired skius that are substantively 
dinerent fkom those cuitivated by the tribal cultures in 
which they grew up in. Many believe tàat they l m e d  
these behaviours and skills as children when they locatted 
to different places and related to relatives nom different 
tnbes or racio-ethnicities , thus involuntariiy experiencing 
two worlds. No matter where they lived with, al1 the 
interviewees emphasized the importance of their tribal 
values and their tribal identity (Muller, 1998: 15). 

Within their culturai identity, no matter what their tribal affiliation is, the importance 

of chüdren, family and community is very prevalent. From these relationships and 



their developmental activities (economÎcaI , political, social, and cultural) Aboriginal 

women have derived their basic roles and responsibilities. By maintainhg their basic 

roles and responsibilities within the farnily and community, Aboriginal women cannot 

be anything but efficient managers. 

AU interviewees agreed when asked whether or not they would term the overall 

economic roles, past and present, of Aboriginal wornen as managers. Cindy, Sara, 

Darlene and Marlene dl share their insights on how they see Aboriginal women as 

managers. Cindy begins by explaining her definition of a manager: 

Yes, 1 think so, like managers are overseers getting things 
done, absolutely. I think women had to be good at that 
back then because their survival depended on theu having 
that kind of ski11 and juggling a lot of different things and 
a lot responsibilities I suppose. 1 think yes, yes! 

Regardless of the economic activity, Aboriginal women have always been 

responsible for caring and providing the basic necessities for their family. Aboriginal 

women have had to be very efficient and resourceful when it came to finding a way to 

provide for their families. Aboriginal women had to have very good managerial skills 

to enable them to provide for their family with the limited resources. Sara also believes 

that Aboriginal wornen can definttely be seen as managers and not only fkom an 

economic perspective: 

1 mean they were working for the family, raising livestock 
or whatever they were contributhg to the economy of the 
home. 

It's funny to answer it [Aboriginal women as managers] that 
way, because they have had to manage husband, chiidren 
[chucklesj and not let them know that they are king  manageci 



[laugbing]. They had to be managers, to be able to manage 
their t h e .  It's sure [Aboriginal women are] managers and 
they are the ones that did it to, there is no doubt about it. 
They are managers, and they may not know it but they are 
[chuckles] , it ' s exciting you know . 

Darlene explains how Aboriginal women can be seen as managers, first by 

defining the term manager and then giving an example of how Abonginal women have 

done so. 

Yes, since managers are Lüce planners, orgaoizers, 
controllers, evaluators, developers and whatever words 
you might use to descnbe a manager and without a 
doubt Aboriginal women have absolutely done those 
things. One example of this is the fact that some of the 
best traders where the Algonkins and the Inuit and it was 
mainiy the wornen who were the negotiators. It was their 

responsibility to manage the food, making sure that the 
food was properly preserved and all parts of the animal 
was used. After that, the women would decide how 
the food would be aüotted within the family, community 
and then what was to be traded with others outside the 
community . 

Marlene explaios how the term manager can be applied to Aboriginal women by 

descnbing the various work tasks women in her community have participated in. 

I think that Mohawk wonizn have b e n  quite involved in 
what is now d e d  microenterprise, lüce my mother and 
the women' s guild. They 're raising money ai i  the t h e ,  
they do catering, make quilts, they have raffles and have 
yard sales, you know, and it ' s a fairly prosperous community . 
A lot of them work outside but also in their community roles. 

Some of the interviewees also discussed whether they think the evolving roles of 

contemporary Aboriginal women are consistent with traditional roles with respect to 



Cindy believes that "Aboriginal women have always played a role in 

economics, they provided for their f d e s  and they provided for the community in 

different ways. It seems to be now that there are more Aboriginal women that 

are actuaily doing that now. So, 1 would Say more yes then no " . 

According to Sara, she contends that "the traditional roles with respect to 

economic development are reaIIy connibuthg to the economy of the family and the 

economic community. Therefore, yes, 1 think the roles that are evolving are also that" . 

Abonginal womenrs role of creathg and actively pdcipating in the economy 

is not something new, but rather a continuation of their skius and roles from the past 

to the present . 

Patterns of govemce  and authority varied among tribes. 
Both matrilineal and patrifineal patterns of inheritance 
and ownership existed. In some tribal social systems, it 
is clear that women played critical economic, politicai 
and spiritual roles (Muller, 1998: 16). 

While Aboriginal women's roles have been impacted by outside influences, for the 

most part they have remained the same. 

Madene believes one important part Aboriginal women played in traditional 

economic endeavours was that of king "partners in the process " . She expfains how she 

thinks the evolving roles of contemporary Aboriginal women in society are consistent 

with traditional roles with respect to economic development: 

I firmy believe that the aaditicm of Aboriginal women 
has k e n  that of partners in economic enterprise. Whether 
it has been in gathering rice or skinning moose or growing 
corn or whatever. So, yes, economic partners is our tradition. 
But how to practise that in a new environment takes some 



leaming and adjusmient in expectations. And 1 don't see 
that as particularly difficult in Mohawk society. 

Nora also agrees that traditionai economic roles Aboriginal women participated in 

were very important to the f d y  and community, as they are today. 

1 think if it wasn't for the women traditionally we 
wouldn't have survived because they cleaned the hides, 
made the clothing, picked the bemes did al1 those things, 
even some of the traditional roles you even see now the 
men bring home the deer and chop them up, they can 
provide and get everything ready for the winter. 

Kim concurs with Nora and the other interviewees that evolving roles of contemporary 

Aboriginal women in society are consistent with traditional roles with respect to 

economic development : 

Yes, 1 do, what 1 am doing with economic development 
is no different fkom what my grandmother did and my 
great grandmother did. 1 just think that we are king 
recognized more not because we are Native women but 
because we are women. The way that 1 am doing it, is 
influenceci by my traditional role as a wornan, we arenrt 
doing things a great deal differently. 

Hanoah illustrates how the evolving roles of contemporary Aboriginal women 

in society are consistent with traditional roles, with respect to economic development, 

by comparing her work to the work her step gpandrnotiier participated in. 

In the amount of work that is done, 1 can see where my 
work is a lot easier, and 1 work hard. 1 can't even imagine 
what rny step-grandrnother use to do. She accomplished a 
tremendous amount of work, she had a garden and she 
planted a flower garden, with vegetable, kept a cow, 
churned her own mi&, and butter, preserved her food, 
kept ber house clean, she did so much. Maybe their 
work was partly th& leisure, you know. It had to be, 
they enjoyed what they did, even though that it was hard 



work. so that it wasn't slotted in to specific t h e  periods 
and I think that is the only way you could look at it. 

Hannah continues with comments on sorne of the changes she sees in the main 

roles of Aboriginal women fiom her own persona1 experiences and how these changes 

may have influenced the contemporary roles of Aboriginal women, frorn a political, 

economic, social and culturai perspective. 

1 think the main roles wodd be providing for theY famifies. 
I don't see that as changing, not in my family. When 1 was 
growing up my moîher was dways with us and she was 
probably the anchor in our family because she went out 
and got food when my father couldn't get a job because he 
use to do hunting. fishing and guiding, so my mother could 
always make baskets, she could make cloths and she could 
go and trade some of her things for cloths and b ~ g  them 
back to the village and trade them with the people in the village. 

In my children' s family , yes, I would definitely see a change 
there, because rny husband didn't help with cooking and 
the children, he went out, he had a good job and went out 
and supported us. But I see in my children, and 1 have three 
boys and al l  three of them are more involved with their children 
and king with the children and caring with the children and 
looking after them with the day to day things. 

So. there is a difference in their roles from the p s t  to a degree, 
but when you get right down to it, they still are making a life 
for themselves in varying degrees and success. Like you kmw 
some people measure it by money, some people measure 
it by happiness, some people measure it by the size of their 
f d y ,  it's so many different things. but 1 think that basic is 
still good, 1 think that it is still different in what they are doing 
[work] . 

Politically, it's more active, and you see a lot more young 
people expressing and being more expecting. There just used 
to be a select few but now it's pretty even involvement between 
male and female in the political arena. Although looking 
at the wucil, it isn't [as even] but you see a lot of women 



involved in the adds t ra t ion .  

From a cultural perspective, [ d e  and female roles] are 
pretty even but there is still a hint of chauvinism. You still 
see that, and I have seen in the years past but you just 
have to keep going. Now you h o w  ali the channels. 

From an economic perspective, I think that everybody 
now has the chance to do whatever they want to do 
regardas if they are male or female. 

Like Hannah, Ethel also describes some of her own conternporary examples of 

how her own evolving roles are consistent with traditional roles with respect to 

economic development: 

Like with me, everytbmg that I learned Born when 1 
was a chitd, Ifm doing now on my own. Then 1 thllik 
that the roles of women working harder and doing what 
they want to do has become important to me and making 
it work. 

But being with my daughter, economic development wise, 
is m y  business, she sits and watches me just üke when I use 
to sit and watch my mother. Then she is wanting to try but 1 
keep telling her no! You can't because you don't know yet. 

My home life is pretty flexible with the support of my husband 
helps, and plays a major role in making my life flexible. 1 
lucked out on these things corne together and how they faii 
in place. 

A lot of tradition is part of my Me, especially with the 
YWCA and here at home. Lee Ann and 1 smudge everyday, 
except for when it is m y  tirne. Bill [husband] is really 
supportive because he doesn't Say 1 canft teach her those 
things because that is part of her. So, he is supportive in 
that way saying you know if you feel she should Ieam 
about that then she should. 

Then at the YWCA I'm teaching them about Aboriginal 
women and their roles and responsibilities, the carhg and 



respect of the sweetgrass, sage and everything else. At work 
[video store] it is teaching also, because the guy down there 
hasn't r d y  known Aboriginal people so 1 am helping him 
there too. At l e s t  I'm out here helping people understand 
Aboriginal people as much as 1 can, as much as 1 know, or 
if 1 donf t know something then at least 1 can get them in 
contact with somebody that does know. 

Then hopefully starting my business in a store and helping 
out other Aboriginal women that do crafts, saying you can 
put it here on consignment or if 1 have the money 1'11 buy it. 
A lot of it with Native people, it's a lot of bartering, like 
trading and that is what is r e a y  neat about it because if I 
nui out of something, 1 h o w  that the odds if 1 dont  have 
any money 1 can trade for it. 

Also, through my crafts leamhg, I'm getting to know a lot 
of weIi known artists, like Norman Knott, we do a lot of 
trading. But also when 1 do shows, like I did a showing at 
the Armouries for a Saturday and 1 had dream catchers there 
and there was ail these littIe kids there who were curious 
about it, so 1 had a story about how the dream catcher became 
and 1 sat down and told them about it. There was al1 sorts of 
little kids by the time I finished. So, 1 more or less started the 
story over two or three tirnes. But the people that organized it 
came up to me and saw what 1 was doing and they offered me 
a spot for next year at no charge as long as 1 do that legend 
teaching . 

So, there are those kinds of teachings, I guess 1 offer a lot 
more than 1 should sometirnes and when 1 make my crafts or 
anything that 1 make the first tirne, 1 give away, 1 never seU 
my first malt I always give it to somebody. 

Darlene believes that successful economic endeavours performed by 

contemporary Aboriginal women are successful because they have a strong link to their 

traditions : 

In successfd ventures or businesses you find that 
Aboriginal wornen have taken on you' Il find a very 
strong link, to the tradition, that is what has sustained 



us. The definition of success, 1 don' t mean dollars and 
cents necessarily, I mean that you maintain the balancing 
act, your still sane, you have a few dollars, other wornen 
are gainfully employed, your family is happy, that to me 
is what is successful. 

Therefore, the evolving roIes of contemporary Aboriginal women are ves, consistent 

with traditional roles with respect to econornic and community development. 

BI Strends Of Aboriginal Women: 

When the interviewees were asked to idenw some of the strengths they saw in 

Aboriginal women in general, these were some of the words they thought described 

Aboriginal women in general: persevering , multi-task orientated, brave, caring , loving , 

sharing , diligent, persistent , and quietly confident. 

Cindy believes that Aboriginal women's ability to persevere, no matter what, 

and being able to accomplish many tasks at the same time are one of their greatest 

That is one rhing that is evident. 1 think a real strong 
sense of cornmitment to the people in the community. 
Being able to, be involved in so many dierent things, 
like a lot of the women who have taken on these leadership 
roles are quite incrclible because they have a job, and 
then they might sit on, no kidding, six different boards, 
raising kids and going out there and doing talks. Being 
able to juggle al1 those things and be able to do them 
weii, is quite good. Their ability of not giving up and 
just to keep doing what they are doing with the 
determination that things will corne together. 

Sara, like Cindy, believes that the Aboriginal women's abiiity to persevere and 

theû abiiity to overcome obstacles in order to perform the work that they do are their 

biggest mets: 



1 think perseverance. They have really good survival 
instincts. 1 think their ability to adapt and 1 guess 1 
would Say in cornparison to Native men, we've adapted 
a lot better to the changing &es. 1 think our compassion, 
and ability to be caring and nurturing. 

I think with some Aboriginal women it has made them 
more deternilned, in terms of the obstacles that we face. 
We have just been a lot more determined to succeed. I 
think for other Aboriginal women, they 've kind of 
dropped out of society. 1 suppose there are a lot of Native 
women on the streets in this city . 

And then there are a lot of women iike myself who have 
made a cornmitment to working in the comrnunity 1 think 
there are a lot of women who have divorced themselves 
fkom the native cornmunity and decided they wanted to 
succeed in business to becorne professionals. 

Based on her own life observations, Hannah lists some words which she 

believes describe Aboriginal women and their strengths . "They are brave, caring , 

loving. They have it in themselves, most of us have it in ourselves, to do some pretty 

incredible things. Just for the sake of family or just for the sake of self survival". 

M e n  Ethel was asked to use a few words to describe the work habits of 

Aboriginal women, Ethel responded with, "hard workers, they are there aU the tirne, 

they are very supportive". 

Darlene lists some of the strengths she has noticed about Aboriginal women: 

In general, there is that caring, sharing attitude those 
are really good values which are very much dive 
and well. 1 think that Aboriginal women are a pretty 
brave bunch too, they are persevering and they don' t 
give up very easily, they have lots of that drive which 
1 appreciate. 

M e n  Nora was asked to use a few words to generaiiy describe the work habits 



of Aboriginal women in general she replied "they are diligent, persistent. I niean if it 

wasn't for Aboriginal women we wouldn't have received our rights back through Bill 

In concluding this section of listing the Aboriginal women's strengths, Kim 

believes that: 

Quietly, confident. It is reaiiy rare to find women who 
are loud and outspoken and vocal out front. But if you 
look at the men who are doing that it'll be the women 
whispering in his ear, these are the right things to Say, 
these are the people who Say it. They [women] are a 
very quiet infiuence. 

Although, 1 see it at times where that Quietness is 
changing. Like I see myself, 1 am not quite. But I think 
that is an influence from the mainstream society, I think 
it is a kick back fiom the femhist movement. 1 think 
we are learning it as we go to school, and as we do 
that now we corne more and more in contact with 
women of other cultures, race, background who have 
struggled under conditions we have had to. But 1 don? 
think those women were ever given the recognition that 
we were given, tmly in our own culture. 



C) Future Direction Of Aborininal Women: 

Through these interviews we have k e n  given a portrait of the type of work 

Aboriginal women have performed and continue to perform. From the interviewees' 

descriptions of th& family interactions to the discussion of the various types of 

economic endeavours Abonginal women participate in today, they have outlined a 

unique view of Aboriginai wornen, theV family and community work. 

In concluding the interviews, it seemed only fining to ask them what they 

îhought the fiiture direction of Aboriginal women would be. Each of the interviewees 

provided a very positive outlook on the direction of Aboriginal women's work, - from 

a social, political, cultural and econornic perspective, as will be illustrated. Cindy 

begins by describing some of the work that she sees Aborigi.mil women doing: 

WeiI, I'm not sure if 1 see this or not but, it might be 
something that 1 just hope naughs] because, 1'11 tell 
you what 1 mean. The AFN and our big political 
organizations, are aii nin by men. They obviously get 
it from Canadian society and how the Canadian govem- 
ment is nui you know, women do certain work, but the 
leaders you know are always men. 1 don't see our traditions 
and our soa of appropriate sharing is not coming through 
on that Ievel. I h o p  it wiil change, 1 think that women 
wili start speaking up about it. 1 think there wiil be change 
because the women are going start to make it happen. 

1 am really optimistic in terms of where we are headed. 1 
find that this a really exciting t h e  to be dive because so 
many good changes are taking place for us. There is still 
poverty , and lots of work to do in the next few years, 
towards very positive changes, 1 thin. in tenns of healing 
the community, that is just going to get bigger, I think we 
are going to get closer and closer to a sovereign nation, 
it's jwt really exciting changes that are happening to 
Aboriginal people in general. 



And for women I think it's, 1 think what I see is more 
the focus on healing, the Native Women's Association 
on family violence and program development on what 
needs to be done. And now there is the h d h g  and 
awareness thing has recently been gettuig things, like 
dollars, to start heding programs. And the building of 
healing lodges and 1 think that it is women that are going 
to do that work. Of course some male elders wili be 
involved but 1 think it'11 happen from more a consulting 
bais ,  but I r e d y  think that is the women who are going 
to take control . 

Sara explains the types of economic development roles she thinks Aboriginal 

women wiil be entering in the future and the extent of the work that has yet to be done: 

I think again, leadership roles, I don't want to bunch al l  
Native women into kind of one category, but Aboriginal 
women who have a sensitivity, knowledge and cornmitment 
to traditional values and beliefs and assuming positions of 
leadership and management. And you know king  the 
ones to corne up with creative ideas how do we satisw the 
needs of the community while maintaining integrity for our 
traditional values. 

It has been a broken attempt, then again I'm not an expert 
with economic development. The women on our reserve 
who was suppose to be the economic development consultant, 
she thought it was a joke because she Imew nothhg about 
econornic development. The kxnds of things that are 
being discussed now in terms of economic development 
are realIy not environmentally or community niendly 
lü<e casinos, the large s a l e  stuff is really going to destroy 
the wxnmunity and families. 

Sara has showed that Aboriginal women's d e s  and responsibüities are vast and that 

there is a lot of work that has to be completed in aU aspects of society to ensure 

that thek families, comrnunities and nations will continue on. 

M e n  Hannah was asked what she thought would be some other roles and 



responsibilities Aboriginal women have taken on and would be taking on in the future, 

she responded that the possibilities are limitless: 

No, 1 wouldn't limit Aboriginal women to a certain thing 
because we have dways said that if one person can do 
it, then do it. We would always Say if you can get one 
person to reach their goal, so much the better. That 
was Our goal, so we would have faith that those 
women would go into all kinds of areas and why not. 

There is just no iimit, I don't think any ways, no barriers. 
There is always a way to get over barriers. When you Say 
individuais than each has their own ways, but when you 
look at a whoie bunch of Aboriginal women, with 
different skills and training and different things, there 
is no Iimit! 

Ethel's general comment on the fiihu-e direction of Aboriginal wornen she 

outlines some of her own personal aspirations as ao examples of what can be done once 

one sets her mind to accomp1ishhg her dreams: 

I'm looking in the nomNative community , I'm hoping 
to be the president of the YWCA for the city of 
Peterborough, you know that would be a big step for 
Aboriginal woman. 1 find that I'm starhg to get to 
know the women who sit on that board, that 1 probably 
have a go& chance of becoming President because 1 
think that they look at me as a more cornmunity based 
person, like forget about the prejudice part and 
let's work together. Unity is what it all cornes d o m  
to and they ' ve told me, they Ive already said, and it is 
a rnatter of getting there. 

Then I've talked for the last two or three years of what it 
would be like to be mayor. You know, a Native woman 
to be Mayor in this community . You kmw, it is possible 
if 1 start getting out there on cornmittees and doing things, 
1 might be the mayor! 

Darlene also believes that fuwe directions for Aboriginal women are iimidess 



once they emerge as leaders in their chosen work: 

1 think that' 11 only improve. 1 don't think we can go any 
m e r  down now. So, 1 think you will find more Abonginal 
women in positions of leadership because the communities 
too are getting fed up with that system that was laid on us, 
it doesn't work. So, 1 think thot they will revert back to a 
more inclusive type of leadership style, 1 hear that a lot. 
Just for sumival not again based on gender lines or 
feminism and the people that are talking survival are 
Aboriginal women and 1 think you' 11 fuid them emerging 
as Ieaders! 

Looking into the fûture, Marlene notes that while things are forever changing 

around us, Aboriginal women will continue to make life better for the next generations 

improving their life situations through the increase of education levels: 

Weil, 1 think once you move out of the rural comrnunity, 
which is still quite traditional in terms of roles and 
responsibilities in the cities into organizations and 
services, women are taking on a lot more visible roles. 

Women, I think are bettet educated, have better 
educational levels and therefore [they] have more 
access to jobs in service industries. And I see in off 
-reserve organi;rations women are taking on sort of 
speaking roles as well. 

Nora believes like Ethel, that anything and everything is possible as for what 

direction Aboriginal women's roles will move into over the next few years: 

Prime Minister, clean up the nation. Senously, 1 think 
that's what we need in our political organisations now, 
I've been trying to push this woman fnend of mine to 
go for the Grand Chief of the whole Union of Ontario 
Indiaas. The woman at the National that ran for National 
Chief, 1 don't think she was the right one for National 
Chief because I think you have to live in the community 
in order to rw and she was a lawyer and she was in 
Toronto. So, 1 think that has to be done. 



I think that if a woman got up there, even though it would 
be a heck of a job, to dean up the economy, there are those 
basic prlliciples again that 1 think women have those 
principles. 1 see them lacking in men. 1 see them lacking 
in my son, even though he has been taught those things. 
When it gets around to the men, it's usually out the door. 
And 1 think that women are virtudly going to take over 
the rein. I think it has to happen in order to clean things up. 

Kim has this to Say about the direction of Aboriginal women and their work: 

Just Do It! But they are not ready yet. Our men aren't 
ready yet, they don't have the confidence yet, they don't 
think that they can do it, they don't realize that hey can 
and it's a easy as taking their fist breathe and it' s a natural 
as our next breathe. 

I think you are going to see women make this move to self- 
govenunent. and I think that it is going to be women who 
WU, I mean if we don't sign these agreements, they are 
going to set them on us anyway, it's going to be another 
Indian Affairs under a new name, is what it is going to be. 

We are just going to govern ourselves, our families and our 
comunities and nations. Women will be out in the forefiont, 
doing the work with the men, making sure things get done, not 
just taiked about. 



D) Conclusion: 

Bas& on these interviews and the related literzture, it is apparent that the 

evolving roles of these contemporary Aboriginal women, with respect to comunity 

development, appear to be consistent with their traditional roles. These interviewes 

have demonstrateci that Aboriginal women are continuhg to make strides in al1 aspects 

of community development - socially, politicaliy, economically and culturdy. They 

are making these stndes because they have been taught by their families the importance 

of improving oneself, emotionaliy , spiritually , mentally and phy sically . As a result they 

have been able to continually improve the lives of their families and their communities. 

As it was stated in the beginning of this thesis, traditionally, Abonginal women 

were involved in every aspect of community development. From an economic 

standpoint, women were in charge of the production, distribution, conmmption and re- 

production of food and other life necessities. Politically , while the men tended to be the 

speakers, the women were advisors to political decisions, regardless if their society was 

matrilineai or patrilineal. Culturaliy the women have always been the "carriers of the 

culture" and it was their responsibility to teach their way of life to thek children. 

Socially, women were the organizers of family and community events and through 

these events they passed on their social customs to their chiidren. AU of these activities 

were done with the overall weii-king of the children as the prhary consideration for 

their decisions and actions. 

The interviewees have revealed throughout their interviews that they are still 

very involved in ail of these activities and that their primary goal, no matter what line 



of work they are in, is to improve the quatity of life for their families and their 

cornrnunities . Through the interviewees' description of their work and the work of their 

mothers and granhothers, we have been able to get a clear indication of what their 

roles and responsibilities are and were. 

W l e  each interviewee has experienced a different and unique life and their 

work within the four developmental activities varies, they have however, all identified 

their wmrnon roles and responsibilities as providing and caring for their families. These 

women h o w  that it is their responsibility to create a safe and healthy learning 

environment for their children and grandchildren. They realize that these children and 

ail the children to corne are our future. 

By examining the roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal wornen within the 

context of the four developmental activities, the inte~iewees have demonstrated 

how some of their roles and responsibilities have been hampered by the patriarchal 

influences of Western society. What is remarkable is that even through these 

difciculties, these interviewees and other Aboriginal women have, to varying degrees, 

been able to maintain their roles and responsibilities within each of these activities. 

While there are many Aboriginal women who are fùlfilling their roles and 

responsibilities and making a difference in the lives of their families and their 

communities, there are stilI a lot of Aboriginal women who have fallen between the 

cracks of Western society. This is also the case for many Aboriginal men. It seems that 

mmy Aboriginal men today do not know what their roles and responsibilities are when 

it cornes to king with and supporthg their families. The interviewees have been 



fortunate to have had very positive male influences in their lives, even the two 

interviewees who iost their fathers at eady ages. 

According to the interviewees, it seems as if men's roles have gone through the 

most changes. It appeared to these women, many of the young men have not leamed 

what their roles and responsibilitia are as men. Of course there may be numerous 

reasons why men are not supporting or with their children, but whatever the reason may 

be, from the amount of influence dmgs/alcohol and abuse has in ones' Me could account 

for why these men have not k e n  able to learn what their roles and responsibilities are in 

relation to their families and communities. 

As Sara and the other inte~iewees have stated, there are many Aboriginal men 

who have a lot of work to do in reiiefining who they are and what their roles and 

responsibilities are in relation to their families and cornmunipies. They need to re- 

examine their lives, to determine what they have to do in order to becorne healthy 

fathers, and community members. Along with these men, there are many Aboriginal 

women who have also f u e n  under the same influences. 

This is just one example of where the link between men and women's roles and 

responsibilities and their connection to self development, family and community has 

been broken over tirne. Fortunately, as the interviewees have stated, it has mostly been 

the women who have worked hard to "picked up the reins" where the men have left 

off. These women explain that as men's roles have diminished, women's roles and 

responsibilities have had to expand as many women have had to become the main 



providers for their families. 

The influence of famüy and cornmunity also played an important part in d l  the 

interviewees' lives. These women have leanied fiom their family's influences to take a 

lead role in their work. They realize that there is a lot of work to be done in the 

community, whether they live on or off- reserve. How well that work is completed 

directly or indirectly affect their family's and community's well being. As well, all the 

interviewees' saw f d y  as communïty and community as family. The term famüy was 

also not Iimited to just the immediate family. It also included the extended famüy, who 

may or may not have been blood relations. Based on the interviewees' experiences, it 

can be said that for the most part, the relationship between family and community is 

stil l  very strong. Of course, as the interviewees have achowledged, this is not to Say 

that this relationship has not been influenced in varying degrees by Western society . 

If we examine the traditional developmental circle within a contemporary 

h e w o r k ,  we cm see that the circles are not as tight as they used to be. Each of the 

deveIopmentai segments has been to varying degrees infïuenced by Western society, 

which tends to promote individualism and the separation of economic, political, 

cultural and social organizations. Traditional development, on the other hand promotes 

the collective effort and sees each of these development segments as comected and 

interrelateci. According to the intewiewees and their experiences this collective effort is 

still there, even though it has been tattered over time. Thus, a contemporary 

developmentai circle based on the interviewees family and work experiences within each 



of these developmental segments would look something like this: 

GOVT. STATES INSTITUTIONS 
ARE CmATED 

CONTROLLED 
BY GOVT. & POLICES & 
CORPORATIONS LEGISLATION 
CAPPITALIS TIC TRYS TO BAN 

TRADITIONS 



The interviewee's family and work experiences, have provided us with a great 

illustration how Aboriginal women continue to be the backbone of their families and 

communities. They have shown how the main roles and responsibilities of Aboriginal 

women have remained the same over tirne even though there has been a change in the 

way the work is king completed. The overall purpose of Aboriginal women's work 

remains the same, to provide and improve the qydity of life for their families and 

communities . Thus, the evolving roles of these contemporary Aboriginal women, w ith 

respect to community development, is consistent with their traditional roles, as they 

have demonstrated. 
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