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Abettact 

In the socid work and related literature the issue of alcohol addiction and treatment 

has been examincd from a White, male perspective. Tbeories in relation to alcohol abuse and 

. treatment modalities have also beeu developed h m  this perspective and do aot speak to the 

unique experience or needs of Aborigiaal women. Althougb little research exists in relation 

to non-Abonginai women o v e d ,  research that e x d e s  the issue of r\boOg;nai women and 

recovery from an alcohol addiction is basicdy non-existent. 

This descriptive pbenomeaological snidy applies a feminist ppechve to explore 

the lit-ed expeknce of four Aborigioal women who had anended an Aboriginal residential 

matment program at least two yem ago and have beea dean and soba since that Mie. The 

goal of this study is to listen to the voices md stories of these women and to gaui an 

understanding of the casential lived euperience of ainioing and maintaining sobnety and/or 

healing. What do the women themselves consider to be belphil and heahg in relation to the 

joumey through treaûnent and beyoad? What or whom do the women cmsider as havlig 

faalitated th& healing joumey mid why? 

Fmm the analysis of interview data a core theme of a r m b  f i  b d q g  was identitied, 

almg with seven intercomected themes as folows: acceptance and bdmging, redaimiag the 

link to aucestors, recla-g cultural esteem and identity, recIaim;ng cultumi expression, 

group pmcess, mentors and role models and commltnjty supports. These catepies are 

thematidy wovm together to become a symbolic d / b e u b q  hht that wiii contain an 

essence of a lived exp&ence. 



... 
iil 

This study does aot generalize to ail horiguial womea who have attended a native 

residenhal mamient program. However, it doev give voice to the stories and evperiences of 

the four womm in rhis study. It may aiso have some relevance to othet Aboriginal women 

or human m i c e  workers in the dcohol treatment and program dmlopment field, as weii 

as being of interest to soaal workers in other fields. 
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Chapter One 

Ratconlle 

As a s o d  wodrer I bave practised in a nonhem and remote d i m  Native Heaith Centre and 

in an meqpcy and intensive cace unit of a noitbem regiwal hospital. In these sehgs 1 have 

witnessed the pain, despair and death of many Abe-al people who smigg2e with addictions to 

alcohol or dnigs. As a s o d  woik educator withia an Aboriginal pst-secoadary institution 1 am 

cmcmed 6th the knowledge base and sW development ofAbori@al soaal work students 

who saive to become effective and balanced h e l p  in communities where they d be 

confmted with the ovenvhelniag issue of dcohol and dnig abuse. As a woman of FiBt Nations 

ancestry, aad someoae who is cOLlllllj,tted to wotkhg with Native people, 1 am particularly 

concernai with the coatcol that akohol appeus to have ova the lives ofmany AbongFial 

women and the havoc that it 4 s  ia their lives. 1 am dso concemeci with the large numbers of 

Aborigiaal children, familes and cornmunitics that s-e with alcohol addiction and substance 

abuse as weli as the impact of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome or Effects. I chose to do this woman- 

f m e d  meseuch out of a desire to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experience of 

pactlcipatmg in a residenaal Native treatment program and the sobriety and "hhealing" thai 

Aboriginal women have attlined through such eqxrience and beyond. 

Alcohol addiction in d a t i o n  to Abo+al women can be linked to the col&atioa 

proceas and oppression tbat all Aboriginal people s d l  endure in this countrg (Lawson & Limon, 

1999). Contemporary health and sociai issues are rooted in the historiai and contemporq 

govemance and economics of this counag and acted out through the institutionalized and 
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systemic oppression and marginalisatiou of Aboiigioal people, even today (Mandell, 1998; 

MuUally, 1993). Throiigh a long and pahM pmcess of colonization that is epitomised by Bill C- 

31; the 1985 amendment to the Indian Act, Aboriginal women ccmthue to enpeiience 

dllicriminatiun withm JiYcriminatioa as &sues o h c e ,  daYs, aad @der iatewct. Aboriginal 

women are margeiaiised by the dominant culture, and o b  withui th& own communities, as 

they continue to ex@ence grinclhg p o q ,  violence, des*, and the loss of th&. childIen and 

their ~Omrnhhes. 

Even so, th= are women who against aii odds Gnd a way to nelaim t h e  sobriety, th& 

spirit, th& children, th& hope, and ulOmately their iives. Professioady and personally 1 have 

been med on mlny occasions by the i n d b l e  strength and resilience of the human spiet. 

Through the pmess of my research 1 have gahed a deeper understanding of the human 

experimcc of ovatoming alcobol addiction, which ha the capacity tu impact tbr drpth and 

essentid q d t y  o t  my owo professional SUS and understanding. 1 undertook this study because 

1 wanted a, know what or who helps womm as they crave1 b u @  die experience of an 

Abotigkai residentiai treatment centre, to a place of sobriety and healing, and what or who has 

helped hem since that bme. I dso waated to know if it was possible for me as a couosetor to 

gain a dear understanding of this essentiai lived humm experience in order to facilitate or rime 

it whae appmpriate in mg pmles~ioaal dationships 6th ciients and students. 

Tme and the  again I bave been a wimess to AbCiginal women who have told me that 

they hep, or continue, to <IrinL in an offoa to alleviate awtioual p k  and to wanl off an 

ovemhelmmg smse of despair. The despair that 1 speak of hete seems uttdy beyond my 

description chat I couid offer, while the ansu;Shed pain of such deqmr has been desaibed ro me 

as relentless, even mdemus. f t e d  is aeeded to begh to illuminate the l i d  eXpenence of 

Aborigiad womea hdmg ways and means to move W n d  such despair and ddiction to tme 

Page 2 



h&g and sobriety. Such research would have the theoretical potenaal to impact pobq and 

p d c e  in the area of  addiction ueatment for Abo0;Pinal people. By doing so, research couid 

prove to be tnily useM to Aboeginal people, commULljties and resowce agencies. With this m 

miiid my mseatch study seeh to illuminate, in some s d  way, a Me evperience and social issue 

that for many Aboiigbial women seems engulfed in darkness, and to begin to bridge a dear gap 

in the research literature. 

The pucpose of my reseanh is to & an undentandhg of the tupei;ence of Abocigpial 

women wbo have pamOpated in a residential Native trament program m otder to deal 6 t h  an 

alcohol addiction. It is my hope that th& resevch MU have the potmtial to impact policy and 

pradce by reflectiog the lived expmience and the voices of Abori@al womm who consida 

themselves to be in nwow>r. Vimially no research exists on the context of lZboOginal women's 

Iives in relation to thar experience and concept of recoverg from akohol addiction. Then is a 

deanh of research about AborigPiaî women and addictions, aad o v e d  very litde in relatioa to 

non-native womea (DHEW, 1980). The 1980 DHEW report States that completely diffaent 

dynamics appear to impact the lives ofAbo@nal women aicoholics as comp~wd to non-native 

women. It goes on to say that it is therefore impossible to make a cornparison between the taro 

groups of women with the research gap that coatinues to the present day. The voices of 

Abo+al women therefoie, need to be heard grounded in the expetience of th& lives and 

hifitory as weil as in th& chosen treatment modalities. 

Wha do Abo+ai women with alcohol addictions ideabfg as influa+ f r t o ~  that 

have coatxibuted to theV ongohg sobriety, throughout, and foUo\aing amdance at a Native 



resideatial txeatmerit program two or more years ago? - 
To obtah an hdeptû understanding O f the positive aad/or healirig enperiences 

au pmceived by patticipants in dation to a Native residenbal rreatmmt pmgrrrm. 

I'o gain an understanding of the positive md/or healing experiences as perceked 

by participadts in relation to lpad or YpoaGc life expiences &ce treatmmt 

To explore the impact, influence and qualities of any individuai or intetpenonal 

reiationship that are perceived by the pdapants as haviag modelled, supporteci or fadtated 

some aspect of thek petsonal healing and/ot ~obneq duhag marnent or since that Mie. 

To explore any family or community suppoa and/or resowce experiences that 

are perceived by the parti ci pan^ ar positive in temi~ of supporthg or facilitating petsonal 

healing and/or sobriety. 

To explore any relationship b e r n a  the exposure to and e?rperience o fcu l tdy  

devant spiritual ceremony, rituais or teachings to a self dehed personal heaiiog and/or 

sobriety. 

My goal was to explore each partiapant's exp imees  in relation to treaûnent, as weii ils 

any other significant eqwimces or rdationships following treatment that were identified as 

having coaibuted to oqpmg sobricty. For example, what aspects of a Native tesidentiat 

treatment program were expet;enced as healing, and wby? Which spedc eqmiences, 

throughout treatment and beyond, did women consider as aiticai to th& c.pe"ence of gainhg 

muid mintaiaing wbriety? How were the cultural context and treàment and h&g modalities of 

a Native midmhal trcatmmt pmgam enemccd? If such expericnca wae: coasidd as 

helphil or healing, how did participants experimce this? HOW was the traditional c m m m y  and 



ritual that is off& through such pmgrams expe&nced? My resead sought an exploration of 

these expeciences thmugh coaveaationai mtemiews with four r\boaipUial women who have 

, histories of self-identifid alcohol abuse and who bave maintainrd sobnrty &ce the matment 



A star& for beaiing 

Chapter Two 

The hutoric h u - d e  aa in Canada mded the beginnuig of the use of alcohol as a tool 

Mth w k h  Eutopean colonizers and legislation exploited the hdigenous people of th& counag 

for economic gain (8olyia & Li, 1988; Frideres, 1998; Fleras & EEliott, 1992). The introduction 

of alcohol to many Ahriguial peoples throughout this period was d c d  Tt was used as an 

exploitaam economic mol 6 t h  whicb to establish partnmhips and dtimately to gain conml of 

the economic activities of Aboeiginal people &la& & Li, 1988). WMe the Euopean 

newcomers shared thousands of years olexpe"mce &di ?kohol mmiy First Nations have had a 

relatively brie€ history of exposure to dcohol and "except for attempts at probr'bition, they have 

not p d y  experimented aRth aicohol-conml poliaesm(Smart & Ogbome, 19%, p.108). In 

conast to mythology that elrists around Abonginal people's drinkmg habits at the outset of 

European colonization, many eady accolmts ceflect the idea that Fint Natioas people could and 

did dànk m a ~eil~onnoiïed mannez (p. 108). Accordhg to Sman & Ogbome (W6) many 

Aboriginal people have ody been eyp~sed to "the worst kinds of normative d d b g  and have 

been victims of pavmalistic pdiaes developeà by non-native goven1l~1eats"(p.108). An example 

of the heavy drinLing of some of the non-Native hr t . d a d e r s  and the conmlled cinnkmg by 

Native people am be sem in the followhg accormt of ada Daniel Hamann: 

Of ail the people in the wodd, I thmk die Canadians, when dnmk ; i ~  the most 
disapeable; for excessive danking g e n d y  causes them to quarrel ad tigbt, among 
diemselves. Indeed, 1 would rather have fi@ drun%en Indians in fort than 6ve iunken 
Candians. (M1cAndrew & Edgerton. 1%9). 



Dueng the hu trade era Fkst Nations people w a e  o b  plied with potent liquor m lpge 

quantities, h order to undermine th& ability to bargain in th& best intemesis (Sm* (k Ogbome, 

1996, p.109). Whm the devastation of aicohol addiction among Aboagiaal people begdn to affect 

crade and setdement reiatioas, an 1868 amendment to the Indian Act made it illegal for 

Aboriginal people to possess dcohol (Canada, 1995). Thig prohibition lasted foi 1 17 yeam and 

was aot enPrely abolished und1985 (Sm- et ai., 1996). This histoy of exploitation and 

patmalism in dation to the induction of alcohoi to Abfiginal people has dtimately had a 

d e v a s h g  impact on Aboiginai people and communities. In his book Cmwater B h  Made 

(1994) smkly expresses the mimensely devastahg and fa- reaching impact of the process of 

On a general level, whar shodd k u n d e r ~ t d  a h u t  native alcoholism hi that the 
stereotgpe o f  the d d e n  ladian is much more than a dominahg and uns&tly 
pheaomena - it is a symbol of the holocaust bat has wreaked destruction on Aboogpid 
people since Eu~opean contact (p.9). 

In 1389 the National Association of Treatment Directors pubiished a handbook that also 

compam the colonization rnpakce  of Abori@nai peuple in Canada tu that of victims and 

survivors of the E u r o p  Holocaust A n y  elemeats o€comparison Letween the homendous 

expience of the Euzopean holocaust and the coloaization e.pcrience of the Aborigmd people 

of Canada are p d q s  most usehil here in spedic t m s .  It provides tenns of refercnce for non- 

Aboiginal people whose own experiences are c o l o d  by a qstemicaily raast society (National 

Association of Treatment Direnors, 1989). 

Magie Hodgson, past exmibve director of Poundmakers Lodge pative residentiai 

treaaneat progmm] in Abma as- that for Aborigiaai people, pmblem chiaking stems h m  a 

loss of wuse of xlf, which L: r a t r d  to the outlawing of trariitioual c m m y  a hundrd y m  

aga (Maracle, 1994). A h ,  accodhg to Hodgson n hi& death rate for Absiginai people as weii 



as the loss of knowledge and pmtocol amund cemnonies bas been the redt (1994). She has said 

that the pmbibiticm of the use of aicobol by Aborigiaal people set up a plocess w h m  people did 

not leam to drmk aonnally, and that the unresolved pain of the residential s c b l  expaience 

(1994) exaceibated this issue. Smvt  and Ogbome (1996) also point out that although Abr;Sinal 

peoples of Canada reflect great cultuml divenirg, bey share a cornmon histo y of colonization 

and cuinual erosion (p. 1M). 

Cuskey and Wathey (1982) assert that maiasaeam residential t r e a m t  pmgrams wodd 

appear to be designed and "plemented Irom a white male perspective o v d  T h i s  bMg the 

case, it would deady be an even fiutha stretch for rnale-cenaed, Eurocentric programs to irflect 

the e.paience or meet the needs of Abofiginal women. The focus of my research therefore, i s  to 

seek a depdi of understanding in dation to Aboiigiaal women who have expefienced a culniray. 

bnsed residdal program and maimaineci sobriety through that exp&ence and since that Mie. 

My study is based on the premise tbn the unique b o y  and issues of Aboeginal women may 

require exeptiond modds of pract3ce and teatment in the a .  of addictions. This piemise is 

based on the understanding that a process o f  colonization bas had spmtic htcr-generational 

effects on Aboeginal people and comrnmities (Chrisjohn, Young & Mataun, 1997). Evm so, 

Aboriginal people have aiways p& culturai metbods of healing and conMue to bring such 

The wodd health o@atim defmes a l c o h o b  as: 
The consumption of aicohol by an individuai wbich exceeds the limits that are accepted by 
his culture, if he consumes alcohol at t h e s  that are deemed inappptiate withia a culture, 
or his htake of alcohol becornes so great as CO injure his health or impair d 
rrlationshrps" @ational Association of Treatment Directon, 1989, p. 250). 

It is intaesring to note that culninl nomu ;m devant to this defuition, which could mean that 



A starcb jrr beahg 

in some AboàgLid communines it is possible that a cultural nom of excessive dririking exists. In 

o k  Aboriginal communities such as AlLali Lake (a l@y s o k  community) th.& would not 

appear to be a culturai nomi (Yo& 19ûfi). A long pnxess of colonizatim bas impacted aU 

Aborigiaai communitks and cultures in many Merent ways. Cultumi noms have likely been 

impacted ou some levels, potentiaüy hdudmg the use of aicohol. On otha levels this impact has 

proven to be tempotarg as Aboriginal people redaim and redehe th& trdtions and cultural 

Me-ways. Anotha defmition of a k o h o ~  was devdoped by The Amencan Society of Addiction 

Medicine (ASAM) and the National Council on Alcoholism and Dmg Dependence (NCADD). 

This definition of dcoholism resulted fiom a taro-year cornmittee process that was undertaken by 

recognked expm in the field. 

Alcohoh is a h e  characterised by contmuous or wodic: impairment conml owr 
dMkmg, pieoccupariou with the drug dcohol, use of alcohol despite adverse 
consequeoce, and distorrions in thking, most notably denial (O'Brien, Cohen, Evans & 
Fine, IV!, p. 21). 

There conMws to be a debate about the nature of alcohohm and in fact whether 'dcoholium' is 

a distinctive phmomma or even a usehl concept (Fingasttte, 1988). Furthet to this, Smart & 

Ogbome (19%) state that the Caadun Governutent aud most Canadian treatment pmfessionals + 

have neva fbllp subsm'bed to a simple disease notion of dcoholism. According to Gilliam (1998) 

some of the dmgcn, of dering to a disease theo y ate that 

it &@s how your personal problems play into addictions . . . it implies that you are at 
its mtxcy aud will e..peiience a los of control once you begh a> use it, . . . you wdi never 
be My recovered, and the dkase is pmgtessive (1998, p. 1W102). 

Cistance 
Sweet, sweet wine 
Make me lorga 
The decay of hem 
That mped the land 
med Our intifme &mds 



Sweet, red wine 
Cherished watmth 
Making existence bearable 
On this once 
Beautifid land 

Cheap, sou Mne 
Comfon 
Console me 
1 stand stxipped 
Ofdigpiq, 
And Wise, old ways (Bowen, 1988, p. 76). 

Van I>ea &igh (1 991) asserts that 

addictions ernanate fmm an hternalized sense of powedessness and Ira& that is 
manifested by an obsession to en- in bebavior that is uitimatdy destructive but that 
temporady anaeschelises uncornfortable feetings and Wls a sease of intemal void". 

intoxication cui provide an escape h m  the hmh realities of day-tday life and b ~ g  a 
temporary feeling of wortb. htoicaticm [foi Aboriginal people] may also be a way of 
expressmg cmtcmpt foc the bmada society and of coatrolling anger ai what that societg 
bas done to me's people (1979). 

ui his book Th Siut o/L Savl(1999) theapist Gary Zukav wriies about addiction beag hked 

to a craving to feel worthy and ultimately loveable. This writer goes on to say that on some 

essentiai level d e n  people feei powedess they may seek addiction as a way to m i e  a temporary 

sense of power radin thau to In1 the emotions related to the undedying issues. 

Ficrmn and Geta (1997) argue that "addi&ons offa wagj to avoid die threat of non- 

kg"(p.l5); a sme of being that Vera Manual (National Association of'ïreatxnent Directors, 

1989) may have r e f d  to when she taked about "ha fragile sense of seü" in relation to h a  

own joumey anth an alcohol addiction. Women +t seek the maesthesia of alcohol as a way to 

P an intemal v d  and to temporady duiI p i n  and despair. A f-t p p x i v e  on addicticms 



hrthers this imdemtaudiag to indude an examination of the social uiequalities that exist for 

Abongioal womeri who must contend Mth a society that is cacist, senLIt and chsist These 

aspects are compounded, resuiting iu unequai oppommi~ in sOaety today. (MmdeU, 199& 

When human beings feel a sense of mcompkteness and Unperfdon they caa mach 
outside of themselves to an extemal object, pmms or situations wbch when ingested, 
connected to or aigaged provides a sense of wholeness md completion" (Vau Den 
Bergh, 1991, p.3). 

According to Van Den Bergh (1991), this phmornena occw wheu an obsessive desire for thLi 

A 

kind of extemai experience leds people to an addictioa such as that to dcohol or dnigs. It seems 

possible that au inverse e.uPer;eace mtgbt happen when Abocigiaal womea e.Per;ence a 

connectim to or thtough a culnually based experience that is holistic, reaffimüng and hilâlling. 

An interna1 healing muld then have to be integrated so that a maior shift bas ocnineci h m  the 

extemal to the intemal realxn of experience for that individuai. It follows thea that in 

contemponry Mies this cuiwaliy based healiag expetkace migbt be @ed through unique and 

speafic Abriguial based residenhal treatment programs. 

Alcoholism among Abngiaai people courinues to extract monumental health and 

m o d t y  costs. Van Den Beigb (1991) writes bat it has been estmiated that Wh of Native 

Am&can women are dcoholic and that one out o f e v q  four Native AmeMaa femak deaths 

has been atmbuted to anhosis of the Lver. .This rate is hrty-seven times higher dian rates for 

non-Native women (Vaa Den Iiergb, 1991). Such statistics deady indicate a dispmportionate 

relationsbtp berneen Abowal women and non-Abe-al women relative to those h d t b  nsks 

that are related to akohol consumption. "Reseacch shidies on aicoholic womm point to pwhg  

evidence that aicoholism in women diffm korn that of mea o v d ,  and that akoholic women 

differ fiwi eadi other" (Ashenbeq Srnusmer, 1985, p. 62). Aboeginal women may e-qxzhce 
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some of the same issues as non-Ab-ai wmen dative to denking, but theze are many other 

unique factors that impact Abo-al women o v d  and individdy. Nichoh (1985) aigues that 

akohol and prrscription dnig misuse have socio-politicai mots in the surism and opptession cf 

women. The successlul tfeatment ofwomeu th=, requins an understandi<ig of such forces and 

that the foles of women in saiety mut change ~ichols ,  1985). Here again, while knowledge of 

se-rism md oppression ue integnl to understanding the issue of alcohol abme or addi& 

ammg AborigPiai women, such is not reflected in the cursmt literatue. Much research is aeeded 

to IMk alcohol addiction among Aborigp,al women to +c ideolopical and theofetid 

undefpinnings. 

There are various histond and c o a t e m p o ~  theo&s m existence that mempt to 

explah alcohol addiction. There is dso a Mde anay of mai~~saeam hterveatioaist strategies 

avadable relevant to alcohol pmblems. 'These intementions c m  be distinguiphed on the basis of 

a number of characteristics, indudmg sethg (sesidenrial m. outpatient), philomphy, theoretical 

moâei, type and staffig"(Lightf't, A h ,  Le&, & Tbompsoa, 1996, p.188). It would appear 

that in most contemponry aeatment models alcohol and dny: addictiofi problems are viewed as 

rnultidimensionai, with biobgid, psychobgicd and d cornpolimoi. Theones in relation to 

aicohol abuse appear to be dosely lligped 6th contemporary soàetai ideology at my @en time 

and in fact may be \iewed as cetlecting sociai thougbt as weU as the influence of the s t a w  quo. 

This of course, would seme CO marginalise Aboaigind wumm furihe~, since they are aot in a 

position to influence societd thorigbt or the status quo, and have then in effea been sitenced and 

remah laigdy unserved by such mepis. 

Biol@cal M e a m e s  am o h  thougbt to reflect dnnlring pioblems ammgst Aboliginal 

people. (Smart et al, 1996) Howeva, it O dear that dr;nkmg patterns and problems amongst 
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Aboriginal people are mfluenced by many factors (19%). Smart & Ogbome point out that it is 

pahaps rmaarwvy to "jurtify tbr a d  for any qxcd theuries to IEk "native" denking tu 

"native" characteristics" (p. 101). They go cm to say thai they comider dSnLmg amongst 

Aboriginal people to be heaviiy mfiuenced by "cunent s d  and poiiticai facto= mted in the 

horical reiationships between iadigenous peoples and the test of Canadian society" (Smart, et 

al, lm, p. 101). 

According to Dr. Alm Liihner (Moyem, 1998) adaddion is fiindamentally a b& dis- 

but is aot fimited to this He p e s  on to say that dcobolism is a relapshg disease as well, and that 

it operates by ctcfatiag a change in the dopamine le& and huictioning in the brain, which then 

causes a pleasurablr: sensation. Lishner (1998) says that this cespuasr c m  be c o m p d  tu the 

eltperience of the b r h  k g  hijacked. 

Dr. Childirisb (Moyexs, 1998) asserts that while akoholism does nm in l a d e s  no one is 

pre-àestined to akoholism. ln fact she has stated h n i  the chance of somme baag alcoholic if 

th& parents and di of th& relatives were aicoholic is sixty pezcent She vkws alcoholism as 

oc&g as a resuit of the combination of biolopical vulaerability and envitoament (Childitish, 

1398). It would seem vey Wrely that the oppressive bislorical and contemponry envimament of 

Aborigmai womm would strengthen an argumeat that hinhexs this as a f a d a 1  nsk in relation to 

Abo0;Pinal women/people. 

Cook, AshenaFp-Straussnes and FeweU(1985) have arrittm about the change in s d  
1 

1 

i thinkuig that [through J d d ' s  phenomenological reseatdl] Ied to alcoholism bang coasidered a 

1 disease, thus acting against the stereotype of alcohoi as a moral pmblem. Accordkg to LePinson 

i (1985) the disease concept "redehes the pmblem as a systems pmblan. It is the person in 
i 
I 

dation to the disase and environment rather than an intrapsychic p b l e m  b.12). Ifs 
! 
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interesthg to note that s o d  rhougbt sutroundmg the Qsue of Abe-ai women and alcohol 

abuse may sa liak the concept of m o d y  to alcohol misuae. In fact to some extent iociety 

views a la& of modty  and d p o w e r  aa the dtimate reason for Abotigpial women to abuse 

alcohol (Vaa Kidc, 1980). This v k  can be hked fuaher to a pattiatchd view of Abor;P;Od 

people as imdesembg wilfui cbildrea and to a degnded societal image ofAbori@al women 

(Van KUL, 1980; Manda 1998). 

Accordiag to Statistics Canada (1993) over W/O of Abociginal people consider akohol to 

be a pmblem in th& communitkr And while it appears that some Aborigiaal communhies have 

high rates of dcohol pmblems, ohers do not (Smart & Ogborne, 19%). MccKeaPe (1992) 

mgpty that qwaal atwtion may nrrd to be plld ro a va&ty of faaom such as urbanisation, 

social orgdniyatioa and c3cmomic devdopment in orda to undmtaad the use and &use of 

alcohol m Aboriginal commuaities. Some variables that mig2it be induded in studies of 

Aboriginal drinkers are age, gender, txibai afiihtion, plre of midence aud socio-ecoaomic s t a t u  

(Scott, 1W2). 

EfUww 

Biu White (Gdliam, 1998), a researcher in dcohol treatmeat, has said rhat the 4 o c  factor 

related to cecoveq is the presence of bope, White says bat hope a n  be @ed by stepphg h o  

a comrntmity of people in recoveiy, wherc the @s wdi be fdowship and education (White, 

1398). In t h  environment a eyoeqq cm occur, where a group of people can do together what 

they havedt been able to do abne. He says that chmg is a joumey of many small stqs diat are 

takm myday, and that b<.haviod changes must h ptactiSd in orda to Justrin thnn whni the 

Prde (treatment pro- dyoamics) ïs broken. Accordhg to White (199s) it W through such 

means that an individual cm then make a joumey back to o a e d .  



in order to make a joumey back to oneselfmany Aborigiad people would Say that "you 

have to know what is bebind you in order to know where you are goingn(Montwe-Angue, 19%, 

p. 134). The National hsociation o f  Treatmcnt Dimton (1989) have w d k n  chat "heahg 

begins as an begm to rrleam ouf traditions of carkg fbr o d v e s  and one anorher, and sharing 

aot only our pain, but our recovery too" @. 149). Vera Manud illustrates bis whm she says: 

I see m y d  in the eyes of Indian women L e  myself, and when we tak 1 heac mysdf in 
the haunting tales diey t d  of places they've becn, and how thcy h d y  came to know 
themselves (!?iatioaal Association of Treatmeat Directois, 1989, p. 135). 

Befon E m p  contact the Me d e s  of  Abocigmd womea w m  often b d  on a 

matciliacal, matefacal or maaiareha1 pnmix. Bloadlincs, place of <esidence afm murig ,  and 

W y  deasions were thaefore ofkm determhed bp womcn, who wefe the centre ofcommUOity 

life (Bohn, 1997). Women were also ofm spiritual leaders and healm, and govemed some Fk t  

Nations. In traditional Aboiipinal sdeties womm enperienced a more e~~ life. This is 

reflected in Creation myths that were traditionally o h  f d e  or geader neutral ('oh, 1 W7). 

In stark coatrast, the domliant contempocary societaf irmgc of Aboeginai womm is far removed 

from the p o w d  roles and relatively egalitatian existence that many Abor@nal womm 

expethced, preîmtact (Mmdell, 1998). 

The 1991 Aboriginal Jusacc hquky Report statcs char "a demeauhg image of Aboriginal 

women is rampant in No& Americm cd& @. 170). The report g w s  on to examine a swetal 

portqal olAbo@al women as that of "degraded, despised fèmaîes d o  uc dehummiiad and 

faceless"(p.170). As an illustration of the internalization of this negdtive soaeial ïiew, one 

Aborigiaal women is quoted in Matacle's book Cmgwailcras saying. "1 hated being Native. I 

hated being a womim. 1 thought ifonly I was a tall good-looking white man bu&) you know, 



A searcb for beaIing 

things would be much easier for men(1994, p262). This qwte illustrates the intemaikation of 

institutionalised sexism m the iives of Abo8gmal women as well as the Lveà and intemaiized 

expedence of taud oppression. A uegative soaetal pomayal has "rendered Aboriginal women 

vulnerable to goss physicai, psychologid and d violence" (Matade, 1994, p. 170). In  In Tbe 

Spirit of% Fm3 (National Association of Treamient Directors,l989) Vem Manual is uted as 

saying how she, like many other Aboriginai women, was "indoctilnated during her fomiative 

years with the stereotppe o f  Indian people as lazy inferior dnmks" (p. 141). As a result s he grew 

up with a fragrle sense of self that she feels led her to ultimately h m  her misery and lonelùiess 

in alcohol througb a desperate p&od of her life (p.141). This ae@e and dehumanismg 

pottrayai of Aborigind women is in tum M y  tied into the abuse and degradation that so many 

Aboagioal women experieace on a daily bais. 

Many Aborigll>al women/peop1e bave expaieaced and then iatemahed the paternalistic, 

sexist, daJsit and raàst values of the historical aad contcmporaq oppressive forces bat still 

pende our soaety. Vera Manual (National Association of Tmtment Directors, 1989) asseas 

that "AborigLiai women then ultimately expetience discrimination within discemination" (p. 141) 

whm these life @ences are compounded. Women face discrimination withb th& own 

communities and at the han& of 0 t h  Aboriginal people d o  have intemaiized &&oppression 

and twned th& rage inward. The eniptim of such rage spills over onto many Aborigiaal women 

who have been ernotiondy, @tuaMy, phhysidy and sewally wounded in life and in a s&ty 

that continues to devalw them (Mandel, 1998; Hurtado, 1999). Linked to this is the fact that 

inordinately n u m h  of womm have lost ch& chilien to a social wdfm systetn ibu has 



historicaily viewed them through an ethnocentric lem that does not reflect Aboriginal reality or 
I 
1 

i cuiturai life ways (McKenzie & Hudson, 1985). 
1 
i 

I 
j Native people bave beea double bit by the oppression of modem Society: Fust, by the 
L 

.{ desrructio~~ of traditional values and belief systems withui, and second, by the oppression that 
:l / cornes from the outside - economic oppression, theft of land, and resowes, and the destruction 

i of a 'îvay of Ne." This bas created a sense of powedessaess about the funire. (ïhorpe, 1997, p.4) 

( In this quote Thorpe stresses the inaedible depth and brcadtb of the devastahg expezience of 
I ' the oppression and coloaization that Aborigiaai people co*tinue to exPer;ence in contemporary 1 
j society ( H d o ,  I9!!)). More specificdy she points to the multi-lyed attack (coloaizatioa) on 

the lifearays of Aborigiad people and culture. The impact of the process olcoloaizatiou 

reverbmtes today resulting in a sense of powedessness for many. 

In the followhg quote a fernale Native Ametkm writer expresses the saength and 

tenacity of the human spirit as personified by an Iadigeaous woman when she desm'bes the 

layers of destruction that the long e.+ence of colonization and oppression has wroright. 

Arnecican Indian womm s-e on every fmnt for tbe surpivd of out children, our 
people, our seif-respect, o u  value systems, and our way of lifc The pan five hundred 
yeam testify to our skiii at wlgtig this struggie: for all the mied weapons of extinction 
@ted a our h d s ,  we endure. We sunive war and cmquest; we survive colonization, 
acculturation, assimilation, stedisation, abandoment, negiect, deadi of ouf children, oui 
loved ones, destruction of oin land, our homes, our pas., and our future. We sunive, artd 
we do more than just suvive. We bond, we c m ,  we Gght, we teach, we nune, we bear? 
we feed, we Ieam, we la*, we love, we hang in there, no matter what (Momson, 1997, 
p.98). 

In this quote Morrison validates the incredible p w e r  of indigenous women and th& cultures as 

surPivois of the experience of colwization, while stressing the idea that they are more than 

survivors - they are tuam'i 



in ber book TbnnriEr & My SwrlMonture-Angus (1W6) taiks about an initiai petiod of 

victimisation of Abo.pinal women such as hemelf, whidi ultimately lads to sumival. A h  a 

pea'od that she c a s  "maniBng in healing" she wntes that "you [Aboïiginal women] corne hto a 

position where the horrible acts cornmitteci against you become stm~gth and compassion and 

you are a w h m t ~ o m m  "(p.182). 

I I thhk that bodr of these Wtitem am expressing the d t y  thai Aborigiad women are 

surpiving the cultufal invasion that continues to be the expience  of colonuiatioa. We a .  

rnoviug beyond, to a healing. Fmm this piace of survivai md heahg, individuai, ancestral, and 

cultural strength is tmsformed. A s y n q  compouads su& mgth ,  which can then flow 

through to other Abotiginnl people and t o w d s  self-determination pl. k u g h  the tenacity 

of such wurior-women sumival thni becornes mumph. - 
As discussed in the 1995 BC Womm's Cornmuni y Consultatioa Report, "poverty imlf 

impacts M y  and indirectly on womar's health" (p.3)* It can also be stmngiy linked to low 

+ seIf-esteem among womai (Cuskey & Wathey, 1982,). PWps (1995) has stateâ that poverty 

"affects the mind, body and the hean" @.Il). Indeed, the impact of poverty on self-estean and 

the abiiity of people to access resources, as weîi as the heoiating effects olpovercg are just some of . 

the many ways that poverty disempowers I women, and speaficaily Aboriginal womai. 

Disparities in such indicators as edla~ation, income and employment are considend mere 

symptoms of the unequal and intemalized c o i d  power relationship berneen ia+ous 

peoples aod the modern CapitPlist State ( B o k  & Li, 1988). Aboriginal women abemselves 

idenhfy 'the issues of povetty, violence and abuse in th& hes, as weil as the experience of sWal 

a Wolahcm and the aeed Cor s d  and emotiond suppocts" (Phillips, 1995, p.16). Unemployment 



has aiways been higb in =serve communities, and the womm who lave such communities for 

more utban settings o h  Irk the job slrills bat will enable them to secure well paying jobs 

@mm & Ogbome, 1996). Van Den Bergh (1991) hm written about the 6cfeminsation of poverty 

and it's accompanyhg sense of powed~iness" @. 13). 

Violeace 

. . -1 am the one who says "no moree" 
Then leaves the man whose fists have reconstnicted 
My boues (Fife 1997, p.980) 

A rcpon put out by the BC Centre for Excellence in Women's Heaîth (1995) sheds some light on 

the issue of violence h the lives of Abo-al womm wben it States that "Wfo of d Native 

women living on tesme report h a k g  expxîeaced violence" (p.4). In 1993 The Royai 

Commission On Abozigbai Peoples ceferred to a 1989 mdy doue by the O a h  Native 

Women's Association that sap that 8 out of 10 Aboriginal womm reporteci bang s e d y  or 

physicaiiy abused. Bobn (1997) writes that WW/O of Native Americaa women dso report a 

historg of abuse. In 1993 a sepamte fedetal, provinciai and tenitorid workiag group oo 

Abor;ginal women's heaith pubhhed a framework for the development of policy and piognms. 

W i k  this hework  AboSginal womeu stated that they 'biew violence such as spousd usadt, 

npe, and child senial abuse, as weii as akohol and dnig abuse, poverty and FAS as serious 

threats to th& mental health" (p.15). While violence affects d members of a f d y  the most 

obvious v i h s  are wmen and children. 

Métis miter Howard A h s  (1989) makes a clear link betweea the violence that 

Aboriginal people expience and intemalized raQsm. Negaave and derogatory s k e d  messages 

cm be inamalized and low seIf and c u i d  esteem may d t  The nge anci frustraton that ;ue 

o h  Wed to intemaiized racism can q t  hto violaice, e s t  oaesclf and too o h  against 



AboSginal women. in applying a structural theoietical pqwctive we cini view the violence that 

Abo.ginal women experience as the result of  the intersedon of raaSm, sexkm and dusism. An 

intersection of these p 8 m q  saucni<es of oppression compounds the eXpenence of oppression 

(Camioi, L992), leaving Aboriginal women extremely wkiemble to violence and abuse fmm 

Aboriginal mm as well as the l a q p  Society. 

Srhools 

Traditional Aborigeial Me ways are practised to varying degrees in Mixent Native 

communibes. The proceas of colonization, and more speaficdy the aperience of cesidentid 

schools, bas foaed man? Native people to abandon di& traditional ways in shame and fear. 

Intemaibation of  r&t and negative societai messages about Aboriginal peoples and culture cm 

be cleady iinked to the shame and feu ucperVnced by many Aboriginai people. The force and 

coemion that is niateci to the coloaization expience, induhg the nsidential school eqmience 

is &O an imporimt factor (Chrisjohn, et al., 1997; Faderes, 199% Hodgson, 199z Miller, 19%). 

In mmy hstazlces Abonginid people have lost traditional He ways thmugh loss of land, 

languages or knowlnige of traditional medicine ways or sP;r;nial ceremonies (Chsphn, et ai, 

1997; Fndaes, 1998). In her book T'rider l My Sod A M o h k  Wmun Sp&, Monture-bgus 

(1996) disnuses the impact of the resideneial school systea~ She says that it has kfi Aboeginal 

people with a legacy of dysbdon tbat spans genentions. The fiow of parenting s M s  from m e  

grnedon of Aboriginal people to the next was intemipted, whh devasta~g resdts. The loss of 

generations of t k  children to resideatial schools and to apprehension by a misguided and 

ethnocentric chiid welf" system leaves m ~ i y  Abotigind womea Wied 6th generations of grief 

and tean. In the followïng poem FXe jars readem with a searing sense of the htergenezational 

1egacy of the resideatial school systetn. 



1 am the one who watcbed as my children's hair was cut 
and cDied and wept thea sczeamed "tetuni them" 
1 am the one stnigglmg to h d  her way badr (Fife, 1997, p 481) 

Pinderhughes (1989) a s s m  that for all of us as human b e h p  "cuituse detennines how 

we see a problem aud how we express i t  for example whether it is somatic, behavioni, or 

affective" (p.13). Culture may also ''determine what s p d c  symptoms people enperience, whom 

they seek out for help, what they regard as helpWY b.13) and the traditional bealing sategies 

they prefe. Many women who have grined sobriety and thus the empowerment to take back 

th& Lves and d a i m  th& chiicken have sought the expeajeace of a resideatial Native ueatmeat 

progrPa What these fa&ties share is a c u l d y  bascd program and sethg that bas beea 

designed and impiemented by Aboriginal people for Aboeginal people. Critical aspects of diis 

h d  of experience are dturai healing componmts that may indude traditional Aboriginal 

teacbings and related spkituai ceesnonies and rihmls, as well as group process. 

Accordhg to Kabagulma (1993) culture rnay be dehned as the life ways developed by a 

group of human beiags to meet th& physicd, mental, spiritual and anotioaal needs. It indudes 

non-matd  elements such as values, noms, beliefs, attituâes, folkways, behavior styles, and 

naditions that are linlied to form an btegrated whole that M o n s  to pieseme the soaety. 

Aborigiaal cultures mliniaia a d t i o n a l  woddview that hrr philosophical uudespinn;ngs that 

/ daim in integral ways h m  the woddview of the iarge!r society md dominant culture (Mandeil, 

1998). This has been the case since the time of 6Rt contact betwem the indigrnous people of 

this continent and the Euopeans. Indigmous cultures wodd-wide tr;iditiondy reflect a 

coilectivist woddFiew that is based on the interconnectedness and the mterdependence of all 

living thincp (Bopp, Bopp, Brown & Lane, 19W, Crazier -Hode, Wilson, Labold & SamS, 



1997; Jipes-Brown, 1991; McGaa, 1990). In spite of the devastating effects of colonization, this 

woddview is stiil held amoqpt Abriginai cuinires and people throughout the wodd This 

ideology is vastiy diffimmt from the mercmhlist and hdividualist ideology that was introduced by 

the Empepis at the hme of contact (Bourgeault, 1988) and which c o n ~ u e s  to pdominate as a 

rationale. For example, a reapmd and respecthl relationshtp with land is a central c o m p a i t  

of the interconnectedness that underpins an Aborigmal woddview. in the following quote Mayan 

educator Cados Cordero illustrates the unique relationship between indigeaous peoples and land 

when he states that indqpoua people need land 

in a manner that is much different from the European definition of omership, but in an 
unbmken ability to counect Mdi the essence of th& h d q ,  based on a naturai 
connectim with the e h ,  the plaaet, and the universe (1997, p.W). 

Writer Leslie Mamma Silko (1997) also places the evth M y  at the centre of the human 

experience for Aboeginal people when she remiads us to 

thmk of the land, the e h ,  as the centre of a spidds wcb. Human identity, ;masination, 
and storytelling were inextricably Wed to the land, to mother Eaah, just as strands of 
the spider% web radiate h m  the centre of the taeb (p.194). 

In this passage Silto not only places land at the centre of human experience, but she also links . 
the varied strands of c u i d  cuptessioa back to the earh again in a @kt mode1 of 

iatezconnecticm and balance. 

Another traditionai d u e  that uaderpins Aborigiaai expience is a relatimhip to 

ancestom. This culniral under~til~lding of an on+g and timeless relationship with ancestors is 

weii illustrated in the biiowhg exarpt h m  a poem by Hunter (Huntei in Hqio, 1997): 

1 si t  in your Iap your loom pushed aside 
You feeà me frg bread with tw much maple synip 
I pull your braids you d e  me deeper in your legs folded ro malte 
A basket fot me 
Grandma who died long b e f o ~  1 was bom 
Come Ba& 
Come Ba& @ 153). 



In this poem the writer seems to experience and find comfoa in die ancestor bat she never 

knew in the physiea realm, but with whom she aperien~es strong Imowledge and awareness on 

some levd. She misses the pmence of tbis grandmotha while exp&cocing a p o w d  

coanectioa with h a  simuitaneously. 'LES poetic enpresion can in some sense be viewed as 

iUustra~g die hillaess and on-goiftgness of the aiele o/ve, which includes all of our ancestors 

(McGaa. 19w- 

Given the strong belief in cmndness descnbed above, human p w t h  and 

deveiopmeat experiences are still o h  celebrated among Abo-d people with group activities, 

which involve f d y  and dan members. In some AboegPid cultures foc example, the potlatch 

ceremony is a commoa group cermony which rmgbt be held to m S  a vatiety of experiences 

and life passages. For exampk a podatch might be held RI hoaour a pesson who is meiving a 

hereditay name, oc in honour of an ancestor who has mowd on to the spiet wodd, and to 

commemorate an end to gri&g. In 13% Monture-Angus wmte about an integral relationship 

berneai the potlatch rituai and the culture of the coastd Indiaas (p. 144), that sd exists today. 

Rites of passage are cemnooies that a e  &O still ceiebraied Li some Nations Mth extendeci 

family and dan participation. An example would be a ceremony to madi the binh of a child, or 

the onset oCa youag womaa's menses or mmtime, which would symbolise her d e  as a giver of 

life. These examples of collective experience cm be Wed to the p u p  pmcess that W 

eVpenenced in a fesidential trcaû~~ent centre sehg wherc other people &are in bealtig and ia 

ceremony . 

Historiai, group mcmselliag has used die d e  as a means of facilitahg open 
communication and the sense of equity that each member possesses upon e n d g  the 
cide. Native Americans have long used the àrdc to ceiebrate the inteneiatioaship that 



we share with one another md with OU wodd (Walkiagstick-Gamett & Osboume, 1995). 

My oam eiders have taught me that withia the s d  ciirle of life ev- diat walks, mwb, 

&es or swims is of qua i  importance and comprUes aUmy nMnr. Using this concept we are all 

then of e q d  neamess and clistmce €rom the Creator, who is at the ceatxe of the wheel and olall 

of czeation. 

In 1990 Native Am&can s d  woka and author Kip Cogsias wmte about the 

mediMe wheel as a symbolif healuig cool in recovery. He says that the '4he mediQne within the 

wheel refm to the h&g, t d &  ealigbtenment and spifituai energy that is experienced by 

those who honour the lessons arithin this symbol" (1990, p. 2). 'l'be medicine wheel is a minor in 

which everythiag is reaeeted when we use it weii as a tool that heIps us to look widM ounelves 

(Coggnis, lm). An Ojibway Elder shared the idea that there is a traditional belief that the 

message is out th= for each of us to h e u  and it is as old as Motber Evth hersa. "If you listen 

with your heart, linle by little, al ofcreation will begin to sing inside of you" (Coggins, 1990, p. 

2). This Elder may have been r e f d g  to a lesson of hope or healiag chat GUI be gmied by 

r e c h h g  one's culture and aaditions. Native ueatment centres pmeide one of the paths leacting 

to a messagp, and for many Aborigmai womm, the k t  and oniy adable pa<h th* can lead to a 

healing message that flows h m  our ancestors. A message of hope that is founded cm the 

stmgth and the love of ancestors i s  p o w d  medicine. 

Most of the tesidentid Aboriginal Drug and Alcobol treatment centres in BC utilise the 

Sweat Lodgc Ceremony as a +tual ceremony and h&g tmL Walkingstick-Garrett and 

Osboume (1995) wzite but the Sweadodge Ceremony as "honoiiling the pmcess of p w t b  and 

h&g that is 30 central to the mdemday p d c e  o f p u p  thmpy" (p.33)). They 8 on to 

point out how this ceremony is a widely accepted and p d  tradition that "mes to pu* 
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The progtam and group pmcess aspect of the Aicoholic Anonyrnous progpm reflects 

many traditional Aborigmai values and beiiefs. Full participation in the AA program of recovq 

involves a process of humblrog meself More a higtier parer in a cirde with other group 

membets (Gilliam, 1998; Kurtz, 1973; van Womier, 1995). H d t y  is an important traditional 

value for Abmal people and is inustrated in the pmcess of heahg d e s  and in the sweat- 

lodge ceremony (Marade, 199% McGaa, 1990). Accordkg to Marade many Aborigioal people 

credit M ' s  success to the fact that it is open to aiî nces and flexible enougb to aüow for the 

expression and inclusion of native cultural practices and spirituai beliefs (1994). He assetu that 

'AA is a v q  spirituai prograd (1994, p.201). 

Many supporters of Alcoholics Anonymous would say that this group process gives 

participants the aght to hoaout th& own spiet and d d e  who or what th& higher powm 

might bc Wurtz, 197% Makda, lm, Marade, 1934; Robertson, 1989). This idea is congruent 

with the eraditional spietual ceremonfes of Abociginal people (8opp et al., 1994; Ep-Brown, 

1991; McGaa, 19<)0). Encouragement to recognise your hgher power was one that was not 

offered to generations of AboLiginai people who were forced to accept Cbstianity in mideahal 

schools and w m  disrespected and o h  mistreated in the pnxess (Chrisjohn, et al., 1W7; Wer, 

J. 1996). Thus die oppominity to make t h  choice lreely is an important one to mauy Abowal 

people and one that is a key concept in the AA program. 

The concept of oratoq and storpelling is a h  an integd uaditionai cuiniral vaîw and 

practice in indigenous cultures everpwhere. It faditates a passing on of the histoy, lifèways, and 

values and beliefs of oaes culture and family. Partiapation in the AA piopam aIso reflects a 
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strong namtive component Participants share aspects of th& s t o k  as tôey feel indmed to do 

so, and througb the teulog o h  fée1 a seme of gmup ahity,  as weU as espehciag a sense of 

relief h m  shahg th& stories, thus i;pbtenhg th& emotionai 6Min bashts. The AA piocess 

also involva listehg widi respect and compassion to the stories of others, which is an mtegcil 

aspect of many Aboriginal cemonies and ritulls (Maracle, 1994). 

Oa the other hand the Alcoholic Anonymous program na a h  be e d e d  as a 

paeriardial organisation, wberein a father-chiid telationship is implieù (Giliiam, 19%). For 

example, AA's ref-ce to a maie Cod and to pmgram notions of assuming a position of 

powedessaess, suneadet and humil;ty can be viewed as behg steeped in pacliady and 

oppression (Gilliam, 1998). Abonginai people have expetkuced many peratiiolls of a p a d  

relationship with the Cmwn and the church. The Indian Act and the iniergenerationai impact of 

residential schools are illustrative of this. Gillum (1998), a non-native woman, has wutten a Grst 

v o n  account of hm own joumey through aicohol addiction. She assens that the steps [des] 

and philosophy of the AA program are embeâded in the philosophy of patriudiy and h i d y .  

Althougb Gilliam aedits the M progfam aRth helpiug her maintain sobriety for a while, she says 

that it w u  a sobriety W with lear that is intrinsic to the twelve-step pmgr;na She views both 

the AA progam md pamarthy as beiag dualishc and based on fear and on behg obedient while 

coafouning to an authority (Gilliam, 1998). Theprsdmnr focuses on b e k o r ,  whete you have to 

"fake it till you make itn and "act zs it". Ultimately Gilliam, d t s  sP;r;tual e t m  and teachers 

such as Shakti Ga& and Deepllr Chopn witb heiping ha to focus on an i n w d  joumey 

t o w d  iove, wisdom and heaiing. Chdotte Kas1 (?hl in Gilliam, 1998), who is a 

psychotherapist and deveioper of the sixteen-step ernp-ent mode1 for discovq a d  

overcoming addichon, says that her tffieuch indicates bt women Mth alcohol additions 
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repeatedly celapse und they are able to deal witb abuse, hcest, and addictive sexual relationships. 

Addressing some of these same issues could be coasided as intepi to the healllig ioumcg of 

many Aborigiiial women/people. In fact some of the partiapants in this study disdosed 

ellperiences of physicai, motional, spirinia and se-mai abuse. Several of hem related peMds of 

relapse prior to faQag these issues in a cultiually heding way. 

Tteatment Ui an Aboriginal or Native resideotial ~ ~ e n t  prognm r e b  some of the 

same traditional values in group pmcess that are inheient in the AA program. There are however 

many profound ciiffmces. These pmgrams have boen developed 3nd are staffed by Aboriginal 

people, and are l&y located in d se* on reseme t e t o  y. The aspect of spifihiality 

thmugti teachings, ceremoay and p u p  process is fundamental to ail such pmgtams, aRth the 

beiief that some level of healing wdl corne thsough Mapation in these aspects of treamient. 

Participants are given a choice to partake in and iake meaning fmm ceremony. The o d  tradition 

of Aborigiaal people is encouraged and honoraed througb such e.+mces as healiag cirdes and 

the sweatldge cemnony. The e.Vpenence ola Native cesidentid treatment centre b e p s  with 

acceptance, respect and caring, that is offered and modelleci by other Aboeginal people who 

know the ieality of being an Abo+d person, and who o h  know h-hand the d g  of 

srmggLag with ao alcohol addiction. 

Prier to dohg this research the pnmUe of my understanding was thp sob- is the goal 

of atiending a residential ueamient program. In foct, relative to my expWence as a practitioner, 

that is in fact the goai of many Aboriginal people who smiggle with an addiction to alcohol. I 

have counseled numemus Aboriginal women/people who requested r e f d  to a aeammt 

centre as a way to gah sobriety. It was ody dvough lhis research that 1 came to reaiise that 

healing was probably the dtimate goal for many women. At the outset of this mearch 1 was not 



awm of the o v d  failme rates of a sobriety modd (GiUiam, 

b/1998). A unique situation erllsrs with Aboagicial people howevet in that the AA p m p m  cm 

be viewed as reflectmg a aimiber of traditiond Abriguial cubai vdues. For this mason it is 

possible that <esearch hdings may be quite diffetent overall as c o m p d  to the Iarger society 

aad success rekted to a sobriety model. 

in cornparison to a sobriety model a popular contemporay modd of addiction matment 

involves a hami reduction approach. This modd aims at reduàng the consequences of self- 

identifieci beavy-dfiak;ng occasions. It focuses on deuxashg the 9sk and severity of adverse 

consequences aising fmm alcohol consumption without necessady decreasmg the levei of 

comumption. Ham redrcction is at h~ a p1CaCtiCal approach Standard success W mt Yome ideal 

denkiag levei or situation such as abstention or low-risk Ievels. The goal is to lowei the chances 

of advene consquences by reducing the maoduction of this preomtiou measut (Erickson, 

Riley, Cheung & O'Hare, 199'7). 

Some rnainstream residential treament programs strive to meet the needs of Aboriginal 

people and do so to v;irymg degrees and with vqing success. Fmm a male-dominated 

Eumentrie stance it would d d y  be au even further stretch to retlect the e.Pa;ence or meet 

the aeeds of Aborigbai women/people. Afier dl, the addiction issues that are targeted in such 

pmgnms and institutions cm be viewed as having their roots in a Eurocenmc pamarcbal system 

@pbtfoot, Adrian, Leigh &'ïhompson, 19%; Parr, & Rosenldd, 19%; Bolatia & Li, 1988). 

Howevec, many Aboriginal peopie and commmities are in a pnxess of d a i m h g  th& histoy 

and releaming traditionai cuitusai ways. This process bas induded the design and implementatim 

of cuinuaily based Aboiginal iesidentiaî treatment prognms (AdBart et ai, lMz Makelp, 1990. 
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For many AboSgmal people, an Aboriginal ?.reamient centre program provides an avenue to leam 

about and take pede in yome aspects of cultural md mcestd ways. Such programs &O ptovide 

cultwally reievant healing modalhies and models of practice witb which to undefstand addictions 

as wedi as life enpiences that may be liaked to an addiaion problern (Ad& et al, 1996; 

Marade, 1994). Aborigllial resideaoal pmgrams stnve to honour al1 available aveaues for 

i c u l t d y  relevant h&g oppoRuriities in relation to addictions (Adiiaa et ai., 1996). 

Healing has b e p  in some AboegEaal commudities and for some people. This h&g 

may at some I e d  be very related to a reùamatioa of cuiturai ways and p d e .  One of the places 

where this is occum9ig is in some residenhal Abonginal trament programs. Accoiduig to Sman 

& Ogboune (1996) thete are 51 f e d d y  fùnded residential treatment programs for Aboliginal 

people in C l a l d a  'l'hese fdt ies  offa intensive non-medicd treament iasthg h m  four to sir 

weeks on average with Wh of c h t  admissions b&g women (1996). In Abo.ginal based 

p r o p  p p k  can come to leam, s h a ~  and heai Mth other Abe-ai people. Togethet b e y  

gain strengtb from learning about the ttremarkable tenaay of th& ancestors in the face of the 

adversity hflicteâ upoa them h m  the t h e  of contact' (Kue-Young, 1994, p. 21 6). There are 

many common a@en~e~ anked to the lvga expiences of colonizaticm and oppression that 

ummt healhg for both men lad women. Howeva it is aitical to reaognise that many 

Aboriginal women have s p d c  issues reiated to p d e r  and rnay benefit h m  a women-only or 

womeaîhildren creatment sini3tion radier than a co-ed situation. For example, women who have 

been abused by men may be criggcied ernotionaîly or inamidated by men m a c w d  situation and 

rnay be fiitther traumatised by such an espience. 

M A b o w a l  people need to come to an understandllig of the ckintegrative processes of 
coioaizatioa, ami hep ne& to know the coasequences of haviiig ken defineci ou& 
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of themselves, and of behg pow&ss7' (Royal Commission On Abe@ Peoples, 1993, 
P- 83)- 

Montwe-Angus (lm points out that Aboiiginal people themselves, as well as the liteiature 

indicate that "the process of contact md coloaization from an Aboegaial p@ve is not yet 

commody u n ~ t o o à "  @. 177). A tesidentid tmtmeat program developed and deliverd by 

Abowal people is a starting place foc an understanding of these issues for many Native 

women. Once such an undmtandmg is @ed and a process of decolonisation ha9 ocnurcd, 

women can then perhaps move more d y  towmds heding. It seems dm that Abo-al 

women have a need to understand the institutionai forces of invasion in th& wodds and the 

consequemes in dation to th& children, land, economies, culturaI values, self determination 

and self image- Through experiences such as those grDned hmugh native -ment programs 

with other A b o m  participants, women c m  hep the healing. They begh tbis pumey by 

comiag to tcms with a colonized history md moving forward to Ieaming how they cm act to 

aeate change for the funue by acting on issues, and &us empoweMg themselves (Royal 

Commissiou, 1993). Aborigpid people " have suniveci thek own horrendous holocaust and 

have great thmgs to teach th& children; they are healing and have hope for the htwe" (National 

Association of Treatment Duectors, 1989, p 154). Residentid mannent prograns offet a way to 

access hope and healing foc many, and a way to rbr nd rwd - the path to a spkitualiy guided 

healing- 

Mohawk amter and eduouor Monnue-Angus wrote in 19% bat '%&g begmS as we 

begh to t e l m  out traditions of  clring for ourselves and one anothm, and of s b k g  not only 

o u  pain, but our recoveq too" (p. 149). AborigPial treatmeat centres or h&g 1odges are plam 

where a process of releaniing and h&g beghs for many Native wornen/people- Not imlilre the 

effect of a swe pebble h g  t o s d  into a cairn iake, ripples of healing can move out to 



potenMy impact the larger &des of f d y ,  community and Nation. Aboiiginal trement 

programs in British Columbia use a variety of  matment approrhes although culturai and 

traditional approadies are emphasised. Accordmg to the Naboaal AssoQation Of Tteatment 

Directon (1989) enamples of some traditional appmaches might be die "option to take pazt in a 

sweat lodge, sacred pipe or smudge cemnony, or to sbare in the e~perience of dnimmllig and 

singing, oc the offalig of prayed' (p. 250). Monture-Angus (1 996) quotes elda Rolling Thunder 

who said "bimging about healiag for an individual or nation depends on respect for al1 things, 

includmg aü of nature, one another, and our diffemnces" (p.153). These aspects are cuPea;Caced 

through such h e h g  ceremouies, and %elp us to cecognise out place in the wodd, as well as our 

gaandet' (156). Epes Brown (1991) a q p a  that Aboriginal people: 

who have lost or negiected their religous traditions may exp&ence a realisation that such 
traditions and reiated Life ways constirne Mthin the wodd today aot ody a viable d t y  
with themsehes but also a valid and powedd respmse m terrns of fundamend values, 
to many of the pmblems faced by the contemporacy wodd" (p.65). 

An Eldet associated with Rouad Lake Treatmeat Centre in Armstrong, BC bas said that "using 

traditions &es Aboriginal people back to a tirne when thae was somethllig to be proud of, and 

that it is important foc people to know their histoq and to be able to draw sneagih h m  it" 

(Nlhoaal Asso&tiou of Treatment Directon, 1989, p. 157). nie Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples (1W3) says that Abofiginal residentiai treatment programs viw themsdves as 

being different h m  maulstream pmgrams in past because th& %eatment goah strive foc 

connedon to a cultural healiag that goes beyond the individual to th& f d y ,  community, and 

ulfimateiy to th& Nation" @. 3). 

The research of Ldhw,  Malmo and Associates (1990) indicatcs diat Indignous 

treatrnent pmgrams are philosophically grounded in the feminist and holistc view whmby '' the 

dient is the e-vpea and therefoie the best ofwhat is Mt for h d  (p. 4). Accordiap to 
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David Fisher (1991) this concept is also in alignment with cmstnictionist pinciples whereby the 

dfeat is cmsidered as the eqmt Fisher says that assisting clients to constnia th& o m  feality is 

also a fiindmmtal ethical p~cip1e of social wo& (Fisher, 1991). C h e  Aboriginal therapist 

illustrates this philosophicd view whea she writes about 'bpalkiag with a dient for awhile in quai 

partnership, so that when dierapist and dient part ways both Lves are emiched from the 

e-qxxience" (National Association of Treatment Directors, 1989, p. 164). This appmach to power 

shariog from an egaLtaiian stance is pediaps cenaal to a universal indqpous worldview that is 

illustrated by the symbol of the m e d i ~ e  w h d  or the sacred wheel of iife (Bopp et d, 1984- 

'l'here are special considerations m relation to Aboriginal women attendhg treatrnent 

Chrldcare is ofkm an issue for shgie mothers, as O crave1 in relation to distance, time and cost As 

a result maay woma are made to feel guilty for choosiag to attend treatment ( A h  et ai, 

1996). Many people rnay consaously choose to participate in a Native matment program in 

order to gain sobriety, to hed and to leam about Abe-al culture with other iabgenous people 

(Made, 1394). ûne Aboriginal person s h m  the validation that he/she g.Oed tmm this 

A fis a year of sobriety I w a t  to a native treamiat centre - PolmdmlLers Lodge - and 
there 1 leamed about Indian people and the Indian culture. Like some d y  profound 
things happened a, me there. Evqbody had the same sto y. We w m  ail upmteà  from 
our f d e s ;  uone of us knew anphmg about Indian people. So al1 of a suddeu it d m e d  
on me that I wasn't alone out there anpore.. . The joumey kt sobriety has not been an 
easy one for me. But 1 feel like the da& douàs are gme. The self-loathing is gone. The 
hate is gone. I dont b o w  if therets a happy ending. There's hope. For the tint M i e  I 
believe thereps hope (Marade, 1994, p.128). 

Pimdahugbes (1989) argues that knowIedge of cultural dynamics, and of how ethniaty, 

race and power hfluence human fuactionhg is aitical knowdge for al1 human semice wodrers, 

and spec6caIly for those who wock with minority groups. 1 wouid think it impossïbie for any 

Abo-al women to be cornfortable in a therapeuric relationship with sWal workets or any 
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other human service workm who have not examined th& own powa and pndege. Also, 

A client's sense of powedesmess may be rehforced in the mss-culnual encornter, and 
empoweanent requires the use of strategies that enable dents  to experience themselves 
as cornpetmi, valuable, and wonhwhile, both as individu& and as membeis of th& 
culhuai group (p. 72). 

1 would argue that the experimce olempowermmt could be more easily fdtated Mthia one's 

owa cultural group; and w i h  tberapists who may have had similar life experienccs, as wd as 

havuig similv values and beiiefs. As a counselor it has beeo my sense that some Abor;Sinai 

womm attain sobriety aher anendhg a Native Treament program in part because of the 

perception that a level of culturai and spkinnl healiog has occuned through ~ b n g ,  shacing and 

ln M a d e ' s  book C m ~ a ~ c t o n e  woman shms the p o w d  cultural and spintuai 

h&g of the sweatlodge cerawny when she taiks about experienting this ceremony and bang 

encourageà to h d  by four eagies who corne to her with a message. 

''b go, let go!' I sat up and looked up and I could hear them. And the four @es kept 
arclin8 arouod und 1 couldn't see them w more. l'bey just went saargbt up. And 
somethllig happeneci to me. Foc the fùst bme in my life 1 cried. I aied h m  withlli. 1 
aever did that before. And 1 had a h d ,  bard t h e  l&g that ceremony because what 1 
found was my idenbty, who 1 aras as a human bang, For the bt time I was pmud of 
who 1 wu. For the k t  time 1 felt that spirit. When I was sinhg there and heard those 
eagies Say, 'let go, let go of eveythhg," 1 knew the Creator had brpiven me (1994, p. 
162). 

hothet Abonginal woman shares the powerfùi revelation that she is lefi with following her k t  

sweatîodge ceremony: "1 aaaled out of the sweadodge and I looked around and said, ''There is a 

G d  and I bave found h im"@ide ,  1994, p.170). This pvhcular woman had alarays been a 

Christian, but it vas  ody  through the eXpenence of the sweatldge ceremony that she came to 



uademmd the concept of behg " s p i r i d y  iebom". A Chipewyan woman tells about ha heaùng 

joumey and how " my people are on a joumey of healin so that we MU be agbtfùIly take our 

place in this society and 1 see how 1 play a part in that as a recovered akoholic" @daracle, 394, 

p.281). Aii of these women describe a aansformation of the spirit 



Chapter Three 

To me there are many p d e l s  between the woman-ceatred research pmcess that I 

undertook, and the creative and o&c process of weaving a basket. As a womm and a novice 

weavec the basket metaphor feels naiural to me, and in some sense allows me to hoaour my/our 

pàmothers and the baskets they wove and carried. Metaphoricdy, my phemmenological 

research 6ndiags d become the essence that is cradied w i t h  a symbolic mcmch h .~ .  It also 

seems apparent to me that this metaphoncal basket can be viewed as a r e s e d  basket on one 

level, and as a mediMe or b d n g  hkt on another levd. 

As 1 begm the tas k of weaïing a symbolic reseiuchl heaiing basket, 1 realised that 1 had to 

sait wkh a stroag and supple fnme, oa whidi d the other fibres wodd be dependent and oa 

which they wodd be inteiaroven and be intedependent. My research question then, which forms 

die very uaderpinning olthis reseatch snidy, became the spine of my hk! fnme siocc it 

ultimately determined the h a 1  shape and design of the basket. A stmng research "s$ was 

then attached to strong metaphotical ribs. The ribs of the basket were lashed to the sphe of  this 

basket by interweaviag these piuts so that they were intercomected Corn the bepmg. For the 

puposes of this metaphor, the uis of the basket induded a iiteratwe review, method, and a 

presentation of the mearch c.<Penence. Upon this h e w o *  my descriptive phenomenological 

feminist oiiented research investigation was dtimatdy woven. 

Fim t h g  I do is to know the desigp. Then 1 make the basket 
1 never ng to make a basket unless I know the design. The 
design cornes to me in a drearn. Then 1 make the basket. 
(Snooks, 1997.) 
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In basket making, just as in phenomeaolo&ai research, tbere are criticd concepts to consider in 

cceatiag a stmng ?ad well-crafied product of good desigo. InitialIy I would choose stroiig and 

supple orgmic mateeal from which I would create a vessel-shaped basket Irame. Once I b e p  

the actual prwess of weavhg a Ûaditio~~al basket, I must make ongohg choices h m  a variety of 

orgaaic fibres and textures. In orda to more M y  ~pprekte the potential of a pivm fibre or 

imagicie how it might tit Mth the other basket fibres, I would likely touch them in v h u s  ways. 1 

might hold hem up against tbe illuminahg Ligtit of the sua in orda to more hilly appreoiate 

likeness or diffaence in size, colour, texture, and n a d  fibrous teadencies. UMiately I would 

make choices in dation to fibres that d be dram together or separated, either because of 

simiiarities or cwtrasts, or out of an intuitive sense. Likewise in my mea& I created a reseuch 

framew0r.k and ethered fibres of life-expetience fmm women participants. Mer transaibiag my 

data, 1 then soaed and contemplated the diffaence and the similady in the t h d s  and fibres of 

women's exPer;ences. 1 dien entered a coasciously reflective pmess of holdiag these fibres of 

expe"ence up and himiag them, again and again, in the iight of dkcovezy in order to g k  

awareness of th& essential meaniug. k u g h o u t  my research study I coasciously smigided to 

compehend the life e-qmiences of p d p a n t s  from various angles and distances. I wocked to 

shed new ligbt on hem, or to isolate a thread of meaning and then focus ail of my attention onto 

that 6bre in order to nuly see and understand the essence ofit. Just as in basket weaoiag, my 

r e d  ha9 led me to dance Mth the nanual foms and textures that e m w d ,  through the 

inchdual and htefcomected strands of the stories. These stories, as in basketry, required me to 

dow the orgmiic matefial itseif to guide the pnxess once a smng frame was cons~cted. 



Although 1 am a woman of Aboeginal ancestrg, 1 am not visibly an Aborigiiiai woman 

and have not then experienced the wodd as a woman of colour. I did not gtow up in an 

Abor@nal commuky or with my Aboc;ppial mothg and in faet leamed about my Métis 

ancestq as an adult 1 have siace redPimed my Métis, Fint Nations and European heritage. 1 am 

reminded here of an important moment of tnith and recognition in my own üfe in twms of dW 

damation. k g  my k t  e-xper3eace in a sweat-lodge ceremmy the Métis sweadodge keeper 

reminded participants thar we e-xist today as the physical ernbodiment of al1 of ouf ancestors, who 

are iined up b e h d  us. Accordhg to this teacher, we m ouf ancestors. F m  a traditional 

Aboriginal peflpective we thereforr c;iny a respoosibility to honour the lives and the spirits of 

the grandmothm and grandfathers that have gone before us. In tbis way the ancesaal ties are 

strengthened thiough the knowledge of diis intercoanectedness. I Celt this revelatim at the cime 

of this great teaching, and stnve to live by the knowledge of that teachiag today. Fmm the stoties 

of the participants it seems dear that some partiapants may w d  have experienced diis kiod of 

connection to their own ancestors as well, as is the way of Indqpous peopb wodd-wide. 

I do not eqierience the wodd today as my grandmottiers did for a varietg of misons. 

However, 1 do possess a growiag awareness of my pridege in ways that many of my ancestom 

did not exwence by WNe of ihek skin colour oc social &S. 1 also realise that my life is iu fact 

very Mesent h m  the lives of many other women of Aboriginal aacestry, hdudmg the 

participants in my teseuch in a lest some rrspms. Consideshg diese kinds otpotential 

diffkreaces, throughout dl stages of my r e s d  1 have smigg2ed to be mare and vigilant in 

regards to acknodedging my dative privilege. 

There are Aboriginal people who mag in an Aborigioal culnual context be desclcibed as 

naditional in temrs of folioPnag cultural +tuai pmtices and Ueways. Th= are also those 



who would defme themselves as bicultural in that they wak in both worlds, experimcing aspects 

of traàitional Aboriginal culture as well as those of+ coatemponrg society Nomsette, 

M&zie & MomSsette, 1993). Fmdy heze are many Aboligind people who, for various 

reuons, have or Mn largcly a~similve into the dominant non-native culture. The dominant 

mainsa*nn culture ultimately of course rekcts the d u e s  of the sta tus  quo [white, male, midde 

dassl and is in many aspects Eurocentric Wandeli, 1998). As a mearcher I have rried to be wiuy 

of making generalisations about participants and th& relationship to AboBguial culture. lt was 

important that 1 remah ces- of individuai diffetences and limit my tendency io read 

meaning into a situation that may in fact be devoid of such. I am dso aware that a i thou .  

ttaditioad Aboriginal spirituai p d c e s  aie a part of my own Me path I had to be wt bat I 

did aot assume that some essential aspect of such experience and practice has been the critical 

healing fmof or nuning point for participants. Such may not have bem the case. Although I 

believe t h e  is a reiationship between traditional Abo+al spititual ceremonies and heahg 

(WlakLilphck-(hmtt, & Osborne, 1%) I have aied to achowledge and dimiaish my o m  bias 

by hououring all of the womeo who participateci and do* th& voices and stories to speak 

for themseives. In order to honour people, whether it is on an evergday basis or thmughout the 

pmcess of c m d u c ~ g  a research study, we must appmach them with an open miad and hart. i 

think van Manen (1990) ~ f e ~  to this concept when he writes about the human science 

tesearcher as a gundian and defmdei of the m e  nature of that which we set out to examine or 

discove~ To be a guardian and defmder of the essentiai lived experience of participants has been 

my pl thioughout the pmcess OC this research study. 



I chose to apply a descriptive, phenomenol0P;cal methodology to my research for several 

reasons. 1 waated to gain an understandhg of the essentid liwd eVpenence [essence] women's 

lives hwn th& perspective. I dso chose to apply a leminist epistomological appmach this 

approacb would support my goal of heathg and reflecting the voices and stories of Aboriginal 

women wMe validaMg th& cypeiiences and Lves. Ln a mon  giobal smse this overd appmadi 

appded to me as a s o d  wodrer, a feminst, and a woman of Native aacestry with ethics and 

values h t  were in aligriment with a specific investigative pmess. 

Giorgi says that to do pheaomenological researth "means goiag to the every day world 

w h m  people are living ihrough &ous phenornena in actuai siniations"(l985). This concept fit 

with my research goai of e x p i o ~ g  and gaihg an understanding of n speQfc life expkeace in 

relation to Aboiginal women. As a woman of Native ancestry it was also important to me that 1 

dioose a method that would allow me to apply a feminist approach thar could faditate capnuiag 

the "wholeness" of women's expience and one that would honour the oral tradition of 

Abongùial people. 'Ibis concept is supported by Yeglidis and Weinbach (1%) when they suggest 

that f&t m e a ~ ~ h  "relates to womai's ways of knoMag" k.144). Further, this s~ggp j ts  that 

researchers go to womea and seek out th& ways of knowing and undmttandiag, and L d  ways 

to validate dreir experiences. 

According to van Manen (1990) 'tphenomenological reseYch is a d for what it 

means to be hummB'@. 12). He goes cm to assert that tbis method involves studying the life- 

wodd as it &s at gaining a deeper cmdemtandiog of the vety aanue and meanhg of eveyday 

expiences (van Manen, 1990). My goai has beeu to gain a depth of undmtaudhg of the name 

and meanhg of the lived experknce of Aborigpial women in datioa to a specific life exeence.  



1 wanted to hear their stoMs and gain ;ni undentandhg of  th& experiences of aainllig aad 

maintahhg sobriety, and speaticaiiy what women ar>enenced as king helpfd or h&g 

throi>ghout m AboOginal residenbal treatmeat program and beyond. 

Pbenomenology asks for the v e q  nature of a phmornenon, for the essence that makes 

some-"thiag" what it is, and without which it could not be what it (Macaan, 1970;  an Manen, 

199û). Van Manen (1990) States that phenomenological research is the human saentific study of 

phenornena and that the subject matter always involves the strucnues of meanhg dative CO the 

lived wodd of human beings. These structures of meaning contain the essence of a particular 

experience. 'ïhs reseudi approach is discovery-onented and seeks to discover what a ctxtain 

pheuornena means and how it is expxienced by human beings. Ulhmately, in undertaking this 

research 1 hoped to gain a deeper undmtanding of the na- md meaning of a paiticular iife 

expeMMe w that such might have the cap- to impact the work that 1 do as a p d t i o a e r  and 

as an educator. 1 ais0 hope that it rmght also have the potend to impact practice or policy in the 

field of Aboriginal wornen and aicohol recovq. 

Ultimately 1 chose the methodoiogy and epistemology that 1 thought would best allow 

the authentic stoaes and wices of Aboxighal women to be heard and honoured. In orda to 

facilitate this 1 needed to underialse a reseairh metbod that would d o w  me to support and d e h e  

the expeeiences of women without interpreting them. A descriptive, phenomenolopid appmach 

to my research provided this opportunity. Otûer critical factors in my choice of  methodology 

were hdmg an appmach that would have clex  expectations of soundaess and rigor h m  a 

human-samce peispective, and one that would have the potentid to be memiaghil m dation to 

policy and p d c e  withia the fields of social wo& and human semice. The 6nal factot in my 



choice of methodologies ws to find one that fit with my own professional, cultural, and personal 

values and ethics, and wodd thedore allow my ceseuch to be woman-ceatred as well as 

participant-centred. Accosduig to Kirby & M&enna (1989), Bow you go about dohg tesearch 

is inextricably liaked to how you see the woddyy@. 63) For this reavon I chose a non- 

intetpretative f-st epistemologjcal approach to my research. A pheaomenologicd 

metbodology and fcminist epistemology aüow for a woman's e-xperience to be illÿmiaated in 

ways that retlect e & e m  and a woman-focus, both of which are integral to hououhg both 

the woman and her expaiences. 

Accordmg to Giorgi (1985) phenomenology has matcd access to human phenornena 

that has ulhately led to hdiags and discourse that had aot been c a p d  througb othu 

research approaches. When Hussed (Macaan,l970), the father of phmomenology, points out that 

the g u i h g  pMiap1c of this methodology is to "go back to the things themselves" (p.252) he is 

directhg researchcrs to discover the essence of Lved expericoces h u g ù  authentic means. This 

rnust be +ed from hose who have lived a particular life expenence asid are Mlliag to 

collaborate with a cesearcher in minhg everyday iife expeuence for the essential cote-meaning of 

it. 

A phenomeaological approach to my r e d  dtimately seemed to be the most 

suppodve method in teans of meeting my researdi goals, and it ultimately gave me a Gamewosk 

within which I would sawate my undmtanding and senses Mth the Lved eXpeeences of women. 

Van Manen points out that " a good phenomenologral description is collecteci by lived 

e~Per;ence, recoliects livd e.+ence, is validateci by lived ~Vpcnence and validates lived 

expe&nce"(l!Hû, p.27) Phenornenologid research suives to hear and reflect the valid stories 

and e+ences of people, and is therefore vaiid. Keliability however, is not lpplicabIe to 



phenomenology in ihe dassic research sense. Foc example, it would aot be possible to ieplieate 

the iateniew experimces that occurred berneen myself and the four women who pWupated in 

this shidy. If we did meet again in reiaticm to this research we migbt discuss 0th aspects of their 

stories, or odier stories altogether, but we would never be able to q h t e  the exact e.perience 

Gom whicb the data was g a t h e d .  In addition, a different mearcher would have developed 

differeat rehtiouships Mth these and other women, thus gleanhg diffiefe~lt phenomeuologicai 

data 'l'he concept of  rehbility would be Mer challmgeâ if the researcher had been a non- 

Aboligiad woman, of a distinctly different s d  dass, or if the cesearcher had beeu a male foc 

example. The experiences that I went througb as the interviewer throughout conversations with 

all four participana led me to undmtand that thece is in fact no place in thW form of ~search for 

reliability in this sense. It would in fact ody serve to s.tYm;e a phenomenological research 

appmach, which ultimately seeks to gain and reflect an essential understandhg of a particulu 

lived expience. 

Through the process of giving voice to di& experiences, women participants gained 

potentially transfomiative undemtandings in relation to an aspect of their lived experience. Van 

Manen (1990) assem that througù the proceas ofgiving voice or stoy to our lile eqmiences, we 

are in faet interpiehg the actual experience. '%eflection on e.cperience is always recoilectîve; it is 

reflection that is M y  passed or lived duougb"(l990, p.10). It is ody ttuough dW recollecrive 

pmess that we can then reflect ctiticdy upon our own life experience and gain a mer 

~adezstandiag of it ia ni integrai sense. If the telhg of a Me-expsience ninisfonns it in some 

way, then lacnial aspects of the onginal e-xperience itself diminish in importance, as c o m p d  to 

the perception and understanding that human beiags can gain h m  the aans formative pmess of 

consuously cemembe~g Me-expeùence. 



A seorcb jor brahg 

Perhaps then, thmugh the shving of stories and remembedngs, partiapants in my 

r e s d  have in some sense tr;insfod th& expiences rhrougb the tdhg. Through 

intentional listening and reflectioa 1 have tried to honour the experience of each womau. 1 

ulhately enterd a pcocess of coascious mflection in relation to the data, and af ia  drawing out 

specific filaments of description and meaning, 1 then wove hem togethet in a pattwed way to 

, create a metaphoucd hbt. This hkct then becomes a vesse1 that, on a metaphorical level, 

contains an essentid understanding of the lived e.perience of Abociginal women. 

There is a sawg goodness of fit berneen mg personai and pcofessional values and e t k s  

and those of phenomenologicai and femiaist research. 'lbere is also a strong goodoess of fit 

between pheaommological and feminist ~searcb although these two cesearth approaches are not 

the same. For esample, it is possible to apply a feminist apptoach to a aumber of different 

metbodologies, wMe the reverse is not possible. Mason (1997) notes that a ferninist appmach to 

research considers women holistically within th& own envimament and renames women's 

e-xpaience in th& own tentls. These aspects of feminist mearch matched pedectiy with my 

research goals as w d  as my value-stance as an Aboriginal woman. A feminist appmach aiiowed 

me to + a holisec perspective ofa partidar experience in the livn of Aboagioal womai. As a 

f d s t  1 wmted my research to have the potential to impact the lives of other Abo+al 

women and communities in a positive way. It was also important that I use a method that would 

d o w  me to honour the expiences of women by dowing th& words to stand strong. 1 wanted 

to 6nd ways to support Abo-al women and th& stones, without interpfehng those stories. 

F e d  raearch is based on the theoretical piemise that w m e n  and minoriries are 

oppressed in out society, and indeed throiigbout the wodd. This stance recogpises bat u 6 t h  



A rearcb for beahg 

the Abot@nai women who participated in my study, the intersection of the oppressive forces 

relatai to race, dass and gender rn retognised and must be adksed. This understmcüag made 

it imperarive to fhd a method that would ernpower women parhapants throughout the interview 

and resea~ch process and beyoad. 

Recognition of oppassive foms in the lives of Abor;gU>ai women leads f a s t  cesearch 

to view the issue of alcohol addicWo in dation to Abouginai women as a soaetal problem. A 

feminist anaiysis becornes a sociai analysis and reinforces the idea of moving the issue of 

Abosighaî women md dcohol addiction from the perspective of an individual issue to an 

analysis of strucnues and beiief grstems widM those sauchires. l'hese s t n r c ~ ~  are societai 

institutions such as hoqitals, pvenimeat (legislation such as the Indian Act), goverment 

agencies (Mhhtry for Childrea and F a d e s )  and pmgams (mental health and drug and alcohol). 

They refiect a Eufocentric stance that suppom and perpetuates the oppression of Aborigpial 

women. This core recognition of the htersecting oppression forces in the k e s  of Aboiigiad 

women is what moves the issue of alcohol addiction from that of an individual pmblem to a 

societai problem. 

As a woman of Native ancestq myself and as sameone who bas worked Mth rnany 

Abo@al womm with alcohol problems 1 know that the devmt  issues u e  very complex and 

multifueted. I'm also conviacd that the only way to begia to address the issue of Aboriginal 

women ici reiation to dcohol addiaion m a meanin@ way is through a pmcess of he-g the 

stories that women have to share. As researchrs and s d  workers we mwt h d  ways to 

suppon such stories in ways that are relevant to social wodr practice and that lead to the creation 

of positive socid change. 

Feminist r e s d  is a quaiitdve appmach thai uses the words of women while "3iming 



at behg instrumental in improving women's Lives in some way"(Mson, 1997, pll). A feminist 

stance a h  embodies the feminme values of connectim and interdependence (Mason, 1997), 

whicb were integral to the adtutal values of Abonginai people and communities. Lather (1988) 

states that it is only by using a qualitative method such as a femmist anaiysis, that measchers can 

accurateiy capnue the cornplex pattern of a woman's Iife in context and in ha own temis. 

Feminist pcinciples c m  guide reseuçh, but do aot dictate the use ofa speufic method. 

'l'bus, femiaist researchm may ublise many d i f f m t  methods and appmaches, hciuding 

phenomeaology (Mason, 1997). Accordiag CO Mason there are three prhcipies in relation to 

feminst research. 'lhese hciude "captuhg women's experiences, striving to improve the îives of 

women, and reconcqtualizing powez so that the research padcipant aad the researcher arp on 

the same plane"(Masoa, 1997, p.22). These feminist phciples o f f '  guidance to my mearch 

o v d  because they focus on honouMg women and th& stories, as well as empoweMg and 

improviog women's k s .  

Prncedures 

Once I chose a desaiprive phenomenoiogical, feminist-orienteci mediod Mth which to 

approach and iavestigate the lived e@ence of womm devant to my research question, 1 

developed a rrsearch proposai. Upm completion ofmy proposai it acrs reviewed by my thesis 

commîttee and then submitted CO and approved by the UNBC ediics cornmittee in the spriag of 

1998. I then began die pmcess of identifyirg potenri?l cesmch participants. 

Remiment Process 

1 reauited partiapaats b u g b  a pmcess whereby the womm self-identi6ed as interesteci 

participants or were refaed by other Abongpial women who were mare of my research. Since 



A m m b  for b d i q  

1 am a womm of Abonginal ancestry, and work witb Aboaginal people in a Vatiety of situations, 

my eYposure to poteutid participants was higb. Women inirially head about my resevch thmugh 

word of mouth through my professimal aad cultural commuilties. 

Once potenrial pdapants ageed to be intemiewed 1 met widr hem hdividually or 

spoke with hem on the telephme to orient them to the entire pmcess as weil as confian that 

they were appropriate paitiapants. Cateria for participants was that the? self idenhfy as 

Aboriginal women who had parkipated in n Native residentiai treatment program at least two 

years ago, and that they had not used alcohol since that time. Participants wexe to have attended a 

wown-only, l a d y  or CO-ed treament program. As it happeaed, ia all instances with the 

participants in my sndy, the women had atteaded CO-ed pmgrams. 

Two of the women who pdapated ia thiY sndy live in in nualserve communities and 

the otha  two Lve in smalla aties in BC. nirPe of the partiapants are cut~mtiy rn-d, two to 

mm that they were with at die t h e  bey participateci in a Native tesidentid matment pmgram. 

'l'he founh participant has a dose mde friend who bves nearby and who is  very supportive of 

both h a  and her adopted son, whom he is helping to nise. This woman's &end went thmugh a 

CO-ed residential treatment pmgram Mth her. One of the other women mitialy entend treamient 

with a mak parnier as weii, but seved months later amded and completed another Native 

redenthi erieatment p r o p  alone. The owo women, who were rnanied at the time of attending 

ûeamieat, did so done, aitbough in both cases their husbands had pieviously bem thugh a 

tmtmeat process and were sober. 

Al1 of the pastiapants are mothers. One of the women is m t l y  raising an adopted son 

who is of elementay school age, while another woman ha teenage children living at home. 'ïùe 



A ~eurcb for beafing 

iemaming two partiapants have p w u  childm who, ar the Mie of the intemim, did not live in 

the bmily home. 

Three of the participants have Indian stanu according to the Indian Act, and g ~ a r  up on 

merve. The fourtû woman is in the process of reclaiming her statu thmugh Bin 0 1  (Native 

Women's Association of Canada, 1986), but to date selGidentifies as Métis. Two of the 

participants attendecl residentid school as children. 

'L'wo of the wornen had been sober for several years paoc to attenâing a Native 

resideatiai treatment program. The other two women drank h a d y  aght up to enteriag treatment 

for the second the. The two womm who had been sober for s e v d  years attend4 treatment 

on a one-time basis, wMe the 0th- two women attenùed treatment twice. Both of these womm 

returned to tceamient w i t h  severai months of their initial treatment expaieme, widr one 

woman reniming to complete ueatment aher bemg required to leave a diffemt Native 

restdential treatment program. - 
L arrangeâ to interview each of the four women participants at a Mie and place of her 

preference. 1 B o  offmed to pay for childcare and transprtation as needed, and to pick up md 

take participants home in my own vehide as needed. Oaly one -man had a smd child at home, 

so as we had pre-ammged, 1 paid for childcare costs for the two hours that our t h e  together 

took. N o  one required transpoRation or hmding to cover the cost of p. For the actuaî 

inteniews, 1 went to the home of thrse of the participants, as was th& dioice. The fouah 

partiapant came CO rny home at the end of a workday, as 1 lioe nearbg her place of employmmt 

Pmcess 

At the outset and ttvougbout the conversational iatemiews Mth each woman, 1 



coas&usly nied to mate an atmospbere of comfon and salety. In eacb instance the participant 

and myself spent t h e  v i s i ~ g  i d o d y  pnor to begmillng the a d  convmational intemiews. 

1 consaously tried to mate mi empowering expe0:ence whereby each participant was given 

ultimate ccmtiol of the entire interview e-+ence. 1 did diis by r n t e r a ~ g  my reszuch and 

interview p h ,  fieldhg any h a 1  quedonri and comments in relation to this process, and 

suggesting cous ways in which the pvriupmt codd freely impact this procese in relation to ber 

own needs. For example 1 encounged patticipants to feel Gee to pass on aavarehg any 

questions that they were uncornfoctable with, and to do so Mthout any exphmation or questions 

if they arished. I also advised aü of the women that 1 would answet any questions or concems 

ihrougbout the interview or afierwds and to feel lree to raise them thmughout the pmcess, 

whidi they m faa dd. Partiapants were advised that they were free to stop the interview ai any 

Mie, &thet momentarily or pemiaaendy if for my muon the? wished to do so, Mthout 

explanabon. I encouragecl each woman to add to ouf discussion where and when she fdt it might 

be appropriate and wbere it would hirther the t ehg  of th& sto~es.  The aiteria in the 

participant consent form was discussed io detail a this stage, and the forms wete signed and 

obtahd. Two partiapants read the analysis and pmvided feeâback and d patticipants w m  

given transcript copies of tbeir coaversations with me. Ail of the partiapants requested a copy of 

the cesearch when completed, which MU be d&vereâ in perscm to dow for discussion in dation 

to it. 

1 fdt somewhat nemous initiaily at die h t  inteztriew, with a woman 1 had oot met ia 

person previously, and at the beginning of the third intemîew, again with a woman 1 had not 

known previously, and mho ~ppeaied iaitially veq uncemin. 1 diink 1 was nemus because 1 

wanted the pmcess to be completeiy non-thmteaing and non-qloitative but was uacmain 



A seorch for bealing 

how the eXpenence woukl unfold 1 was also anxious because 1 ws aware of the privilege bat  1 

walked with as an educated person &kg reseazcb. However, 1 Iulàmely felt v q  cornfoctable 

with each woman, and was aweâ by the courage and generosity of eadi of the pdapants. I 

think they also felt cornfortable overall, aldiougfi Pm sure that this was aot the case at the outset 

In fact one of the women who 1 had not met previously, told me in coovemaaon afierward that 

she woadeied what she had got b e ~ e l f  into when she saw me coming up h a  dnveway. 

UlMiately &ou&, she said that she was surprised to discover that sbe felt very cornfortable 

throughout the inteniew aad in fact had enjoyed the pmcess. 

Throughout the conversationai iatenTiews the u n f d a r i t y  and the pnvilege of a process 

that aliowed me to ask participaats to teil me what 1 wanted to know about them and thai. life 

expenmce impacted me. This was very different from my experience as a comselor, where I 

might ask questions that 1 thougbt migbt be helpfid to the dient or to my ability to uaderstand 

and thereby assist the client to help hemllt This awareness lent a self-indulgtnt quality to my 

pefception of the interview pmcess overail in spite of my efforts to empowa partiapants. 

However, my o v d  sense of these Vitewiew experieaces was of the bcredible generosity of the 

four women who so WillaipZy shved di& very peisoad stories foc the purpose of my research. 

The interview cwsisted of uastructured questions in a convenatiood fonnat. (See 

Appendk 11). Accordmg to Mason (1997) the use of unstnicnued interviews is one way of 

reconcepnialising powex by emphasismg the interdependence of the partitipants and the 

researcti~t- My interpiew g d e  aras refend to in a g e n d  way and the discussions did access 

expaieatial data relevant to my iesearch goals, albeit in a veq informal, conversationai format. 

Flen'bility was Ceticai to the interview pfocess, so that pattiapants wouid be mcouragcd to pass 

on addressing a pdcular question, for example, or to share an aspect of experience that had not 



been addressd 'lbroq$out the interview nad mmrch proces$, eacb participant was regarded as 

the espett h relation to her m exprieme. Far too o h  diis h a  not been the expaimce of 

women research participants, where th& experiences have been coatroiled and hterpceted h m  

a male-oriented sckntific ptmpedve. T o r  cenhiries men have qmken for women, mteipreting 

aad tethinking thek cqmiences. PhenomenolopicaI interviewhg gives access to women's 

mernories, feeiings anci thoughcs in such a way as to validate beir c+, not hat of the 

researcher (van Manen, 1990). 

Of foremost importame to me throughout the entire re~evch process was the idea that 

p ~ ~ t s  feel tespected and validated, and that ulhmately they might expetience th& owa 

stories in aew ways ttuough the rettospective pmcess of'consciously refledng on hem. 

'I'ranscnbmP 

1 ~ s c r i b e d  each conversationai interview myself, listeniag to fcigpients of the tapes 

many times as 1 struggied to accomplisb this task with liniited typiag skills. 1 coded each of' the 

audiotape kbels as the tapes wefe made as weU as aü idenehg data in the anscripts 

themselves. 1 then rad and reread the transaipts as weU as listened to each participant's 

audiotape in full a number of times. 'Isis pmcess gave me a s n a i g  sense of familiarity Mth die 

data. L developed an overall sense of each conversation and story in relation to e r h  woman, as 

weiî as a gadd pwiag awareaess of themes ?ad sub-th- as they e m q d  h m  the o v d  

data. As 1 listcned o v a  and over again to the acnial audiotapes 1 gained a growing sensitivity to 

the ouances of each recording. For example, the more ohen 1 heard the tapes the more I became 

aware of tonal changes md voice hfleftims, înd where this occurred throughout a particular 

cecorded stoq- 1 also became aware of &a,ps or silences in die converoa~ms. I became 



smsitised to the data in a profound sense &er h e k g  it so many h e s  isolatcd h m  visuaîiy 

experieachg each p d p a n t  as she s h d  her stoy origiriaily. My visuai rrwmbeMgs became 

ovemhdowed in some sense by the impact of the voices themselves, and the transciibed data. 

Tbis was an unusudy isolating experieace that tied me dosely to the data and the voices of the 

women as they shved theu stories. 

Units 

Afvc a lengthy pmcess of reading and rrrPadmg the transaipts, as well as Iiaenhg again 

and again to the audiotapes of the intenriews, I begpn tagghg or mvkmg devant and potenrully 

meanin@ or interesthg text that related to the goals of my r e s d  and my cesead question. 

1 used a higblgbtm method (van Manen, 1990) for this pmcess, whereby 1 considmd the text of 

each mscript in a line-by-line pmcess, identifyiag mevniag vails of text with a fluorescent 

marker p. 1 repeated this process s e v d  Mies in order to glean the transcnpts for chunks of 

text that were meanin@ in datioa to my research question. Gioqi (1985) emphasiPes that 

m m i ~ ~ g  unifi are coasided to be constirnena and not elements when he writes that "a 

constitueot is a p;ut detemineci ia such a way that it is context Men. An element is a part 

detetmined in such a way that ifs meanhg is as mu& as posslile independent of the 

conted'(p.14). The pcocess of idendjing these relevant consbtuents or meaning units mded 

the begiamag stage of a thematic analysis of my nsevcb mamial. 

A h  carefbily gieaaing the transcnpts for cmstituents of m&g 1 began the ppnxess of 

mooiag this tagged data h t o  n a d y  oc&g thematic pools. Where identifid meanhg umts 

lrom the transctipts did aot seem to aaturaily flow into a thematic pool; d i q  were placed 

temporady into a kind of holding pond for hildia consideration. 'Ibis pmcess of moving 

meaning units inta isolated thematic p l s  was acmmpiished by ushg my cornputer to execute a 



cut and paste process. I went througb the identifeô meanhg units agM and Igaùi, d the 

holding p l  was uitimately emptied and a couple of am thematic pools wae created in oder to 

h d  a way to intepte aii identitiai m d g  units. Some of the meaning mits ~~ wmt into 

more than one thematic pool d e  1 completed this sortiag process, but u l h t e l y  bey were 

more stroagiy identified with one theme or another. Afier aaming the thematic pools as a way of 

gainhg an o v d  understanding otwhat each of them heU, 1 b e p  to see sub-themes emagiirg 

naturaily as well. 'l'hese were also aimieci and oqpised so that they wodd apparently flow h m  

the lvger or more dominaut diemes, and these integrai c o ~ e a i o n s  would remah dear to me. 

I dien begbn a process of puthg each of the idenufiecl meaning units (within a thematic 

pooi) h t o  a column, with the meanhg unit wtittm out verbah, in the words of the women. Ia a 

second column across h m  each meaning unit, 1 wrote a short summvy or transfomative 

s*ucment (Giorgi, 1985) of what 1 thought most deady descnibed the core meanhg of each of 

these conshtuents. This step was aitical to "captuthg in siagular statements, the main thmt  of 

meaniag'(vm Manen, 1990,&1.2) or essence in relation to each of the thematic statemmts. 

Ilmaaa 

A c c o ~  to van Manen (1990) in phenomenology the temi fhar refm to an elemeut 

which occun frequeatly in a text or withia structures of experieace. He defines themes as 

structures of rxpeiience and notes that they "are iike kaou in the webs of our euperience, aromd 

whKh c& lioed apeziaices are spun mto meanin@ wholes"(van Manen, 1990, p 4.1 A). In 

phenomenoiogicai research it is these themes ï h a t  d e  up the univene of measiing"(van 

Manen, p.6.1.1) that we set out to explore dative to a life wodd e,xperiience. ûnce 1 was able to 

i idene the essential themes in my transcribed data 1 began a pmcess of weaving 

j phenomenologicai desaiption amund them. 



l2àuaxx 

In order to discovet the nature of die phenornena dated to this research hvestigatioa 1 

immersed myself in a search for the wmn of a particuhr lived eilpxience. As 1 sauggled to orient 

myself to the pheaomena ofwomen's u q m k c e  1 en@ in dance of discovery that led to the 

nature or essence of the life-ape8ence under mvesOgation. This process was at t h e s  

chaüengbg and kustating since "the meanhg of livd ecce is u s d y  hiddea or vded" 

(van Manen 1Y90, p27). At other times the dance proved evhiarating and rewardiDg, in the 

knowladge that I had cap& aa essential understanding of some aspect of the lived eqmijence 

of the participants. 

Mtmphoacdiy, I can aiso compare the pmcess of my discoveq of essence to the vis& 

experience of Mmessing a sun dapple that momentady illuminates a translucent watu boplet on 

a Id, or when sunlight tendedy bacwights the peds of a flower and transfomis and expands 

such eqmiences. In a perceptive sense. I discovered a aansfomative way of being with the data 

that ultimaiely frilitated the illwninahw of an essentiai understanding. 

Even though 'lived expenenee is soaked through with laquage.. ."(van Manen, IW, p. 

38) it is a chdmgc as a phenomeuological resean:her to "gam insigûthi desaiptioas of the way 

we experience the wodd pre-refldvely, without ta~oniminng, dvlsifymg or absnacMg ?'(van 

MW, 1 !BO, p. 9). Van Mmen condudes that it is onlg becluse of iangulge that we are able to 

recall and reflect on experiences, aud yet the words or t e d  expression thr we choose to 

reflect such experieuce thmugh are o h  elusive. The essence or nature of an expesience has 

beea adequateiy described in language if the description feawakens or shows us the lived quaiity 

and sigdcatlce of the experimce in a hiUer and deqer manner"(van Manen, 1990, ptO). This is 

the acatiPe challenge of a descriptive phenomenoIogy. 'l'he uitimate goai is to b d  ways to 



" a n s  fom liwd aPer;ence into a texnial expressim of its essence - in swh a way & a  the effect 

of the text is at once a reûective r e - h g  and reflective appropriation of someihig 

meaninw(van Mawn, 1990, p 36). 

W~th the knowl- and pemksioa of participants 1 audio-tapi the conversational 

interviews and transcribed them verbah shody afier the actual intemiew. At that time 1 

iemovd identifjmg information h m  the transcripts for the sake ofcoafidentiaiity. Written or 

verbal scmimaries of transchd data were o f f 4  to individual participants to c o n h  that the 

data acnuateiy retiected the iatezview expxieace fiom the puhupant's perspective. îôese were 

disnissed with partiapants, and although no changes w e e  required, I was pqared to coiiaborate 

anth the participant unhl her voice and l i d  s<perieiice were cleady reflected to ber satisfaction. 

AU uaosaibed data and tapes were considerrd confidentid material. To that end I 

advised ach participant that I wiil keep the data in a locked drawer ici my office at home and that 

1 MU destroy this m a t d  Mthia a five-year p&od. 1 dso adviseà each woman that if 1 deade to 

use the origliai data for firthet d dateci purposes 6th ihis five-year period I wodd get 

permissicm h m  ber fitst. In relation to the a*ual data, I removed any potentid identifjing data 

from audio-tapes and aaasccipts and eucoded the data so bat hdividuals and home communities 

could not be identifid. It was of the umost importance chat each participant's right to 

confidenciaiity be hoaoured tfuoughout the pmcess of my Lesearch and beyond. Ethicdy it was 

aitical that as a ceseardier 1 was senslave enough to ensure that a participarit's exwmce aras 

non-cxploitative and that it was in k t  an empowering eXpenence. 1 crieci to accomplish this in 

part duorigb the process of ptecting conficimtiaiity and data, as weil as c o a ~ g  the validity 

of the data aud andysis aRdi each partitipam 1 coüaborated with erh participant throughout the 



A searcb for beuhtg 

pmcess of my research unhl she felt that her urPer;ence has been accuratdy and essentid? 

re flected. 

Replication of tfus sndy is impossible for mmy reasoas. For exampl, another rescarcher 

would have a different conversation with each of these women or any othm, eveu by folowing 

the svne conversational M e .  A aw-native resevcher would have a différent eVpeneace Mth 

these or other women, and in fact 1 migbt wd have a different experience with other womea, 

and could never repliclte m ~ i y  aspects of the eupecience that did occur. So, although L nagbt 

undemke additional interviews with the same participants, the conversations would be different, 

dthough they too would be valuable in tems of M & g  my understanding in some sense. Ln 

spite of the impossibility of ceplicatiou, and maybe because of it, the stories of partiapants 

allowed me to gain what 1 set out to do. I gained an uaderstanding of the Lved exprience of 

thesc women and what they pemived as helpful and healiag, hughout  the tmtment pmcess 

and beyond. In the process of comiag to that understanding I also came to a deeper 

understanding of the Me e.Per;ences that women consider as aiticaiiy Weà to the development 

ofan alcohol addicricm. Althougb L h d  no< mitiapated that the padapants would choose to 

share th& stories from the beginniag of th& relationships ~4th alcohol, it was in fact a aatural 

progression. It was dso critical to the sndy in terms of a n c h o ~ g  the data throughout the 

analpis as weil as lnlkiag back to points nised in the litceinire review. 



A rtarcb for beaüng 

Chapter Fow 

This chapter cwsis*i of an aaalysis of pdcipants' expe8ences that are diacusseâ 

according to speàfic thmeses. Speafic quotations or desaiptions iUustrate the thematic elemmts 

and are futthet developod thmugb a presentation of v d  examples (van Manen, 1990). Patterns 

and textures emerged throughout the process of weaeaving filsmieats and dusters of experientid 

threaùs into a metaphorical reseanh/he&g basket. This o c c d  as the individual strands of 

women's expeuence revded themselves to be simultaneously unique and yet inteicoanected. 

Tbey ceflected patterns ofexpetience shot throvgb with individual t h d s ,  as in some forms of 

traditional basket design. Patterns emuged in an unfokling way, kom the initial process of 

gatheriag the stoaes of women through die application of a phenomenologKal inveshgiitive 

process. 'l'his dtimately kd to essential undentandings about the mflwnces that contribute to the 

oagoing sobriety and healing that participants experience in c e b  to the research question. 

The essence of a partt& lived experience, or in phenomeuological ternis, a p e r d  

stlucninl dcscriptioa of aa experience, is criticai to M y  expressing and reaffhag a lived 

expience lrom a phmomenological humm sâence perspective. With this goal in minci, the 

essence of the erpeiience that 1 have invest;pdted dirough this ~esevch process d uiàmateiy be 

pmeuted "as an example composed of expnples"(van Manen, L990, p.25). 

My pal througbout this research p<ocess has been mofold. it was important to present 

the lived experience of partiapants in a mamer that hoooured tbek expertise and stories in 

dation to th& expeiieace of recoveq and heahg. It was also critically important Gom a 



phenomenologjcal perspective that this research shed ligbt on an essentiai undastanding of bved 

experience. Oae critical aspect of accompiisbiag this task was to honow the paaiapaa~l' 

expefience througb the use of th& words, as a way of ioteraeaving the em-g diemes and 

s m i e w f f l  of expe"ence. Linted to this pal was the choice to present the intemovm threacis of 

women's effpeeence as a way of piotecting the individuai stories of women, and of honouriag the 

Aboaginai dues of interdependence and interconnecteedess. A n o k  aspect of howuring the 

expertise and stories of women was to let th& own p o w d  and elquent words stand sttoag, 

thus kee of any acaâemic grammatical correction for example. 

Iimitlhons 

1 iniiially identifid a nurnber of iimitatious to this research study based on several factors. 

Ln addition there may be addibonai limitations that 1 remain unaware of. In retrospect I wouid 

say that the Iunitatioas did in fact impact this study to some exteiit aithougb I attempted to 

minimise this. They are as foilows: 

This research pmject involves a very s d  sample, and the results cauuot be 

geuedised. 

Since 1 am not visibly m Aboriginal woman 1 have not thedore exPa;enced r d t y  

from t h  perspective. 1 have not exPer;mced oppression based on an identifiable 

r d  characteristic, which womm of colour experience cm a âaiiy basis. By Wtue of 

this I walk with more pnvilege than many womm of coîour do. 

Whether oc oot I have examineci my owa privilege and whether or not 1 am willing to 

share it was initidy unknown to parhcipaats, thus A b o w a l  women of colour may 

h m  discnisted me, partiCulady initiaip-. 



Shce my Native ancesty is Metis (Cm and Sioux) 1 come from a spcafsc cultural 

background that ws similar to ody one plaicipaat, so tbat an issue of tnurt or 

culturai d i f f m c e  may have come into play. 

Aay conscious or ~11consQous expxtations that 1 may have in regîuùs to diis 

research rnay have encolaaged me to ovedook impottant research issues oc 

incikators, althou& 1 tried to miaimise them. 

Since 1 am a woman from a workiag-dass background thete aras a dass diffmnce 

berneen myself and some participants who may be representative of the underdass in 

oui society in ternis of soci~~economic s t a m  and privilege. My motives and intent 

rnay dierefom have seemed suspect to some participants. 

A higb pst-secondary education levd and the ligtit colour of my skin provide me 

wih an expmence of puviiege that is not available to some o f  the participants. 1 med 

to be constantly vigdant that 1 strive to acknowiedg the pnvilege that 1 experience 

and that I share the powu that is reiated to tbis privilege with participan. My ability 

to succeed ia doing this may have been compmmised by the ongohg subjective 

eXpenence of thougbdully exlminhg layen of priviiege. 

The lunitations of this shidy d becorne deac througb any discourse that it may 

~ h m d a k .  'Ttirougù die course of completing this projeci the discussions that I have had with 

ffiends, colleagues, pmchtioners and participants bas enriched my undesstanding and at &es 

chden@ me. Future discussion and discourse relevant to diis sndy wili be critical in order to 

create M e r  understaadmg devant to the research question. 

The smaü number of partiapaats in this d sndy may be vïeweà as a limitation by 

some. Howeves, 1 chose to b i t  the participant number to four as a way of ailopring the 



expeiiences of those four participants to be most hilly explored and aramined. It is not possible 

to assume that the data @ed $uougb diis cesearch codd lx generalized to all womm d o  have 

attended a Native residentia treatment centte and been sober since that time. 

Ail of the Abongiaal women who participateci in my research were articulate, elquent 

and p o w d  in the telhg of th& penoaal stoaes. They identifid lia+ that ripple out from 

th& experiences to that of other Aboriginal womea. With seaMg daetg these women expressed 

the lived experience of scwai, emohoaai, physical and spiatual abuse. These experiences may 

well flow into the collective e+ence of many 0th Aboagpial women, many of whom 

coathue to sauggle wkh alcohol addiction. 'ïhek stories a n s m i t  the essence of the l i v d  

expetience of h t d g  issues of race, dass and gender ffom the uniquely ma<ginalised position 

of Aborigpiai women in Society today. Eacb story is the stoy of a watrioi-woman, a stoq of 

mumph over M e ,  a story of sunival. 

Each of the foui parûcipants in this study knm, without equivocation why she chose to 

access a Native midentid treatment pro-, and how this was linked to her serueh foc heahg. 

Each woman is also mare of what and who positively Enfiuenced and i m p d  her on a joumey 

to heaiing and sobnety. Al1 four participants took part in tbis research as a courageous act of tmst 

and generosity. lt seemed to me bar metaphoricaliy spakiag, erh woman, Wre a flower, off& 

berself to the ligtit of discoveq. Stories were s h d  in an unfolding way that moved inward, to 

die bgûe inna petais of experience and 6ndy  to the central core of her eqxrience. Through 

this unfolding process each womm b e p  by naaaMg her stoq from the bepiM;ag adding a 

aatural h h e s s  m the h h e w  urpesience and m the data. At the outset of the conversatioaal 



in teniw,  each pa&cipant cleariy chose to idenhfy a specifïc occumnce m her Me that was tied 

to a f i t  awateuess of aicohol as k g  pmblematic. 

Awarwss - the Power of -41cobol 

One woman shaces her rnemoy o l a  p o w d  and immediate response to akohol at the 

age of twelve. k g  tbis k t  encornter as a a d  she recogaised and responded to die power 

of aicohol as a tool to anaesthetise. 

It became a problem whea 1 bad my h t  dMk, and 1 was hvelve years old. 1 remembet 
thekttimeIdnnk-itwasinthesumw-1 thinkiwas-IttllnkI hadmaybe 
rhm botties of beer, maybe four. I rernembei driaking the k t  two bonles but I don't 
remember danking the rhird and the fourth. 1 tealised what alcohol did for me - it 
helped me foiget it helped me push away anythmg that was coming up in my mind or in 
my heah My emotioas.. .and it helped me push aside ail of my experiences and 
memoues that 1 dido't want to have. So when that experience was ovtx, Ue 1 said 1 
realised Light away what aicohol did and how 1 couM use it. And thereafter, anytime 1 
dnnk 1 didn't d ~ k  to sociaiise, 1 didn't driak to have hui for any other reasoa but to 
fowt - and to bury -- to cover y, d that stuff. Yeah, just pain - pain and memories. 
Memosies that 1 suppose 1 wasn't sure if bey were memories or I was maybe just going 
uazy* 

This quote iliustrates how, through ber tùst e,xPer;ence with alcohoi, this pdapant discovend a 

aay  to mate a bactier berneen her consciousaess and l e  wounds of childhooci s e d  abuse that 

lestemi within her. Aaotha woman links her pmblem d ~ k i n g  aRtb being a verg young nearty 

mamied bride, strivhg to fit h to  a new commuility and a new role a f k  rnoving to her husbmd's 

home &tory. 

1 think it was m d y  to fit in with people -because 1 was a s t m a g r  when 1 came to dlls 
territory t .  yean ago. So trying to fit in with his cmwd and his faeads and people in 
g e n d  -1 didn't like i t  I dida't iike to deak but I did it aqway. 1 started to ga c d e s s  
and that's what wonied me. 1 was wodring at the t h e  and I used to go to wodc hung 
ovm. 1 fouad 1 coulda't hinction the way that I aormaiiy did when I wasn't huug over 
and I didn't B e  that feeling.. .and it was scary, some of the things that I did. It gave me 
more self'teem -you know - iike 1 couid do anythmg -and 1 füt invinable. 

This woman, like othei partiapants, diseusseci eariy dnfilrmg expexiences that iaitially gave her a 

sense o t power and infalli'biliy. This sense dissipateci over time, lemhg despair and hopelessuess 



A searcb fer btaiing 

in the wake of terrible hangovers and shame. Although participants recogplsed that the false 

c o q  @ed dirough alcohol use uns illusory they felt the a d  for it in orda to inacgrate hto  

a m  arnimstmces or roles in Me or even to face the pain of living on a day-to-day basis. 

Accorduig to one woman: 

Pmbably the b t  time that 1 drank.. .not the k t  Mie that I took a dnnk, but the f h t  
time bat 1 ha& was piobably when 1 was about twelvc years old. I wmt into a blackout. 
1 couldn't remember angdung. lt was pretty fo;sbtenirig and L tiied to slougb it off you 
know [to pretend] tbat 1 could member - and tbat's the way most of my life happened, 
gohg into bhckouts. So it depended on the state of miad that 1 was in -die things that I 
was sufferiag ttirough at that particuiar time. So Sot was h a y s  there to hide the pain. 1 
cime fmm a stance of w m ~ g  to die - Wre a death wish - because the pain of  living - 
because I'm a sexuai abuse siwivor. And so it [akoholj was used to blodi thiags out 
And on top of that knoaRog that 1 had a pmblem 6 t h  akohol. A d y ,  I waated to be 
White. 1 guess I thought it wodd solve my problems, b u s e  1 thougbt 1 draak because 1 
was an Indian ... bat things happaied to me because I was ai Indian. 1 needed help to 
justifg why 1 M t  the way that 1 did, but 1 needeà a way CO make sense of things. 

In a very powerfbl way this woman shares her self-knowledge thtough recoiiecting her need to 

deflect emotional pain aod dated memories from her coasaousness througb the use of aicohol. 

She makes it dear bat she knew the power of alcohol in temw of its capacity to tempody 

obiinrate ber pain. She was also mare that she h d  an addiction pmblem with alcohol tbat was a 

sepana issue- This participaut a h  €ramed her relationship with aicohol as a s e l f - l u l f h g  

prophecy, in that she had htemalized the &t view that d Aboiigpial people are dcoholics and 

that di- is no vaiue in baag an Aboriginal m m .  This desaiption illustrates the htemalized 

raasm that Aboriginal women/people struggie with, in that the institutions in ouf soàety reflect 

these mess- thn,ugh coasistent, dbeit mostly covert, methods. 

Aii of the parciapants identifieci the asidend s b l  expeuaxe u a critical and negative 

factor in th& lives and considerd this experience c n ~ d  to th& relatimship with aicohoL Two 

of the women had attended residential school, d e  the other taro identifieci the htergenetatioaal 



impact of a resideutial school experimce. One woman shares the rage and abandonment that she 

experienced when she wls sent to the Kamloops residential school witb no explanah from her 

Initially, whea we were k t  sent to ~ o o p s  I was under the impression that nobody 
wanted us. We weren't being told why we were k g  sent away. 1 spent a whole year at 
residential school k g  angry, wondering why 1 was there. My mother was dyhg, she had 
cancer and she hew that if we didn't go d i a  we would be abandoned because at that 
time aii our datives - my oldest brothers, w m  aü into alcohoL Lt was s c q  and londy. 

Ln retrospect this woman came to understand that ber motha sent ha to midentiai school as a 

way ofprotKhng her, since she was dying and had no sober alternative for hm childm at the 

time. 

M a q  Abosginal people s u f k  pst-traumatic stress from hthand expaience with 

residential schools (Miller, 1336). In an htetgeaerational way this continues to devastate f d e s  

and commuuitîes thmugh a upple effact. Childm d o  atcended these B C ~ O O ~  fek abandoued, 

lonely md Irigbtened, whilc many were profoundly abused. The loss of f d y ,  commmity and 

culture thiougb the residential school urpcrience bas been depastathg to p m t i o n s  of 

Abriginai people, who sauggle to survive and to redPm what has been lost. Each one of the 

participana in this smdy idenhitieâ the residential school o<pecience as the single most aitical 

factor linked to th& aicohol misuse and to the misuse of aîcohd by f d y  mernbers and 

One woman spoke about the physicai pain and humi?;atioa tbat she e+ced as a six- 

year-old diilcl upw anival at resideotial school. She was n d y  lefi-handed and was phgsicdy 

and emotionaily abused by h a  Mdia whenever she f m d  dis band, even outside of cbs- 

rime. 

My k t  day at tesidenthi school was tomire for me, and it stayed that way for maybe 
one month solid. I anated to use my left hand to arrite, and my teacher, she 
sapped my hand evey t h e  1 would Fesch for the p... d she did that to me e v q  day. 



A sratîb for brafia~ 

Even before ciasses staned she would stand in front of my desk and hamidate me. She 
had that s q  stidM out of ha hand Wre this b t u r e s l  or she'd have a yatdstick or one 
of those pointer sticks. Everyday and as sooa as I'd make a move - bang! Pd get it . . . she 
just himriliated me, in h n t  of the whole dass. 

This description a b  the fkar and hum;liat.ion that this woman suffend as a vulnemble young 

child durhg ber k t  days in the foreign and threatening environment of  residential schooL 

Anotha participant spoke to the ongoing motional and spititual pain that she and other 

<esideaOal school suzvivors cary as a legacy Gom the nsideatiaî school expetience: 

1 had a lotta stuffh me that needed heaihg.. .Wre 1 came out of residentd school. Most 
of  those that come out diey s t d  need h&, lotta healing* They have a lotta hurts in them 
yet No matter how much treatment we go througù we stdl h a  There's a lotta hurt in us 
yet, from that cesidential schooL The wocst put was g e b g  Lcked, that is -- when I'd 
have that big strap on me. Sbe put the towd on my burn and stnpped me with a ceai big 
strap. And 1 was stacting to COU it back and I just hd to bust out ccpiag because she bit 
me hader and barder util 1 ctied. Most of thm that come from residential schools were 
alcoholics and a ceai lot of them too that died I looked at the old pictures of ail of us that 
was at residential schooL There's a real lot of them that died. It was hard. It was hard for 
us to go back to our ways frwi before when we came out of residentiai s c h d  Thete's 
too mlny mernories - lotta mernories h m  a long time ago, what happmed t h e ,  and its 
just no respect for me th= miymore - cause of the way we was treated th- 

In this quotation one woman p;imWy articulates a link from a tesidend school expefience to 

drinbg aad death for many of ber former ciassrnates. She also acknowiedges that h&g is an 

ongoing process in which laym of dated plin are gradually shed. 

The taro women who suzpived the residentd school expetkace also spoke about the 

spiritual abuse that they encotmteted throughout their school y-. They both poignlntly 

expcessed the loss of coanection for them, as children, to the Creator and to their own spirits on 

some leveL in these institutions these p i a p a a a  and multitudes of other Aborigiaai childreo 

were subjed  to the loss of a culturaîiy b a d  spi8tual expression, while simuitaneousiy bemg 

foreefdly subjected to a fo+ di@cm, uader inhummie Qrcumstances. This is Uustrated in the 

followhg description of m e  woman, who acknowîedgd die angx and misrnt that aras the 



legaq of such abuse: 

I havealotofangerdaotnistatail. Anddieci that's d w e u s e d t o d o  waspraydthe 
t h e . .  .sooo as you got out of bed you kneel d o m  and pray. And then, afier you c k s s  
up, umh up - and then you'ie d y  for ch& again in the moming. And then you're 
kneeling there for about an hour - going to chureh, corne out of church, and sit there 
and have breakfàst And sit these - and Ik wùg..  . they h d y  fed us at that dooL 

Another woman desaibes the hteqperationd impact of her parents having p e  to 

residential school, and the subsequent loss of cuiturai identification and lifeways. 

Fk t  of ali, youk  got yow loss of culture and loss of identity, aRtb the impact of 
residmtiai achools p u  know. And you've lost yolu culture, no corndon at aü with gour 
culture. And you've lost yow sp.ituaZiq . . . Not to say that wqbody h d  a bad 
experience in d e n h l l  schml, but my parents did 

This woman was also able to link the alcoholism and se.xual abuse in her Md= f d y  to the 

 sid du al eff- of residentiaî schooi, as weli as the defiaeut parenMg sW that both her parents 

and she inhefited through thîs system. 

One woman cornecteci het eqxxience oleadier d abuse and the subquent h&g 

that began ia a Native residentiai tceatment centre to the knowledge that she was sexullly abus4 

as a young child in residenaal schooL She deady states that these exPa;ences as weil as the 

experience of attendmg residenhnl Mhool wece the coie issues that led to her fuwe dationship 

'1'0 me, my s e d  abuse issus w m  the core, as weli as c me - the s e d  abuse issues 
and the midenthi school issues are vay dose to one ililother, ifnot i n t d e d  - 
because, when I starteâ to d d  with my tend abuse stuff 1 starteci to have drenas and 
mernories of mp eady y- in residenoal schooi, and that was temfping . . . 1 aras able to 
coaduùe tbat I was also abused in the school . . . Puor to going to treatmmt 1 knew 
those issues were getting in the way of my relatioaship, connechm with my husband. 

This wompi also acknowledged that thmugh the treatment process she clme to tealize that hcr 

past s c d  abuse issues had been hterfhiugwith h a  ability to be open and trusting with her 



Another woman s h d  her expezience of scxual abuse as a adult, at times when she was 

deoking heady, as well as wMe M e d  to a sadist. She acknowledged tbat the pain of these 

experieaces made ha welcome the tempo- anaesdmia oidcohol inducd blackoutî 

1 actually wdcomed the blackouts, and whea I'd be s c d y  abused coming out of a 
blackout - I'd dMh a lot more to get back into it. And later in my ceiabonship - being 
marrieci. lt was a relationship in which he was vey cruel - he was sadistic. He beat me 
for e v q  t h e  that I was with him [ s e d y ] .  . .and r jpcdy  he would just tear my dothes 
off and then he'd help hmiself to me.. .and here 1 was baag abused and maràed as well. 

This womui went on to share the plinhl stoy otthe b o d c  sexual abuse that she m d d  as a 

child. This began when she was an infant who fougbt to keep her abuser away by not dinging h a  

d<aper. She spoke about begmaing to d d  Mth some of the issues of childhood sextd abuse in 

treatment, and recalled tbe ovefwhelming rage that she felt towards her deceased mother for not 

proteetiag h a  as a child. 

It helped me in deahg ~4th my anger, bat anger b a t  was suppressed over the 
y-. . .feeling angrg at my mom. And then 1 reakd  w h m  that came h m  was ber being 
in the house when 1 was sexiially abuse& and angry at h a  for aot k g  bien - and "why 
didn't you come when I was c a b @ "  And so, ever since 1 was a baby I'd been abused - 
since 1 was in dtapers.. . so that in my head 1 had aiways been helpless. Nobody wodd 
come. But 1 aiso leamed how aot to tak or make noise aad how to hold myself h m  
going to the bathroom. And that way i f 1  did, then diey woulda't have ?ay m o n  to 
come. Can you imagine a littie baby diinking those things? But, those are thiags 1 just 
leamed. 

While domg an art therapy ex&e in a gmup session duMg treatment this woman was able to 

break tbrougb some of the rage and sadness that she had d e d  for man? years. Thmough this 

process she @ed an mcredible sense of peace in fiodly lethg go, and was &O able to 

appreQate the gains that she had d e  in choosing to mist the group and the p u p  process at 

that tirne. 



A searcb fer beol'ng 

Thmugh a leagthy process of e&g die data and holding individuai fibres and then 

dusters of meaning constituents up to the light a@ and again, I gadually +ed a dawrùag 

awareaess of a cmtrai theme in the data. Ail four of the Abo+ai women w h o m  1 intemiewed 

had accessed a Native residential treatment program ic search of h&g. Each womaa sougbt 

healing €rom the anguish and d d u a l  pain and dyshmctioa that oppressive life e-@ences had 

caused h a .  Women sougbt heading in a hoiistic sense, acknowiedgiog the mental, physical, 

spirituai and emotional aspects of healing and mveqr .  It became apparent bat a cenaal theme 

of a remhfirhhg was dos* bound to the motivation for these women to partiapate in a 

Native residential unmient p i o p .  

This ceonal or COR theme of u ~rBil.n/or k d h g  emtiged dirough the inclusion of the two 

partiapants who had been sober for seved years pnor to accesshg treatment. The stoties of 

these women shed uew ligbt on ail of the data, as it k a m e  dear b a t  sobriety was not an issue 

for them pioi  to anending treameat, but that anaining a level of h&g and wehess was. 'l'his 

uadastaildiag then extendeci funber to die idea that sobaety was uoot, in hct, the primaiy issue 

foc any of the participants. A search for healing was the ultimate goal in accessiog a Native 

treatmmt program. Thmugh a pmess of conscious reflectiou ia relation to the data it became 

apparent to me that other Abocighai women/people also access matment as a way to heai. The 

idea of holistic h&g grear d e n  I coasidered thaî di partiapants tllked about healing in an 

ongoing, unfolding, multidimensional way that was separate yet integral to @ring sobriety. This 

notion of a holistic recovay h m  alcohol addiction is reflecrive of an hdigaious woddview that 

acknow1edges the interconnectedness and interdependence of all tbiags. 

M e r  s d  yeam of sobziety IWO of the participants had corne to temis arith die aeeà 



for emotional and spifituai healing, whicb h d  previously beea overshadowed by addictive 

behavior. During m intemenkg petid oisob8ecy these women h d  gone thmrigb a pzocess that 

led them to seek healuig from emotional and psychic wounds that were ao longet maesthdsed 

with dcohoL Througb a peiod of sobriety that fosmed se&awmmess and p e u a l  groaith the 

women w a e  motivated to let go of pain that had bdmed them for a Methe, by moving into 

and diea thmugh i t  This concept of a searrh for healing is illustrateci when one woman talks 

about her decision to access M meetings pnor to treatment: 

I &'t think I oeeàed to do anything other dini just stop drmkmg.. .and doser to me 
stvring to attend the AA meetings I started to d s e  that there was a muon for my 
denhg and those msons were stvtiag to pop up. Wre Iid remembet ciiffereut diings 
h m  my Mdhood, or situations that 1 was M g  to keep dom. I was hdmg that 1 
couldn't keep them doam anymore. 

This womm anended Ah for some OW &et she stopped dMking and prior to attending 

treatment She learned that h u g b  taking the risk to share within la AA grwp, she @ed 

acceptance and was able to give voice to plùiM life issues that she had been carryiag doue. 

Throllgh p u p  eqeriences, such as that .tch the AA program offm, s e d  of the women 

hd gained awareness of parallefs berneen their pond stones and those of odier Aboeginal 

women/people. For one mmaa the M p m p m  and group process facilitatecl an acceptana 

that motivated her to C O ~ M U ~  on ha h&g joumey. 

1 s d  to talk about those h g s  that 1 did when I was cùinking - you know, I know 1 
wasn't a very gooù motha. 1 know 1 was behaving ialppcqriateiy mimy times, so 1 had 
to tllk about that Pnot to that they were di in here - just in here btures  to her h e 4  
so 1 haci to taüs about them. And 1 thiak b a t  what d y  heipeâ me g* to that point is 
that those people accepted me-no m ~ m  what I said-no mamer how much 1 put myseif 
d o m  

Ultisnateiy thU womn came to understand that aithough she had made tremendous gsuis 

thmugh the AA program, she aeeded to move on in her heaiing journey. Like maay others she 

retognieed the limitatious of the AA pzogram and in moving beyond it took s h p s  to redaim her 



culwe. She p e s  on to aay: 

1 stajed with AA, I suppose d l 1  was abie to look at and deal with a lot of the issues 
that came up as a resdt of my &inking. Once 1 was able to live witb myself and tatk 
about my stoy and not be ovemheimed by it I stopped gohg - because even today l 
think that AA s e 4  its purpose for me. 1 started practis'mg d i f f m t  aspects of my own 
cultue. 1 t qan  to & thae was more that 1 needed to do. 1 lmew ti~ere were issues 
more deeply rooted ban that [than she codd d â r e s s  through the M expWence]. 

Two of  the pmitipma accessed matment several years afier gainhg sobaety when the 

need for healuig became uadeniab1e. One of these women made the decision to seek healing 

thmugh trcamient sbordy a k  expetienchg a pst-mumatic-stress cesponse. Wben a dicnt 

disdosed sexuai abuse ha own respoase was immediate as well as emotiondy and physically 

1 s t a d  to k z e  up. i fouad it v q  difficult to sit diece and have a convetziation - 
inside 1 was g e h g  tense. I was fieeziag. When 1 got home I c8ed. The a m  day 1 
couldnt go to work because I was so upset It bmught up ail those memones of being 
abused myselt For a fm months I med to push it away and I tsied to conhue to work, 
but when that lady got the help she neeàed other people statced coming to me - aad 
taking. I found 1 couldn't deal with that. So I decided to do somedillig - 'Ff l'm gonna 
continue to wort in this field 1 aeed to do something about my own issues". 

In this passage this woman comects ha physical and emotimal response to previous semai 

abwe and makes a dmsion to seek help, m part, in oder to to help others. 

Another p w p a n t  who had been sober for several y m  prior to attending treamient 

h d y  did so in the culmination of a seaich for healmg as weU For dlls woman the s u c h  was 

groimded in die hurts of her marital datiomhip. Sbe decided to attend treament in oder to 

move fiom &+me, chmugh a h&g process into devcloping the capacity to b d d  a healthy, 

loving reiatioashfp with ha partner. Thmu& the piocess of matment this woum, Wre severai 

0th~ participants, *une to mognise her own mique aeeds as an inditriduai, and the right to have 

We wtxe pnetising aicobol for many y-, and for many years when we did quit we 
cûdn't do anything about i t  We diàn't go for treatment - we didn't go for help . . . lt w a  



thirteen years before he Pa busbarid] went to treatment, and thhem years before 1 went 
to treament. . . You have to put may your piide if you want to SUIPive, and go for that 
help. 

This desaiptioa refleas the reality that, on motha led,  this wormn chose to create an 

opportunity to access heaiing kom issues that she believed hd led to ha drinkmg p b l e m  

One of the women spoke about her iealisation that she could no longer oary the grief 

and the unpredictable rage that had characterised h a  life, and the recognition that she wodd 

have to make the decision to seek healing in ordn to cedaim hm emotionai wehess and hm life. 

So wen when 1 did stop drinking it would take me into ûipphg out because 1 had no 
coping mechanUms - n o h g  connete. The pain ans coming out and no way to deal 
with it, oowhen to tum. The h d  s m  was 1 h d  just bcen fed up with life -- and my 
&ter dicd and my mom died sic weeks later - and in 1987 it was four ycan later and 1 
hadn't deait Mth i t  1 just put it w the sheif. 1 coulda't h a d e  the &el. 

In mospect this woman mogpises the unresolveâ grief and deaiai that she was struggihg anth. 

She aiso possesses the aewer knowledge that only she can be tespnsible for h d f ,  most 

specifidy here, m terms of gahkg aobeety and heahg. An eadier rmdennading of  the 

responsihlities of womanbd influenceci this participant in her endeavouis to "look after her 

man" in a d y  sm&cmed mauner. Ch another level she despemtely ho@ that she would 

gain vicariously from the treatment process tbat sbe chose to enter in order to help ha partne. 

When I did go to treament - it was d y  suange tm, the guy that I aras Living with, he 
was mi d~oholic and 1 justifid that it ansn't me that h d  the probletn, so tôat's how 1 gct 
mysdf to treatment. It didn't wock of course. 

ThW desaiption b e a  the caring mle that is scripted foc women in a pamatcbd society. It also 

refleecs the understandhg that in assumhg a carrgivtx d e  in dation to a spouse, women may 

choose a stance that fdtates  avoidmce of personal respoasibility for addichie khavior and 

tetovery. ' l k  cm occur thioiigh justification that a partnei's needs and problms must take 



pnonty ovez mes own. In reflectiiig cm ha arpaience bis participant deady recogillsed that 

until she was prrpved to seek healiag foc h d ,  d e r  dian as a caqiver for her parmeq she 

could not My open herself to the h&g eXpmemce that she needed This same woman goes on 

to tak about the expience of entecing a treatment program for the second time (many 

Aboiigind women/people access ueatment on multiple occasions prior to m g  sobriety) &er 

k g  askd to leave a previous Native treatment program because of angry aud agpsive  

Oh, why did 1 go badr to a mamient centre? Because 1 needed help - - 1 recognised that I 
needed help and 1 didn't want to suffer througb that plin...md that I remembered some 
of the Elders lui the fint program] tailcing about bat part of it [the pain of healing). What 
heiped me is that [the Elden saîd bat] if you fecl the pain and are respoasibk for a 
situatiou as quKkly as possible then then's minimal pain. So if you bang ont0 it keeps 
coming bact So that sort of thing helped me. 

T b  desaiptive smtement illuminates the enperîence olanguUh and isoiation that eaded when 

tbis woman discovered au mtegral direaà of hope in the wods of Elders at a neannent centre. 

She was entoura@ by Eldm to move thmugh a healing process, so that the associateci pain 

wouM ulrimatdy end. These eldm were mentors in that they were survivors, and their wods 

w m  mted in the prisdom of +ence. The eacouragement and mode- of Elden and 

mentors are mticai to many Abo+ai women/pple who dioose to uderialre a healing 

joumey, and to deveiop the commimieat and strength to see it th@. 

'l'he d s a t i o n  of a scdtcb lot h&g as a centrai theme was a transfonnative moment 

for me with respect to my anaiysis of the data At that point mg anaiysis chmgad h m  a focw on 

addiction to women ieeking healiag. With this shift the data immediateiy began to reflect the 

holistic view of healing bat participants h d  in relation to mssing a Native treatment pmgram. 

The other understandhg that I @ed in relatim to a central theme of  a search for 

heahg  ans an undecstanding tbat some participants cieady considerrd treasment as a viable plth 



A ~earcli for brahg 

that would give them access to medicine people and ~ t i m a l  bealing h d s  within a 

coatempoacy setthg. It beuune appueiit to me that diis cupect;itim is @aps unique to 

Aborginai people, in that many Aboaginai people view treatment centres as heaiing lodges. It is 

h m  that culturai terhers, heaiers and cezemonies ;ue known to be a v a l e ,  dong Mdi a 

mjotity of Abe-al staff and a M composent of ohm Native partiapants. The foilowing 

deseciption illustrates the cultural expectations that Abongioai women may have of treatsnent 

cenues, and the meanhg that is attributed to such exgmiences. 

I starteci goiag back to ppracOsing some ofmy dturai ways -and 1 knew at a Native 
treatment centre aii those aspects would be theie. It may not be h m  my tribal goup but 
at least there was sornethhg there that 1 could relate to -and there was at --[a 
speafic aeatxnent centre]. They haà sweats once a week, tbey hd pipe cemnonies twke 
a wee4 they h d  elders in residmce, that we could tum to -and once a week they h d  a 
feast wbere they brought eiders hom aegbbohg bands to the treatment centre. 

Partiapmts talked about the access that Aboriginai people have to gdiamg culnital identity and 

expiession througti a Native treatment program that bLmgs participants and cultually relevant 

h+g methods togetha. One woman emphasùes tk as loiiows: 

1 thmk it's very miponant that Aboc+ai people go to an Aboriginal treatment centxe to 
have the in<monaectedness with th& culture -to get back th& cultural idenûty -to be 
proud and respecthi people a@. And we need to be able to corne fonh and bMg that 
out, 30 that our people d be able to work towards that sduhoa of gemig weil-that 
welhess. 

Th* statement illustmtes how stmngiy t h  participant telated to the culturai aspects of her 

experience in a Native residential treatment program as h e h g  and how she sees great value in 

this expience for other Aboagiad people as w d  

Each of the themes that ultimately emerged h m  the data was impacted by and 

interwoven with the centrai theme of a sm16jr b ~ & q .  A sense of imcondihonal a c c e p c e  and 

belcmging wa3 aperienced by ptitipaats through the process of treatmen~ and then beyond 



througb a ioumq to healing. It is important to recogpise tbat, as with severai participants, man? 

other Atmaiginai women/peopIe have never experieuced acceptance or a sense of belmghg prior 

to the expei;mce of treament 

In the foilowing desaiptioa, m e  woman taLs about reaching a point whm, thmugh the 

vaîidation and support of s a l f  and leliow participants, she b e p s  to experience herseif as a 

woman in a new and pmfouad way, sepamte f<wi her role as a Mfe and moiha. 

Tbey made me feel vety spccia4 and 1 haùn't hd that kind of treatment from anybody 
for a long, long tirne. They made me féel k e  1 was a huma being -- th?t 1 am a pemn 
Mth needs and wants that aze important --ad tbey hdped me to ficid me, because 1 was 
so used to king somebody's mom or somebody's de.. .a doormat so to speak. But they 
aeated me with respect up there. They cared; they puineiy c d ,  and that's what 1 Wred 
about thm. 

'L ' lus description iliustxates how one womm came to the realisation that she has a @t to have 

desues and needs that are unique to ber as a person, and that she has a nght to be respecteci, 

ln teference to h a  cxpeiimce with Akohoiic Anonymous meetings, anothtx woman 

spoke of the warmth and uncouditimd accepmce that was elnmded to her thiough AA group 

membem. In additioa, through the p u p  meetings and process this woman, liLe many other 

people, was able to recogoise the commoci expeuences, needs and feelings that she shared Mth 

other p u p  m e m h  The acceptance aad awareness that was gained aumired a sense of 

belonging and @tude as describeci in the foiiowhg wods of one woman: 

t stacted pyhg atteution to what people wtxe sayiag about themselves and how th& 
stories were v e q  similar to mine md I could i d e n e  1 codd date to thais stocies. - And 
1 think that what redy helpeâ me get to that point is those p p l e  rcepted me, no 
mater what I said, no matter how much 1 put m y d  dom.  . . They wae always 
welcomiag me very d y .  They'd give me hugs and they'd d y . .  .they'd ask me how 1 
was dohg and to me it wasn't @d, they wae 4 l y  coucemeci about me. - So bey 
just kept comiag badr and ~iea~suring me that 1 was OK whereas in any other setting 1 
neva e x p i e n c d  that 



A searcb fit bcahnj 

Otha partiapants expressed similu eyPe.ences and insights bat w m  gauied throiigh 

participation in a rrsidmtiai tmtment proass. Thtougû the pnxess o f  arining a sense of 

belonging, each w m a n  felt heard, accepted and valued as m individual and as an Aborigiad 

woman. This concept is illuanted in the wods of two padapmts as foilows: 

Once I got here, and started to hear 0th- peoples stones and tell them my story, 1 found 
out we an aii the same. The same things happen to us ail - diffèrent arCUmsmces, but 
you know, it was std the same. * 
They weten't any diffkent f h n  anybody else; they weren't any d"'t h m  me. Tbey 
weien't any diffeteat h m  other people that 1 hm, that wexe dMLVig. They had the 
same pmblems. Th& feeihgs were the same. No man= how much younger they were 
thm me, they were k e  me. 1t âidn't matter what nation they wcre €mm . . . .1 wasn't a 
stranger there even though 1 was. 1 mean pbysically I was, but spkitually 1 wasn't 1 felt 
like I was there before you know, but 1 guess that was just because of the similvties ui 
the cultures . . . I knew it didn't matter whem 1 came hm, you know - that they 
cared. 

These women wexe no longer outsiders, without knowledge of  how to get into the group, but 

ratha, each woman e..Per;enced herseIf as a fU m e m k  of a valued group, ofka for the 6rst 

the .  One partiapant spoke about ber deep fcar of tnisting and how she began to challenge this 

in her dationship Mth her counselor thcoughout the treatment process. 

Afiec I got used to h a  - it was h a d  for me to tell ber, you know - eve-g - you 
know - d y  hard to nim a person that you don't know, und afier you get used to 
t;iUMg with them. 

This woman g r a d d y  dowed heexlf to begin to mut a staff meinber through the process of 
i 
> 

developing a relationship built on munial mspect and acceptame. Another partiapant spoke v q  

pow&y about how skie took the &k of trusting a cornselor by sh?Mg traumatic expeiieaces 

that she had e n d d  in h a  own Me, as well as the abuse that she had inflictecl cm otheis. She 

camed tremendous feat and guilt in dation to her abusive behaviow, and had f d  pivUig 

voice to them because she felt that she risked iacatlemticm by ndmitting to ha own abusme 
I 



It was good in the sense that we talked about me king a b 4  and me abupiag a younger 
penon - k g  reaiiy auel to them - and 1 thought it was discipline and it wasn't. 1 
thoiigbt Pd k put in jd for i t  She told me that at the t h e  it wasn't my fadt - what I 
went through. And 1 Ùiialr that was my saving gnce, was that 1 hung ont0 that, that it 
wasn't mg huit. But I st i l l  aeeded to deai with k g  a qxmsible adult for the things 
that 1 haâ done, evea though 1 àiàn't know it was wmng. 

This woman experienced a tremendous sense of rekf at s h h g  ber stoiy and at the suppoai~e 

aoa-blannog respoase of the counselor. Thmugb this eXpenence she was able to move on to 

talung respshility for ber actions, Mtùout the burden of guilt that she had carrieci for so long. 

Abonginal people have always maintauied strong ancestral hes diat have historically beea 

sanigdiened and reflected culnvaUy through a range of creative and thohoiigbtfid human activities. 

For exampie, storytehg, sou& dance, and &e eexperiçnce of ritual and ceremoay have always 

hduded those who bave gme before us, through the retelling of th& stoSes and the validation 

of the humm =p&eace. 'lZlrough this process al Aborigmal people were reminded in a 

profound way of our place in the univers, withui o u  commmity, and out familia. Through 

such rrinfodng processes we came to understand h m  where and who we corne, and therefore 

who we are and w h e ~  aie are going. 0.1 the d e  of Me th= is no bepinning and no end, and 

our ancestors remain on the wheel of life with us fotevet. 

Tbe W o m  of the Aboriginal people of tbis county to take part in these activities md 

to nxreate links to our ancesto~ was intempteâ dvough a devastathg proccss of cobnizatioa. 

Thtough this process the cultural expressions bat reinforceci the ties to our ancestors were 

darmged or severeâ, in some cases Corner. AAbo+nai p p l e  are rrdpmmg mauy aspects of 

culture, whicb in tum cm reconnect us with our anceston and sp;iitud ways. For some Nations 



this was never lost, while in others some of these aspects may be lost forever. 

AU of the paihapaats s h d  descriptions of a powedd ~omect ion to theV anastom. 

This spiritual monneaion was bom thugfi the medium of traditional cenmony and rinial, 

which gave participants a sense of pundedness, and o f f d  a weilsp~g of stmgth to tap hto 

This was understood to be rooied in a veq long line of ancestors. Women expressed feeling a 

connechm to the spkk of ancestors who w a e  bound to them through biood and a cuitutai 

hczitage, and fmm whom they sensed a p o w d  grft of caring and guardiaaship. For those 

womm wbo came fiom f d e s  that tbey desaibed as dysbctionai, there was a new-found 

connection to ancestors who weie pûceived as halthy, lovicig md strong 

Women spoke of this comiection in differpat ways but it was dear that they were 

expressing a transformation. lbis o c c d  thmugh the process of reuni~g anth th& ancestors 

in a timeless heaiing ritual cornecd to A b o e a l  cuinire and philosophical und-. 

Three of the participants express a powerful ~~connectioa to ancestors through cemnony as 

1 d y  felt likc as if &e spirits [olaacestom1 w m  in there [tûe sweatlodge] bteniag to 
me prayhg, and that they appreciated what 1 did. 1 could feel that. 1 don't know how I 
couid describe it to you - it was just a feeling that 1 got that they wese glad I was h&g - 
- that I was loobg der myself * 
1 seen them [ancestonl do it [the sweatlodge cerwiony] a long thne 3go whm 1 was small 
- but chen it came to me for how it is now goiag in the sweat. 

1 could see them ber ancestors]. It was jwt h a t  di-empowecing presence. They were 
there and listcaiag to me - and that - they wodd be there anth me. It's for me to 
remember that they pe thm. 

These qyotations reflect the p o w d  way in which these womea were able to see, feel aad 

e.perience tfiek ancestm thiough the traditionai healing ceremoaies that they eupecieuced m 



treatment Th& wods also nflect the aasfomation that they e,.perienced through a pmcess of 

reconnection with ancestors. 

This p o w d  recomectbn to ancestors k sometbing that 1 a h  experienced through 

traditionid ceremony. I folded bis understandhg into my hem thtough a profouad expience in 

the sacreci environment of the sweadodge. 1, too, idce womm participants in dis s e  was 

spiritually trausfomied through rhis process. IhW understanding gives me strength and comfoa 

as it does to Q ~ C @ ~ . O ~ S ,  in that 1 too ;mi aware diat 1 am never compîete.îy done and that 1 cafry 

the s@ts and the g i h  of my ancestors 6 t h  me. Aloag with this knowlcdge 1 aiso carry the 

responsibility of knowing that I have a voice that cm make itself h d  in many ways, w h m  

many of my ancestors, particularly my p d m o t h e r s  did uot, and where many of datives today, 

who have a dadrer skin colour than 1, do a o t  

Womeir talked about the impact and exphence of the tdtional caemonies and 

teachings that were experienced m a Native treatmeat centre sethg. Sacred cmemonies were 

perceived by ail partiapants as bmeless. Oa one levd they were expekced as innately fimiliu 

aad integral, md yet enhrely new to th& expeiience on another l e d .  

lt's somedUng that's se O& Something that hm been there for -y, many, many, many 
generations. To me ifs somedllng that I may have encountered maybe even in a previous 
Me. 1 could have becn part of th* and - just the ovt~~helming fceliag that 1 get in my 
heart, when 1 hear some of those soue - not d son@, but certain ones. When I hear 
&Y dium... that dnnn is what draws me.. . It was just iike 1 came home ... 1 could be 
mywhtxe, but when I h e a  that dnmi it's me I'm home. It was h a y s  thm. Pd be away 
from it for yens. and then whm I'd go back to it, I'd get that same feeling, in my h*u 
And it was like 1 wanted to bunn Mde open, you know.. .and many many times jun 
h&g a song would ïnake me cy, and I wouldn't even know what they were singing 
about 

Womm describeci the fiimikitp of slvh enpcELaces, and the prolound a n c e d  and culnitai 
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comections that grounded thcm on th& h&g pumey. 

My grandfatha, 1 I o w  he used to do that Ah - w& we were just too srnall but I know 
they used to do it. 'l'bey used to have mus a long the  ago, but I learned more about it 
at (a s@c native treatment ceatm). Only place 1 found out about it was at (a sp5f.1~ 
treatment centce) cause we never used to go to sweats. Und it just came b r k  to us - 
about sweats, eveytbg. You know - iike cuicul~e and language. I seen them do it a long 
time ago when I was small, but then it came to me for how it is now goin in the sweat. I 
sure iike them - ya know, havia sweats. i'd sure like to have one here of my own, iike for 
the family. My oldest son is goana make one out here.. .of our own, ovm by the aeek. 

This woman remembers the ttaditional ceremonks that were a pan ofcommuaity and f d y  Iite 

wben she was a veiy young child, and were intemipied by the residenaial schooi experience and 

through legislation. The hture is linked to tbe foundation of the p s t  as this participant shms 

her plan to bPng micestrai ceremony iato ber contemporâty family Life by c o n s m i ~ g  a family 

As one woman look back in hme she recoBpises that h a  hcaliag p m e y  was inevitablc 

from the t h e  of h a  hrst evperience within the sweatlodge. In ber words "It started back there in 

that sweat loàge. It wu destined ... it was di mappeù out for me to get to there [treatment]". 

At rhat the the course of this woman's life was changed, and a aew stoiy aside h m  her 

problem-satwated life was made possible. Many Abotighal women have intemalized a 6epr of 

themselves that is reflected in the domiaant dture, h t h r o u g h  lenses that are coloumi with 

inshtuticmalised &m and oppression. Througb the process of redaiming cultua esteem and 

b u g h  a heaLng pumey that renewed ancesal ties and reclaimed culturai ways and self, each 

participant also came to undastand tbat hci h e h g  joumey nrcdcd to indude ohet Abcmgbal 

people wbo wodd be ber mentors and puides. The descriptions of two women dustrate this idea 

The healing Qrde, the spirit spot, the sweatlodge - lesmiag about the medicine wheei, 
k g  able to use it as a problem solva, for lmkq at life and how it has evolved. And 
understandhg about my culture. Thats how 1 et here. There's no otha way. The 
westem philosophy woddn't have done it for me. And it was that interconnectedness 



anth rny people and with my culture and aditioos that got me hese today . . . 1 didn't 
realise und theo that 1 had cul& self-hate - and I told them "gee - dUs anewnr a lot" 
. . . at [speafc treatment centre] they teach us a lot of stuff that we - that some of us 
don't know - your o m  culture . . . Lt l i t  good to be a part of dcit cuituse - to be in the 
sweatlodge - to be in the spirit spot - to talk to the aeator aud to know that th= is a 
power gceatet han me, lad to a d s e  that with the terhmgs The spirit is dways thm 
within reach and all we have to do is reach out and find it. 

1 tùink it's veq important that Aboriginal people go to an Aboriginal treatment centxe to 
have ïnterconnecteàness with di& culture - to get back th& cultural identity. To be 
pmud and respecthi people a@. Because, that's been taken ftom us, h u g b  no choice 
oforn own, most thes. The aicohol and drugs are but a symptom of what is reaily widiin 
US. 

'L'hese wods eupress au understaadiag diah for these women, a cuihuai heaLng that included 

traditional spi.titual aspects was an integral piece of th& healing jourueys. 

Many Aboqginai people iive offreseme for various and cornplex r e m s .  'ïhe hck of 

economic and educationai oppommities are key lacton as wdl  as the aeed for iacreased and 

impmveâ housmg and health supports, for example. In ddition a h g  oumber of Abor;gPial 

people w a e  removeâ h m  th& communities rhrough the residential school eqmicnce, and later 
' 

by the child welfare authorities. Many of these childrm never came home, and many others aied 

unsuccessfully to &-te afier pars in a completely d i l f e ~ e ~ l t  cultuad enWwment. Speafic 

issues a t k  for women, such as mvrying and iitTing off reseme, or marial sptits that bave forced 

womea to lave th& busbaud's home community and their homes aRtb aotbhg. Women also 

flee violent relatiomhips, or unhealthy partnem and even commCMities in order to pmtect th& 

childfm. 

For these and related reasons Aboriginal women o h  miss the oppominity for culturai 

expression and expefiences, such as that @ed through cmmony and the intenction with 



eldem. The following description reveah one woman7s yeamhg to practice her own cultural ways, 

although she has a grest wilhgpess to leam and accept odia culnval exPei;ences and terEags 

that reflect the woddview of Aborigiad people and ttadition. This woman, k e  many otha 

Aborighal people, is open to accepting teachings and cultural expression b a t  is qresentative of 

AboBgplal d t m s  that are not h a  own. Thisfin-In&m view is pediaps most cornmon with 

AboOgmai people who are removed h m  dieir oam culture or texritory, but rraditi0~1 riid culturai 

kaowledg bas arguably ken lost to a greata or lesser degree in reserve communities as WCU. 

People hwgx, as this woman does, for expression and cxpxience that rrflece an indgenous 

woddview and Me experience. 

Because 17m not able to embrace my own her ie,  my own cultute, I'm ernbmchg 
whatever is available, with Aborigiaai people. '1'0 me it doesn't matter.. .it doesn't matter 
if it's not from my own people, as long as ifs Fht Nations. 1 wiü attead as many 
ceremonies as 1 can. I arill go out of town for a cermooy if 1 know about i t  

Anotha womm &ed about the streagtb and the punding Lhat she &"ed h m  pfactising hm 

culture thmugh smudges and talkhg cides tiuoughout the txeatment expcrience. 

We had a smudge everyday . . . just srnehg it and inhalùig it would grouad me, and it 
wodd give me strength. It would help me to s e  And anotha thhg was when tbey 
passed an eagk feather around, when it wm our tum to sp i c . .  .and when 1 held onto 
that feather I felt bat no hami could corne to me, that 1 could say anything without 
feeLng shame. So it gaoe me strength. 

Thmugb the grouodiag expuience of caemoay, tbis woman, Wre many other Abowal  

womca/peqle was able to gain courage that doweâ her to s h a ~  her pain and experiences with 

others as she walked her h&g pumey. 

Al1 of the participants eqxknced the sweatlodge ceremony duiug treatment, and for 

s e v d  OC the women, it was th& f k t  oppommitg to do so. They were ail able to open 

themsdves ici a pmiound way to an expience that required wntai, physid, +tuai and 



emotiond endurance as wd as a hi@ degree of rnist Women made the decision to mvest 

themselves completdg in this ceremoay, m spite of many put abuses of thek trust and in spite of 

initial fears of dohg so. In refl&.g back on this eXpeaence s e v d  women spoke about the 

impact of ihis ceremony on their spirits as weii as th& bodies, tbàr h d s ,  md ultimately th& 

lives. The folioaringdescriptions are testaments to the ~mngtb of the humm spuit and to the 

healuig power of the sweadodge cmmony. 

It was Linda scay at h, you know, cause ifs da& and that - but &et that when 1 
started g e h g  useà of it I s t d  to k e  it - the deaasing of eveqthing in you, and goiag 
in the water. Yeah, 1 Wre sweats - they pray towards the aeator and pray for god And, 
uh, I think too [thatl in the sweat b e y  pray for the aeator, but I kind of drinL ifs the 
same anpay, god and the aeatot. 

1 believe the sweatiodge, k g . .  .very spiritual md a way of comecting with the creator. 
Wbat ktter way - whea you corne mm the wodd naked, you know, and we go out of the 
world naked with absoluteiy aothbg. #en I'm in the swcat lodge my heart, my whole 
beuig is completely o p  ôecawe the& aot g o ~ l  be a judgcment there. A d  so, if 1 cm 
put my mist in the creator 1 can put a littie bit of t .  hto buman behgs - but not dl 
mg aupt The hrst time I went ia it was aü-powerhit Thete was four pipe c& in 
Ihere. It was the most wonderfiil, saoge experieace. Yet I undemtood my language, yet I 
doa't speak it and I don't undentaad it U y .  But in that sweatlodge I could - and my 
wolfcme to me - the d e  was 6th me you know - and the kat, and it was just 
u o d  1 just secn so maay things and was a part of so m y  tbings.. .and 1 cm still bave 
that en- at any the. . . The teachmgs, the medicine wbeel is the mainstay of  who I am 
today aud of behg pmud of being a gnndmodier, of b&g a woman. 

Women &ed about the importance of hding a cultural way to express and experience 

th& spirits. For one participant a part of her a d ,  as with mmy o k  Aboi;gpid people, was to 

have an altemative to the religious expression that wu, enforced tbtough the residential school 

experieace. She soilght a culnual fom of expression dut wodd be meauingful to her spirituaiiy 

and help her let go of the bittemess and pain that mvkcd the Sprinial abuse that she had 

s u f f d .  

IthinlrithdpedmeLeepin toirhwithmyspiet-IWithelpedme&etbatifI 
couljo't rra& out tu anyonc m the physicai worid mat I knew there was someone dse 



that 1 could him to aad 1 just needed to fmd a medium to do that . . . Well 1 thmk what it 
did [sweatloâge ceremoay duruig ueatmentj was it helped me to have sometbiog to 
beiieve in. When 1 was gohg to fesidential school 1 was otdered to pray - I was ordaed 
to kneel here, and "diie is how you kaeel". And 'then you pmy th is what you say" and 
%hm you pray you say t h  so maay Mies". Nobody ever e-pplained to me why, nobody 
ever told me what was good about doing thab And so when I left residential school I was 
ten yyens old, and when 1 waiked away h m  that school I told myseHc'I'm not ever 
walkiag iato another church ?g;ua unless I'm going to a wedding or a beral''. h d  1 
stuck to i t  I never went to church again uniess I wanted to. And saying all those prayers 
all those y-. Behg ai my knees. I didn't get anphmg out of it. I diàn't Wre dohg i t  1 
didn't see the purpose m dohg i t  But w h a  1 starred back to the sweats, and begm takuig 
part in the smudges and the pipe ceremoaies - over and ova  agaùt, no matter wbere 1 
weat -- those c ~ o a i e s  a r a  alarays p d e d  with "you dm't have to do this if you 
dont want to. We're aot fo&g you to be here aad you pny to whomevec you waut to 
pray to", and 'vou say your payecs h your own way". And that really bel@ me. If I 
didn't go back to pzactising some of my cultural ways it would haw taken me much 
longer to feel that connectedness, aot to feel done -- it woukl have taken me much 
longer. 1 say diat because when I left residential school 1 was bitter.. . v q  angy about 
what those people had forced me to do. To take on a belief system that was foreign to me 
witbout exphmation. So, 1 thiok that if 1 didn't go back to my cultural ways 1 would have 
stayed bitter longer. 

Thmugb traditional ceremony such as the sweatlodge ceremony and the winter-dances that are a 

part of her dtute, this woman ultimatdy redaimed that part of ber spirit that bad been so 

wounded h u g h  the experience of mideutial school. She had suffered the loss of her traditional 

spkitual plilcrices as a youag ddd and had felt only rage at a rei;srous institution that assumed a 

plre ot  incrcdible powa and precedence in her life 6th no mplanatioa. Througù the 

redamation of her traditional spuinnl anys she found healuig and was able to let go of the 

bittemess that she had catried ftom childtiood. 

As weil as gainhg a sense of beimging and rceptance h m  staff and fellow pdapiaits, 

the participants were mare of the d u e  of the msigbt and awareness chat they &ed througb 

int&oa with other group members. In addition, another impottant cornpournt of the p u p  

process wa9 the oppomrnity to give back to otbm duough this mim,ring process by extending 



empathy and compassion. ûver the,  each woman devdoped a b e l  of self-esteem and aust 

tbzough the group pmess that was an integnl part of the txeatment p m p n  Ultimately, they 

w m  able to open themselves to the objective iastgbts and the cmstnictive aiticisrn of ohers. 

The pkipancs were able to eype&nce themselves in aew ways and to validate theu eqexieaces 

through the reflection of themselves and th& reality in the stories and feelings of others. One 

woman e,~+ences a nomalismg effect when she listens to the dationship issues of other group 

members: " ListeiUng to hem, 1 wasn't the ody one who h d  rehtionship problems with my 

partnd. Another pdcipant reflects on the leamhg that she grined by ailoaring h d  to be 

vulnerable enough to o p  hmeif to the group process expericnce and corne to a point where 

she could accept constructive criticism: 

They poiated out to me how my amhde stunk and bterl bow my attitude changed and 
how my expfessions, my frid expression, not to mention my non-verbal [wese hked to 
thisl- 1 couldn't see fimm di& eyes so 1 had to accept pady that what they were slging 
was true. 

Ow woman expresses die feelings of Gustratiooa and isolation that she eqxrienced 

through some aspects of the group pmcess involved fa aeamieot The folioariog statewnt 

illustrates the e.ypectdtion that she initiaüy had of berself, even in treamient 

The way bey were dealiag with thqs, the way they helped tbernsdves, you know. It 
seemed Wre I'm dohg aii dlls stuff too, and why dont 1 see any hpcovement, you know, 
but yet 1 codd see it io other people. 

' l 'b statement illustrates how this womaa muld objedvely lppRcive where other participants 

were making gains and moving fonvard m thai healmg joumeys, but was fnistrated with the 

iateiior view of her own experîence. U l h t e l y  the gmup eqxsience assisteû h a  as she chose to 

let go of some of the self-judgernent that she c d e d .  Th@ the minoring effect of the p u p  

process e~Per;ence this woman was able to see berselth o k  and to then h d  forgiveness and 

compassion for herseif as she did for others. 



Ail pattiapants de* identifid people who they considenxi to be mentors or suppotts 

telated to th& sobriety and healing. in ali cases the p o n ( s )  identifid was sober, and h the 

cases of three women the most sigeiticant mentor ans a spouse. One woman ccmsidered her late 

gmndmother to be hm greatest mentor in that she had e.upeP;enced unconditional love in tbis 

relationshrp, as wefl as W e s s .  She also recogaised her p d m o t h e r  as an important teacher 

a d  mentor in relation to h a  language, traditionai stones and iifeways. She remarked: 

Mostly my grandmother was a lotta support for me - iike gohg back to a long time ago - 
when I came out of [cesideatial] s c h d  She went to residential school, too - 1 didn't 
know. A long Mie before I did. She went up to gsade &se aad gee, she was moie 
srnatter than 1 was - for a real elder old lady. . . My grandmother -- she was my teacher . . 
. yeah, she'd teil us a lotta stoacs - we used to sit diee and listen . . . I got so used to my 
Giandmother and she was so iùnd - she was teally khd - she was a acce old lady. 

This woman's grandmother had also suzvived cesidenbal school as weii as an alcohd addiction, 

and went on to lead a life of sobriety and useWness that iospked the participant in many ways. 

AU of the pastiapants recoBpised mentors Ui matment centre staff or amongst other 

participants. The foiiowing MO descriptions illustrate the impact of staff members who played an 

important d e  as healthy, capable Aboggp>al women who were dued and respecteci by the 

women. Oae woman expresses her idmiratim for a femaie staff member that inspucd h a  

throigh her skilled no-aonsense approadi to ber work, and &th the Immense joy that she was 

able to take ia Me in spite of her past smigges with alcoh01 addiction 

1 redy admired her, you luiow - she was so bgical. . .sbe was raiseci by her grandma and 
she knew a lot aad she d e d  that ~6th hm aLi h u g h  her dfinkmg md whatever 
carrying on she did - ail those years of aicohol abuse. And I dont know what happened 
Mth heq I doa't know what d e  ber go saaigbt but - it was w o n d d  to se+ her stdi 
havbg that knowledge - aot foqptten. It was her, it was her grandma, &ht there. It was 
just amazing to watch. 



Another woman t&s about the mist that she was able to develop in her relationshtp with 

h a  counselor during treatment Thw was a cemarkable act of courage in that thk particuk 

woman expressed a strong fear of tnishng that she linked to h a  nsidcatial school experience. 

It was mosdy my counsdo.r who helpeù me over there [in treatmentl . . .i&e i f 1  had 
problems or somethuig 1 couid p d  her aside a d  thm ag and talk to her - what's 
bolheMg me. And she used to know ail the time, about me, because 1 used io teii hm 
evergtbùig that used to botha me 

One patticipant, who is a s e d  abuse sumivor, acknowledged the mentorship roie that a 

nigbt attendant played in her healing. With his belp she felt more able to face the fear that she 

wu txperieacing m relation to feeling uosafe at aight with her dwr unlocked. He did diS bg 

acknowledghg and bearing arimess to her lean and t m ,  and ultimately helped assuage those 

fem with authentic compassion and a commm-sense amtude. 

Two womm spoke about the growth of faendship and trust that developed Mth other 

women partiapants in ueatment. Although the telationships ended with treatment for m i o u  

muons, the importance given to such encountm lives on. Women spoke p o w d y  about the 

importance of k g  with othec Aboriginal people throughout the treatment process, and in 

': ongoiag healing. Even the initial decisicm to attend a Native txeatment centre was W e d  to the 

aeed to be with other peopie who had ex@enced life h m  the standpoint of an Aborigiad 

woman. It was cmsidered aiticai to be with people like meself, with other Aboriginal people. It 

was not cmsidered as impottant to be aRth womeo ody in matment Ln FM this issue was not 

j taised at all by the women, all of whom atrended CO-cd pmgrams. Whm 1 asked about the impact 
t 
I of women ody or c d  treatment pmgrams the women thought ît somewhat inconsequeuriai, 

although th& vies wu modifiecl when it came to the issues of mul abuse and domestic 

1 To varging degrees and through different expression, Aboriginal people expaieme a 
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commoa indigenous wotldview (Cmzier-Hogle et al., 1997; MmdeU, 1998). Aspects o f  this 

woddview underph a range of culturd expression and coliedve expenena that promote a sense 

of community, kiaship and family ties. ?liese dimensions of Abrispiai eXpeeeace ue 

~ s f e n b l e  amongst all Aboriginal people to a greater or lesser e=t The Ab"pina1 women 

who partiapated m this snidy, W<e othei Aboriginal people, had some enpectations in dation to 

the idea that they would eacounter odier Aboriginal people at a Native aratmeat centre. For 

enample, a couple of the women went as far away from home as possible to attend treatment so 

they would be l a s  Wrely to have h d s  or relatives in the same treatment pcogrpn. as stallor 

participants. niey exprased the idea of w a n ~ g  to be free to concentrate on th& own heaiing, 

without h a k g  to be concemeci with the m p s e  or needs of people that they might know. 

However, these w o w n  also had e.vpettatioas that they wne more kdy to be understood and 

accepteci by other Aboriginal p p i e ,  even outside of di& own di t ionai  tenitory. It was dear 

that d of the women felt an important sense of kinship with h r i g i o a i  people. "bey were 

considemi to be Wrdy to have had some similac life experiences, as wd as the possibility that 

there wodd be otba p ~ ~ m t s  who were membm of the same Nation, or who had f e d s  or 

f d y  in commoa with them. 

Partners who had doue th& owu healMg and who supported th& wives in sobtiefp aad 

healing were consided as mspimtim to the womea Aithougb havïng a long-hme sober parmer 

was uot part of the participant criteria for my cesearch, it now seems likeiy that this factor is a 

very important one in t m s  of impacthg the suecess of tbx of the padcipants in th& sobnety. 

This concept is iilustmted in the words of one woman: 

My husbaad - smce 1 started healing he bas been veq supportive - he's lost a lot of 
patience with me mmy, many hmes, but he hangs in there. And he realiy helps me. He's 
been my ioSp.acim, because for my.bo6 to qit drinkmg - hc aould h m  bem 



the last p o u  on e a d  anybody wodd thuik wouid do i t  

This description iUustrata the respect and admirah  that this woman fe& for ber husband, 

wbo has deah with his own serious aicohol addicrion successWy, and has eacoutaged h a  on ber 

he;iling p h .  Another womaa spoke about die ongoing s u p t t  h m  speahc iarming f d y  

members that was auciai to her d e r  in her h&g joumey, and which is sti l l  avaiiable to her at 

any tirne. She recogaises the value of these teiationships and the commitrnent that her f d y  has 

made in supporting ber in het sobriety and welliess. 

My bmdiec used to corne d to me and I have ;m dopted sister working at [a 
specific treatment centre]. 111 just phoae her of go o v e  there and tak to h a  - so she's 
helped me lots and my brother . . . She knows lots about me too, because we grew up 
togeth= with my pdmother  and she knows - or she even knows when I'm troubled or 
somethiag too, she knows nght away. 

This same woman goes on to talk about anotha facet of the iofluence of ha fimily ici t m s  of 

her ongouig sobriety. They associate her with the aew story bat sbe bas created duough her 

heaiing joumey, and she is determioed to maintain the near life and the heaithy relationships that 

she h i  buiit. This is reaffhed regulady whea she is in the complny ofother Aboriginal people, 

who s m e  desperately with alcohol addiction, as she once did. 'lbrough such encouuters she is 

remindeci of the value of ber am storg as hdd up a p h s t  the painhi starkness of ha former 

I wouldn't want my childm and grandchibn and my liale guy to sec me - the way I 
WYI before, because aow when i see those people that are deakiag arormd t o m  1 just see 
myseif- h m  a long bine ago - cause 1 don't want to go back to that no more, no way. 

In refuence to her young adopted son and the blessing of haveig a second chance at 

rnothechood she says "sure is somedung - sure h a  changed my lile a lot, that W e  guy - sina 1 

had him". Because of her relationshtp whh akohol this AboSgPial wompi, like many O-, had 

pFcviously lost her chi ldm pemianendy to ihe chüd welfare system. Fommately she was able to 



recoade 6th ber c h i l h  as dadu, when they m e  badr to th& home teaitoy and entended 

f a d y .  She commente&. 

My oldest daughter, she said she didn't have any feelings towarcis me - no hard feelinigs. 
And 1 told ber how 1 felt, and that you know, b a t  they w a r  gone kom me for so many 
years aad 1 toid her Y was d i y  scared towards you guys when you corne back" and she 
said "oh mom, we just love you the way you are, and diat "you'te not to b h e " .  

In these wods this participant expresses the fear and vulnerability, as weii as the thankhilness, 

that she eaperimced when she recoaciled with one of ber children, who met hm shame and fear 

with forpiveaess and love. 

Another theme that e r n w  kom the data was one composeci of 6iaments that weie 

associated Mtb women's positive =<perieaces with community suppoas and resomes. Three of 

the partiapants accessed community suppocts eady on in their healing joumeys and d of the 

wornen conMue to access them in a range of foms that include ceremony, traditioaal g*th&gs, 

a women's support p u p  and AA meetings. Che mman spoke about the rang of community 

supports that sbe accesses, kom aneuding weekiy 1\A m e e ~ g  and practishg the LU 12-step 

pfogram to reguiady taking part in culturai ceremoay and Stual. 

I attend AA at lmt once a week, and then 1 pmdce. 1 realised that when I did go iato - 
-- [a s@c Native mtment centxel it wasn't n v e q  good netwotk [a mikation about 
ber însuflicient support nemoûc whik in tmtment] not stmng enougb and aot mou@ 
people CO support. If 1 caiied four people and they wem't there, there goes my support 
network. 

Througb m e n t  diis wommi came to realise that a suong suppon network was aiticai to her 

post-trament sobriety. She made a consuous effort to mate  me that hd enough people who 

were healthy and cornmitteci to supporthg her in her sobriety. Another woman acîmowiedged 

the heipiog duence o f  M eady cm in her he?ling joumey. 



1 t b k  it was the cimes bat I went to AA meetings in t o m  that helped me lots too. To 
t d  you the truth now that I'm stroag enough bat 1 don't aeed to go to any M meetings 
or anythiag now - that I'm d y  stroug enough to stay awq fiom dnigs or dcohol. 
'Chat's why 1 don't hady go to anybody now - M meetings and that But the oaly thing 
that suppons me is my sister worting at [a s w c  treatment cenaej cause if 1 
have pmblems 1 phone her or my hther ,  cause he hasn't draak for 1 don't know how 
rnmy years too aow. 

This wornan aow feels datively conMent in ber sobnety, and feels that she has d die support 

bat she aeeds within her extended f d y .  

'I'he foUoaRag qwtation illustrates the influence and value of informa1 h e l p ,  who in 

this instance, are long-the lriends and community members as weU as committed mmbers of a 

1 have a Mes' suppoa group that 1 went to befoce treatment, and they's - we'ce still 
together. Not aii of us, but thete's S I  about thiee of us that get together quite a lot. We 
associate with each other a lot stilL And I cm d y  see the changes in thm and how 
tûey've grown, and they c m  d y  sec the &an% in me and bow I'w grown. They've 
been supportive and - because ihey've been with me aght thiough the bad times - and 
they knew what 1 went tbmugh . . . Thete were many, many, many times when they were 
always thece to boost me up - jwt to r e d y  be thece for me, to hear me out, no matter 
how awfd the story was, or how awM 1 made it sound. 

This desaiphon kames the critical role that informai helpers can play in the Lves of 

womea/people with addiction pmblms. It reveals the immense value of the ieaptoaty of 

unconditimd acceptame and support that this womaa expiences t h u g $  a weil-establisbed 

women's support group in ha small community. 

Each participant in this snidy possesses an interior e.Per;ence of healiag fiom ddiction 

and emotiond pain. Sae is keenly mare of the txitical influences in hm sobriety and healing and 

how rhese flow out to impact the lives of others. At the end of the cmtrersations, when asked if 

they had m+g Met they would Wre to Say, two of the womm chose to &are the followmg 
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messages of inspinwn and h e a h g  

So, as an Abociginai woman toddy I'm proud ofwho 1 am, and howing that Pm grfted 
And to me the life expxiences that 1 have is something thai 1 cm use today to help othm 
people because other people have givm it to me - to give b r k .  The teacbings, the 
learning about what 1 cm do for me, for my f d y ,  foc the community - without the 
ego. It's coming h m  the kart  Mthout expecthg. When 1 did rhmgs before thne was 
always a tag to it, because that's how 1 was tauptit So listeniag to my eldm today, 
listenuig to my d d  and the teachhgs that he g v e  me even thougb there was some 
dy shmction there. 

I'm more ptoud now to Say that 1 am an Okanlgaa woman and these are the things that I 
h o w  about m y d  md my people. T b  is who WC are. This is how we live. I'm much 
moie knowledgeable, I'm much more mare, and it's fraeiag. 

These eloquent wotds are rooted in expaieme and wisdom. Tbey w m  shad by wacriof- 

women as a gdi of h o p  to other Aboc&al woman on a patb to healiag. In a p o w e f i  way they 

exemplify the h&g path that these and other Aboriginal women/people have chosen and 

reflect the immeuse strength and courage of those wbo walk this path. 



Chapter Five 

Condusion 

u 
The purpose of  this research was to conduct an exploratoy, qqualitative stuày on the 

expaiemes of Abo@al women w o  had pdcipated in a Native residential treamient program 

at least mo y e m  ago, and who had ken  sober smce that time. This was undertakm by applyhg 

a descriptive phenomenological method010gy and a fèmlliist research perspective. 1 hterviewed 

four Aboegioai women Mth the goal ofexploring and gpining ?a essential undetstanding of th& 

lived expeuences. 

At the outset of this re~eatch shdy L was gitted with the stories of four courageous 

Aboriginal women who chose to sham through this re-h as a way of extendiag th& stones of 

healing to and for other Aborighal women. 1 was awed by the MUiagness of women to sbace 

their stories for the purposes of my research, since 1 was a WNal s t r a n g x  to some of the 

partiapants. 1 consider that the depdi of 9Bk taking in shariiig such lifc e.uPer;enoes and feelings 

was a gift This gift was @ v a  so that it migbt flow out h m  e r h  woman, through me, aod on to 

other Abotighal women who migbt i d e d y  with aspeea of th& exPer;ences, and gain h m  

their shaMg. 1 dso believe that the \iPillingpess to share at such a deep level is in some seose tied 

to the aditional Aborigiaal d u e  of shukig and to an orai ttadition. Inaedible strength hunes 

the çtories of the partiapants, and this suen@ reflects and epitomises the great strength and 

tenacity of the coilective Aboriginal sprit 

Afta reading the methodology and data malysis chapters one participant stated that for 
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the h s t  bme she could appreciate the successes and gains that she h d  made, as she recogpised 

the t h d s  of her expe"ence hterwoven 6h the exPea;mces of o k  A b e 1 1  womm. She 

stated that hei cultural vahes had not allowed h e  to take pride in her individuai 

accomplishmeats. However, when she r d  the iatcrwoven stories in the data adysis diapter she 

celebrated the gains and the healiag that these women had made, and &owledged ber place 

among them. She took pride in the joumey that the other women had made, and thus in her own 

journey and accomplishments. 

In the data aaalysis stage the idenfication of a central theme was a tuming point iu my 

datioaship to the data and to the aaalysis itself. Indusion of the two partiapann who hd been 

sober for several years prior to attendhg a Native residmtial treatment prognm helped me to 

corne to this understanding. Without th& stories my thematic aoalysiv uught have evolved 

somewhat diffwdy.  Ia fact, 1 may have missed the most cnitial understanding that 1 did 

ultimately @n in relation to the o v d  data uid relevant to the msearch question. This was the 

undmtaudhg rhat aii of the participants had in fxt  accessed treatment in a sarch for healing 

primdy, and to gain sobriety as a secondary yet critical goal. 'lhe other &mes and sub-themes 

that emerged fmm the data were tigbtly interwovea Mtb this centrai idea of a search for healing 

creating thematic uaderstaadiags that 1 had not antiapated. 

Seven signi6cant themes etnerged €mm the data. They are di W y  intenvoven with the 

centrai theme of a d fof heabg and are aii thematic elernents that were identitied as helping 

or healing faors related to womea g a g  and maiotliniag sobriety. 1 chose to do diis reseseuch 

because 1 wanted to leam more, ratha than because I am an expert in the pea of adaictoas or 

the issue of aicohol addiction relative to Abe-ai women. 1 had a aeed for M e r  information 

and understanding as a practitioner and took the opportmiy to gain this through the course of 



my remch.  1 adrnowledge that some of my important uiidestmdings may seem somewhat 

naive to those who have expedse in diis area, whether thiough personal e m c e  Mth an 

alcohol addiction or througb professional study and practice. However, as was my intention, 1 

gaiaed swficant understandings in relation to addiction h u g t i  the procas of complethg this 

study and I am hdebted to the four women who made ùlis possible. 

It was e ~ a ~ g  to see the themes ark,  parhculady afief die c e n t d  theme of a m?d fw 

beabfig emerged fiorn the data. 1 chose to weavc the threads of experieoce fiom the different 

padcipauts togediet wibiout consideMg this und the analysis was complete. At bat point 1 

r&ed that aîihougb 1 could have identified particular women so that teaders could follow 

s@Çc stories iekted to speafc women 1 had not doue this for severai masom. 1 wove the 

common or related threads of life-expenence together as 1 pcesented them. This was doue as a 

way of crea~g a smog o v d  pattern ofinte<co~ectedness, rather than higbligb~g any one 

story or woman. 1 also realised that 1 wanted to protect the women in terms of any judgernent or 

bizs on the part of readers. Ulhmately 1 dida't want the stoaes, expefiences or wods of some of 

die women to be ccmdered more worthy or valuable than those of other women. 

Wheo I undertook this iacuçh I set out to explore d u t  women considerd as helphil or 

h&g b u g h o u t  the pmess of  attendhg a native residentiai treatment pro- and since thn 

the. I did so betause as a p d t i o n e t  1 wanted to know how to assist ciients as they m&ed to 

gain and maintaici sobriety. As a couaselor 1 had met many more people who appeved to be 

unsuccessfid in thek attempts to gain sobaety, and w o a d d  at the qualities or expefieuces of 

those who w e e  In dohg this r e d  1 am reminded that as w d  as the qdties of each 

individual, success would appear to be verp linked to a number of criticai f-. Utimately 1 



leamed diat there is perhaps no magic quality that oae human being is gified aRth that ensures 

success in thk regd. Rather, it m q  be possible that the Abo-d women/people that 1 have 

met that did succeed in th& goal of gabbg sobPety and b&g did so as a result of the presence 

of supportive factors that I may have assumed were absent at &es. Noihuig hlppeas in a 

vacuum. AN of the womea in this shidy ultimateiy succeeded in gainhg -and maintahhg sobriety, 

but this iesevch vetifies that none olthem âid it doue. This is a positive understaadhg in that it 

reinforces the notion that support is t d y  critical and that it does make the ciifference. Oa the 

other haad, this insight could be consmied as m u b h g  in bat in cetrospect I d i s e  that I was 

perhaps hoping to fiad the key with which to belp Ah+d womeu/peope who auly are 

alone, o b  in a poteatially d a n p u s  h a n  enWonment. Tbis iealisatioa is somewhat 

disheacteniag. However, 1 can aow p u n d  myself in the knowledg those womea who have 

support are more &ely to succeed in gahhg md maintahhg sobaiety, while those who do uot 

cm be asskted as they czeate su- systems and tiad heaiing. The stoties of participants may 

seme to &ad praçtitionm and cducamn that we have much to learn h m  the experiences of 

our clients. 

So much Bchness to the data, so mudi texture and colour and tesilience that at times 1 

smiggled as it twisted and turneâ in the ligbt of diseoveiy. 'lbe dmin that 1 did with the research 

dam chanpi tempo and fom many times, as my dationship with the data changed md 

m a d .  A aumber of the thematic stmnds that 1 identifid earlier in the analysis were set aside 

as 1 found stronger strands that begged to be entwined in new ways wiih the data. 1 have 

expiencd a layering of meanhg in the data, and can ody hope to transmit some of t .  to 

readeB. 



'fie pmcess of doiag this rrseanh has k e n  a transfomiatiive one to me. 1 set out to kam 

in an ama where 1 knew 1 aeeâed to Ieam and whahere the metbodologg was the guide to a proccss 

that took me to levels of reflectim aad p d & g  that I could not have foreseen. The deptb of 

the experience has k e n  spirituai on some levei, but I think that when one is concemeci with the 

h e s  of human baogs one must aiways indude the spicitual aspect of self and otheis. 

T h i s  resemh study has d e s  implications for me as an educator and as a social wotk 

practitionei, pYticularly in hght of the contemporary self-detersnination efforts of Abonginal 

people and cornmuniries. It is mg hope bat it may also piove usefd to other pdtioaers, 

researchers and educators, as w d  as to students in the soaal work and humm semice 

professions. 

The expenence of heamig women's stories aud doing this research has enriched and 

broadened mg undestanding of theory and practice as well as the praxis that ocam relevant to 

these two concepts. I bave leamed a great deai about addiction theones and the hveà reaiity of 

addiction and recovety ttuough the process of doing a litmature reviernr and the overail process of 

doing research. 1 c m  share diie in meaniogful w a ~  as L continue m my professional work. 

Womm s h d  stories about what was helphil or healiag to them in relation to heahg and 

sobnety. This invaluable information can be bmugbt into my wodc in numemus ways as an 

educator md as a practitioaer. Pot example 1 cm bring the stones and msights of these 

AborigPid women, individually and collectively, to students, coUeagues and CO dents as a way of 

oftèeirig altematives and insigbts and as a way of ddating what works for some Aboriginal 

women. 1 wiU integrate what I have levned into the fahc ofwho 1 am and how 1 wodr as an 

educator and as a ptactitiona. Some of what I've learned challenges mainsueam theones wMe 



illuminatùig aad vahdating traditional Abwgmal theory, and diis 1 cm consider and share with 

ohm. 

As Abotighal coaununitk assume conml over s d  and heaith pmgrams mg <escarch 

has the potentiai to be usefbl in iems of beguiaiag to meet a gap in the cesead literanite. It 

may be a usehil tool for shmulating mueh ueeded discoutse or i e s e d  oa this important topic. 

More spedically, the results of th study rnay prove to be relevant to the needs of Aboriginal 

communities and services in the dcvelopmeat and evaluation of pmgrams and senrices relevant 

to Aboriginal women /people. 

'l'his resepch study is ultimatdy nonçonclusive and is ody one possible description of 

women's e'rpenence. 1 have identifid hdping and h&g factors that participants identitied as 

related to the research question. As well as identsfyhg such factors this study may have the 

capacity to reinforce the belping and heahg frton that were thematicdy a n a i y d  and 

discussed. In some smd way it may also have the capacity to impact and influence the 

development of new strate& in relatioa to treatment for Aborighal women/peop1e. It is my 

hope that this potenbal would not be limited to Abowd women/people. 

There is a cleariy diseembole grp in the titemtme in relation to Aborigiual women md 

alcohol reiated problems and addiction. Vimially nothàig exisû in the Lieranire in relation to 

Aboeginal womca, alcohol addiction, and cuituraüy based treatrnent modalities and pmgrams. 

My research has the capacity to begh to addiess this gap h m  the aitical ppect;ve of anof a 

womaa of Abonpinal ancestq, as well as Gom a d wods perspective. Meaningful alcohol and 

substance abuse ueam~nt modalities and programs for Aboegiaal people are despefately needed, 
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and the success or fdwes of any such pmgmms, h m  the perspeaive of A b o m a l  people 

themselves, mut be euiimined close4y. 

Ultimately, mearch that is donc in this acea may have the capacity to positively impact 

existiag prograais as w d  as pmgrams and poEues that are deveioped in the hitue. Most 

impormtly to me, my reseairh and the stories of wornen partiapants MU undoubtdy positivdy 

impact and enrich the work that 1 do as a social worker, an educator, and as a commtmity 

member. L &O understand that the essentiai Lived experience of any hman behg, indudmg 

myself, WU in some sense remah elusive 
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Appendices 



1 am rqucstiug that you puciciplte in a resmch study h t  1 d be workmg on os.er the iint severai months. 
The purpose OC this rrscpch is to gain a beam h a t d m g  of the upaniccrs, rchtionships and tesources 
tbat you encmtefed throughout treament and since that t h e ,  a d  dut yw tharL cnay have had m continue 
to have la impact on pur sobriety. This sndp wiü be coducted by me tdkmg with mdipidual anmien of Ficst 
Nalacioa's mcutiy, who have puwipted in a resideatial trament pmepm at hst two geam ap anci bem 
cîean lad sobtt since that ticnc. 

This rrsarch founs a compainit olmy Master's of S o d  W d  dcgm at rhe Uimiaity of Noahcm British 
Columbia. If  you decide to ppbcPate m this study 1 d arrange mtezpiew tmies a d  places for yom 
cmveniencee Your pvrnpPMa wûl mmhre oae coavtf~ational mtmicv of about w or cbicl houn, anci 
oeeortwo telphmeaaSarmee~aftuward. Atuohmewiüyouôerrpmed tovuvnrany Spmtr 
queabus k t  youdonotwishtoIddms,arxiwccan stop theiu&prmssatauytime that you wish. 
The intenricwf wiü be tape tecorded so that I an transçribe <hem htu mto winen f m .  The tapes d e  
duriagourconvernMnWllbenimmirisedmdcoded t o a u w e k k  noidmrifgmg~tionuiihmthe 
summuy. I will discuss a siinuwy of out dixussion with you vertially, as wcU u gire a copy of it to you ai 
Wnttcn fomt if you wish. 'Chis folbw up d allau an oppommty f i  pou to dd comments or cîanjjation. 

If you agree to *te in rhis study, pou may still wicùdaar at my the. 
Do you have any queseions? 
If you have any questions hm, phse  f d  6tee ta contact me by &g c o k .  

Phone: 250 378-2097 

1 understand that aoy mformation about me obamed hom th6 rrsepdi .u9 be kept Jmnlg confideaa 1 do 
undastanci rlnt my rrscudi RCO& may k wbpomued by court onta n may bc inspecteci by fedml 
reguhtoy authotibes. 

P;Micipuit Date 



SAMPLE INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Ducuss the purpose of this lesearch and how it d be carsied out 
Discuss and sigp the cousent fom 
Rerh an understandiag oa how we wili pmceeâ with the conversationai interview 
Disniss any coacetns/questioas/conditions 

Please tell me about your experience of attending a Native residential matment program ? 
Probes: Was it a c o d  program oi  was it for womea or fades?  
Wbat aspects of that expience were useful? Why? How? 
What aspects of that expence  were meaningful? Why? How? 
What aspeas wete healiag? Why? How? 
Who was helphil of important to you throughout the expetience of attmdiag 
treatment? 
Who or what could have been more helpful duchg tfeatmeat? How? 
Who or what muld have been more helptul s i a c e  matment? How? 

Did you cake part in any tfaditioaal heahg ceremmies or rituais? 
Probe: Tell me about these exPer;ences. 

What did they mean to you then? 
What do they mean to you oow? 

How ha9 your seif esteem chan@ shce you attendeci treamieat ami anaineci sobriety? How is 
this experienced? What would ohm say? 

Who or what has been helphil since treatment in terms of supporthg you in your coa~ued 
sobriety? How do you exPer;ence this? 

Did your partiapation in a Native txeament program alter the way you fiel about y o d f  as a 
woman of First Nation's ancestry? How? Why? 

Have 9ou been through a residential treatment program on more than one occasion? 
Probe: Did you ever attend a non-native program? 

What was the difference foc you in attendhg a Native pmgram vmus a non- 
native one? 

What did you leam h m  the eXpea:ence of plmaplhng in a treatxnent pmgram with other 
Abe-al pople? How would ihis mer h m  artendhg a non-native p r o p ?  

1s diere anything you would like to add? 




