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ABSTRACT 


This thesis describes and interprets the lives and stories of a group of Native 

women in a Northern Alberta Reserve community. It seeks to explore the specific 

experience and current realities faced by these women, with particdix attention to the 

impact of colonial processes. informed by a rnaterialist feminist perspective, the andysis 

emphasizes emic perspectives and definitions of the concepts of gender, class, statu, race 

and femhism. Through the use of first person narrative, insights on topics of kinship, 

marriage and reproduction, spintuality, addictions and domestic violence are presented. 

The use of narrative and storytelling, in conjunction with an examination of materiai, 

social and economic conditions, ailows for a more specific analysis of the particular 

experiences of this group of Native women within a relevant context. In addition, it dows  

for an exploration of the question of Native femiaism as a philosophy distinct from that of 

mainsueam Anglo-feminism. 
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CHAPmR 1: BACKGROUND AND RELEVANCE 

1-1. INTRODUCTION 

Of primas, importance in the current pursuit of self-determination by 

Canadian Native peoples is the process of de-colonization. Colonization refers to 

that process of encroachment and subsequent subjugation of Aboriginal peoples 

since the arrivd of Europeans. Colonization has taken its toU on ai l  AboriCginal 

peoples, but it has perhaps taken its greatest toll on Abori,@al women. As 

suggested by many scholars (Acoose, 1995; Green, 1985; Larocque, 1994; 

Leacock, 1991; Mies, 1988; Naylor,1989), the diminishing status of Native women 

w i t h  and outside of their cornmunities c m  be seen to be directly correlated to the 

progression of colonkation. 

Racism, that is prejudice or discrimination against a person or group 

because of a difference of cultural or ethnic background, is linked to colonization 

and has provided the jusufication for the subjugation of Aboriginal peoples. While 

ail Native people are subjected to racism, Native women are further subjected to 

sexism. Sexism refers to discrimination, or prejudice, against a person or group on 

the basis of sex. In this case, it refers specifically to discrimination, or prejudice, 

against Native women due to colontal androcentrism. It is suggested that to some 

extent this Western coloniaVpauiarchal ideology has been internalized by Native 

peoples; hence the term interna1 colonialism. 



While the issue of colonization has been widely addressed (Brodribb, 

1984; Brown, 1980; Emberley, 1993; Jarnieson, 1986; Leacock, 1991: Leacock 

and Etienne, 1980; McCormack, 1984; Ponting, 1986), the specific expenence and 

current realities of Native women in Canada have been largely ignored. This thesis 

will examine, through narrative, conversations and stories the 'lives as lived' of a 

group of Native women in a Northern Alberta reserve community. This research 

seeks to explore emic perspectives and definitions of gender, class, status and race. 

Further, through their own commentaries, I have attempted to explore the concept 

of feminism as it relates specifically to Native women. 

1-2. RESEARCH PROJECT 

n e  community selected for the purpose of this research is Fort 

Chipewyan, Alberta. Located in the Norcheast corner of Alberta on Lake 

Athabasca, Fort Chipewyan is ethnicaily and hguisticaliy, as weli as htorically, 

diverse (McCormack, 1984). The population of the Hamlet and the surrounding 

reserves consists of Mikisew Cree First Nation members, Athabasca Chipewyan 

First Nation members, Status and non-Statu Natives who are not members of 

either of these two bands, Métis,and individuah of diverse ethnic background who 

are non-Native. This last group consists primanly of 'Southern' Canadians 

employed by various governmental agencies and the Northlands School Division, 

dthough there are exceptions. As Alberta's oldest community, founded in 1788 as 

a fur trade post, Native peoples in the community have k e n  subject to direct 

contact with Euro-Canadians and the colonial process for over two hundred years 



contact with Euro-Canadians and the colonial process for over two hundred years 

(McCormack,l988). Indirect contact and change began earlier with the spread of 

trade goods. Following the signing of Treaty 8 in 1899, and prior to 1932, when 

the £ h t Indiam agent was appointed to Fort Chipewyan, the most influentid 

colonial agency was the Catholic mission, in particular the HoIy Angels SchooI 

founded by the Grey Nuas (McComack,l990). To a lesser extent, the Anglican 

mission was also active in the community serving primarily the Métis in the area 

The community has been selected primarify because of practical reasons. 

As 1have been employed in the community for extended periods in the past two 

years (1995-1996) as a researcher for projects related to Aboriginal history and 

land-use and an instnictor with the local satellite campus of Keyano Coilege, 1 

have had the opportunity to conduct field research during the period fiom January 

through July 1995and May through August 1996. Dwïng this time 1 have focused 

on gathering information regarding gender and the lives of women in the 

community primmily through participant observation, informal interviews and 

storytelfing. 1 have had the opportunity to participate in Wzually al1 aspects of 

cornrnunity life, as well as to participate directly in the activities of women's 

support groups and in a nurnber of 'healing' conferences and workshops, which 

focused specificdy on issues relevant to rny research.' 

The term "healing" is used in the community to refer to a diverse range of issues. Heaiing refers 
to spiritual, emotional, psychoIogicaI, social and physical healing. Healing is &O commonly used 
to refer to the process of decolonization and the reclairning of First Nations identity. It is primarily 
related to the negative ef5ects of colonization and the need to recover traditional cultures. 
Although not necessarily a prerequisite, healing is cennal to the issue of self-determination. 

I 



At the present tirne, self-determination and seff-governent are seen as 

centrai to the process of decolonizauon in the commwty. Political, economic and 

social plannjng and development in the community are focused on the need for 

self-determination by Native peopIe. Because of th&, most of the issues addressed 

in the conferences and workshops 1 have attended focus on the effects of 

colonization on indigenous social organization, subsistence patterns, belief systems 

and cultural values. This is not to suggest that a consensus regarding these issues, 

or proposed solutions, exists. On the contrary, my observations and research 

indicate a great many factional disputes dong lines of band membership, socio- 

economic class, kmship and gender. EmpIo ying a materialkt feminist perspective 

combined with the use of narrative, storytelhg and participatory processes has 

permitted me to include analysis of all these divisions and how they are related, 

although the specific focus remains upon women. 

The objectives of this research project are primarily to explore the interplay 

of gender and power and the cesuihg definition of gender roles and statuses from 

a ;Me as iived' perspective. With this in mind, 1focused on a number of questions 

in the process of my field work: 

1. How are traditional gender roles defined and perceived by 
community members? 

2. How do current gender roles compare or contrast with what are 
perceived as traditional gender roles? 



3. What factors are identifid by comrnunity members a s  
contribukg to change or maintenance of gender roles? 

4. To what extent do individuals conform to the gender roles 
d e k e d  by comrnunity members? Are defined roles observed in 
actual roles? 

5. What factors detemiine status (in terms of relative power, 
respect, authority) w i t h  the community? 

Focusing on these questions has allowed me to gather substantial 

information related to my research and to conduct research in a cdturally 

appropriate and relevant marner. The emphasis on narrative data and the inclusion 

of individual stories has ailowed the emphasis to remain on emic perspectives. 

The role and status of Native women w i t h  and outside their cornmunities 

in Canada is stiU Iargely misunderstood by non-Natives. The debate in 

anthropology and lustory has tended to focus on the question of whether or not 

Native women experienced greater or lesser equality in relation to Native men in 

pre-contact indigenous societies (Leacock, 1991; Van Kirk, 1980; Brodribb, 1984; 

McConnack, 1984; Barman,1986). Unfortunately, providing a definitive answer is 

problematic. At best we c m attempt to reconstmct on the basis of archival mission 

and fur trade documents, oral histories, myths and stories, and archaeological 

evidence, pre-contact gender relations. We are, however, faced with the task of 

reconstnicting indigenous societies on the buis of documents and recorded 

indigenous accounts which were both recorded and filterd through the Western 

European imagination. 



Researchers have already questioned the 'tmths' that archival documents 

reveal, written as they were primarily by white men who attempted to classa the 

world in their terms and for whom the goal of imperial expansion was central 

(Suong-Boag and Feilman, 1991). In addition, as noted by Julia Emberley in 

Thresholds of Difference (1993) ,the material violence of irnperialism attempts to 

obliterate and destroy self-sufEcient indigenous modes of production (and the 

accornpanying division of labodgender relations) and "[this] process is camed out 

not ody in the material practices of colonial domination, but also in the very 

figures or uopes with which it justities its Iow intensity coercion." (p. 125).That is 

to Say then, that these very documents, along with later representations of Native 

peoples, and particularly of Native women, '*doto the syrnbolic, linguistic presence 

of the Native what the material practices do to (her) physical presence: the writer 

cornmodifies (her) so that (she) can be exploited more efficiently by the 

adminisuator ...." (JanMohamed, 1985: 64). 

The question then of pre-contact gender roles and relations in indigenous 

Canadian societies has been questioned and re-questioned. Widely acclaimed 

accounts of the role of Native women in the fur trade have appeared in recent 

decades, most notably Sylvia Van Kirk's historical account Manv Tender Ties: 

Women In Fur Trade Societv in Western Canada. 1670-1870 ( 1980). Thrs text 

was produced during the rise of liberal feminism and its push for egaütarian 

relations in historical analyses, This work along with the others (Brown, 1980; 

Conrad, 1984; Leacock, 1991; Noel, 1985, Prentice et. al., 1988; Silverman, 1984) 

produced in the field of women'dfeminist hstory challenged the exclusions and 



silences in various disciplines of the human sciences. In addition to Van Kirk, 

anthropologists Eleanor Leacock (1991; 1981; 1980) and Mona Etienne (1980) 

have addressed the chan,ging status of Native woman post-contact. While they 

provide insights into changes during early contact and present new and 

conuadictory views of Native women as active histoncal agents in the process of 

colonization, they do not provide directions or information relevant to more recent 

developments in this area. 

Perhaps the most significant form of legislation to shape the lives of Native 

people in Canada has k e n  the Indian Act of 1876, including its precursor, the 

Enfranchisement Act (1869). These pieces of federal legislation hold the lands of 

Native people in trust by the Crown, and they are designed to regdate many 

aspects of Native life, including education, politics, the administration of justice, 

and the family. They also define who is,and is not, Native through a categorical 

distinction between the status Lndian and non-status Indian. Metis and huit are not 

included in the indian Acts. The institutionalization of sexism against Nauve 

women by the Canadian state occurred through a set of pointed d~criminations.in 

the Enfranchisement Act, Native womens' autonomy was subsumed under the 

legal jurisdiction of her husband7s. Secondly, Native women were excIuded fiorn 

mheriting land nghts upon the death of a male spouse. They were also excluded 

from holding political positions within their bands: the govemment would 

recogmze only an elected band council composed of and elected by addt males. 

And finally, under Section 6, 



Provided always that any Indian woman m n y i n g  a non-Indian 
shall cease to be an Indian within the meaning of this Act. nor 
shall the children issue of such marriage be considered as Indians 
within the meaning of this Act: Provided also , that any Indian 
wornan rnarrying an Indian of anotlzer m-be,band or body shall 
cease to be a member of the m-be, band or body to which she 
formally belonged und become a member of the tribe, band or 
body of which her husband is a member, and the children issue of 
this mam'age, shall belong to their father's rn-be only.' 

Bill C-79, passed in May 1951, conuibuted even more restrictions to the 

Status of Native women who married non-Natives by suipping them of any 

supplementary t-ights, band benefits, and marginal access to annuities women were 

dowed  by the acts of 1869 and 1876. While Status Native women who manied 

non-Status men lest Status affti;ation, non-Status women who married Status 

Native men accrued th^^ Status, as did the children of such marriages. This, and 

earlier legislation, served two goals: to subject Native women to state control 

over marriage, sexuality, and reproduction: and to aid the aims of a colonialist 

policy of assimilation by reducins the numbers of Native people with a c h  to 

Status and band affïiiation. This legislation specified a particular 

coloniaVpatriarchal configuration of discrimination drrected solely towards Status 

Native women. 

The effects of this legislation and of the many less obvious tactics of 

discrimination employed against Native women in Canada are cornplex, far-

' 'An Act for the General Enfranchisementof Indians. the Better Management of Indian Affairs, 
and to Extend the Provisions of the Act 3Ist Victorh Chapter 42, S.C. 1869, s.6,c.6,' in lndian 
A m  and Amendments: 1868-1950,2d ed. (Treaties and Historiai Research Center, Research 
Branch, Corporate Policy, Deparmient of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 1981). See also 
Kathleen Jarnieson's essay "Sex Discrimination and the Indian Act" (1986) for an outline of 
these discriminations. 



reaching and of central importance to current issues , including seif-determination 

and self-govemment. During a Round Table Hearing, held as part of the Roval 

Commission on Abori-*al Peo~les(1994) participants saw major issues such as 

family violence, education, and substance abuse as linked to questions of 

accountability and the desire of women to be equal participants in the decisions 

affecting their future. Many women see their role in Aboriginal comunities as 

central and voiced deep concerns over their exclusion by both the Canadian 

government and by Aboriginal governing bodies and political orpanizations 

(Larocque, 1994; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1994). Some poiated 

to conflicts between the concern of Native women for 'family' issues and the 

'higher' politics favored by male political leaders and band councils (Royai 

Commission on AboriginaI Peoples, 1994). 

Most recent works related to the status of Native women in Canada have 

focused on legal and constitutional issues. The passing of Bill C-31, in June 1985, 

changed the position Native women occupy vis-à-vis Canadian Iaw and band 

affïhtions. Bill C-31 was designed to remove the sanctioned discrimination of 

those sections of the 1869 post- Confederation Enfranchisement Act, the 1876 

Indian Act, and the 1951 Bill C-79. Although Bill C-31 sought to reform the 

immediate material reality of Native women, and the Canadian state gave up some 

part of its jurisdiction in dehing the constituency of "Indian-ness", the Indian Act 

still exists at large as the principal goveming authority in defining who is, and is 

no t, 'Indian'. 



The history b e h d  the passing of this piece of leplative reform, its 

subsequent effects on Native women, and their current attempts to establish self-

Doverment are rife with contradictions and clashes (Silman, 1987). A particular& 

contradiction emerges between the stniggle for equality for Native women, based 

on principles of liberal feminism, and the struggle for decolonization that continues 

to be formulated by Native (male) political organizations, many sull strongly 

resistant to Bill C-31 ( S h a n ,  1987). The refusal of the Canadian state to address 

the complex specificity of a colonial and patriarchal confibp-ationof discrimination 

has turned Bill C-31 into an unsatisfactory and ineffectual solution to the dilemma 

of Native women in Canada. 

Further. what equality was granted to Native women was granted wihn  

the stmcture of the Cananiiin government, a structure of interna1 colonialisrn. 

Financial and land-base problems brought about by the reinstatement of Native 

women and their chddren, through Bill C-31, have been left to the bands. The 

result, as Joyce Green notes in her essay "Sexual Equality and Indian Government: 

An Analysis of Biu C-31 Amendments to the Indian Act" (1985), is that whde the 

Canadian governent has sought to correct "its past sins of patriarchal control of 

Native women, the governent is making First Nations pay the cost of expiating 

those sins "(93). 

The issue of sexual controls imposed upon Native women by the Canadian 

state is well documented by Kathleen Jamieson in her important essay "Sex 

Discrimination and the Indian Act" (1986) and also in her book Indian Women and 

the Law in Canada: Citizens Minus (1978). As Jamieson points out, these controls 



sought to bring Native women into line with conventionaZ Euro-Canadian morafity 

c o n c e h g  reproduction and sexuality. An example of this is the power invested 

in the superintendent-general, by the Indian Act, "to stop payment of the annuity 

and interest money of any woman who desem her husband and lives immorally 

with another man" (Jarnieson, 1986: 119). If we are to recall the attempts to 

compare current status of Native women with their status in pre-contact societies. 

it would appear that sexual fieedom and marital equality were drastically curtailed 

by the discriminatory legislation in the Indian Act and by the imposition of an 

ethnocentric morality. 

Both Van Kirk (1980) and Leacock (19911, cited above, emphasize the 

egalitarian nature of sexual and marital, as well as reproductive rights of Native 

women in pre- and early contact societies. Indeed, Van Kirk suggests that many 

Hudson's Bay Company and North West Company employees adopted the custom 

of marriage "a la façon de pays" [in the fashionlway of the couniry] (1980: 4). 

According to Van Kirk's sources, Native women were accustomed to the same 

sexud freedoms as Native men and were no more bound to a marriage than men. 

A women previously married, or with children from another mm, was as readily 

accepted in maniage as a 'pure' women by European standards. Women were 

judged and valued primanly on the basis of their skills and abilities, in direct 

contrat to the European notions of 'beauty' or 'purity'. For almost two 

centuries, out of social and economic necessity and in the absence of 'white' 

women, fur vade employees married Native women and formed lasting and 

reciprocal bonds with their Native kin (1980; 13-24). According to Van Krk, the 



arrivai in numbers of white women and the increasingly racist nature of the more 

settled agrarian society that developed signaled the end of this pattern. 

Discriminatory legislation in the Indian Act also contributed to the demise of this 

pattern of frequent intemarriage between Native women and white men. In the 

ensuing decades the %ta1 role Native women had played was demeaned or 

forgotten" by historians, novelists and social scientists (1984: 13). 

The history of the passing of Bill C-31 is related by Native women 

themselves in Enough is Enoueh: Abonrrinal Women Speak Out, as told to Janet 

Silman (1987). The events include the 1973 Supreme Court of Canada niling on 

two women, Jeanette Lavell and Yvonne Bkdard, whose cornplaint against section 

12(l)(b) of the 1951 Indian Act fded  because the Supreme Court ruied that the 

indian Act was exempt from the Bill of Rirrhts. This defeat resuited in the Tobique 

women taking the case of Sandra Lovelace to the United Nations, where, in 1981, 

the U.N. Human Rights Cornmittee ruled in her favor. The Comrnittee found 

Canada in breach of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Four 

years later, as a result of intense lobbying and with the support of women's 

advocacy groups, Bili C-31 was passed (Silman, 1987). 

Biu C-31 was acclaimed by elernents of the Anglo-Amencan women's 

rnovement, a movement predicated upon a liberal critique of patriarchy and the 

desire for equality. It is important to note, however, that Native womens' political 

organizations and Native women writers have vocaily criticized the assumed 

alliance with the Anglo-American feminist movement (Emberley, 1993). This 



alliance has b e n  seen to be what Julia Emberley c a b  "the white-woman-feminist-

saWig-Native-women-from-Native-men"(1993:91). In this case the Euro-

Canadian feminist critique of patriarchy within the indigenous communities 

maintains a colonial ethnocenuism as the voice of "civilized rearon" (1993:9 1) that 

becomes the authority for helping Native women combat sexism and violence 

agâinst women within Native communities. On the other hand, the oppression of 

Native women, the burden of poverty, violence, and dispossession they bear, is 

compounded becnuse they are wornen and because they are Native. 

What then is the place of feminisrn in relation to Native women's stmggle? 

How does one separate Native women from the dl-encompassing banner of 

universai fernale oppression in order to examine the status of Native women from 

an historicdy and culturaily specific perspective? This issue has been addressed 

most fully by the literature of feminist criticisrn and by Native women writers. 

Most of th^^ literature focuses on theories of feminism and on the complex 

interplay between language, literature and culture. It is from this literature that 1 

adopt my theoretical perspective for this research, that of materiaha feminism. 

The Third International Feminist Book Fair, held in Montreal during June 

1988, became the site of major challenges and interventions to mainstream 

feminism by Native and Métis participants (Emberley, 1993). Through these 

challenges to mainstream feminist theory, assumptions conceniing the relationship 



Setween patriarchd formations, deriving fiom a Western European epistemology, 

were questioned and the effects of Western European imperialism on the 

spec&ity of geudered reiations withm indigenous societies were highhghted 

(Godard, 1989). The consequences of this challenge are far-reaching. Feminists 

are c a h d  upon to rethmk the concepts of gender through compeüng 

htoriographic narratives and diverse cultural experiences. Traditionai liùeral 

feminism has consmcted the struggle dong d e  vs. female lines while ignoring 

the social relations among women of different classes, races and cultures. It is on 

t h  basis that Native women activists, poets. critics and wnters insist upon the 

development of a feminism of decolonization which would address these and other 

issues. 

Judzth Newton and Deborah Rosenfelt in their introduction to Feminist 

Criticism and Social Change (19851, describe matenalist feminism as materialist in 

its cornmitment to che view that rhe social and economic circumstances in which 

women and men live - the material conditions of their lives - are central to an 

understanding of culture and society and materialist in its assumption that most 

aspects of human identity are socially constructed. This perspective is feminist in 

its emphasis on the social construction of gender and gender roles, and its 

exploration of the intersections of gender with other s o d  categories Like race and 

class. It is also feminist in its emphasis on relations of power between men and 

women, though it insisis on examining them in the context of other relations of 

power and assumes that these relations, and the way they are constructed and 

expressed, change as social and economic conditions change. Inherent in this 



perspective is also a concem with the relation of ideology, e s p e d y  ideologks of 

gender, but also race and class ideologies to cultural practice and social change 

(Newton and Rosenfelt, 1985). 

Because of the concem of a materialkt feminist perspective with the 

importance of ideas, language and culture to women's oppression, the resulting 

analyses in the critical literature hequently take the form of discussing ideology. 

The term ideology has been def 'ed  in various ways. Terry Eagleton, in Mancism 

and Literarv Criticism (1976), defines ideology as "that complex structure of 

social perception which ensures that the situation in which one social class has 

power over others is either seen by most members of the society as 'natural', or 

not seen ut all" ( 7 ). Ideology, however, is not simply the direct expression of 

niling-class [or gender] interests, aot a set of deliberate distortions imposed fiom 

above, but "a complex and contradictory system of representations through which 

we experience ourselves in relation to each other and to the social structures in 

which we live...ideology is a system of representations through which we 

experience ourselves as rvell. " (Newton and Rosenfelt, 1985: xix). 

Matenalist feminism differs fiom traditional Marxist criticism, according to 

Newton and Rosenfelt, in its emphasis on gender relations and in "foregrounding 

the extent to which cultural discourse is gender-specific" (1985: xxv). It differs 

from other feminist criticisrns in its refusal to focus or valorize only gender to the 

exclusion of other values. And where much feminist cnticism refers to men and 

male domination, as if men were free of the constraints of ideology, materialist 

feminism stresses that men as weU as women are ideologically inscribed. A 



cornparison, then, of the similarities between men and women of the same race or 

class would be as valid for a materiaiist feminist as that between two women. 

Indeed, the focus upon social, economic and historical conditions requires an 

analysis of gender relations as opposed to the more lirnited focus on the oppression 

of women by men. While materialist feminism examines men's imagined 

superionty, real dominance and frequent exploitation of women, it does not view 

men in ternis of gender ideologies alone, but seeks to understand particular 

situations in terms of class, race ideologies and race relations. Women, also, then 

must be seen in t e m  of class, race ideologies and race relations. According to 

Newton and Rosenfelt, since women appear in situations of relative power to 

others, they cannot be viewed as, "an alloyed force for good or as a unified 

sîsterhood or nature. Women. like men, appear divided from each other....in a 

complex and contradictory web of relationships and loyalties. " (1985: xxvi). 

In an examination of gender relations in a reserve comrnunity t h  

perspective is essential for we must take into account the effects of colonization 

and the accompanying ideologies, not only on Native women, but upon Native 

men and communities as a whole. Further, to classdj the expenence of Native 

women as part of the universal oppression of women is to deny very red  divisions 

between Canadian Native women and Canadian women of other classes or races 

and also to deny the diversity of experiences of women hcluded in the problematic 

category of 'Native' or 'Indian' itself. 



Perhaps withm a fiamework which demands inciusiveness of many 

ideologies we c m  begin to examine the experience of Native women in Canada 

throughout the process of colonization and the subsequent strug_ele for 

decolonization fiom new perspectives. Perhaps we can begin to address the 

inadquacies of many prior examinations of women under colonization. Eleanor 

Leacock and Mona Étienne have described these as two contradictory views: "on 

the one hmd. there is a tendency to see colonization as beneficial and,on the 

other, a tendency to see the colonized as passive vicn'ms" (1980: 17). Because of 

the assumptions inherent in Euro-Canadian gender ideology, about the passivity of 

women in general and the presumed subordination of women in pre-contact 

indigenous societies, what Leacock and Étienne c d  the "opumistic" and 

"pessimistic" views regarding the experience of Native women under colonialism 

persist (1 980). 

In conuast, Étienne and Leacock (1980) suggest that just as women were 

not passive in precolonial societies, they were not passive in the face of 

colonization and in some cases their resistance to adverse changes has directly 

contributed to the preservation of indigenous cultures. Unfortunately, however, the 

"divide and d e "  policy which characterized colonial domination and the 

ethnocentric ideologies which shaped it proved, in most cases, detrimental to 

women (Brown, 1980; Cruikshank, 1979; Klein, 1981; Leacock, 1991; Van Kirk, 

1980). In the short-term perspective the interests of women and men did not 

always coincide. However, Leacock and Étienne suggest, in the long term the 



forms of resistance adopted by colonized women correspond with the interests of 

colonized men and that unified action of both men and women in demonstration of 

common understanding and common interest has begun to occur, particularIy in 

the T h d  World revolutionxy movements (1980: 73-74). In the relatively new 

suuggle by Native peoples in Canada for d e c o l o ~ t i o n ,many of these issues and 

questions have not yet been adequately examined or addressed. 

Dwing the course of my fieldwork in the community of Fort Chipewyan, 1 

have gathered information p r i rndy  through participant observation, informa1 

i n t e ~ e w sand storytehg. Social n o m  in the community make direct or fomal 

questioning difficult because such behaviour is regarded as rude and often raises 

suspicions as to motive. Further, the implicit nature of much of the information 

related to my research makes less formal and less restrictive methodological tools 

imperative. Because of rny employment in the community, issues of entry were not 

as complex as they might have been orherwise. 1was able to contact a wide variety 

of mformants, including individuals from both Bands, non-Status Natives and non-

Native c o r n m d y  members and to engage in participant observation on a d d y  

basis in many community activities and events. 

The information gathered to date is sufncient to begin analysis for the 

purpose of addressing the questions outlined previously. Data concerning 

traditional gender roles was obtained from a number of sources: comparative 

i n t e ~ e w sand participant observation with women defined as both traditional and 



non-traditional; written and oral histories and biographies of Elders (living and 

deceased); historical literature specific to Fon Chipewyan; and informa1 , 

storytelling sessions with girls and women. The combination of information from 

ail sources has provided a clear outline of how traditional gender roIes are deflned 

and perceived in the communityY 

Informal interviews and storytelling played an important role in detemiining 

perceptions of current gender roles. Informants were questioned on a number of 

topics related to gender roles including; division of labour; employment; 

spirituality; childcare and reproduction; education; and status. A key source of 

information and a group which offered valuable insights into gender roles and 

relations were the male and female teenagers in the community. Their comments 

and opinions on this topic were very revealing. They also provided me, through 

participant observation in their r e m  social activities, with valuabIe insights into 

the issue of defked versus actual gender roles. Further information on this issue 

was gathered through observation of behaviour at public meetings, political 

forums, traditional ceremonies, dances and other social activities. The small s i x  of 

the cornmunity permitted me to gather information on employment avahble and 

participation by women in comparison to men through observation and through 

day-to-day interaction with the various agencies and services. 

Factors detennining status have been identified through conversation and 

story gathering sessions with informants who themselves occupied a variety of 

status positions, through participation in, and observation of, public presentations 

and ceremonies which recognited and, in some cases, presented awards to those 



regarded as havîug status, and through participant observation in social settings 

where behaviour often proved to be related to perceived status. Status, and the 

factors which determine it, are complex aad c m  Vary dependent upon band 

membership, socio-economic class, kinship, religious affiliation and gender. 

Information obtained suggests that there are indeed discrepancies between 

what are perceived as uaditional gender roles and current gender roles. There are 

also discrepancies between d e h e d  gender roles and actual observable gender 

roles. Because of the curent focus in the community on revitalizing and reciaiming 

traditionai cultures and identities, informants readily expressed views and 

Ecnowledge on factors which are perceived as having contributed to changes in 

traditional gender roles. Data which sternmed from participant observation in 

support groups and healing workshops was particularly helpful in addressing th5 

question. S p e d c  information on maintenance, or recovery, of these roles was 

often expressed in the context of uaditional spiritual ceremonies. 

The information 1have available to me indicates that current gender roles 

are not clearly defined and that a return to what are considered uaditional roles is 

not necessanly desirable, particularly to women in the community. These 

traditional roles, often justdîed with reference to 'traditional values', have been 

privately, and in some cases publicly, criticized and debated by women in the 

community. The effects of what we have termed 'intemal colonialism' were also 

referred to by my mformants. 



CHAPTER 2: STORYTELLING 

Where the storyteller is loyal, eternally and unswervingly loyal to 
the story. there, in the end, silence will speak Where the sr07 has 
been betrayed, silence is but emptiness. But we the faithful, when 
we have spoken our las?word, will hear the voice of silence. 

- Isak Dinesen 

2-1.LITERATURE 

Although Isak Dinesen, in the above quote, intended her words to speak to 

what she perceived as the universal silencing of women textudy, they have 

particular salience in discussion of contemporary lives of Native women in Canada. 

A primary source of inspiration to both undertake researcb and to  write on this 

particular topic has been the literature of Native women. Maria CampbelI (1973), 

Lenore Keeshig-Tobias ( l989), Louise Erdrich (1984), Leslie Marmon SiIko 

(1977) and Pada Gunn Men (1983: 1992), to name but a few, have ail written 

extensively on the silencing of Native women. The stories of Native women, if 

recounted at ail, have been subjected in anthropology and literature to 'expert' 

revision and manipulation so that the result frequently is the constnicuon of 

'tropes' (Acoose, 1995). Their purpose, as such, has rarely been to acknowledge 

or honour the d e s ,  experiences and lives of Native women, but more often has 

served as jusutication for racism, subjugation or dismissal. 

In 1989,The Committee to Re-Establish The Trickster staged an intensive 

workshop entitIed 'Whose Story is it Anyway" (Ricou, 1990), which aimed to 

directly confront the question of cultural appropriation. As the title indicates, the 

session addressed two issues of great contention w i t h  anthropology and the 



Canadian literary institution: who has the right to speak or write?; and what are the 

appropriate forms for these expressions to take? Further, when does appropriate 

fom become appropriation? 

The systemic racism imposed by the dominant group upon marepal groups 

has conspired to render the cultural productions of the latter invisible. hblishers 

Say they are interested in 'quality' work, not an author's gender or race, yet 

Makeda Sdverman, CO-founder of SisterVision, Canada's only press for women of 

colour, estimates that fewer than one percent of such writers are published (1990). 

Lenore Keeshig-Tobias recalls publishers returning manuscripts with 'too In&' 

or 'not indian enough' scrawled across them (1990). ClearIy gender andor race 

factor si,@ficantly in the decisions about 'who has the right to speak or write'. 

This editorial practice wherein a good book is an ideologically correct 

book, and a correct representation is determined by racist noms presents great 

difficulues for minority writers. Ultirnately, the Canadian literary institution 

determines value according to the values of Canada's maIe-centered, middle class, 

whte culture. Anythmg else is viewed as 'alternative', or, at worst, an aberration. 

Hence, illustrations, depictions and representations of minorities are rnonopolized 

by artists (and scholars) of the dominant group. 

Native women have been particularly subject to this type of siiencing, for 

the 'prïncess' and the 'squaw' constitute the two roles within which they have long 

been depicted in dominant literature (Acoose, 1995; Gunn Allen, 1992). As the 

'princess', the Native woman figures in degories of nationalism and is called upon 

to represent bo th Arnencan liberty and European classical virtue (eg. Pocahontas). 



More often, she is denigrated as the 'squaw', the image of the seductive whore, 

the d h e n ,  stupid, thieving Indian living in a shack on the outskirts of town. She 

is the despised object of conquest. That this literary image of the 'squaw' would 

become a n o m  that determined the value of a l l  subsequent writings by, or about, 

Native women is a fear expressed by many Native writers. They see in t b  

misrepresentation, "the rnechanism whereby their self-representations wilf be 

excludedfrum the literaq institution" (Ricou, 1990: 296). 

A number of recent essays have analyzed the 'ima_@ary Indian' and the 

representation of Native as 'Other' (Acoose, 1995; GUM Allen, 1992; Godard, 

1990). This practice has been the subject of intense debate between those who 

denounce it as structurally racist (Gunn Ailen, 1992; Keeshig-Tobias, 1989; 

Leacock 1992) and those who argue that literature about different cultures is 

purely the work of imagination and that any attempt to limt this freedom is an act 

of censorship (Ricou, 1990). The latter argument has been suongly supported by 

Darlene Quade, author of Bone Bird (1989), the story of a Metis woman's coming 

of age through the influence of her grandrnother, a Native medicine woman. 

Quaife (Ricou, 1990) describes herself as a rnissionary to her readers, providmg 

them with the sense of spirituality that white culture has lost, but she has found in 

her research into shamanism. AU the while she maintains her right to such 

creatfvity, w h c h  is for the good of Native peoples stating : 

What's important is how the writer approaches their muterial. I 
didn't approach (Bone Bird) with the idea of exploitation. I wanted 
to be accurate, but not record Native spirituality. I wanted to make 
ir my own, because that's what is important to the synthesis - the 
writer creanng the myth. (Ricou, 1990; 297). 



Quaife's desire to heip Native culture £ïnd expression is meaningless in the 

face of her blindness to Native demands for an end to the benevolent paternahm 

to which they have been subjected (Gunn Allen, 1992). Her need to make Native 

spirituality her own by 'creating myth' exemplifies the very act of colonial 

exploitation. While Quaife attempts to express ide& of common humanity and 

empathy, she completely disregards the need for Native self-representation. 

To this critique one must also add the growing body of anthropological 

literature which explores similar themes. Concerns with appropriation of voice, the 

politics of representation, ethnographie typification and the 'fabcy of objectivity' 

addressed by anthropological literature over the past two decades (Abu-Lughod, 

1990: Clifford, 1983;1986; Clifford and Marcus,1986; Gordon, 1988; Marcus and 

Fischer, 1986) have creared a growing awareness of the need for reflexivity and 

critical examinations of method within anthropology. My selection of research 

methods and the decision to present data in narrative form is in part a reflection of 

these concems, as weli as the result of the d u e n c e  of insighrs on method and 

voice emerging from femuiist theorizing (Collier and Yanagisako, 1987; di 

Leonardo, 1991; Moore, 1988; Sanday and Goodenough, 1990). 

2-2. WOMEN'S WORLDS 

An important source of guidance in the development of this thesis has been 

the work of Lila Abu-Lughod (1993). whose attempt to represent the lives of a 

group of women through narrative predates my own by several years. What might 



have been another traditional ethnography replete with painstakingly detailed 

accounts of descent, marriage, kinship, reproduction and beliefs, is in fact a 

powemil and mernorable glimpse into the lives of Bedouin women among the 

Awlad ' Ali of the Egyptian Western desert. Wtitim Women's Worlds (1993) 

consists of a series of narratives, stories and poetry collected during fieldwork 

conducted between 1986-1989.The voices are primarily those of a group of 

women who make up one extended family in the camp, although male voices are 

included where they are relevant to the stones. 

Abu-Lughod's decision to use narrative rather than a more tra&tional 

academic style, grows out of the dual concem currently in vogue within 

anthropology with Objectivity and representation (1993). Acknowledging 

Clifford's (1 986) suggestion that al1 ethnographies represent but a "partial truth", 

Abu-Lughod argues that her account, with its fuller use of narrative, enables the 

author to resist fallùlg into the trap of generalization or 'othering7. 

The concepts of 'culture' and 'culturesT are, for Abu-Lughod, central to 

the issues surrounding theoretical concerns with the politics of representation. 

These issues, at the moment nin the gamut from 'appropriation of voice' to 

'subjecUfication in tem' (Clifford, 1986). Abu-Lughod (1993) suggests that in the 

process of making 'cultures' seem sensible, the anthropologist may succeed in 

homogenizing individuals, disregardhg contlict, difference and contradictions. 

Consequently, traditional anthro polo gical monographs Often give the impression of 

something "essential and fmed" (1993; 27). The results are fictional worlds 

populated by generic cultural beings. This is of particular concem to Abu-Lughod 



who, influenceci by Said (1989), se& to break out of the characteristic 'othering' 

of non-Western peoples by Western schoIars. 

The solution. as Abu-Lughod (2993) outlines, is 'writing agakist cdture'. 

T ~ I Ssuategy consists of a refusal to generalize, shifung emphasis instead to 

particularities and individual experiences of 'Me as lived' (Riesman, 1977). The use 

of narrative and storytelling throughout the book draws attention away from 

generalization, higwhts contradictions and gives voice to individu&. This is of 

particular importance in the teUing of women's lives, as  Abu-Lughod notes that a 

more uaditional approach might have rendered them invisible. In my opinion, Abu-

Lughod succeeds in presenting an account that gives voice to individuai women, 

that emphasizes unique and sometimes contradictory experience and that provides 

a sensitive portraya1 of Bedouin women, an admirable and enviable 

accomplishment and one which 1have sought to emulate. 

2-3.THEORETICAL GOALS 

The women who have shared their opinions, stories and lives with me 

throughout research for t h  thesis have been subject to the same type of silencing. 

On the whole, their lives are lived out on the margins of mainsueam Canadian 

society, characterized by the very 'social dysfunctions' (alcoholism, violence, 

poverty, isolation) which have lent credence to prevailing stereotypes of Native 

Canadians. But, their lives are also more. Taken as a homogenized group they 

rnight appear to fit generalizations, but as individuals they de& typscation. 

Further, the apparent lack of any coherent Native feminism demands that the focus 



be shifted to the individuai. Ong (1988: 81) was correct to insist that ferninist 

scholars shodd "recognize other fonns of gender and culture subjectivities and 

accept that others open choose to conduct their lives separate Rom our particular 

vision of the future." 

By building a picture from individuals' discussions, recollections, 

disagreements and actions, 1 sought to make tangible several k g e r  theoretical 

points. First, the refusal to generalize serves to highlight the constmcted quality of 

chose typicalities regularly produced in ethnography. Second, the description of 

actual circumstances and histories of individuals and their relationships suggests 

that particulars are crucial to the constitution of experience. And Lastly, narrative 

records of peoples arguments, interpretations and just3cations for what they do 

ailows for a cIearer understanding of how social life proceeds. T h  final point is of 

special importance in any description or analysis of the lives of Native wornen 

because it seeks to acknowledge social agency on the part of the actors. rather 

than the s ta tu  of passive victim so often ascribed to them. Individuals, not 

'cultures'. strategize, feel pain, seek change, resist and contest interpretations. 

2-4. STORY-GATHERING 

These stories, then, are meant to shed critical light on the representation of 

'other' in ethnography and the complexity of outsider analysis of emic defimuons 

and perspectives. This is not to suggest that this reporting is purely objective. 1 am 

constrained by the sarne Iimits as any researcher and achowledge that this, as 

much as any ethnographie description, represents but a 'partial truth" (Clifford, 



1986). The narratives and conversations recorded herein are organized in t e m  of 

a set of goals determined by the context in which they will be read, not in the 

context in which they occurred. They have been selected and organized around a 

series of categories determinecl by the researcher with the assurnption that the 

audience d come to this text mformed by anthropology, feminism and Yative 

studies, although 1 have been guided in my selection by the subjects that excited, 

moved and concerned the women 1laiew. 

1 have avoided traveling into the realm of ethnographie fiction. However 

powerful the use of literary license may have been demonstrated to be as an 

anthropological (601, 1have remained wherever possible true to the stories as they 

were told. 1did not construct plots, or situate the women as characters, however, 1 

have tried to make the stories flow smoothly. Verbatim accounts are idenufïed by 

quotations. Other accounts have been reported as accurately as possible, with the 

exception of some minor grammatical changes and the exclusion of particular 

detatls donnants requested be deleted. Some accounts, largely due to their length, 

have been edited.' 1 did not specitïcally differentiate between words spoken 

directly to me or to another, nor did 1explicitly interject reminders of the ways La 

which 1have included my own comrnentary, but neither have 1erased my presence 

or pretended that certain comments were not addressed specifically to me. 1 have 

1 AU the information provided ta me by women in Fort Chipewyan was recorded as çpoken conversation, 
therefore, the punctuation and grammatical organization of the stories is my own inclusion to improve 
clarity and to assist the reader. In tbe translation from the spoken to the written word much of the ri& 
cadence and expression of voiœ isunfortunately iost. Wherever possible, exact quotes have been u s a  but 
grammar and punctuation are rny own consmcts. 



sought throughout to avoid setting up a hierarchy between 'informant's words' 

and 'expert's explanations'. As Behar (1990; 226-227) remarked of Me stories, 

" while women's wordr may not speakfor themelves, the kindr of commenranes 

that accompany them open speak past, or do violence to them ". 

If 1 have k e n  consuained by the same "partial truths" (Clifford, 1986) as 

all ethnographers, 1 have sought to capture the qualities of 'He as h e d '  (Riesman, 

1977) in this cornmunity. The emphasis on the particular, rather than on generd 

descriptions ailows for the presence of chan,~g motivations and historical 

circumstances. An attempt is made tu 'free' the actors from the 'incarceration' in 

time and space that traditional ethnographies often created. This is not to say that 

attending to the particulan of individuals lives implies a disregard for forces and 

dynarnics that are not locally based. The effects of extralocal, or long-tenn, 

processes are always manifested locally and specifically (Abu-Lughod, 1993), a 

point often noted by the women who participated in my research. Rather, an 

important aspect of the way of life in t h  comrnunity is the way in which it is 

caught up in stories. This is a social world in which everyone is known, or related 

to someone known, and the events that matter are primanly the ones whch happen 

to them. If Canadian administration of Indian M a i n  has created a worId of 

isolation and marginaiization, the inhabitants have created a social world which is 

intemaiiy defmed and clintroiied. It is of this world that their stories speak. 



2-5. CHAPTER OUTLINE 


Borrowing stylistically from Abu-Lughod (1993), the following series of 

narratives, conversations, stories and essays is organized around several 

anthropological themes commonly associated with the study of North Amencan 

Indian groups: Kinship; Life Cycle; Marriage and Reproduction; and Spinniality. 

By the time most reliable ethnographie documentation of North Arnerican Indian 

groups was undertaken, the imposition of Western pauiarchal social and political 

organization and confinement to reserves had disrupted, if not completely 

destroyed, the traditional roles and status of Native women. As a result, the 

majority of these studies, though some are excellent sources, ignored or 

overlooked women. Thus, t h  is not an attempt to correct histoncal 

documentation, but rather to record contemporary perspectives and dehtions.  In 

light of tbis focus, 1 have also included a chapter on Addictions and Abuse, two 

subject areas which have become as commonly linked with Native peoples as the 

above listed themes. 

Each set of narratives begins with an introduction and includes my own 

analysis and commentary as well as some supporting data from literature, historical 

accounts, local demographic information and data taken from surveys compiled 

within the commmity. The emphasis, ho wever, remains on narrative. Each chapter 

revolves around several women and, in keeping with a materidkt feminist 

perspective, also includes stories and conversations with men where relevant. 

I cannot predict how the written version of these narratives wiU be received 

by the community. Although all participants gave their consent for my use of their 



stories, and took great pleasure in reviewing their recorded conversations with me, 

the end resdt places their words in a formal context worlds apart from their daily 

lives. Their understanding of my ïife as iived' (Riesman, 1977) in my own 

community is h t e d ,  and 1cannot but wonder if t h  document might place me 

firmly in the category of outsider. Formal documents, with official insigma and 

signatures, have rarely brought good news throughout the history of contact. 1 can 

only hope that 1 have done justice to the stories of these women who taught me so 

muc h. 



CHAPTER 3 : 	A PROFILE OF FORT CHIPEWYAN: 
HISTORY AND CONTEXT 

3-1. INTRODUCTION 

As the first Euro-Canadian settlement in Alberta, estabiished in 1788, Fort 

Chipewyan boasts a recorded history of over two hundred years, in addition to the 

much older oral histories and traditions. Of necessity, the brief history 1 am able to 

provide, lunited by Ume, knowledge and the scope of this thesis, is only a fragment 

of what codd be rehted. A number of excellent works are available which provide 

more detailed and comprehensive coverage of historical data related to pre-history, 

early contact, fur trade, governent intervention, economic development and 

modern resource utilization and Iand claims negotiation and settlement (Asch, 

1980; Balazs, 1977; Brown, 1980; East, 1986; McCormack, 1984; Parker, 1967; 

1987: Potyondi, 198 1; Price, 1987; 1988; Smythe, 1968). 

James Parker ( 1990;41) has written that to understand the history of Fort 

Chipewyan one must recognize that it has been influenced by five C's: 

.... the Chipewyan and Cree meun the people; the Companies mean 
the fur traders; the Church means the missimaries; and fhe Crown 
means the governrnent, wirh its myriad regulatiuns and bewildering 
inrerpretations. 

Ail of these agencies have, in the course of two centuries, had significant impact on 

shaping the community and this impact is reflected in contemporary political, 

economic and social patterns. In the following chapter, 1 will provide a limted 

overview of each of these influences, noting major events and developments, and 

also provide basic demographic data in order to situate the tales which comprise 



this thesis in an appropriate context. Information regardmg the h t o r y  of Fort 

Chipewyan has been drawn from literature, oral history and conversations with 

community residents, including Elders. Where oral history, or local h o  wledge, 

differed from that found in existing literature, I have elected to rely upon local 

interpretations in keeping with my goal to present an emic perspective. 

3-2-THECOMPANY AND THECHURCH 

The Woodland Cree and the Chipewyan have lived in the Subarctic regions 

of Canada since time immemod, subsisting through huntiug, fishing and 

gathering. Their intirnate knowledge of their environment and deep respect for the 

land and all its inhabitants has sustained them in this harsh area for thousands of 

years. Nthough both the Mikisew Cree and the Athabasca Chipewyan recognize 

that they have not always lived and hunted specifically in the region around present 

day Fort Chipewyan, they both claim traditional occupancy and land use based on 

their residence over several hundred years. Both groups originally utilized regions 

further east. At the t h e  of first European contact in the area, many of the 

inhabitants were Slavey and Beaver (Hannon, 1820),neither of whom now have 

any s igdcant  presence in the region. The westward movement of the fur trade 

empire and the accompanying movement of Eastern Subarctic groups into the 

region, many of whom were traditional enernies of the Western Subarctic groups, 

resulted in a westward movement of almost aIl groups (McCormack, 1990). The 

Woodland Cree were particularly feared by both the Chipewyan and the Slavey. 



As early as 1808, however, Daniel Harmon (1820: 115) reported the 

presence of a large number of Chipewyan and a few Cree trading at Fort 

Chipewyan. Both the Cree and Chipewyan relied uaditionally on big game hunting 

for subsistence, the Chipewyan primarily on caribou and the Cree on moose, deer 

and some cmiou. Fshing and gathering, as well as hunting malier game, 

supplemented their diet. Trapping in traditional times served the prirnary function 

of providing furs and skins for clothing and the manufacture of other necessary 

goods, as weil as some limited trade with aboriginal groups further south for hides, 

tobacco and grain. Mer the establishment of fur trade posts, trapping became a 

meam to access European vade goods, including metal goods, ammunition, guns, 

cloth and processed food stuffs. An emphasis on trapping furbearers required a 

shift in seasonai round and activities. Ofien engagement in trapping conflicteci with 

the caribou hunt, which some elders report led to penods of starvation and reliance 

on Fort provisions of poor nutritional quaiity. In addition, a SMfrom a 

subsistence economy to a subsistence plus wage economy shifted power in 

relations between men and women, as men assumed control over cash received 

frorn fur trade activities. For the most part, however, fur traders had little interest 

in disrupUng, or changing, the traditional subsistence activities of the Native 

peoples. Rather, they had a vested interest in keeping both the Chipewyan and the 

Cree, as weii as other groups in surrounding areas on the land and engaged in 

hunting and mpping (Parker, 1967). 

From initial contact, the Chipewyan and Cree have been recognized as 

separate groups. ~ tor ica i ly ,  linguistically and culturally they are identifiable as 



distinct, a fact which was legally recognited with the simg of Treaty 8 in 1899, 

in which they were identifid by the Crown as two separate bands. Each 

autonomous, local band was composed of bbteraüy related kin groups 

(McCormack, 1990). Bands claimed control over winter hunting and trapping 

temtories and moved seasonally within these areas. Traditionaily, comrnuniry 

residents report that rnarriage and s o d  ties were band endogamous, although 

some report that suategic marriages might be made between important Chipewyan 

and Cree families when desirable. In addition ro these two groups, a society of 

Métis (for the most part the descendants of Scottish (Orkney) Hudson's Bay 

Company employees and Cree or Chipewyan women) developed around the Fort. 

The Métis also claim traditional occupancy of the region. Recogmtion of the 

presence of these three distinct groups is important to understanding the diversity 

of contemporary Fort Chipewyan society. 

Pior to 1870, European inauence on the Native inhabitants of the Fort 

Chipewyan region came in two forms: the Hudson's Bay Company traders and the 

Roman Catholic missionaries. To a laser extent, Anglican missionaries also 

worked in the area, ministering primanIy to the MéUs population. The basic profit-

rnakmg goal of the traders meant that they did little to interfere in the traditional 

land use pattern and &style of Cree, or Chipewyan. The Chipewyan, in 

particular, are noted as having been astute capitalists who took every opponunity 

to take advantage of the white traders ( Parker, 1990). 

Marriages between Native women and Hudson's Bay Company traders 

were reportedly cornmon, which created alliances between traders and local bands. 



One abuse related to this is cited by James Parker (1987: 80)' who claims that the 

Chipewyan practice of wrestling for the p r i x  of a woman was extended by traders 

into the practice of near 'slave trafiïc' in Chipewyan women who were used to 

cook, dress skins and haui packs. Local fernale Elders disputeci this point when 1 

raised it to them, claiming that it is d k e l y  that a Whte trader couid ever have 

compelled a Native woman to stay with him, given her much greater understanding 

of the environment. They suggest that any trader in this position would have been 

far more dependent on the skills of the Native woman, than she would have been 

on him.These Elders argued that it is more likely that the woman served in this 

role for a limited amount of tirne in order to assist her kin group in securjng a 

trading advantage with the Whites. Women, they asserted, would have been too 

valuable to simply trade away to Whire men. Their skills were equally vitai within 

their own kin group. This, combined with what they described as the Chipewyan 

repupance toward the concept of 'slavery', would suggest that the former 

interpretation is biased by European misinterpretations of Native gender roles and 

social organization. 

The primary goal of the missionaries was to promote Chnstianity. Included 

in this was the promotion of Ewopean values regarding marriage and 

reproduction. They espoused monog arny, encouraped male authority w i t h  the 

family and emphasized the nuclear family structure. By 1874, a mission school was 

established by the Grey Nuns c d e d  the Holy Angels Convent (McCormack, 

1988). Most local residents cite the Church as the key agency to have directly 

impacted their lives and social structure. W e  the missionaries recognized that 



permanent agricultural settlement in the region was impossible and did little to 

interfere with traditional subsistence activities, their demands that lndians and 

Metis abide by Christian practices is credited with di~nipting,and, in some cases, 

destroyq traditional beliefs and values. Children who attended the mission school 

were removed f?om their familes for extended penods of d e ,  forbidden to speak 

their Native languages and required to live according to European values and 

practices. For women and girls in particular, many Elders claim, this rneant the 

beghmg of an intemal adoption of the practice of devaluing women. Pnor to 

Christian influence, both Cree and Chipewyan Elders state that women and men 

were equally valued, both possessed of skills necessary for survival. Marriages 

reflected the merging of km groups, not individuals, and either the man, or the 

woman, could end the relationship if abuse or misueaunent occurred. In the 

following chapters, several fernale Elders speak specifically about the role of the 

Church in the creation of inequahties between men and women. 

The mission is also the object of much hostility from community residents 

who remember most the systernatic verbal, physical and in some cases sexual abuse 

they were subjected to whiie they were pupils. Stdl others remember the ad hoc 

social services provided by the mission in the form of dispensing rudirnentary 

medical treatment, food and shelter to orphans. These fond remembrances have 

been dimiaished of late by increasing awareness in the community of the causal 

relationship between the influence of the Christian missionaies and the resulting 

social impact, most notably the attempts to break down traditional kin and social 

networks and to reduce (if not eradicate) traditional spiritual practices. Many 



argue that the good deeds performed by the Fathers and Sisters would have been 

unnecessary, had it no t been for the imposition of Chnstian values which they view 

as having created socid problems. 

The imposition of European notions of family structure is centrd to an 

understanding of current social patterns in the cornrnunity. Residential school 

training focused on training girls for the role of wife and mother, with the emp hasis 

on cooking, sewing and homemaking skiUs, often reiated more to European 

notions of home and house than to Ihe realities girls would face once m h e d  and 

most likely living in the bush. The system of removhg chidren fkum familes for 

education disrupted the complex and intricate tradition of life long learning within 

a family group that Native peoples had traditiondy practiced. 

Chnstian, particularly Catholic, notions of marrhge and reproduction 

emphasized the concepts of sin, chastity, mfidelity, impurity and damnation. In 

contrat to traditional reproductive patterns, whch were p r i m d y  regulated and 

controiled by the need to keep numbers at a level which subsistence strategies 

could support, Catholic teachings encouraged uncontrolled reproduction. Girls 

were expected to marry and begin the task of reproducing almost immediately 

upon leaving residential school. They were also taught that theû role now 

consisteci of dependency and servitude, in direct contrast to traditional egalitarian 

relations between men and women (Bannan, 1986; Leacock, 1991). Several 

women in Fort Chipewyan report being married off to a partner selected by the 

Nuns from the boys division the very day of their departure from the mission. 



Unlike traditional marriages, where each kin group would be intimately 

involved in selection and formation of parmerships, mariages in the late 1800's 

and into the 20th century were often between relative suangers. Children of these 

unions, rather than k ing  bom into an extended network of km who would assist in 

their rearing and education, and adoption, if necessary, often ended up m the care 

of the mission due to being literally orphaned as a result of epidemics, which 

substantiaiiy reduced populations in the early 1900's, or figuratively orphaned as 

parents smggled to make a living in the bush whch was incompatible to the care 

and rearing of Iarge numbers of smail children. Marty other young cMdren died 

from disease, accidents, or fire when they were left ahne in bush cabins while their 

mothers, of necessity, engaged in subsistence activities which might take them 

away fiorn home for hours, or days. Traditional subsistence simply did not aJow 

for reliance on a nuclear family group with sole responsibility for chdd care placed 

upon the woman. Contemporary patterns continue to reflect high birth rates, with 

many chddren now placed in the foster, or adoptive care, of relatives, or the state 

when parents are unable to care for them. Some fernale Elders reponed that the 

age at which the mission encouraged marriage ( 14-16) was si@canlIy younger 

than the age at which their own Mothers and Grandmothers, prior to significant 

mission influence, married and began to reproduce. Traditional subsistence 

patterns and social groups were simply not conducive to early maniage, solitary 

child rearing, or large families. The pattern established through the influence of 

missionaries of young, inexperienced girls entering early into the role of 

motherhood has persisted to the present. 



More so than even the pattern of early pregnancy, the disruption of family 

networks as a result of residential schooling has interfered with the capacity of 

contemporary populations ta successfully form relationships and raise children. 

Isolated in the mission school from relatives and the traditional pattem of teaching 

and sharing knowledge, many daim they simply lack parenring skrlls. Many also 

clam they feel unable to farm relationships because of the dysfunctional pattern 

of abuse they witnessed and experienced as mission pupils. Others have resorted to 

substance abuse and repeated patterns of abuse w i t h  their own families as a resuit 

of t h .  A return to relrance on wisdom and knowledge passed d o m  from Elders 

through f a d y  networks is a key focus w i t h  the community at the present. To 

this end, most community residents favour greater local control over systems of 

education, cuniculum and teaching practices. Elders are now being incorporated 

into regular classroom activities within the current Athabasca Delta Cornmunity 

school, a public school which has been in operation under the Northiands School 

Division since 1982. 

3-3. THECROWN 

Despite the substantial social impact of both the Hudson's Bay Company 

and the Christian missionaries on the populatioos of Fort Chipewyan throughout 

the 180OYs,Native peoples continued to control the land on which they lived and 

to engage in traditional subsistence patterns focused on a seasonal round of 

hunting, fishing and gathering with little interference (McConnack, 1990). Those 

who chose not to participate in trading or missionizing activities could retreat into 



the bush, or the nonheastem barren lands in pursuit of caribou, relatively 

unmolesteci. With the exception of the Métis population, who, by the mid- 1800's, 

lived in town senkg as the local labour force for the Hudson's Bay Company, the 

rest of the population, Cree and Chipewyan, continued to live on the land m cabins 

or hide lodges (1990). Even between the Métis and the Indians there was 

substantiai permeability between the ethno-cultural border and many Métis opted 

to join one or another of the bands and to live as Indians ( 1990). Lirnits on land-

use were set based on local considerations and an intricate knowledge of the land 

and its capacities (1990). At this point, temtonal borders and land-use restrictions 

had not yet been imposed by outsiders. 

The fiamework for the coming of government to Fort Chipewyan and 

other parts of Northern Canada began with the passing of the BNA Act in 1867 

and was consolidated by the purchase of the Hudson's Bay Company territories 

(including Northern Alberta) by the Dominion of Canada in 1870. This purchase 

gave Canada the legal nght to govem those lands. Although this represented 

formal conuol, real control did not be,@ until alrnost three decades larer. The 

primary interest in this period for the Canadian government rernained on the 

deveiopment of the prairies and parklands and the settlement through immigration 

of agriculturalland. However, the North held prospects for economic development 

through mining and other resource based exploitation. The Northern peoples who 

would setrle the area were to become the labour force. By t h  t h e  the fur trade 

had collapsed and the government had its sights set on future prospects in a 

modem nation. In this equation, the Native peoples figured not at d.Their sk& 



as trappers were no longer required and the rask remained to take control of their 

lands and open them up to outsiders. 

The Klondike goldnish of 1897-98 sped up thts process because of 

increased interest in Northem Alberta. The decision was made to send 

representatives to negotiate Treaty with the Indian populations and to provide 

Ha-Breed Scrip to the Métis. Scrip is a piece of paper which entitied the bearer to 

either 160 acres of land or $240 dollars. In 1899, the Treaty Party and the Half-

Ereed Scrip Commission travelled throughout Northern Alberta and adjacent 

regions. By signing Treaty 8, the Indians agreed to "CEDE, RELEASE. 

SURRENDER AND Y7EW UP ta rhe Govemrnent of the Dominion of Canada, 

for Her M a j e s ~ )the Queen and Her successors forever, al1 their rights, titles m d  

privileges whatmever, ta alt the l a n h  ...." designated in the Treaty ( Treaty 8 

1966: 10). 

Although the division of the population into Cree, Chipewyan and Métis 

reflected the social situation at the t h e ,  the signing of Treaty 8 and the acceptance 

of Half-Breed Scnp made legal and official what had been until then semi-

permeable barriers between groups. The population became divided into Treaty, or 

Status, Indians who retained nghts to hunt, fish and trap and to resources on 

unoccupied Crown land as well as to rights to certain privileges related to health 

care, housing and education and the Métis, who had signed away dl rights to land 

through accepting Scrip. Reserve lands for both Treaty bands were to be selected 

at a future date, a fact that has important implications for current socio-economic 

realities. 



The major federai presence following the signing of the Treaty, which also 

brought both the Cree and Chipewyan under authority of the Indian Act, came in 

the form of the presence of the NWMP (now RCMP), since there was no resident 

Indian Agent unrd 1932 (McCormack, 1990). Despite this presence, local people 

rernained relatively free to use their lands and to rnove about as they pleased. 

Inaccessibility and lack of infrastructure dissuaded governent  representatives 

from more than infrequent visits to the region. 

Native freedom and control over lands and rights to hum and trap began to 

be eroded after W.W.1 when White trappers moved into the region. They moved 

into prime hunting and trapping areas and seriously taxed local species because 

their activities were profit oriented and not subsistence based. This resulted in 

clashes between Native populations and W t e  trappers. The government 

responded by introducing a series of legisiative and regulatory measures designed 

to resuict access to laud use. ' The creation of Wood Buffalo Park in 1922 to 

protect Wood Bison populations resuicted access to the park only to Treaty 8 

Indians. Expansion of the Park boundees in 1926, further resrricted access only 

to those Indians living within the boundaries at that tirne, al others were 

permanenùy barred. The final measure came with the introduction in the early 

1940's of registered uaplines. This system divided the land up into srnail parcels 

which was supposed to ensure orderly harvesting of furs. 

For a more complete desmipuon of legislation and regulatory measures see Pauicia 
McConna* 1984. How the (North) West was won: development and underdevelopment in the 
Fort Chipewyan region. Ph.D.thesis, University of Alberta. 



As there ara not enough traplines to go around, access is restricted to those 

in possession of a registered trapline. This parcelhg up of land seriously interferes 

with traditional subsistence activities which require the freedom to move about 

large areas according to a seasonal round. Further, the introduction of a group of 

non-indigenous Pbïm Bison to the Park in 1926 has had, according to many local 

residents, a senous impact on local species, most imponantly moose. Moose 

populations in the area have steadily declined since 1926 (McCormack,1984; 1988; 

1990), a fact that has serious impact on those engaged in hunting subsistence. 

Travel withm the Park boundaries is limited to dog sled, or foot travel, a source of 

trernendous frustration to those who hold traplines in the Park. These trappers cite 

the fact that travel by foot, or dog sled, is time consuming and often dangerou. In 

the case of accident, injury, or illness while trapping, the trappers c h  they are 

often unable to get help, or retum to town, because they cannot use snowmo biles. 

In fact, there are a nurnber of cases of individuals who have been seriously injured 

while trapping and unable to get help because of the inability of Park Wardens to 

patrol the vast area regularly and the great distances between traplines. Some 

individuais have waited days for help after injuries occurred. 

WMe people have ways of circurnventing d e s  and restrictions that 

interfere with their traditional patterns, officially they must be obeyed. The greatest 

source of fiutration for most comrnunity residents is the fact that these d e s are 

designed, interpreted and implemented by central authorities in Ottawa and 

Edmonton. Local knowledge and understandings of legislation which governs their 

daily lives is limiteci and reflects the fact that this legislation is seldorn developed 



with any local consukation. The current generation is the first, in over one hundred 

years of government control to have any involvement with the govemment 

agencies whch design and enforce regulations. For the first tirne local people are 

beginning to be involved in setting and interpreting those d e s .  The settlement of 

the Mikisew Cree Land Claim in 1986 marked a sigdicant event in the move 

towards greater community interaction and involvement at a provincial and 

national level. 

While the Chipewyan selected a resente near Jackfish Lake in the 1940's, 

the Cree Band request for reserve land within the boundarks of Wood Buffalo 

National Park remained outstanding in 1968, when the first formal request was 

made to settle the claim. Over a period of eighteen years negotiations between the 

Cree Band, the Province of Alberta and the federal govemment took place, 

forestalled repeatedly by shifung government aims and interests. When the Claim 

was finally settled, with significant input fiom Band members, in 1986, it provided 

for a srnall area of reserve land, access to hunting and trapping rights on traditional 

lands, and a cash settlement of $26,000,000 in lieu of land (Parker, 1990). The 

cash settlement is primarily intended for economic development to benefit current 

and funire generations in recognition of the fact that more young people are intent 

upon entering wage labour than on pursuing traditional subsistence activities. 

Some of the interest revenue was also designated for per capita cash payrnents to 

Band members, 

While the Land Claim Seulement has provided the Cree band with greater 

control over their economic fùture and provided short-term prosperity for those 



who receive per capita cash payments, it is not without difficuities. Suategic 

economic development plans made in conjunction with the settlement proposa1 

have failed to corne to mution. Some residents blame poor planning, Iack of skills 

and naiveté on the part of the local administration, while others blame nepotism 

and mismanagement within the sarne administration. Others, parhcularly women, 

expressed concern about the over-emphasis on outside investrnents, which have 

not created new jobs, and the failure to invest in local programs which would 

address 'family' concems, including education, recreational programs for children 

and teens and the provision of better counselling and treatrnent programs. Further, 

the accessibility of funds for improved housing, economic development and cash 

payments to Band members has created a suaufied social structure within the 

community. Economic stratification has increased tensions between the Cree and 

Chipewyan and, not surprisingly, contributed to a growing sense of resentment 

among the Chipewyan. Given the already limited understanding of the nature of the 

agreement ($22,000,000 is locked in for future generations and onIy 50% of 

interest revenues can be distributed in the form of per capita cash payments) many 

Chipewyan believe the Cree now have access to unlimited hnds  (Parker, 1990). 

What they see in the comrnunity are members of the Cree Band purchasing cars, 

clothing, stereos and other luxury items which they are denied. The Chipewyan 

have begun to view thernselves as 'poor cousins' to the 'wealthy' Cree. The 

Chipewyan could be said to represent the lower class in the newly suaufied 

community. Groups which have long been culturally and historically &tinct are 

now further divided by economics. 



, 

Within the Cree band, too, a form of intemal 'class' division can be 

discerned. Band members who, pnor to the settlement, were educated, employed 

and relatively prosperous have k e n  able to utiiize per capita cash payments for 

iavestment and savings, while those who lacked such advantages have been forced 

to use t h money for living enpenses. Tensions withm the Band increased when it 

was announced in 1995 that per capita payments would not be made after the end 

of 1996. The rapid injection of funds into the cornrnunity has also fueled a desire 

among some members to push for greater local control and ultimately self- 

govemment. Some Cree band members and all Chipewyan are concerned about the 

possible ramifications of such actions. Cree residents fear that they are unprepared 

for the responsibility that this would entail, while the Chipewyan fear they may be 

compIetely o v e d e d  by the newly politically and economicaily powerful Cree 

Band. Shortly before my departure in 1995, the Chipewyan initiated preliminary 

negotiations for their own Land Claim in recognition of the fact that the reserve 

land they selected f3ty years ago has no economic value. This has renewed 

optimisrn among the Chipewyan, many of whom view a Land Chim Settlement as 

a 'cure-ail' for their social and economic problems. Undoubtedly t h  negotiation 

and the continued management of the Cree Band Settlement will impact the 

community in the future. 

3-4. THE COMMUNITY 

Present day Fort Chipewyan is a Hamlet situated on the Northeast corner 

of Lake Athabasca The Hamlet is bordered by the Cree reserves, Doghead, where 



the majority of Band members reside and Allison Bay, as yet undeveloped. Across 

Lake Athabasca, bordering Wood Buffalo Park, and in the Jackfish Lake area, is 

the Chipewyan reserve. Most Chipewyan reside in the Hamlet due to the distance 

from services of the reserve land. The Métis and non-Native populations also 

reside in the Hamiet. Fort Chipewyan is in the westemmost extent of the Canadian 

Shieid, with rugged terrain, granite outcroppings, boreal forest and delta 

marshland. One can travel only five miles in any direction within the Hamlet 

without benefi~ of a skidoo, or dog sled in winter, or a boat in sumrner. 

The current population is approximately 1300 people, about 600 of whom 

are Cree band members ( another 800 Cree Band members reside outside of Fort 

Chipewyan); 400 Chipewyan Band members; 200 Métis; and 50 + non-Native 

residents, as well as 50+ Status and non-Status Natives who are not mernbers of 

either Band. These divisions are relauveIy distinct, and there does exist a 

considerable tension among groups, particularly between the Cree and Chipewyan. 

The Métis population, having resided in town for a much longer period, has weU- 

estabhhed social networks among a nurnber of wealthy Métis f d e s  that 

frequently exclude the other Native peoples. Cooperation between the three Native 

groups is rare, and, more ofien, activities requiring cooperative participation result 

in conflict. Divergent cultures, histories, interests and socio-eceonomic positions 

serve to prevent consensus on cornmon issues between the three groups. 

Only in their mistrust and detachment from the small non-Native 

popdation are the three groups in agreement. Non-Native cornrnunity mernbers 

tend to remain within their own social group and rarely interact with Native 



residents outside of their official roles as teachers, nurses, social workers, park 

wardens or other positions. Both teachers and RCMP officers live in separate 

housing areas, which further contributes to the perception of a 'colour' bmier. 

Native hostility towards non-Natives is largely based on the unwilluigness of the 

latter to engage in community social Me. For non-Natives their reluctance to 

participate is based on fear, discomfort, culture shock and racism. After my initial 

introduction to the community 1 had little difficulty becoming involved in all facets 

of community H e  and, in fact, was ofien avoided by other non-Natives who 

seemed to view my activities as an act of 'betrayal'. 

As rnentioned earlier, the heterogeneity of the population contributes to its 

complexity and cosmopolitan nature. As first a fur vade center, a stopping point 

on the path to the Klondike goldrush, then a site of major interest and activity with 

the creation of Wood Buffao Park, followed by the massive developrnent of the 

Syncrude Tar Sands Project in the Fon McMurray region and, later, the settlement 

of a major Land Clairn, Fort Chpewyan has been heavily lnfluenced by the agents 

of European colonization and Canadian modem devefopment. For such a small 

community, it has also been the focus of countless research projects by numerous 

acclauned scholars. 

The present population resides primarily in modem housing: single f d y  

detached dwellings; duplexes; and traders. AU houses have some access to ninning 

water through the Water Treatment Plant, or through water supplies trucked onto 

reserve areas. Services con& of a Federal Nursing Station with a staff of six; an 

RCMP detachment with a staff of six; the Athabasca Delta Community School 



(grades K-12); a Water Trearment Plant; a satellite campus of Keyano Communily 

Coliege, which offers adult upgrading and a Bachelor of Education program 

operated by the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College; a grocery store which is 

part of The Northern chain: ttiree licensed lounges and restaurants; a liquor store; a 

video rental store; a gas station; The Fort Chipewyan Biceotennial Museum; and a 

Comrnunity center with arena, gymnasium and conference rooms. 

As Northern communities go, Fort Chipewyan has relatively advanced 

sewices. But, ir is a remote, fly-in community, with ice-road access to Fort 

McMurray from December - March. Despite relatively good access to services, 

Fort Chipewyan &O shares characterisucs with other remote Northern 

communities: hgh costs of housing, groceries and clothing; high dropout rates 

(93% by Grade 12); high rates of unemployment ( 40+ 9%); high rates of substance 

abuse ( 70%); and high rates of domestic violence (75+%)'. A great deal of 

emphasis is placed on resolving and addressing these social problems by both 

Bands and the Métis Association. Central concem during the period of my 

residency were on econornic development and education. The solution to the 

majority of these issues is seen to lie primanly in the need for greater Iocal control 

over, and input into, decision making and governing of local services. 

A plaque which hangs in the Community Center reads, "Our children are 

our future and we are the keepers of their trusr." The success of future 

generations is also centrai in the minds of many cornrnunity residents, 

'Al1 statistical data is approximateand is basedon survey data collected by public health nurses 
and Band Counciis and cohborated through interviews and participant observation. 



understandably so as half of the current population is under the age of fifteen. For 

the most part, the lives of this geueration bear little resembhce to the lives of 

Elders. Few individu& under the age of forty speak their Native languages. Few 

are engaged to any extent in traditional subsistence activities. Most seek wage 

labour within and outside the community. The primary employers in Fort 

Chipewyan are the two Bands and their subsidmy companies including a local 

construction Company, and road maintenance contractor. Outside of the 

community, the Syncrude Tar Sands Project, seasonal fire fighting positions and a 

variety of service and labour jobs provide employment for cornmunity residents. 

Most of these positions are field by men from Fort Chpewyan. Women account 

for the majority of employed positions in the community and find employment in 

the Band Offices; the Athabasca Delta Community School; the Post Office, the 

Northem Grocery Store, the Adventure Lodge Restaurant and Lounge; the 

Community Daycare and Keyano College. Men continue to occupy higher paying 

positions in construction and trades within and outside the community and make 

up most of the admuiistration w i h  the Bands. Women &O account for the 

majority of puph  (70 %) engaged in adult upgrading at Keyano College, although 

most find it difficulr to pursue higher education that requires them to leave the 

community, a point 1 will dscuss further in Chapter 6. According to female Elders, 

the active participation of women in employment and education is indicative of the 

central role they are reclahng for themselves within their cultural groups. 

The heterogeneous nature of the cornmunity lends itself particularly weU to 

the types of rnethod and theory 1have chosen to ernploy. Individual 'tales' provide 



a glimpse into the myriad experiences and lives of the women, while a rnatenalist 

femmist approach ailows both researcher and reader to cake into account gender, 

age, ethnicity and 'class'. With such a long and complex history and current social 

order, one might ask why 1 chose to focus on the lives of women in Fon 

Chipewyan. The choice grows out of my own questions regardhg the often 

conspicuous absence of women from the many accounts of that history, as well as 

other current research. It grows also out of questions about how the specilic 

realities of life in a Northem reserve community affect women. And it grows out of 

questions about feminism, and the possibilrty of a femjnism particular to Native 

women, and, perhaps, particular to Native women in Fort Chipewyan. a v e n  this 

brief outline of the context in which these women live, 1 will proceed to their own 

stories about those realities. 



CHAPTER 4: ALL MY RELATIONS 


'AU my relations7 is the English rendering of a phrase famillar to most 

Native peoples in North America. It is a reminder of the relationship to family and 

relatives and also a reminder of the extended relationship shared with aU human 

beings, anirnals, birds, i%h and all animate and inanimate forms that can be 

imagined. More than that, it is a waming and an encouragement to live one's life 

responsibly, in a harmonious and moral mariner in order to preserve balance. It is a 

reference to the inuicate webs of kinship which characterize many Native 

communities. As anthropological subject matenai, kinship is often reduced to an 

'institution', categorized by tenns of reference, descent patterns and inhe~tance 

d e s .  T b  tends to conceal the real dynamics of kinship and often overlooks 

everyday contradictions. Although, in theory, the c o ~ e c t i o n  of Native peoples to 

kui and continuous community is primary, in reality, the concept of 'all my 

relations' can be sornethmg of a double-edged sword. 

On the one hand, the isolation of Fort Chipewyan rnakes dependence on 

kin for econornic and social security essential. An individual not related through 

blood, marriage, adoption or acceptance rarely remains for long in this comunity. 

Relatives provide much needed loans of food, vehicles and money, offer shon and 

long term shelter, act as babysitters, foster and adoptive parents, act as allies when 

contlict arises and provide the complex webs of social support so necessary in a 

remote Northern community. On the other hand, the familianty which 



characterizes kin relationships often leads to a sense of claustrophobia for the 

participants. Every action, or inaction, is open to public scrutiny; unsolicited 

criucism, commentaries and advice are the nom. In addition, the demands and 

obligations that result from an extended network of kin can place undue pressure 

on the individual to conform to prevailing beliefs and sentiments, behaviours and 

lifestyles. Private lives are public knowledge and gossip, founded or unfounded, is 

the text of daily Me. 

individuals who dream of leaving the comrnunity regularly cite the craMng 

for the anonymity they perceive as characterizhg life beyond the reserve as a 

primary motivation. Many of these individuals who succeed, however, return, or 

create transplanted 'comrnunities', when the drawbacks of anonymity set in. While 

anonymity frees one from the 'control' of relatives, it also means that personal 

crises must be weathered alone, an untenable proposition for many transplanted 

urban Natives. For individuals schooled from blrth in the complexities and richness 

of extended kinship, the concept of 'alone' is completely foreign. 

In a community where relations figure in ail aspects of life, stories of 

kinship cannot really be separated. EClnship and family figure prominently in all the 

stories contained herein. The foilowuig chapter focuses on the conversations and 

stories of several women which address most specificaily the topic of kinship and 

the concepts contained within the phrase 'al1 my relations'. These concepts are of 

profound importance in guiding behaviour. Indeed, a common admonishrnent is to 

Say of someone that they act as if they have no relations. Generation gaps, the 

darnage done to family relationships during seventy years of residential schooling 



and the rapid influx of 'modem' inauences are al1 having an impact on the power 

of t h  concept as a mechankm of social control and guidance. For many in the 

youngest generation, appreciation of this concept is being eroded; media images 

which present the urban nuclear family as the ideal are ail too seductive. But even 

for this group, the sense of group and family history which is being rekindled 

slowly offers meaning. 

4-2. MATRIFOCALITY 

Mothers, and the concept of motherhood, figure prominently in most 

discussions of family. The predorninance of female-headed single parent families 

may in part account for the tendency of family networks to develop around 

women. For young women, particularly those in unstable, or short term 

relationships with men, disclosure of paternity is rare. Because reproduction and 

formal mariage are not always linked, it can be in the best interest of a young 

mother socially to withhold information regardkg biological paternity of her child, 

or children, in order to avoid future conflicts with the kin of her partner if new 

partnerships or marriages take place. In addition, the economic reahies inherent in 

a social assistance system which regularly denies assistance to families in which a 

father is present, yet provides increased assistance to a single mother create a need 

to avoid formalizing paternity (Carol Stack, 1970). in  a community where 

unemployment rates hover around forty percent (a rate much lower than many 

reserve comrnunities where rates regularly reach 70-80 %) (Hedican, 1995)) a 



women stands to economically benefit both herself and her children by avoiding 

formal ties to a husband. 

What results socially is a system of ad hoc mauilineality, with an emphasis 

on matnfocai kin networks. This is in direct contrat to the Legal definitions of 

b h i p  as defined by the federal government and more importantly the Indian Act. 

U n d  the passing of Bill C-31 in 1985, discriminatory regdations within the Indian 

-Act penalized the women and children who formed these mauilineal families by 

denying legal Indian statu to those who could not trace direct entitIement through 

patemal lines. 

4-3. SHlFTING TIES 

One of several women who discussed their family networks with me, 

Georgina is Chipewyan. At forty-three she is unusuai because her k x  language is 

also Chipewyan. Although she is a relatively fluent English speaker, the 

transcriptions of her accounts reflect that it is in fact her second language. She is 

also fluent in Dogrib and Slavey. 

Georgina is the primary wage eamer for her househoid and cornes from a 

strongly matrifocal family network, but because she is an in-marrying member of 

the community, emphasis within her own kin network has been shifted to her 

husband's family. In the accounts below she discusses the importance of her own 

relationships with her femaie relatives and the conficts that arise as ties shift. 

It is not long after 1 meet Georgina that she begins to telf me of her family. 

An unusual enough occurrence in itself, except that none of her relations are 



known to me. Georgina is not native to Fort Chipewyan. A comnunity member by 

marriage, it is of utmost importance that she situate herself in her primary contes, 

that of her natal farnily. She has lived here for twenty-three years, but refers to 

Black Lake,her natal community, as home. 

My Grandrnother, she raised me. She taughr me al1 this that I 
know. Start aroundfive, beading. She thread the needles and I sew 
and when finish, she just n p  it al1 out and say "Do it over" and I 
cry and cry, but that's how I leam. Good lady, my grandma. 
always working. Cooking, sewing, take care of al1 us. 

From these early statements, 1 assume that Georgina's mother is absent, 

deceased or, for some other reason, unable to care for her, but Georgina laüghs: 

No. no. Murnrny after she m m - e d  had Frst baby, thm's me. I wm 
born in the bush, on the trapline. And my grandm says okay now 
you give her to me. Always done this way. The first baby belongs to 
Grandma. And my mother she just cried and cried tu give her 
baby, but that's how it is. I 'm living with grandma, but Mumrny 
she there too. But me, I belong ro Grandma, She's the one who 
teaches me. Teaches me cooking, sewing, teaches me rnedicines. 

Because 1 have been told of Georgina's ski4 as a healer, 1 pursue t h  

statement. It is also widely accepted in the communiry that Georgina's ten year old 

son is a naturally gifted healer, 

Ail kinds medicine. see like this bark [here she retrieves a sliver of 
bark from a Ziploc bag in a kitchen drawer] just to make a tea, 
good for headache. Grandmu takes care of us all. Makes medicine 
for head, stomach, fever, al1 kinds. So I'm living with Grandma, 
but mummy and daddy they still there. And my boy, sornetimes he 
just purs his hands on someone and that person is getting better. 
He Say can tell sometime someone going to get sick Say sometimes 
he's worried, crying in the night, "Murnmy I'm scared that person 
is going to be sick". One time. fiend of Emma's [Georgina's 
sister-in-law] he's sick with cancer. The doctors said i f s  in his 
stornach and al1 inside. So he comes here and asks can your boy 



help me. And Charles just put his hands on him and luter, maybe a 
few months, that cancer is al1 gone. He's stiZl alive. I think this 
from my Grandma. Lots of healers in my family. 

A favored child of both Geor-@na and her husband Charlie, Charles is 

treated as having as  special gift by ail members of his extended family. Georgina 

and Charlie continue to emphasize the importance of traditional knowledge to both 

their chiidren. This is in part due to the traditiond family in which Georgina was 

raised. 

One of the lucky few who avoided extended separation from her family, 

Georgha was able to attend a Catholic day school operating in her community. 

She describes childhood as a close and Ioving period. W e d  in the home of her 

matemal Grandmother, she praises this parenting and the importance of 

connections to elders. Schoohg ended, she recounts, around the age of twelve, 

when she began training at the hands of her Grandrnother for marriage. The family 

lived traditionaily, subsisting largely on wild game and the eamings from her 

father's trapping. 

Although raised by, or belonging to, her matemal grandmother it appears 

that Georgina was also a favorite child of both her mother and father. At sixteen, a 

marriage partner was arranged for Georgina by her father, whom she refused. She 

sees this as an incredible act of defiance. 

What daddy say, whar Mummy Say, what Grandma say - you DO! 
Never, never Say no. Grandma she just take me by the hair and 
smack me. Just like when I'm litrle girl. But 1just cry and say No. 
And later they Say ifs o h ,you can wait for another. 



Shortly following this event, Georgina became involved with another man 

with whom she had two children, a boy and a girL As she cites was customary, the 

fmt chiid she gave to her mother, but iater her mother asked for die second child. 

By thispoint the relationship with the father of the chddren had dissolved, so she 

Ye&, me I had mo kick Shack up with this guy. And Mumrny ask 
all the tirne, pieuse, pleuse. Su afer he lefi I give her my boy too. 
They're d l  grown up now. She good Mummy to them 

After this, Georgina left Black Lake for a series of travek through the 

United States and Canada, eventually ending up in Uranium City where she met 

her curent husband, a native of Fort Chipewyan. It is during t h  penod, d e r  her 

mmiage, that confi~cts with her sibings began to occur. The distance and expense 

of travel made frequent visits home impossible, she tells me, and the birth of two 

more children further decreased this possibility. This distance, in itseif, puts a strain 

on lunship that is normally rnaintained in a network of cIose, r e m ,  personal 

contacts. In addition, Georgina describes the conflicts as partidly reiated to 

jealousy on the part of her s ibhgs  regarding her departure from Black Lake. She 

is perceived, she says, as having had opportunities that the others dxd not. 

If the conflict is based in part on absence and envy, it is also related to a 

breech of the uaditional sharing ethc Georgina was raised with. Her 

transplantation to Fort Chipewyan and her marriage resulted in a whole new 

network of km unknown to her natal family. She describes her mother-in-law as 

demanding and controllmg: 



She was the kind of womm you had to obey right away. Nobody 
kmws how mecm she war to me. She was checking on me al1 the 
time. I could~'teven go anywhere, not even across the road. 

During the early years of her marriage, G e o r g h  and her husband Charlie 

lived with his mother. This situation required that wages eamed be shared with her 

husband's parents, as hosts and kin. But this conflicted with the expectations of 

Georgina's family, who expected to benefit in some way from her work outside the 

commugity. When this was not forthcorning, due to the demands of her husband's 

parents, Georpa 's  siblings began, she says, to criticize her and accuse her of 

abandoning her relations. Unwilling to jeopardize her and Charlie's much needed 

home with his parents, she felt she was unable to meet the demands of her family, 

yet wanted to preserve ties. The relationship contiriued to disintegrate over the 

years due to the conflicting pressures on Georgha from her natal kùi and her in-

lawS. 

But, she insists, she always tried to get home to see her mother. in spire of 

the fact that she was raised by her Grandmother, she sees her relationship with her 

mother as the most important one. The events surrounduig the death of her mother 

stand out as one of the most vivid and traumatic events of her Me. The concept of 

a chronological life story is unfamiliar to Georgina and she t e k  her stones in a 

circular fashion more often linked to particular events of importance than to any 

chronological ordering. The story surroundhg her mother's death is one she 

recounts regularly to me rhroughout my time in the comrnunity. 

Couple years ago, after al2 those years trying tu visit my 
sisters they just acr like they forget about me. Don't call, don't 



send leners. Never corne to visit. I knew mummy was sick She 
staned out maybe five years ago getting sick and I knew it was 
getting worse. I was there to visit maybe three years ago and by 
then we know that she is really sick. And my sisters just act like I 
shoulah't even be there. They're too busy with al1 their own 
families and think now that I'm gone I don't take care of Mummy. 

When 1 corne to visit they are al1 just fîghnng about 
Mummy "Who's going to take care of Murnrny" , "  Where's she 
going to live". And they're a n g y  with me because they think I 
don't have to help, because I've gone away. Then, after I'm home 
again I cal1 pretty suon aper that, m y b e  a few months and they 
toM me Mummy's gone. My mther  is dead And she had been 
dead for mu  weekx They didn't even call me. no one. Not one of 
them called me ru tell me my Mummy ' s  gone. 

They said they couldn't call me because I've got no phone. 
But they could have called the Band Office tu rell them the 
message. They said they called the Band Office, but maybe they 
didn't get the message. So right away I went tu the Band OfJice 
and asked i f  there was a message. They said no. So I right away 
asked for a plane ticket to Black Lake, because my Mummy's dead 
and I need ru go to the funeral, see her. Then they are arguing with 
me about how they need a death certijicate. But I don't have it and 
now it is two weekr gone by. I was yelling at them in there about 
this. I said, you get me the ticket! So I went and when I get there 
the funerol's ail over and they didn't even tell me my own mther  
is dead. It's just so bud for me. My own Mummy and I didn't even 
get to see her. Makes me really sad, never said good-bye to her. A 
couple of munths fater, Daddy died too. SG now I have no one, nu 
Mummy, no Daddy. 

During accounts of these events Georgina was visibly shaken. She 

experienced deep grief over the loss of her Mother, in particular because she was 

not informed. Thzs she felt was evidence that her siblings did not consider her a 

relative any longer. No one would treat f a d y  like this. The passing of her Mother 

marked for Georgina a symbolic severing of her ties to Black Lake and her familial 

home. She emphasized that her family is now her husband and children. Her 

relationship with her siblings rernains strained. 



44 .  BROKEN TIES 

At thirty-seven, Cecilia, Chipeywan and a native to Fort Chipewyan, also 

discussed with me what she describes as the centrality of mothers in a f a d y .  

Unlike Geor,$na, Cecilia has had the b e n e h  of advanced education and has 

completed a university degree. This has allowed her access to better paymg, and 

more prestigious, jobs, but she &O struggles with the complexities of kin 

relationshqs. For her, mother is central because she sees her mother's absence 

throughout her childhood as a primary factor in her emotional dficuities in 

adulthood. Recently sober, and an active member of one of the women's support 

groups, CeciIia discussed with me her o w  family and the impact disruption of 

traditional famiy networks as a result of assimilation attempts by the federal 

goverment has had on Native women. 

I was b o m  at Old Fort [ t h  is the o r i g d  site of the 
community of Fort Chipewyan on the opposite side of Lake 
Athabasca] and it was a pretty good life. My father raised us, aper 
my Mother lep and he did a good job, but I could really have used 
a Mother. I wondered al1 those years why? Why did she leave us? 
He did his best, my Dad, and he's a good man,but he was gone a 
lot working. Buck then, he worked on road crews, paving. So 
sornetimes he was gone for four, maybe five months ut a rime. I 
had to grow up fast. 

And we were poor. Living out there in the bush, i f 's  a whde 
diflerent world. Kids today talk about going back on the land, in 
the bush, but they woulln't las? five minutes withuut MTV and 
micruwaves. We lived in a cabin. No heat, na electricity. And if 
you were sick you just waited. But it was a p r e q  good life. We had 
family and Dad took good cure of us. But afier rhose early years 
we all went off to school. Thar's where the trouble really began. 



I c m ' t  talk about all of this yet. but it is a big part of why 
most of my life went su wrong. That und the absence of my Mother. 
The residential school made it impossible to leam how to be a 
mother. It was just like you had no parents. You belonged to the 
state. And al1 of that is filtering down now. We have three 
generations in this town who donPt know how tu be parents. My 
Dad m-ed, but men are different. especially trying to raise my 
sisters and I. He wm too busy being a man, working. And back 
then he w u  still dkk ing .  So it was hard for him, as a man, 10 

corne home fiom working al1 the time to try to take care of these 
Little kiûk We all wished for a Mother. 

1 con walk down the Street in a big ciry like Edmonton, 
dressed in my best suit, and look just like any other business 
woman, but I remember where 1corne from I corne fromOld Fort. 
And that is something I wouM like to get back to. Al2 those years in 
school, I really lost my family. And because of thut I never really 
learned how to be a Mother to my own kids. I still don? know why 
she Zef, 1 know she was d k h g  then and I'm starting to 
understand more about where al1 this cornes jkom She was also 
taken from her mother and I see in myself this pattern 4 
dysfunction. They (the government) have really taken from us our 
center, our families. 

I f  you tell a lie long enough people start to believe it. Ail 
those years of telling Native people their parents couldn't take 
care of them And telling us that uur families and our language 
and the whole culture would only hold us back I went to 
University. I've seen al1 that, but what I'm really w i n g  to heal is 
that loss. The loss of my Mother, being taken from my family and 
really alienated. I think I appreciate more ofwhar my m t h e r  must 
have gone through now. She never learned to be a mother and al1 
of a sudden here you are in the bush. fresh Our of residential 
school, with this man who is hardly more than a stranger and all 
these little kih. 

And I did the same thing. I had my kidr young and I los? 
them for a while because of my ohn drinking. I didn't know how. 
Not a clue. And men and women they don't btow how to help each 
other. We were separate in school and then d l  of a sudden you're 
supposed to get murn'ed and just live happily ever after. And when 
you add driding to that you just have a mess. I am in the healing 
process now. Trying to heal all those woundx The women here 
they turn all that pain inward. Men are open lashing out, they 
have the same pain, but they express it differently. Women destroy 
themselves and we double and triple Our pain with what we do tu 
our kids. My sister is the same, we al1 needed our m m  We need tu 



get back tu our families and tu help each other rhrough this 
healing. 

Cecelia's sister Caroline, thirty-three, interjects with her own cornmentary: 

I feel that roo much damage was done in our childhoad. I'm in 
this job right now where I'm supposed tu be cozmelling the 
studene and helping them with decisions. but I don't have control 
of my own life. I can't take care of my kih.M y  oun daughter 
won't even speuk to me right now! What kind of m ther  am I?  
Cecilia's right, we're just repeating the pattern. We're still here 
physically, but whar do we have to o#er Our kidr? There is su much 
pain. You can't have a family when everyone is al1 messed up. And 
you end up with a lot offighting. S o m  of us are sober now, but 
orhers are snll drinking and su there isn 't any unity. And Dad's 
just m v e d  an. He's proud of us, but he's roo busy wirh his own life 
tu see how rnessed up we really are. 

Caroline was particularly angry during this session with her Father's new 

relationship. At fifty-seven, Joe had recently moved a twenty-three year old girl 

from Fort McMurray and her infant son into lus home in Fort Chipewyan. This 

disturbed Caroline because it suggested to her that he was moving on without 

dealhg with pre-existing family problems. 

One of the results of being a rnember of a large extended family is that 

persona1 troubles and pain can often be overshadowed by the difficulties 

experienced by the kin group as a whole. Both Cecilia and Caroluie toM me that 

they felt they really had to stniggle to have attention paid to their specific 

concerns. They believe that past problems are never resolved before new ones 

arise. For Cecilia, the solution to this problem involved leaving the community for 

a period of six years. She says she felt the need to extract herself fiom the 

overwhelrning group problerns in order to take time to examine her specific 



situation. Caroline also spends considerable Ume outside the comunity. Relations 

with their father have become increasingly strained because of what they perceive 

as his refusa1 to acknowledge the pain they still feel over the absence of their 

mo ther. 

For Elders in the cornrnunity, especislly the women, the importance of kin 

is sometimes more clear cut and guided by basic principles. Female Elders and 

Grandrnothers are generaIly respected and admired. Their ]ives stand as testament 

to the value of close family relationships and the need to honor one's Elders. They 

are the bearers of knowledge that so many of the younger generations seek in 

their attempts to heal and rediscover aboriginal cultures. Their Me experiences 

made reiiance on kin a necessity often for sheer survival. Further, the greater 

isolation of the community in the first half of the century made leaving a rare 

option. Madeline, a 76 year old Métis woman, shared with me her views on ic i .  

relations and the need to adhere to suict codes of f d y  behavior. 

You need ro teach the children, Teach them respect. The 
best person to love and take cure of children is a Grandmother. 
When I was a girl my father was always su good to us. He hunted 
and fished. And then you builr your house near to everyone. It was 
important to be near your family. When my father died he lefi my 
mother a pour wiabw with al1 us kids to take cure of. But his 
brother he just built anuther house right next to his and that is 
where we lived. He helped, bringing m a t  sometimes. 

In the convent it was good then. The sisters worked su hard, 
just like my morher, and we were al1 working together. It wasn ' t  
like now with everyone just working for himself. Then, in the 
convenr we girls did al1 the sewing for the whole farnily. And at 
holidays we would have big celebrations. The whole family would 



come to the square dances. Did we ever have fun It was a big 
family Party. There was no fighting or swearing, su it was good for 
the kids. We learned to respect each other. We didn't have much, 
but we appreciated what we had, more than today. 

My husband is a good man. Some men are not so good. 
beanng their wives, but he w m  always good to me. When I got 
rnam-ed I didn't know anything about the facts of life. My mother 
had to tell me that now I had tu sleep at my husband's al1 the rime. 
I thought it was going to be easy and fun to be mam'ed, but ir was 
a lot of work. We stayed together though and had our family. 

I wom'ed sick over my kiak One thing no one c m  prepare 
you for is having babies. And now ail but one is grown, one little 
baby girl, my Albina, died with the Whooping Cough. You need to 
teach the kids. They need a family and to leam how 10 live. I know 
now al1 my sons and daughters they'll take care of me. And my 
grandchildren, too, they take good care of their little grandmorher. 

Madeline spoke at length over what she sees as the breakdown of family in 

the community. She is deeply concerned for the youngest generation, who she 

believes have lost touch with the respect so deeply engrained in her childhood. Of 

particular concern to her is the frequency with whch many young people slip in 

and out of relationships: 

Today they shack up and soon they fight and split up. Today they 
fool around and the next day, they're married. They change 
parmers like they change their shirts and al1 the time the poor kids 
don 't have a good home and parents. 

Although a devout Catholic, Madeline cites the Church as largely 

responsible for this breakdown, clairning that they don't make c1ear the necessary 

donnation an individual needs in order to make good choices: 

The priests don't talk about these things in church. They should. 
They Say things like sin, love, marnage. But you have to be clear 
and say it as it is. 

She also chastises the Church for turning a blind eye on the poor treatrnent of 

women as a result of a religious tradition that treated women as chattel. She seems 



inordinately pleased with movements by women in the cornmunity to form support 

groups and resist abusive situations: 

To* women are more outspoken. So they c m  just pur their fout 
down and get help. Now its the turn of men to obey the women. Tou 
bad they didn 't start something like that a long rime ago. 

She is clear in acknowledging the centrality of women to cornmunity, culture and 

farnily and sees the future of her people as held in the hands of Grandrnothers. 



CHAPTER 5: THE LIF'E CYCLE 

5-1.INTRODUCTION 

On a bitterly cold winter aftemoon not long after my anival in the 

community, a group of teenage girls arrived at my door. As the latest new outsider 

to arrive in the community, 1 am a cwiotity piece. They question me incessantly 

about my own Me, rny job, my home, my f d y  and rny beliefs. These girls are 

members of the first generation to have regular and consistent access to the 

technology and entertainment of mainstream southem Canada. They Wear the 

latest and most d-sirable label clo thing purchased at exorbitant ptices from the 

Nonhem, the ody  retail store in town. They are regular viewers of M ï V  and 

current sitcom, courtesy of the mmy satellite dishes now present throughout the 

community. They bear, in fact, a remarkable resemblance to most suburban 

teenagers in any large Canadian city. 

But these girls are also the children of parents who were the last group of 

residentiai school students, parents whose Iives are scarred by alcohol, dnigs, 

physical abuse and an overwhelmmg sense of alienation. Their parents have 

become completely reliant on wage earnings in order to provide the 'necessities' 

that a modern lifestyle demands. Yet they are thwarted in pursuit of these goals by 

high rates of unempioyment, poor education and the many personal problems that 

plague them. Their parents are a product of what are referred to as Fort 

Chipewyan's darkest decades. 



During the late 1960's and throughout the 1970Ts, rates of violence and 

alcoholism soared as a result of large influxes of money earned during the oil and 

gas boom Alberta expenenced during this period. Job creation programs designed 

to integrate Native people into the main Stream economy rneant many men were 

absorbed into the Syncmde Tar Sands Project in neighbouring Fort McMurray. 

For many, this resulted in the shrfc from a subsistence economy supplemented by 

periodic wage earnings to a complete reliance on wage earnings. The shift meant 

disruption of famiiy networks, the loss of connection to traditional subsistence 

activities and a rapid growth in both outside intrusions and access to consumer 

goods. Wage employment in the oil and gas industry also resulted in a breakdown 

of what are described as previously egalitarian relations between men and women 

with regard to household econorny. Where a subsistence economy based on 

hunting, fishing and trapping required the skih of both men and women, the shift 

to a wage economy in the oil and gas industry piaced much greater emphasis on 

the role of men as prirnary wage eamers. Most available jobs were for low-skilled 

labourers, positions fiUed almost exclusivelyby men. 

Although possession and consumption of alcohol within Fort Chipewyan 

was dlegal during t h  period, vade in booslegged and hume made liquor escalated. 

Returning workers with large sums of cash found few outlets for recreation in the 

community. Normal confLicts among f a d i e s  erupted into violence. Employed men 

returned to their homes with cash and large quantities of alcohol. The Street 

directly behind my home is called 'Shotgun N e y '  in reference to the fiequent 

violent altercations which occurred during this period. Aggie, grandmother of one 



of my teenage visitors, is renowned for having shot her husband on thu Street 

during a drunken fight. 

For the generation who came of age during t h  penod, the contrasts 

between their own lives and the lives of mainstream non-Native Canadians was 

brought into stark relief. Detached fiom traditionai culture as a result of residentd 

schoohg and policies of assimilation, many sought inclusion in mainstrearn 

society. Here they also found a lack of acceptance. If they felt alienated and 

detached from aboriginal lifeways at home, outsiders quickly made it clear when 

they sought to become part of mainstream society chat they were first and foremost 

'Indians'. Many members of this generation, both men and women, spent years 

traveling fiom place to place seeking an identi~y for themselves. Most retumed to 

Fort Chipewyan disillusioned. 

The children of these people also feel the pressure of confiicting influences: 

the ties to their family and community and the sense of a need to recover 

traditions, set in conuast to the pull of outside opportunities and the seductive 

influence of mâinstrearn medm These teenagers bear the brunt of three generations 

of lost parenting sMLs. They are seen simultaneously as the hope for the future and 

a living example of the results of destruction of aborigind culture. Local public 

hedth nurses suggest that as many as 30-40% are suffering the effects of Fetal 

Alcohol Syndrome. The school drop out rate for this age group is 97%. Their 

parents are overwhelmingly young, poor, unemployed and affected to some degree 

by alcoholism. They are tom between the desire to assimilate and the need to seek 

healing through recovering tradition. 



If they resemble typicai suburban teens within the community, they are 

quickly reminded on infrequent ventures to Fort McMurray of their 'Indian' status. 

Most, at twelve, are already sexually active, all the boys and pis that 1knew had 

experimented with alcohol and drugs, some had been involved in prostitution, and 

all had experienced some form of abuse in their homes. This group shared their 

stodes extensively with me and provideci insightful cornmencary on growing up 

Lndian in Northern Canada 

5-2. LIVESAND CYCLES 

The inspiration for the title of t h  chap lter, came frorn a series of 

discussions with a group of four teenage girls, Fanon, 13 (Chipewyan), Miranda 

(Cree), 12, Stephanie (Cree), 12 and Melanie (Cree), 12. They had been asked as 

part of their school Health class to prepare a presentation on the Life CycIe. As 

defined by their textbooks, the Life Cycle refers to the biological and 

corresponding soc& phases that take place in the course of a human life. The 

abbretiared version looked sornething like t h :  



TABLE 1 - TBE LLFlE CYCLE 1 

I1. Tnfancy (0-18 Months) 

IL Early Childhood (18Months - 4 
Y-) 

III. Childhood ( 4 Years - I l  Years) 

L 
IV. Adolescence (12 Years-17 Years) 

V. Young Adulthood (17Years-21 

Years) 


Total dependency on mother. 

Beginning to explore environment and 
establish individual personality .h g u a g e  
and physira l skilk begin tu develop. 

Physical and emotional development. 
Mmzery of language and physical skills. 

Onset of puberty. Menarche in fernales. 
Gromh spurt occurs. Secondas) sex 
characterisrics develop. Increased 
independence. 

Independence becomes fintzly established 
Education and career b e c o m  the focus. 
Beginnings of adult relationships. 
Formation of dating relationships. 

VI. Adulthood (21 Years-40 Years) Marriage and reproduction occur during 

this phase. separarion from parental 

family. formurion of separate nuclear 

fami Ly. 
I


VII. Middle Age (4Years-65 Years) Beginnings of physical deterioration. 

Gruwn children Leaving home. 


W.Oid Age (65 Years +) Physical deren'oration is more rapid. 

Senility may occur. Retirenentfron 

employment. Take on role of grundparent.
1 


K.Death Occurring in the stages of Old age open as 

a result of deteriurating physical condition 

Average life expectancy forfernales 78,for 

males 72.
I 




The text also referred to the continuity of the life cycle, as one individual 

cornes to the end of the cycle another is just beginnuig. Although the materials 

were obviously dated, and lacking in cultural sensitivity, 1 initially did not 

understand why the ,@rk were having such difficulty cornpleting the assignment. 

Essentially they were required to use their own faniilies as an example of the life 

cycle. They were asked to slot individual famiiy members into the appropriate 

phases and then discuss the relationships involved. This appeared a fairly simple 

task until we began to discuss their own perspectives on the 'life cycle'. 

At thirteen, Farron looks and behaves Eke a much older girl. She surveyed 

the life cycle diagram momentarily then began to explain why she could not do the 

assignment as asked. 

Well jïrst I would have to move the death phase. Nobody in my 
family has this cycle. Two had the cycle end here [indicates early 
childhood], one here [adolescence], two here [adulthood], und then 
I have a few other fnends who ended here [indicates early 
adulthood]. So how can I do a project on the life cycle when i f s  
wrong ? 

This strikes a chord with all of the girls present who encourage her to 

expand upon this statement, urging her to explam who and how and when. They 

discuss the deaths of close family members dispassionately. At this young age it is 

already familiar and accepted with what appears to be resignation. Their discussion 

is almost clinical and takes on the feeling of a recitation. It is their own fustory of 

the life cycle. Farron begins with her Own childhood: 

I'm the oldest kid and it seems like I ' m  the one who rakes care of 
my mother instead of the other way around. Afier me was my Little 
brother. He was bom when 1 was four. But he had a sickness, I 



forger the m e ,  but he had to have a tube put in his chest and 
when he came home from the hospital, 1took care of hirn a lot.' He 
was so cute. But he just kept getting sicker and my Morn didn't 
really know how to help h im We went to the nurses, but they don't 
help. Al1 they do is get mad at my Mom m d  rhen send hirn back to 
the hospital. He died when he was two. Then I had another little 
brother and I took care of hirn too, because he had the same 
sickness - it's in my family this sickness. 1 loved hirn a lot. Because 
then I was older, about eighr and 1was Like his Mom 

My Mom was having a lot of problems then and she 
decided we should go to McMurray and she went to treatment. So I 
took cure of hirn mostly. We were living in an aparmzent and she 
only came home on weekends. I used to bathe him and feed hirn 
and rake hirn out for walh. But the tube dicin't help him either. 
The nurses never help. the only thing they c m do is Say "take hirn 
to the hospital, take hirn to the hospital". 

But when he was bom he i.vasnJt Treaty, I wasn't then 
either, but now my Morn got it back and so I'm getzing a Treaty 
card soon. So my Mom didn't want to take him to the hospital, 
because we didn ' t  have any Treary healtk We couldn ' t  go tu the 
clinic here, so we went to McMurray and he could go the hospital 
there. But it didn't help h im He died after he got sicker and sicker 
when he was three. I really miss him He was a cute little baby. I 
used to cal1 hirn My Boy, he was more like rny baby. 

Fanon's mother, Corrina has followed a pattern throughout Farron's 

childhood of moving the famrly back and forth between Fort Chipewyan and Fort 

McMurray. Because of her mariage in her late teens to a non-Native man' she lost 

Status, a situation which consequently affected her children, although none of them 

share the same father. Her moves to Fort McMurray have k e n  partly related to 

this loss of Status. Without Status and Band membership she was not entitled to 

Band housing or  benefits. Even after reinstatement, she is stiU waiting for housing. 

' 1 was never able to determine the precise cause for the sickness ihat Farron described as having 
occurred in boih her brothers. Due to the frequent changes in Federal Clinic Nursing Staff, 1was 
unable to obtain any definite information. Medical records are confidentid, however.based on 
desuiptions of the sicknessand the treaanents, several nurses suggested botb boys may have 
suffered from congenital h e m  andlor lung defects. 



Another reason for the ftequent moves has been her quest for treatment of her 

alçoholisrn. She has been in and out of rehabatation treatment centers many times , 

throughout Farron's childhood, leaving Farron with much of the responsibility for 

household chores and child care. 

M e r  the deaths of these two children, Farron's mother gave birth to 

another girl, still living. Farron is very close to her sister and takes on most of the 

responsibility for raising her. M e r  the birth of her sister, Farron's biological father 

moved back in with the family. He was, as she recalls, extremely abusive towards 

both her mother and the children: 

My father moved in when I was  about nine. Before that he was in 
jail for fighting in the bar. They said maybe he even killed 
someone. So after he rmved in al1 he did was dnnk Every night 
rhey went drinking and I looked afier my sister. Now she's my girl. 
He used to hit my Mom and me and Christine [her little sister]. And 
ut that time too one of my cousins started molesting me. He came 
tu my room and bothered me al2 the time. I wm scared. And that 
sarne year my father killed hintself. He hung himelf in the 
bathroom and we al1 saw him hanging rhere. I was nine. After that 
my Mom went back to treatment. We went tu McMurray again. I 
don't know why su many bad things have happened ro me in my 
life, 

Farron has Little in the way of support fiom mernbers of her extended 

famïly. A teenage cousin and twenty-seven year old aunt have also committed 

suicide. Her prandmother, Aggie, is renowned not only for having shot her 

husband in S h o t , ~  Alley, but also for being a fixture at the local bar, a source of 

great embarrassrnent for Farron. After the last move to Fort McMurray, Farron 

spent a year in a juverde detention center for a senes of shoplifting offenses and 



the assault of another teenage girl. She has been back in Fort Chipewyan for six 

months when I first arrive in the comrnunity. 

Miranda shares Farron's concem with the inaccuracies of the life cycle as  

depicted in the text citing the fact that few children in Fort Chipewyan are barn to 

wornen who could be slotted into the Adulthood phase. 

My Mom is tweniy-seven, so she was fifreen when she had me. 
Where am I supposed to put her? That's rhe adolescence phase. 
And my Grmdmorher, she's onlyforty- three, where do I put her? 
Most people here don's get a life cycle, they just get a line rhar 
ends before you even get half-way arorcnd the circle. 

All the girls struggle with the tragedies they have experienced, a pattern 

they already show signs of repeating. The comrnunity offers them few 

Opportunities for recreation, social activities consist mostly of wanderinp around 

tom,  hanging out at the Uny arcade or 'camping', which invoIves sleeping at the 

homes of fnends and engaging in covert drinking and dmg use. AU four have 

already become sexudy active. They express in most of their conversations a great 

frustration with their in-between status. They are tom between their desires to 

leave the comrnunity and participate in rnainstream society as they know it from 

television and music videos and the realities of their lives which they atready 

suspect will make entrance to that world impossible. They are also tom between 

their desire to break the patterns of their mother's lives and their need to find 

soclal acceptance and place in the community that is their lives right now. 

Entrance to adult female social worlds in the community requires a rite of 

passage none of them have made yet. Teenage girls find themselves in a social 



vacuum until the thne that they give bitth for the first t h e .  Although young 

children are prized and generdy receive a great deaI of attention from family 

members, teenagers are often left to their own devices. They do not fit into the 

adult world, yet they are not satisfied with the play activities of children. Too old 

for Street tag and snow forts, yet too young for Bingos and dances, there is a real 

lack of appropriate activities for adolescents. They proceed to mimic adult 

activities, often resorting to the more destructive of these pursuits. 

Children learn early on to regard drinking as a recreauonal activity in and 

of itself. Alcohol is readily available from parents' homes, or from bootleggers. 

Teenage girk seeking entrance to adult society, and the status they perceive as 

accompanymg that, enter early into adult relationships with men and boys, most 

often resulting in pregnancy at a young age. Both Miranda and Melame expressed 

their own envy over the situation of a classrnate, pregnant at the age of fourteen: 

Yeah, she's pregnant now and doesn't have ro corne to school. 
She's living with her Aunne and she said she rnight get a trailer 
afier the baby'sbom. " [Miranda reUs me]. 
"And she's alivays up ar the Lodge with her Mum and Aunties", 
[Mel continues], "they go for lunch and coffee and they're helping 
her to get ready for the baby. I think she even went to the bingo on 
Wednesday, because they have to let her in ifshe's going to have a 
baby. They can't just treat her like a kid now. 

The young giri's pregnancy marks her passage into the phase of adulthood. 

Her female relatives rally around her to offer support, advice and include her in the 

soc& acuvities of adult women. Little concem is paid to the fact that she will now 

also mherit the constraints of poor education, poverty and unernployment that 



most of the adult wornen in the community reco,gize accompanies young 

motherhood. For now she is part of a close network of addt  fernales. She becomes 

one of them because of their shared situation. 

For teenage gris with little outiet to express their adolescent independen~e~ 

this is an appeahg proposition. Melanie, Miranda, Stephanie and Farron ail envy 

the girl's inclusion in adult activities. It seerns to chem the Ïnevitable path their own 

futures will take. They eventually develop their own version of the Me cycle for 

Health Class. Their own version reflects their 'lives as lived' and offers a profound 

insight into the Life cycle of a Northern reserve community. Although they asked 

that their last names not be used, credit is given to Miranda, Stephanie, Melanie 

and Farron for this chart. The find version looks like this: 



TABLE 2 -THE LIFE CYCLE II 


1. Infancg (0-18 Months) 
Babies are taken cure of by Morhers, 
Grandmorhers, Sisrers, Aunries and sometimes 
Fuihers. Babies are the most special becme 
they are so cure and everyone loves new life. 
Babies [ive wirh whomever c m  rake cure oj 
them Sometimes one woman h m  a lot oj 
children and anorher h m  none, or only a few, 
so she will give one of her babies ro her. 
Almost every woman h m  a baby. 

II. Early Childhood (18 Months - 5 Years) 
Young children are also special. They are 
taken care of by everyone. They are allowed ro 
play and they don't get into trouble. Young 
children go almosr everywhere with their 
families, even ut nighr. 

III. Childhood (5 Years - 10 Years) 
Children srart ro go to school when rhey are 
$ve. This is when they sran to get into trouble. 
Parents and families c m  srarr to discipline 
children at this age. They are usually nor as 
cure by this age and al1 the people in the family 
cm discipline the child. Parenis have io deal 
with trouble ar school. Children spend a lot of 
rime playing. 

TV.Adolescence (10 Years - 15 Years) 
Teenagers start to grow up ut this age and ro 
ger involved in rheir own lives. Girls start to 
have boyfnends and boys sran ro have 
girlfnends. Many people begin to ger involved 
in sex ar rhis age. School is nor as imporranf 
because many people drop-out and rry to live 
rheir own lives. A lot of teenagers start 
dnnking or raking drugs. Teenagers wanr ro 
become adul ts. 

V. Adulthood (16 Years - 35 Years) 
This is the period when nwst people have 
babies und get mammed Some srart working 
and sorne go to Adult Educatio~ for upgrading. 
At this age you c m  iive in yozrr own house. A 
lot of people live with their fmily even when 
rhey are adults, rhough because rhere are noi 
enough homes for everyone. Adulrs c m  lemt 
town and travel, if rhey wanr, ro Edmonton, or 
Calgaïy, or even Hawaii, or Austrulia. Adulr~ 
can have a lot of problems wirh drinking ana 
gening in trouble, except rhere is no one tc 
discipline [hem 

W. Old Age (35 Years - 55 Years) 
In old age, people stop having babies and 
spend mosr of rheir n'me with their families. 
Most people are already married when rhey ger 
ro old age. Wornen are grandmothers und help 
with young children. Men are grandfathers 
and if they are respecred. they help ro reach 
children and take them on rhe land Zn oold age 
people c m  sran ro ger sick 

WI. Elders (50 Y m  +) 
I f  a person in old age is respecred and hm 
lived a long rime, rhey are called Elders. They 
are people who didn ' r  ger into trouble, or 
people who had troubles, but are healed. 
EIders reach orherpeople how to live and rhey 
are veT imporrantfor teaching Abrive cdzure. 
Elders c m  be men or women. 

VIII. Death (Any Age) 

People of al1 ages c m  die. Dearh is like a 

blmket rhar cm cover someone ar any age. 

People in our fanilies have died in infmcy, 

early childhood, childhood, adolescence, 

adulthood and age. Peuple do not always die 

because of sickness, they c m  also die because 

of accidents, jighring and suicide. Sornetimes 

people c m  die because of sadness, or becaure 

of spirits. 




5-3."STRONG WOMEN MAKE STRONG NATIONS" 

If this is a bleak commentary on the lives of teenage Native gYIs in Fort 

Chipewyan, it is, as 1have referred to previously, the experience of a particular 

group of individu&. The patterns they describe cannot be generalized to include 

all teenage girls in the community. Mmy are astounding in their resiliency. Not aD 

share the fatalism expressed by the guls described above. At seventeen, Hazel is 

her mother's daughter. She has grown up listering to her mother, Georgina's, 

stories about all the strong, creative, gifted women who make up her family. She 

has heard the stories of how these women healed the sick, raised children in bush 

isolation, trapped, fished and hunted alongside their husbands and brothers and 

passed on the traditions and knowledge of thousands of years. 

She is puzzled by the literature she surveys frorn my stack of books. She is 

puuled by the characterizations of Native women she h d s  within these books: 

battered women, dnink women; dmgged women; scared women; passive women. 

Certainly she knows such women. Living examples reside in close proxirnity. But 

to Hazel these women are the exception rather than the d e .  She sees herself as 

the bearer of her own culture and history, a living legacy passed to her by her 

mother. Georgina has raised her to understand the centrality of her role as a 

woman. Hazel offers her own definition to me of what constitutes a Native 

woman: 

ntose wornen you're reading about they are real. but 
they're a h  no? real. They are pan of a generation that is still 



healing. They, most of them. have never had the chance to become 
women. At thirteen, fourteen, jïfteen, they were already slaves to 
some man. And of course to the children rhat came from that man. 
Men in town my age and a linle older don't have any respect for 
women. How can you have respect in a house when everyone is 
living on welfare? They don't need to respect each other because 
they don ' t  need each other. 

My mnther and father when they were younger, they needed 
each other. My father couldn't nap, or fish, or h m t  without her. 
He had a job and she had a job. And they needed each other. ïhey 
still do. She has raught me everything. 1 speak my language. I sew 
and bead, chop wood, raise dogs, fish,everything. Everyone talks 
about leaming Native culture, but they don't realize that it is al1 
around them It didn't just disappear. but they've been separate 
from if. As a woman I think about the future and how I will raise 
my own children. I make my own m n e y  and I'II go tu University. 
I would like to be a lawyer. 

For a woman in Native culture, i f 's  her job to teach 
respect. Ir h m  always been that way.Children cannot leam respect 
from women who have no respect for themelves. These wumen 
that the books are talking about, they are sick and need to heal. 
Part of that healing neans they will have to Listen tu their Elders. 
S o m  aren't ready because its hard Its easier for them to stay with 
men who treat them badly. That's an excuse for them Even when 
the men try to heal. sometirnes the women try to stop them, keep 
them sick. Like Rosemary [an acquâintance], after her boyfriend 
quit drinking and went back tu school she decided to get pregnant 
again so that he couldn't go. She didn't want to be alone with that 
sickness. But she ' s  afraid to be well because then she might not fit 
any place. 

if you look around at the men who are important in this 
town, look behind them and you'll see their mothers. That's who 
taughr them, and that's who is really respected. Like Marie Rose. 
or Madeline, or Maria [Cree, Chipewyan and Métis Elders 
respectively]. Al1 their children are still taking care of them, 
because they have taught that kind of respect. Father's are 
important too, but it is girls who will have children and giris learn 
from their mnrher. Boys, too, they learn that respect for a wornan 
from their mothers. Already w u m n  are starting to heal and 
remernber that. They are talking about their lives and going to 
support groups. Look at al1 the wornen worhng in this town. And 
most of the students are women Women are remembering 
themelves. 

Wherever I go I know, like my mother says, 'I'ma good 
Chipewyan Indian ~vornan '. 



Hazei is determined and clear about her goals and how her own life cycle 

will evolve. She displays to me with great pride the tjny moccasins she has sewn 

and beaded for her k s t  baby. But, she assures me, this is still sometime m the 

distant future. First there is her part t h e job as a waitress to attend to, money to 

be saved, trips to be taken and very soon she plans to depart for University ,and 

then Law SchooL Her relationshps with male and female fnends are wann and 

characterized by the same respect she emphasizes. She is widely respected herseif 

and something of an id01 to many of the younger teenage girls. As a 'good 

Chipewyan Indian woman', she wdi live a life vastly different from her mother, but 

shaped by the sarne sense of strength and pride in her womanhood. Shortly before 

1leave the community, she cornes across a phrase in one of my latest acquisitions, 

Paula Allen Gunn's The Sacred HOOD: "Strong Women Make Strong Nations" 

(1986:3O). "This", she declares, " is the oniy truth I've read yet. " 



CHAPTER 6: REPRODUCTION 

6-1, INTRODUCTION 

For indigenous populations reduced by the early twentieth cenniry to a 

fraction of their former numbers, the rapid growth of their contemporary 

populations is a source of strength m the stmggle to revive and recover what has 

been lost or destroyed duruig five hundred years of contact. Currently, Native 

Canadians have the highest birth rate in the country (Heaican, 1995). In Fon 

Chipewyanjus1 less than half the popdation is under the age of fifteen. If the vital 

growth of aboriginal populations is a source of joy, rapid growth also means that 

the lunits of land base, housing and funding for healùi care, education and social 

services are being strained. While Bill C-31 provided for the legal reinstatement of 

women and their children, no provisions were made for additional h d s  or land to 

be made to the Bands who are now confronted with newly returning 'members' 

anxious to have benefits reinstated. 

'Guarantees7 regarding the provision of housing, health care and fundiag 

for education are no longer guarantees. Most students in the community seeking 

entrance to post-secondary institutions are on waiting hts  for funding. Many more 

are doubled and tripled up in hadequate housing because of the lack of h d s .  

Social assistance payments fiom the bands are minuscule and recipients live on the 

bare marghs of survivaL During my k s t  winter in the community, many went for 

months without heat in their homes for lack of funds to purchase fuel. 



The majonty of individuals affected by these limits are women and their 

children. Most women enter into the role of mother at an early age and 

ovewheImingly they retain custody of the children when relationshrps faiL 

Payment of child support is virtually non-existent because of the unwrllingness 

discussed earlier to pursue legally formalized paternity arrangements. Much of the 

shortfall in provision of funding to women and their children is absorbed by kin. 

'Social' seMces includmg fostering, adoption and crisis intervention is considered 

an intemal matter to be dealt with by families. Very few willingly tum to forrnal 

agencies for help in dealing with f d y  crisis. History has taught most that the 

intervention of social workers and child welfare results in the rapid removal of 

children from f d e s .  

AU of the women 1 knew during my time in the community had children. 

Chddren are seen to play a central role in defining oneself as a woman. The 

concept of deliberately remaining childless was incomprehensible to all the women 

1 spoke with regarding this topic. They reguiar1y teased and tormented the few 

married white teachers in town who had no children, repeatedly questioning them 

about when they were going to have a child. 

One's adult status is in part confinaed by the birth of children. Prepancy 

and childbirth guarantee one's entry as a woman into the social networks of adult 

women. Few, if any, stipulations are attached to when and how and with whom 

one reproduces. No stigma is attached to children born out of wedlock, and indeed 

marriage and reproduction are relatively unlinked activities. Children are regarded 

as a group responsibility for the most part. They are born into networks of large 



extended families and may live all or part of their childhood with a variety of 

relatives other than their biological mother. Very frequently, children boni to 

teenage girls are 'adopted' by Grandmothers or Aunties. The generd pattern 

foilowed by the group of women ages 25-45 has been to give birth to a nurnber of 

children in their late teenage Yeats, sometimes with a series of partners; to turn 

responsibility for these chiidren over to family members until a stable partnership 

forms, usuaily in their mid-thirties and to subsequently take back responsibility for 

their children. 

As discussed previously rehtively Iittle concern is paid to paternity. 

Marriages which form after the birth of children to different partners suffer few of 

the difficulties that urban, white blended faniilies experience. Even w i t h  stable 

maniages, women retain most of the responsibilities for chddreariag. When 1 

questioned a number of women about the subject of custody, or patemal rights, 

they expressed great surprise that anyone would fight about this. They knew of no 

Native men who had ever asserted paternal rights or demanded custody of 

chddren. The fluidity of residence and partnerships reduces confiicts thal t t e in 

mainsueam urban settings around the subject of access and custody. in fact the 

notion of 'custody' was unfamiliar to women in the corninunity. Chiidren belonged 

to the group and the concept of denying a faoiily member access to a child was 

unheard of. 

The residence of a child or children is most often detesmined by the abdities 

of family members. Individuals in the best situations to care for children are usually 

responsible. In at least three cases that I know of children remained with their 



father when the mother left the community to pursue work opportunities. 

Childcare is rarely an issue for women that it can be in an urban setting. Large 

extended kin networks provide accessible and avadable babysitters. Children do 

not create the restrictions on opportunitics for women in Fort Chipewyan that they 

do for urban white women. Accessible childcare arnong family mernbers and 

fnends means that women are active participants in education and employment. 

Further, the stigma that urban women in the workforce encounter regarding the 

restrictions on their availability is absent here. Children are welcorne in virtudy a l l  

senings, which kees women to participate in events which might be problematic 

for urban women due to the need for childcare. In the course of my research 

children were present at council meehgs, during public presentations, at dances, 

in the classroom and in the workplace. Women accounted for 70% of the student 

body at Keyano College and ais0 occupied many positions of employment. 

This is not to suggest that childbirth and childrearing is all positive. 

Community women currently stnrggle with the difficulties that the combination of 

dcoholism, lack of parenting skills and family dysfunction creates. Many women 

fear they are repeating patterns of abuse and neglect that they experienced in their 

own childhood. They also expressed some concern over the impact very young 

entrance into the role of motherhood has on women. L€ a waman's activities are 

not restricted by her children in the community, attempts to leave the community 

for education or employment are extremely problematic. Once outside the 

community, extended kin are unavztilable to assist with childrearing and econornic 

support. If women predorninate in educational and employment settings within the 



community, it is men who are free to leme in pursuit of these opportunities. Most 

women acknowledge that both their education and employment has been resvicted 

because of children. 

The result has been that women remain locked into relatively low-skded 

office and s e ~ c e  are given opportunities to take on higher paymgjobs, while men 

jobs in construction, labour, fire fighting and industry. Most of these o p p o h t i e s  

are unavailable to women because they require travel and cannot accommodate 

f a d e s .  In addition, the relative freedom of men to leave the community to pursue 

post-secondary education has resulted in an interna1 administrative po wer structure 

that is almost exclusively male. The 'famiy' concems of women were regularly 

contrasted with the 'higher' political and economic interests of men. Because the 

adminixtrative structure is male dominated, investment of band funds and 

allocation of resources has been focused on extemal uivestments and projects most 

Iikely to provide employment and benefits to men. Women in support groups 

expresseci great hstrat ion with the unwillingness of male administrations to 

address growing social and family problems and to focus development intemally 

where women and children might find most benefit. 

Children are seen as cenual, however, to attempts to revitalize aboriginal 

culture and to heal communities. Through their children, women seek to undo their 

own suffering. Community women actively sought, hrough counsehg  and 

support groups, the oppominity to break the cycle of dysfunction they perceive. 

Most acknowledge that parenting is something of a lost art and are unwilling to 

allow yet another generation to be consumed by poverty, alcoholism and abuse. 



Women's concem in the past two years have centered on improvernents to their 

ctiildren's education, greater accessibility to social services that are community 

based and to reviving traditional parenting practices. They are active in their 

commitment to self-empowerment and to resisting external attempts to determine 

how children will be raised. Most blame residentiai schooling and the removal of 

children from the community by Child Welfate for the breakdown of family and 

parenting. At the tirne 1 was leaving Fort Chipewyan, funding kom Early 

Intervention Programs had made it possible to begin an aboriginal parenthg 

program, a h s t  step they saw in their determination to heal themselves and their 

children. 

6-2. MY BOY,MY GIRL 

Because all the women I knew had ctuldren, it was particularly difficult to 

select stories to include. 1 regret not being able to uiclude d their comments 

because, of ail the topics we discussed, children evoked perhaps the most personal 

responses. 1 have uied to do justice to ail that they shared by including a few of 

their stories. They are stories that illustrate the joy their ctiildren bring and the 

sometimes difficdt task of raising children while struggling with abuse, alcoholism 

and poverty. The title of this section refers to the endearing term used by mothers 

and fathers to refer to their children. Even into adulthood, adult children are 

referred to by this term. 

During the course of my research, I had the opportunity to lead a Life 

S m  ciass at the local community coilege, a satellite of the main Keyano College 



Campus in Fort McMurray. Because the ciass consisted primarily of women, many 

of our discussions focused on their concerns about children and family. Mid- , 

semester, one of my favorite students, Roberta, announced her pregnancy, which 

sparked a dLscussion on reproduction and childrearing. Roberta was one of my 

favorite students because of her optimism and endearing personality. Her 

comments upon fïnding herself prepant provoked in me and her classrnates many 

different reactions. From my own perspective, her initial cornmenu shocked me 

because they seemed to reflect a flippancy and irnmaturity that did not fit with the 

task of bringing yet another child into the world. Later 1 came to understand what 

the birth of t h  child meant in terms of Roberta's own search for a meaningful 

reconnection to aboriginal culture. 

Only moments after receiving the news of a positive pregnancy test at the 

nursing station, Roberta appeared at my door, with fnend Sharon in tow to 

announce her news. The following is a brief account of the discussion that 

unfolded in the followin_e weeks around t h  topic. 

Upon being told the news I responded with caution, not certain that this 

was a necessarily positive situation. But, Roberta assured me, with her usual 

optimism, she couldn't be more pleased: 

1 was waiting in the clinic, und I son of already knew, but when 
the nurse came in and told me i f s  positive I just screamed. And 
she said well you're sure h p p y .  And then I called my Mom from 
the clinic and she said, "Wellyou sure are a fertile little thing". I 
knew it, I did, but I just wanted to check for sure, Now we'll have a 
brorher or a sister fur my boy. 



After announcing the news to her Mother, Sharon and me, Roberta set off 

to tell her parmer, Tom. About a week later, she shared her excitement with the 

class. 

As soon as I told Tom, he said "1knew if. 1knew it!. And he went 
right out and bought me a carton of smkes,  rwo C.d.' s  and gave 
me $100.00. He's so happy. And I told my boy tuo, but he's only 
mo  so he duesn ' t  really know what 'shappening. 

This particular comment provoked a number of responses fkom classrnates. 

Many of the women in class questioned her decision to have another child. At this 

Ume, neither Roberta, nor Tom had any income and were staying alternately with 

relatives and in an unheated trappers' cabin in the bush. In addition, Roberta has 

had a series of pregnancies beginning when she was fourteen, The first child, a girl, 

was adopted by her materna1 aunt, the second, also a girl was removed from her 

care and placed in a foster home due to negiect. Her third pregnancy was 

terminated and her last child, a boy, st i l l  resides with Roberta. Another classrnate, 

Carolyn shared her own perspective on the situation. 

What du you wanr ta have another baby for? Already we've gor 
kids running ail over town. No one to look after them, na money to 
buy them clothes. And what about all your other babies. You going 
tu keep this one, or is it going to Auntie too? Where did Tom get 
ail that money for buying things anyway? Seem like he could be 
working, or something instead of dnving around al1 the time. 

Robena took great offense to this and began to share some of what her 

chiidren mean to her: 

My boy's a good boy. Every weekend me and Tom and my boy go 
in the busk. we quit drinking and now we just spend out time there. 
Tom'sbeen working, every weekend he'sfishing and napping. And 
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now we eat mostly wild meat too. so we don't need much money-
My boy. too, he eats wild meat. Bush food. He's not going to be 
running around t o m ,  because we're going to go back on the land. 
And thir baby too. The others, they 're still rny girls. but I was just 
yowtg then. me. Now me and Tom are older and we're chunging. 
We don't go dkking all the time now. We stay away from al1 that. 
And our kids are going to be ruised in the bush. Tom's so happy, 
he just wmts to give me things and treat me good. We're quitting 
smoking too. on the weekend Tom just lets me have twu cigarettes 
and I have to make them las?al1 weekend. Just smoke a little bit at 
a time.He wants to take care of me and my boy and this baby. 
We're happy because things are getting better. And our babies are 
going to have a better life too. Su I'm having another baby, what 
are you going to do. kill it? 

Most of the other wornen in class sympaùiized with Robena and agreed 

with her assertion that the bUth of children ofien provides the irnpetus necessary to 

make Me changes and resist destructive influences. The one childless woman, 

Robena's fkiend Sharon, clearly envied her situation: 

I wish it was me war pregnant. Seerns like I'm the only women in 
town hasn't got any kids. And then maybe Fred [herpartner] wouM 
treat me better. I wouldn'r mind if he went out and bought me nice 
things. But he ' s  so busy nying to leavr t o m  he just wants to go to 
Edmonton.or Calgary and he says he doesn't want uny kidr tying 
us d o m .  But he's already got some of his own. So its different for 
him Sometimes I think I'rn just going to do it anyway. But he 
probably wouldn't be too happy. 

Some of the excitement Roberta feels dong with the envy Sharon related is 

due in part to the romantic appeal of pregnancy. During pregnancy, most women 

receive a great deal of positive attention from f a d y ,  partners, fhends and health 

officials. Tom's purchase of luxury items for Roberta upon hearing of her 

pregnancy is a typical expression of this kind of extra attention. Pregnant women 

are often the center of attention at public events, and the center of conversation in 



daily activities. Bonds between women are often strengthened during pregnancy, 

as femaie friends and kin r d y  around the woman to assist in preparations for the 

baby. Further, during pregnancy a woman benefits from regular breaks in the often 

duil routine of comun i ty  Me through regular doctor's visits to Fort McMurray. 

These frequent trips would n o d y  be impossible on very limited budgets, and 

provide welcome opportunities to shop, visit family or fnends and to make use of 

'big city' e n t e r t h e n t  and services. Pregnancy holds promise for many 

possibiiities: for iife changes; for strengthened partnerships; for family connections 

and for the arriva1 of an individuai to Iove and be loved by unconditionally. Often 

reality is quite different. The attention Iavished on women during pregnancy ofien 

evaporates after the birth of the child, and the realities of caring for the newbom, 

sornetimes in addition CO other children, faü far short of the romantic expectations. 

Many women reported suffering post-partum depression. 

This h d  of romanticisrn is hardly unique to Fort Chipewyan, but it is 

unique in the sense that children are often viewed as a means by which to heal and 

to recover aboriginal culture. Through repeatd discussions with Roberta, this 

emerged as a central theme, one which she summed up for me shody  before the 

birth of her baby: 

Me, I never really got a childhood. I starred having babies 
when I was fourteen. My mother never took care of me. She was 
too busy drinking and al1 that. Maybe I shouldn't have had those 
other kidr, but I'm ûlder now. And Tom and me are ready tu be a 
family. I'rn happy ro be having this baby. It's going to be different 
for her, I really h o p  its a girl. Then I'll have my boy and my girl. 
And things are going ru be better for them 

If1 didn't have my boy, I'd probably still be drinking.But I 
need to take care of hirn And I want him to learn the old ways. 



We're a family like in the old times. We go in the bush and we have 
ali the things we need, It's not good here in town. And we're going 
to stay away from al1 the bad things. We're going tu teach our kids 
their culmre, the way tu live on the land. We're going to have an 
old-fashioned family. Nobody c m put us dom.  Things are good 
for us. We're happy. 

As of this writing, Roberta and her baby girl are dokg  well. Roberta, Tom, 

her son and their daughter continue to spend most of their tirne in the bush, 

pursuing what they see as  'old-fashioned' family Me. 

6-3. ON LOSING CHILDREN 

Not al1 the stories are so positive. Perhaps Roberta's unique optimism aids 

her in creating the kind of family Me she desires. For rnany others, the raising of 

children is fraught with difficulty and pain. Most wornen stmggle to deal with their 

own emotional problems while also trymg to cope with children and partners. High 

rates of alcohohm and fiequently unstable, or abusive, partnerships result in 

regular intervention by social workers. For generations, chddren removed from 

homes by Child Welfare were placed in foster care outside of the community. 

Many were never returned and others returned permanently scarred by abuse. The 

particularly poignant story of Richard Cardinal, a Metis boy fiom Fort Chipewyan 

who was placed in foster care, abused and neglected, and who later comrnitted 

suicide as an adolescent is known to everyone X met in the community and is fairly 

typical of the experience of Native children in the system.' Many women have had 

1 was unable to find a sp&c written source for the story of Richard Cardinal. a Metis boy 
bom in Fort Chipewyan. His story was the subject of a dacumentary aired on the CBC 
documentary program W-5 in April 1992. His honific experiences in a series of non-Native 

l 



children removed fiom their care for abuse or neglect. Far fiom assistiag them in 

seeking help, this often compounds the sense of failure and of king out of conuol 

that women expressed to me and that can contribute to increased dcohol and 

substance abuse. 

Currently, attempts are being made to place children in need in foster care 

within the community, but a lack of suitably acceptable foster homes makes t h  

virtually impossible. In addition, the move toward hzring local intervention workers 

has increased conflicts. A community member functioning in the role can f b d  

h e r b e l f  in the position of having to remove children from the homes of 

relatives. During my period of residence, three local intervention workers resigned 

because of exactly t h .  

Several women 1 knew had children rernoved kom their care between 

January - M y  1995. Of these women, Erina related her story in detail to me. Ln her 

early thirties, Erina has had some fairly unique experiences and Opportunities. At 

sixteen, she eloped with her thirty-five year old white teacher, a science instructor 

at Bishop Piche ~chool.' He continued to teach after their mamzlge for two years, 

at which time he moved Erina to his home town, Red Deer, Alberta, During their 

foster homes, after removal fiom bis parents by Child Welfare at rhe age of seven, eventually led 
to his suicide at the age of sixteen. His story is an imporiant part of folk history in the 
community. 

This happened in 1978, at which M e  Bishop Piche had b e n  converted to a pubiic &y school. 
Despite the fact that Erina was under the age of 16when she f m t  entered into a relationship with 
this teacher, no disciplinary actions were taken against him by the school board. Parents in the 
community fkequentiy cornplain that Northlands SchooI Division rarely takes any cornplaints of 
abuse, or mistreamient seriously. While 1 was in the community, an elementary s&ooI sni&nt 
was siapped by his teacher. Despite testimony by many wimesses, no actions were taken against 
this teacher. Shortly after the event, the tacher requested a transfer to Fort McMurray, where he 
continues to teach. 



six year marriage, Erina gave birth to two sons. After six years she lefi her 

husband,deging physical abuse and retumed to Fort Chipewym. At the tirne that 

1 met Erina she had remarried also to a non-Native man and had two more 

children, a boy and a pl. 

Like many of the women I knew, Erina has struggled since adolescence 

~v i thalcohol abuse. When I met her she was also stmggling with an abusive 

partner and the premature birth of her youngest son. After one p a r  of sobnety, 

she began to drink again and to spend most of her t h e  away from home with a 

variety of druikuig fnends. Cornplaints from teachers at the school and other 

community members about the neglect of Erina's two oldest boys led her mother 

to contact Erina's ex-husband in Red Deer. He responded by contacting Child 

Welfare and requesting an investigation of the situation. Both boys were removed 

from the home and temporary custody was awarded to their Father. Foilowing 

t h ,  the two youngest children were also removed from Erina's care and placed in 

foster homes. Within a four week period Erina lost all four of her children, a 

situation that promptecl her to descend further on the spiral of alcohol abuse. In 

mid-Apnl, two weeks after her children were removed, Erina shared with me her 

feelings and perspective on the situation. 

We met in the hotel bar where she was, at that point, spendmg most of her 

time. Erina had resisted offers from community women of support and assistance 

and had instead turned to fnends who were more receptive to the binge drinking 

pattern she had fallen into. Much of what she related to me occurred while she was 



heavily intoxicated, but 1 beiieve this does not negate her story, nor the feelings she 

expressed. 

I've been back and forth al1 this month, mying to ger my 
kids back I don't mind the boys being with their Dad, but he berter 
d a m .  well take care of them He's never given me a dime since I 
left him and now al1 of a sudden he wants his kidr back What do 
you think of that? S o m  guy he is - runs off with a sixteen year old 
girl, but he's good enough to give two kids tu! They'll get a good 
ame in Red Deer thoirgh - lots more to do there. I like it better 
there myself, I don't know why I came back here. Everybody 
always in Jour business. And that bitch [her Mother] - rum me in 
like I'm some kind of crook Like she was ever so good a Mother. 

To my question about why she has refused the help of other women in the 

community who have gone through similar experiences and found support Erina 

responds negatively: 

Who needs everybody in your business. What do they ùnow 
anyway? i f  I want to go drinking, I go drinking. In Red Deer 
nobody gave a d a m .  One night we wenr out there, me and my 
girlfiends. We had four hundred dollars, went to the bar, ordered 
up al1 hinds of shooters, beers, rye. Only took us three hours tu 
spend al1 that muney - al1 of it! We had good times then, just 
partying. 

Here its everybody else looking at you like you don't have 
the right. Nothing to do here. And those women they're just do- 
gooders. They just want tu tell everybody ekie what's wrong with 
them Suppose I don't wanr to get back tu Indian culture, huh? 
Suppose I've already had roo many people tell me how to [ive? 
What do they know about me or my kids. My boys are good boys, 
did good in school. Remember I showed you their names up on the 
wall for perfect attendance. What do those women know? They're 
al1 shacked up wirh no good Indians, beat them up. I like white 
guys better myself. Got more rrwney, go to work 

I was doing good for a long time. Back in school, working, 
looking after the kids.But now I just don't see why I need to care. 
Took al1 my kids - even my baby. And he's sick too. Where they 
gonna put him? Seems like al1 that trying was for nothing. Stopped 
drinking, go to school - but now they took my kids anyway. Just 
rake. take, take! Thar's all they do to Indian girls - take. Think 



we're sorne kind of whres  or somthing - can't look afSer our own. 
But thuse are my kids! D m  social workers, dam bitches, jusr 
don't even treat m Eike I'm a persun. What right do rhey have? I 
love my children! I worry about my children! What about that? 

Me, I'rn just gonna have a good tirne now. Why work so 
hard when it doesn ' t  matter? I've been drinking maybe five days 
now. We're hhaving a good rime. you shouid have a good time. Stay 
awhile. Me, I'm going to enjcry myself. 

Throughout this conversation Erina alternat4 between tears and 

boisterous laughter with the group at the next table. It was clear, despite her 

bravado that the removal of her children had affected her deeply. Because little in 

the way of follow-up support to women m this situation is offered, the events often 

prompt depression, heavy drinking and self-abuse. 1 watched in horror over the 

next few rnonths as Erina descended further into destructive patterns. 1 knew fiom 

her school work and her previously insightful comments in our Life SkilZs class that 

Erina is bright, intuitive and motivated. Despite a rough childhood and a series of 

abusive relationshzps, Erina displayed a great deai of resiliency. 

The loss of her chddren rnay have been the last straw. She went rapidly 

from king an excellent student at Keyano College to dropping out completely. 

When her attempts to regain custody of the rwo youngest children failed, she gave 

up completely and began to spend all her time dnnking. Relations with her husband 

disuitegrated into regular violent encounters and eventually separation. By the time 

1 was preparing to leave the community Erina recanted many of her former 

statements about her feelings for her cMdren and denied that theû loss had 

affected her, saying: 



I never rneant that you h w .  D m  kidr they just suck the life out 
of you. I dont know why everybody keeps having them He [their 
Father] can keep them And let the govemment take care of them 
Not me, I'm just going to hme a good time. They're al1 better 08 
that way. 

Her ultimate defense required that she cut herself off completely from 

feeling. 1 wonder often how this damage might have been avoided and how the 

simation could have been handled differently. Removing her children meant 

removing her reason to keep trying. In the end, the loss of her children represented 

just one more way of te lhg her she was no good. 1wonder too, how much 'better 

off her children will really be. Her story haunts me still. 

6-4. GRANDMOTHERS' CHILDREN 

" We Grandma's know best how to do with children. " Maria teils me in 

one of our frequent visits. At 90, Maria, a Chipewyan Elder, is justifieci in her 

assertion that it is Grandmotfiers who have the most to offer young women as they 

struggle to raise children. When 1 visit, our conversation usually revolves around 

her family, now very Iarge and made up of six generations. Some of her wisdom is 

recounted in the following statements she made when 1 questioned her about 

chddbirth and chiidrearing. 

I worned alrnost to be sick, especially for my jirst baby. 
One thing the mission couldn't prepare us for was to be mam+ed 
and be mothers. I was so green about babies. I was awfully afraid 
not to do the right thing and rny baby would not be happy or I 
might lose him 

I had five kids. Sometimes I had really hard pregnancies 
and childbirths. And I was out in the bush. not like now. Al1 my 
kids were bonz ut home. And I've helped a lot of babies to corne 



into the world. We make the woman to sort of kneel down over a 
hide, or later when we had nice fimelette sheets we used those 
and she holà ont0 my hund and squeezes so tight when the pains 
come. Then when I see the baby's head I put out my han& and 
sometimes help it m m  so I c m  see its face and out it cornes! Lot of 
babies died in my tirne too. It was a hard lge in the b a h  for 
women and kids. We would worry ourselves sick over them when 
they get sick Some didn't live. Lors of little crosses out there. 

I was sm-ct with my kiak and they turned out okay They 
need to be disciplined even when they are small. A slap never kilki 
and it can do a lot of good. Its like good medicine somerimes. I 
don't mean people should be mean to kids. but if the parenrs are 
sober and know what they are doing. they can discipline their 
children with care and without abuse. They abuse when they are 
out of control themselves and they punish the kids when they 
should be punishing themselves. 

The young women should come to their Grandmothers. We 
have already been through al1 the worries and seen what works 
with kik.Some of the young girls need a Mother first before they 
start to try to be one. We need to teach rhem to listen to their 
elders, then they don't make so many mistakes. Most these young 
girls need to get control of themselves. There's too much abuse 
and not so many good parents now. I hope we're going tu ger 
better, because we need to raise our children 

There are days and things in a persan's life that we always 
remember. Just like when we read a good book or watch a good 
movie. We can't forger special ones. I remember m y good things 
and sud things. We mthers wurry for our children from the day 
they are bom. We can't forger out children. They are the most 
precious of al1 that belongs tu us. 

Like Madeline (Chapter 4), Maria also believes that wornen will be central 

to the iunds of positive changes that the cornrnunity has begun to make.She hopes 

that young women will l e m  not to be so proud and to look to their Grandmothers 

for the help they need. 

Nobody, she assures me, ever can raise a child ail by themselves. A 
child neeh  a family, a whole family. We all learned fram our 
Grandmothers how to take cure of kids. Why should it be su 
different now? 



CHAPTER 7: SPIRITUALITY 

I will greer each day with love 
And tread softly on the breast of Mother Earth 
Su that when my days in this world are through 
I will shine in the divine light of the Creator. 

(Chipewyan Prayer) 

7-1.INTRODUCTION 

The subject of spirituality is complex by nature. In the cornmunity of Fort 

Chipewyan, during the period of my residence, it was for many a topic of intense 

interest and debate. Recovery of traditional spirituality and ceremonial practice is 

seen as central to the healing process and central to self-determination. The 

majority of residents are baptized Roman Catholics, the result of two centuries of 

close interaction with mbsionaries and one hundred years of residential schoohg. 

Although most continue to participate in regular m a s  and the celebration of 

Catholic high holy days, knowledge and understanding of Christian theology is 

nominal. Both traditional, and Christian, spiritual practice and ritual reflect a 

degree of syncretism. Christianity as  practiced by cornmunity residents reflects the 

incorporation of traditional values and beliefs, while traditional spintuality reflects 

the influence of both Catholicism and the beliefs and pracuces of Plauis Indian 

groups. This latter influence is due in part to fur trade interactions and more 

recently to the arrival of a variety of spintual leaders, most of them Plains Cree. 

Shortly before my arriva1 in the community, the Milcisew Cree band 

recruited a spiritual leader to assist in reviving traditional spiritual practices. Of 



Plains Cree ancestry, Darrefl ~ e d i c i n e 'has a story similar to many Native men in 

Canada. Born to an alcoholic mother he was removed from her care early in his 

childhood and grew up in a series of urban foster homes, all of them non-Native. 

Victim of abuse, neglect and racism, he followed a pattern of early alcoholism, 

dmg abuse and violence. Now in his late forties, he seeks to recover the place and 

culture he believes was stolen from him. His hostility towards whites is open and 

intense. But at the same time, as a product of a white urban environment, his brand 

of power mimics the power held by white men. In discussions and in cornmunity 

meetings, he presents a version of traditional Native society reminiscent of early 

white trader accounts which (inaccurately) characterized subarctic groups as 

'pauiarchal'. There is littie room in his vision of Native sovereignty for women. 

Darreil rninisters to the spiritual needs of men in the community. Sweats 

and prayer are reserved, exctpt on exceptional occasions, for men. As justification 

for the exclusion of women he points to the absence of a female spintual leader 

and pipeholder. Presumably t h  individual will have to be irnported, as he offers no 

opportunity for spiritual training to young women and disregards female elders. He 

draws heavily upon ~ I S  Own understanding of Plains spiritualit y, an understanding 

which ignores the role and importance of women and privileges the role of male 

religious specialists, a concept foreign to the traditional spirituality among 

subarctic groups. 

The exclusion of women from circles of religious importance and power is, 

however, neither new, nor unfarniliar, to most. The Roman Catholic church has 

'This name has b e n  changed to protect the identity of the individual upon request. 



effectively inculcated in its congregation the privileging of men and maieness. For 

many this is the only version of spirituality they know. Until recently, 1 am told, 

individuals who practiced uaditional religion were viewed with intense suspicion 

by the rest of the community. " We didn't want any of that voodoo here," one 

man tells me, "the Fathers brought us the truth about God. Thar old-time bush 

religion doesrt't help us. We're men. not savages. " 

When not viewed with suspicion, uaditional practices have been forgotten 

or lost. Lost for lack of those with enough knowledge to  pass them on. After the 

influenza epidemic of 1918, only six Chipewyan families sunived in the area. As 

the sole provider of social support, the church drew many converts out of sheer 

pragmatism. For the Chipewyan, drastic changes in subsistence patterns reduced 

the significance of many rituals which focused on the centrdity of the hum. Many 

traditional practices centered on the caribou hunt, a species absent from the area 

now occupied by the Athabasca Chipeywan. 

Intense suppression of rituai practices, viewed as witchcraft and paganism 

by the Catholic church, further contributeci to their loss. What remains, outwardly 

at least, is a curious mix of Pan-Indian ritual and new-age spirituality. In terms of a 

world view, however, most Chipewyan have retained a beiief system which 

emphasizes their a i e n t  ties to the boreal forest and its mhabitants. 

This is in stark contrast to the Cree of Fort Chipewyan, who have been 

much more heavlly influenced by Plains spirituality. The revival of traditional 

spirituality in the community lead and funded by the Cree band has fueled pre-

existiag divisions between Chipewyan, Cree and Metis. If the revival of traditionai 



religion privileges men, it fürther privileges Cree men. In the course of rny 

research, the emergence of these men as a power elite became cenual to economic, 

political and social developments in the community.Regrettably, the scope of my 

research prevents a thorough discussion of all these aspects. My focus remaim 

primarily upon spintuality as expenenced and d e h e d  by the women of the 

community. What follows are glimpses into the beliefs, values, expenences, 

debates and conflicts which surround spirituality in t h  community. 

7-2. ON CATHOLICISM 

Any discussion on Chrjstianity in Fort Chipewyan ùivolves mixed feelings. 

For many it evokes mernories of abuse suffered at the hands of priests, lay brothers 

and sisters who operated the Holy Angels Mission School and later, the Bishop 

Piché Residential SchooL The Church represents the force behmd the removal of 

Native children from families and homes. It is a symbol of the dificult decades of 

intense poverty and isolation when school children were expected to do the vast 

majority of work that a self-supporting mission required. It represents loss of 

languages, degradation of Native culture and humiliation. 

At the same time, it also represents the sole source of social support 

available to Native peoples throughout the area prior to the arrival of the Iûst 

Indian agent in 1932. Mission sisters provided shelter for orphans, dispensed what 

few medicines were availabie and offered refuge during epidemics. Surviving 

eiders of this period remember the positive uifluence of the mission in a community 

disrupted by displacement and disease. They recall that in a time when few families 



could support the burden of orphaned children, the mission provided much needed 

homes. The poverty of the priests and sisters made them partners with Native 

people in ways that few other whites ever permitted. 

But this does not discount the many real abuses perpetrated by 

representatives of the Catholic Church. These abuses have reverberared through 

several generations. For those of the older generations, expressions of t h  reflect 

some of the fear and subservience residential schooling insuUed in them. For 

younger generations the overwheiming emotion is anger. Both residential school 

buildings were burned, symbolic events to =y, as related by Margaret: 

When Z started there, 1diuiz't speak a word of French, or 
English. But I learned fast and I w m  a good snrdent. The sisters 
were bad to us, especially the g i rk  Just like now, that's where it 
al1 started Miserable wornen, they took it out on us. Because we 
were girls, I rhink The boys, weil they were punished too, but the 
sisters knew some day rhey would be men. maybe even priests. But 
we were just girls, They knew al! about the lives of women. 

The boys had a library then and I loved to read. 2 was a 
good student. I wanred to leam. Su at night I'd sneak out to the 
library. And when they caughr n e  the Sister stood me up infront of 
the class and she cut off my hair. Thar w u  my punishrnent. To do 
that tu a child. After that I wanted no part of their learning. 

So 1 stood there a grown wuman when the school brtrned 
and I was cheering inside. Up on the hill. I was so happy to see it 
bum. No, not happy, but it was like being a child again when you 
dreamed about al1 the things you'd do ro them someday. You know, 
get back ut them That was a drearn corne true. And it was after it 
bumed that I staned tu confront al1 this anger. I was glad tu see it 
go. Ail those years having to look ut it and remernber. Now I don't 
have to see ir there. 

Margaret (Cree) shares her mernories of residential school in a women's 

support group. Despite her experiences she is preparing for Holy Week and Easter, 

an activity which contributes to her recollections. She has not abandoned 



Catholicism, but k r  participation seems alrnost resigned. "Almost time for Holy 

Week", she sghs, "Friday night I've got confession and then mass. Lots to do. 

S a m  thing every year. " 

Donna (Cree) ùitejects with a more humorous interpretation of the 

upcoming events, "It's really Holy Week, because aftenvard we have to go out 

and buy new socks!" 

She is referring to the much joked about experience of Sunday mass. 

Because shoes are not permitted inside the church, parishioners must sit through 

mass in stocking feet. The chape1 is an old building with rough wooden floors. 

Loose and protruding nails in the floor tear holes in socks, thus the resulting jokes 

which arise in any discussion of Holy Week. 

Despite the jokes, this most important of Christian holidays is taken very 

seriously. Almost one hundred percent of the cornrnunity will turn out for mas .  

Partly out of habit, partly out of the lingering sense of obligation to the Father and 

partly due to an unwIllingness to abandon the faith, however incompletely it is 

understood, and regardless of spiritual dissatisfac tion. Intense training in the 

intricacies of sin and etemal damnation linger in the minds of ail resident Catholics. 

Most continue to feel some attachrnent to the ritual, even when they express 

skepticism about the beliefs. 

It's not so much that I want to go, but if you do this al1 
you're life its hard to stop. I'm not sure about what I believe. But 
its my religion, and everyone goes to mass. Especially ut Holy 
Week In the old days if you didn't show up, the Father would 
corne to see where you were. Maybe I still feel like that. Like he's 
going to corne looking if I'm not there. And its a chance for 
everyone to be together. A person doesn't want to be left out. 



I pray still. To God Irs not God who r m  the schools, jus 
people. And maybe I do believe. Me, personally 1 need to believe 
in something. 

For Margaret, inclusion and participation in revived Native ceremony is 

difficult and uncornfortable. At Mty-five she has spent aü her life as a Catholic and 

h d s  the prospect of adopting 'new' and 'foreign' beliefs undesirable. Her 

adherence to Catholic ritual is tempered, however, by her wilhgness to 

incorporate Native concepts of healing through talkmg circfes. She is adamant 

about the need to promote egalitarian rehlions between men and women in the 

process of recovering spirituality and heahg.  Already she has begm the process of 

confronting the Father and male relatives who victimized her driring childhood, a 

story 1 will return to in the following chapter. She has begm to be criticai about 

the 'silent suffering' that Catholicisrn seem to advocate and reveals to me the 

strength she has found through the use of what she caiis her God bag: 

This cm work alone or with a group and its new to me, but 
I think i fs  j u t  so powe@l. All the years we 've been taught to 
suffer in silence. Don't talk, don't Say to anyone "What you done 
to me is wrong, and I know that". If I could have done that al1 
those years ago I wouldn't have had ail this pain. Su now 1can let 
go of that. You take some cloth. maybe some cloth you think is 
pretry and you make a nice lirtle bag. Ir could even be paper if you 
want, but its good ro make something nice. Mine is velvet, with a 
smhg. 

So you make a Little bag and then you take a paper and 
write on that paper ail the things that hua you in life. And write al1 
the thizgs that stop you fi-omdoing good and healing. Write them 
dom. It could be narnes ofpeople who hurt you, or whar you do to 
hurt yourself, or even a prayer. Just write those things that stop 
you from being well. And then you rake those lirrle pieces ofpaper 
and you put them in your bag, your God bag. You give al1 that 
pain to God and let hirn take care of it. Just give it away. and then 
you c m  heal. Me, I'm starting to feel better, giving al1 that back to 
God. 



The other members of the support group are entranced by this idea, so 

much so that it becomes a ritual event at each meeting. The God bag grows full 

with their pain and they begin to heaL It is still growing. 

7-3.ON TRADITION 

It is only a brief time after Darrell's arrival in Fort Chipewyan that sweats 

begin to be held regularly. He has constructecl a permanent structure beside his 

home to house sweats, prayer and drurnming sessions. A small group of Cree men 

begin to gather regularly for sessions that sometimes last days. In theory, sweats 

and healing sessions are open to all comrnunity members, but prayers are 

conducted in Cree, spirits cailed are referred to as Grandfathers and speak o d y  in 

Cree, the only animal spirits to appear with any regularity are bison and the 

paraphernalia used in ceremonies reflects a distinct Plains influence. AU this rnakes 

the Chipewyan uncomfortable and reluctant to participate. Although 1riever heard 

any public criticism of the new activities, in private several Chipewyan women and 

men expressecl suspicion and doubt about the revival of traditions they saw as 

unfamiliar and imported. For these individuals with some knowledge of the 

traditional Chipeywan belief system which emphasized a pantheon of deities and 

spirits: plant; animal; mortal, immortal; animate and inanimate, the new ceremo nies 

which emphasize male spirits and non-indigenous species become immediately 

suspect. Structured pipe ceremonies and prayer sessions were quickly identified as 

imported Plains Cree religion and held little interest for most Chipewyan. 



Power dynamics, too, played a role in the divisions which the introduction 

of regular Native ceremonies created. The setdement of a land claim by the 

Mikisew Cree in 1986 has aven them access to funds and economic and socla1 

opportunities which the Chipewyan band members are denied. The Chipewyan 

have been pushed into the role of 'poor cousins' to the economicaily and politically 

active Cree band. Traditional enemies at the Unie of early fur made contact, the 

Chipewyan and Cree remain distinct and relations are not always harmonious. This 

was brought into stark relief when the Cree members of a Keyano College class 

refused to be bineted with Chipewyan families on a field uip to the Northwest 

Territories claiming they would not set foot in the homes of " the dirty, backward 

Chipewyan Indians." Although there are always exceptions, and band membership 

has in the past been somewhat fluid, most marriages and relationships remain band 

endogamous at the community Ievel. 

a v e n  these pre-existing divisions, the introduction of a distinctly Cree 

version of Native spirituality further excluded Chipewyan from participation. The 

men who became the inner circle of spiritual pracutioners were drawn Iargely from 

a group of recently sober, politicdy active, Milusew Cree band members. To some 

extent the wives and familes of these men were also incorporated. The religious 

circle became during that year, an extension of existing political, s o c d  and 

economic circles. A term for these individu& also developed in that year: 'Born 

Ag*'. 

'Born Agains' are characterized by community members as fonning an elite 

circle. They are generaJly band employees, committed to sobriety, revival of Native 



culture and self determination aiid possessed of political and economic power 

within the cornmunify. Most public meetings revolved around this group of 

mdividuals and they were the most frequent recipients of awards for leadership and 

achievement. 

They are slightly feared by many other residents because of their positions 

of power within the local administration and are frequently criticized pnvately for 

the hypocrisies mherent in their lives. Holding oneself up as a paragon of v ime is 

an impossible task in a cornmunXty where everyone knows the dirty secrets of 

one's past. Few could not recall very recent events which shed critical light on the 

identification of these people as role models for Native citizens. In addition, many 

of these individuals continued to engage in behaviour on trips outside of the 

community which made their conmitment to health, wehess  and sobriety 

questionable. 

With access to pnvilege, power, money and housing which few others 

enjoy they have become something of a nilùig elite, fair garne for criticism in a 

society which traditionaily mocked and ostracized members who sought individual 

greatness and glory. This is the closest I got to an ernic definition of class. 

As an elite circle of practitioners developed, so too did prohibitions on the 

participation of women. By the tirne 1 left Fort Chipewyan, women had been 

relegated to the role of entourage to male spiritual leaders. Initdly women were 

included in regular sweats, but slowly new d e s  were inuoduced to exclude them. 

Darrell began to make reference to the unclean nature of women and prohibited 

their attendance during menstruation. This prohibition relied on acceptance of the 



'contamination' explanation, rather than the more accurate explanation, which 

relates to the power of women, particularly during menstruation, and was a source . 

of confusion, particularly to teenage girls. Women were sirnply deemed unclean 

and the situation was Ieft at that. FoUowing from t h ,  Daneil introduced the 

concept of indian naming ceremonies reserved for men and boys only. Later he 

began to speak freqriently of the need for male spiritual leaders and practitioners to 

abandon wives and children. He referred to the need for these men to remain free 

of worldly ties and to devote themselves CO the Creator. 

This was followed quite rapidly by the introduction of two 'spintual 

leaders' and 'healers', both Saskatchewan Plains Cree, who arrived in t o m  with 

f e d e  entourages in tow. These men were paid the sum of $400.00 for each 

healing they performed. Private healing sessions with a number of wornen Ied to 

accusations of sexud misconduct and the growth of suspicion regarding jrist how 

'traditional' these activities were in fact. I was personally offered a private healuig 

session by Peter Fiddler only minutes after our introduction, an offer I deched. 

Community members became more suspicious ivhen both Peter Fiddler and Jack 

Cree solicited financial conuibutions from residents for non-exis tent spiritual 

training centers in Saskatchewan. Perceptions of these individuals were summed 

up by the remark of one Chipewyan man who comrnented that "Jerry Falwell has 

corne to town ". 

Although accurate, this commentary does make light of the very real desire 

of many individuals to recover traditional spirituality. Dissatisfaction with 

Christianity and a sense of dienation from Native culture, dong with the many 



social problems confronted by the community, make a retum to a more b h c e d  

and locaüy relevant spuituality desirable. 

Despite the ties to econornic and political circles, the spiritual activities that 

developed served as an important source of support and therapy for the men 

invoived. Several previous attempts to forrn a men's support group in town had 

failed. Reluctant to take advantage of the support and healing that can take place 

in such groups, these men sought expression in the form of payer and dnimminoa 

groups. Unfortunately, by the Ume 1 left, Dareil had ail but excluded wornen from 

these activities, claiming that as a man he could not rninister to the spiritual needs 

of women and that they would have to wait und a female spiritual leader could be 

found. This denied women, and particularly teenage girls desperate for the 

opportunity to connect in a positive way with their ancestral cultures, some of the 

empowering advantages that ceremonid activities offered. At present, perceptions 

of the revival of Native spirituality range from active acceptance to condemnation 

as "witchcraft and voodoo'. Further research into developments through time 

surrounding this topic would be of interest. 

7-4. GHOSTS AND SPIRITS 

No discussion of spirituality in Fort Chipewyan would be complete without 

some mention of ghosts. They figure prominentiy in discussions of the spinnial 

lives of residents and are of particular interest to young people. When incorporated 

into stories, ghosts are an effective means of disciphmg and guiding the behaviour 

of children. Ghosts can appear to a person physicaily or in dreams. They can 



appear to offer warnings, advice, guidance, or to redress past wongs. Lost spirits 

may appear as ghosts out of Ionehess. 

All the ghosts 1heard spoken of were spirits of individuais who had died 

tragically, and often at a young age. During the period of my research two ghosts 

appeared with some regularity to a number of people, one an eleven year old p l  

and the other a M e e n  year old girl. Both died in the cornmunity under tragic and 

violent circumstances. 

The youngest, Michelle Whrtelaiife, had been rnauied four years previously 

by a pack of sled dogs, which she presumably approached, after opening the gale 

to their pen. Known rts a dog lover, it is believed that she may have k e n  

accidentdy bitten and then attacked by the whoie pack once they scented blood. 

Her body was found dragged several hundred feet outside their Pen. Afier this 

event f a d e s  were limited ro only two dogs to be kept in t o m .  Those who 

continue to keep sled dogs house them at bush camps. 

Her death shocked and h o d e d  the entire cornmunity, especially her 

school fnends. The event continues to be replarly discussed, often in hushed 

tones, which hints at the tremendous impact it had on everyone. Michelle was 

reported to have appeared to several young girls, including Shelley (Metis) (13). 

Shelley toM me her story of Michelle's ghost and the warning she received: 

We were out skidooing on the Lake and having fun. TIzat 
was lasr spring, just when its sram-ng to get warrn, but before 
breakup. Conrad [a school fnend] was driving and we were going 
just fmt and funher and further out. Then al1 of a sudden he spun 
around and we al1 boked. Out in front of us there was Michelle, 
standing there. She looked just like she always did She was even 
wearing her blue coat like she had before she died. And she was 



wuving ar us. Nor waving like hello, but waving like she wanted us 
tu go back We were really scared. So we turned right around m d  
went straight back to rown. It was scary, but I think she was bying 
ru tell us to go back, like it wasn't safe there or somethi~g. 

Shelley believes Michelle's appearance was a warning that the ice was 

unsafe in the area hey were travelling. This is a distinct possibility, as conditions 

on the lake are variabie and even experienced drivers have had serious accidents. 

Only two years prior a manied couple and a friend broke through the lake ice 

while skidooing in mid-winter. Ail three were killed. Michelle has &O k e n  said to 

appear on the road where she was mauled. Several school friends report fiaving 

seen her there. 

Although fiightening when appearances occur, the presence of spirits is not 

regarded as sornething to be feared. Most are cornfortable with the belief that they 

are surrounded by spirits and that those whose lives end prematurely are able to 

retum to their homes and make contact with family and friends. The guilt that 

Michelle's family and the owner of the dog pack feel regardmg her lonely death js 

in part assuaged by the comforting thought that she is still among them. 

The second girl was raped and killed alrnost thirteen years ago in die 

wooded area behind where the school now stands. Her death was ail the more 

troubling because she was victimized by a young man from the community. 

Described as troubled fiom childhood, this man is now serving a Me sentence for 

the murder of this young girl and the rape of two others. 

Despite the high rates of domestic violence and cMd abuse in Fort 

Chipewyan, crime as it is h o w n  by urban dwellers, that is, deliberate, malicious 



acts of violence by strangers, or non-family members, is almost unknown2 

Violence, if it occurs, happens in the home and is usu;rlly linked to alcohoL The 

kinds of fears urban dwellers express regarding their safety on the stteet are 

unheard of hear. Adults and children alike can wander ail areas of the community 

at any time of day without fear of h m ,  indeed many children mort  to the safety 

of the streets and bush when violence in the home escalates. Her death, then, is 

considered unusual because she was attacked outside of her home. She is said to 

appear frequently in the m e s  b e h d  the school, sometimes calling out and 

sometimes simply watching the children. Young girls think of her as a p a r d m  

spirit, watching to ensure that the same fate does not befall one of them. 

Uniike ghosts, spirits are not always human, and do not necessarily make 

themselves visible to mortals. AU things are believed to have spirits, animate and 

inanimate. Although many of the beliefs surrounding spirits has been tempered by 

the teachings of Roman Catholicisrn, 1 met no one in my rime during the 

cornmunity who did not express some sense of the presence of spirits. The most 

fequently discussed spirits during t h  period were those who had been catled 

upon during sweats. Even those who never attended a sweat discussed some of the 

revelations, teachings and messages of spirits caiied during sweat lodge prayers. 

Reliable data on chiid abuse and domestic violence rates is not available for the community of 
Fort Chipewyan specifically. National estimates suggest that 8 of every IO Native women is a 
victirn of domestic violence ( Larocque, 1994).Public Health Nurses and Social Workers in the 
community estimate, based on survey data and the nurnber of child removal cases by Child 
Welfare, that approximately 75% of chiidren and possibly 90% of women in Fort Chipewyan 
have been victims of domestic abuse. Through my own observations, conversations and 
interviews with cornmunity members, these figures would appear to be good approximations of 
the rates. 



The human spirits who spoke through Daneil during sweats are referred to 

as rhe Grandfathers. Presumably they are all male. They represent ancient 

ancestors and shared a number of predictions with participants during ceremonies. 

Early in the year when girls were suIl pennitted to attend sweats, Miranda (Cree) 

(12) became involved and reported back what the spirits had shared: 

We're leaming about how you need tu act and how you 
shuuld behave. The Grandfather's say what we need to do tu heal. 
First, you can't go there ifyou've had my alcohol or drugs for two 
days. Afier nvo days you c m  go again because you're clean, but i f  
you go before that the Grandfather's c m  tell and they'll cal1 out 
your name. They speak through Darrell. I dan't know what he's 
saying when they're talking, but afrer he tells us in English. And a 
girl can'r go there when she's on her period because she's 
unclean. Thar would wreck the prayers and the spirits wouldn't 
corne. It could also take away the man's powers. 

And the Grandfather's said that the world is ending in four 
years, everyone's going tu die and afier that only the Indians are 
still going to be living. And it will al1 be back to how it was before 
white men came. We have tu get ready by going tu sweats and 
praying. None of this is going to be here afler that n'me, no houses. 
no school. no cars, none of the modern stuff. We'll be back to 
living on the land like we did in the days of the Grandfathers. 

Some of these apocalyptic predictions deeply disturbed me because of their 

implications- For girls like Miranda, aheady struggling with school, and a 

candidate for dropping out , these types of predictions were, to her, license to give 

up on all the efforts teachers, parents and counseilors were advising. She also took 

t h  as permission to ignore the warnings about drug and alcohol abuse, not to 

mention indiscriminate sexual activity. By the logc she was interpreting in the 

ceremonial aclivities, and sanctioned by the Gamdfathers, she need not fear any of 

the adverse effectsof substance abuse, or sexual activity, because she was soon tu 



die and be reborn anyway. As long as  she adhered to the two day clean d e  for 

attendance at sweats, she could continue to partake and be saved at the time of the 

world's destruction. This attitude becarne increasingly prevalent arnong teens who 

attended sweats, largely because they received only partial instruction and 

explanation of spirit messages that were k i n g  relayed through Darrell. It is highly 

probable that they were misinterpreting, or exaggerating, some of the messages 

conveyed during sweats, but no one seemed concerned with correcting this. 

7-5. CENTERING WOMEN 

After girls began to be excluded from sweats, much of the focus on the 

Grandfathers ebbed. The girls began to talk less and less of these predictions and 

retumed more ofien to the5 discussion of ghosts and ghost stories. In ghosts they 

found benevolent guardians and a sense of comection to the supematural world. 

Through the influence of the women's support groups they also becarne 

increasingly interested in animal spirits. The use of Medicine Cards (a NativeNew 

age form of Tarot) became popular amonp most cornmunity women and was 

incorporated into tallang circles, lifë skiUs classes and support groups. The cards 

were use. very positively to facilitate topics of discussion of interest to the 

w omen. 

The sense of exclusion many felt from the more stnictured spiritual 

activities reserved for men seemed to fuel their desire to explore fluid, women- 

centered forms of spintual expression. Women' s spiritual activities within the 

support groups focused on the healing aspects of spintual awareness. Sweet gass ,  



medicine cards and prayer were all used to create a safe environment for 

revelations of personal feelings experience and suffering. "We look inside , 

ourselves here", Cecilia (Chipewyan) told one of the women's groups das before 

my departure, "to rediscover our spiritualiq, tu seek strength, to find the healing 

powers wirhin and to renew ourselves in love before the Crearor. When we pass 

rhis stone ( a stone is passed frorn one woman to the next as each takes her turn to 

speak) wep m  ourpower tu each orher and we womn grow strong. " 



CHAPTER 8: ADDICTIONS AND ABUSE 

8-1. REFLECTIONS ON OBJECTIVITY 

Of alI the subjects related to the women and men of Fort Chipewyan, 

alcohol use and abuse is perhaps the one 1 was most resistant to writing about. I 

wanted very much to avoid validation of the stereotype of the 'drunken Indian'. 

Throughout the course of my research, however, it became clear that the topic 

needed to be addressed. The effects of alcoholisrn upon the lives of men, women 

and children, including those who are now, or have always been, committed to 

sobriety are so profound and far reaching that to ignore the issue would have been 

negligent on my part. 

1 have sought instead, then, to offer the insights of the women themselves 

into the complex issues of addictions and abuse. Many women were adamant that 

1include their stories of experiences with alcohol and dmgs and the violence that 

frequently occurs as a result. Few women, and for that matter few men, have 

escaped the ripphg aftermath of excessive Native drinking. Some have been 

perpetrators of abuse, some recipients and some innocent bystanders, who 

nonetheless bear the scars. Virtually everyone in the community recognizes a 

c o ~ e c t i o nbetween excessive drinking and the devastahg effects on an 

individual's physical and mental health, as well as the negative impact on attitudes 

and behaviour. The vast majority of incidents of violence within and outside the 

home are related to substance abuse. 



Currenùy, a reduction, or eradication, of alcohoI and dnrg abuse through 

accessible and culnirally relevant treatrnent programs is a central goal for both 

Bands in the cornmunityY To their credit, anecdotal evidence and observations &y 

community members suggest that rates of alcoholism have k e n  s i ~ c a n t i y  

reduced over the past two decades. Statistical data related to substance abuse is 

notoriously unrehble because the data is collected through surveys wtiich are 

often administered by Public Health Nurses, social workers or other extemal 

agency staff. Community members are in general reluctant to dsclose accurate 

information related to alcohol consumption to these individuals because of an 

ongoing and long-standing relationship built on mutual mistnist. To reveal one's 

behaviour phces one in very real danger of some serious consequences, most 

commonly the removai of children by intervention workers. Secondly, denial phys 

a large role in an ad&ct7s ability to continue with destructive patterns of behaviour 

and, consequently. levels, arnounts and frequency of drinking are almost 

universdy under-reported. Public Health Nurses told me that the most recent 

survey conducted in September 1995 indicated that approximately 30% of die 

popdation engaged in excessive drinlungl Through observation and the interviews 

1 conducted it wouId appear that rate is more than double (60%) that reponed 

from survey data. 

As a researcher, the subject and consumption of dcohol presented some 

serious mord and ethical dilemmas. 1 was faced, immediately foIlowing rny arrivai 

1 This infonnation was obcained through informal personal conversations with Sarab Decoutere, 
the current Public Healtb Nurse. 1 was not pennitted to review the actual survey because of tbe 
confidentid nature of the information contained within. 



in the community, with the question of whether, or not, 1 personally consumed 

alcohol. Unfortunately, at the time which 1 had to make these decisions, 1 lacked 

knowIedge and understanding of local drinking patterns and was unprepared for 

the consequences of one decision versus another. For the most part, non-Native 

community members publicly avoid alcohol, while privately and sometimes secretly 

consuming it. Because it is Wtiially impossible to conceal any behaviour in such a 

small community, this pattern only served to validate the opinions held by Native 

community members regarding the dishonest and 'two-faced' nature of 

communications with Whites. Further, the fact that many Whites drank privately 

and 'secretiy' lent credence to the fact that the furtive and often secretive dnnking 

patterns of many Native people were 'normal'. 

Because 1 Iived on reserve and not in the white area of the Hamlet, 1 

decided against trying to conced the fact that on occasion, and in some social 

settings, 1 did in fact consume alcohol. 1 was also unwilling to jeopardize 

relationships 1had developed by engaging in the kind of hypocrisy mherent in the 

'secret' dnnlung of other Whites. My decision, however, served to alienate me 

from the non-Native population and many Native community members took this as 

a sign that 1 was sympathetic to their own dnnlung. Consequently, my home 

becarne a stoppùig point for many individuals engaged in excessive drinking. 

As a resdt, I struggled throughout the period of research with the moral 

and ethical dilemmas which surrounded this situation. 1 have often questioned 

whether, or not, my willingness to participate in social situations where drinking 

was involved somehow enabled, or encouraged, this behaviour. Had 1 not been 



participant in these situations, 1 would have essentially aiienated myseif from half 

the adult comunity. In the end I have chosen to incorporate the perspectives of 

those women who continue to drinb: imo my description and analysis. While I 

recopize that alcohol consumption has a profound effect on their views, vaiues 

and perspectives and may, m fact, not be an accurate representation of their selves, 

I beiieve that it must be recoCgizedthat, for some. their 'lives as lived' are lived as 

alcoholics, parmers of alcoholics, or children of alcoholics. Furcher, 1 do nor 

believe that the fact that they consume alcohol, or other dmgs, should negate their 

rigb to speak and tell their stories. It should be noted also that because of my 

extended residence 1 had the opportunity to relate to all the individuals who shared 

information with me when they were sober as welI as when they had been drinking. 

1have, therefore, been able, 1 believe, to iden* discrepancies in behaviour that 

are alcohol-related and not a true reflection cf the individual's personality. 

It should be noted also how quickiy my own objectivity regarding the 

subject of alcohol use and abuse becme eroded d u k g  my residence. I thought 

and referred often to Colin Turnbull's The Mountain Peoule ( 1972). not because 

the people of Fort Chipewyan bore any particular resemblance to the Ik, but ro 

review his commentary on how he, too, quickly kcame immune to dysfunctiond 

and destructive pattern of behaviour that were also the result of the devastakg 

effects of colonization. 1 also consoled myseif with the fact that he, too, began to 

rationalize and to accept these behaviours. M e r  rny initial shock at the effects of 

marathon binge drinking sessions and at watchinz individuals physically removed 

from the local dnnking establishment, who then lay vorniting in the snow only to 



retum momentardy to consume yet more alcohol, 1 quickly became immune to the 

point where 1 reacted not at dl. 1 have seen people 1considered fnends who, when 

sober. were quiet, gentle, and considerate become crazed and violent monsters 

after a night of excessive drinking. 

And to ail those who are so cornfortable in descrying Native alcohoiism 

and condernning it on the bas& of laanas,  moral depravity or genetic 

shortcoming, 1 would challenge them to live with it day in and day out and see 

firsthand what it means to be bom into a comrnunity where three-quarters of the 

population suffers the effects of substance abuse. It can overwhelm an individual to 

the point where change or escape seems unfathomable. Often, the next generation 

is inducted into the ranks of alcoholism in an attempt to blot out the devastation of 

its effects. 

1 have only the greatest admiration for those who labour in the process of 

healing and becoming sober. It is a path fraught with difficulty, pain and 

temptation. To choose sobriety in this comrnunity cari mean complete social 

isolation when d h g  is the only form of recreation. Pressures from those s t d  

drinking can be intense and those who attempt to become permanently sober must 

often recreate an identity which is in direct contrast to the interna1 perceptions 

many have adopted as the result of residentlal schooling and prevailing r adm;  that 

to be Indian is to be drunk, poor, abused. 1 wish them all a safe path on thmost 

arduous joumey and a l l  the grace and love of the Creator that they so desperately 

need. 



The foUowing are but a few of the many, many accounts of akoholism and 

abuse that women, men and children reiated to me. 1met no one who did not have 

a story about the impact of alcoholism, the reasons for alcoholism, or the profound 

desire to break free of its destructive influence. 1 also met very few people who 

had not been victims at one point of physicai, sexual and emotional abuse. In many 

cases, abuses perpetrated during residential schoohg were a direct causal factor in 

subsequent substance abuse by the victims. 1 have chosen not to separate stories of 

alcohol and abuse because they are intrinsically linked. 

8-2. PERSISTENT PATTERNS 

Despite the interest of many community members in reducing aicohol 

abuse, alcohol has never k e n  more accessible in Fort Chipewyan. Following a ten 

year period in which possession andor consurnption of aicohol was illegal on 

reserve, the Bands approved a liquor iicense for both the Athabasca Cafe and The 

Golden Nugget ( both local restaurants) in 1984. Approximately five years later, 

the Bands jointly invested in a hotel and restaurant cakd the Adventurer Lodge 

which houses a iicensed lounge. While 1 was in residence, a community referendurn 

was held on the question of whether to approve a license for a community liquor 

store owned by a local storekeeper, Mike Chadi. The permit was approved by a 

small margin and served to reopen debate on the issue of whether liquor should be 

sold in a community where drinking and alcoholism are so contentious and 

potentially destructive. 



Those individu& who iived through the period when the sale of alcohol to 

Indians was illegal, and then through the band enforced dry period, support the 

saie of liquor. They rernember all too well the injuries, poisonings and deaths that 

resdted from home brew and illicit bush drinking parties. Georgina summed this 

debate up for me with one statement, " Since we got the bar nobody freezes to 

death anymore." Those who support the local sale of liquor suggest that persistent 

drinking patterns are not going to change oveniight and to make legal sales 

mavailable simply places people in the situation of having to drink secretly and 

often in dangerous situations. Further, the option to purchase legal alcohol can, in 

fact, reduce the amount of income spent on alcohol because, although twice what 

an urban liquor store charges, liquor prices are still substantially less than 

bootlegger's fees. This is seen as a positive aspect by those who are concemed 

about the large percentage of family incomes that are spent on alcohol. Although 

binge drinking parties are SUU common, people aiso frequentiy consume alcohol in 

the controlled setting of the Trapline Lounge where violence and conflicts are less 

likely to occur due the continual surveillance by RCMP Officers and the Lodge 

bouncer. 

Those in opposition, however, believe that to continue to sel1 alcohol in the 

comrnunity is to irnplicitly condone its consumption. These individuais fear that the 

continuecl presence of kgal dcohol sales is hypocntical given the public 

cornmitment of community leaders to sobriety. They are also concerned with the 

etIilcal issue of profiting from the community's ddictions. 



The pattern of chking most commonly exhbited by those community 

members who continue to consume alcohol is one of binge drinking. Many 

individuais go for long periods without drinking at al,but, once druiking begins, it 

tends to conthue for days, weeks and sometimes months. Some of my students 

would disappear for weeks at a time only to remrn with no more excuse than, '1 

was druking'. I n i d y  puzzled by ths,  1 soon Iearned through participant 

observation in a variety of social settings that 'drinking' entailed, quite literaily, 

continuous consurnption of alcohol u n d  fun& to purchase it were exhausted. For 

this reason, dnnkzng parties tend to coincide with paydays, Band welfare cheque 

distribution dates and the receipt of student funding grant cheques. Drinking also 

tended to escalate in the winter months when uappers were more active and selling 

their fun for cash. Drinking is rarely solitary and involves a compiicated sharing 

system which I was also expected to participate in. An individual in possession of 

cash is expected to purchase dnnks for the entire Party, und  that cash is 

exhausted, at which time another individual w d  normdy receive some type of 

papen t  and so on. It is in this way that a drinking binge among a group of people 

c m be sustained for long periods of tirne. 

When cash supplies are depleted, participants retum to everyday activities 

and never expresseci to me any problem in abstaining from drinking. During the 

periods of drinking, however, a great deal of conflict c m  occur. It is during these 

periods that children are most frequently neglected or abused, partners and f a d y  

members engage in violent conflicts, and crimes such as theft and vandalism occur. 



Geraldine, a 21 year old Keyano College student told me her story of her initiation 

into drinking and her reasons for continuhg to drink. 

I c m  rernember drinking when I was abour eight years old 
My parents were giving me drinks because they were having a big 
pars, and I guess I was the entertainment. I remember al1 rhese 
people and rhey were putring hars on me and sungl~ssesand rhey 
kepr giving me more and more drinh and rhey were al1 laughing 
like craq. 

Luter I guess I passed out and I mus? have got sick because 
it was al1 over my bed and hair and everyrhing, but that didn't stop 
me because al1 I remembered was what a good feeling thar was. 
How much I was laughing and how warm ir felr. Nothing felt berter 
than that. after rhar I drank whenever I could. My parents didn'r 
care, msrly I'd jusr take it from rhem when they were drinking. 

It's still the sarne. Norhing is better rhan rhar feeling. You 
don'r ever want it ro srop, because when you're drinking everybody 
is more loose. I'rn really very shy, but when I'm dnnking I c m  talk 
ro anyone, I don't have ro rhink about my crummy Ive, or this 
crummy rom, or how the baby needs a diaper change, or how I 
have no muney. We just Party. 

Like rhere's a group of us and we just go drinking. I don't 
worry abour drinking roo much because I know I wun't do anything 
stupid, even if I'rn in like blackour. I can conrrd it even then. 
Maybe if its ever a problem I might stop. 

In response to my questions about the fact that Gerddine's seven year old 

son has been diagnosed with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome and is currentiy threatened 

with removai from the community because of his uncontroliable violent tantrums 

and penchant for starting fires, she is belligerent, 

That's rnaybe true, rnaybe its nor. How do they know whur's from 
drinking. Maybe he's just fucked up. Ir would be hard not to be 
here. Always getting screwed by whire men. Trying ro rake our 
kids. Maybe those whire reachers fucked him up,never let him have 
his culrure. Besides I hardly never drank when I had him I'm just 
having a good time. is rhar a crime? 

Based on a senes of conversationai i n t e ~ e w s  with a number of other 

women Geraldine's approxirnate age, it seems her experience and her pattern of 



drinking are not musual For the most part the motivation to stop driakuig is 

c o h e d  to members of the popdation between the ages of 30-50. Many of the 

younger women, men and teenagers are still active participants in the cycle of 

alcohd abuse. Blue Eyes, a 34 year old Metis woman, sober for three years, 

explained it to me this way. 

The young girls are so sure they're going to be different. Ir's hard 
for the kids here, not a lot to do. So they get into drinking. Most of 
them already seen their parents do it for years, so its not like they 
ger any guidance. And they are not interested in listening tu us, the 
ones who've been there and then had to go through ail the struggle 
of quirting. They are so sure that none of them is going to have the 
bad things happen like we did. They're not going to beat their kids, 
they're not going ro get raped in an alley, they're not going to 
puke their guts out and shake from the DT's. Ir's really sad that 
our young people seem to have to suffer al1 that for thernselves 
before they finally reaiize m y b e  drinking wasn't such a great 
idea. 

8-3. ESCAPE AND AFTERMATH 

Ail I wanted to do was drink because of the hurt I was feeling deep 
inside. 

For rnany Native Canadians their first drinking experience occurs in vastly 

different circurnstances and for different reasons than for Non-Native Canadians. 

Many non-Natives are introduced to alcohol consumption through bnef and 

infrequently perrnitted sips from a parent's wine or beer glass. Often this occurs in 

a hohday setting, or at a family social function. For most Native people, the 

introduction to alcohol can be far more intense and homfic. In Fort Chipewyan, 

teenagers, and sometimes children, experiment with alcohol in very different 



settings. Usually a fïrst timer is uiuoduced to alcohol in a secret setting away from 

adults where alcohoi, often stolen, or  home-made, is consumed h u n i d y  and 

furtively, ending when ail the alcohol is consumed, or the drinkers pass out. If the 

dnnkers outlast the amount available they will then go in search of more with 

single-minded determination. Most cornmunity members who drink foliow a 

pattern of binge-drinking which c m  last days, or even weeks, the length generally 

determined by avaiiability and funds. If afcohol is unavailable, many resort to other 

substances including inhalants such as gasohe or glue. 

a v e n  the furtive and dangerous nature of t h  type of introduction to 

alcohol it is not surprising that many continue destructive and excessive drinlUng 

patterns into adulthood. There is simply no opportunity in which a chiId or 

adolescent in Fort Chipewyan c m  l e m  any other pattern of alcohol consurnption. 

This is compounded by the fact that many teens embarking on their first drinking 

experience are themselves the chddren of alcoholics and often victims of some 

f o m  of abuse. Consequently, their perceptions of alcohol are, from the beginning, 

colourcd by their experiences. 

Alcohol is not used to enhance food, or to heighten experience in social 

settings, alcohol is consumed to escape and to blot out feelings. Normdy shy and 

even reticent, many people in Fort Chipewyan report using alcohol as a means by 

which to lower inhibitions, express anger and engage in open conflicts which 

would not be acceptable when sober. This pattern, however, simply sets up a 

vicious cycle of violence followed by remorse and feelings of despondency, 

hopelessness and anger, which is, in turn, foliowed by subsequent violent 



confrontations when alcohol is once again consirmed. It is this cycle that many 

women are deterrnined to break through using a variety of healing processes which 

allow them to express and deal with pain, hstration and anger without resorting 

to self-sedation through alcohol. 

A reguku support group member and vocal advocate for the need for 

women to begin to confront abusers, past and present, Margaret is adamant that 

breakmg tfus cycle will begm with the women of the comunity.  She believes that 

ody when women are willing to confront abusers and deal with their pain can the 

next generation be freed from the devastation of this cycle. in a series of 

conversations she related her fear, anxiety and, later, her relief related to finally 

confronllng her childhood abuser, her elder brother. Margaret beiieves her twenty 

years as an dcohoiic were directly related to the fact that she was never able to 

reveal the abuse and that the f a d y  members she should have been able to trust 

and seek help from were too consumed by cheir own alcoholism and abuse to offer 

her any help. What foilows is an account of what she calls her 'tnumph'. 

When I heard he [Margaret's brother] w m  cornzng back 10 

town 1 was just so scared. And then I started to get angry. My 
Mother she never knew and al1 she can keep saying is how happy 
she is that her boy is coming home. 

I stopped d h k i n g  probably five years ago now und it was 
when I stopped rhat I started to remember what he did tu me. Al1 
those years I was d m k  and that stopped me from remembering. 
Now I know thar's why I needed to be drunk al1 those years. When 
I started to remember it really scared me. I was still scared, just as 
if I was a litde girl again. Like nobody would believe me. I don't 
know if1 want my Mother to know now. She doesn't need tu know, 
but I'm going to have tu decide what to do when he gers here. 

Whiie he ,vas gone i r  was okay. I been going for 
cowrselling and I thought I was over him, but I 'rn not and now he's 



corning back to live in my Mother's house. Like nothing ever 
happened. I can't take thm I'rn going to have to do something. 

At the point that Margaret related this information, her brother was 

scheduled to arrive in one week's time. She agonized over the decision about 

whether to confront him with the fact that she knew what he had done, 

remembered what he had done and would not accept his presence in the 

community. She was also tom between dealing with her own need to confront b 

and the fact that such a reveiation wodd greatly upset her Mother and create 

conflict within the family. Ultimarely her decision rested on her belief that she 

needed to set an exarnple for other wornen and particularly for her daughters and 

granddaughters. A day after her brother's arriva1 Margaret revealed her decision to 

the support group. 

He's here, in my Mother's house. I haven't seem him. but I 
h o w  now I've got tu go over there. And when I do I'm going to 
tell him I know what you did to me! It doesn't marrer now if 
Mummy's going to be upset. She's got to know too, what her boy 
did. And al1 the pain that caused me. Half my life's been wasted on 
that pain. Al1 I wanted tu do was drink because of the h u n  that I 
was feeling deep inside. And he gets to walk around free. 

I can't let him sfay here now My own daughters are 
victim too, of what he did to me because I could never be a 
Mother. I was jusr like my own Mother, pretending nothing ever 
happened. Tao afraid to Say Stop, No, anything. What if he does it 
again!? IJmgoing to stop it now. We need to do that. To show our 
girls that's not what it means to be a woman. If we don't our kids 
are going to be the same way. Always scraping and crying and 
dnnking it away because we can't stop our own men from hummng 
them 

The next day Margaret confronted her brother and related the events to the group 

the foilo wing week: 



I knew I was going to go, but I was sa scared and nervous. 
I was just walking a r o d  the house in circles. Trying to find 
excuses not ro go yet. So jimlly, I just got my coat and started over 
there. And when I was walking I just felt so scared. I'm just still a 
little ten year old when it cornes tu this. But I got there and I went 
in and my Mother wmn't home, but he was there. And I went right 
over to him and I said " I know what you did and you don't have 
no right to be here. Just ger out of hem. Don't corne back and 
think it doesn't mutter now. It does. And Murnrny's going to know 
too! M a t  you done to me, that's a crime. So much pain you 
caused me, making me sick most of my life. So you have got to 
go!" It was such a surprise too, because he just started to cry there 
and said I know, I know and i 'm sick too. Said he just done what 
he was taught ut school. Sornebody did it tu him, su he did it to me. 
But I still said, that's fine, you go and get your own help, but 
you're not going to do it here. Being sorry, rhat's fine, but you be 
SOT somewhere else.litJs tao m n y  years now tu be sorry. So he's 
lep. Didn't even wait to see what Mummy would say. So I didn't 
tell her yet. I don? need tu get her al1 upset now, because he's 
gone and I'm healing. And I c m  tell my girls, " See. you can tell 
them they're wrong. You don't always have tu be su afraid." And 
when I was back ut the counsellor I said there, 'That's my 
miumph '. 

Ali of the women in the support group have been sober for varying lengths 

of tirne, some as long as a decade and others for only a few weeks. Each of them 

acknowledges that one of the prices of sobriety is the return of pain, fear and 

loneliness over p s t  experiences. All of them admit to having used alcohol to 

drown emotion and avoid dealing with their pain. They also recognize that while 

alcohol may have aIlowed this, it also compounded their problerns and often 

resulted in a perpetuation of the cycle of abuse with their own chiidren. Each 

woman has chosen to beiong to the group because of their desire to stay sober, to 

confront pain and to heal themselves physically and emotionaily. Discussing abuse 

openly is a new experience for most, as for many decades shame and fear kept 



victims silent. The recent move towards open discussion and support through 

talking circles and counselling has been weil received and offers much needed 

forums for the expression of pain. Men are generally still resistant to t h  type of 

sharing and support, which is one reason why many women see their own healing 

as central to the healing of the community as a whoie. For the women in this group 

Margaret's courage provides inspiration and hope. She continues to be a role 

modeL 

8-4. FIGHTING BACK 

The statistics on violence in Native cornmunities are fnghtening, 

phcularly the data on violence committed against women and chddren. It is 

estimated that eight out of every ten Native women in Canada has been a victim of 

domestic violence (Larocque, 1994).One in four have k e n  sexually abused before 

the age of eighteen (1994). FrequentIy, domestic violence is hked to alcohol. 

W e  both men and women are victirns, women in Fort Chipewyan h d  it difficult 

to escape abusive situations. 1 have referred previously to the dificulties women 

encounter related to childcare and social support if they leave the community. 

Within the community there is no shelter, no emergency housing, no crisis center. 

The nearest facility is in Fort McMurray and many women reponed reluctance to 

make use of these semices for fear of what might be said about them in the 

community. Further, even if a woman is able to escape to a shelter, she must at 

sorne point return to Fort Chipewyan where she is once again a target for her 

abuser. Many shelters have inadequate, or M t e d  space, particularly for women 



accompanied by chiidren. The alternative is to leave the children in the care of 

relatives whiie one seeks shelter, but again, ultimately the women must return 

because they lack training, experience and skills that might secure them 

emplo yment outside of the community. 

U n d  recently, most women reported, the subject of domestic violence has 

been largely ignored by community leaders and members at large. It is considered a 

form of betrayal for a woman to approach the RCMP with the intent of pressing 

charges against a man in the community. In the past families have preferred, largely 

due to mistrust and fear of the RCMP, social workers and heaith staff, to ded with 

situations intemally. Unfortunately, this often means the woman receives little in 

the way of support, or validation, of her concerns and remains in a dangerous 

situation. 

At 42, Emma has suMved three abusive relationships and spoke to me at 

length of her new found desire to fight back at a social system which she believes 

perpetuates the abuse of women. She is critical of both external and interna1 

sexïsm, racism and an unwillingness to address this issue. Emma is unusual in that 

she has always maintained a pattern of rnoderate social drinking. She clairns never 

to have fallen into a pattern of alcohol abuse, although al l  of her male partners 

were alcoholics and drug users. Emma asked specitically that 1 record her story of 

her experience in her last relationship with a Métis man residing in Fort Smith, 

Northwest Temtories. 

I had a good childhood. My Mum and Dad never drank 
and we were raised very much in the Native way, in the bush. Sure 
we had to go off ta school, but for me it was never that bad. 



Nothing really bad happened tu me there. So I don't know why I 
ended up with al1 these drurib. S e e m  you cm hardly find one man 
who isn't a drunk But this l u t  guy he was the worst. e's a Métis 
and he always thought that made him better than me. Closer to 
white you know. He'd be fine ut first and then the drinking would 
start, he'd disappear for maybe days, sometimes a week and corne 
back the most obnoxious person you can imagine. I don't know 
why I stayed su long. It was six years almust that I put up with him 

I think I learned from when I was a young wornun that 
wornen just aren't as important as men and that if your marnage 
doesn't work then you're not a good woman. People talk a lot 
about the white men and how they rreat Indians so bad, but Indian 
men they're just as bad. So m m y  of them beat up on their women. 
boss them around, think they're the ones entitled tu al1 the 
pnvileges. Women have it rough here. That's why so muny of them 
are looking for a white man. They figure ut least they might get a 
chance ut getting out. And they see white couples and it seem like 
white men don't treat their wives su bad. You c m  see a white man 
and wornan out having a dnnk and they just have a nice loving 
time. talking and laughing and then they go home. With an Indian 
man and woman if you have a few drinks next thing you h o w  
they 're trying to kill each other. 

Lat of men have no respect for wonen, they got taught in 
school that we were inferior, at least that's how the Father saw il-
They got treated different rhan the girls. We did ali the dirty w r k .  
And when they got out they just kept up that attitude. They think 
they can go around having kids everywhere, don't take care of 
them, beat on their women. It's not right. I puess rhat's so for some 
whites rua, but its wrong for people to think thar al1 we have to 
watch out for is the white man. We have to watch ourselves around 
our own people too. 

You know if a white persan says, 'Oh see those drunk 
Indians' or calls you a 'squaw', you can ignore that. Thar person's 
a stranger and yozi c m  just say 'get losr' and forger about them 
But when it cornes from people you know it really hum.  It took me 
a long time afrer I lefr him tu believe I was worth anything. He told 
me so many times how I was just nothing and that's worse. We do 
that tu our own people. And as long as we keep doing thar how c m  
we Say tu the whites that they're to blame? I guew in a way they 
taught our men tu think that way. you know always giving power to 
the Indian men, rnake him chie5 forget about the women. But that 
doesn't excuse the fact thar Indian men are still doing it does it? I 
really think they like it that way. They don't want wornen ta have 
any power here, no way. that would mean having tu give up their 
own power a bit. 



Anyway this man,I really thought I loved hirn and he would 
came home and just beat on me. He'd punch me and kick me right 
in the private parts, over and over. My face would be al1 swollen 
and sometimes I couldn't even open my eyes. I was too scared to 
go to the doctor, in case of whar everyone rnight gossip about. My 
daughter saw me one time after he got hold of me and said. 'Mom 
why do you let him do that tu you?' Thar really scared me and it 
wasn't long after that I lep him, seeing how I was teaching that to 
my own daughter. 

But the worst part wasn't gem-ng hit, it was the things he 
said tu me. Every time he'd get drinking he'd stan with that verbal 
abuse saying. ' You black bitch, you're nothing but a whore, black 
bitch.' Just like that, I was always the 'black bitch'. That's how he 
thought you see because he was Métis and I was an Indian, so he 
really was prejudiced. And I guess I starred to believe him and tu 
think, yeah I'm just an Indian and who's going tu want me. But 
afrer I left I started tu think on that and now I see how really 
horrible that is. I've been free from him three years now. 

And a lot of men think like that. Indiam and Métis both, 
the men yau'll hear them saying the worst things about Indian 
girls. like we were just dirt or something. I'm fighting back now. 
It's time Indian men and White men started listening tu what 
lndian women have to Say, We're the ones who have taken al1 their 
crap, from both sides. I'm not a drunk, I'm not a whore. I'rn 
educated, I work and I'm reaching my daughters not ro take that 
any more. We're going tu fight back now, so there will be no more 
walking on Indian women. 

The kind of intemal sexism Emma refers to is something 1&O encountered 

in discussions with men in the community. Ln response to rny question about 

whether prostitution ever occurred in the community, a group of men responded 

by saying it was unnecessary since 'everyone knows Indian girls will give it away'. 

Tncreasingly, Native women in the cornmunity are seizing the Opportunities 

presented by workshops, talking circles and spiritual ceremonies to demand that 

their specfic concerns be addressed by community leaders. In addition many 

women are concerned that the experience of Native women be considered in their 

specific context and outside the nibric of mainstream ferninism. Although they 



frequently stniggled with the terminology 1 presented to them from feminist 

l i teram, they &O noted direct similarities between that fiterature and the stories 

and advice hom their Grandmothers and Elders about the suength of women and 

the importance of egalitarian and respectfid relations between men and women. 1 

believe that many of the fernale Elders in the community, through theit stories, 

some of which have k e n  related herein, and their values, provide very strong 

'feminist7 role rnodels for th&, and future generations of women. The current 

interest in recovering some of this knowledge and seeking guidance from Elders 

wdl, 1believe, continue to encourage women to speak out and have their concerns 

and issues addressed. 



CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

9-1. GOALS REVISITED 

1 had a nurnkr of go& in mind when 1set out to uansform alrnost a year's worth 

of conversations, stories and experiences into the abbreviated and formai document that 

would comprise my thesis. First and foremost, 1wanted to give voice to the women who 

shared their lives with me. 1wanted them to be recognizable as individu&, with individual 

beliefs, values and histories. 1 wanted to explore defirutions of gender, class, statu, race 

and feminism as they specifically related to women in this Northem Reserve community. 

And 1 wanted to honour the tenacity and strength of those women in the face of social and 

economic realities which might overwheh many others. With this in mind, 1 made the 

decision to atternpt to select and structure the narratives herein in a manner which would 

serve the duai purpose of satiswg academic protocols and honouring the expertise of rny 

informants. If 1have failed on either account, 1accept full responsibility. 

The decision to approach description and anaiysis of the data coiiected from 

women in Fort Chipewyan from an ernic perspective is also tied to a number of theoretical 

goals: 1) CO highlight the consuucted quality of typicalities regulariy produced in 

ethnographies about Native peoples in North Arnerica and in characterizations of Native 

peoples, particularly women, within literature; 2) to demonsuate that a focus on the 

description of individual histories, expenences and relationships is crucial to an 

understanding of that experience; and 3) to demonstrate that narrative accounts alIow for 

a ncher understanding of how social life proceeds. These goals are specifically luiked to 

my questions related to the effects of colonization upon Native women in Canada, and, in 



this case, upon Native women in a Northem Alberta reserve comrnunity. Although 1 c m  

take no credit for critical selection of this comrnunity as the site of my research, Fort . 

Chipewyan proved to be ideal for exploring these questions. 

Consequently, 1have elected to focus upon the voices of the women who live the 

lives 1 sought to  exphin. The inclusion of their stories in their own words has, 1 hope, 

allowed for a balance between the views of researcher and informants. 1 believe their 

'tales' offer profound uisight into emic perspectives and interpretations of the subjects 

dwussed. The greatest challenge was in selection of stories to include. 1 chose them, not 

on the b a i s  of their representative nature, but rather, on their power to move, enlighten 

and educate the reader on the topics which this thesis focused upon. 

If there is a danger in focusing upon individuah, it wodd be the risk of conveying 

the impression that there is no common experience among these women and no discernible 

pattern of importance to anthropological study. 1would venture to suggest, however, that 

these patterns need not always be directiy identified by the researcher. To do so would be 

to risk privileging my knowledge and understanding over my informants'. There are 

cornmonalties, shared experience and patterns withm the stories. If identifcation of these 

patterns is not immediate, then perhaps this is indicative of the need to explore new ways 

of 'reading' women's lives. If b e y are dismissable because of their subtlety, perhaps t h  is 

part of the explanation for the frequent exclusion of women's, including Native women's, 

stories hom history, literature and scholarly research. Each 'tale' offers the unique 

advantage of providing a portrait of an individual, while, within the suuctured context of 

the larger document, and taken as a whole, the 'tales' subtly illustrate patterns and 

common beliefs, values and perspectives. The women who shared information with me 



endeavored to provide me with the most accurate portrayals of their stories possible. 

There is of course dways more that could be said. To assert that this thesis provides a 

complete answer to even my own questions is both arrogant and foolish. 1 look forward to 

ail the new things that these stones, and those wtiich could not be included, will teach me 

in the future. 

9-2. CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS 

As a community which was a center of fur trading activity, Christian mission 

activities and, later, heavily impacted by modern indusuial development and land 

management legislation, Fort Chipewyan has been subject to all of the accompanying 

change and duence .  Isolation and inaccessibility have, however, allowed the cornmunity 

to rernain reiatively distant from direct impact of federal legislation, including the Indian 

Act. Unlike Plains groups who were confronced with the rapid ~nfiuxof agratian settlers 

and who were, in some cases, forcibly confined to reserves and subjected to intense 

regulation of their activities by Indm Agents, the people of Fort Chipewyan remained, 

und the middle of t h  century, relatively free to move through their lands and pursue 

traditional patterns of subsistence. This is not to suggest, however, that they have not been 

affected. 

The impact of discriminatory legislation contained w i t h  the Indian Act discussed 

in the introductory section of t h  thesis has become most obvious in the Last three 

decades. It was during this period that Native peoples in the cornmunity began to locate 

permanently in t o m ,  or surroundmg reserve lands, and to become l a s  dependent on 

traditional subsistence activities and more dependent on wage labour and social services. 



The effects of restrictive legiskition and des  regardhg the provision of housing, health 

care and education, as well as the basic rights to lodian Status became more important as 

this move occurred. Prior to this period, many community members c k m  to have k e n  

unaware, or uninformed, of the reievance of Status versus non-Status designations. 

Because a permanent Lndian agent did not arrive in Fort Chipewyan u n d  1932, and 

because the power of this individual as a dispenser of agricultural e q q m e n t  and rations 

was irrekvant in this Subarctic reaon, most individu& had little, or no, direct contact 

with Agents of the Department of Indian Affairs. Far more important were interactions 

with Wood BufFaIo Park Wardens, who had the responsibility of enforcing access to the 

Park and, later, for monitoring and administering reglstered uaplines. These interactions 

have served over the past seventy years to highlight what are perceived as the violation of 

promises to hunting, fishing and trapping rights made to the Native peoples in Treaty 8. 

As such, it has served to provoke the most specific discussion in Fort Chipewyan related 

to Aboriginal rights, the provisions of the Indian Act and the interpretation of Treaty 8. 

With regard to Iegislation which discriminated against Native women, 

disenfranchisement through marriage became an issue only after the move ro town and 

nearby reserve areas occurred. The majority of women in the community who Iost Status 

as a result of Bdl C-79, clairn to have been unaware of this fact. Many married either non- 

Native men, or non-Status Native men, fiom outside the comniunity and were not aware 

of their loss of Status until they returned to Fort Chipewyan and sought housing and 

access to services. After the passing of Bill C-31, these women and their children sought 

reinstatement. The total number of individuals applying for reinstatement by the final year 

for application (1995) was 500 Cree and 270 Chipewyan. Although both Bands initially 



extended Band membership to those women and children who became reinstated, by 1990, 

when it became apparent that continued rapid expansion of Band rolls would severely tax 

resources, both Bands began to rehse membership to those who were reinstated. 

No additional funds, or land, have been provided by the Federal government to 

assist Bands in coping with this increase in population Consequently, this piece of 

legislation has created two types of Status Indians; those with Band membership and those 

without. Within the community, this has resulted in the creation of 2 group of wornen with 

rights to health care and education, but denied access to Band housing, welfare or land 

rights. It also means that those Cree women who have regained Status, but not Band 

membership, do not and will not benefit from the Land Claim Settlement. Not surprisingly, 

many of these women are deeply resentful panicularly because the situation means that 

their children wlH &O be denied access to these benefits. In addition, reinstatement 

through BU C-31 also hrther divided Status Indians by i d e n m g  those individu& who 

have 6(1) Status and can pass that Status on to their children and those who have 6(2) 

Status and cannot. In order for a women with 6(2) Status to ensure her children have 

Status, and Status which c m be in turn passed on to their children, she must rnarry a man 

who has 6(1) Status. The full social impact, in terms of kinship, marriage, descent and 

reproduction patterns, of this legislation remains to be seen and will constitute an 

important aspect of future research related to Native peoples in Canada This situation is 

of relevance to my research because it is discriminates against a group whch consists 

almost exclusively of women, although ultimately it will &O impact their male children. 1 

will be particularly interested to explore in the future the possibilities of the use of 6(1) 

Status d o r  Band membership as a bargainhg tool by men and women as these 'class' 



groups become enuenched. Ironically, because Bands controi access to membership, the 

federal govemment has succeeded in shifting much of the resentment and hostility on the 

part of Native women arising from this government legislation to the Bands. 

By far the most influential agent of colonization on the women and men of Fort 

Chipewyan has been the Church. Both Anglican and Catholic rnissionaries have been 

active in the community for one hundred and hfty years, dthough the dominant influence 

has k e n  the Cathoiic mission and residential schooL As has k e n  eloquently describeci by 

the women in many of their stories, the missionaries and the imposition of their Christian 

values and kliefs has served to entrench and enforce colonial docuine. Discriminatory 

legiskition in the Indian Act, which sought to reconstmct Native social order. by breaking 

down female power and egalitarian gender relations, dong h e s  of androcentric Western 

European structures, dong with long standing Canadian policies of assimilation, was most 

directly transrnitted to the Native peoples of Fort Chipewyan through the Roman Catholic 

missionaries. These policies, in conjunction with the mission's mandate to 'Christianize' 

and 'Civilize' the Native population, conspireci to erode traditional socid organization and 

belief systems. The ducation (sometimes enforced after the anival of a permanent Indian 

Agent) of successive generations in a residential school setting, in which Native languages, 

spirirual practices and interaction with kin networks were forbidden, ailowed for effective 

transmission of Christian values and beliefs. 

As many of the women have suggested, whde residentid schooling has had a 

negative impact on women and men, women's traditionai status and roles have been most 

seriously dismpted. The imposition of European gender roles and family structure has, 

dong with attempts by the federal government and the Department of Indian Affairs to 



recreate Band administrations based on male authority, seriously djmuiished the important 

roIes Native women phyed within their traditional societies. Because traditional beliefs 

and practices have never been eradicated, however, adoption of Christian and secular 

Western European ideologies has never been complete. Consequentiy, contemporary 

patterns of marriage, reproduction, social, political and economic organization reflect the 

dysfunctional merger of two incompatible and often contradictory ideologies. Complete 

assimilation has not occurred, with the result king that the scattering of a new culture 

over an ancient one creates a 'slum'. with all its associated characteristics. 

As a result, Native women in Fort Chipewyan find themselves in the lowest 

position in the broader Canadian soc& order: rhey are Indian and they are women. W i t h  

their community they find thernselves also relegated to second class status as a result of 

internai identification with Euro-Canadian notions regarding male authority and 

superiority. 1would suggest that recognition of this fact is not new for these women. Most 

of the Elders 1 interviewed expressed suong feelings regarding the diminishment of 

women's status in the community after the arriva1 of Chnstian missionaries and 

governent agents. The& knowledge wiU be instruxnental in assisting the present and 

future generations of women to reclaim this role. 

9-3. ON FEMINISMS 

With respect to the question regarding Native feminism, the answers are cornplex. 

Most of the women who shared stories with me believe that a recbation of their 

traditional positions in society, and a retum to egalitaxian gender relations, is central to the 

healing process. Their definition relates not to specific goals regarding political, economic, 



or social, rights or privileges, but to what they see as the fundamental balance necessary to 

recreating and preserwlg their cultures. The need for equality, in terrns of cooperation 

between, and the value and roles of both, men and wornen is intrinsically tied to spiritual 

concepts which ernphasize the need for balance and harmony. 'Ferninism', as such, is 

more closely related to the desire to revitalize traditional social and spintual systems which 

require respect for and balance mong  people, animais, the environment and the spirit 

world, as opposed to a focus upon sirnply establishg equality between men and women. 

There is also recognition of the fact that combating the effects of 200 years of colonization 

is a primary goal. Revitahation of Native cultures is seen as the centrai solution to curent 

social problems, including inequality between genders. As such, the views of Native 

women on feminism are distinct and separate from that of mainsueam Anglo-feminism. 

Their views require speciflc consideration of their experience resulting from colonial 

processes. Female elders do not see 'feminism' as somethmg which must be created, but 

as something which has always existed and needs only to be reclaimed. Oral history as 

related by elders is 'feminist' history, replete with evidence of the traditional status and 

importance of women to both Chipewyan and Cree society. 

In reahty, the task of reclaiming status, and of rediscovering Native cultures will be 

a long journey. Social impacts as a result of colonial processes are extensive and are 

reflected in ail facets of community life. Udeaniing these patterns rnay take several 

generations. Not al community rnernbers are committed CO rediscovery, and some are 

reluctant to change the status quo. As this generation of Elders passes, many fear their 

knowledge and its central role in rechmmg traditional practices and beliefs will be lost, 

without possibility of replacement. Further, young men and women are now heavily 



iduenced by mainstream media, the Iatest instrument of assimilation. However, mmy 

women are exuemely active in activities central to heaiing. This healing process has the 

benefit of aiiowing forum for discussion of these issues and of providing women with the 

strength to become more vocal in expressing their views. It would appear the women of 

Fort Chipewyan will no longer be satisfied with exclusion by either the Canadian 

goveniment, or the local administrations. These women will be central to the future of 

Fort Chipewyan, of that they are convinced. 
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APPENDM A 

*LIST OF KEY INFORMANTS 


ELDERS 

Albina 
Elizabeth 
Margaret 
Pauline 
Rose 
Joe Adam 
Julian Cardinal 
Maria Houle 
Darrefl Medicine 
Madeline Piche 
Leo Tuccaro 
Madeluie Tuccaro 
Girlie Vermillion 
Elsie Yannick 

COMMUNITY WOMEN AND MEN 

Barbara Alphonse 
Bernice 'Buffalo ' Bill 
Blue Eyes Charles 
Caroline Happy 
Cecilia Joe 
Doreen Joseph 
Emma JOhn 
Elsie Michael 
Erina J. Rossi 
Farron Roben 
Georgina S teve 
Hazel 
Melanie 
Miranda 
Roberta 
Sharon 
Sheliey 
Stephanie 
Violet 

* With the exception of some Elders, a l l  individu& have been idenufied by first name only 
at their request. 
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