
 

 

 

 

A FEMINIST POSTSTRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF ABORIGINAL WOMEN'S 

POSITIONING IN A COLONIAL CONTEXT: 

 NEHINAW ISKWEWAK E-PIKISKWECIK 

 

A Thesis 

Submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy In Education 

University of Regina 

 

By 

Marlene Elizabeth McKay 

Regina, Saskatchewan 

July 2015 

 

©2015: M. E. Mckay 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF REGINA 
 

FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND RESEARCH 
 

SUPERVISORY AND EXAMINING COMMITTEE 
 

Marlene Elizabeth McKay, candidate for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education, 
has presented a thesis titled, A Feminist Poststructural Analysis of Aboriginal Women’s 
Positioning in a Colonial Context:  NEHINAW ISKWEW AK E-PIKISKWECIK, in an oral 
examination held on June 8, 2015.  The following committee members have found the thesis 
acceptable in form and content, and that the candidate demonstrated satisfactory knowledge 
of the subject material. 
 
 
External Examiner: *Dr. Emma LaRocque, University of Manitoba 
 

Supervisor: Dr. Carol Schick, Faculty of Education 
 

Committee Member: Dr. Meredith Cherland, Adjunct 
 

Committee Member: Dr. Jennifer Tupper, Faculty of Education 
 

Committee Member: Dr. Jo-Ann Episkenew, First Nation’s Language, Arts & Culture 
 

 

 

Chair of Defense: Dr. Anna Mudde, Department of Philosophy & Classics 
 
 
*via SKYPE 
 



ii 

Abstract 

This research examined the lives of single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan. This group of women was interviewed to give them an opportunity to 

share how they see their lives being produced for them. Aboriginal women’s 

marginalization has become normalized through the systems, practices, and institutions 

that have materialized through the Indian Act, Christianity, Indigenous knowledges, and 

colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society. Discursive practices located in these 

structures establish and maintain ideas of how and who these women are supposed to be. 

How these women are positioned is largely a product of our Canadian colonial history. 

Aboriginal women continue to be situated in binary oppositions of good/bad or 

chaste/promiscuous, and the assumption is that they are on the negative side of the 

binary. This is the starting point for many Aboriginal women that continues to justify 

their oppression. Aboriginal women are positioned as marginal in both mainstream 

society and Aboriginal communities; both systems produce the effect that it is normal to 

position them as secondary. Colonization in a Canadian context was established by 

placing value on race, class, and gender. The theoretical framework used in the analysis 

was derived from feminist poststructuralism. Discourse, power, and language are 

examined to analyze how bodies are positioned in particular ways. Interviews were 

conducted to examine the women’s language through a discourse analysis. The work of 

Michel Foucault informed this research. Foucault’s rules and norms served as a lens to 

demonstrate how Aboriginal women are produced as unimportant and inferior. The 

notion of rules and norms is a social production that requires effort, and in this way these 

rules and norms are continuously being reproduced. Because this group of women has a 
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sense that rules and norms are being imposed on them, they also perform themselves in 

ways that run counter to the oppressive systems. These women perform themselves 

through an ethical practice of self by going to school and working toward a better future 

for themselves and their children. 
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 

 This project involved naming the ways that Indigenous women of Northern 

Saskatchewan are caught up at every moment in ideas and beliefs about who we are; as 

much as they know differently, the power of these ideas continues to press on them in all 

kinds of large and subtle ways. The resistance to the power of these ideas and their 

impact on the lives of Indigenous women has a long history, but the racism continues. 

This project makes a contribution toward naming the power of racism and patriarchy in 

Aboriginal communities. 

 Indigenous women of Northern Saskatchewan are surrounded by colonial 

discourses that produce them as inferior, and these changes have become internalized and 

normalized. Systems, structures, and practices contribute to the idea that it is acceptable 

to marginalize Indigenous
1
 women. This socialization is learned and reproduced and, 

therefore, appears normal and natural. In this chapter, I make explicit my assumptions 

throughout this research by describing the context of interlocking subjectivity that I used 

throughout this research. I also use statistics to examine the ways in which Aboriginal 

women are produced as subordinate to Aboriginal men and the rest of society. I state the 

importance of this research, describe the methodology and methods, and present a brief 

overview of the format of this dissertation. 

 Although I use Aboriginal and Indigenous interchangeably, more explanation is 

necessary to distinguish the groups involved in the category Aboriginal.  The term 

Aboriginal includes First Nations, Metis, and Inuit.  However, non-status Indians is also a 

category that is recognized by many Aboriginal people in Canada.  Non-status Indians are 

                                                 
1
 Throughout this dissertation I use Indigenous and Aboriginal interchangeably (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2000). Aboriginal people refer to those “born in a place or region” (p. 4) and in this 

analysis are specific to Canada. Indigenous refers to Indigenous people around the world. 
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those who are not registered under the Indian Act and do not identify as Metis.  Non-

status Indians often have a deep connection to First Nations philosophies.  For the 

purpose of clarity, one participant did identify as non-status.  First Nations are those who 

are registered under the Indian Act.  Discussion about the Indian Act in this research 

focuses on Aboriginal people who are registered Indians.  Metis people are also a distinct 

group who acknowledge their mixed anscestry; in this research, three participants 

asserted a distinct Metis identity.  There were no participants who identified as Inuit. 

1.1 Interlocking subjectivities 

 Colonialism, gender, and race operate in intertwining ways, especially as they 

relate to the experiences of Aboriginal women and women of colour (Razack, 1999). 

White society arranged the racialized discourses of colonialism with the intent to position 

the colonized subject as inferior (Carter, 2005; Stoler, 1997). The political implications of 

producing the Aboriginal subject as subordinate have been immense, leaving Aboriginal 

people with the task of undoing the damage done by colonialism. Additionally, the 

victims of colonialism are most often blamed for the effects it has had on them. Non-

Aboriginal people have been heard to ask, “What is the problem with Aboriginal 

people?” or “Why do they make the choices they do?” It is an understatement to say that 

the complex issues that arose from colonialism can easily be attributed to the reckless 

choices of individual people when the issues are situated in social, political, and 

economic factors that operate throughout society. 

 The interlocking effects of colonialism on Aboriginal women have not served 

them well. One of the effects is a racial hierarchy in which whiteness and European 

background serve as marks of dominance, where people who are not White are deemed 
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inferior (Razack, 1999). During colonial expansion European patriarchy was modelled 

through binaries of male/female, Christian/heathen, White/non-White, and 

civilized/savage (Carter, 1997, 2005, 2008; Erickson, 2005; Freedman, 2002; LaRocque, 

2008, 2010; L. T. Smith, 2002). In each case Aboriginal women are named through the 

inferior side. The need to categorize, dichotomize, inferiorize, and arrange human beings 

hierarchically operates aggressively through economic, social, political and historic 

discourses. LaRocque (1990, as cited in Manitoba, Hamilton, & Sinclair, 1991) described 

the discourses offered to Aboriginal women: 

The portrayal of the squaw is one of the most degraded, most despised and most 

dehumanized anywhere in the world. The “squaw” is the female counterpart to the 

Indian male “savage” and as much as she has no human face; she is lustful, 

immoral, unfeeling and dirty. Such grotesque dehumanization has rendered all 

Native women and girls vulnerable to gross physical, psychological and sexual 

violence . . . I believe that there is a direct relationship between these horrible 

racist/sexist stereotypes and violence against Native women and girls. I believe, 

for example, that Helen Betty Osborne was murdered in 1972 by four young men 

from The Pas because these youths grew up with twisted notions of “Indian girls” 

as “squaws.” (The Changing Image of Aboriginal Women section, para. 1) 

This discourse that produces Aboriginal women as inferior has not gone away. The 

production of an Aboriginal woman for many people is a fixed identity developed 

through the interlocking effects of colonization, patriarchy, and the assumption of White 

racial supremacy. The discourse of the “dirty squaw” has become a dominant marker of 

Aboriginal women’s identities. 

 Interlocking subjectivity and intersectionality are two similar points of theorizing; 

however, they diverge in meaning. Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012) explained that 

“intersectionality is the term scholars use to acknowledge the reality that we 

simultaneously occupy, both oppressed and privileged positions, and that these positions 

intersect in complex ways” (p. 115). For example, Whites who are financially 



4 

 

disadvantaged experience oppression through classism, but they are elevated by race 

privilege. Oppression in one aspect of one’s life does not remove privilege in another 

area. Aspects of one’s identity are “more or less salient in different situations” (p. 116). 

Our identities shift in different contexts. The order of thought in intersectionality is 

linear. For example, if we are female, we might believe male dominance impacts our 

positioning. This frame of thought is additive in that when we add layers to our identity, 

such as heteronormativity to the category of woman, positioning is methodical. 

Interlocking subjectivity diverges from intersectionality by the way that identity is 

interlocking. Under interlocking subjectivity, each identity marker is dependent on one 

another. Oppression is maximized in the way that interlocking subjectivity is organized. 

Aboriginal women are marginalized because they are women and Aboriginal. Razack 

(1999) contextualized how Aboriginal women occupy interlocking spaces when she said, 

“Aboriginal women often confront sexual violence in a context in which several 

generations have victims of sexual violence, beginning in residential schools” (p. 59). 

Interlocking subjectivity also takes into account how Aboriginal women are socially 

produced in their own families and communities. Identity markers exist together and 

cannot be separated in interlocking subjectivity. 

1.2 Contemporary Context of Aboriginal women 

 The context of Aboriginal women’s lives is signalled in social research data 

specific to Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan. I draw from Saskatchewan 

demographic data and a broad Canadian context to develop my arguments. The sources 

are specific to Aboriginal peoples of Canada whereby I found the research conducted 

across Canada applicable to all Aboriginal people of Canada, including Northern 
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Saskatchewan. Before I begin by presenting demographic data (see Appendix E), a 

discussion on who these women are, the significance of a sexual orientation, and the 

influence of the Indian Act will add to a deeper understanding of the complexity of their 

situatedness. 

 The participants in this research identified as First Nations, non-status, or Métis. 

Many participants spoke or understood Plains Cree, Woodland Cree, Swampy Cree, and 

Dene, and/or Michif. Three identified customs that include powwows, sweat-lodges, and 

ceremonies; and the rest identified customs that include fishing, trapping, hunting, 

speaking an Indigenous language, the importance of kinship, and a spiritual belief system 

that can be connected to Christianity. Most, if not all, of the participants had a strong 

connection to extended families. A majority resided in geographical locations that are 

significantly far from urban centres. Fewer services are available to these women because 

of where they live compared to those in southern Saskatchewan. Their geographical 

locations affect opportunities for employment, education, and support services. 

 The women in this research are variously situated within and outside the Indian 

Act. Those who are Métis and non-status are excluded from the Act because they are not 

registered Indians. Many of the research participants became registered Indians later in 

life, whereas the rest were registered as Indians shortly after birth. The Indian Act has a 

history of excluding Indian women from their place of ancestry.
2
 The Indian Act is a 

paternal system that is racist and misogynist toward Aboriginal women because the rules 

have often been organized to exclude them. Some of the practices and rules that exclude 

Indian women include denying them band membership and the minimal opportunities 

offered to band members such as housing and educational benefits. This practice of 

                                                 
2
 See Isaac and Maloughney (1992). 
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excluding Aboriginal women is now enforced in Aboriginal families and communities, 

including First Nations bands. This system designates these women for separate and 

unequal treatment. 

 Sexual orientation is one way of controlling Aboriginal women. Influences from 

the church affect gender, and the assumption is that a good woman is straight; however, 

there are a number of sexual orientations and expressions (A. Smith, 2006a and 2006b). 

A sexual minority position is cause of further marginalization of Aboriginal women who 

do not subscribe to traditional women’s roles. Doctrines that churches practice are 

imposed in society, and they deeply affect how Aboriginal women are monitored by 

society at large and Aboriginal people. Christianity is one system that heavily influences 

how Aboriginal women are positioned in their families, communities, and society at 

large. 

 According to the Status of Women Office (2009a) in Saskatchewan, Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal women differ significantly in terms of population and family 

structures. In 2006 in Saskatchewan, 72,325 Aboriginal women lived in private 

households; looked at in another way, Aboriginal women made up 15% of all women in 

Saskatchewan. Compared to the rest of Saskatchewan, the number of Aboriginal women 

is increasing rapidly because of higher fertility rates, the number of Aboriginal women at 

childbearing age, and the fact that Aboriginal women are less likely to move to other 

provinces. In a Canadian context, 3.8% of women are Aboriginal, with the highest 

proportion in the Northern Territories; Saskatchewan is second, and Manitoba has the 

third highest proportion. Regarding family structures, one quarter of adult Aboriginal 

women are spouses in a husband-and-wife relationship, and another quarter are lone 



7 

 

parents (Status of Women Office, 2009b). Compared to non-Aboriginal women, 

Aboriginal women are much more likely to be lone parents (24%, compared to 7%), and 

live in a common-law relationship (16%, compared to 6%). 

 The Status of Women Office (2009b) reported data on lone-parent women. 

Aboriginal women are more highly likely than other Saskatchewan women to be lone 

parents. North Battleford and Prince Albert both have high proportions of Aboriginal 

lone-parent families; approximately one half of Saskatchewan’s lone-parent families 

headed by women live in North Battleford and Prince Albert. With regard to many 

Northern Saskatchewan communities from which Aboriginal peoples originate, Prince 

Albert and North Battleford are the closest urban centres. These data strongly indicate 

that many Aboriginal women are lone parents. 

 The Government of Canada, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2008) produced 

a report on Aboriginal women and family violence, using data from focus groups in 

Prince Albert, Saskatchewan; Val-d Or, Quebec; Prince George, British Columbia; and 

Sydney, Nova Scotia. Each focus group included 10 First Nations and Métis women. The 

researchers interviewed first responders to Aboriginal victims of violence; they were 

professionals such as police and social workers. The first responders reported a higher 

rate of intimate-partner abuse in Aboriginal communities than elsewhere. The root causes 

of violence include loss of identity and way of life, impact of residential schools, and 

learned behaviour; however, the participants asserted that drug and alcohol consumption 

caused the violence to escalate. As well, the first responders identified some factors that 

women who experience violence share. Many of the women were raised in violent 

homes, have low self-esteem, and abuse substances. Other factors that characterize 
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victimized women include low levels of education, poverty, and relationships at a young 

age. Characteristics of abusive men include substance abuse and a domineering attitude 

toward women, which are also learned behaviors. 

The data from this research are applicable to the life circumstances of Aboriginal 

women of Northern Saskatchewan. The extrapolated knowledge indicates that Aboriginal 

women throughout Canada, including Northern Saskatchewan, are often victims of 

extreme forms of family violence. 

 In its research Measuring Violence Against Women: Statistical Trends, Statistics 

Canada (2013) included specific geographic locations and groups of women aged 15 

years and older.
3
 “Data from the Homicide Survey indicate that Aboriginal women were 

disproportionally represented as homicide victims. Similarly, victimization data indicate 

that Aboriginal women have higher rates of self-reported spousal and non-spousal 

violence” (p. 9). With regard to police-reported hate crimes directed at women, the 

motive in seven crimes in 2010 was hatred of the person’s sex. The report points out that 

“Saskatchewan and Manitoba, which have consistently recorded the highest provincial 

rates of police-reported violent crimes, had rates of violence against women in 2011 that 

were double the national rate” (p. 13). In reference to police-reported violence against 

women, Saskatoon’s and Thunder Bay’s rates were nearly two times the average among 

census metropolitan areas. In a provincial context, Saskatchewan had the highest rates of 

police-reported violence against girls under the age of 12. Aboriginal women often report 

the most severe forms of violence, including being choked, beaten, sexually assaulted, or 

threatened with a gun or a knife. “Also, while it is possible to examine police-reported 

                                                 
3
 The authors reported that “due to the lack of consistent reporting of Aboriginal status by police 

services, analysis on the victimization of Aboriginal women is largely limited to self-reported victimization 

data from the GSS [General Social Survey]” (p. 6). 
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homicides of Aboriginal women, it is noteworthy that in half of all homicides (50%), the 

Aboriginal identity of the homicide victims was unknown” (p. 19). Aboriginal women are 

2.5 times more likely than non-Aboriginal women to experience spousal violence. 

 Statistics Canada’s (2009) report “The Incarceration of Aboriginal People in 

Adult Correctional Centres” shows the historical norm of an overrepresentation of 

Aboriginal people in correctional centres. Adults who identified themselves as Aboriginal 

in the 2006 census represented 3.1% of the overall population. With regard to Aboriginal 

women, Statistics Canada noted that “while the number of female offenders is small 

relative to the total population under supervision by correctional services, Aboriginal 

females are more represented among the female correctional population than are 

Aboriginal males within the male correctional population”. Walsh, MacDonald, 

Rutherford, Moore, and Krieg (2011) asserted that women’s incarceration in Canada is 

usually influenced by poverty and domestic violence, and Aboriginal women’s crimes are 

usually motivated by poverty and lack of personal security. Walsh et al. revealed that 

Aboriginal women are more likely to be incarcerated than to be released conditionally. 

As well, they are often segregated and assessed with higher risk levels and needs 

compared to non-Aboriginal women. Examining incarceration rates is one way to 

demonstrate how Aboriginal women are positioned within society at large. 

 The Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies (2013) of Canada reported 

on the criminalization of Indigenous women. In provincial jails, Aboriginal women 

comprise more than 85% of the admission into Saskatchewan and Manitoba jails. The 

association profiled an incarcerated Aboriginal woman: 

CSC [Correctional Service of Canada] describes the “average” Indigenous woman 

in a federal penitentiary as: 27 years old, with a limited education (usually grade 
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nine), is unemployed or under-employed, and the sole-support mother to two or 

three children. She is usually unemployed at the time she is arrested. (para. 2) 

The incarcerated Aboriginal woman often leaves home at an early age to escape violence. 

She might be forced to sell her body because she needs money and is unable to obtain a 

job. She is likely to have been subjected to racism, stereotyping, and discrimination 

because of her race and colour. However, her experience on the streets becomes violent 

as she continues to suffer from sexual, emotional, and physical abuse. She is likely to 

become involved in an abusive relationship. Children are usually born from this 

relationship, and the social, emotional, and economic struggle continues. The cycle of an 

unhealthy family continues. 

 Other relevant information regarding incarceration rates: Aboriginal women make 

up 45% of prison population in maximum security, while in medium security it is 44% 

and 18% in minimum security prisons (Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, 

2013, Criminalizing Aboriginal Women section, para. 2). 

 To deepen the awareness of how Aboriginal women are situated, I pose the 

question, What makes the women’s circumstances uniquely Aboriginal? Aboriginal 

women are positioned in particular ways given the social, economic, and historical 

narratives of Canada (Carter 1997, 2005, 2008; LaRocque, 1990, 1994, 2008, 2010) 

through the interlocking
4
 effects of racism, gender, and class; and through colonialism, 

the social institution of Christianity, the functioning of White privilege (McIntosh, 1989), 

and patriarchy (Johnson, 1997). For example, Carter (1997) found that when European 

women arrived in the prairie west in the early 1800s, they did not necessarily demand 

spatial and social segregation; however, their arrival coincided with the development of 

                                                 
4
 Chapter three describes the operation of interlocking subjectivities. 
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treaties and the growth of farming. The arrival of European women justified policies that 

segregated Aboriginal people from the Europeans. Carter wrote, “Central to these 

policies were images of Aboriginal women as dissolute, dangerous, and sinister, in 

comparison to their fragile and vulnerable pure-white counterparts” (p. 159). The major 

differentiating factors for Aboriginal women are the colonization, racialization, and 

racism that continue to influence and haunt how they are positioned in society. 

Consequently, the social and material effects of our Canadian history on Aboriginal 

women include the high number of missing and murdered Aboriginal women, the high 

number of single-parent Aboriginal women, the numbers of incarcerated Aboriginal 

women, the high number who live in poverty, and the outright daily racism that is 

imposed on them as a result of the social production that they do not matter, are 

unimportant, or are disposable. Colonialism has produced Aboriginal women as invisibly 

visible in that when they are recognizable as Indigenous, the oppressive colonial history 

continues its hold on them by rendering them expendable because of the thrust of a 

presumed guilt that is handed out to them. 

 Canada is a product of European colonization. Historically, it is a colonial nation 

that included Indigenous and European people. Canada’s history was developed by 

placing value on human races (Dyer, 1997; Satzewich, 2011; L. T. Smith, 1999). Race as 

a tool of colonization that became a means for categorizing Indigenous peoples as 

inferior. Satzewich stated that the perception of race “is the belief that race is an inherent 

human characteristic” (p. 2). Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (1998) asserted that 

discourses of race and ethnicity surfaced during the colonial expansion, particularly for 

those of European ancestry who were born in the colonies. The authors contended that 
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there was a willingness to claim a special situatedness for the native-born colonizer who 

wanted to claim insider knowledge, but there was also a desire to claim a racial difference 

from the “native” that depended on a linkage to the absent homeland. Attachments were 

forming in the colonies that led to tensions over separating identity in the colonial space. 

Thus, the category of race is a colonial social production that continues to impact 

Aboriginal women. 

 Canadian history is a colonial history that largely involves the construction of 

racial differences. The establishment of racial differences justified unequal treatment of 

people, but it was particularly useful in justifying ill treatment of Aboriginal and 

Indigenous people. When the idea of race began to manifest, racism and racist actions 

emerged along with it. Ashcroft et al. (1998) explained that racism operates “as a way of 

thinking that considers a group’s unchangeable physical characteristics to be linked in a 

direct, causal way to psychological or intellectual characteristics, and which on this basis 

distinguishes between ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ racial groups” (p. 199). The production of 

race and racism was and still is used to justify oppression of Aboriginal peoples. 

 In the colonial expansion, constructions of racial hierarchies were developed as a 

means to justify White supremacy and superiority. The notion of White supremacy is a 

false assumption that relies on the historical and ongoing oppression of nondominant and 

subordinated people. It is a production that requires continuous effort to maintain. Some 

of the oppressive practices that marginalize, if not erase, Aboriginal people include the 

following: 

1. The high rate of Aboriginal student failure and dropout from school speaks to 

the apathy and maintenance of White supremacy. 
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2. The rates of Aboriginal people’s incarceration are high. 

3. The number of missing and murdered Aboriginal women is an ongoing issue 

with no plan in sight to address this atrocity. 

4. Financial resources for First Nations band schools are not equivalent to those 

that provincial schools receive. This affects hiring practices and the retention 

of experienced professionals. 

5. Uranium mining is a major industry in Northern Saskatchewan. Many of those 

employed in the lower rungs where toxic radioactive material is in close 

proximity are Aboriginal people. 

6. The current Saskatchewan government is actively searching for immigrants to 

work in Saskatchewan. Immigrants’ desire to improve their lot in life is 

understandable, and these positions could be offered to Aboriginal peoples by 

training and preparing them. One unfortunate outcome of the competition over 

employment and resources among Aboriginal and immigrant people is that 

immigrants are learning the stereotypes about Aboriginal peoples, and the 

cycle of resentment and dehumanization continues for Aboriginal people. This 

situation is worsened by the government’s lack of interest in addressing a 

racist system that it maintains while denying that race matters. 

7. Neighbourhoods in Canadian urban centres are colour coded. Measures are 

taken to exclude Aboriginal peoples from specific neighbourhoods and/or 

buildings. 
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8. Aboriginal people have learned and internalized the patriarchal production of 

colonialism and Christianity, which has normalized the violence and abuse 

inflicted on Aboriginal women. 

9. When traditional Aboriginal cultures are valorized and implemented as “the” 

means of addressing social inequality, two consequences emerge: (a) Gender 

roles are positioned in a binary of man/woman that results in the entrenchment 

of the role of women as mothers and caregivers, and (b) gender roles are 

essentialized, which erases the ways in which inequality is handed out because 

Aboriginal people are presumed to be enacting traditional roles. Euro-

Canadian society is able to maintain a position of innocence by observing the 

ways in which “Aboriginal cultures” are being performed. 

10. When Aboriginal people are allowed into higher levels of the employment 

stratum, they are often invited because of how they mimic Eurocentric 

systems of class elitism and male privileging or how they perform as super 

Indians who have survived the effects of colonialism. These two systems erase 

how Aboriginal people are variously positioned with differing perspectives. 

Aboriginal people are regarded with suspicion if they do not perform these 

kinds of expressions and discourses. 

These examples demonstrate some of the positioning of Aboriginal people in present-day 

colonialism. Twenty-first century Canada continues to be influenced by colonization with 

its entrenched racist, capitalist, and patriarchal practices. This is an oppressive system in 

contemporary society that is made to seem as naturally occurring. 
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 In this research I describe the particular social experiences and lives of Aboriginal 

women that speak to the question: What makes the women’s circumstances uniquely 

Aboriginal? Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan have social and political 

contexts that are different from those of Euro-Canadian and non-Aboriginal women who 

live in southern Saskatchewan and urban centres. Aboriginal women are deeply 

immersed in systems, practices, and institutions that produce rules for who these women 

are supposed to be. Christianity, the Indian Act, Indigenous knowledge systems, and 

colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society position Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan in marginalized ways that are made to seem normal. These systems 

normalize Aboriginal women’s marginalization. 

 The data attests that Aboriginal women are oppressed in various ways throughout 

society and are often represented among the lowest of the low. The data also speaks to 

the necessity of this research to shed light on their lives. 

1.3 Research purpose and assumptions 

 In this research I studied the experiences of Indigenous women of Northern 

Saskatchewan in the context of the colonial patriarchal social organizing systems in 

which their lives are positioned. The main research question was, What are the subject 

positions offered to and taken up by Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan 

through influences such as traditional Christianity, Indigenous knowledge systems, the 

Indian Act, and colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society? 

 I made three main assumptions in this research. The first is that a gender analysis 

is applicable to Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan. The second is that the 

influences on Indigenous women have come from a number of places, including some 
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Christian churches and traditional cultural practices. The third assumption has to do with 

racialized colonial relations and the effects of the Indian Act on Aboriginal communities. 

Aboriginal women are impacted by a number of discourses that operate in Christianity, 

Indigenous knowledge systems, the Indian Act, and colonial relations with non-

Aboriginal society that produce them as inferior. Their oppression does not come from a 

singular source; rather, it comes from many different places. Aboriginal women’s 

subjectivity is highly interlocking. I refer to Razack’s (1999) notion of interlocking 

subjectivity and the matter of culture as it impacts Aboriginal women: 

Indeed, the notion of culture that has perhaps the widest currency among both 

dominant and subordinated groups is one whereby culture is taken to mean 

values, beliefs, knowledge, and customs that exist in a timeless and unchangeable 

vacuum outside of patriarchy, racism, imperialism, and colonialism. Viewed this 

way, culture maintains a superautonomy that reduces all facets of social 

experience to issues of culture. (p. 58) 

Razack’s analysis demonstrates how Aboriginal women are positioned in an interlocking 

system in which talk of culture has high currency whereas marginalization in this system 

is disregarded. Aboriginal women’s lives are complex, and Aboriginal cultures are but 

one system that impacts their positioning. 

1.4 Importance of this research 

 With this project, my intention was to name the power of the racism that 

continues to press on Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan. I go beyond saying 

that racism exists and instead illustrate how it operates in the particular lives of women; I 

focus on understanding how racism continues to have power. 

 This research was particular to the experiences of Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan, who are part of this broader picture evident in the reports above. I 

interviewed Aboriginal women to hear their voices and trace the ways that oppression 
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structures their identifications and the material conditions of their lives. The lives of 

Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan are often positioned in conflicting and 

contradictory ways. Although these women are struggling, they are also attempting to 

make better lives for themselves and their children. 

 Three systems produce Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan as inferior. 

The first is Christianity. Many people in Aboriginal communities in Northern 

Saskatchewan have adopted Christianity and have become devout practitioners. Although 

Christianity has been a source of empowerment for many Aboriginal people, it locates 

Aboriginal women in often contradictory positions. The second system is the Indian Act. 

Many of the Aboriginal women whom I interviewed are just learning about the Indian 

Act in their university classes; however, much of their lives is controlled by how the Act 

is enforced on reserves. The third system is colonialism wherein patriarchy is emphasized 

include  family breakup, gender oppression constructed through race whereby Aboriginal 

women are deemed less important, and cultural practices that have essentialized 

Indigenous knowledge as though it is unaffected by colonialism. 

 These systems operate in interlocking ways to oppress the Aboriginal women of 

Northern Saskatchewan. Although they endure a great deal of hardship, they are 

becoming educated with a vision for a better future. These Aboriginal women make every 

effort to perform themselves in ways that run counter to the discourses offered to them. 

To demonstrate why I make these claims, I will elaborate on the methodology and 

method of this research. 
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1.5 Methodology 

 The overall theoretical framework that I used in this research to analyze the 

positioning of Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan is feminist 

poststructuralism. This theory recognizes the multiplicity of women’s positioning, which 

is open to complexity and fluidity. In examining how systems and institutions work to 

produce and reproduce particular forms of socialization, I will employ the work of 

Foucault (1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994d, 1994e, 1995; Foucault, as cited in 

Prado, 2000). Specifically, I will examine how Foucault theorized rules, norms, and 

practice of self. 

 The practical application of theory is not strictly an academic endeavor. Theory is 

helpful in identifying patterns as well as contextualizing how issues arise. The subject 

positions offered to Aboriginal women are often set out through social, historic, 

economic, and colonial practices that regulate how they are produced. Weedon (1997) 

asserted that “the problems of the relationship between experience and theory, access to 

knowledge and the patriarchal structure and content of knowledge are of central 

importance to feminism” (p. 7). Theory supports the interrogation of how and where 

knowledge is produced, what counts as knowledge, and who produces it (Weedon, 1997). 

When we ask these questions concerning Aboriginal women’s lives, issues become 

denaturalized or denormalized, and we begin to think more about the efforts made in 

social production. 

 Weedon (1997) argued that poststructuralism is helpful in understanding how 

language, subjectivity, and power are used for knowledge production, which could work 

in the interests of women. Poststructuralism is supportive in understanding the 
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mechanisms of power and helps to change existing structures and practices. One of the 

key points of poststructuralism is that it makes visible how power operates and who has 

historically been bestowed with it. Aboriginal women’s subjectivity is produced through 

language and discourses that are used to construct positive or negative representations. 

The issues that Aboriginal women face are feminist concerns, and Aboriginal women 

have much to gain by forming alliances with other women’s groups (Green, 2007; 

St. Denis, 2007b). 

 The work of Michel Foucault (1980, 1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994d, 

1994e, 1994f, 1995) and his ideas on power relations, the technology of the body, and the 

mechanism of institutions reveal that socialization is a carefully crafted production and 

not a state of affairs given before the subject. I will present the data by asking three 

questions: (a) What do Aboriginal women describe as oppressive about the rules that are 

imposed on them? (b) What is taken for granted as Aboriginal women’s normative 

identity? and (c) What are the contradictions between the rules and norms for how 

Aboriginal women make themselves subjects? 

 One of the more distinguishing features of Foucault’s work is his theory on 

relations of power (Foucault, 1990a or 1990b). Prado (2000) was helpful in deciphering 

Foucault’s complex insights and described accessible ways to understand Foucault. He 

suggested that Foucault’s idea of power is like “hidden coercive persuasion, 

indoctrination, or domination” (p. 69). Power operates to modify the actions of others, 

and it enables and enhances some actions while inhibiting others. Foucault (1990a) 

suggested that power “is not something that is acquired, seized, or shared, something that 

one holds on to or allows to slip away; power is exercised from innumerable points, in 
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the interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile relations” (p. 94). To contain how power 

operates, Prado pointed out that slavery is not a form of relations of power, because in 

slavery only a physical relationship is constrained. Once we begin to understand how 

power operates, we can better understand Foucault’s ideas. 

 The first question—What do Aboriginal women describe as oppressive?—is 

related to the rules that mainstream society and Aboriginal communities impose on them. 

This question speaks to the imposition of disciplines or technologies to manage people 

(Foucault, 1995; Prado, 2000). Rules must be adhered to to control behavior. Rules take 

the form of what are considered the busy everyday actions that require no thought 

because they are routine. Disciplines and technologies to manage people and control 

populations are easier to impose accompanied by normalized rules. Through the 

systematic imposition of what are considered the ideas of normal behavior, rules gain 

their constructed power. With regard to institutions and socialization, Prado asserted that 

“rather than continuing to use violence and the threat of violence to force conformity, a 

way was seen to make individuals want to conform, even need to conform” (p. 56). This 

does not mean that all people follow all the socially organized rules all of the time. But 

people conform to or reject the existence of so-called rules as a way of conforming to or 

refusing the roles that are expected of them. Particular institutions such as the state, the 

church, and society at large operate to create rules and norms that are applied to 

Aboriginal women. I will explain how these rules and normative expectations proscribe 

the lives of the women in the study in coercive and marginalized ways. 

 The second question, What is taken for granted as Aboriginal women’s normative 

identity? speaks to the construction of norms in society. To expand on this, I will draw 
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from Foucault’s (1990, 1994c, 1994e, 1995) concept of discourses on subject and 

subjectivity. Prado (2000) noted that “being subject” refers to the regulations of 

institutions, individuals, and the state; whereas “experiencing subjectivity” refers to an 

individual’s awareness of his or her subjective position. With regard to instilling norms, 

Prado brought to light Foucault’s (1995) conception of surveillance: “Surveillance can 

turn submission to directives into conformity with norms” (Prado, 2000, p. 61). 

Deliberate obedience is the goal when subjects are made to adopt and internalize those 

norms (Prado, 2000). The creation of the norms that subjects experience emphasizes how 

other people make Aboriginal women objects given the numerous institutions and 

structures that speak to the rules for their social participation. 

 The last question is, What are the contradictions between the rules and norms for 

how Aboriginal women make themselves subjects? I refer to Foucault’s (1990, 1994a, 

1995) idea of relations of power and how it affects subjectivity and to his work on the 

practice of self (Foucault, 1994a, 1994e). Prado (2000) illustrated how that power 

operates to enable or inhibit behavior, which is equated with enabling or inhibiting acts. 

He further acknowledged that “to act in defiance is to act within power, not against it” 

(p. 73). Resistance is a key piece in relations of power. When individuals act with 

resistance, the performance of discourse of self emerges. Prado stated that 

what he [Foucault] is concerned to do is to show that the subject is fluid and 

shaped by how it acts, how it is acted on and treated, how it speaks, how it is 

spoken to, and how it sees itself. (p. 108) 

The ethical care of self involves an examination of how power and freedom are used, and 

the focus is on the care of self and others; however, the ethical care of self is prior to the 

care of others. Aboriginal women see and feel the rules and norms that are inflicted on 
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them, and performing the ethical care of self counters these rules and norms that are used 

to position them as secondary. Aboriginal women continuously work hard to break down 

those rules and norms that contribute to their constructed inferiorization. 

 This research study is not grounded theory, narrative inquiry, or a critical 

ethnography. Schram (2006) wrote, “The explicit aim of grounded theory is to develop a 

substantive theory that is derived from and grounded in data” (p. 100). Grounded theory 

is useful in examining whether an existing theory is adequate for the topic of inquiry. My 

research is a discourse analysis using a feminist poststructural approach; the data analysis 

involved examining how power, subjectivity, and language have positioned this group of 

women in particular ways. Although they spoke about the ways that marginalization 

happens, this research was not necessarily meant to propose new theories. A feminist 

poststructural analysis highlights how identities are socially produced. In narrative 

inquiry, “narrative researchers focus on the ways in which people produce, represent, and 

contextualize experience and personal knowledge through narrative” (p. 104). Storied 

data are embedded in the personal accounts of experiences (Schram, 2006). Although this 

research might seem fitting for a narrative inquiry, I have employed a discourse analysis 

to illustrate that marginalization is a social process that is at work in the lives of 

Aboriginal women. Last, critical ethnography is supported by the idea that social life is 

produced in the context of power, in which some are dominated while serving the 

interests of others (Paul, 2005). The researcher in critical ethnography is interested in 

working for the liberation of the less powerful by showing how power and ideology 

function. Critical ethnography functions to reveal how oppression takes place. A critical 

ethnography has much to offer, but this research was not based on this approach. I 
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examined how power, discourse, and language function in particular ways that produce 

favoured or silenced bodies; a poststructural analysis illustrates how language can be 

performative. It is the discourses that situate Aboriginal women in particular ways. 

1.6 Methods 

 Before I interviewed the women of my research I received approval from the 

Research Ethics Board (Appendix D). I interviewed single-parent Aboriginal women 

from Northern Saskatchewan for this research (see Appendix C for the interview 

questions). The criterion was that if these women did not live in Northern Saskatchewan 

at the time of the interviews, they were to have lived in Northern Saskatchewan prior to 

that for at least 10 to 15 years. I defined Northern Saskatchewan as Prince Albert and the 

communities north of Prince Albert within the confines of the Saskatchewan borders. I 

have not provided a profile of each individual woman interviewed because any 

distinguishing attribute may identify them and I have ensured confidentiality will be 

maintained. Instead, Appendix E includes demographic data that describe them. 

 After interviewing single-parent Aboriginal women, I transcribed the information 

and sent a copy of the transcription to each research participant for her approval. To 

describe the data, I use a discourse and textual analysis. In the next chapter I will present 

more details about the interviews. 

 The women of this research were recruited by placing announcements of my 

research at educational institutions such as Nortep-Norpac and Northlands College in 

La Ronge, Saskatchewan. I received assistance from one instructor who works at one of 

the educational institutions with actively recruiting participants; this was helpful and 
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appreciated. The letter inviting participants for this research is in Appendix A, and the 

consent form is included in Appendix B. 

1.7 Researcher’s positioning 

 I was raised in a single-parent Aboriginal family in Northern Saskatchewan. It is a 

Cree-speaking community, and I speak Cree as well. As in many other Northern 

Saskatchewan communities, many of the members are Christian. The dominant 

denominations in the community were Catholic and Anglican, but now these are no 

longer the only denominations. A majority of the people are devout practitioners of their 

faith. I have observed that the various Christian groups compete over which has the most 

direct connection to God and is, therefore, more authentic. One of the more haunting, 

desperate, and disturbing memories I have of one of the Christian groups is of a time 

when a member of the congregation was moved to conversion, and the practitioner 

beseeched that person to repent. The tone of the word repent was concerning because, it 

seemed that, no matter what the converted individual did, it would never be enough to 

receive absolution. Many Aboriginal people are caught in this kind of system in which 

Christianity is portrayed as a form of salvation that is also imposed by human 

interpretation. Within this Christian influence, my mother is a silent devout Catholic, and 

as much as it is a source of strength for her, it also contributed to her shame and guilt for 

having borne children out of wedlock under the watchful eye of other Christians. As a 

result, I began to question the role of Christianity in the lives of Aboriginal women. 

 As I was growing up, I was aware of both one- and two-parent families. For the 

most part, lone parents were women. Although my father was from the same community, 

he did not acknowledge me; if his family acknowledged me, it was to minimize or 
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ridicule what I said or did. His choice was to take no financial or parental responsibility 

for my existence. My mother was accountable for supporting and parenting, but with 

much shame attached. She received her Indian status but could not pass it down to her 

children. Later I learned that my father had registered Indian status as well. With the 

amendment to the Indian Act with Bill C-31, I was able to gain registered Indian status. 

After some resistance and reluctance, my father agreed to sign an affidavit attesting that I 

am indeed his biological daughter. I needed the affidavit because my birth certificate 

states “unknown father.” One can imagine the shame in this declaration. We continue to 

have no relationship, but I became a registered Indian. When I am asked about my status 

as an Aboriginal person, I identify as Cree Métis with registered Indian status. 

 I must assert that, although my experiences, observations, and upbringing 

motivated this research, I am certainly not unique in relation to other Aboriginal families. 

By positioning myself in this research, I am not centering my experience but, rather, 

establishing my academic interest. Aboriginal women are positioned as marginal in many 

places throughout society, and this, I argue, is a social production. I share this part of my 

own positionality as an illustration of an experience common to Aboriginal communities 

and families, as will become evident in the chapters that follow. 

 The ways that children are socialized are often influenced by whether they come 

from two-parent or lone-parent families. In Christianity, the idealized family is one with a 

married mother and father. Church rituals sanctify unions, which often results in 

prescriptions for who becomes legitimized and who does not (Carter, 1997; Stoler, 1997). 

Often, those of “legitimate” births impose their idea of worth on those deemed not 

legitimate, as in my situation in a single-parent family, even though I too was raised in 
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the Catholic faith and participated in most of the rituals. Whereas many Aboriginal 

families were poor or just surviving, children from two-parent families often performed 

themselves with assurance, thus producing children born in relations outside of the 

dominant norm of marriage as not-quite-as-worthy. Rituals and rules in the Christian 

tradition alternately celebrate or silence bodies. 

 After receiving university accreditation, I worked as a social worker for about 10 

years in an urban Saskatchewan centre. In this job I was tasked with administering social 

assistance to Aboriginal families. Employed as a social worker, I observed that a vast 

majority of my clients were single-parent Aboriginal women and that if a man was 

involved, many women endured abuse while they tried to keep the family unit together. 

They wanted to provide for their children and families and did not want to be poor and 

without spousal support. 

 These observations as well as my own experiences led me to believe that 

something is seriously wrong with this picture and that there has been little study on why 

these oppressive practices continue. Some organizations that acknowledge colonialism as 

the source of damage to Aboriginal families and individuals promote the revival of 

cultural practices as the source of Aboriginal liberation. This is precisely what many of 

the social service organizations and school divisions have endeavoured to actualize. 

Although cultural revival within the context of Indigenous Knowledge are helpful tools 

that encourage a sense of identity, on their own they do not adequately address the sexism 

and violence that Aboriginal women face in their families and communities. Furthermore, 

they rely on ideas of gender and cultural essentialism that further entrench Aboriginal 

women in prescribed roles (Narayan, 1998; St. Denis, 2004). My research as I describe it 
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here, and drawn from the stories and life experiences of Aboriginal women themselves, is 

an alternative response to cultural revitalization as a way of resisting colonialism—in 

ways that do not entrench women in colonial roles. 

 Although this research was about the positioning of Aboriginal women, I must 

point out that Aboriginal men are also socially produced in similar types of colonial, 

patriarchal, and class-elitist discourses. The big difference is that Aboriginal men benefit 

from patriarchy. To some degree, Aboriginal men are also victims of the colonial 

discourses that are part of our socialization. Although the focus of this research was 

single-parent Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan, I acknowledge that 

colonial discourses also have an impact on Aboriginal men in complex ways. 

 As a final note to my positioning in this dissertation, I changed careers when I 

entered the teaching profession. Actually, I was largely driven to seek answers to 

questions that I often felt I had no right to ask. The biggest question was, How do we 

explain the complex and oppressive circumstances that Aboriginal women experience? In 

a classroom at the College of Education at the University of Saskatchewan, I made the 

same observation about a large number of Aboriginal women enrolled as single parents: 

Why is nobody talking about the multiple oppressions against and through which they 

define themselves? Therein was the purpose of my graduate education: to further 

examine how Aboriginal women are marginalized and, at the same time, find agency in 

their lives. As an Aboriginal woman who identifies as a feminist, I have used feminism, 

postcolonialism, and poststructuralism as lenses through which to analyze this research. 

 I have shared some of my background as an Aboriginal woman from Northern 

Saskatchewan. In positioning myself, I am also describing how this research interest 
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emerged. The effects of colonialism continue to be felt, and one question in this research 

is, What kind of subject has colonialism produced with respect to Aboriginal women? 

 A description of the feminism in the context of Indigenous women’s lives that I 

am using is necessary. I identify as an Aboriginal feminist, and an elaboration of how I 

position myself as one is in order. As much as I am a feminist, I am also a Cree speaking 

Indigenous woman whose first worldview is Cree. Both of these points establish my 

situatedness in contextualizing my analysis. 

 In researching the history of women and contextualizing the colonial effects on 

Indigenous people, I have come to a position of identifying as an Aboriginal feminist. I 

say Aboriginal because this identifies a specificity of the issues I take up that are 

applicable to Aboriginal people, particularly Aboriginal women in patriarchy. Our 

Canadian colonial context and history is very much male dominated and male privileged. 

This history of positioning males as superior has not escaped the socialization of 

Aboriginal communities. Indeed, racism is a common form of oppression for Aboriginal 

people; however, given that society operates to privilege men, Aboriginal women 

experience a double bind of marginalization. The social, economic, political and cultural 

contexts of Aboriginal women are significantly different from Aboriginal men. This 

difference quite often does not position Aboriginal men and women in ways that are 

complementary, rather, Aboriginal men serve to benefit and are elevated in both 

mainstream and Aboriginal societies. For example, the Status of Women Office (2009a) 

found that there are more Aboriginal women with completed high school and post-

secondary education as compared to Aboriginal men. Another contrasting example that 

the Status of Women Office report is that there are more Aboriginal men participating in 
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the labour force than Aboriginal women, even though they tend to have higher levels of 

education. While Aboriginal men experience the effects of colonization, advocating that 

they be elevated to the same status of white elite men, would mean that I subscribe to 

patriarchy. In a contrasting manner, Aboriginal women are marginalized because their 

Aboriginal identity is marked in entirely subordinate ways; the interlocking status of race, 

class and gender works to socially reproduce Aboriginal as inherently inferior, 

promiscuous, immoral and lazy. When Aboriginal women are constructed in this way, 

their marginalization is justified and normalized, and when they are positioned next to 

white women, all that is negative is ascribed to them. 

 What I have learned in examining feminist texts is that women take up different 

issues that are in relation to how they are situated next to heteronormative men within the 

cultural contexts they operate. The issues women have taken up throughout the world are 

not all the same (Freedman, 2002). Therefore, I assert that feminism is not singular in 

context, it is, rather, about feminisms. The positioning of Aboriginal women in 

contemporary Canadian society is drastically different from Euro-Canadian women 

(Carter, 1997, 2005 & 2008) that are differentiated by race, class, able-bodiedness, 

cultural ,contexts and sexual orientation. 

 Mohanty (2003) has much to offer about the question of feminism and Third 

World Women. She finds that “a substantial amount of scholarship has accumulated on 

women in liberation movements, or on the role and status of women in individual 

cultures” (p. 46). She points out that this does not necessarily include an examination of 

feminist based understandings of Third World women. Mohanty believes there is no 

singular feminist context because the issues women assert are not alike within patriarchal 
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discourses. She makes a meaningful contribution to the discourse of feminism when she 

said 

I have chosen to foreground ‘Third World women’ as an analytical and political 

category; thus I want to recognize and analytically explore the links among the 

histories and struggles of the Third World woman against racism, sexism, 

colonialism, imperialism and monopoly capitalism. (p. 46) 

There is an “imagined” (Mohanty, p. 46) community, not because it is not real, but 

because there are potential alliances that can be made which she refers to as “horizontal 

comradeship” (p. 46). Third World women, much like Indigenous women, have 

conflictual and different histories that are separate by locations. It makes sense that our 

locations, cultures and the influences of patriarchal colonialism unfold in particular ways 

and we, as Indigenous women, respond in ways that reveal the systemic oppression 

placed on us. 

 The positioning of Aboriginal men and women in a white supremacist, racist and 

capitalist society varies significantly. Absolutely, both groups experience, racism; 

however, male dominance prevails in many societies, including in Aboriginal 

communities where patriarchal colonialism impacted social life. Razack (1999) examines 

the sexual and colonial violence that have been inflicted on Aboriginal women. She 

asserts that sexual and colonial violence often occurs “simultaneously on the same body” 

(p. 65). Further to this point, Razack argues “the difficulties of presenting the story of 

sexual violence in its fullest complexities leave Aboriginal women between a rock and a 

hard place when they consider how and where to name sexual violence” (p. 65). 

Aboriginal men reap the rewards of male dominance; albeit, they may not be 

aware of how this happens, after all, patriarchy just is. I extend an understanding to the 

impact of colonization on Aboriginal men because it has seriously disrupted traditional 
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ways of supporting oneself and family, especially when mainstream society may consider 

traditional ways as primitive, backward and unsophisticated. However, violence, murder, 

silencing, and ridiculing are inflicted upon the Indigenous women’s body. The different 

positioning of Aboriginal men and women in patriarchy will be explained further in 

chapters 4, 5 and 6 when I engage with the data. This research focuses on Aboriginal 

women and how they understand the discourses that surround them. Such utter 

dehumanization, disregard and disrespect of Indigenous women must be prioritized for 

examination, rather than generalizing the colonial effects on them. 

Indigenous women of North America take up issues that are often different from 

one another. This is not necessarily about being right or wrong; it is, rather, how feminist 

post-structuralism operates to produce the multiplicity of positioning. My research is not 

meant to discredit or prove the wrongfulness of how individuals perform themselves; 

education exists to inform and our learning will never cease. 

My Aboriginal feminist location includes an analysis of the discourses involved in 

Indigenous knowledge systems. As I mentioned above, I agree that Indigenous 

knowledges are part of recovering our humanity in the colonial oppression. This 

knowledge also supports a form of decolonization as we are reclaiming our own 

Indigenous space that is specific to the locations and cultural practices of the places we 

call home. For many of us who live and support ourselves in the Eurocentric system, we 

must function in non-Indigenous practices that influence our socialization. I am part of 

this structure as much as I am an Indigenous language speaker who identifies as a 

feminist. My feminist post-structural understanding is about the discourses that work and 

construct our subjectivities; this necessarily means I be mindful of not essentializing 
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identities. It is in the discursive practices that operate to celebrate or silence particular 

bodies that I seek to understand and reveal. The Indigenous knowledge I refer to includes 

discourses associated with identity categories of race, class, gender and 

heteronormativity. As Aboriginal people who become subjects of these systems and 

practices, we operate and perform ourselves within them. As much as our Indigeneity is 

about animating cultural practices, we are not removed from these systems and practices. 

Aboriginal people are racialized in colonialism and this has been inescapable. 

1.8 Dissertation format 

 This dissertation has seven chapters. This chapter is the introduction that provides 

an overview of the dissertation. In chapter two I elaborate on the theoretical framework 

that I used and talk more about the method. Chapter three is a literature review of the 

functioning of Christianity as it relates to gender and race; I also describe how 

Christianity was a tool in colonization. In chapter four I begin to incorporate the data 

analysis by using Foucault’s idea of rules. Chapter five is about Foucault’s notion of 

norms and the data analysis. Chapter six focuses on the ethical practice of self as 

Foucault theorized it. Chapter seven consists of my concluding remarks and observations. 

1.9 Conclusion 

 This chapter has presented the context of this research, which I conducted to 

understand the ways that Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan are affected by 

colonialism and Christianity; I offer a way of naming these influences in ways that 

empower their lives. I have discussed my positioning, shown the data that elucidate the 

positioning of Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan, talked about the importance 

of this research, commented on my assumptions, and briefly described the methodology 
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and methods that I used. In the following chapter I discuss in more detail the 

methodology and methods of this research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Methodology and Method 

 In chapter two I theorize the positioning of Aboriginal women from Northern 

Saskatchewan through a poststructural analysis. Poststructuralism is not an easy theory to 

sum up, but it is comprehensive and accommodating of difference. I apply this theoretical 

approach to an analysis of power, and of racism in particular, in ways that are critical to 

an understanding of the ongoing systemic effects of colonialism, Christianity, gender 

oppression, and resistance in the lives of Aboriginal women. Among other contributions, 

poststructuralism validates multiple forms of locating one’s subjectivity (Brah, 1993; 

Davies, 1999, 2000; Grosz, 1990; Hollway, 1984; St. Pierre, 2000; Weedon, 1997). A 

useful element of poststructuralism is that this methodological approach uses discourse, 

power, and language (Billig, 2001; Cammack & Phillips, 2002; Davies & Harre, 2001; 

Kress, 2001; Potter & Wetherell, 2001; Weedon, 1997; Wetherell, 2001), as I 

demonstrate in this chapter. To understand poststructuralism, it is helpful to 

conceptualize it by examining the language of humanism (Davies, 2000; St. Pierre, 2000; 

Weedon 1997); poststructural theory is often understood through an analysis of 

humanism. Poststructural theory emerged in response to some limitations and constraints 

of humanist language. In the first part of this chapter I explore the significance of 

poststructural theory. 

  Foucault’s analytical frameworks also informed this research (Foucault, 1980, 

1990 a & b, 1994a/1994b/1994c/1994d/1994e, 1995; Gore, 1998; Prado, 2000; Rabinow 

& Rose, 1994) and provide a perspective that helps illustrate how subjects and 

subjectivity are manufactured. Foucault (1990a or 1990b, 1995) proposed that social life 

is about relations of power (Cavanagh, 2001; Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983; Prado, 2000). 



35 

 

Aboriginal women are influenced by a number of discourses, which are socially 

constructed and take effort to reproduce. The discourses that affect Aboriginal women are 

complex and ever shifting. However, identities are not given or defined by colonialism, 

patriarchy, or religious practices; rather, they are influenced by these systems through the 

discursive practices that are commonplace. The reproduction of discursive practices 

constructs the idea that identity is fixed. When we understand how relations of power 

operate, we gain clarity on how power is used to produce subjects and subjectivity 

through discourse. By employing Foucault’s analysis, we are able to understand how the 

positioning of single-parent Aboriginal women has been formulated and maintained. 

 The format of this chapter is as follows: (a) a close look at poststructural theory; 

(b) a Foucauldian analysis of power relations, subject and subjectivity; (c) the 

significance of rules, norms, and the ethical practice of self; and, finally, (d) the method 

that I used for this research. 

2.1 Theoretical foundations 

2.1.1 What is poststructural theory? 

 This introduction to poststructural theory focuses on how discourse, language, and 

power function and on how identity and agency are positioned in poststructural 

approaches. I also examine how humanism has influenced social life in ways that produce 

essentialized identities that encourage entrenched social processes. 

2.1.1.1 Poststructuralism and discourse 

 Among other important attributes, poststructuralism addresses how discourses and 

power function. Davies and Gannon (2005) asserted “poststructuralist analysis focuses on 

discourses and discursive and regulatory practices” (p. 318). Because we are all 
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immersed in discourses, conflicting or accommodating, it makes sense to understand how 

they operate to produce favoured or silenced bodies. As well as the particular and critical 

roles of this analysis in studying the lives of Aboriginal women, poststructuralism 

contends that this favouring and silencing of bodies is a social production. 

 Davies and Gannon (2005) suggested that espousing poststructural theory results 

in resisting and subverting discourses in which one is being situated. They argued that 

grand narratives, or old ways of knowing, might have an influencing force even though 

they are resisted as definite meanings. New subjectivities are able to emerge when old 

narratives are disrupted or suspended. Somekh and Lewin (2005) defined grand 

narratives as “a term used in postmodern and poststructuralist theory for the explanatory 

stories—or theories—which impose an all- encompassing framework on the complexity 

of human experience. They distort human understanding as well as constituting 

manipulative and oppressive control” (pp. 345-346). When we examine the lives of 

Aboriginal women, we must consider the kinds of discourses and grand narratives that 

are imposed on them. The grand narrative that affects single-parent Aboriginal women of 

Northern Saskatchewan is that one’s sex and race are biologically determined. The 

assumption is that, prior to the women’s existence, identifications are simply given and in 

time will be borne out in predictable and known ways. Some of these grand narratives 

can be seen in the expectations that Christianity imposes on women. I will elaborate 

further on the role of Christianity in the lives of Aboriginal women in the next chapter. 

 Much of poststructuralism entails exploring how discourses operate to produce 

subjects (Davies & Gannon, 2005; Gore, 1995; Weedon, 1997), including ways in which 

oppositional binaries work to produce particular bodies (Davies & Gannon, 2005; Davies, 
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Browne, Gannon, Hopkins, & Wihlborg, 2006). Davies and Gannon asserted that 

normality, rationality, and naturalness are ascribed to the dominant half of binaries; in the 

binary of man/woman, the dominant is the man, and the subordinate is the woman. 

Marked this way, the woman is presented as other and not rational: 

Through examining the ways the social inscribes itself on the individual, and by 

calling into question the construction of the individual in the essentializing terms 

of humanist theories, poststructuralist theory shows how it is that power works 

not just to force us into particular ways of being desirable such that we actively 

take them up as our own. (p. 318) 

Within the context of binaries, people become processed, constructed, and managed in 

society. Often Aboriginal women cannot escape the binary discourses that represent 

them. 

2.1.1.2 Poststructuralism and language 

 In poststructural theory, language is understood as the carrier of meanings in 

discourses. Weedon (1997) explained that “language is the place where actual and 

possible forms of social organization and their likely social and political consequences 

are defined and contested. Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves, our 

subjectivity, is constructed” (p. 21). She argued that our speech is not an expression of 

our distinct individuality; rather, language produces the individual’s subjectivity, which is 

influenced by socialization. In contrast, humanist attention to how language manufactures 

subjects supposes that subjectivity is innately determined. According to Weedon, “Unlike 

humanism, which implies a conscious, knowing, unified, rational subject, 

poststructuralism theorizes subjectivity as a site of disunity and conflict, central to the 

processes of political change and to preserving the status quo” (p. 21). For example, 

when we look at the category of woman, in a humanist approach meanings are attached to 



38 

 

being womanly that are presented as though women are a fixed category (Weedon, 1997). 

When we define the category of woman by using humanistic approaches to account for 

difference, the difference is narrow and often implies that all women are mothers and 

heterosexual, as two common examples. Weedon stated that meanings attached to the 

category of woman are actually a product of the social world, which is communicated 

through language. 

 According to St. Pierre (2000), humanism encourages the belief that the essence 

of things can be defined by deep structures, and “as these structures are discovered, they 

are named and slotted into existing and ever-increasing classificatory schemes” (p. 481). 

For example, the category of woman has a great deal of diversity such as race, class, 

ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Consequently, ascribed identities are privileged over 

difference (St. Pierre, 2000). However, poststructuralism produces persons through the 

intersections of identity categories. Essentialism often obscures the complex identities of 

all individuals, including single-parent Aboriginal women. St. Pierre warned that, once an 

essentialized identity erases difference, people are subjected to hierarchies or grids 

through which they can be dismissed, oppressed, or manipulated. 

2.1.1.3 Poststructuralism and social processes 

 Poststructuralism’s attention to language, subjectivity, social processes, and 

institutions conceptualizes how power relations currently operate and seek ways to 

change (Weedon, 1997). Through an examination of discourse, this theory explains the 

working of power and how it has historically operated to privilege and oppress. 

Poststructuralism counters humanism, in which the subject is believed to be rational and 

self-present (Weedon, 1997). Instead, poststructural approaches reveal how subjectivity 
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and consciousness are socially produced through language. Weedon asserted that 

humanist discourse assumes that language is transparent and capable of naming a real 

world: “Meanings do not exist prior to their articulation in language and language is not 

an abstract system, but is always socially and historically located in discourse” (p. 40). 

Poststructuralism recognizes that discourses and language serve political interests that are 

anchored in status and power (Weedon, 1997). Examining how language and discourses 

are used to produce Aboriginal women’s subjectivity was one purpose of this research. 

 Both Weedon (1997) and St. Pierre (2000) affirmed that discourses and social 

processes impact how we come to understand the patterns in society. This social 

positioning is commonly presented under humanist inscriptions. St. Pierre wrote: 

Humanism is the air we breathe, the language we speak, the shape of the homes 

we live, the relations we are able to have with others, the politics we practice, the 

map that locates us on the earth, the futures we can imagine, the limits of 

pleasures. Humanism is everywhere, overwhelming in its totality; and, since it is 

so ‘natural,’ it is difficult to watch it work. (p. 478) 

Humanist assumptions are at work in many social processes that have been harmful to 

women and other groups of people. For example, some cultural structures and cultural 

regularities reinforced and perpetuated through humanism foster patriarchy, racism, 

homophobia, and ageism (St. Pierre, 2000). 

 The language of common sense regulates forms of subjectivity in the interest of 

existing relations of power. Common sense is so deeply entrenched in our language and 

social practices that it is difficult to envision other forms of socialization. Weedon (1997) 

argued that individuals are often unaware that they have choices. Because of years of 

socialization, ideas of natural ways of being a girl, boy, woman, or man become 

entrenched. These social practices give rise to specific versions of femininity and 



40 

 

masculinity as natural. Gendered subject positions are constituted in different ways in 

that social interactions closely monitor reinforcements of approval or punishment. 

Weedon suggested that 

a post-structuralist feminism, . . . committed as it is to the principles of difference 

and deferral, never fixes meaning once and for all. For post-structuralism, 

femininity and masculinity are constantly in process, and subjectivity, which most 

discourses seek to fix, is constantly subject to dispersal. (p. 96) 

Poststructuralism does not restrict the possibilities of femininity and masculinity to 

specific ways, and this encourages a disruption of common sense beliefs. 

 Davies (2000) talked about the positioning of the experiences of women by the 

names that they carry. She said that most often a woman is given her father’s name 

without question and suggested that carrying one’s father’s name does not necessarily 

guarantee a privileged subject position: 

The father’s name is more like a sign of temporary ownership, not a sign that this 

is someone with a life of her own. It is in fact her sex that names her, that subjects 

her to the storylines in which not only is she object but her desire and others’ 

desire for her is organized in terms of that object status. (p. 77) 

The message in carrying a father’s name strongly shapes the way that women know 

themselves. Often carrying a male figure’s name bestows status. The children of single-

parent Aboriginal women often carry their mothers’ names, and the question is, How are 

these children marked in a society that abides by the patriarchal naming rule? 

 St. Pierre (2000) contended that poststructuralism is not about essentializing 

identities or meanings of things, because meaning can never be finalized; hence, meaning 

is always deferred. Poststructuralism concentrates on asking different questions, such as 

“How does discourse function? Where is it to be found? How does it get produced and 

regulated? What are its social effects and how does it exist?” (p. 485). These are the kinds 
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of questions that are important to ask of the linguistic and social structures created 

through Christianity and colonialism in Northern Saskatchewan. In this particular 

research study, one question was, How are Aboriginal women positioned in the 

discourses that are made available to them? 

2.1.1.4 Poststructuralism, identity, and agency 

 St. Pierre (2000) argued that identity in poststructuralism is an incomplete process 

and heterogeneous; it is also an ongoing activity of re-creation. The relationship between 

identity and agency in poststructuralism is almost incoherent and subject to a range of 

interpretations. St. Pierre suggested that 

agency of the subject in its post-structural multiplicity is up for grabs, continually 

reconfigured and renamed as is the subject itself; . . . agency seems to lie in the 

subject’s ability to decode and recode its identity within discursive formations and 

cultural practices. (p. 504) 

In contrast to the variability of agency and identity in poststructuralism, it is doubtful that 

agency is possible in humanism because “it always and already knows its transcendental 

ground, and speaks only and always from that ground” (p. 504). Discourses in humanism 

bury the subject because they are deeply grounded in social practices, such as those found 

in patriarchy and heterosexism. As St. Pierre maintained, “A subject that is given in 

advance can have no agency, no freedom” (p. 504). 

 I conducted interviews to uncover the agency of the women in my research. The 

research participants recognized many challenges in their lives, but they have worked 

hard to make better lives for themselves and their children. Although a form of agency 

functions within the discourses made available, these women perform themselves by 

going to school, and learning helps them to recognize the fluidity of their subject 

positioning. 
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2.1.2 Foucauldian analysis 

 Before I go on to explain Foucault’s theories of rules, norms and ethical practice 

of self, an explanation of how I am analyzing the data through a discourse analysis is in 

order.  Potter & Wetherell (2001) assert that discourse analysis focuses on language 

function and that language constructs version of the social world.  There are three aspects 

of language that constructs meaning, with construction being the active ingredient that 

produces meaning.  The first has to do with accounts of events that are produced by a 

variety of pre-existing linguistic resources.  Second, construction implies a selection of 

language options where some are included and others excluded.  Third, construction 

emphasizes the depth associated with the nature of accounts.  In this way accounts 

operate to construct reality.  Hall (2001) observes that discourse becomes a system of 

representation. He points out that rules and practices produce meaningful statements that 

regulate discourse in varying historical periods.  Hall argues that “discourse is about the 

production of knowledge through language” (p. 71).  Therefore, discourse constructs 

topics and “it defines and produces the objects of our knowledge” (Hall, p. 71).  Meaning 

is produced within discourse.   

 Another important distinction to be made in my research is that Foucault does not 

talk about the effects of colonization on marginalized groups; this is a limitation of 

Foucault’s work.  Rather, ideas he talks about include relations of power, knowledge 

construction, and the use of technologies to regulate subjects.  His theories informs this 

research because it is the discourses I am examining that produce and illustrate 

Aboriginal women’s positioning.  The examples provided from the research participants 

illustrate how women are made subjects.  The women’s voices that appear in this 
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research refer to the theories I am using.  The rules, norms and the ethical practice of self 

are Foucault’s theories that are applied in the data.  Readers ought not to look for the 

women’s voices to be representative of what they all said because this is not the purpose 

of this research.  Aboriginal women are made subjects in the Foucauldian sense through 

systems, structures and practices.  It is through discourse that Aboriginal women’s 

identities are produced.  I must also point out that I am not using the pieces to generalize 

to other women. His ideas on power and discourse are a substantial means for 

deconstructing dominance however it may appear. I use Foucault’s ideas for their 

potential to creat social change.     

 Michel Foucault (1980, 1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994d, 1994e, 1995) 

had much to offer on the particular conceptualization of power, subject, subjectivity, 

discourse, rules, norms, and practice of self that informed this research. In this section I 

examine Foucault’s approaches to power, subject, and subjectivity. 

 Foucault (1990a or 1990b) found power elusive, yet everywhere. Power is often 

misunderstood because it can be associated strictly with institutions and mechanisms. 

Foucault’s understanding of power was not about sovereignty or the unity of domination. 

Instead, Foucault believed that power is “in the first instance as the multiplicity of force 

relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own 

organization” (p. 92). Power is a moving force of relations, and power is omnipresent, 

“because it is produced from one moment to the next, at every point, or rather in every 

relation from one point to another” (p. 93). Power is repetitious, permanent, and self-

producing amongst individuals and institutions. Foucault argued that “power is not 

something that is acquired, seized, or shared, something that one holds on to or allows to 
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slip away; power is exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of non-egalitarian 

and mobile relations” (p. 94). This approach helped me to study and understand the 

marginalized positioning of single-parent Aboriginal women as an effect of power. An 

analysis of power was very important to this research because I have drawn attention to 

the micro, everyday, insidious ways that negative ideas have pressed on the women in 

this research. I will explain later in this chapter the rules, norms, and practice of self. 

 Foucault (1990a) asserted that “where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, 

or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to 

power” (p. 95). Resistance is essential to relations of power. In examining how this 

power operates, Prado (2000) contended “to act in defiance is to act within power, not 

against it. To escape from power one would have to be utterly alone and free of all the 

enculturation that makes us social beings” (p. 73). Foucault argued that relations of 

power have multiple points of resistance that function as adversary, support, target, or 

handle. 

 Pastoral power is another significant piece of Foucault’s (1994b & d) work that 

was integrated into the Western state. In this Christian tradition, individuals were not 

only princes, prophets, fortune tellers, or educationalists, but also pastors with a special 

form of power in bringing others along. Although Christianity moved to different parts of 

the world as an integral element of European colonial expansion, pastoral power cannot 

be said to be strictly about the practice of Christianity in a formal sense. Put more 

broadly, subjects of pastoral power are shepherded by state practices; they follow along 

because they are expected to go and to receive the benefit of this oversight. The particular 

practices of pastoral power require that the self conform inwardly and outwardly to 
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receive the benefits of what will become a normalized way of living. The individual 

accepts these as disciplinary practices that constitute a “proper existence” or “the way we 

live.” Foucault explained how this kind of power works: 

1. It is a form of power whose ultimate aim is to assure individual salvation in 

the next world. 

2. Pastoral power is not merely a form of power that commands; it must also be 

prepared to sacrifice itself for the life and salvation of the flock. Therefore, it 

is different from royal power, which demands a sacrifice from its subjects to 

save the throne. 

3. It is a form of power that looks after not just the whole community but each 

individual in particular, during his entire life. 

4. Finally, this form of power cannot be exercised without knowing the inside of 

people’s minds, without exploring their souls, without making them reveal 

their innermost secrets. It implies a knowledge of the conscience and an 

ability to direct it. (p. 132) 

This sort of power is associated with the production of truth, “the truth of the individual 

himself” (p. 132). Whereas power typically operates in relation to others, pastoral power 

has a more manipulative function that beseeches individuals to submit to beliefs and 

values of social and therapeutic welfare that lead to the submission of the subjects to 

these disciplinary practices. Pastoral power invades the psyche, and the socially 

constructed discursive norms lodge and are reproduced. Pastoral power might operate 

with good intentions, as in helping the less fortunate who are sick or those who live in 

abusive relationships. Pastoral power used on those deemed less fortunate presumes that 

those who are helping are superior to those who are helped. As a tool of colonization, 

Christianity operated from the premise that Aboriginal peoples needed to be taken away 

from the darkness in which they were seen to be living. The power presumes a hierarchy 

positioning of salvation, a salvation that is mediated by a superior being. The way that 

pastoral power operates in Aboriginal communities is that the church has functioned as 
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the handmaiden of colonization. This theory will help to read the stories that I will share, 

but it will also show what is going on in these women’s lives. 

 The subject is an effect of discourses and power. Foucault (1995) described how 

18
th

-century discourses produced subjects as ‘docile bodies.’ The concern was for control 

over the body through subtle coercion and ensuring that mechanisms such as movements, 

gestures, and attitudes were internally motivated. Foucault noted “these methods, which 

made possible the meticulous control of the operation of the body, which assured the 

constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility, 

might be called ‘disciplines’” (p. 137). 

 Discipline operated to increase the forces on the body that were influenced by 

economic terms, but it also diminished the same forces through the obedience of the 

political order. As Prado (2000) explained, Foucault pointed out that “what they did was 

instill controlling habits and value-sustaining self-images. . . . Basically the idea is that 

the imposition of behavioral habits on an individual shapes that individual’s perspective, 

attitudes, values, desires, and all other affective or broadly ‘emotional’ aspects” (p. 54). 

This particular conception of power is important and allows me to avoid the trap of 

seeing power and resistance as completely oppositional. These ideas of power helped me 

to examine the stories of the women in my study in ways that show the complexity of 

their lives. The power that keeps going and oppresses them is strong, but it is not 

absolute. 

 Another term that is used in Foucauldian analysis to describe how relations of 

power operate and define individuals is subjectivity. Prado (2000) considered Foucault’s 

subjectivity situated in a historical context and influenced by discourse and practices. 
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“The body is then assigned certain attributes and a certain status” (p. 80). The body is 

subject to institutional and state authority while it is a subject of experience. In this 

operation, habits determine subjectivity, and instilled behavior changes attitudes, whereas 

new ones are learned (Prado, 2000). Foucault (1995) argued that this is a form of 

disciplinary power in which it 

is exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it imposes on those whom it 

subjects a principle of compulsory invisibility. In discipline, it is the subjects who 

have to be seen. Their invisibility assures the hold of power that is exercised over 

them. (p. 187) 

 Prado (2000) reported that what this does to subjectivity is that “the individual 

comes to experience the world in a certain way as a result of behaving in certain ways, 

being categorized in certain ways, and being dealt with in certain ways” (p. 80). The 

subject is therefore understood to seek and state the truth about himself or herself. Prado 

contended that “this is a matter of subjectivity being defined in the process of learning 

what one is by internalizing power—produce truths and acting as one should to conform 

to what is learned about oneself” (p. 80). 

 The subject participates in discourses in which power is exercised (Foucault, 

1995). Once the power and knowledge reach the level of discourse, the discourses appear 

normal, and it is difficult to think or act outside of them. In the History of Sexuality: 

Volume I, Foucault (1990a) talked about how sexuality is produced, but the book is not 

about sexuality in its raw terms; rather, it is about how we create norms around sexuality 

and constitute them as truths. Prado (2000) stated that Foucault “shows how power 

manufactures a particular subjectivity by producing norms and self-images that people 

internalize and take as their truth about themselves as sexual beings” (p. 85). Power, 

knowledge, and discourse operate together to strengthen the ideas of truth. Foucault 
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(1990a) commented that “power acts by laying down the rule: power’s hold on sex is 

maintained through language, or rather through the act of discourse that creates, from the 

very fact that it is articulated, a rule of law” (p. 83). When power, knowledge, and 

discourses are organized in this way, discourses become performative. Power informs 

how subjects are produced. 

2.2 Discourse analysis in rules, norms, and practices of the self 

 The discourse analysis that I used was informed by Foucault’s ideas of rules, 

norms, and practice of self. This section is a discussion of what each of these three 

theoretical concepts means. Each concept is accompanied with a question in the 

following chapters that I answer in analyzing the data. The question about rules is, What 

do Aboriginal women describe as oppressive in relation to rules that are imposed on 

them? The question about norms is, What is taken for granted as Aboriginal women’s 

normative identity? The last question concerns the ethical practice of self: What are the 

contradictions between rules and norms for how Aboriginal women make themselves 

subjects? 

 In “Two Lectures” Foucault (1980) examined how power produces truth through 

a triangle of power, right, and truth. He was interested in how power operates to produce 

ideas of truth that functions as a right. Foucault explained, “My problem is rather this: 

what rules of right are implemented by the relations of power in the production of 

discourses of truth?” (p. 93). He maintained that every society has layers of power 

relations that are absorbed, characterized, and constituted in socialization and that they 

are produced, circulated, and function as discourses. The exercise of power operates as an 

economy of discourses of truths. Foucault argued that “we are subjected to the production 
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of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of 

truth” (p. 93). He held that power, right, and truth are organized in a specific way and that 

in this mechanism, “we are forced to produce the truth of power that our society 

demands, of which it has need, in order to function: we must speak the truth; we are 

constrained or condemned to confess or to discover the truth” (p. 93). This power induced 

into truth is institutionalized and rewarded for its pursuits. When power, right, and truth 

are presented in this way, subjects are judged, classified, and destined to a particular 

mode of living or dying as they operate as true discourses (Foucault, 1980). 

 Foucault (1980) was concerned with the function of rules of right, mechanisms of 

power, rules of power, and powers of true discourses. He did not equate this power with 

royal power, with its embodiment of sovereignty and the right associated with it. In 

contrast, he found that “we do so in order to show the necessity of imposing limits upon 

this sovereign power, of submitting it to certain rules of right, within whose confines it 

had to be exercised in order for it to remain legitimate” (p. 95). Foucault maintained that 

this theory of right “was to fix the legitimacy of power” (p. 95). He was interested in 

inverting this royal power to show that right is the instrument of domination, and how it 

is transmitted and put into motion of relations of domination. These rules of right are 

“multiple forms of subjugation that have a place and function within the social organism” 

(p. 96). The rule of right is the method of subjugation that it activates, and these rules are 

perpetuated because of the rewards and punishments that are handed out to subjects. 

 Foucault (1980) asked how the rules of right are maintained. Rather than 

concentrating on sovereign power, the social body produces discourses that are linked to 

rules of right, which, although influenced by sovereign power, are a different kind of 
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power that is broader in scope. It can be imagined as a mechanism of power that depends 

upon bodies and what they do. The power is exercised by way of surveillance instead of 

levies and obligations from a sovereign power. Power is produced through material 

coercion. An example of this is the way that Aboriginal women, under the actual “rules” 

of the Indian Act prior to 1985, lose their status and considerable material resources by 

marrying a White man. Foucault explained “the theory of sovereignty permits the 

foundation of an absolute power in the absolute expenditure of power. It does not allow 

for a calculation of power in terms of the minimum expenditure for the maximum return” 

(p. 105). This is a nonsovereign power and is about disciplinary power. The power in 

sovereignty is superimposed on the mechanisms of discipline, as can be seen in the rules 

of truth to which Aboriginal women are subjectivated. 

 The question of norms begins with this discussion. As I mentioned earlier, power 

is exercised through surveillance. Foucault (1995) referred to this as a disciplinary 

technique. Surveillance as a disciplinary technique operates in society, and Foucault 

suggested that “under the surface of images, one invests bodies in depth; behind the great 

abstraction of exchange, there continues the meticulous, concrete training of useful 

forces” (p. 217). Communication circulates that supports the accumulation and 

centralization of knowledge, which are the rules and norms that are produced in society. 

Signs in society anchor power in which “the individual is carefully fabricated in it [power 

knowledge], according to a whole technique of forces and bodies” (p. 217). Rules and 

norms are everywhere, and where Aboriginal women are concerned, they originate from 

Christianity, the Indian Act, and colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society that 

reproduce what these women are supposed to be. Power and knowledge are produced 
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through dominant discourses, and individuals are in a constant state of surveillance by 

other subjects. Individuals are graded, monitored, excluded, or included through 

surveillance. This includes self-surveillance. Surveillance is inescapable, and all 

individuals are socialized into the social production of discourses, which is a disciplinary 

technique. Aboriginal women are often produced as inadequate subjects that are shaped 

by racist and patriarchal discursive practices. 

 Surveillance operates as a panopticon (Foucault, 1995) from which subjects are 

observed and can be seen from different directions: “The panoptic mechanism arranges 

spatial unities that make it possible to see constantly and to recognize immediately” 

(p. 200). With regard to rules and norms formed in society, the panopticon operates as a 

system that monitors the rules and norms, thereby exercising disciplinary power. It turns 

obedience into constant compliance with norms, and the habitual compliance leads to the 

internalization of these norms (Foucault, 1995). Therefore, Prado (2000) asserted that “to 

be a subject is to be subjugated. It is to be subject to someone else by control and 

dependence” (p. 61). The surveillance is to be seen, and the panopticon is to be seen all 

the time. 

The panopticon is a structure that was designed to monitor inmates (Foucault, 

1995). The guard(s) sits in the centre of the prison and the prisoner cells are situated in a 

circle that surround the centre where the guard watches. In this way, prisoners are 

watched from one location. The effect of being watched from one place was that the 

prisoners never really knew when they were being watched. As the prisoners assume they 

are being watched, they adapt their behavior in ways that are expected of them whether or 

not anyone is actually watching, 
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 When the rules of right are applied, domination and subjection are points of 

interest (Foucault, 1980). The effects of power are the main concern in the subjection of 

those who do not have power and those who submit to it. Foucault believed that power 

and the application of power function in the interests of the bourgeoisie. It is a discursive 

power, and rarely does it operate for the benefit of subjugated bodies. Discursive power is 

complicated when we consider how racism affects Aboriginal men and women 

differently; Aboriginal men stand to benefit from the discursive power associated with 

patriarchy. In this research I have found that power has deeply influenced the positioning 

of single-parent Aboriginal women. 

 Foucault (1980) advised that disciplinary constraints be disguised to exercise 

mechanisms of dominance: 

Modern society, then, from the nineteenth century up to our own day, has been 

characterized, on the one hand, by a legislation, a discourse, an organization based 

on public right, whose principle of articulation is the social body and the 

delegative status of each citizen; and, on the other hand, by a closely linked grid 

of disciplinary coercions whose purpose is in fact to assure the cohesion of this 

same social body. (p. 106) 

The disciplinary techniques that surface from these theories produce their own 

discourses. Foucault argued that each engenders apparatuses of knowledge with 

numerous points of understanding, which in turn makes possible knowledge-producing 

systems. He pointed out that “disciplines are the bearers of discourse, but this cannot be 

the discourse of right. This discourse of discipline has nothing in common with that of 

law, rule, or sovereign will” (p. 106). Instead, disciplines carry discourses that are about 

the rule, but not the rule derived from the sovereign. These discourses that carry practices 

of rule appear as natural rule; in particular, the discourses appear as norms. Foucault 

revealed that these socially organized and produced discourses define the notion of 
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normalization. The many repetitive discursive rules create the norms. The rules and 

norms applied to the lives of single-parent Aboriginal women come from a number of 

directions, including their gendered and racial status, their social class, and the effects of 

colonialism and Christianity. The rules and norms of these practices of domination are 

made to appear as normal. These practices of domination normalize the marginalization 

of Aboriginal women. 

 The third question about Foucault’s (1994a) practice of self is, What are the 

contradictions between rules and norms for how Aboriginal women make themselves 

subjects? Foucault talked about the practice of self as a practice of freedom, which was 

one of his later ideas. He admitted that most of his theorizing about power was in the 

context of domination and subjection. However, he felt it necessary to expand upon the 

practice of self in ethical terms. This new conceptualization was a shift from the regimes 

of truth that involved coercive practice into a practice of self-formation of the subject. 

Foucault described this new self as “not in the sense of a morality of renunciation but as 

an exercise of the self on the self by which one attempts to develop and transform 

oneself, and to attain to a certain mode of being” (p. 26). He clarified that the care of self 

is not necessarily about the process of liberation because it is possible for colonized 

people to liberate themselves. Foucault qualified it as a practice of freedom rather than a 

process of liberation: “Liberation paves the way for new power relationships, which must 

be controlled by practices of freedom” (p. 27). 

 Care of self is about knowing oneself (Foucault, 1994a). Knowledge of self 

includes knowledge of accepted rules of conduct, but subjective performance is within 

the context of an ethical practice of freedom. The ethical subject is conceived as one who 
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problematizes his or her freedom. Foucault maintained that “extensive work by the self 

on the self is required for this practice of freedom to take shape in an ethos that is good, 

beautiful, honourable, estimable, memorable, and exemplary” (p. 29). The responsibility 

to this kind of freedom is linked to the political body, in that being free does not mean 

being a slave to one’s desires. The care of self is ethical, but it is also about caring for 

others. Foucault explained, “I think the postulate of the whole morality was that a person 

who took proper care of himself would, by the same token, be able to conduct himself 

properly in relation to others and for others” (p. 30). However, Foucault qualified the care 

of self as ethically prior to the care of others. 

 Foucault (1994a) recognized a conversion of power in care of self in the context 

of limiting and controlling power. He juxtaposed the abuse of power with the power of a 

rich man who uses it to abuse others or “to impose an unwarranted power on them” 

(p. 31). The power in the care of self involves enjoying proper relationships with others. 

The subject in the care of self is not static and is not always identical to itself. In 

exercising freedom, this subject is a political subject who is located in a historical 

discursive context and also subject to the games of truth or practices of power. The 

practice of self in terms of care of self concerns ethics. The ethical subject must also 

perform herself. 

2.3 Method 

 I drew from the understandings of power to design this research around interview 

conversations with women from Northern Saskatchewan. I was interested to hear how 

they would express themselves and to find new ways of understanding how to challenge 

the oppression that they face. 



55 

 

 A total of 18 single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan were the 

participants whom I interviewed, and I used 16 of the interviews. Two of the participants 

did not return and authorize the transcripts that I sent them, and as a result, I have 

excluded their voices. I define Northern Saskatchewan as Prince Albert and the 

communities north of it. Most of the participants originated from communities located 

significantly north of Prince Albert, such as Lac La Ronge Indian reserve, Pine House 

Lake, and La Loche. Three women were from communities located slightly north of 

Prince Albert and on the western side of the province; this distinction made some 

difference with regard to how they position themselves as Aboriginal women. 

 The call for research participants specified women 25 to 40 years old. Even 

though some potential participants were 2 to 3 years short of 25 years or 2 to 3 years past 

40 years old, I accepted them. The resulting age range was 22 to 53 years. Most 

interviews were in person, and I conducted one over the telephone. All of the participants 

were university educated, most in the field of education. Four of the women had 

completed a degree, one was working in a school, and the rest were enrolled in either the 

College of Education or Arts and Science at a university in Saskatchewan. As a token of 

my appreciation, I offered a $10 honorarium or a meal; most of the women preferred a 

meal. 

2.4 On language use 

 Most of the participants in this research spoke an Indigenous language as their 

first language. If they did not, they heard one spoken at home as they were growing up. 

Functioning in two languages often does not lend itself to speaking a form of standard 

English. Many of the participants spoke an adapted English that fit their linguistic, 
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cultural, and social contexts. The transcriptions reflect the way in which the participants 

spoke. Although it is not standard or conventional English, it is the way that they 

communicate with and understand one another as Indigenous language speakers. This 

way of speaking, or using one’s voice, is not a sign of linguistic inadequacy. The 

women’s words represent their language ability to speak more than one version of 

English. Their speech is purposeful and comes from a particular sociolinguistic place. 

 Maybin (2001) examined the struggles involved in language and found that it is 

part of socialization that operates within the ambiguities of everyday life: “The meanings 

of words are derived not from fixed relationships between abstract signs, but from the 

accumulated dynamic social use of particular forms of language in different contexts and 

for different and sometimes conflicting purposes” (p. 65). Language is formed through 

social interaction and operates within the struggles among different social groups. 

 Maybin (2001) conceptualized language between opposing forces of 

centralization and diversification, which she called centripetal and centrifugal: 

“Centripetal forces produce the authoritative, fixed, inflexible discourses of religious 

dogma, scientific truth, and the political and moral status quo which are spoken by 

teachers, fathers and so on” (p. 65). This authoritative discourse is linked to a unified 

cultural canon. Centrifugal forces, on the other hand, are the constant tension and 

interpenetration of forces that “result in language at any given moment being stratified 

and diversified into the language varieties associated with different genres, professions, 

age-groups, and historical periods each with their own associated views and evaluations 

of the social world around them” (p. 65). Centrifugal forces are part of everyday informal 
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conversations. Knowledge in this dual system is open and provisional because it is 

influenced by people’s inwardly persuasive discourses and by authoritative discourses. 

 Centripetal and centrifugal forces are unstable in every aspect of language use 

(Maybin, 2001). Centripetal forces result in a standardized language; however, different 

classes and age groups use language differently: 

This tension between the opposing forces of centralization, standardization and 

codification on the one hand, and social, cultural and linguistic variation and 

diversity on the other, are evident even at the level of individual dialogues, as we 

negotiate our own personal goals in different contexts. (p. 66) 

Dominance is possible at any time, but forces from the opposite direction pull it back. 

Maybin asserted that this tension between standardization and diversity keeps language 

alive and vibrant by preventing language from becoming rigid and authoritative and, at 

the other end, from becoming too fragmented and thus disintegrating meaning. 

  Maybin (2001) called everyday speech patterns speech genres, which are 

commonplaces such as an exchange with a neighbour or a conversation with an old 

friend: “Speech genres are associated with particular kinds of contextual features and 

specific kinds of social purposes” (p. 66). These contexts include particular perspectives 

and judgements. Therefore, speaking involves taking into consideration socially 

acceptable ways of talking about topics associated with particular contexts while we 

incorporate measuring purpose. This perspective on language is about the social 

struggles, the history of its use, and the evaluative and ideological dimensions. Language 

becomes overpopulated with other voices and social practices in which the contexts are 

invoked. Meaning in these contexts resides in individual heads, and Maybin clarified that 

“meaning belongs to a word in its position between speakers; that is, meaning is realized 

only in the process of active, responsive, understanding” (p. 69). 
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 I used Maybin’s (2001) analysis to interpret what the participants of this research 

said, which is useful because it explains how these women use English when the 

standardization is missing. They use English as an additional language, and their speech 

is not an indication of inadequacy, although it is likely read and received in that way as 

another way to mark them as inferior. These women are knowers but not fluent English 

speakers. I did not change any of the transcriptions to reflect settler English. Rather, I 

present their voices to represent exactly what they said. 

 As a final note on how language is used, I too identify as a speaker of English as 

an additional language. My first language is Cree, and I often use a mix of Cree and 

English when I communicate with Cree language speakers. My linguistic abilities 

enabled me to understand what these women said. 

 Most of the interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 1.5 hours. I recorded them 

and returned the transcripts to the participants for verification and then used a discourse 

and textual analysis to describe the data. More details about the interviews are presented 

in the next chapter. 

 This research is designated as qualitative research given that I asked human 

subjects to expand on their personal lives. Schram (2006) explained that 

qualitative inquiry finds its strength in the opportunities made possible by being 

there and getting close to people and circumstances, either through physical 

proximity and participation over time or in the social sense of shared experience, 

empathy, and confidentiality. The focus of a qualitative study unfolds naturally in 

that it has no predetermined course established or manipulated by the researcher 

such as would occur in a laboratory or other controlled settings. (p. 8) 

The main goal in qualitative research is to explicate the ways in which people come to 

understand or account for their everyday lives (Punch, 2005). I espoused this method to 

conduct the interviews with the single-parent Aboriginal women because I wanted to hear 
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and share the voices of a group who have been historically marginalized and silenced. 

Punch reported that in qualitative research, “the researcher attempts to capture data on the 

perceptions of local actors from the inside, through a process of deep attentiveness, of 

empathetic understanding, and of suspending or bracketing preconceptions about the 

topic under discussion” (p. 141). This is the approach to the interviews that I followed. 

2.5 Conclusion 

 Poststructuralism is the theoretical framework of this research. An examination of 

discourse, language, and social processes illustrated that the influence of humanism 

continues to flow through our social fabric. Poststructuralism opens up opportunities for 

subjects to situate themselves differently from those offered in humanism. St. Pierre 

(2000) pointed out that humanism privileges identity over difference, whereas 

poststructuralism accommodates difference. This is significant in this research because 

Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan are heterogeneous. The discourses that 

operate in their daily lives suggest that Aboriginal women’s identities and subjectivities 

are fixed and all the same. This theory offers multiple ways to position oneself. 

 Colonialism operates at the level of subjectivity. It has subjugated Aboriginal 

people, and Aboriginal women continue to feel the colonial regime in profound ways. 

Colonialism has turned Aboriginal women into particular kinds of subjects. My 

examination of how subjects and subjectivities are produced illustrated that subjectivities 

and identities are the effects of power, history, and discursive practices. The production 

of rules and norms in colonialism perpetuates colonial regimes, which in turn constructs 

Aboriginal women at an abject level. Foucault (1994a) also demonstrated that the 



60 

 

practice of self is an ethical project of performance. I applied his theories on rules, norms, 

and practice of self to this research. 

 The following chapters include excerpts of conversations with my research 

participants, and I read our conversations as texts that revealed some of the effects of 

colonial power. This analysis introduces new ways to name that power for the purpose of 

making a difference. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Construction of Aboriginal Women’s Identity 

Through the Effects of Christianity and Colonialism 

 The positioning of Aboriginal women in colonialism has been an exercise 

constituted through structures, systems, and practices and, as I reveal in this analysis, the 

social and political influence of Christianity (Carter, 2005; Leacock, 2008; Stoler, 1997). 

Christianity is a dominant discourse in Northern Aboriginal communities in 

Saskatchewan. For many Aboriginal people, Christianity serves as a grand narrative and a 

privileged kind of knowing. This chapter is an examination of how Christianity has 

influenced the subject positions of Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan in 

complex and contradictory ways. 

 Many Aboriginal people from Northern Saskatchewan are devout practitioners of 

Christianity, and it is possible that some would find my critical analysis applied to 

Christianity to be confronting, belittling, and insulting. I must point out that the purpose 

of examining the impact of Christianity on Aborigi 

nal peoples is not deliberately to illustrate how flawed or gullible we are; instead, my 

research was about naming the ways in which oppression takes place. Questioning the 

ways in which Christianity is oppressive for Aboriginal people was an important area of 

research, because many Aboriginal people subscribe to Christianity without a critical 

perspective. Although this is not an easy topic to discuss for devout followers of 

Christianity, it is a pressing topic that must be brought to the surface for examination. 

 In this chapter I examine the patriarchal and racial binaries that affect Aboriginal 

women’s lives through colonial authority and show how Aboriginal women are 

positioned within the discourses of Christian morality as good mothers and wives, or, 
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alternately, as sexually sinful beings. I explore colonial authority as marked by binaries 

of race, class, and gender, and I discuss the significance of Christian ideals on colonial 

women. Colonial interference at the highest level is the next section, and in the final 

piece I revisit surveillance and the panopticon. 

 The colonial histories of the Christian church and the impact on Indigenous 

peoples and their lands have been well documented. Researchers have also studied the 

ways in which Indigenous peoples have taken up Christianity. For this research I drew on 

the work of Burnett (2005), Erickson (2005), and Carter (1997, 2005, 2008) to make 

connections between Christianity and colonization. The effects of Christianity in 

Northern Saskatchewan are part of a global phenomenon. I referred to feminist, 

postcolonial, and critical antiracist scholars who have taken an interlocking approach to 

describing the effects of Christianity in diverse contexts. The context of Northern 

Saskatchewan requires a broader understanding, and I refer to Smith (1999) and Daly 

(1973) to demonstrate this analysis. In this chapter I make three points: (a) Christianity 

reinforces patriarchy, (b) Christianity has a disturbing sense of producing “otherness” that 

is a requirement of colonization, and (c) Christianity has been the handmaiden of 

colonization. Combined with a notion of “otherness” that is never without sin and always 

found wanting, the racial other is doubly condemned. For Aboriginal women, these three 

points underscore the ways in which they are marginalized. 

3.1 Christianity reinforces patriarchy 

3.1.1 Colonial authority as marked by binaries of race, class, gender 

 The interlocking subjectivities of Aboriginal women cannot be understood outside 

colonialism (Razack, 1999). To illustrate, Stoler’s (1997) research in French Indochina 
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and the Dutch East Indies described how Europeans arranged categories of colonizer and 

colonized and secured them through sexual control and racial distinctions that were 

deeply linked in gendered ways. These same discourses of interlocking subjectivities 

concerning racial identity that emerge through gender and colonialism are entirely 

applicable to the colonial history of Canada (Burnett, 2005; Carter, 1997, 2005, 2008). 

Ironically, the making of interlocking subjectivities depends on binary constructions of 

male/female, European/Indigenous, colonizer/colonized, always as superior and inferior, 

and also suggesting that identities are static. 

 Colonial authority repositioned Indigenous peoples in ways that suited colonial 

notions of race, class, and gender. According to Stoler (1997), colonial government and 

private business encouraged concubinage with colonized women at the same time that 

European women were restricted from emigration to the colonies. Concubinage had many 

benefits that not only included domestic service, but also involved sexual access to non-

European women. Stoler stated that “in the Indies army, marriage was a privilege of the 

officer corps while barrack concubinage was instituted and regulated for the rank and 

file” (p. 349). Stoler illustrated that these colonial measures that allowed only officers to 

marry White women established and maintained race and gender differences in the 

colonies; they also established class distinctions. Concubinage helped to achieve the 

varying subject positions in which economic benefits, White prestige, and profit for a few 

was maintained for high-ranking European males. Stoler stated that “government and 

estate administrators argued that white prestige would be imperiled if European men 

became impoverished in attempting to maintain middle-class lifestyles and European 

wives” (p. 350). Therefore, class and racial distinctions were marked by working-class 
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European men and the abject Indigenous other. Indigenous men and women were 

positioned differently in a manner that served European men’s interests. Stoler noted that 

keeping living costs and wages of male subordinates artificially low depended on the 

exploitation and availability of non-European women. The worldwide colonial mission 

put into motion race, gender, and class divides. 

 Although earlier on European women were restricted from emigrating to the 

colonies, their eventual arrival furthered the discourses of morality and gender norms 

(Stoler, 1997). Stoler maintained that the embourgeoisement of colonial communities was 

shaped by the drawing of gender and racial lines by introducing practices to 

accommodate European women’s metropolitan amenities. European women were 

assumed to need more spacious surroundings, and because they were said to have delicate 

sensibilities, they required more servants and more elaborate quarters. Stoler explained 

that “White women needed to be maintained at elevated standards of living, in insulated 

social spaces cushioned with the cultural artefacts of ‘being European’” (p. 351). The 

power that governed social relations demonstrated that segregationist standards were 

what the European women deserved and, more precisely, “what white men’s prestige 

required that they maintain” (p. 351). Stoler found that “the presence and protection of 

European women were repeatedly invoked to clarify racial lines” (p. 352) that were held 

in place by surveillance and the hyper-visibility of the panopticon. 

 Speaking to the context of colonialism in Canada, Carter (1997) analyzed the 

representation of women in the Prairie West in the late 19
th

 century. The feminine ideal 

of Victorian purity and piety set up White women to be civilizers and reproducers of the 

race. Carter reported that “at times it proved useful also to emphasize the frailty and 
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delicacy of the white woman, as well as her dependence on males, though these were 

scarcely the qualities that would ensure stability or success in the Prairie West” (p. 8). 

However impossible it might have been to maintain Victorian femininity and decorum on 

the prairie in the late 19
th

 century, the maintenance of White patriarchy needed to uphold 

these differences to justify the hierarchical arrangement. Class, race, and gender were 

markers of difference in which Indigenous women were increasingly perceived as 

degenerate beings. 

 Discourses of sexuality in colonial spaces produced the colonized as uncivilized, 

abject, and degenerate, with discourses of rape cited as evidence. Stoler (1997) reported 

that “sexual abuse of black women was not classified as rape and therefore was not 

legally actionable, nor did rape committed by white men lead to prosecution” (p. 353). 

Even as the incidents of rape by colonizers were largely ignored, discourses of unbridled 

sexuality were associated with colonized peoples and served as markers of their racial 

inferiority and evidence of “uncivilized behaviour.” This was the construction of a sexual 

other whom the colonizers both feared and desired. The colonial discourses of rape that 

European men constructed established that it was the Indigenous others who were marked 

by inferior sensibilities and licentious behaviour. These discourses aided in the 

production of interlocking subjectivities that depended on the view of European women 

as superior to Indigenous women, just as European men were portrayed as superior to all 

Indigenous people and European women. 

3.1.2 What about the children? 

 In “the colonies,” the presence of offspring of colonized women and European 

men eventually created various problems for colonial authorities that were, at the root, 
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about how White decorum and supremacy were to be maintained (Stoler, 1997). To this 

end, concubinage was no longer viewed as helping European men transition into the 

colonies and was instead considered dangerous to racial purity and the cultural identity 

for European colonizers. Stoler reported that “it was through sexual contact with women 

of colour that French men ‘contracted’ not only disease but debased sentiments, immoral 

proclivities, and extreme susceptibility to decivilized states” (p. 360). These children of 

mixed ancestry were believed to threaten White prestige; and, more important, decisions 

had to be made on who would be acknowledged as European and who would not (Stoler, 

1997). Stoler pointed out that “the majority of such children were not recognized by their 

fathers, nor were they reabsorbed into local communities as authorities often claimed” 

(p. 360). There was little demand for European men to provide for these children because 

their legitimacy was denied because of their racial positioning. To put it another way, 

withholding status and legitimacy—so important to the construction of White 

patriarchy—created the discourse of racial degeneracy. 

 Race and gender were instrumental to the colonial mission. Children born to 

Indigenous women and European men were deemed marked by their degenerate mothers, 

and the legitimacy of and responsibility for their children was minimal, or even 

considered unnecessary. The discourse of illegitimate children continues to affect 

Aboriginal women and children in Aboriginal communities today. The issue of 

legitimacy continues to mark Aboriginal women who carry and internalize the judgement 

and shame as a consequence. Aboriginal women receive so much attention as the ones in 

charge of their children that it is optional for men to either acknowledge or parent their 
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offspring. In Aboriginal communities where Christianity is a dominant discourse, 

surveillance by the panopticon is directed at and internalized by Aboriginal women. 

 Stoler (1997) noted that the children born into these types of relationships were 

deemed “the fruits of a regrettable weakness” (p. 360). One of the discourses on 

concubinage and the matter of mixed-race children was that it was the cause of 

breakdown and ill health and the biological and social root of racial degeneration. 

Colonial power had focused immense attention on the ideas of degeneracy. In the anxiety 

over the reproduction and support of European superiority (Stoler, 1997), differences 

were explained in biological terms, thereby justifying the domination and subordination 

of colonizer/colonized peoples. Eugenics became a popular colonial discourse for 

Europeans. Stoler reported that “due to environmental and/or inherited factors, 

degeneracy could be averted positively by eugenic selection or negatively by eliminating 

the unfit” (p. 355). These eugenic practices that were essentially racist, misogynist, and 

elitist allowed France, England, Germany, and the United States to position European 

women as the principle of racial strength—in direct contrast to the putative degeneracy of 

Indigenous women. 

3.2 Christianity produces otherness 

3.2.1 Christian ideals and colonial women 

 Christianity was a tool in the colonial mission that differentiated along racial, 

gender, and class lines. The influence of Christianity on the lives of Aboriginal people is 

immense. During the late 1800s in Canada, missionaries who lived in the Prairie West 

were believed to be authorities on First Nations people (Burnett, 2005). In their position 

of authority, the federal government often consulted them for input on matters pertaining 
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to Indigenous peoples. Burnett reported that “missionaries were deeply involved in the 

production of images and stereotypes of First Nations people; these images not only 

legitimized the dispossession of First Nations people, they also served as sites of 

production for Euro-Canadian identity and power” (p. 104). However, regardless of how 

much the reports of missionaries denigrated First Nations peoples, especially the women, 

these discourses of degeneracy did not begin in the Canadian North, as Stoler’s (1997) 

research has shown. 

 Much of Western culture derives its definitions of gender and morality from the 

Bible (Lerner, 1986). The Book of Genesis is the basis for an understanding of the 

symbols regarding gender (Bohn, 1989; Daly, 1973; Lerner, 1986; Ruether, 1989; 

Stuckey, 2010). Lerner commented that whether we choose to believe it was divinely 

inspired or not, the writings of the Bible have been interpreted to regard masculinity as 

superior, an interpretation that has resulted in oppressive consequences for women 

throughout the ages. Much of the missionary work that took place in the Canadian 

prairies followed the custom of biblical teachings (Burnett, 2005; Carter, 1997, 2005, 

2008; Erickson, 2005) and continued to reinforce patriarchy where Aboriginal people 

were concerned. 

 According to Stuckey (2010), the Hebrew Bible “is male-centered in its subject 

matter, its authorship, and its perspectives” (p. 33), which consequently authorizes the 

second-place positioning of women (Stuckey, 2010). One of the greatest influences, the 

story of Adam and Eve, is a prime example of the different positioning of men and 

women. In The Book of Genesis, God created a helper for man, and Stuckey asserted that 

as punishment for her part in human disobedience to God’s instruction, Eve was 

to be ruled by her husband and have pain in childbirth. Childbearing, especially of 



69 

 

sons, would be woman’s main responsibility, with barrenness a great disaster, and 

honour would come to her as a fruitful and good mother. (pp. 33-34) 

Historically, the Biblical story of a fallen Eve constructs women as the source of 

temptation and weakness (Daly, 1973; Lerner, 1986; Ruether, 1989). With all of the work 

produced to portray women as secondary, ideas of their inferiority began to appear 

natural (Lerner, 1986). 

 Stuckey (2010) reported that church fathers in the third century CE, such as 

Tertullian and Augustine of Hippo, developed a Christian tradition that was misogynist 

and hostile to the body and sexuality. The power of these church fathers identified 

women with the body, sexuality, and sin, all of which they regarded as potential sources 

of the ruin of men. One of the most influential church fathers, Thomas Aquinas, 

developed a male-centred theology that, according to Stuckey, is reproduced in the norms 

and practices of the Catholic Church. Stuckey contended that “starting from the 

Aristotelian position that women were defective men, [Aquinas] demonstrated that the 

inferior status of women was part of the structure of the world as God had created it” 

(p. 88). The impact of Aristotle’s philosophy cannot be overstated for its influence on 

discourses of male superiority and female inferiority.
5
 

 The Biblical story of Ishmael and Isaac can be read as a substantial example of 

how both male dominance and racial dominance are created as discourses of legitimacy. 

The story is a startling creation of the colonial discourse as it lays bare the binary of 

legitimacy and illegitimacy, thereby creating the notion of a dominant people and their 

                                                 
5
 Regarding the Aristotelian belief that women were mutilated males, Lerner (1986) stated: 

 

On the unexamined assumption that this stereotype represented reality, institutions denied women 

equal rights and access to privileges, educational deprivation for women became justified and, 

given the sanctity of tradition and patriarchal dominance for millennia, appeared justified and 

natural. (p. 211). 
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descendants. Stuckey (2010) related the story of Sarah asking Abraham to take her slave 

Hagar, an Egyptian, as a concubine so that she could have children through Hagar. 

Through this relationship, Abraham fathers Ishmael, his first-born son. God promised that 

Ishmael, his son of Hagar, the slave woman, would become an ancestor of many people. 

God also promised Abraham that even though his wife Sarah was elderly, she would also 

bear a son, and that they would name this son Isaac (Lerner, 1986; Stuckey, 2010). When 

Isaac is born to wife Sarah, the conditions of the slave woman’s son change. Even though 

Abraham had already acknowledged Ishmael as his son, Sarah insists that Abraham expel 

the slave woman and her son, and they are banished from the society and company of 

Abraham. Lerner explained that 

the Biblical story clearly indicates that God’s intent is that his chosen people 

(Abraham’s seed) shall be the progeny of Isaac, the son of the legitimate 

marriage, and not the progeny of Ishmael, the first born, who is the son of the 

slave concubine. (p. 171) 

God tells Abraham, “It is through Isaac that your line shall be continued” (Stuckey, 2010, 

p. 171). There are several lessons from this story. First, the story speaks to a particular 

kind of male superiority that can confer the status of chosen peoples on designated 

populations. Secondly, we see in this story the parallel of a divinely inspired inheritance 

has been used throughout colonial history to authorize the supremacy of European 

society. Thirdly, in this model the legitimacy of the European patriarch is secured and 

guarded through the offspring of the similarly chosen “proper” wife. Fourth, the 

legitimacy of one simultaneously delegitimizes the children of non-European women as 

the second-class, abject other. Last, those whom the discourse benefits practice and guard 

it. Consciously or unconsciously, a similar designation of legitimacy and illegitimacy 

reverberates throughout Aboriginal communities in Northern Saskatchewan. The 
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production of racial otherness against the chosen people is authorized through Christian 

teachings and the construction of racial differences. 

 The Biblical story of Ishmael and Isaac is significant because they are positioned 

differently based on race and class lines. Although Ishmael is Abraham’s first-born son, 

he and his mother are expelled after a son is born to Sarah and Abraham (Genesis 21). 

According to the Bible, through Abraham and his son Isaac, a great nation would emerge. 

Jewish and Christian people associate their Christian heritage with Abraham and Isaac. 

The descendants of Ishmael, on the other hand, embrace Islam. Because Ishmael is 

associated with Islam, he has become symbolized as the “not chosen” other which 

parallels Islamaphobia in the West. Ishmael’s positioning is less than Isaac’s because he 

is born to an Egyptian woman who was a slave. In the Christian tradition, Ishmael is 

illegitimate, and his race and class status mark him as inferior. Throughout its 2,000-year 

practice, Christianity has a history of subjugating non-Christian others. This story 

demonstrates that the dominant tradition of Christianity has a convoluted sense of 

otherness that can be called upon to authorize European supremacy. Along with 

otherness, patriarchy is firmly established in Abraham’s authority to penetrate women 

and bestow great nations on his sons. The authority of Biblical sources has been used in 

direct ways to turn otherness into oppressive practices. 

3.2.2 The making of the good mother 

 A dominant discourse in colonial Christian practices is the subject positions of 

women as good mothers and wives. Burnett (2005) asserted that the Euro-Canadian 

colonial mission largely depended on portraying and producing Aboriginal women as 

inferior. White women’s representation was manipulated to legitimize social segregation 
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in the West by portraying them as fragile and civilized. Burnett noted that White women 

functioned as signifiers of civilization, whereas Aboriginal women were portrayed as 

dangerous, sinister, and dark. Colonial systems blamed Aboriginal women for the ill 

health and poor living conditions on reserves and for the failure of First Nations people to 

assimilate into Euro-Canadian norms. With regard to women in Canadian colonial 

history, a racial binary emerged to position European and Aboriginal women in 

polarizing ways. 

 In the Christian and colonial mission, White women were considered the imperial 

panacea (Burnett, 2005). Missionaries envisioned that these Christian wives would 

influence Aboriginal women to become proper wives and mothers and thus to conform to 

a Euro-Canadian identity. White women were regarded as having a key role in civilizing 

the many Aboriginal people who were deemed degenerate. Missionaries believed that 

once Aboriginal women learned how to be good Christian wives and mothers, “the home 

would be the vehicle through which First Nations’ society would be transformed” 

(pp. 110-111). This dichotomized positioning of White and Aboriginal women 

entrenched Aboriginal women in a state of degeneracy; given the identity formation of 

Aboriginal women, becoming a proper wife and mother would continuously be 

monitored. By becoming good wives and mothers, Aboriginal women would supposedly 

be redeemable by following European social customs and submitting to the perpetual 

process of scrutiny of their lives that is still applicable. The ill treatment of and 

interference in the lives of Aboriginal women could be justified only on the grounds that 

they were inherently morally flawed and in need of fixing, ostensibly through 

Christianity as the handmaiden of colonization. These processes of colonization through 



73 

 

Christianity were meted out through European men who served as missionaries and 

through assumptions of the proper Christian woman, which is to say, European. 

However, it would seem that the transition was always only partially achievable if 

judging by the continuous need to monitor Aboriginal women, a surveillance which 

continues to exist today. 

 Erickson (2005) examined the Catholic missionary strategies among the Métis 

from 1840 to 1868. In 1841 Bishop Joseph-Norbert Provencher communicated to his 

superiors that Red River needed a Catholic and French Canadian sisterhood. 

Provencher’s message was that “our inhabitants’ daughters do not need an advanced 

education. Rather, our principal goal will be to teach them to live well and to become 

good mothers. This process will raise the country’s civilization level in accordance with 

the times” (as cited in Erickson, 2005, p. 21). This paternal system influenced the 

dispersal of Christianity in many Northern Saskatchewan communities through the 

religious order of the Grey Nuns, who dedicated themselves to preparing Aboriginal girls 

to become good wives and mothers in Catholic families. Erickson reported that the Grey 

Nuns adopted a particularly strong adherence to papal doctrine and the patriarchal 

principles that were deliberately incorporated into rural living for French-speaking 

Catholic families. The male leadership of the Catholic Church envisioned three divinely 

ordained principles: “pope over king, king over man, and man over woman” (p. 25). 

 Erickson (2005) commented that in the late 1800s in what is now Saskatchewan, 

“the arrival of Catholic missionaries signalled a growing adherence to patriarchal norms 

that relegated women to the domestic sphere” (p. 28). The influence of colonialism 

through Christianity in Northern Saskatchewan is palpable and has become a fixed 
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discourse to be applied and monitored. Indigenous scholar Emma LaRocque (2007) 

spoke about Aboriginal women’s interlocking positioning within the influences of 

patriarchal colonialism: “In areas of religion and spirituality, Aboriginal women’s roles 

are circumscribed by church doctrines or by some renderings of Aboriginal traditions” 

(p. 55). As colonial discourses grew more influential, traditional Aboriginal ways began 

to include the adoption of certain parts of these influences. An unfortunate change was 

the shift in women’s subjectivities, their relegation to the domestic sphere, and the 

limitation to their role of wife and mother: 

I have heard a male elder baldly declare that man is the law, and woman is to 

serve the man and to nurture the family. Here, the elder is equating balance not 

with gender equality but with maintaining the status quo, that men maintain their 

over-arching dominance in the family, the stuff of patriarchy. (p. 55) 

LaRocque connected the relationship between the effects of colonialism on Aboriginal 

people and the layers of issues that Aboriginal women face. With the increasing 

acceptance of male dominance and the relegation of Aboriginal women to domesticity, 

LaRocque argued that double standards have emerged concerning male and female 

sexual behavior: “To put it in the vernacular, men could ‘run around,’ women could not. 

If women exercised sexual freedom, they could expect censorship” (p. 59). Aboriginal 

women could be redeemed by being good wives and mothers. Aboriginal women who did 

not take on these prescribed roles, however, were judged as inadequate women. Perpetual 

social surveillance policed these roles that turn into rules. 

 Feminists have pointed out that women-as-mothers are glorified in the discourse 

of Christianity (Bloomquist, 1989; Lerner, 1986; Ruether, 1989), in large part because 

motherhood defines women in terms of their relation to men. In reference to the story that 

I discussed earlier, the Book of Genesis pronounced that honour would come to women if 
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they were good mothers, a standing discourse that is promoted as one of the very few 

options available to women. Ruether maintained that the male need to control women is 

largely because, otherwise, “the male cannot be sure that the child she produces is 

actually his” (p. 38). Therefore, Ruether contended, “women’s chastity before and in 

marriage has been rigidly regulated, in contrast to the sexual freedom allowed males, in 

order to assure the paternity of the child” (p. 38). Controlling and monitoring women has 

been a high priority for patriarchal systems, as biblical stories demonstrate. As well, in 

Christian discourses it is sinful for women to control reproduction, and decisions about 

conceiving or bearing a child should be a male prerogative (Ruether, 1989). In 

Christianity, the discourse of the good mother necessitates the surveillance of woman’s 

sexuality because the identity of a good mother is already designated as that of a White 

woman, Aboriginal women racialized within a colonial system will ultimately consider 

this a discourse not intended for them. Aboriginal women become doubly condemned 

through these processes. 

 Finally, if motherhood was unsuccessful, women’s barrenness was a scourge 

(Lerner, 1986). Lerner maintained that, according to the Bible, 

barrenness in a wife, which was interpreted to be failure to bear sons, was a 

disgrace to her and cause for divorce. Sarah, Leah, and Rachel, in despair when 

they find themselves barren, offer their slave women to their husbands in order 

that the slave women’s children be counted as their own. (p. 170) 

The subject position offered to women to become mothers for their husbands is a 

longstanding Christian tradition that still functions in contemporary society. According to 

traditional Christian discourses, not only are women responsible for the sins of the world, 

but they have also become an embodiment of sin if they fail to be good mothers 

(Redmond, 1989). 
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3.3 Christianity and Indigenous women in colonialism 

3.3.1 Colonial interference at the highest levels 

 Attempts to govern the social relations of Indigenous people in Northern Canada 

extended to marriage and conjugal relations as seen through a Christian ideal. Needless to 

say, Indigenous peoples had their own elaborate and well-established conjugal and 

familial systems that the colonizers largely misunderstood, ignored, and deemed inferior. 

Carter (2005) detailed the concern that Aboriginal marriages aroused for federal 

administration to the extent that marriages and divorces among First Nations people of 

Western Canada in the period 1887–1906 became subject to interference at the highest 

levels of the Canadian Parliament. 

 Carter (2005) discussed the marriage laws and customs of Aboriginal people who 

lived on the Plains and reported that the practices and customs were flexible, adaptable, 

and differed from the marriage laws of Europeans. Among the Blackfoot, Carter 

observed, marriages involved an extended family affair in which both sets of relatives 

had to give consent. Aboriginal communities also had other such models of conjugal 

unions. Carter revealed that “same-sex marriages were accepted in many Plains societies. 

One or more of the spouses might be a ‘two-spirit,’ who took on the activities, 

occupations, and dress of the opposite sex” (p. 153). These kinds of relationships were 

not considered as going against the norms of Aboriginal societies; rather, they were 

viewed as acceptable subject positions. Europeans largely misunderstood Aboriginal 

unions and conjugal arrangements and contrasted them with their Christian ideals of 

heteronormative sexual relations and committed monogamy. 
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 Carter (2005) noted that the meaning of marriages was a major concern for Indian 

agents and inspectors of agencies. These European subjects were unhappy with how easy 

it was for Aboriginal people to divorce and bring children into second marriages. 

European officials felt that it was necessary to instil an appreciation for authorized 

wedding ceremonies and the permanence of marriage. Manitoba Superintendent Inspector 

Ebenezer McCall (as cited in Carter, 2005) complained that “on some flimsy pretext one 

of the contracting parties to these unholy alliances abandons, with impunity, the other for 

a more congenial, or desirable companion, and the law is impotent to inflict punishment 

upon these transgressors for their unfaithfulness” (p. 158). Agents were vocal about 

marital arrangements and deemed immoral the activity of women who left unhappy 

marriages and formed new families. Indian agents and other colonial officials often 

voiced their opinions on who they believed had permission to be together and who did 

not. Observing these discourses of Aboriginal marriage, Indian agents requested 

legislation to disallow and abolish Aboriginal marriage custom and law. 

 In October 1887 the committee of the Privy Council articulated the urge to fix the 

meaning of marriage when it concerned Aboriginal people (Carter, 2005). The Governor 

General, the Marquis of Lansdown, later approved it and referred to “the alleged sale of 

Indian girls to white men in the Canadian North West” (p. 158). Many missionaries 

believed that Aboriginal girls, including those in Indigenous relations, were being 

purchased, as H. T. Bourne (as cited in Carter, 2005) described: “The Indian custom is 

nothing more than a right of possession by purchasing—as a man would buy a horse or a 

slave” (p. 159). In response to Bourne’s allegation, the Aborigines Protection Society 

contacted Canada’s High Commissioner in London. Sir John Thompson, the Minister of 
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Justice, drafted a response, which was later presented as the opinion of Prime Minister Sir 

John A. MacDonald. This document presented Christian marriages as an institution that 

honours women and Aboriginal marriages as the enslavement of women. Carter reported, 

“It is also clear from the document that a view of Aboriginal women, as prostitutes and 

potential prostitutes, as women who were purchased and accustomed to numerous 

partners, prevailed among officials at the highest level of Canada’s government” (p. 159). 

For many White people the problem was not necessarily abandoned Aboriginal women 

and children; rather, what they found troubling was the autonomy that these women 

exercised in selecting partners. The desire to control Aboriginal women’s sexuality and 

subjectivity through discourses of race and religion has had longstanding social, political, 

and religious implications. 

 Much of Carter’s (2005) research pointed to the production of First Nations 

identities as degenerate and needing the correction of a superior European system. Carter 

observed that “in late-nineteenth-century Western Canada, deliberate measures were 

taken to facilitate the government’s grasp on the populace, and to shape the gender order 

through the monogamous, Christian model of life-long marriage” (p. 152). With 

Christianity adopted as a dominant discourse in Northern Saskatchewan, many 

Aboriginal communities began to subscribe to this doctrine in spite of the fundamental 

assumption that Aboriginal women are abject others, sinful, and in need of control. 

Christian doctrine justifies their marginalization and positions them as inferior to both 

religious law and men. Today, Aboriginal women will remain in relationships even 

though they are being abused. Ironically, the respectability of heteronormative sexual 

relations affords them some legitimacy for remaining. However, conforming to Christian 
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norms will not save them if they are abused; Aboriginal women will continue to be 

undermined even if they stay. Leaving comes at a price. 

3.3.2 Aboriginal women as sexually sinful 

 Carter (1997) affirmed that great effort was put into portraying Aboriginal women 

as promiscuous, dirty, and sexually uncontrollable. For instance, in 1880 the Toronto 

Globe described Aboriginal women as having loose morals and being known in this way 

throughout the world. In another example in the MacLeod Gazette, Carter reported the 

vernacular used to describe Aboriginal women: 

Nothing is said about the fact that many of these women were prostitutes before 

they went to live with the white man, and that in the majority of cases the 

overtures for this so-called immorality come from the women or Indians 

themselves. (p. 183) 

 Newspapers in the late 1800s clearly communicated discourses on Aboriginal 

women’s immorality. According to Carter (1997), “The characterization of Aboriginal 

women as an immoral and corrupting influence played an important role in how these 

women were defined and treated by the Canadian authorities” (p. 186). Specifically, the 

settlers were warned about Aboriginal women because they were classified as prostitutes 

who threatened morality and health (Carter, 1997). Carter also noted that “officials 

propagated an image of Aboriginal women as dissolute in order to deflect criticism from 

government agents and policies” (p. 166). Colonizers justified their access to and their 

own sense of identity through the construction of Aboriginal women in this way. 

 One of the central reasons for imposing a pass system was to keep Aboriginal 

women away from towns and villages because they were “of abandoned character who 

were there for the worst purposes” (Carter, 1997, p. 187). Women were forced into 

prostitution in a desperate effort to avoid starvation, attempts imposed deliberately by the 
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colonial government (Carter, 1997; Daschuk, 2013). One wonders why, in spite of all 

evidence to the contrary, “officials did not attribute prostitution to economic conditions; 

they maintained that it was based either on personal disposition or on the inherent 

immorality of Aboriginal women” (Carter, 1997, p. 187). 

 The Canadian imagination cannot escape the imagery of the dichotomized version 

of the Aboriginal woman as dirty squaw or Indian princess (Burnett, 2005). On the one 

hand, social segregation is justified when they are portrayed as too dirty to associate with 

and, on the other hand, when their portrayal is too pure to the point of fantasy. When 

Aboriginal women are portrayed in such extreme ways, they are situated as either 

representing the worst sin or redeemable only if they conform to Euro-Canadian ideals of 

patriarchy and gender. The Indian princess, for example, had redeemable qualities that 

aligned her with the interests of White people. 

 The positioning of Aboriginal women as sexually sinful and unworthy has 

influenced Aboriginal traditions. Speaking of her experience as a child, LaRocque (2007) 

recalled her mother telling her that she should not walk over her father’s and brother’s 

trapping and hunting supplies because it would bring bad luck. In her youthful logic, she 

concluded that girls bring bad luck because they are contaminated. Not only were girls 

considered bad luck, but they were also not allowed to do what boys did. The effects of 

Christian influences on Aboriginal traditions have profound implications for the 

positioning of Aboriginal women. Aboriginal women’s participation in society is 

continually marked in contradictory ways within a racialized, patriarchal, and inferiorized 

space. This Christian and colonial influence positions Aboriginal women in a deeply 

disturbing sense of otherness that leads to the perception that they are never good enough. 
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 LaRocque (2007) concluded that although Aboriginal writers have done a great 

deal of meaningful work, we have to be mindful that motherhood is often canonized in 

Aboriginal spaces and traditions. She warned that “such maternalization is totalizing and 

exclusionary” (p. 63). If an Aboriginal woman does not fill this subject positioning, it is 

another reason to pathologize, ridicule, or ignore her. The rules imposed on Aboriginal 

women are deeply crazy making because there is always a discourse that reminds them of 

the practices that made them colonial subjects. 

3.4 Surveillance and the panopticon revisited 

 Brown and Parker (1989) asserted that women in Christian discourses are 

anesthetized into abuse. In our patriarchal culture that is influenced by Christian 

discourses, it has become a part of our belief system that suffering is the women’s place. 

Brown and Parker held that “our acculturation to abuse is manifested in our blindness to 

the near-constant repression of our power, our rights, and our lives that occurs in most 

cultures” (p. 1). They explained that in many world traditions, men eat first, are educated 

first, and make decisions for women. Patriarchy is so normalized that it is difficult to 

stand apart from it. Patriarchy depends on women’s suffering and is often justified as part 

of God’s will, especially with the influence of the biblical stories of Adam and Eve, and 

Abraham and Sara. Brown and Parker argued that 

our full personhood as well as our rights have been denied us. We have been 

labeled the sinful ones, the other; and even when we are let in, so to speak, we are 

constantly reminded of our inferior status through language, theological concepts 

of original sin, and perpetual virginity—all of which relate to sex, for which, of 

course, women are responsible. (p. 3) 

 The racialized and gendered inferiority of Aboriginal women is carefully 

produced through the colonial enterprise and its Christian counterpoint. Brown and 
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Parker (1989) gave an example of this socially constructed failure: “One day an old 

woman spoke up and said she agreed with everything I had said about the situation of 

women, but that women must still have fear and shame, for such are their qualities” 

(p. 2). The point is not about shaming or creating fear; rather, it is about recognizing that 

oppressive discourses are multidimensional and interlocking. These two systems of 

Christian discourses and colonization produce Aboriginal women. 

 When I use LaRocque’s (2007) understanding of a traditional practice, I am not 

universalizing her experience to all Indigenous women. Her example illustrates the way 

in which some Indigenous practices are now understood as oppressive regardless of their 

original intention. The prevalence of a patriarchal orientation now becomes the lens for 

justifying how Indigenous women can be treated. Segregation of Indigenous women from 

traditional ceremonies and practices can be read as an example of their need for 

protection, if not their inferiority. 

 Whether in Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal spaces, many people monitor and police 

these discourses; one might say it is society-at-large. A return to a consideration of 

Foucault’s (1995) theory of surveillance and the panopticon will help to explain how 

these norms are perpetuated. Foucault asserted that 

it is the fact of being constantly seen, of being able always to be seen, that 

maintains the disciplined individual in his subjection. And the examination is the 

technique by which power, instead of emitting the signs of its potency, instead of 

imposing its mark on its subjects, holds them in a mechanism of objectification. 

(p. 187) 

Foucault explained that domination in disciplinary power arranges objects. In the 

panopticon, one is always being seen and always under surveillance, thus enabling and 

maintaining the disciplined individual in subjugation. Aboriginal women produced as 
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subjects through constant surveillance by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

communities cannot escape the rules and judgements that these discourses have 

institutionalized and produced as normalizing systems and practices. 

 The Aboriginal experience inside colonialism and the complexities of patriarchal, 

racial, and Christian influences interlock in oppressive ways for Aboriginal women. This 

is especially true for Aboriginal women who struggle to keep their Indigeneity intact 

while surviving the colonial effects. In Indigenous communities the notion of culture 

refers to a set of values, beliefs, customs, and knowledge that are unchangeable and 

unaffected by patriarchy, colonialism, and racism. In the midst of this stand, however, 

male dominance is often left unchallenged. Resisting the effects of colonialism and 

patriarchy is always a contested position, and the surveillance of Aboriginal women’s 

Indigenous identities comes from all sides, including when they take their place in non-

Indigenous societies. Green (2007) argued: 

Aboriginal women’s authenticity is challenged when they are defined as feminist. 

It is as though some authority has decided that Aboriginal women cannot be 

culturally authentic, or traditional, or acceptable, if they are feminist. Indeed, 

some women find themselves criticized for being tools of colonial ideology or for 

being traitors to their communities. All of this stifles critique—and also political 

debate. (p. 25) 

The making of Aboriginal women is a powerful discourse, constituted as it is through 

colonial relations, including Christianity and the colonial influences on Aboriginal 

traditions. The thrusting power of patriarchy in Christianity and colonization positions 

Aboriginal women as subordinate, but it is also normalized and naturalized. 

 Understanding the ways in which Christianity continues its impact on Aboriginal 

women requires understanding that its power is not always coercive. Aboriginal people 

continue to be in a colonial context even though the administrative practices are not the 
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same as they were in the past. The effects of Christianity in Northern Saskatchewan are 

still strong, and the interviews that I conducted made this evident. When we understand 

the power of this influence, we are able to see the insidious ways that the panopticon and 

surveillance now produce and internalize inferiority and sinfulness. 

3.5 Conclusion 

 The positioning of Aboriginal women within the context of colonial and Christian 

discourses is the focus of this chapter. Christianity was a tool in colonization that spread 

throughout Canada, significantly influencing the Aboriginal people of Northern 

Saskatchewan. Colonial authority created binaries that produced Aboriginal women as 

inferior, but this representation depended on a superior opposite—European men first and 

European women second. Christian ideals often construct women as inherently sinful as 

well as legitimate and illegitimate subjects. White women are portrayed as good mothers, 

and Aboriginal women were racialized and vilified within a colonial system that excludes 

them from the discourse of being good mothers. Aboriginal women were produced as 

never being good enough and were portrayed as dangerous, sinister, and dark during the 

making of the Canadian identity. Through colonial and Christian discourses, the identities 

have become fixed in the colonial imagination. Interlocking subjectivities refer to the 

social and historical discourses that position Aboriginal women in difficult, competing, 

and contradictory ways. Foucault’s (1995) theory of surveillance and panopticon 

demonstrates that Aboriginal women are policed by being always seen through a 

patriarchal, racialized lens—the lens of Christian morality. 

 This chapter also addressed three points: (a) Christianity reinforces patriarchy; 

(b) with the combination of Christianity and colonization, the production of otherness is 
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endless and unkind to Aboriginal women; and (c) Christianity has been the handmaiden 

of colonization. The position of otherness is never without sin; therefore, the racial other 

is doubly condemned. 

 Patriarchy, colonialism, and assumptions of White supremacy produce Aboriginal 

women in ways that justify their marginalization. The Christian discourse that women are 

responsible for sin is one that many Aboriginal communities have internalized. The 

binaries that were created during the Canadian colonial expansion portrayed White 

women as representing Victorian purity and piety, whereas Aboriginal women were 

produced as the direct opposite. Discourses created during the colonial expansion 

constructed Aboriginal women in ways that justified their oppression, and this practice 

has reached a level of normalization. Portrayals of Aboriginal women as sexually sinful, 

promiscuous, dirty, and sexually uncontrollable were discourses that were intentionally 

produced, and we are left to try to undo this colonial construction. Consequently, 

Aboriginal women’s positioning is under constant surveillance that they cannot escape. In 

Aboriginal spaces, often double standards exist between men and women that leave 

Aboriginal women susceptible to abuse and scrutiny. Many Aboriginal people from 

Northern Saskatchewan have internalized Christian doctrine and colonial discourses that 

leave Aboriginal women under the watchful eyes of everyone who can see them. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: What Do Aboriginal Women 

Describe as Oppressive in Relation to the Rules 

That Are Imposed on Them? 

 In this study of the lives of single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan, I account for how oppression and marginalization are continually 

produced as normative practices. Drawing from the Foucauldian and poststructural 

theories of power, I outline the interlocking effects of Christianity and colonialism on 

Indigenous women in particular. I will now examine the texts/discourses from my 

interviews with the research subjects with a focus on three assumptions: (a) A gender 

analysis is applicable to Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan; (b) influences on 

Indigenous women come from a number of places, including some Christian Churches 

and traditional practices; and (c) the effects of the Indian Act on Aboriginal communities 

and colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society produce Aboriginal women as 

subordinate subjects. The subjugation of Indigenous women is a practice that circulates 

through systems of patriarchy, Christianity, racialization, and class positioning (Blaney, 

2003; Carter, 1997, 2005; Deerchild, 2003; Green, 2007; LaRocque, 2007, 2010; 

A. Smith, 2007; St. Denis, 2007b). 

4.1 Contained by rules 

 Foucault (1995, 1980) conceptualized the regulation of rules in the social body as 

an effect of discourse and power. He asserted that in every society discursive power 

subjects the body as constraints, prohibitions, and obligations. Imposing control over the 

body in this manner ensures that the subjection of force is constant. Foucault’s 

disciplinary power is exercised through invisibility and the mandatory visibility of the 
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subject who is seen. The power that affects single-parent Aboriginal women operates 

through the rules of engagement in Christianity, the Indian Act, traditional knowledge 

systems, and colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society. In this chapter I will 

illustrate how Foucault’s (1994c, 1994e, 1995) theory of power is used in the discourse of 

rules to justify control and subjugation. 

 Foucault (1980) explained that power produces truth in a process more clearly 

understood through a triangle of power, right, and truth. Power operates to produce ideas 

of truth, which in turn function as rights. For single-parent Aboriginal women, this 

power-right-truth triangle can be traced in the historically produced discourses of 

colonialism. A rule of right is a mechanism of power that produces ideas of true 

discourses. Foucault maintained that the theory of right was used to “fix the legitimacy of 

power” (p. 95). Rules of right perpetuate the method of subjugation, and rewards or 

punishments are handed out when these rules of right are in operation. The discourses of 

truth and right that influence Aboriginal women operate as rules for or descriptions of 

how a good woman should be; for example, a good woman goes to church, or a good 

Aboriginal woman speaks her Aboriginal language. The rules function as the familiar and 

taken-for-granted discourses that require no thought. Many forms of subjection have a 

place and operate within a social body in which rules of right are maintained (Foucault, 

1980). Discourses of rules of right are used to regulate single-parent Aboriginal women 

of Northern Saskatchewan; these rules emerge in complex and contradictory ways that 

produce interlocking subjectivities. 

 Rules are used in “all forms of exchange, production and consumption” (Foucault, 

1980 p. 377) to regulate and keep sameness intact through repetition. Although rules and 
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regulations are not formally laid out or codified in formal ways such as in rules of law, 

they do operate as a regulatory system throughout society. 

4.2 Interview themes 

 All of the participants were eager to share the stories of their lives as Aboriginal 

women. Some were angry when they talked about their experiences, and others were 

eager to demonstrate their worth through their educational attainment. Most knew that the 

larger society always questions their legitimacy as worthy women. The three main 

themes that emerged are (a) The church has rules for good (Aboriginal) women, 

(b) Aboriginal women are ruled by and through racism, and (c) Aboriginal women are 

ruled through gender and class positions. The discourses that surround single-parent 

Aboriginal women are often produced through difficult and contradictory subject 

positioning, which I have identified as interlocking subjectivity (Razack, 1999). This 

discourse analysis will be done by applying Foucault’s (1980; 1994c, 1994e, 1995) 

theory about rules to the interview themes that emerged in this research. 

4.2.1 The church has rules for good (Aboriginal) women 

 In the previous chapter I discussed how discourses in Christianity and colonialism 

oppress Indigenous people and people of colour. People who are invested in Christian 

discourses have supported both patriarchy and colonialism organized not only to portray 

men as superior, but also to mark non-whiteness as inferior (Burnett, 2005; Carter, 1997, 

2005, 2008; Erickson, 2005). Foucault’s (1995) notion of power relations is crystallized 

in the Christian discourses and colonialism that organize into hierarchies of social power. 

The functioning of power is legitimated in the everyday enactment of rules that keep the 

power moving (Foucault 1980, 1994c, 1994e) and that emerge from the effects of 
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colonialism, including colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society. The gendered 

constructs found in Christianity produce notions of a good or a bad (Aboriginal) woman. 

4.2.1.1 Married and not married 

 One of the most distinguishable ways in which women are marked as good or bad 

is their marital status. Stuckey (2010) noted that in the early second century CE, women 

had two options under a Christian life. The first was that women must be married, 

conform to social practices, and adhere to hierarchy and structure. The second, which 

opposed women’s leadership roles, was a life of asceticism. Christian asceticism meant a 

withdrawal from the world as one became more involved in the monastic movement 

(Stuckey, 2010). Daly (1973) explained that women needed to be controlled either by 

being in a heterosexual marriage or by monitoring their sexual activity (or lack thereof). 

A long history of Christian discourses is typically patriarchal and misogynist, thus 

offering minimal options to women; the legitimate options were heteronormative 

marriages or an ascetic life (Brown & Parker, 1989; Daly, 1973). The discourse of either 

becoming a good wife or living an ascetic life continues to exist in many Aboriginal 

communities. Aboriginal women’s humanity is recognized only if or when she is attached 

to a man; if there is no man in her life, her sexuality is monitored through a hyperform of 

surveillance. Asceticism as a discourse is enacted by public notice of the Aboriginal 

woman’s sexuality, but there is no such rule for men. The attention on Aboriginal women 

functions as a system in which the default mode is set at immoral, promiscuous, and lazy 

(Carter, 1997, 2005, 2008), and this justifies the continuous hypervigilance. Meanwhile, 

the default mode for the sexuality of Aboriginal men is set on heteronormative and 
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unfettered, even if they are in a relationship. The role of Christianity in Aboriginal 

communities places more rules on Aboriginal women. 

 Women’s sexuality and subject positions are constantly being tracked under 

Christian discourses (Ruether, 1989). In the Christian tradition women are under heavy 

surveillance, even while men’s deviance and promiscuity is ignored. Daly (1973) 

contended that the male viewpoint has become metamorphosed into God’s viewpoint 

under the Christian canon and that the celebration of masculinity “amounts to a cosmic 

false naming. It misnames the mystery of evil, casting it into the distorted mold of the 

myth of feminine evil” (p. 47). In reference to misnaming evil in the Christian canon, Pat, 

one of the interviewees, described the trauma that she experienced when she became 

pregnant: 

I went to the [house for unwed mothers], and it was run by nuns. It was okay, but 

I was judged because I was pregnant from a married man. I was fifteen years old 

when I got pregnant, and I was ostracized, while nothing happened to [name of 

father of baby]. That was traumatizing. I was his babysitter. I feel really gross 

about it. 

Pat felt shame for what happened when she was 15 years old, and she was morally judged 

rather than the married man being held accountable.
6
 Brown and Parker (1989) suggested 

that in many instances women’s personhood and rights have been denied. Even in cases 

in which women subscribe to Christian discourses, they are still considered sinful. They 

are constantly reminded of their inferior status by the concepts of original sin and 

continual virginity, according to Brown and Parker, “all of which relate to sex, for which, 

of course, women are responsible” (p. 3). Pat’s subject position under colonialism and 

                                                 
6
 I discuss lack of accountability and enabling in chapter five. 
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Christian discourses is that she is the sinful one. The discursive rule is that she is no 

longer a good woman because she had a child with a married man, whereas no loss of 

freedom, no negative judgements, and no regulation of rules are conferred on the subject 

position of the married man; rather, his hypermasculinity is celebrated. In Christian 

discourses Pat’s subject position as a sinful woman negates her performance as a 

responsible Aboriginal woman now. The effect of celebrating men’s hypermasculinity 

enforces a path made particularly for their comfort. 

 Women’s endurance of abuse is one way in which Christian discourses are used 

to determine good women. Brown and Parker (1989) maintained that women are 

anesthetized into abuse: 

While we may recognize and reject situations in which there are layers of 

oppression—as there are for ethnic minority women in North America and poor 

women in Third World countries—we may still find ourselves so accepting of our 

own place as helpmates that we cannot see that we are denied our full humanity 

because we are women. (p. 2) 

Oftentimes, women are acculturated into abuse, which causes them to remain silent about 

physical, sexual, and emotional harm. Women are socialized to keep a family together 

even if it means enduring abuse. Brown and Parker argued that those who subscribe to 

the Christian tradition often believe that self-sacrifice and obedience determine a faithful 

identity; I argue that this is a qualification for being a good wife. The discourse of rules in 

Christianity perpetuates a particular kind of woman, one who is dependent on a man. 

Many Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan who subscribe to Christianity 

endure abuse because it enables them to fulfill their other responsibility to keep the 

family together. Even extended family members encourage Aboriginal women to remain 

in abusive relationships because a good woman will endure for a forgiving God. 
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 In some Christian traditions suffering is authorized as an experience that frees 

others (Brown & Parker, 1989). The belief is that, because Christ suffered, every faithful 

person is expected to do the same. Suffering is considered necessary because it eventually 

leads to a woman’s loved one’s escape from pain. In relation to this, Cathy, whose family 

was influenced by the Anglican tradition talked about the trauma of leaving her husband: 

Since 2004 I had a breakdown with my family because I left my [ex-]husband. 

My husband was abusive, and my mom wanted me to stay with him. One day 

when I was carrying my son, who was less than twelve months old, my husband 

kicked me. 

Cathy felt that if she stayed with her (abusive) husband, her family would offer more 

support while she was enrolled in postsecondary education. Christian tradition 

communicates the message that, with regard to women and abuse, suffering is glorified. 

These kinds of rationalizations are supported by images of Jesus hanging on the cross and 

the encouragement that women, too, endure suffering; Christian discourses frequently 

become more concerned about the victimizer than those abused (Brown & Parker, 1989). 

Brown and Parker explained that the logic behind this rule is that, “because God suffers 

and God is good, we are good if we suffer. If we are not suffering, we are not good” 

(p. 19). Another discursive rule is that a good Christian woman assumes all responsibility 

for keeping a family together. In this particular example, Cathy believed that if she 

remained married, her family would legitimate her, continue to speak to her, and be part 

of her life. In some forms of Christianity, women become the property of their men, who 

consequently can control women’s sexuality. When Cathy did leave her husband, she was 

punished by ostracism from the biological family in which she was raised; to say the 

least, she was emotionally abandoned. This Christian discursive rule is painfully palpable 

for Cathy even though she is no longer with her husband, who physically abused her. 



93 

 

 As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Carter (2005) shed light on Aboriginal 

marriages and divorces among First Nations in Western Canada in the period 1887–1906. 

She noted that Aboriginal men and women were expected to mimic European norms. The 

Canadian colonial experience normalized European marriage practices that are still 

deeply enmeshed in Aboriginal communities. To demonstrate how this influence 

continues to be a part of the Aboriginal experience in Northern Saskatchewan, I refer to 

Karen’s description of her marital status and how it influenced her family’s association 

with her. She admitted that her mother and sisters are very Catholic, but that she 

identifies more as spiritual, and that her relationship with them has been painful at times: 

My sisters are all married, and they all have children with the same husband. . . . 

It really hurts, because sometimes I see them all because they are doing family 

activities and I am not invited, me and my son, because there is no male, and that 

is how I kind of feel left out even in my own family. 

According to Carter, the European family ideal that was taught to and instilled in 

Aboriginal people was defined as a husband and a wife within the institution of a 

monogamous marriage, and a bourgeois patriarchal family. Karen was aware of her 

family’s Christian connection from which she was now separated. Instead, she removed 

herself from that belief system by identifying as spiritual. Karen is a single parent, but her 

sisters are not. Her subject position is interlocking in that she wants to be a part of family 

functions; however, the Christian discourses that designate only those who are married as 

worthy of inviting exclude her. The Christian discursive rules that monitor women’s 

marital status and legitimacy are an effect of colonialism practiced in Aboriginal 

communities. Although Karen is a highly functioning student and mother, her family has 

communicated nonverbally that there is something wrong with her because she is not 

married or not with a man. Christian families supposedly include a father, mother, and 
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children, and when this ideal family structure is not present, women generally own the 

shame that goes with it. 

4.2.1.2 Baptism of children 

 The sacrament of baptism is held in high importance and practiced in many 

Aboriginal communities in Northern Saskatchewan. Jill is a single parent whose children 

the Catholic Church would not baptise. She explained why the baptism of her children 

became an issue: “All my children are Anglican, but I am Catholic. In order to get my 

children baptised in the Catholic Church, the parents must be married” (p. 1, lines 20-22). 

Jill has never been formally married and was baptised Catholic. Participating in the 

sacred custom of baptism is of great importance in her community; however, because she 

bore children outside of marriage, she is judged for having so-called illegitimate children. 

The rules surrounding baptism position Jill as deviant in the denomination in which she 

was baptised. The Christian rule regarding baptism is known and practiced in Aboriginal 

communities, and it is another way to mark Aboriginal women as inferior. 

 In Catholic discourse the practice of ordaining male priests exalts the power and 

status of males (Brown & Parker, 1989; Daly, 1973; Stuckey, 2010). Stuckey referred to 

historical male leaders as “Fathers of the Church” (p. 88) who preached and wrote on 

controversies of the developing church. She wrote, “By the third century CE, early 

church Fathers such as Tertullian, Chrysostom, and Augustine of Hippo had started to 

elaborate a Christian tradition of misogyny and hostility to the body and sexuality” 

(p. 88). With this patriarchal and misogynist history of the Catholic Church, women in 

general have not been invited into the inner circle to offer input into matters pertaining to 

faith. This high regard for male leadership in Christianity is present in Aboriginal 
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communities. In an extensive elaboration of women’s positioning in the Catholic faith, 

Mya described her experience with baptismal classes: 

I can think of a time when I was criticized because I was not practicing my 

Christian faith, my Catholic faith. This couple lived in [name of Aboriginal 

community] in the rectory. I’m not sure exactly what their title was, but they ran 

the church and cleaned up in there. They ran the classes when the parents had to 

go to the baptism classes, and they had strict rules about that. People could not be 

going in late. You only had to go to four classes, and that fourth day I was still 

breastfeeding my daughter; she was my firstborn. I think I was fifteen minutes 

late, and I knocked on the door and the class was in process, and that man said, 

“We can’t let you in because you are late,” and they wanted to be strict with their 

rules. They told me to come back in another six months when they had another set 

of those classes again. I disagreed with that, and I said that I wasn’t going to wait 

that long just because I was fifteen minutes late. I explained that I was 

breastfeeding, and I didn’t want to bother doing that while I was in class because I 

wanted to just sit there and listen to them. And then he asks me, “Do you even go 

to church?” and I told him that I go to the Anglican church, but not every Sunday, 

but I still go to church. And then he said, “Well, then, you shouldn’t even be 

coming here if you are not practicing your Catholic faith.” And so he kind of 

kicked us out. 

Mya’s experience demonstrates that some men in the church feel justified in treating 

women with aggressive disrespect, authorized by the male dominance that the church 

preaches. Stuckey (2010) affirmed that, “starting from the Aristotelian position that 

women were defective men, he [Thomas Aquinas] demonstrated that the inferior status of 

women was part of the structure of the world as God had created it” (p. 88). The Catholic 

Church’s rule for good (Aboriginal) women is that Mya will obey the male leadership 

while being treated disrespectfully and as secondary. She will receive no accommodation 

for her lateness, and she cannot question the aggressive male leadership. An obvious 

discourse is that a male leader will authorize the sacrament of baptism when Mya 

conforms perfectly to all the rules. Rarely does anyone question the authority of the 

church or the rules that authorize its power. 
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4.2.1.3 Religion as confusing 

 Women remain Christian practitioners for various reasons, one of which is to 

acknowledge a spiritual component that they have developed. Some women recognize 

that the relationship between men and women in Christianity is different because it is 

evident that women are positioned secondarily to men. Some women continue in the 

Christian tradition while they shape it to fit their belief system. As Stuckey (2010) found, 

“Addressing diversity entails our taking into account, indeed accepting and honouring, 

the multiple ways that women express their spirituality” (p. 6). Before that happens, 

however, some women contemplate what Christianity means, given the rules that they are 

handed. Many Northern Saskatchewan communities have at least two Christian 

denominations, and couples who marry might well be from different denominations. 

Confusion or even competition reigns over which denomination holds the true faith. Mya 

began to feel confused about Christianity: 

My dad goes to church. It’s kind of complicated in that area with my family 

because my dad is Catholic and my mom was born Anglican. But me and my 

sisters were baptised Catholics, into that Catholic Church. I think that me and my 

sister were closer to the maternal side of my family than my father’s side, so 

we’re kind of split; we go to an Anglican church, and then we go to a Catholic 

Church. There was kind of a back and forth, but there is no fight against that. But 

I heard that when I was a baby my paternal grandmother was against my dad 

marrying my mom because she was Anglican. 

In many Aboriginal communities the competition over which denomination holds the true 

faith confuses those born into families that practise more than one denomination. Stuckey 

asserted that “we need to engage with and examine the spiritual experience of women in 

a positive way” (p. 6). The purpose of my research was not to position Christianity as all 

bad and oppressive but, rather, to examine how it has affected the lives of single-parent 

Aboriginal women. A critique of Christianity as oppressive and colonial is not that it is 
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positioned as monolithic. People find liberative experiences in churches, but this should 

not diminish the importance of critique. Mya’s experience points to how rules shift and/or 

change between denominations, yet she felt compelled to identify with both churches. 

The subject position that Christian discourses offer her is ambiguous as she tries to sort 

out how Christianity has given meaning to her life. Whether she associates with either 

church, she must abide by the discursive rules used to judge her. To say the least, this is 

deeply unsettling for an Aboriginal woman who wants to do the right thing. Foucault’s 

(1990a & 1995) analysis of power does not override the freedom that we have as 

subjects, but the experience of choosing freely is always constrained in some way. 

 Confusion about Christianity and a place to identify within a colonial system is 

often difficult to understand. Residential schools and the assimilation era have resulted in 

much trauma for Aboriginal people. Yet many people from Northern Saskatchewan 

continue to subscribe to Christianity. Both colonialism and Christian discourses work to 

create rules for Aboriginal women. Discursive rules reward or punish behavior, and for 

Aboriginal women, the rules are many and come from many different directions. For 

Aboriginal persons, removing themselves from Christianity could lead to punishment by 

Christian adherents who are often immediate relatives. Given that colonization has been 

oppressive to Aboriginal people, a divided consciousness emerges in terms of proper 

performance. Freire (1970) described this internal turmoil for oppressed people: 

The oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they are 

immersed, and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the struggle 

for freedom so long as they feel incapable of running the risks it requires. 

Moreover, their struggle for freedom threatens not only the oppressor, but also 

their own oppressed comrades who are fearful of still greater oppression . . . But 

while dominated by the fear of freedom they refuse to appeal to others, or to listen 

to the appeals of others, or even to the appeal of their own consciousness. They 

prefer gregariousness to authentic relationships; they prefer the security of 
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conformity with their state of unfreedom to the creative communion produced by 

freedom and even the very pursuit of freedom. (p. 32) 

 The mix of colonial experiences with Christianity is difficult to sort through. In 

her interview Cora articulated this state of uncertainty and confusion when she made an 

observation about Christianity and some members of her community: “It seems that 

people do anything during the week and then go to church on Sunday, and all is forgiven” 

(p. 11, lines 26 & 27). Daly (1973) referred to these circumstances as paralyzing for the 

oppressed, in which case the victim’s psyche has been invaded and the condemnation 

lives within them. For Cora, the presence of the panopticon is palpable because she sees a 

need to receive absolution by attending church. Christianity has found a home in the 

minds of many Aboriginal peoples, as well as the patriarchal and misogynist practices 

that naturalize Aboriginal women’s marginal positioning. Once again, there is a push and 

pull in Aboriginal women’s lives, and this is how interlocking subjectivity operates. The 

discursive production in Cora’s observation is that Christianity is alive and well in the 

minds of many Aboriginal people, which locks them into the discourses of rules. Being a 

good Christian has seductive rewards, especially when White patriarchy is in the midst to 

reproduce a human hierarchy. 

 Greater confusion about religion results when notions of the devil are used to 

motivate conformity. Referring to the devil to instil fear is a Christian practice that has a 

great impact on children. Brock (1989) believed that the use of control and punishment 

often has lifelong damaging effects on children. In such instances “children learn to bury 

their own feelings and needs, to rely on false selves that mirror their parents’ feelings and 

needs, and to respect the powers of authority and dominance, rather than their own 

feelings and needs” (p. 46). Under the Christian tradition, rules have a profound impact, 
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particularly when they are mentioned in the same breath as the devil. Pat recalled a 

childhood experience: “For my first communion, I got dressed up and I ran away. My 

grandma said to me, ‘You better get back here, or the devil is going to get you!’” (p. 3, 

lines 15-17). It was incongruent for Pat because, on the one hand, Christianity is 

supposed to be about a loving God, and on the other hand, her family demanded that she 

abide by the rules. Pat was not allowed to talk about her feelings when she was growing 

up, and this drastically influenced how she associated with people with authority. Brock 

contended that when children are not allowed to express or talk about their feelings, they 

become dependent on parental behavior and learn to feel guilty and develop a negative 

view of themselves. Pat grew up internalizing the fear, and her adherence to the 

discursive rules was monitored when she was a girl and became a woman. Qualifying to 

be a good child or good woman means following rules, and if one does not follow the 

discursive rules, punishment either here on Earth or in the afterlife with the devil will 

result. Much of Christianity has involved teaching fear and imposing rules rather than 

creating opportunities for conversations about being human. For many Aboriginal 

families and communities, a great deal of attention is paid to monitoring women’s 

adherence to the rules instead of encouraging unconditional love and independent 

thought. 

 The influence of Christianity on Aboriginal women’s lives is undeniable. As Daly 

(1973) noted, it has invaded our psyche. In Christianity it is difficult to separate the 

corporeal from the psyche, which often leaves women preoccupied with attempting to 

live up to Christian standards. Redmond (1989) referred to the values in Christian 

discourses, which include martyrdom, suffering, attitudes toward marriage and sexuality, 



100 

 

women’s roles, and children’s roles. These values/standards are often applied to 

(Aboriginal) women. Redmond identified the virtues for children: 

1) the value of suffering; 2) the virtue of forgiveness; 3) the necessity of 

remaining sexually pure (especially for little girls); 4) the fact that they are in 

need of redemption; and, most important, 5) the value that is placed on their 

obedience to authority figures. (pp. 75-76) 

These virtues are instilled in many Aboriginal families from Northern Saskatchewan. 

Corrine recalled that she received a Bible every year for Christmas and that she was 

required to say her prayers at bedtime and every morning. She began to wonder whether 

the routine of praying helped. If she did not abide by the discursive rules of the good 

child, she was punished: “My grandma grabbed my hand and slapped it, and she said 

she’s slapping the fire off because the devil’s burning my hand” (p. 89, lines 402-403). 

She reported that fear was instilled in her during her childhood, rules were imposed on 

her, and responsibilities were meted out to her. Meanwhile, her younger brother had few, 

if any, chores. The subject positioning for Corrine is that she must follow the rules, and 

instilling fear maximizes the effect of following them. Corrine was taught to listen to 

authority figures, whereas her younger brother was free to do as he wanted. The Christian 

discourse of rules positions girls and women with more accountability than boys and 

men. 

4.2.1.4 Divide and conquer: Competition and conversion 

 The last discussion on the church’s rules for good (Aboriginal) women is on 

competition between denominations. Stuckey (2010) asserted that people in some 

Christian religions believe that they hold the truth regarding Christian practices and 

beliefs, particularly when Christianity takes on a fundamentalist form. Stuckey defined 

fundamentalism as a “narrow faithfulness to a particular set of beliefs” (p. 11). 
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Fundamentalists often accept the Bible’s contents literally (Stuckey, 2010). With regard 

to men and women in fundamentalism, Stuckey explained that 

many scholars attribute the attraction of fundamentalism in religions to a desire to 

go back to a “golden age,” when men and women were happy and knew their 

roles in life and things were generally much better—the “good old days.” (p. 11) 

In the colonial context in which Christianity is a tool of colonization, competition over 

the true faith is often conflicting in Aboriginal communities. Hannah recalled that when 

another denomination came to her community, competition arose, which caused her to 

question what it means to be Christian: 

It was Catholic, or traditional, religion; then [another] Christian religion came in 

all of a sudden. There was this real big epic where everyone wanted to be a 

Christian all of a sudden. That’s what I thought. They used to walk around with 

their Bibles everywhere. They’d shove it in our faces when we were walking by. 

Here I was, a teenager, . . . walking with my friends, trying to be cool. They’d just 

say how being Catholic was not the right way. “You have to go Christian, and 

that’s the right way to follow God.” They were basically trying to convert 

everybody to become Christian, and it kind of chased me away from ever wanting 

to be a Christian. 

Hannah identified as Catholic but found the competition over conversion confusing and 

unfriendly. She admitted that many people from her community converted to the other 

denomination, but the behavior of some of the converted perplexed her. She was 

confused when a pattern emerged in which the converted would drink and party and then 

go to church to be healed; she referred to this as a continuous pattern of “backsliding.” 

For Aboriginal women in Northern Saskatchewan, Christian discourses are often difficult 

to escape. The discursive rules in Christianity monitor the behavior of good women; 

however, given its influence, Aboriginal women who subscribe to Christianity are 

regularly positioned as improper Christians no matter how well they perform and how 

much they subscribe to the rules in Christian discourses. Aboriginal people do not stand 
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outside the influence of fundamentalism, and, in this example, discursive rules are 

emphasized and multiplied because of it. 

 It was evident that for the women to whom I talked, these rules do not operate in 

visible ways. Women feel that the rules are being imposed on them, but they often do not 

know what to name them. These rules, as discursive structures, are always present, and it 

is difficult to imagine otherwise. 

4.2.2 Aboriginal women are ruled by and through racism 

 The second theme that emerged from the data is that Aboriginal women are ruled 

by and through racism. Once again, the overarching question for this chapter is, What do 

Aboriginal women describe as oppressive in relation to the rules that are imposed on 

them? Aboriginal women’s experience of racism has three subthemes: (a) Racism is 

everywhere; (b) Aboriginal women are not just women; they are also Aboriginal; and 

(c) Aboriginal women are dehumanized in higher education. 

4.2.2.1 Racism is everywhere 

 For Aboriginal women, racism is inescapable, especially if they are not visibly 

White. Being Aboriginal is often marked with everything that is negative; the term 

uncivilized (LaRocque, 2010) is still a common term to describe Aboriginal people. 

Racism operates through all of the experiences that I have described, but here I make it 

more explicit. An effect of racism is that it racializes bodies. Racialization produces 

hierarchies of human positioning, and when patriarchy is mixed into this social 

production, Aboriginal women are positioned as the marginalized of the marginalized. 

For Aboriginal women, enduring racism is part of their everyday living because of the 

long colonial history of constructing them in dehumanizing ways. 
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 Spears (2003) shared her story of growing up with foster families and eventually 

being adopted. She learned at a young age that she was adopted and noticed that she 

looked markedly different from the rest of her White adoptive family. Spears noted that 

she had no role models or any kind of positive association with Native people while she 

was growing up: 

Having no Native women in my life, I had no way of knowing that I was a 

beautiful Native girl. I didn’t even know that I was Native. There was no Native 

‘mirror’ that reflected my beauty; only a white mirror that reflected my 

difference. I compared myself to the girls around me, with their small waists and 

cute noses. I didn’t look like them, but I had no reason to believe I was supposed 

to look any other way. Therefore, I knew that I was a White girl—an ugly White 

girl. I was a typical ugly duckling. Having no one to tell me that I was worth 

protecting, I knew that I was worthless and bad. (p. 85) 

 Aboriginal people’s history is often silenced as part of Canadian history. When 

they are represented, it is as an inferior group because they are portrayed in media and 

television as homeless, alcoholics, criminals, or prostitutes. Anne’s circumstance was 

similar to Spears’ (2003) in that she experienced trauma first as a young girl, and later as 

a woman: 

I was taken from my mother and taken into foster care. I don’t understand why I 

was taken away from my mom. My mom was a hard worker, and she drank a bit. 

She was very abused. The police didn’t do anything for my mom. Police always 

let the offender go. I fell into the cycle of abuse. I met abusive Aboriginal men. 

They didn’t support me. I struggled big time after I left my ex and had seven 

children. . . . I started educating myself. I moved to [an urban centre]. It was a 

shock here. I never faced racism like I did here [in the urban centre]. It was 

terrible. It was everywhere and anywhere. 

Being Aboriginal is often associated with being bad and ugly. Anne described her 

experience of being tortured in foster care, yet she felt that she had nobody to whom she 

could turn when she was taken away from her mother. Anne’s personhood did not matter 

because she was Aboriginal. Discursive rules were used in foster care, and the Aboriginal 
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identities were interpreted as bad and degenerate. Silencing Aboriginal people’s history 

authorizes abuse and mistreatment of Aboriginal women; racism is inescapable and 

normalized, especially for (visibly) Aboriginal women. 

 Words communicate an ideological orientation. As Althusser (2001) pointed out, 

subjects do not stand outside of ideology. With reference to the Aboriginal and Euro-

Canadian experience, LaRocque (2010) asserted that, “to say the least, deprecating terms 

indicate political intentions, not to mention bias, slander, and just plain hatred. Terms or 

techniques construct, as well as express, hatred” (p. 60). Mya’s experience with open 

racist language that was directed at her while she was shopping validates Althusser’s and 

LaRocque’s scholarship: 

I was at a Wal-Mart that was in [urban centre], close to my community. There 

was a lot of people that day as it was child tax day, and there was a lot of lineups 

at the tills and the cashier. She was non-Aboriginal, and she said something like, 

“Oh, of course this is the only time of the month that they all come in here.” 

Mya recognized that the cashier was openly racist and that her derogatory words about 

Aboriginal women were a completely acceptable form of communication. LaRocque 

questioned the historical treatment of Aboriginal peoples that was often understood and 

explained as legitimate, therefore authorizing and underwriting oppressive systems: “If 

we explain away the many and chameleon hatreds of the past, the implication is that such 

hatreds today are also explained away” (p. 60). The implication of which LaRocque 

spoke is Aboriginal women’s continuing position today. For Mya, the subject position 

that she was offered was that the only time that she could shop was when she received 

her Child Tax Credit; therefore, she would likely be unemployed and a burden to 

taxpayers. This ideological orientation justifies the use of racism and degradation. Mya is 

positioned as “abject other” (Stoler, 1997) which justifies open criticism of her. The 
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discourses that vilify Aboriginal women and portray them in a negative context authorize 

more hatred. 

4.2.2.2 Aboriginal women are not just women; they are also Aboriginal 

 This odd subtitle refers to an observation that an interviewee made that captures 

the difference in how women are produced. The positioning of Aboriginal women in a 

contemporary context is multidimensional, and historically developed discourses heavily 

influence this production. Martin-Hill (2003) explained that the media and movies have 

developed an ideology of Aboriginal women’s positioning. The Hollywood Indian, 

constructed through stereotypes about Aboriginal women, has had enormous 

implications: “Demeaning representations of Aboriginal women are found in all of those 

movies and many of them are still on television” (p. 108). The effect that this has on 

Aboriginal women today is that they are marked by their skin colour. Emma recognized 

that she is often treated with apprehension as an Aboriginal woman rather than being 

acknowledged as a woman: 

I think the non-Aboriginal society looks at me as an Aboriginal woman. They 

don’t look at me as a person, but they see me as an Aboriginal woman. . . . Even 

though I do have a lot of friends from all over, they still see me as an Aboriginal 

woman. . . .No matter how many White friends you have, that’s what they look at 

me as, just an Aboriginal woman. . . . What does that mean to them? . . . I don’t 

know. . . . I try to treat everybody the same, no matter what colour, . . . so . . . 

people that I know treat me okay. People that I don’t know, they just kind of stay 

away unless I’m nice to them. 

Emma has to initiate conversations with non-Aboriginal people, and if she does not, she 

is more often ignored or met with apprehension. Martin-Hill cautioned that “we cannot 

dismiss stereotypes as harmless prejudice, and I wonder just how connected violence 

against Aboriginal women is to the stereotypes generated by Hollywood and the media” 

(p. 108). The discursive rules set out in society as portrayed in the media have a heavy 
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influence on how Aboriginal women are produced. It is a social production that has very 

little to do with identity as innately determined (St. Denis, 2007a). St. Denis pointed out 

that the politics of identity involves resisting colonization and oppression, as Emma 

articulated it. Emma recognizes that she is not just a woman, that she is a visibly 

Aboriginal woman, and all that is negative is ascribed to her subject position. Cathy made 

a telling point about the rules in racial discourses in her observation on how Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal society receive her: 

I’m not being taken seriously because I’m an Aboriginal woman. I’d benefit more 

if I was White. People would help me if I was White. I’m just a poor Indian 

woman. I really hate it! In 2004 I broke up with my [White] ex-husband. Now I’m 

having a hell of a time. If only I was White, people would take me seriously; 

they’d listen to me. 

4.2.2.3 Aboriginal women are dehumanized in higher education 

 Dehumanization of Aboriginal women occurs in higher education, including the 

university classroom. In reference to the media production of Aboriginal women in 

Hollywood, Martin-Hill (2003) affirmed that an image of Native women has emerged 

that portrays them as a version of “She No Speaks” (p. 109). She asked, “Have we 

reinvented fragments of a ‘traditional woman’ from dehumanized Eurocentric images of 

Indigenous women as subservient sexual objects, silent, loyal, and mindless?” (p. 109). 

Representing Aboriginal women as silent and subservient produces discourses that imply 

that they are unimportant. Pat felt judged as a Native woman when she took classes for an 

undergraduate degree: 

I did feel discriminated by one of my [male] First Nations professors. I wrote 

about Aboriginal women, and I don’t feel my paper was graded fairly. I had to file 

an appeal, and my mark was raised a little bit. I don’t know if he took the content 

of my paper seriously, or whether he wanted to take me seriously. 
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How Aboriginal women are portrayed in the media and movies influences how they are 

produced in society, especially because of the patriarchal and misogynist messages on 

television. The message that Aboriginal women do not matter is everywhere. The 

professor perhaps nonverbally communicated to Pat either that she could not be taken 

seriously or that the subject matter of her paper was not worthy of academic engagement. 

Racist discourses work to produce Aboriginal women as inferior even in places of higher 

learning. 

 Race matters for most racialized people, but it is produced in different ways for 

Aboriginal men and women. In a patriarchal society men are privileged, and this includes 

Aboriginal men. Blaney (2003) wrote, “Present-day systemic and institutional patriarchy 

ensures that the privileged male status in mainstream Canadian society is mirrored in 

Aboriginal communities” (p. 162). Cora agreed that non-Aboriginal society does not take 

her seriously as an Aboriginal woman. She taught a first-year university class and 

contended that 

I don’t think they [non-Aboriginal society] take me seriously. I think society 

looks at the way one dresses. People judge me when I’m dressed casually, but 

when I’m dressed in conservative clothing, I’m treated with more respect. . . . 

Sometimes I feel like I’m not supposed to be in the position I am in [an 

educational instructor]. It’s like I have to prove my credentials, like I have to open 

up my wallet to show my badge. . . . Aboriginal men who are professionals are 

treated much more respectfully. Aboriginal men are spoken to before Aboriginal 

women in professional settings. 

In a patriarchal system Aboriginal men are served with benefits. Cora recognized that 

Aboriginal men in the same position in which she is are often treated with more respect, 

and she has to continually prove her credentials and ability. Being a university educator 

does not fit into the confines of hyperpatriarchal and hyperracialized identity formations 

that are regulated in society. 
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4.2.3 Aboriginal women are ruled through gender and class positions 

 The final theme in this chapter is that Aboriginal women are ruled through their 

gender and class positions. Two subcategories emerged from the data: (a) Males have 

authority and leadership roles, and (b) gender and class positioning occurs on reserve and 

off reserve. Under these subthemes, rules are regulated for single-parent Aboriginal 

women. 

4.2.3.1 Males have authority and leadership roles 

 The data reveal that discursive rules are largely regulated by patriarchal practices 

in society and in Aboriginal communities. Male privileging marginalizes women, 

particularly single-parent Aboriginal women who are also marked as inferior because 

they are raced. With regard to the Native American experience, A. Smith (2006b) 

explained that “heteropatriarchy is essential for the building of U.S. Empire” (p. 96). This 

conclusion is mirrored in the Aboriginal experiences in Northern Saskatchewan, where 

heteropatriarchy is normalized and naturalized through the colonial experience. Sally was 

frank about how women are positioned in her community: “It happens amongst our men. 

I ran for band council at my band. My male cousin announced that women should not be 

in leadership and that they should be making bannock” (p. 7, lines 26-28). 

 Sally’s experience shows that Aboriginal women are produced as inferior even in 

their home communities. A. Smith (2006a) suggested that patriarchy naturalizes social 

hierarchy and that, 

as men are supposed to dominate women on the basis of ‘natural’ biology, so too 

should the social elites of a society naturally rule everyone else through a nation-

state form of governance that is constructed through domination, violence and 

control. (p. 96) 
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The need to minimize women’s leadership roles is a discursive rule established and 

internalized by and through colonialism that has become a form of domination and 

control. The discursive production of rules offered to Aboriginal women in the example 

above is that they belong in the domestic sphere. Aboriginal men work to reproduce male 

authority and leadership, which justifies female subordination. Aboriginal women are 

made poor through the normalizing of male leadership in Aboriginal communities. 

 According to Green (2007), colonialism is closely linked to racism and sexism, 

which she called a twin phenomenon. Racism and sexism exist together and are directed 

at Indigenous people; however, some Indigenous political cultures that emerge and 

oppress Indigenous women have internalized this. Green contended that Indigenous 

liberation is often presented as involving traditional cultural and political mechanisms, as 

though it is entirely Indigenous in makeup. With regard to Indigenous liberation 

movements and theories, Green argued that “it has not been attentive to the gendered 

ways in which colonial oppression and racism function for men and women, or to the 

inherent and adopted sexisms that some communities manifest” (p. 23). In many 

Aboriginal communities in Northern Saskatchewan, this disregard for Aboriginal women 

is demonstrated in the oppressive forms of male leadership and male authority. When I 

asked Mya whether she is treated differently from status males as a status woman, she 

replied: 

I think they are treated different. From my experience, if I were to ask something 

from the band and I needed help, . . . it seemed like I would have to have another 

voice. I usually used my dad to ask for me, because he was older and he is a male, 

and I think there is a big difference there. Sometimes I don’t even try. I would go 

ask an uncle or go ask my dad just to go ask, sometimes going back and forth. I 

have to pay for gas and whatever, and it’s hard being a student. And then 

sometimes I need extra help from family or even from the band; sometimes I do. 
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And sometimes I have to ask the council, and I usually go through my dad to ask 

for me, and I would get the help. 

Asking for male advocacy in Aboriginal communities has become a discursive rule. The 

patriarchal discourses that were mirrored in colonialism are now being applied in 

Aboriginal communities. When Mya ran out of resources, she believed that if a male 

relative advocated for her, that male voice would be heard before her own. Aboriginal 

women are positioned in subordinate ways when discourses of male dominance are 

practiced by allocating positions of leadership and authority to men. Withholding 

resources to keep some Aboriginal women poor is a practice that has become acceptable 

in both Aboriginal communities and Western society. 

4.2.3.2 Gender and class positioning occur on reserve and off reserve 

 Racism emerges in gendered forms because of patriarchal colonial discourses. 

Satzewich (2011) affirmed that Aboriginal women suffer from high unemployment and 

poor educational opportunities because of their colonial history. Oftentimes Aboriginal 

women are deemed unimportant, which justifies withholding the support and resources 

that would normally be available. Aboriginal women living on or off reserve often have 

minimal resources. Jill recognized that resources that are available to First Nations people 

are often withheld, especially when they move away from the reserve. She told me that 

living on the reserve was hard and that she had moved out of an apartment on the reserve 

because she felt it was not safe. 

At the apartment the fire alarm would be pulled for no reason, there were needles 

outside, and there is always a party going on. I decided to move to my kohkom’s 

place until they could find me another place on the reserve. Instead of finding me 

another place, they [the band] said they wouldn’t give me a place for five years 

because I moved out of the apartment on reserve. Living on the reserve is awful. 

There is drinking, fighting, women being beaten up by boyfriends, smashed 

windows. It’s crazy. Now, living in town is better. (p. 1, lines 13-19) 
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Jill’s circumstance is not unusual; rather, it has become the norm for Aboriginal women 

to struggle to make ends meet in their daily lives. Many single-parent Aboriginal women 

who are trying to survive often have minimal financial and family resources on which 

they can rely. Discursive rules keep Aboriginal women poor, rendering them among the 

poorest in Canada. 

4.3 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I explored the question, What do Aboriginal women describe as 

oppressive in relation to the rules that are imposed on them? The data from the interviews 

answered this question. Razack’s (1999) theory of interlocking subjectivity is applicable 

to the difficulties and contradictions that single-parent Aboriginal women experience in 

their lives in Northern Saskatchewan. I applied Foucault’s (1980, 1990a, 1990b, 1994c, 

1994e, 1995) theories on power, discourse, and rules to my analysis. Rules are regulated 

in the social body in the production of subjectivities. Single-parent Aboriginal women of 

Northern Saskatchewan were the target participants in this study. The themes that 

emerged from the data are (a) The church has rules for good (Aboriginal) women, 

(b) Aboriginal women are ruled by and through racism, and (c) Aboriginal women are 

ruled through gender and class positions. 

 Discursive rules are produced for women with regard to marriage. If a woman is 

married, even in an abusive marriage, she receives some respect for being married; 

however, her suffering is expected and normalized. Unmarried women who wish to have 

their children baptized often have to face judgements directed at them by the church and 

community for having illegitimate children. Rules in Christianity monitor proper 

conduct; many single-parent Aboriginal women identify with Christianity, but their 
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devotion is continually in question. Christian family ideals are used to monitor good or 

bad women. Instilling fear by using ideas of the devil often maximizes the effect of 

conforming to rules in Christianity. Although Aboriginal girls and women are expected to 

follow rules and authority figures (men), boys and men are excluded from many of the 

discourses or rules. Racism authorizes abuse and mistreatment of Aboriginal women. 

Racism, as produced through colonialism and Christian discourses, positions Aboriginal 

women as other and abject, which justifies abuse and disrespect. Often in society all that 

is negative is ascribed to Aboriginal women. Even in the university context, Aboriginal 

women are positioned as secondary, which authorizes continuous questioning of their 

abilities and, more important, their personhood. Racism and sexism are practiced in 

colonial society and internalized by Indigenous political cultures as another set of 

practices that encourage Indigenous women’s oppression. Patriarchal practices in 

colonization are mirrored in Aboriginal communities where male voices are heard 

whereas poor, single-parent Aboriginal women are policed, minimized, or ignored. 

 An examination of Foucault’s (1980) notion of discursive rules as demonstrated 

in relations of power was the purpose of this chapter. The conversations with Aboriginal 

women in this research point to the power of the rules that are imposed on them. Once 

rules are established, as is evident in these women’s stories, normalization emerges. 

Although the rules and norms appear to be similar, they differ in that the rules operate to 

create norms. Norms and rules close this representation of a system. The rules form the 

enclosure of a society, but they become norms that require repetition. With all of the rules 

imposed on Aboriginal women, normalization of their subservience is socially produced. 

In the next chapter I will examine Foucault’s (1994c, 1995) notion of normalization. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: What Is Taken for Granted as 

Aboriginal Women’s Normative Identity? 

 In this chapter I examine the construction of Aboriginal women’s normative 

identity by answering the question, What are the discursive norms for the performance of 

Aboriginal women’s identities? In other words, who and how are Aboriginal women to 

be? To analyze the data and interview themes, I applied Foucault’s (1994c, 1995) ideas of 

normalization. Discourses about Aboriginal women are influenced by history and the use 

of disciplinary power as produced through norms in traditions, Christian practices, and 

colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society. Discursive norms, which are an effect of 

colonization—as they are reproduced in the lives of Aboriginal people—hold special 

historical significance. Norms established in the colonial regime are of sufficient impact 

to be carried forward in a contemporary context. Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people monitor discursive norms that affect Aboriginal women. Three themes emerged 

from the data: (a) producing Aboriginal identity, (b) constructing males as primary and 

females as secondary, and (c) living in the contradictions of the norms. Before discussing 

the data analysis, I will explain the theory of normalization. 

5.1 Normalized behavior 

 Recall from the last chapter the operation of discursive rules. Although rules and 

normalization are two separate points of theorizing, they overlap in how they operate. 

Rules work in the construction of norms. In a Foucauldian analysis, discourses as rules 

act to normalize behavior in a given society. The women in this research shared their 

experiences with the normalization of their marginalization. Rules are maintained 

through disciplinary power that functions as a form of law that is not written, but is 
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maintained through social action. Foucault (1995) asserted that disciplinary power 

operates in a way that “refers individual actions to a whole that is at once a field of 

comparison, a space of differentiation and the principle of a rule to be followed” (p. 182). 

Normalization is organized through discourses as rules become practiced, which leads to 

socially regulated norms. Foucault maintained that, rather than the constant policing of a 

subject through law and criminality, disciplinary punishment is about corrective social 

thought, behavior, and action. Foucauldian contemporary punishment does not involve 

formal laws; however, judicial systems function as models to institutionalize norms. 

Norms operate in society, but the judges of normalization are omnipresent. Foucault 

commented that “we are in the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the 

educator-judge, the social worker-judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the 

normative is based” (p. 304). This normative power operates to judge, diagnose, and 

reproduce normal and abnormal conduct, which affects how we conduct ourselves. 

  Normalization is achieved through constant surveillance (Foucault, 1995), and 

surveillance operates as a systemic integration of norms. Foucault described the binaries 

of mad/sane, dangerous/harmless, and normal/abnormal, in which the normalization of 

power operates to “individualize the excluded” (p. 199). This kind of disciplinary power 

was instituted in psychiatric asylums, penitentiaries, schools, and hospitals. In such a 

context, discourses of surveillance are constantly operating to reproduce norms and 

identify individuals who are subjugated to the norms. Through constant surveillance, 

individuals conform with notions of acceptable and nonacceptable thought and behavior, 

and norms are established. The panopticon operates to “convert deliberate obedience of 
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regulations into habitual compliance with norms,” but also “habitual compliance itself 

converts to adoption or ‘internalization’ of those norms” (Prado, 2000, p. 61). 

 Disciplinary punishment functions to contain behavior in particular ways to 

reproduce the same practices and systems. The power used in disciplinary punishment 

keeps individuals in line with social norms, which are maintained through constant 

surveillance in which the individual is monitored to recreate discursive norms in a given 

society. Once norms are established, individuals are rewarded for following rules; for 

example, when Aboriginal women perform traditions, the Aboriginal community views 

them favourably for maintaining the cultural norms. These women are recognized as 

having an authentic Aboriginal identity. However, when norms are not followed and 

women do not follow traditions, they are punished by social exclusion or ridicule; if 

Aboriginal women do not practice traditional discursive norms, they can be socially 

excluded from their community or ridiculed for turning White or for being assimilated. In 

this way, one’s subjectivity is affected by the notion of someone else. This someone else 

is not a particular person, nor is there enforcement through explicit command. The power 

that operates in normative discourses is integrated into practices of surveillance in which 

individuals conform. The someone else who produces the subjugation is not readily 

identifiable. Foucault (1983) maintained that 

this form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the 

individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, 

imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others have to 

recognize in him. (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983, p. 212) 

Consequently, individuals’ knowledge of their subjectivity is imposed, but they 

experience it as their own. They come to know themselves through practices and systems 

that operate in a society and are in many ways imposed because of the demand to 
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reproduce discursive norms that regulate individuals. Self-knowledge and subjectivity are 

produced through regulation and discursive norms. Self-knowledge is not innate; it is 

socially produced through rules that create the norms and are perpetually being monitored 

through a system of panopticon. Individuals know themselves through the established 

norms. 

 These ideas of normalization as an operation of power, surveillance, and self-

management are evident in the experiences of the Aboriginal women in this study. Norms 

are instilled and understood by single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan such as those whom I interviewed. The norms come from the historic and 

present-day discourses about how and who Aboriginal women can be as 21
st
-century 

colonized people. These normative discourses circulate in their everyday lives, telling 

them about the thoughts, behaviors, and lived expectations that are considered normative 

for them. The norms that position them in particular ways are productive of how these 

women come to know themselves. When discourses of norms become a system, they are 

absorbed as normal ways of doing things. These normative discourses function to 

recreate particular identity formations in complex and contradictory ways for the women 

in this study. In the following sections I discuss specific ways that this normalizing power 

operates in the lives of these women. Through this discourse analysis I will apply 

Foucault’s notion of normalization (1994c; 1995) to the data.   

5.2 The production of Aboriginal identity 

 Razack’s (1999) theory of interlocking subjectivity is crystallized in this chapter, 

because although many Aboriginal women have a positive cultural identity, they are also 

products of oppressive colonial systems. Many of the women in this study associate with 
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a cultural identity that includes speaking an Aboriginal language and differentiating 

between men’s and women’s roles; they come from fishing, hunting, and trapping 

families and communities; and, to some extent, they accept Christianity as part of their 

identity formation. Three of the Aboriginal women whose home community was near 

Prince Albert and northwestern Saskatchewan affirmed their cultural identity by 

participating in ceremonies, sweat lodges, and powwows; by accepting the differentiation 

between men’s and women’s roles; and by speaking an Aboriginal language. Norms for 

Aboriginal women come from discourses about a cultural identity that is monitored 

through surveillance and the panopticon (Foucault, 1994c, 1995). Four themes emerged 

from the data that speak to the production of Aboriginal identity: (a) Practices and 

traditions of North versus South Saskatchewan Aboriginal peoples; (b) Christianity, 

spirituality, and ceremony as routine systems and practices; (c) valorization of cultural 

identity; and (d) the Indian Act and Aboriginal history: “I’m just learning about it too.” 

5.2.1 North versus South Saskatchewan Aboriginal practices and traditions 

 All the women but three indicated that they grew up in hunting, trapping, and 

fishing communities, and a majority spoke an Aboriginal language as their first language. 

Twelve women reported that Christian traditions have been a significant part of their 

lives and communities. The three women who connected with Aboriginal traditions of 

spirituality and ceremonies were raised in northwest Saskatchewan. The three women 

were raised close to urban centres and are in close proximity to Aboriginal peoples in 

southern Saskatchewan, where those kinds of traditions are practiced (Deerchild, 2003; 

St. Denis, 2004). The rest of the Aboriginal women lived in communities that were at 

least two hours away from the nearest urban centre; their traditions included speaking an 
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Indigenous language, living on a trapline, and coming from families who sustained 

themselves through fishing, hunting, and trapping. The more Northern the communities, 

the more Christian traditions operated as normative discourses. For example, Rae talked 

about her traditions as encompassing “medicines, Cree language, hunting, trapping, 

fishing, living off the land, storytelling” (p. 6, line 44). She was raised Anglican but 

identifies as spiritual: 

I don’t know if spirituality is the same as religion. I’m more spiritual, but that 

does not mean I go to a sweat lodge. I believe in a higher power. Going to church 

has little meaning to me now, but I connect to spirituality. I realized this when I 

was an adult. I’m not saying the church is bad; I have respect for the church. It 

has to do with how you are brought up. (pp. 5 -6, lines 38-42) 

The normative discourses in the community in which Rae was raised were a combination 

of living off the land and identifying as Christian. Her Aboriginal identity was established 

through these two systems; however, she felt obligated to explain how she situates herself 

in Christian discourses, because in Northern Saskatchewan Christianity is one medium to 

monitor how Aboriginal women perform.   

Poelzer & Poelzer’s (1986) research talk about the connection between spiritual 

beings and religion among Native women of Northern Saskatchewan.  These authors 

found that their research participants were:  

on the one hand, they have a sense of the spiritual as being closely integrated 

‘with Nature’ and with ‘everyday lives’; on the other hand, most of the women 

interviewed also felt that the spiritual was closely connected with denominational 

or organized religion. (p. 31) 

Many Aboriginal women in Northern Saskatchewan are controlled by the discursive 

norms that are part of their daily lives. Although Aboriginal traditions operate to identify 

male and female roles, Christian discourses operate to construct males as superior with 
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normative discourses emerging from these two systems.  Poelzer & Poelzer found rules 

and norms to be a common theme in the research they conducted with Native women.  

They also found that in organized religion, marriages are to be maintained until death 

even when there is misery and suffering.  As a result, women will stay in “bad” (p. 33) 

marriages because of feelings of responsibility to the marriage vows and the (abusive) 

husband. Aboriginal women can be recognized as belonging to their communities by 

performing traditions and Christian discourses. 

 There is often strong surveillance of and the expectation among Aboriginal people 

that a proper Aboriginal person is one who performs Aboriginal traditions to the extent 

that those who do not perform traditional discourses are considered inadequate 

Aboriginals. This insistence on producing a normative Aboriginal subject is not without 

complications (Billig, 2001; Davies, 2000; Foucault 1980, 1994d; St. Pierre, 2000). For 

instance, in Poelzer & Poelzer’s (1986) research one of the themes that emerged had to 

do with family planning during marriage that involved deep psychological stress for 

women.  Family planning, according to Poelzer & Poelzer, was not acceptable based on 

traditional and religious grounds.  For Aboriginal women, mediating between these two 

systems is often troubling, competing and unsettling.  The self-surveillance that emerges 

is linked to feelings of guilt that is brought on by religious beliefs and influences.  

 Romanticizing Aboriginal traditions is a discourse that has high currency because 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people reward it. Aboriginal people view performing 

and wearing attire that is considered traditional as a practice that has survived the effects 

of colonialism and is a sign of authenticity. For instance, Emma, a research participant, 
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talked about the Northern (Aboriginal) culture in which she was raised and identifies with 

having a belief in God: 

I want to make it clear. . . . I have been to churches where I was discriminated 

against, and for that reason I don’t even attend church any more. But I still have 

my relationship with God because I know it’s not Him; it’s human. We’re human, 

so that’s how I dealt with that. . . . I have been discriminated against by churches, 

by religion, by Aboriginal religion, because spirituality is a religion as well, and I 

have been discriminated against because I don’t do the sweats, I don’t smoke the 

pipe or stuff like that, I don’t do the southern customs, the ceremonies. And so 

from my own people I would be discriminated against. (p. 21, lines 184-191) 

Constant surveillance makes it likely that one can never completely conform with being 

the right kind of Indian, which thus creates anxiety for those deemed not-Aboriginal-

enough and those doing the monitoring. The criticisms produce the norms. The only 

space Aboriginal people can occupy with confidence is the traditional cultural space. 

 I must make two important distinctions between Aboriginal people from Northern 

Saskatchewan and those from Southern Saskatchewan: (a) For Aboriginal people from 

Northern Saskatchewan, Christianity is a normative discourse to which many subscribe; 

and (b) many Aboriginal people from central-southern Saskatchewan are less likely to 

identify as strong Christians, and subscribe to Aboriginal traditions such as ceremonies 

and powwows. These two distinctions can operate as a divide between Aboriginal people 

in which some are deemed to have been assimilated, especially those from Northern 

Saskatchewan, and they can be subject to punishment by ostracism or ridicule. Adele, 

who was raised in central Saskatchewan, respects the Christianity typical in Northern 

Saskatchewan, which she now embraces as an adult; however, she was also raised with 

Southern Saskatchewan Aboriginal traditions. She was confused about Aboriginal 

practices regarding women and moon time. When I asked her about the differences 

between men and women in Aboriginal traditions, she responded: 
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Women can participate in any ceremony as long as they are not on their moon 

time. That’s the point where women are most powerful. . . . Women on their 

moon time can take away from the ceremonies. That is not clear, and I need to 

know more about it. Sometimes I see this as colonial and imposed. I don’t 

understand, and how will I find out why? At thirty-four, I don’t understand this. It 

is taken to extremes. The woman has more power; this is a cultural piece of 

knowledge. This has been lost in translation due to paternalistic beliefs. This is 

not understood by many young people. My opinion is that we need education. 

Adele was raised with Aboriginal traditions, but she is unsure why some discursive 

norms operate to exclude Aboriginal women. She feels unsettled over this uncertainty. 

Often the perception is that Aboriginal people from Northern Saskatchewan are more 

colonized because of the presence of Christianity in the north. Discursive norms are also 

associated with traditions such as those that Adele described that are marked by 

patriarchal influence. Although she adheres to these practices, she described the gaps in 

traditions as uncertainties, to say the least; but she contended that they could oppress 

women who try to do the right thing. The discursive norms imposed on this group of 

women come from Aboriginal traditions as well as from Christian discourses. Even 

though the norms are vague, these women must nonetheless follow them strictly because 

they are part of identity formation. Aboriginal peoples, no matter from where they 

originate, continue to be held personally responsible for the ways in which colonialism 

has unfolded in their lives even when the discourses are inconsistent and demeaning. 

 Christian discourses are present in Northern Saskatchewan.  This is one system 

that influences Aboriginal women’s subject positioning.  Emma and Rae both mention a 

difference in traditions and practices among Aboriginal peoples.  Emma, in particular, is 

clear when she said that powwows and ceremonies were not part of her upbringing.  

While Rae, who says that how one prays is up to them, just happened to have a Christian 

upbringing and was raised in Northern Saskatchewan.  The differences in customs and 
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practices between Aboriginal people of Northern and Southern Saskatchewan are not 

ideological differences.  My intention is not to essentialize the positioning of Aboriginal 

women, but rather, to point out the discourses that are part of identity formation.  

Discursive norms are not necessarily the same but what is concerning is that surveillance 

is very much a part of Aboriginal women’s lives that operates to position them as second 

class citizens.   

5.2.2 Christianity, spirituality, and ceremony as routine systems and practices 

 A majority of the women believe in spirituality, and most were raised in the 

Christian tradition. Christianity and spirituality did not necessarily mean the same thing 

to them, because at least three were raised in Aboriginal traditions that were outside of 

Christianity. Two participants have excluded themselves from Aboriginal traditions and 

Christianity. Those who were brought up with and practised Aboriginal traditions often 

equated spirituality with particular ceremonies. For the majority of women whom I 

interviewed, Christianity, spirituality and ceremonies were normalized as providing 

personal meaning in life. Rae shared her perspective: 

Everybody should have their own beliefs. If you choose to go to church, it is your 

choice. It is not not important. If you believe in sweat lodge, that is okay. I believe 

in a higher power. It’s about being respectful. [One] does not have to be in a 

building to pray. Some people say you have to be in a church to be heard. How 

you pray is up to you. 

 The normalization of spirituality and Christianity is a product of colonial systems; 

however, the way that they are practiced shifts with the influence of time, colonialism, 

and denominational practices. What is important to point out is that Aboriginal 

spirituality and Christianity are often invoked in conflicting ways. Whereas Aboriginal 

spirituality is thought to be in a pure state, Christianity is viewed as a colonial project that 
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oppressed and abused Aboriginal people during the residential school era. Rae recognizes 

that conflict between Christianity and residential school history often arises for 

Aboriginal people. They are competing discourses that contribute to the conflict in 

Aboriginal communities, in that many Aboriginal people subscribe to Christianity even 

though it is the cause of the trauma that Aboriginal people experience. 

 Swidrovich (2001) examined the impact of the Anglican Church on a Cree 

community in Northern Saskatchewan and contended that the Anglican Church was not 

necessarily a negative experience for the people of Stanley Mission, Saskatchewan. 

Swidrovich suggested that they considered the incorporation of Cree culture and 

Christian ways a creative adaptation. The people of Lac La Ronge and Stanley Mission 

did not actively and willingly embrace Christian conversion; rather, many adapted both 

practices into their lives. The adoption of Christianity is part of the historical and ongoing 

process of traditional transformation and enlargement of the Cree identity. In reference to 

Christianity and traditional ways, Ann, a research participant, explained: 

I don’t hold prejudice to any religious system. My auntie was religious 

[Christian], and she respected her Creator. Through her I respected religions. 

Religion keeps you sane. I smudge every day with my children. Religion and 

spirituality is very important. Without them, I wouldn’t be one hundred percent. 

Without them, I couldn’t be focused. Morality-wise, it keeps you intact. 

Ann positions Christianity and spirituality as two separate beliefs systems; however, she 

does not believe that one is greater or truer than the other. She recognizes that Aboriginal 

people practise Aboriginal spirituality and Christianity, as her two aunts, who were 

devout Christians, demonstrated. Ann’s aunts were role models, and she became less 

critical of Christianity. Ann and other research participants considered them normative 

belief systems that might have value. Christian and Aboriginal traditions position 
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Aboriginal women in interlocking subjectivities through often competing discourses. 

There is a push-pull effect on this group of women, and if they perform themselves in 

particular ways, they are often identified as wrong or deficient in the other system. 

Aboriginal women who are positioned as inadequate subjects are influenced by 

Christianity as well as Aboriginal traditions. 

5.2.3 Cultural identity valorized 

My research is a discourse analysis which is to say that I am examining how 

existing structures, systems, and practices work to produce Aboriginal women as 

secondary.  When Aboriginal women are produced as secondary through discourses, their 

marginal positioning is normalized and naturalized.  The marginal positioning of 

Aboriginal women as inferior was emphasized during colonial expansion.   However, a 

brief explanation about the role of traditions in positive relations among Aboriginal men 

and women is significant.  Adams (1989) wrote extensively about Native and non-Native 

history and relationships.  He contends Indian societies were organized and structured 

around tribal and clan groupings.  Adams points out that “each clan had its own council, a 

democratic governing body composed of both men and women that selected and 

dismissed leaders” (p. 20).  But after the European settlers and colonizers arrived, the 

organized system that Indians maintained changed.  These changes included 

individualism that was infused into Indian societies where “profit changed the communal 

ideology” (p. 27), and Christian missionaries were used to convert the heathens as they 

were often referred to.  Adams asserts that the Christianizing zeal offered great strength 

and courage to demonize Native religions.  Eventually many Native people internalized 

Christian beliefs which in turn destroyed traditional way of life.  He argues that “cultural 
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genocide was regarded as a Christian service” (p. 31).  In many circumstances 

Christianity has taken over Aboriginal families and communities with its demand for a 

submission to a male God.  Adams research indicates that there was an organized system 

in Indian societies but this changed during colonialism the effects of which are still felt in 

dehumanizing ways. 

Leacock (1981) offers a historical piece of work that examines the Montagnais-

Naskapi life during early contact.  The information Leacock examines comes from 

journal entries that were made by Jesuit missionary, Father Le June who “left the fullest 

and most convincing account of early seventeenth century Naskapi life, including a diary 

of the winter he spent with an Indian band in 1633-34” (p. 39).  Leacock found that 

Father Le June observed that Indian men and women worked together in order to get 

things done for the benefit of the extended family.  There was a rough division of labour 

that was based on expediency.  Men often did large game hunting but women often 

helped with the hunt; or conversely, if a woman was busy, a man would look after the 

children.  These practices and complimentary roles did not meet the approval of 

Europeans, and as a result, in the Christianizing mission it became a priority to change 

the structure and practices maintained by the Naskapi.  Leacock asserts that “essential to 

Le June’s entire program was the introduction of European family structure, with male 

authority, female fidelity, and the elimination of the right to divorce” (p. 47).  Leacock’s 

contribution to an Indigenous group’s history that was part of a Christian mission 

demonstrates that this group of Indigenous people had an organized social structure.  The 

lack of approval of the Indigenous customs by a Christian missionary was based on a 
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belief that the Naskapi had inferior ways and therefore authorized a strengthened 

Christian mission.   

Both Adams (1989) and Leacock (1981) speak to Indian societies having an order 

that worked for them.   During colonial expansion Indigenous societies were reorganized 

to reflect Christian values.  Whether original societies maintained matriarchal systems or 

did not abide by patriarchy is not the point to this research. Rather, Indigenous societies 

have certainly been influenced by a patriarchal colonial history.  My intention is not to 

examine original Indigenous societies to find out whether they operated under 

matriarchal systems.  Instead, I am analyzing the contemporary effects of colonization on 

Aboriginal women in both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures that work to 

legitimize the women’s secondary positioning.  Aboriginal women are subjectivated 

through these patriarchal systems.  To focus strictly on original societies in order to prove 

they were not patriarchal negates the more urgent matter that Aboriginal women continue 

to be oppressed.    

 In regard to animating cultural activities, Sally spoke about traditional gender 

roles: 

Men are supposed to work, hunt, know laws of the land and laws of animals. 

These are all sacred. Women are responsible for songs, teaching, childrearing 

laws, vision quest of women, rites of passage. For example, for the first moon 

time for girls, women are supposed to guide these young women through this. 

Traditional gender roles are important and significant to many, but Aboriginal people 

must be mindful of the impact of colonial ideologies, especially with the normalization of 

male privilege. The roles that Sally identified hold integrity. However, when the customs 

are applied in essentialist terms, it is often to the detriment of Aboriginal women. In some 

Aboriginal traditional spaces, gender roles are entrenched and essentialized for men and 



127 

 

women. This also extends to those who identify as gay, lesbian, or transgendered and 

who are often silenced, ridiculed, or even physically violated when gender roles are 

immobile or unchanging. Deerchild (2003) warned that women cannot sit in the first row 

behind the drum, nor are they able to play the drum. She explained that this custom “has 

left some Aboriginal women with a bad taste in their mouths and they have asked the 

question, Tradition or sexism?” (p. 100). The conflict that arises among Aboriginal 

people in matters pertaining to traditions points to the effects of colonialism that have 

positioned people and issues in polarizing binaries; for instance, an Aboriginal person is 

deemed either traditional or nontraditional, and there is little room to accommodate a 

space in between. Many Aboriginal people will not hesitate to explain what it means to 

be Aboriginal by referring to the traditions and norms that they will monitor. In this 

production, Aboriginal identity is fixed through association with Aborigineity. In the 

backdrop of traditional and even stereotypical representations of Aboriginal 

performances, Aboriginal people become identifiable subjects only when they are 

associated with their culture. Conversely, colonizers are always viewed only as 

individuals, apart from culture. Colonizers have no cultural or racial mark and are 

therefore “just human” (Dyer, 1997, p. 2). However, the colonized must be cultural 

persons whose identity is fixed and unambiguous. The colonized-colonizer dichotomy 

ensures that discursive norms keep Aboriginal people in their places and quite separate 

from dominant society. Hence, when Aboriginal women are scolded or humiliated for not 

practicing these normalized customs, they are disciplined by the norms and effects of 

colonialism. Colonialism, patriarchy, and misogyny normalize discourses that keep 
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Aboriginal women in their places and produce them as unimportant, even in spaces of 

Aboriginal traditions. 

 How Aboriginal women position themselves in contemporary society often has a 

polarizing effect. On one hand, Aboriginal women are expected to carry out cultural 

activities as a mark of their belonging to their communities. On the other hand, 

Aboriginal women want to work and support themselves and their families, work that 

often requires that they become part of contemporary society and Western institutions 

and education. With regard to the contradictions and expectations for Aboriginal women, 

Karen described her difficult position in her community: 

For me, because I am not so heavy on church orthodox or— . . . I’ve just grown 

up with my family and my dad, and I’ve had a lot of Elders influence my life. . . . 

When I was with my ex, his mom was very, very traditional, and she thought I 

should be the one at home, cooking and cleaning, and I shouldn’t be the one 

working. So she thought I should be at home all the time, and that was one of the 

big conflicts all the time, was [that] I should be at home and shouldn’t even be 

trying to get an education. I should be having babies and staying at home. (p. 56, 

lines 96-102) 

A normative discourse for Aboriginal women is that they occupy the domestic sphere, 

and women who do not subscribe to this discourse face negative consequences. If Karen 

had stayed at home and fulfilled her domestic duties, she would be considered a good 

woman because she “does” her culture. Colonization has unfolded with its patriarchal, 

misogynist, and class-based practices, and poor single-parent Aboriginal women are 

caught between these systems. The visual of having a carrot held up in the air for a 

hungry person’s taking comes to mind: One will be rewarded only for obeying the 

expected norms, but the stick is present at every moment, just in case. 
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5.2.4 The Indian Act and Aboriginal history: “I’m just learning about it too” 

 This unusual title refers to a comment from an interviewee. Many of the 

Aboriginal women learned about the Indian Act and Aboriginal history only through their 

postsecondary education. This knowledge is delayed because Aboriginal people’s history 

is not a common area of study in provincial schools. An examination of Saskatchewan’s 

curricula reveals that Aboriginal content is largely still optional (Ministry of Education, 

Saskatchewan Curriculum, n.d.). When I asked Therese about her knowledge of the 

Indian Act, she responded, “It’s kind of hard to understand the Indian Act, because I’m 

just learning about it too” (p. 46, lines 39-40). A normative practice of the Government of 

Saskatchewan, Ministry of Education (2010) is to offer Aboriginal content minimally, if 

it is at all, which authorizes a will-to-ignorance (Leonardo, 2004) as far as knowledge for 

and about Aboriginal people is concerned
7
. For many Saskatchewan students, including 

Aboriginal students, the minimal Aboriginal curricula result in a future of uninformed 

citizens; critical to Aboriginal content are the social effects of colonization on Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal people. The status quo of the unequal distribution of social and 

material resources is understood as “the way things have always been.” In the absence of 

education on the effects of colonization, these normative discourses reinforce the 

stereotypical beliefs about Aboriginal people. 

 The lack of Aboriginal content in schooling and learning has done a great deal to 

perpetuate misunderstanding and ignorance. Saskatchewan schools have made a minimal 

effort to bring Aboriginal content and critical analysis into the classrooms. Including the 

history of Aboriginal people could correct negative assumptions about Aboriginal 

                                                 
7
 The Ministry of Education has mandated that Treaty education be taught in Saskatchewan 

schools; however, the extent to which teachers are taking it up is minimal.  
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people—assumptions that Aboriginal people themselves hold. For instance, Corrine, who 

is in her first year of postsecondary education, learned to contextualize the colonial 

experiences of Aboriginal people after she read and learned about colonialism and 

Aboriginal history: 

Before I used to think, Stop blaming White people for our problems! Just live 

your life; try and do the best you can for you. Don’t say, “Oh, . . . I went to 

residential school and I’m going to drink my life away.” 

Learning about the Indian Act and Aboriginal people’s history helped Corrine to 

understand that the problems that Aboriginal people face are largely not of their making. 

Corrine realized that, without having this knowledge, she had internalized the dominant 

ideas about oppression. When she learned some of the history, she began to realize the 

systemic impact of colonization and racism on Aboriginal identities. Ignorance of 

Aboriginal people’s history often contributes to the hostility toward Aboriginal people. 

Ignorance also supports the ideology of White supremacy (Leonardo, 2004). As a final 

and fitting example of how White students maintain their dominance with regard to 

Aboriginal content and history, St. Denis and Schick (2003) explained: 

Countless forms of denial are necessary to maintain oneself as innocent, including 

the following: counter-charges of white male-bashing, reverse discrimination; 

dismissing experiences of oppression among target groups; and dismissing the 

credentials of one who brings bad tidings. All of this assumes that the privileges 

of whites, males and dominant identifications are beyond criticism and that 

unearned virtue will be maintained by silence. (p. 66) 

 Dominant ideologies in the 21
st
 century include whiteness as innocent and 

superior; and in this mix, White patriarchy works to produce Aboriginal women as 

second class. Meanwhile, Aboriginal identity is produced through essentialist notions of 

Aboriginality, the lack of Aboriginal content and critical analysis in education. The will-
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to-ignorance (Leonardo, 2004) locks Aboriginal peoples into particular ways that are 

often stereotypical and hostile. The failure to take into account the function of white 

supremacy and its implications for Aboriginal women negates the ways in which 

marginalization is produced. 

5.3 The construction of males as primary and females as secondary 

5.3.1 Women must account for absent fathers 

 A large number of Aboriginal women are single-parents in Saskatchewan, and 

they are more likely than other Saskatchewan women to be lone-parents (Status of 

Women Office, 2009a). About one half of lone-parent families headed by women live in 

Prince Albert and North Battleford, which have high Aboriginal populations. Thus, the 

Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan are more likely to be lone-parents. Adele 

made a discerning observation: “Our generation is being raised by Aboriginal women. 

Where are the Aboriginal men?” (p. 16, line 71). Single-parent Aboriginal women have 

become the norm. 

 Where Aboriginal people are involved, economic class position is significant. 

Many Aboriginal women have been impoverished as a consequence of racism, White 

patriarchy, and the effects of colonialism; it is not a choice that these women have made. 

hooks (2000) referred to this hierarchal arrangement as “white supremacist, capitalist 

patriarchy” (p. 99). My research focused on the specific contexts of single-parent 

Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan, but I recognize that this is part of a 

broader system of hierarchical ordering that affects Indigenous people socially, 

historically, and globally. hooks argued that “privileged people are the individuals who 

create representations of blackness [or Indigeneity] where education is deemed valueless, 
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where violence is glamorous, where the poor are dehumanized” (p. 99). According to 

Blaney (2003): 

Capitalism sustains patriarchal models, and patriarchal models that uphold nuclear 

families also ravage our collective ways of being. As Aboriginal women, who 

simultaneously experience colonization and neo-colonialism, misogyny and 

poverty, our challenge in resisting each of these forms of oppression is great. 

(p. 168) 

hooks added that it is not just White people who participate in this oppression; Blacks 

(and Indigenous people) too mimic these practices. It is evident that, by whatever means 

White supremacist, capitalist patriarchy is upheld, Aboriginal women will be poor and 

marginalized. For example, Martin-Hill (2003) shared a story of an Aboriginal woman’s 

daughter who was raped in front of witnesses. When the mother sought justice, the local 

Indigenous peacekeepers told her that the violator would be dealt with in a sweat lodge. 

They said that punishing him was not their way to deal with him; rather, they would use 

traditional methods and ceremonies to teach him the error of his ways. Martin-Hill 

explained that, after some time, the mother felt that the peacekeepers had terrorized and 

intimidated her, and “she was experiencing first-hand how ‘tradition’ is used to 

subordinate women and to silence women” (p. 107). 

 In a similar way, Corrine spoke about her absent father, who had had very little to 

do with her when she was a child and even now as an adult. She acknowledged that her 

father has become an alcoholic, and she understands the impact of colonialism on 

Aboriginal people; however, she is still disappointed: 

He lives in [the town where she lives], and he knows where I live; he knows my 

phone number. He doesn’t make the effort. . . . I figure if he really wanted to be a 

part of my life, he would have tried. 
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Martin-Hill’s (2003) and Corrine’s examples demonstrate the privileging of Aboriginal 

men. Martin Hill’s story reveals that Aboriginal men are protected rather than being made 

responsible for the violence that they inflict on Aboriginal woman. Corrine felt that she 

must account for her father’s absence while she justified why she does not actively invite 

him into her life. 

5.3.2 Brothers are favoured 

 Patriarchy operates as a system that privileges men over women. Johnson (1997) 

argued that, contrary to common thinking, patriarchy has very little to do with women; it 

is actually about how men associate with other men. This practice has a long history in 

Western society and has been internalized by Aboriginal people. Men’s heteronormative 

interests are reproduced through patriarchy, male dominance, and male privileging. 

Although patriarchy is not about women, it concerns how women are positioned in 

relation to men. A part of the patriarchal system is the normalization of misogyny that 

diminishes women’s humanity. Johnson explained how women are positioned in this 

context: 

Misogyny plays a complex role in patriarchy. It fuels men’s sense of superiority, 

justifies male aggression against women, and works to keep women on the 

defensive and in this place. Misogyny is especially powerful in encouraging 

women to hate their own femaleness, an example of internalized oppression. The 

more women internalize misogynist images and attitudes, the harder it is to 

challenge male privilege or patriarchy as a system. In fact, women won’t tend to 

see patriarchy as even problematic since the essence of self-hatred is to focus on 

the self as the sole cause of misery, including the self-hatred. (p. 39) 

 Patriarchy is alive, thriving, and being reproduced largely in unconscious ways in 

Aboriginal communities. For example, when I asked Adele whether girls and boys were 

treated differently, she responded: 
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Definitely more power with my brother. He was treated better sometimes. My dad 

would pay more attention to him. He’d be chosen for different things and be 

congratulated. Me and my sister were not seen as important as he was. It was not 

obvious, just more unspoken/unmentioned. (p. 15, lines 23-26) 

Male dominance functions as a norm in Aboriginal communities. Adele noted that “it just 

is.” Male dominance has become internalized in Aboriginal communities; it is a system 

that is, at many times, unconscious. Foucault’s (1994c, 1995) notion of internalizing 

norms is a function of disciplinary power, which is evident in this acceptance of 

patriarchy. 

 With the functioning of male privilege in Aboriginal communities, boys are 

socialized into norms that excuse the transgressions of boys and men, thereby rendering 

them unaccountable for some of their actions. The actions of men and boys are enabled, 

which is to say that the impact on others, or the harm or wrongdoing that they have done 

to others, is excused or minimized. Examples are evident in the lives of many single-

parent Aboriginal girls and women in Aboriginal communities who have children with 

Aboriginal men and boys. When many of the men and boys father children, they 

routinely have no involvement after conception, not to mention after the child is born. 

Corrine talked about her 19-year-old brother who had fathered his fifth baby, and his first 

child when he was 14 years old. She was astounded when her grandmother came to his 

defense, denying that the first child was her brother’s. According to hooks (2004), the 

experiences of Black people are applicable here: 

Perhaps the belief that male parenting is not relevant continues to be a norm in 

Black life because it obscures the reality that so many black men are biological 

fathers who have no desire to parent. Until Black people of all classes are able to 

place value on the active participation of Black males in parenting, Black boys 

and young men will continue to believe that their purpose is simply to sire 

children, that they prove their manhood in a patriarchal sense by making babies, 

not by taking care of them. (p. 105) 
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hooks’ analysis reveals that Black people’s experiences mirror those of Aboriginal 

people. Patriarchal norms celebrate Aboriginal men as hypermasculine, virile, and not 

accountable for the consequences of their actions. A discursive norm favors Aboriginal 

men and boys by nullifying Aboriginal women’s and girls’ positioning. Often, Aboriginal 

men and boys are excused from taking responsibility for the children they engender. They 

are celebrated and cheered on for penetrating and possessing as many women as possible 

because it is deemed part of their natural maleness. In the meantime, Aboriginal women 

are left to support themselves and are often portrayed as ‘money hungry’ if and when 

they pursue child support. 

5.3.3 Men are not taking responsibility for their children 

 A normative discourse that has resulted from colonial and Christian influences is 

that Aboriginal women and their children have no value. The discourse of producing 

Indigenous people as inferior is not just in a Northern American context (Stoler, 1997). 

Stoler examined the ways in which mixed-blood children were positioned in early 

colonization: 

Concubinage became not only the source of individual breakdown and ill-health 

but the biological and social root of racial degeneration and political unrest. 

Children born of these unions were “the fruits of a regrettable weakness,” 

physically marked and morally marred with the “defaults and mediocre qualities 

of their [native] mother. (p. 360) 

Marking mixed-blood children during the early colonial era produced these children as 

unworthy because of their association with Indigenous women/mothers; identity 

formations fixed Indigenous women as degenerate. Jill reported that the Aboriginal man 

who is the father of her children does not support her: “The father of my children is not 

interested in parenting or helping” (p. 1, lines 6-7). Children born into unions from 
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different races and class backgrounds are the Aboriginal experience in Northern 

Saskatchewan now. LaRocque (2008) contextualized the fixing of Aboriginal women’s 

identity: “Racism and sexism found in the colonial process have served to dramatically 

undermine the place and value of women in Aboriginal cultures, leaving us vulnerable 

both within and outside of our communities” (p. 397). Aboriginal women have been 

historically portrayed as lewd and licentious (Carter, 2008), and this portrayal continues 

to reverberate for Aboriginal women today. The social and material circumstances that 

produce single-parent Aboriginal women as degenerate and responsible for their own 

poverty allows excuses to be made for men who avoid responsibility for their offspring. 

 The gendered effects of colonization on both Aboriginal men and women are still 

palpable. Carter (2008) explained that Aboriginal women in the early settlement era were 

often blamed for the deplorable housing on reserves, the lack of appropriate clothing, and 

the high mortality rate. Colonial agents also produced Aboriginal men as inadequate: 

“The failure of agriculture on reserves was attributed to the incapacity of Aboriginal men 

to become other than hunters, warriors, and nomads” (p. 147). Aboriginal men’s historic 

worth in Western society and White patriarchy was significantly influenced by how they 

performed traditional roles as hunters and warriors. More recently, Aboriginal men have 

been less able to support families in this way, which has garnered some sympathy for 

their lack of employment abilities and their status as men in their communities. Ann 

talked about how Aboriginal men and women are treated differently: 

Women are left to fend for ourselves. We have no money to go to court. We have 

to use legal aid. We get nothing. We can’t get anything, next to nothing. We are 

stuck to support our children. . . . I have to do it on my own. I got child support 

for two kids for a few months, a hundred dollars each. Aboriginal women are 

unfortunate. You can’t depend on your [Aboriginal] man; he’s affected by alcohol 

and drugs. He’s lost his way; no traditions. 
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Ann recognized how difficult colonization has been for both Aboriginal men and women. 

Elsewhere, she was reluctant to put blame on Aboriginal men because they too have been 

shaped by colonization. This example illustrates that Aboriginal men and women are 

positioned differently; yet being a good mother is the expected norm for Aboriginal 

women situated in the domestic sphere who must take responsibility for their children 

and excuse their men. 

 The violence inflicted on Aboriginal women is largely a colonial outcome. 

Poupart (2003) echoed this concern in an American context: 

Since contact, American Indian women and children have been victimized by 

Euro-American imperialist governments, religions, economics, and educational 

systems. American Indian women and children experience violence within the 

dominant culture and its institutions and also within our own families and tribal 

communities. (p. 91) 

Violence has become normalized in Aboriginal communities. It has become normal to 

disregard Aboriginal mothers and their children. In response to a question regarding 

support for Aboriginal women and their children, Corrine considered the situation of an 

Aboriginal mother troubling: “His sister, she’s having issues with her kid’s [Aboriginal] 

dad. He’s never home, and she literally has to pay him to watch their kids” (p. 83, lines 

106 -107). Celebrating motherhood roles while disregarding that (Aboriginal) men are 

also the parents has been part of Aboriginal women’s identity. Patriarchal norms 

reproduce women in maternal roles, whereas men’s masculinity is celebrated to the 

extent that parenting or providing financial support is not men’s responsibility. 

5.3.4 Male kin adopted 

 The sexism in Aboriginal communities can also be seen in the political arena. 

Blaney (2003) cited an Aboriginal woman whom her organization supported: 



138 

 

They are not willing to help females. In fact, [despite] all of the paperwork that I 

supplied, my Indian band pushed my brother’s status through and totally ignored 

mine. In the end I had to get [name of person] to give a little shove to hurry mine 

up, because we ended up in the dead file. (p. 165) 

Blaney highlighted the fact that the federal government authored the exclusion of women 

and children in the Indian Act. Doing so, as well as through discursive norms created in 

Christianity, has legitimized the secondary positioning of Aboriginal women. This also 

happens when no males are born to couples. Although Karen spoke about her father in a 

caring tone, she pointed out that 

I do have many male cousins. So that’s where my dad always expected—. . . [He] 

wanted a boy. So my male cousin, [name], he’s the same age as me, and he would 

be my dad’s son. He would be the boy who he would take out to the trapline; he 

would go do that kind of stuff, like hunting and fishing, because there was only 

girls in my family. . . . I was my dad’s last chance for a boy, but he got a girl. He 

always had to do stuff with my cousin, though I got to go just because I was the 

same age; but his focus was on my cousin. (p. 55, lines 69-74) 

When Aboriginal couples do not produce male offspring, they need a male representative. 

When girls want to tackle jobs that are meant for men and boys, they are not recognized 

and are dismissed from doing these jobs. The desire for and absence of males in families 

produces the females in ways that are inferior; as Adele mentioned, male privileging 

surfaces not in what is said, but rather in what is done. 

5.3.5 Women as undeserving of support 

 Aboriginal women’s positioning is further marginalized when they are single-

parents because of the socially produced norms that construct them as promiscuous, 

immoral, and dirty. This colonial imagery of Aboriginal women is rampant in wider 

society and has not escaped Aboriginal consciousness and communities. A related 

discursive norm with regard to children born into unsanctioned unions of Aboriginal 
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mothers is that the children are also deemed unworthy. In reference to this social 

construction, Jill explained how the father of her children associates with his children: 

“He acknowledges his stepkids but not his own. There is no birthday acknowledgment for 

his children. When he comes here, it’s because he wants something” (p. 1, lines 9-11). 

Cora similarly recalled her own growing up: “My mom made it happen for me to stay in 

school. . . . My real dad didn’t support me, and my stepdad was there for my mom only. 

My stepdad supported his biological children [from his previous marriage] financially” 

(p. 12, lines 64-66). This colonial imagery of Aboriginal women positions them as 

insignificant, and even if there is a partner, there is often a need to justify why men 

choose to remain with these women. Men, including non-Aboriginal men, are aware of 

how Aboriginal women are portrayed in society; consequently, they need to explain 

themselves and qualify why they remain with Aboriginal women because they know that 

Aboriginal women have been produced as promiscuous and lazy. Racialized as unworthy 

and degenerate, Aboriginal women’s morality and ability to remain monogamous are 

constantly in doubt. So much attention is placed on Aboriginal women that it negates the 

behavior of others. Christian discourses and colonial relations have fixed Aboriginal 

women’s identity in derogatory and inhumane ways that have continued into the 21
st
 

century. A report from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (2014) entitled “Missing and 

Murdered Aboriginal Women: A National Operational Overview” states, “Police-

recorded incidents of Aboriginal female homicides and unresolved missing Aboriginal 

females in this review total 1,181—164 missing and 1,017 homicides” (p. 3). It further 

explains that Aboriginal women in Canada are overrepresented as missing and murdered. 
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This statistic is not surprising when we consider that Aboriginal women have been 

historically produced and continually reconstructed in derogatory and harmful ways. 

5.4 Living in the contradictions of the norms 

 The last section of this chapter focuses on the single-parent Aboriginal women of 

Northern Saskatchewan who are living in the contradictions of the discursive norms. In 

spite of the discourses of degeneracy by which Aboriginal women are monitored, these 

women perform themselves in ways that counter the formulations of inferiority ascribed 

to them. The data reveal that as these women take their places in the colonial system, the 

normative discourses work to produce them as never being good enough. Three themes 

emerged: (a) Aboriginal women are read negatively, (b) Men leave women when they are 

in school, and (c) Aboriginal women are valued less than non-Aboriginal women. 

5.4.1 Aboriginal women are read negatively 

 The silencing of Aboriginal women occurs not only in their everyday lives, but 

also in academic spaces. The group of women whom I interviewed demonstrated how 

they perform themselves in ways that counter the degenerate image that has been 

historically developed and imposed on them. The voices of women have a long history of 

being ignored and deemed unintelligent in the academic production of knowledge. To 

counter the silencing of women’s voices, feminist scholarship has been helpful in 

bringing these marginalized voices to academia for critical engagement. Male voices 

have for too long represented what is knowledge and dictated who has the right to speak; 

feminism counters this. Schick (1994), for example, affirmed the need to hear women’s 

voices in academia: 

A major area of interest in the methodology of feminist research is the inclusion 

of first-person accounts, especially of women. Men have traditionally been the 
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spokesmen for human consciousness, but feminist approaches are overturning the 

assumption about whose knowledge or ways of knowing are acceptable. Perhaps 

the most important contributions made by the new knowledge about women is the 

female consciousness that we can now bring to our reading of texts, and the 

discovery of those texts we did not know existed, including our own. (p. 29) 

I point this out because of the need to hear the voices of single-parent Aboriginal women 

and their experiences with the normalization of inequality in society. This new 

knowledge has a place in the academic community. Examining the ways that Aboriginal 

woman are marginalized is a feminist concern. 

 Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012) argued that oppression is ideological: “Oppression 

is embedded within individual consciousness through socialization and rationalization as 

normal; once people are socialized into their place in the hierarchy, injustice is assured” 

(p. 45). Colonization has produced Aboriginal women in such a way that their oppression 

appears normal. For instance, Carter (1997) reported that, during early settlement, settlers 

perceived Aboriginal women as corrupting and demoralizing the new communities. 

Aboriginal women have been classified as prostitutes and were thought to threaten 

morality and health in the colonial system (Carter, 1997). Pat shared her perspective on 

how she is read and received as an Aboriginal woman. I asked her to comment on the 

differences between Aboriginal men and women: 

Métis men are often stereotyped as not smart, yet Métis women are viewed as 

below Métis men. Sexually, once some know I’m Métis, they think that I’ll go 

sleep with them (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal). Aboriginal women are 

treated as either a slut or an angel. This happens in our communities. Aboriginal 

men who sleep around are seen as a stud, while the Aboriginal women who do the 

same are considered a slut. (p. 4, lines 60-65) 

This depiction of Aboriginal women is inescapable. Although Pat is Métis, she is fair and 

would pass as White. The ideology that Aboriginal women are sexually promiscuous has 
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not faded in the colonial imagination; rather, new ways of normalizing marginalization 

are created. 

 Even when Aboriginal people are good at mimicking the colonizers’ ways, the 

Aboriginal is distrusted and held at a distance. At least two of the research participants 

acknowledged that they were competent in performing highly regarded Euro-Canadian 

practices, but their identity as Aboriginal women mean that they are often questioned 

about their competence. This task takes on many forms for Aboriginal women. Adele 

made the same observation: 

I look young, and I have brown skin and brown hair. I can speak academically, 

more socially with my Aboriginal peers and non-Aboriginal peers. I feel I can be 

a chameleon at different times and be perceived differently, depending on the 

situation. For example, when I do cross-fit, I smash a lot of stereotypes of 

Aboriginal women. They find out that I am as strong or stronger; therefore [I] 

become more accepted by that community when I’m in a brand new community. 

It is way easier for people to be more racist toward me if they are racist. No 

guarantee I will be received well, even though I can speak like them. (p. 16, 

lines 56-62) 

 Being versed in and accustomed to European practices does not guarantee that 

Aboriginal women will be accepted and respected. They need to prove their legitimacy, 

and even then they are considered the wrong kind of Indian. Both Pat and Adele have 

qualities that are presumed typical of Euro-Canadian citizens, Pat because of her 

appearance and Adele because of her speech, but Euro-Canadians often view them 

suspiciously. Pat and Adele claimed that their Aboriginal identity marks them as inferior. 

They will never be good enough compared to Euro-Canadian women, regardless of how 

successfully they perform Euro-Canadian ways. 

 Pat, who could pass as White, and Adele, who is brown and speaks and performs 

Euro-Canadian practices with competence, identified another contradiction. Both have 
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Euro-Canadian qualities that would normally mark them as Euro-Canadian citizens. They 

both recognize, however, that their acceptance into Euro-Canadian society is only partial 

because of their Aboriginal backgrounds. As a Black psychiatrist, Frantz Fanon (1967) 

described similar contradictions: 

I knew, for instance, that if the physician made a mistake it would be the end of 

him and all of those who came after him. What could one expect, after all, from a 

Negro psychiatrist? As long as everything went well, he was praised to the skies, 

but look out, no nonsense, under any conditions! The black physician can never 

be sure how close he is to disgrace. I tell you, I was walled in: No exception was 

made for my refined manners, or my knowledge of literature, or my 

understanding of the quantum theory. (p. 117) 

The contradiction for Fanon, as for Pat and Adele, is that he was never White enough to 

be a psychiatrist and too smart to be a Black man. Colonial discursive norms produce 

Aboriginal women as inferior irrespective of their achievements in White society. 

5.4.2 Men leave women when they are in school 

 The single-parent Aboriginal women whom I interviewed in this research were 

enrolled in secondary or postsecondary education. Many were in the early stages of 

learning about colonialism and its effects. Even though they were raised poor, they went 

to school because they envisioned better lives. What these women have in common is 

that they are economically disadvantaged, enrolled in higher education, and beginning to 

understand something about how history has produced them as lazy, immoral, and 

promiscuous. Against this production, they perform themselves as legitimate and 

respectable by furthering their education to counter this system production. It has not 

been easy. Corrine recalled that her ex-boyfriend made it difficult for her when she 

started her postsecondary program. She thought that her relationship began to deteriorate 

when she started classes and he would not help her with housework. Corrine contended 
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that her ex-boyfriend felt intimidated by her wanting a career. Living with minimal 

means with no support from the father of their children makes it hard for single-parent 

women to succeed academically and personally. Corrine and other Aboriginal women 

who are attending postsecondary institutions are contradicting the oppressive discursive 

norms about them as incapable, idle, and degenerate. Because they are recognized 

racially and culturally as Aboriginal women, it is much harder for them to be recognized 

or positioned as capable women with high levels of integrity, ability, and determination. 

5.4.3 Aboriginal women are valued less than non-Aboriginal women 

 Whiteness serves as a position of privilege, and White people are taken up as not 

raced (Dyer, 1997). Rather, they are simply the human race. The consequence of being 

unracialized is that “white people are just people, which is not far off saying that whites 

are people whereas other colours are something else” (p. 2). Stoler (1997) echoed the 

same concern in her observation on the contrasting positions of Indigenous and European 

women during the early colonial era. She explained that when European women arrived 

in the colonies, they were portrayed as needing safeguarding and protection from the 

debased nature of the Indigenous other—as embodied in the women. Discourses of White 

prestige and Indigenous backwardness have normalized the marginalization of Aboriginal 

women. When the binary of White/Black is applied to this analysis of gender, the 

Indigenous woman is ascribed a degenerate status, whereas whiteness, especially white 

womanhood, is portrayed as pure and innocent, and also desirable. In a patriarchal and 

racialized context, Karen described how Aboriginal men and women are treated 

differently: 

Aboriginal men get more respect. They are taken seriously. Indian men are 

listened to more than Indian women. Indian men treat Indian women badly. When 



145 

 

a White woman enters a room, it is the White woman that gets all the attention; 

the Indian woman gets ignored. 

Karen’s observation demonstrates how Aboriginal women are positioned in relation to 

White women. The efforts of Aboriginal women to better themselves are rarely assumed 

or recognized. No matter how much they perform themselves in favorable ways, they will 

always be compared to more desirable women—those who are White. 

5.5 Conclusion 

 This chapter focused on how Foucault’s (1980 & 1994c) ideas of normalization 

apply to the lives of single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan. I used 

Foucault’s notion of norms in the data analysis, from which three themes emerged: 

(a) racializing Aboriginal identity, (b) constructing gendered norms of males as primary 

and females as secondary, and (c) living in the contradictions of the norms, as these 

women demonstrated. These themes point to these women’s experience of 

marginalization as a social norm. 

 The view of Aboriginal women as immoral, promiscuous, and unworthy is not 

traceable to specific individual acts, but is integrated into and normalized in society. 

Discursive norms produced through colonialism, Christianity, the Indian Act, and 

Aboriginal traditions continue through the panopticon and surveillance. Not only 

Aboriginal women, but also the children they bear are ascribed an unworthy status. 

Aboriginal women are frequently read negatively, even when they look White and speak 

the master’s (Lorde, 1984) language with proficiency. When Aboriginal women perform 

a cultural identity, such as being a good mother, speaking an Aboriginal language, or 

subscribing to a traditional gender role, they are placed in a marginal space of validation. 

However, this cultural identity is also under close surveillance because authenticity is 
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used to judge proper or improper performance of Aboriginality. No matter how much 

these women perform themselves in ways that reflect responsibility, integrity, and 

productivity, the discursive norms situate them in a continuous system of unworthiness 

and unreliability. Colonial practices during early settlement have produced Aboriginal 

women in ways that have damned and damaged them. Discursive norms produced 

through history have contributed to the positioning of Aboriginal women in ways that are 

dehumanizing. These historically produced norms have not gone away; rather, they are 

recreated with similar effects that equally denigrate them. In this chapter I have described 

a social problem based on patriarchal, racist, and class-based interests. Not only does the 

production of norms affect Aboriginal women, but they also disproportionally bear the 

brunt of the unequal distribution of power. 
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CHAPTER SIX: What Are the Contradictions Between Rules 

and Norms Around How Aboriginal Women 

Make Themselves Subjects? 

 In this chapter, from a Foucauldian perspective, I examine how single-parent 

Aboriginal women make themselves subjects in the midst of the rules and norms that 

operate as discourses. I employ Foucault’s (1990b, 1994a) notion of the ethical concern 

of self as a practice of freedom. Of concern are the contradictions that arise in how these 

women perform themselves given the rules and norms that are imposed and operate in 

their daily lives. This chapter has four sections: (a) What are indicators that the women 

have agency? (b) how do the women express gender in relation to Aboriginal men? 

(c) how do the women position themselves within the church? and (d) how do Aboriginal 

women position themselves within traditions? 

6.1 Aboriginal women’s agency as an ethical practice of self 

 Self-knowledge includes knowledge of accepted rules and norms, but it is also 

conceptualized through an ethical dimension of freedom. Central to Foucault’s (1994a) 

theoretical framing is the concept that the ethical subject problematizes freedom. 

Freedom is not just about free will, but also involves taking into account the functioning 

of power in terms of self and others. Foucault (1994a) wrote, “Extensive work by the self 

on the self is required for this practice of freedom to take shape in an ethos that is good, 

beautiful, honourable, estimable, memorable and exemplary” (p. 29). In this context, 

being free is not about catering to one’s desires; rather, this kind of self-care involves 

being mindful of others and considering the appropriateness of conduct toward the self 

and others, although this is not the same thing as being moral in the social sense. Foucault 
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maintained that power is converted by limiting and controlling it in the care of self and 

that the care of self is ethically prior to the care of others: 

In the abuse of power, one exceeds the legitimate exercise of one’s power and 

imposes one’s fantasies, appetites and desires on others. . . . And the good ruler is 

precisely the one who exercises his power as it ought to be exercised, that is, 

simultaneously exercising power over himself. (p. 31) 

The ethical self involves taking proper care of yourself, ontologically knowing what you 

are, what you are capable of, what it means to be a citizen, what to fear, and what should 

not matter—even death (Foucault, 1994c). When you know this, “you cannot abuse your 

power over others” (p. 31). 

 Foucault’s (1994a, 1994c, 1994e) later years demonstrate a shift in his theorizing 

on the subject. He argued that the subject is never the same from one moment to another 

and that there is an ethical component to performing oneself with regard to others. 

Foucault (1990b) questioned the formulation of the subject: “to begin and begin again, to 

attempt and be mistaken, to go back and rework everything from top to bottom, and still 

find reason to hesitate from one step to the next” (p. 7). The subject is a work in progress 

in which discourses are historically and strategically contingent (Weems, 2004). 

 When the ethical subject is in question, the production of freedom is analyzed and 

reframed. St. Pierre (2000) believed that freedom is no longer a shining and elusive ideal. 

Instead, we would do well to rethink freedom in terms of being born unfree, because we 

are born into relations of power that are inescapable. Our responsibility is to rebel against 

practices and systems that define, categorize, and classify us. St. Pierre wrote, “It 

[freedom] is not liberty, a possession of each individual person. It is the motor and 

principle of skepticism: the endless questioning of constituted experience” (p. 493). 
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 Freedom is in terms of the production of the ethical self. Foucault (1990b) 

conceptualized this self as a process of ongoing questioning: 

There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think differently 

than one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if 

one is to go on looking and reflecting at all. . . . But, then, what is philosophy 

today—philosophical activity, I mean—if it is not the critical work that brings to 

bear on itself? (pp. 8-9) 

In this regard, the ethical self is produced in a continuous process of self-improvement 

that is deeply relational to others. This ethical self has nothing to do with morality, in 

which good and bad behavior is judged. The self is acting on the self, in its own best 

interest, and Foucault (1994e) observed that, “in this sense, thought is understood as the 

very form of action—as action insofar as it implies the play of true and false, the 

acceptance or refusal of rules, the relation of oneself to others” (p. 59). Understood in this 

way, freedom is not about the politics of oppression, nor is it about transformation. 

Freedom is contingent upon the performance of ethics with regard to the self and others. 

Freedom is about questioning the purpose of our actions while we suspend matters of 

morality. 

 The ethical practice of self is not about morality because each person has a sense 

of what that looks like and each of us holds a different perspective.  The ethical practice 

of self is about transforming and developing one’s self in order to reach a certain mode of 

living (Foucault, 1994, as sited in Rabinow & Rose).  Morality involves judgements of 

what may be considered good and bad; however, the ethical self mediates his/her freedom 

to reflect what is honourable and exemplary (Foucault, 1994).  Also, Foucault 

problematizes liberation wherein new power relations emerge as a consequence.  

Therefore, liberation must be controlled by the ethical practice of freedom.  For example, 
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people with whom one might not agree or who might be seen to be taking part in things 

one considers not moral, like racism and sexism, are still performing their own ethical 

sense of self.  This performance might be viewed as wrong by others, but it is a way that 

the individuals find confirming or their own sense of self.  For them, it is a positive action 

and confirmation of their own freedom.  Their actions many not be moral as far as an 

outside observer is concerned, but the performers are affirming their self identities in 

ways available that help them maintain their sense of self as recognized in their freedom 

and agency.  

6.2 What are the indicators that women have agency? 

 The women who participated in this research live their lives with many challenges 

that include being single-parents, having minimal income, and facing discursive 

constraints influenced by systems such as Christianity and traditional practices. These 

challenges come from many directions and are there every day; however, the women 

perform themselves in ways that run counter to the historically constructed discourses 

about them as unworthy, immoral, promiscuous, and lazy (Carter, 1997, 2005, 2008). 

They are seldom seen as women who have either completed or are enrolled in 

postsecondary education; in this regard, they have acted on their own behalf, which is to 

say, with agency. 

 Poststructural theory opens up spaces for difference. In poststructural theory, 

social organization, social meanings, power, and individual consciousness are recognized 

as governed by language as this is a discursive practice through which meaning making 

occurs. Language is a place where social and political consequences are defined and 

contested (Weedon, 1997). Language does not produce verbalized unique individuality; 
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rather, “it constructs the individual’s subjectivity in ways which are socially specific” 

(p. 21). With this perspective on language, our subjectivity is understood not as innate, 

but as generated through social processes. Poststructuralism constitutes meaning within 

and through language. 

 The functioning of language, discourses, and social practices enables an 

understanding of how individuals position themselves within those systems; this is 

critical in understanding the lives of the women in this research. One of the themes that 

emerged from my attention to the question of agency is that these women are going to 

school without the support of the father of their children. For instance, Karen recalled that 

when she began her postsecondary education program, her ex-partner expected her to do 

the household work when she finished her classes at the end of the day, and “for that 

reason, he is an ex.” After Karen broke up with her boyfriend, she did not have any 

means of supporting herself and had to collect social assistance, but she did not accept 

social assistance as her only future. Given that unemployment in Aboriginal communities 

is often high, it would have been easier to stay at home and collect welfare. Karen noted 

that, to some degree, some of her problems with her ex-partner had to do with her 

mother-in-law’s expectation that she would stay at home to look after her child. She 

would be rewarded by staying at home and performing the discourse of the good mother, 

which would ensure her acceptance into her in-laws’ family. However, she wanted to 

continue her postsecondary education, which was problematic for and unacceptable to her 

mother-in-law and the father of her child. Karen has other plans for her future, which is 

an example of the process that St. Pierre (2004) referred to as a resignification of the 
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power that exists in language, discourse, and social practice. Karen found agency where 

discourse—in this case, a discourse of Karen’s choosing—is renewed (St. Pierre, 2004). 

 This group of women demonstrated an emergent self in the ethical practice of self 

alongside the discursive practices that often produce them as inferior given the regimes of 

truth that operate in their daily lives. Discursive practices promoted through colonialism 

continue to be felt in Northern Saskatchewan, and this research did not necessarily 

involve rejecting the discourses. Many discourses, as I have discussed throughout this 

dissertation, have failed to produce Aboriginal women in favourable ways. When 

discourses are examined, as in this research, subjectivities also emerge in alternative 

ways. For the Aboriginal women in this study, this space of difference means establishing 

agency and ethical care of self. Many of these women live in poverty and aspire to a 

better life by going to school, even without support from others. These women face daily 

challenges, but they keep moving forward by making decisions that demonstrate an 

ethical care of self and their children. Their actions are purposeful and linked to 

continuous improvement; this is acting with agency. 

 Foucault’s (1994a) notion of the ethical care of self involves the matter of self-

discipline, which requires work and the will to move forward, even when circumstances 

are grim. For example, St. Pierre (2004) asked a group of older White women what it 

meant to care for the self, and they responded as follows: “learning to take care of 

yourself; about listening to older people, especially your mother; about remaining 

cheerful as you do your duty; about living your life so you have a clear conscience; about 

practicing self-discipline” (pp. 333-334). The women in my research are aware of these 

ways of taking care of themselves even as they operate in the gendered and racialized 



153 

 

rules and norms in Christianity and colonial relations in society. These single-parent 

Aboriginal women demonstrated, through great adversity, that self-discipline is 

necessary, which, to be able to perform the ethical care of self, requires continuing their 

postsecondary education programs. They understand that a postsecondary education can 

bring them a better future. Their stories and self-understandings reveal that an education 

cannot be taken away from them and that, through self-discipline, they enact an ethical 

care of self. 

6.3 How do the women express gender in relation to Aboriginal men? 

 The notion of and ethic of self-care itself is not concerned with good or bad 

conduct; rather, the contradictions that arise in how the women perform ethical self-care 

must be considered. These considerations point to the need to understand the 

circumstances of the Aboriginal men in their lives. In doing so, these women seek a 

deeper discernment of community and cultural ethics. The contradiction is between their 

experience of themselves and the ways available to express themselves as Aboriginal 

women. These women aspire to a better life, but this does not necessarily mean without 

the presence of the fathers of their children. They want to improve their life 

circumstances. Ethical care of self means having an investment in being a part of the 

Aboriginal community to which they belong, which they envision as having a shared 

responsibility for creating a healthier community. 

 This section has three parts: (a) “They’ve lost their ways,” (b) trapline skills are 

not recognized, and (c) Aboriginal males must learn how to be responsible. All three of 

these parts speak to contradictions the Aboriginal women face in the production of 

themselves as ethical subjects. 
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6.3.1 “They’ve lost their ways” 

 Most of this group of women had some sense that colonization has unfolded 

differently for Aboriginal men and women. Whereas some are outright angry at men, 

others have some compassion for them. Even when they have endured abuse, they yearn 

for more understanding of Aboriginal men. When I asked Ann how Aboriginal men and 

women are perceived in society, she replied: 

I don’t look down on men even though they abused women. I don’t want to blame 

them for their hurt. They are angry, bitter, and hurting. Yes, there is a difference. 

We cannot judge those who have been oppressed. They deal with issues different 

because history interrupted men. They lost the value system of being a man who 

had once had utmost respect. (p. 9, lines 74-78) 

Although the father of Ann’s children abandoned her, she does not feel compelled to 

remain angry. She excuses the behavior of Aboriginal men and rationalizes it as not their 

fault. Her position, or her perspective, is more of a connected knowing to the Aboriginal 

men who also experience racism and oppression. 

 St. Pierre (2004) advised that, to avoid considering abandoning essentialist 

questions about the truth and turning them into ethical questions, we must venture into 

those spaces of unthought. I explored this space of unthought by analyzing the data. The 

research participants have demonstrated that they are taking responsibility for the abusive 

or absent Aboriginal men. The Aboriginal women are looking after the Aboriginal men 

because they believe that these men are also victimized by patriarchal colonization; 

although they do not name it in this way, these women understand how Aboriginal men 

are positioned economically, politically, and socially, all different from Euro-Canadian 

men. Though Aboriginal men have often mistreated or abused the women, the women 

protect the men. In this regard, women have no other choice but to perform themselves in 
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ways that demonstrate strength and resilience (Kuokkanen, 2007). Aboriginal women’s 

lives are complex and operate within a number of competing discourses; amongst these 

challenging discourses, they perform themselves with strength and endurance. These 

women have compassion for Aboriginal men and will often endure oppression. One 

might read the compassion that they offer Aboriginal men as pity, but it is also about 

affirming humanity. No real truth is to be found in this space of unthought, because the 

women will enact their agency in differing ways while they consider the impact of White 

patriarchal colonization. Some would say that women`s compassionate stance toward 

Aboriginal men indicates that they have bought into the patriarchal system in which they 

have been abused. This may well be true, because they explain away the abusive actions 

of the men. But this stance is also part of the contradiction of continuing to find their 

identity within a community in the aftermath of colonial history and the impact of 

patriarchal Christianity. 

6.3.2 Trapline skills are not recognized 

 Categorizing and identifying the essence of things is a problem for 

poststructuralism (St. Pierre, 2000). St. Pierre argued that when identity categories are 

fixed, concerns about essentialism arise. For example, the category of woman is far more 

complex than just being a woman. Differences of race, class, sexual orientation, and age 

produce contrasting differences among women. Naming this difference is a recognition of 

the intersectionality in women’s lives. It is in the language of humanism
8
 that identity 

categories are simplified to an essence. In contrast, poststructuralism allows for 

difference and intersectionality. With regard to feminists, St. Pierre wrote, “their concern 

                                                 
8
 See chapter two of this dissertation 
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is that once the differences are erased by identity, people can more easily be slotted into a 

hierarchy or grid and then manipulated, dismissed and oppressed” (p. 480). 

 These women’s lives are complex. The women are often mindful of the function 

of racism and therefore feel compassion for Aboriginal men. Cathy talked about being 

raised on the trapline and having learned survival skills. She has many fond memories of 

her mother, father, and siblings at the trapline; however, the physical labour skills 

required at the trapline are largely untransferable today, yet they were skills that kept the 

family intact: 

They had to share roles. My dad would go further up north to work. My mom 

would check the nets, and at seven months pregnant she would chop wood and 

haul water. She would untangle the net. She would take over the roles my dad did 

when he went to work. When a moose is caught, my mom does all the cutting and 

preparing the moose hide. They shared responsibilities. There was cooperation. 

They didn’t argue; they had to get along. At trapline, it was just them. They had to 

rely on each other. It’s too expensive to go to trapline now. (pp. 13-14, 

lines 40-46) 

 When we consider that trapping as a main source of income offers a family 

minimal support, the positioning of Aboriginal men in this traditional way becomes a 

questionable pursuit. In a patriarchal society in which men are granted privileges, 

Aboriginal men’s privileging is vague in a Euro-Canadian context. In the identity 

category of race, both Aboriginal men and women experience racism. For men, however, 

the patriarchal influence to which they have access contrasts with their experiences of 

racism and in some ways emphasizes their marginalization. Racism obscures distinctions 

between Aboriginal men and women in which gender privilege, which Aboriginal men 

experience as normalized, is unaccounted for and unremarked upon in Aboriginal 

communities. Patriarchy privileges men, and Aboriginal women defend these men as 

well. Aboriginal men and women share the oppression of racism; however, patriarchal 
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colonialism diminishes the level of accountability for men. Aboriginal women situate 

their ethical care of self by acknowledging the impact of racism on Aboriginal men. 

Feeling compassion for Aboriginal men is justified when trapline skills are neither 

required nor recognized. The women make themselves in the context of compassion. 

6.3.3 Aboriginal males must learn how to be responsible 

 Foucault (1990a) described sexuality as historically produced in the context of 

strict male/female relations. Weems (2004) referred to this as heteronormativity, in which 

gender, race, and class-based markers signify the importance of sexuality and citizenship 

that are managed through relations of power in a way that can be applied to the current 

discussion. Foucault observed with regard to his notion of sexuality and the technology of 

power associated with it: 

The family cell, in the form in which it came to be valued in the course of the 

eighteenth century, made it possible for the main elements of the deployment of 

sexuality (the feminine body, infantile precocity, the regulation of births, and to a 

lesser extent no doubt, the specification of the perverted) to develop along its two 

primary dimensions: the husband-wife axis and the parent-children axis. The 

family, in its contemporary form, must not be understood as a social, economic, 

and political structure of alliance that excludes or at least restrains sexuality, that 

diminishes it as much as possible, preserving only its useful function. On the 

contrary, its role is to anchor sexuality and provide it with a permanent support. 

(p. 108) 

Foucault contended that the definitions of family and sexuality have strict rules that have 

normalized conduct with regard to sexuality and the functioning of a family. To maintain 

these rules, a new technology of sex was manufactured (Foucault, 1990a) with three axes: 

“that of pedagogy, having as its objective the specific sexuality of children; that of 

medicine, whose objective was the sexual physiology peculiar to women; and last, that of 

demography, whose objective was the spontaneous or concerted regulation of births” 

(p. 116). This was influenced by Christianity; however, its maintenance no longer 
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depended on death and everlasting punishment, but on life and illness. This notion of 

sexuality is normalized in Aboriginal communities where heteronormativity is celebrated. 

 In many Aboriginal communities, Aboriginal men father babies whom they have 

no intention of supporting, which upholds heteronormativity. Corrine commented, “Men 

making an effort. Yeah, that should be the norm, not just having kids and not taking care 

of them” (p. 107, lines 1203-1204). This example takes into account race and gender, but 

class matters also have to be considered. Corrine found that she had to teach her teenage 

brother how to be responsible when he became a father. She pointed out to her brother 

that raising a child requires money. Reluctant to contribute financially, her brother asked 

her about the Child Tax Credit that the child’s mother receives; he believed that it would 

be sufficient to support the child and that his contribution would be unnecessary. 

Aboriginal men often feel that it is normal not to support Aboriginal women and their 

children, but this only perpetuates poverty. Disregarding family or financial contributions 

is justified by racial discourses that say that Aboriginal women do not matter and, by 

extension, neither does the fact that they live in poverty. 

 The contradictions in which these Aboriginal women live are deeply concerning 

and crazy making. Although patriarchy exists to privilege men, women perform 

themselves in ways that are consistent with merit and responsibility. These Aboriginal 

women gain a sense of themselves by looking after the men. Aboriginal men are often 

free and unaccountable, but these Aboriginal women assume a position that demonstrates 

the dominant adult. This is highly complex and troubling because it positions Aboriginal 

women in extraordinary ways so that, typically, they bear the financial, parental, and 

spousal care. Aboriginal women perform themselves with an ethical care of self that they 
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believe necessarily means caring for others. One might ask, Is this patriarchal 

submission? Or is it the ethical care of self that extends to others? The level of care that 

these women demonstrate is often beyond them and more than they can accomplish 

easily or successfully. 

 Corrine reported that she has taken responsibility for her brother by teaching him 

how to be accountable for the children whom he brings into the world. The expression of 

responsibility indicates Aboriginal women’s protectiveness of Aboriginal men, which, in 

turn, suggests the expectation and need for these men to fulfil a gender role that 

resembles responsibility. The women do this because they require that the men act like 

men in socially responsible ways instead of ways that are considered unambitious, 

unproductive, or uneducated. The women need the men to be strong in ways that connect 

them to and are recognized within their traditions. They make excuses for the Aboriginal 

men because the women need to explain and justify their own demonstrations of strength 

that appear to go beyond what they see in their men. In the sense that women define 

themselves in relation to men, women are compelled to provide an excuse for men’s 

behavior. They need to explain why men are unable to act responsibly, because, in a 

heteronormative context, when the men act like men, the Aboriginal women are able to 

recognize themselves as women. This is one explanation for Aboriginal women’s defence 

of men and their failure even if it means justifying the actions of men who have abused 

them. 

 In other non-Aboriginal spaces these women continue to be disrespected through 

the discourses of White patriarchy and colonial history. Although many women produce 

themselves through abusive relations, upholding Aboriginal traditions repudiates White 
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patriarchy. In spite of this, White patriarchy continues to operate as a silent norm and an 

unnamed practice that motivates unequal support for Aboriginal men and disregard for 

the lives of Aboriginal women. The ethical practice of self often equates to extending 

care to Aboriginal men, even while the men ridicule and abandon them. 

6.4 Women’s ambivalent relationship with the church 

 In this section I examine how Aboriginal women carry out the ethical care of self 

with regard to the Christian church. The women in this study have had both positive and 

negative experiences with Christianity that further our understanding of how they make 

themselves through fundamentally contradictory discourses. Three themes emerged from 

the data: (a) church as a place of judgement, (b) personal relationship with God, and 

(c) Christianity as a place of hope. 

6.4.1 Church as a place of judgement 

 Foucault (1994e) analyzed the relationship between truth and the intellect. The 

politics of truth and regimes of truth are part of the structures and functioning of a 

society: 

There is a battle ‘for truth,’ or at least ‘around truth’—it being understood once 

again that by truth I mean not the ensemble of truths to be discovered and 

accepted but rather the ensemble of rules according to which the true and the false 

are separated and specific effects of power attached to the true, it being 

understood also that it is not a matter of battle ‘on behalf’ of the truth but of a 

battle about the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays. 

(p. 317) 

The political problems associated with the intellect have to do with ideas of truth and 

power as systems of procedures, regulation, circulation, and distribution of accounts. 

Relations of power circulate, sustain, and produce these regimes of truth. With this 

perspective on truth regimes, Foucault asserted that “the problem is not changing 
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people’s consciousness—or what’s in their heads—but the political, economic, 

institutional regimes of the production of truth” (p. 317). A number of regimes of truth 

are imposed on Aboriginal women, and I explored how this happens. 

 Recall Mya’s experience with the Christian church and the baptism of her child. 

She related her story about being 15 minutes late for a baptismal class and consequently 

being asked to leave and to take the class again. She had decided to breastfeed her baby 

before she went to the class rather than during the class and risk being distracted or 

distracting others. Her father is Catholic and her mother is Anglican, but she attended 

both churches because Christianity is an important discourse in the Aboriginal 

community to which she belongs. Mya shared another story about an event that added to 

her confusion about Christianity: 

I don’t know; I was very confused. I was not sure, even when I was going through 

the Confirmation process. Just to be straight out with you, what was supposed to 

be an important event, people were making a big deal out of that, that day my dad 

decided to drink and we didn’t even go there, and the bishop came in and 

everything. But at the time I did not understand it was all because of the 

residential school. He grew up there, so he had a lot of issues; he had a lot of 

issues to deal with. But looking back now, we still went to church every other 

Sunday, but certain times were very hard. 

Although Christianity was an important discourse for Mya’s community and family, 

Christian traditions remains a strong force in judging women as worthy or unworthy. If or 

when Mya decides to participate in the rituals, she will be recognized as a worthy 

woman, which will thus enable a level of legitimacy as a single mother. Foucault (1990a, 

1990b, 1994a, 1994e) explained that the subject is a function of both structure and 

agency, and Mya found herself being perplexed by the practices in Christianity. The 

contradiction for Mya is that she respects the idea of Christianity, but the behavior of 

some important people in her life linked to Christianity leads her to question the practice 



162 

 

of Christian discourses. The regimes of truth that function in Christianity operate to 

identify Mya as unworthy because she did not follow the rules as the male leading the 

baptismal class directed, and she shoulders the shame for her father’s conduct. Mya’s 

father decided not to attend high church even though the bishop presided over it. Many 

people in Aboriginal communities who attended residential schools suffer a great deal of 

trauma, and Mya’s struggle is linked to the experience of that trauma. The extended 

family members of those who attended these institutions also bear the scars of residential 

schools and Christianity. Mya thought that she was doing the right thing by following 

Christian discourses, but her efforts were unsatisfactory. Her father’s decision to drink is 

no small part because of the way that Aboriginal people were positioned in residential 

schools as victims of abuse and as the colonial other in need of salvation. It is no accident 

that Mya’s father decided to drink on this important day. The history of shaming is not so 

easily overcome. Mya’s ethical practice of self is her subscription to Christianity; 

however, she allows herself to question its meaning, given all the negative experiences 

connected to it. Mya’s circumstance demonstrates that these women consider Christian 

regimes of truth disturbing and unsettling, which adds to the complexity of the ethical 

production of the self. 

6.4.2 Personal relationship with God 

 As I previously noted, Foucault (1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994e, 

1995) talked extensively about the impact of relations of power on the lives of all 

subjects. This power is applied to individuals in different ways that Foucault (1994d) 

called a technique of power. He identified three types of struggles in which the individual 

becomes a subject: 
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against forms of domination (ethnic, social, and religious); against forms of 

exploitation that separate individuals from what they produce; or against that 

which ties the individual to himself and submits to others in this way (struggles 

against subjection, against forms of subjectivity and submission). (p. 130) 

Foucault added that these social struggles can operate either in isolation or combined. 

The struggles are applicable to my current analysis of Christian discourses that have 

normalized Aboriginal communities as inferior or unworthy or as heathens in need of 

salvation (Burnett, 2005; Carter, 2005; LaRocque, 2008). Aboriginal women receive the 

worst of the effects of Christianity’s patriarchal practices. 

 Emma was raised in the Anglican faith but has since left. She began to realize that 

the manmade rules in Christianity made it difficult for her to remain a devout adherent to 

a church. For a period of time she questioned Christianity, and during one these times a 

pastor visited her and showed her a passage in the Bible that said that God loves her 

unconditionally. Emma was raised with many rules in Christianity that were often 

imposed and policed in hostile ways. She learned them at a young age and developed a 

fear of Christianity. As an adult, Emma realized that humans authorized and administered 

the rules that were being unkindly imposed on her. She equated these rules with 

manmade rules. The impact of Christianity on the lives of the Aboriginal women from 

Northern Saskatchewan has been immense, so much so that a belief in God is normal and 

questioning the existence of God is considered sinful or an unwelcome conversation. 

Emma understands now that God is not standing up in heaven judging her; rather, she 

now believes that He has unconditional love for her. 

 With regard to Foucault’s (1994d) forms of struggles, religious domination and 

exploitation within denominations are applicable to Emma. She has reconciled her not 

attending an institution in which judgements are made with her personal relationship with 
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God. Emma’s ethical care of self means subscribing to a personal relationship with God 

while recognizing that male dominance and rules are at times used to judge and exploit 

adherents. Whether her narrative disrupts or reinforces the normalizing power of 

Christianity, she nonetheless performs ethical care of self by believing and performing 

some of the teachings in Christianity, including those that extend care to self and others. 

6.4.3 Christianity as a place of hope 

 Many Aboriginal communities must contend with the effects of colonization, 

which include high rates of alcohol, drug abuse, and violence. Christianity is often 

viewed as offering solace. The technology of power that operates as surveillance and 

panopticon is applicable to many Aboriginal communities in Northern Saskatchewan. I 

refer to Therese’s observation of the community of which she is a member. She told me 

that religion is lacking in her community, and the people have little appreciation for each 

other. Therese thought that more religion, which she equated with Christianity, would 

diminish the violence: 

It’s getting worse, I think, to a point where little kids will be disrespecting Elders, 

and Elders do the same thing to little kids. They don’t even tell each other to stop 

or even say “Please” and “Thank you” [or] “I appreciate what you did for me” 

and stuff like that. They are never grateful for the things they have right now. 

(p. 48, lines 110-113) 

Therese believed that Christianity could be a force to stabilize the situation of high 

alcohol use, drug abuse, and violence in her community. Surveillance and the panopticon 

might operate as a self-regulating system to achieve stabilization through Christianity. At 

one level, Christianity might offer a reprieve from the colonial effects of chaos and the 

feeling of hopelessness. However, Christianity encourages male dominance, especially in 

the patriarchal institution of Catholicism, to which many Aboriginal communities adhere. 
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Because Christianity is a tool in colonization, decisions on what to do about the situation 

in some communities are complex. Many Aboriginal communities are conflicted and 

polarized over how to deal with the crises that have emerged; some Aboriginal 

communities subscribe to Christianity, yet others fear it because of what it has done to 

Aboriginal people in residential schools. Therese has positioned her ethical performance 

of self by acknowledging that, because the dysfunction in her community is so dire, 

Christianity and its teachings might help to calm matters. However, the desire to adhere 

to Christianity in an Aboriginal community—with its historical support for patriarchy and 

documented abuse of power—speaks to the social acceptance of Christianity as a 

technology of power whose surveillance of social personal conduct is already well 

established and accepted. This situation illustrates the difficult and contradictory 

circumstances of some Aboriginal communities. For some people, the patriarchal 

teachings in Christianity would be the lesser evil than the chaos and violence that exist in 

Therese’s community. 

6.5 Aboriginal women’s positioning with traditions 

 In the final section in this chapter I discuss how this group of Aboriginal women 

position themselves in Aboriginal traditions. They face difficulty in their lives, but they 

are educated and becoming educated, and they are being distanced from the norms of 

their traditions. Women have no single or easy position. With regard to this complexity, 

this section has two parts: (a) Trapline life requires a work ethic, and (b) traditions are 

part of identity. I reiterate that Foucault’s (1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994d, 

1994e) notion of the practice of the ethical self is not concerned with good or bad conduct 

or with morality. However, this notion helps us to understand and explain some critical 
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elements in community life. Applying Foucault’s idea of the ethical care of self is not 

about laying blame, nor is it about assessing good or bad behavior; it offers a critique of 

the discourses that operate and the effects on this group of Aboriginal women. 

6.5.1 Trapline life is about a work ethic 

 Agency involves taking into account that Aboriginal traditions are different, 

complex, and contradictory and that what counts as agency involves differing 

conceptions. This group of women have described their cultural identity, but they also 

live and participate in systems that are outside traditions. Discourses about Aboriginal 

traditions that have become polarized and essentialized are problematic for Aboriginal 

people, whether they recognize it or not. Often, Aboriginal traditions have become 

romanticized in White patriarchy, a situation that often leaves Aboriginal women in 

vulnerable positions. 

 St. Denis’s (2004) analysis of Indian education and cultural revitalization offers 

insight into the theory of how Aboriginal people are portrayed. She examined the history 

of Indian education in the Canadian context and pointed out that, after 1972, Indian 

Control of Indian Education focused on culturally relevant education. St. Denis 

acknowledged that even though a culturally relevant education affirms Aboriginal 

people’s identities, there are “contradictory and paradoxical effects [that] a program of 

cultural revitalization has in Aboriginal education” (p. 36). She warned that a strategy of 

culturally relevant education can emerge as a form of fundamentalism: 

Adherence to cultural revitalization encourages the valorization of cultural 

authenticity and cultural purity among Aboriginal people and has helped to 

produce the notion and the structure of a cultural hierarchy. “Authentic” cultural 

Aboriginal identity includes speaking one’s Aboriginal language, having 

knowledge of and participating in a myriad of spiritual practices, and having 

knowledge of traditional stories and other practices of the past. (p. 37) 
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 Another problem with cultural revitalization is that it has been glorified as the 

answer to the problematic of Aboriginal education. At the same time, however, the 

systemic problems caused by racism and colonization are left unchallenged when the 

more pleasant and affirming powwows and bannock are offered and put on display. 

Aboriginal women’s lives are very complicated, and when there is no social or political 

analysis of unequal power relations, a project of cultural revitalization remains only one 

means of amelioration in Aboriginal education. 

 As I reported above, many women identified a difference between Southern and 

Northern Saskatchewan Aboriginal people. For instance, I asked Rae whether traditions 

help: 

I was raised on the trapline, living off the land; being respectful of the 

environment, being self-sufficient was taught on the trapline. . . . You have to 

work for what you want in life. In traditional life you have to work. In the end, it 

pays off. I learned good work ethic, patience, determination, respect, and 

perseverance. (p. 6, lines 50-51, 54-56) 

Pointing out the heterogeneity and variety of practices of Aboriginal peoples in 

Saskatchewan can create trouble because it raises the question of what it means to be 

Aboriginal. Unfortunately, cultural revitalization that operates as a solution to the 

problems in Aboriginal education suggests a single romanticized or essentialized version 

of Aboriginal people. 

 Many of these Aboriginal women valorize Aboriginal traditions; it is how they 

understand themselves. By attending postsecondary schools, they are learning a language 

and discourse that will enable them to participate in contemporary society and to use 

tools in Western practices. Although the women identify with their traditions, the 

influence of White patriarchy, which has positioned Aboriginal women in demeaning and 
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dehumanizing ways, means that their traditions do little to support them in their current 

contexts. Identifying with a traditional identity does not protect the women who are 

situated as the lowest of the low in the face of misogyny and racism. Their ethical care of 

self comes from owning a traditional Aboriginal space with its contradictions and 

complexities. 

6.5.2 Traditions are part of identity 

 Foucault (1994b) claimed that origins are relentlessly pursued and often translate 

into the production of truths that are considered “real”: “It is an attempt to capture the 

exact essence of things, their purest possibilities, and their carefully protected identities; 

because this search assumes the existence of immobile forms that precede the external 

world of accidents and successions” (p. 353). This search for origins is enacted because 

of ideas that things are already there or things are the same; these ideas of origins 

contribute to a belief in primordial truth. Foucault added that “truth is undoubtedly the 

sort of error that cannot be refuted because it was hardened into an unalterable form in 

the long baking process of history” (p. 354). 

 Foucault’s (1994b) idea of origins and truth has much to offer an analysis of 

Aboriginal identity. Foucault (1994a, 1994b, 1994c, 1994d, 1994e) maintained that no 

one history represents the truth. All things concern partial and temporary interpretation. 

To analyze the meaning attached to identity, I draw attention to Pat’s perspective: 

Traditional ways help with identity. Being Métis was about pride. Cultural events 

were fun, and we had an opportunity to practice our culture. . . . It is about 

identity. I was never ashamed of being Métis. When I first moved to the city, I 

was ashamed of being Métis, but my accent always gave me away. Now I’m 

older, I understand that having an identity is important. 
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Pat is not visibly Aboriginal, but, as she pointed out, her speech identifies her as a 

marked other. Aboriginal identity is neither singular nor stable. It is marked with the 

effects of racism and colonization. Aboriginal people are more likely to claim Aboriginal 

identity when it is useful and popular. Claiming Aboriginal identity later in life, much as 

Pat tried to deny her Aboriginal identity, is often a choice not afforded by racially marked 

bodies. Claiming an Aboriginal identity is purposeful for some in that it affirms a place of 

belonging when dispossession and racism have worked to break down a people. History 

has marked Aboriginal women who are visibly raced in ways that are inescapable and 

unkind. Maintaining an Aboriginal identity and pride results in some escape from White 

patriarchy; yet even in that Aboriginal space, women are limited mainly to a domestic or 

mothering role. Aboriginal women who are not visibly Aboriginal but who have been 

raised in traditional families are often resented or rejected for their whiteness through no 

fault of their own. Although an Aboriginal identity can create a space for comfort, it can 

have problematic outcomes in myriad ways. Pat understands herself through a Métis 

identity. She recognizes that she can pass as White, but her ethical practice of self 

demonstrates a connection to Aboriginal people, even when it is unpopular and hostile for 

Aboriginal women. 

6.6 Conclusion 

 In this chapter I examined how single-parent Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan make themselves in the midst of the rules and norms that operate in their 

lives. Foucault’s (1994a) notion of the ethical practice of self as I have applied it in this 

chapter problematizes the notion of freedom. The ethical care of self has nothing to do 

with morality, and it is not about judging good or bad conduct. In the ethical care of self, 
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power is limited and controlled, because power in this context concerns exercising power 

over the self in the performance of one’s subjectivity. Four themes emerged from the 

data: (a) Aboriginal women demonstrate agency, (b) Aboriginal women perform their 

gender in relation to Aboriginal men, (c) Aboriginal women have an ambivalent 

relationship with the church, and (d) Aboriginal women are positioned within Aboriginal 

traditions in contradictory ways. 

 This group of women has a sense that colonization has unfolded differently for 

them than it has for Aboriginal men, as the fact that they do not blame men for their 

abuse and neglect of women and children demonstrates. They position their ethical care 

of self in complex and contradictory ways, which encourages some questions: Does how 

they position themselves enable White patriarchy’s continued function, or does it help 

men to move forward with accountability? If Aboriginal women are dominant in 

particular social circumstances, including in the situations in which abuse is handed to 

them, why do they continue to bear the brunt of responsibility for their men? These 

questions arise from the contradictions under which these women operate. A 

contradiction is that the Aboriginal women are non-dominant within the oppressive 

system directed at them through White patriarchy. Their actions are admirable, but their 

actions do not undo a system of oppression. I believe that these women will never be 

good enough in irrational systems of racism, sexism, colonialism, and some Christian 

discourses. Unfortunately, women have no choice but to be strong and resilient because 

they need men to act like men. If Aboriginal women are going to be recognized as 

women, Aboriginal men need to step up, and this is happening with the efforts of 
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Aboriginal women. No singular truth is to be found as indicated by this group of women 

performing an ethics of self-practice. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: Conclusion 

7.1 The women of this research 

 The women in this research either had completed a degree or were enrolled in a 

postsecondary program. Most were enrolled in teacher education, but others were in a 

general arts program at a Saskatchewan university. Many of the women acknowledged 

that they had limited knowledge of Aboriginal people’s history prior to entering 

postsecondary education. This is largely a result of the sparse offering of Aboriginal 

content in Saskatchewan high schools and contributes to willful ignorance that keeps 

learners uninformed about Aboriginal people’s history. Not only are Aboriginal learners 

uninformed, but so is the rest of society. Both groups have a limited knowledge of how 

historical discursive practices have produced Aboriginal identities. 

 Discursive practices in Christianity, Indigenous knowledge systems, the Indian 

Act, and colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society regulate the research participants; 

and the rules that arise from the discourses in these systems constrain Aboriginal women. 

For example, these women are monitored by ideas about what it means to be good 

mothers and good women. The colonial history has been detrimental to Aboriginal 

women, who are continuously reproduced as inferior compared to non-Aboriginal 

women. The idea of the promiscuous dirty squaw continues to haunt these women’s lives, 

even though they work hard to make better lives for themselves and their children. They 

communicated that they are often compared to non-Aboriginal women and marked as 

inferior in that binary. Aboriginal women cannot escape the constructed inferiorization 

that historical and present-day discourses have created for them. 
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 Essentialism through the production of an assumed homogenous Indigenous 

identity continues to betray the identities of Aboriginal women. Systemic discourses 

made available through the Indian Act, Christianity, Indigenous knowledge systems, and 

colonial relations with non-Aboriginal society contain rules of conduct that have become 

normalized in society for Aboriginal women. The unique experience of three women in 

this study follows from their geographic locations, which differ from those in more 

remote communities. These three women identified with traditional Aboriginal 

knowledge systems such as ceremonies and powwows that have had a great influence in 

their lives. The essentialism that marks Aboriginal women as good/bad or 

traditional/nontraditional also uses these binaries to compare them with each other. Given 

the colonial discursive practices that circumscribe the lives of Aboriginal women from 

Northern communities, they are also deeply connected to their Indigeneity through 

Indigenous languages and particular cultural activities. These women are immersed in 

their Indigeneity on a daily basis through their languages and the connection to the land 

and kinship system, in addition to their adherence to Christianity. 

7.2 Goals and hypothesis of this research 

 As I discussed in earlier chapters, Aboriginal women have become the 

marginalized of the marginalized. This is evident in the high number of murdered and 

missing Aboriginal women, the high number of incarcerated Aboriginal women, and the 

number of single-parent women who live in poverty. It seems incomprehensible, to me at 

least, that, rather than society’s taking steps to deconstruct and understand how this 

happens, society has normalized the marginalization of Aboriginal women. Disregarding 

a deep analysis of why this happens implies that Aboriginal women are unimportant and 
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are inherently inferior. Certainly, our Canadian colonial history has greatly impacted how 

Aboriginal women are produced, and these colonial discourses continue to take a firm 

hold on how Aboriginal women are positioned in society. 

 A hypothesis for this research is that single-parent Aboriginal women from 

Northern Saskatchewan are caught up at every moment in ideas and beliefs about who 

they are. For example, the idea of good women firmly entrenches women in the domestic 

sphere, which is a place in which bearing children is expected, while the women’s 

conduct is continuously monitored regardless of whether they perform themselves in a 

responsible manner, following the assumption that Aboriginal women are promiscuous 

and cannot be trusted. This monitoring enacts the colonial gaze and surveillance of the 

panopticon (Foucault, 1995). These women cannot escape the colonial gaze because it 

comes from mainstream society and from within their own communities. Oftentimes 

these women are not allowed the benefit of the doubt in their participation in society. 

Presumed guilt and constructed inferiorization constitute the space that these women 

occupy. They know differently, however, and they press forward by continuing their 

postsecondary education. These women have a sense that the ideas and beliefs about who 

they are have produced them, but they keep going to school and supporting their children 

because they understand that education cannot be taken away. 

 Canadian history testifies to the power of racism and patriarchy in Aboriginal 

communities that operate as systems of race and gender allocations that affect Aboriginal 

women in oppressive ways. Canadian history is largely a colonial production involving 

separating Indigenous people from European settlers (Daschuk, 2013). Indigenous people 

have been read as backward and primitive (Smith, 1999), whereas Europeans were 
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produced as a superior race. This colonial history is not unique to Canada, as Stoler 

(1997) reported in her work on the colonial experience of French Indochina and the 

Dutch East Indies. The separating of races in a hierarchy was an intentional construction 

that is still being reenacted in the 21
st
 century. However, the focus of my research is the 

positioning of Aboriginal women. While patriarchy and paternalism were being 

institutionalized, Euro-Canadian settler women were being produced as fragile and 

needing protection (Carter, 1997, 2005). A binary was constructed between European 

settler women and Aboriginal women, and the latter were positioned as inferior to White 

people and secondary to men, including Aboriginal men. In this construction Aboriginal 

women become doubly condemned. Colonial discourses produce favored and silenced 

bodies, and with this long history, the inferiorization of Aboriginal women has become 

normalized because it is part of our socialization. 

 This research adhered to the notion of interlocking subjectivity (Razack, 1999) to 

demonstrate how the lives of these women are complicated and immersed in 

contradictory discourses that are meant specifically for them. The influence of 

Christianity positions them in a good/bad binary while exalting men and boys. Similarly, 

Indigenous knowledge systems often work in ways that favor maleness over femaleness, 

with little recognition of ambiguity. Gender roles are firmly established in Indigenous 

knowledge systems that encourage gender essentialism, which further entrenches women 

in the domestic role. The Indian Act has constructed a patriarchal and paternal system 

that has excluded and displaced Aboriginal women; members of the Aboriginal 

communities are now policing this same system to the disadvantage of women (Blaney, 
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2003; Deerchild, 2003). Once again, the discourses are many, complex, and contradictory 

for Aboriginal women. 

Colonial expansion that has espoused Christianity has had profound consequences 

for Aboriginal women. Smith (1999) expanded on the colonial experiences of Indigenous 

people in which Western discourses and worldview are portrayed as the only right way. 

Smith examined colonial relations between Indigenous and European people in which the 

colonizers produced the idea of superiority and inferiority. Alternatives to Western 

practices are considered secondary and primitive. Smith reported that “Western reality 

became reified as representing something ‘better,’ reflecting ‘higher orders’ of thinking, 

and being less prone to dogma, witchcraft and immediacy of people and societies which 

were so ‘primitive’” (p. 49). The discourse of Christianity was a colonial system that was 

meant to highlight Indigenous people, who were considered to be living in a state of 

darkness. Christianity was an organized system within colonialism that imposed power 

carelessly and inhumanely on Indigenous people. Christianity was intended—even 

authorized by God Himself—as a way of saving the heathen, whom all colonial peoples, 

as non-Europeans, were presumed to be. The result was the production of European ways 

as superior and Indigenous ways—with their so-called primitive traditions—as inferior 

(Smith, 1999). In this production Aboriginal women who are involved in Christian and 

Indigenous knowledge discourses are positioned in often contradictory ways; Indigenous 

knowledge systems might position them as primitive and backward, whereas Christianity 

positions them as colonized. The rules are many, and these women are stuck in all of 

these discourses that they are expected to perform, but they will never be good enough 
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even if they do perform them. Rules of conduct for Aboriginal women are monitored 

through a palpable and inescapable surveillance. 

Daly (1973) maintained that the institution of the Christian church has been a 

community with a mission: “One need think only of the ‘conversion’ of the ‘barbarians’ 

of Europe or of the Crusades to be reminded of the thrusting and conquering propensities 

of the Christian conception of mission” (p. 168). The missionaries who represented peace 

went to ‘heathen’ lands and often felt justified to use questionable tactics and “to impose 

‘true’ beliefs upon others, and in so doing have ‘righteously’ allied themselves with 

economic imperialism” (p. 168). Daly stated that the thrust of the Christian colonial 

conquest can be portrayed as a phallic image and a violent patriarchal mission justified as 

God’s work. At the same time, the more extreme that the discourses in the Christian 

colonial mission were, the more that Indigenous people were read as needing to be pulled 

out of the darkness they occupied. The interlocking subjectivity that these women occupy 

is located in colonial, patriarchal, and Christian discourses, all of which are used to 

measure how they perform themselves as good women. The discursive practices imposed 

on this group of women are deeply crazy making indeed. 

7.3 Reflective analysis of the research and conclusions 

 I used the instruments of Michel Foucault (1980, 1990a, 1990b, 1994a, 1994b, 

1994c, 1994d, 1994e, 1995) to analyze the data. The first of these ideas is that the social 

production of rules regulates this group of women. Second, when the rules turn into 

norms, they establish ideas of proper rules of conduct. The last is that these women 

perform an ethical practice of self. Each of these theoretical frameworks demonstrates 

how these women’s lives are positioned through all the discourses that are imposed on 
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them. In my research I analyzed the lives of Aboriginal women in a way that illustrates 

the production of identity that a Foucauldian analysis makes evident. Identity is a social, 

political, and historical process and not a simple act of individual self-making. 

 Rules are used to regulate a social body. Foucault (1980, 1995) proposed that the 

social body functions in a triangle of power, right, and truth that can produce discourses. 

Power produces truth, which in turn functions as a right; and the mechanisms of power 

come from the rules of right. Rules are taken for granted and require no thought; they are 

not formally laid out, but operate as a regulatory system in society. The rules that impact 

single-parent Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan originate in Christianity, 

Indigenous knowledge systems, the Indian Act, and colonial relations with non-

Aboriginal society. These four systems, which result in the social production of who 

these Aboriginal women are supposed to be, are part of their daily lives; and it is difficult 

for these women to stand outside them because they are contained in them by the 

discursive practices that are continually being recreated. Christianity is one system in 

which discursive rules are normalized. For example, Redmond (1989) asserted that in 

Christianity, suffering has become an expectation for women and children: “Christian 

children are told that their god is just, merciful, and caring. If they are good, then bad 

things won’t happen to them” (p. 74). Consequently, when a child suffers because of 

poverty or sexual abuse, the conclusion is that “I am bad”; therefore I must suffer. In 

another example, the Indian Act maintains discursive rules that position men and women 

in contrasting ways (Isaac & Maloughney, 1992). First Nations men have been allowed to 

carry their Indian status to their male children even when they marry nonstatus/non-

Indian women. When First Nations women marry non-First Nations men, they are 
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expected to move with their husbands. In this process they become disconnected from 

their home community. The impact of this law continues to have profound effects on 

Aboriginal women who want to reunite with their ancestral community. Today, First 

Nations communities use rules to regulate how Aboriginal women are positioned, 

whereas Aboriginal men have no rules and are able to move about freely. 

 Rules and norms overlap. Reproduced rules function to create norms, and 

discursive rules normalize behavior. Rules are maintained through disciplinary power 

that is like an informal law and become socially regulated norms. Normative power 

functions to judge, diagnose, and reproduce normal and abnormal conduct; normalization 

is achieved through surveillance that systemically integrates norms. Disciplinary 

punishment functions to contain behavior in particular ways to recreate practices and 

systems. Once norms are established, individuals are rewarded for following rules or are 

punished or silenced for not following rules. 

 My research has crystallized the concept of norms through the comments of two 

participants. Pat, who is visibly White and speaks an Aboriginal language, noted that 

people often do not believe that she is Aboriginal because of her appearance. Once 

people know that she is Aboriginal, they often assume that she is sexually available to 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men. Adele, who is visibly Aboriginal but speaks 

English proficiently and spent a number of years in urban centers, lamented that she is 

read as inadequate when she participates in Euro-Canadian functions. There is no 

assumption that Adele will be as good as or even better than those with whom she 

participates in these activities. These examples demonstrate that Aboriginal identity is 

held against women regardless of their appearance, their facility with English, or their 
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effective socialization in non-European ways. They are produced as inferior because they 

are Indigenous women. 

 The final theory that I followed in this research is the ethical practice of self 

(Foucault, 1990b, 1994a). I examined how these women perform themselves in the midst 

of the rules and norms imposed on them in their daily lives. In this context, self-

knowledge is concerned with knowing that rules and norms are in operation. Within this 

self-knowledge, the self problematizes women’s and men’s freedom as an ethical 

dimension. Subjects problematize their freedom. Freedom is not just about free will, but 

also includes taking into account the functioning of power in relation to self and others. 

Freedom is not about catering to one’s desires. Power is converted by limiting and 

controlling it in the care of self, and the care of self is ethically prior to the care of others. 

 These women demonstrate the ethical practice of self in their continuation of 

school and learning. In spite of their challenging circumstances—they are lone parents, 

have minimal financial and human resources to help them in their daily lives, and stand 

up to the racism that would undermine them—they move forward. They have visions of a 

better future, and they move forward with that in mind. Those who have completed 

degrees supported themselves and their children through paid professional employment. 

Their self-knowledge includes knowledge of the rules and norms that are often imposed 

on them. For example, one research participant embraced Christianity in a way that made 

sense to her, and she was reluctant to participate in Aboriginal customs such as sweat 

lodge and ceremonies. She did not feel the need to criticize Indigenous knowledge 

customs; rather, she recognized that many Aboriginal people abide by those traditions 

even though she does not subscribe to them. At the same time, many Aboriginal people 
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criticize Christians and surmise that Aboriginal people who embrace Christianity are 

somehow more colonized. The ethical practice of self involves, to some degree, 

acceptance of how people position themselves in the discourses while considering 

subjectivity as fluid and always in the making. 

 Another example of the ethical practice of self is the way that this group extends 

understanding to the Aboriginal men in their lives. They understand that colonization has 

been highly influential in the lives of Aboriginal people, and they have some sense that 

male dominance is part of their socialization. Their ethical practice of self involves 

teaching Aboriginal men and boys how to be responsible. Even though Indigenous 

knowledge discourses might insist that they belong to the domestic sphere, these women 

make decisions that are both ethical and that necessarily question their own freedom. 

They are enrolled in postsecondary education with the hope and vision of a better future, 

which entails jeopardizing their relationships because some of the men in their lives 

resent their attendance at school. Their ethical practice of self involves not subscribing to 

some of the discourses meant for them, but they also want to be part of a community and 

culture that accept them. These women problematize their freedom by making ethical 

decisions. 

 The colonial systems and practices construct particular discourses that are meant 

for specific people. The issue of missing and murdered Aboriginal women is a very 

public illustration of how marginalization happens to Aboriginal women and how 

significant is the need for solutions to the oppressive treatment that they are handed. 

Aboriginal women from Northern Saskatchewan are caught at every moment in the 

discourses that position them in on the negative side of binaries. When Aboriginal 
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women are socially produced with all that is negative, White European women inevitably 

are produced as innocent and desirable. 

 The fact that many Northern Saskatchewan Aboriginal communities have been 

Christianized sets these communities apart from other Aboriginal communities in the rest 

of Saskatchewan. At the same time, however, many of them maintain their languages and 

customs that are richly practiced. To suggest that Aboriginal people from Northern 

Saskatchewan are somehow lacking in Indigeneity implies that they are to be blamed for 

the colonial effects such as Christianity. Many Aboriginal people from Northern 

Saskatchewan take pride in their Aboriginal customs and they also acknowledge that 

these customs are different from other parts of Saskatchewan. 

 Christianity is a colonial system with a history of misogyny and heterosexism that 

affects people in various negative ways including those who identify as gay, lesbian or 

transgendered. To say that traditional Aboriginal communities at one time held these 

alternative identities in high regard denies how these groups experience oppression and 

marginalization today due to the effects of colonization. 

7.4 Strengths and limitations of the research 

 The strengths of this research are many: 

1. I heard the voices of Aboriginal women who spoke on their own behalf about 

the spaces that they occupy. 

2. This research depends on Aboriginal women’s stories, organization of the 

data, and a discourse analysis to substantiate how these women became 

marginalized, clearly illustrates that their marginalization was not a matter of 

individual bad choices; rather, oppression is systemic. 
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3. This research is not reactionary to the immediate injustices done to Aboriginal 

women. It involved live subjects who were able to talk about their experiences 

of marginalization over time. 

4. This research has created a context in which to consider the issue of missing 

and murdered Aboriginal women, the high number of incarcerated Aboriginal 

women, and the high number of single-parent Aboriginal women. 

5. I conducted this research from a feminist perspective rather than the 

assumption that Aboriginal men and women are similarly positioned in the 

colonial context. Rather than completely relying on how Aboriginal culture 

will emancipate Aboriginal women, I use a feminist analysis to demonstrate 

how gender is also a significant point of analysis for Aboriginal women. 

 This research also has a number of limitations: 

1. The voices of the Aboriginal women of Northern Saskatchewan cannot 

necessarily represent the voices of all Aboriginal women. The ways in which 

Aboriginal women position themselves vary, and assumptions cannot be made 

that all Aboriginal women are the same. 

2. Although I conducted 18 interviews, only 16 participants authorized the use of 

their transcripts. A greater number of interviewees might have resulted in 

different themes. 

3. In this research I used a Western theory to analyze the data. Other Aboriginal 

scholars might employ a methodological framework described as Indigenous, 

rather than a Westerns system. 
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4. I conducted this research from a feminist perspective. Many Indigenous 

scholars believe that feminism is not applicable to Aboriginal peoples, who 

have their own ways of organizing their families and communities. I embrace 

a feminist perspective because it makes clear the ways that Aboriginal men 

also benefit from heteronormative colonial patriarchy. 

5. Woven into this research is the production of heteronormativity, but it is not a 

category on its own that is discussed.  The research participants did not 

disclose whether they stood outside of heteronormativity; however, it is a 

significant discussion that is only briefly mentioned in this research.  The 

main point to be made is that good women are all assumed to be straight 

women.  While there are a variety of sexual identities, regrettably, the 

research operated from an unstated assumption of heteronormativity.   

7.5 Potential application of the research findings 

 This research contributes to the growing national concern for the ways in which 

Aboriginal women are positioned in society. Disciplines such as law, criminality, and 

social work, as well as senior administrators, question how Aboriginal women have been 

marginalized and what has caused it. Their marginalization does not originate from only 

one source; rather, it is multidimensional, complex, and complicated. Understanding the 

complexity of how it has happened helps us to work toward solutions. The research 

findings can potentially be applied in the following ways: 

1. The issue of missing and murdered Aboriginal women is serious. This 

research demonstrates that the marginalization of Aboriginal women is taken 

for granted. Because of this research, we are able to trace some of the 
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gendered, raced, cultural and historic practices that seem to authorize harm 

and make it acceptable and commonplace. 

2. This research advances the knowledge of a number of social and political 

disciplines that are concerned about how Aboriginal women are positioned. 

Understanding the complexities of their lives is necessary for any solutions. 

3. It is helpful for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people to understand how 

marginalization occurs. It encourages self-analysis and reflection to examine 

the ways in which each of us is implicated in the systems. 

4. All colonized people are involved and implicated in the systems of racism, 

White dominance, patriarchy, religious oppression, and class status. If we all 

engage in this conversation, we will strengthen the ways to find solutions and 

talk about how there is no position of innocence. 

7.6 Possible future research directions 

 The research participants in this study have complicated lives in which competing 

discourses are constantly being imposed on them. The women’s circumstances are not 

necessarily of their making; however, they move forward in their lives in spite of the 

oppressive systems and practices that subjugate them. The amalgamation of these 

systems, practices, and institutions that operate to oppress Aboriginal women will 

authorize ongoing normalization. This is a national, if not international, issue that needs 

to be addressed. The issues discussed in this research are applicable to human service 

workers, community organizations, and government offices that are compelled to heed 

the seriousness of these issues. 



186 

 

 Given that Aboriginal women’s marginalization does not originate from one 

source, possible future research directions are as follows: 

1. It might be useful to examine the lives of Aboriginal women in other 

geographical locations or to differentiate them according to the Indigenous 

languages that they speak to identify similarities and differences. 

2. This research has demonstrated that Indigenous knowledge systems are also 

flawed and influenced by patriarchal colonialism. These systems might be 

useful for some, but not for all Aboriginal people. Because of patriarchal 

colonialism, Indigenous knowledge systems might be more beneficial to 

Aboriginal men who are produced as favored bodies. Rather than 

romanticizing the Indigenous knowledge systems that acknowledge that 

women have power, research should be conducted on what this power means 

and how we recognize it. 

3. Eurocentric institutions that want to become engaged and find solutions must 

understand the complexity of Aboriginal women’s lives. A sincere look at the 

ways in which Aboriginal women are marginalized necessarily means being 

critical of the ways that these institutions seek to engage Aboriginal peoples 

and learners. Sincere engagement means being critical of the ways in which 

institutions use Indigenous knowledge systems as “the way” to address 

systemic inequity. Further research should include the implications of White 

identities and White innocence for the engagement of Indigenous customs that 

are promoted as emancipatory for Indigenous peoples. White identities are 

often positioned as innocent when Indigenous customs are valorized. 
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 In this research I was concerned with the lives of Aboriginal women of Northern 

Saskatchewan and the ways in which their marginalization is orchestrated. In a colonial 

context no innocent space is allowed for Aboriginal women. They are held responsible to 

prove what they are not—a stereotype. They often face resentment and hostility for the 

assumption that they receive free education and healthcare. If and when they are 

educated, the assumption is that their education was watered down. They are often 

ridiculed for the way they speak or the way they look because it might not mimic 

Eurocentric ways. They are also presumed to have X number of children with X number 

of men. According to Dyer (1997), Aboriginal women are not allowed to be regular 

compared to White people, who are just ‘human.’ For Aboriginal peoples racism has 

been oppressive. The gender of Aboriginal women living in a patriarchal society also 

marks their lives as unimportant. Pushing against the untruth of these assumptions is, 

therefore, one of the reasons I have taken on this research, with the women’s own lives 

witnessing to an alternate narrative. 
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APPENDIX A: Invitation to Participate in the Research 

 

Recruiting Research Participants 

- Are you a single-parent Aboriginal woman between the ages 
of 25 to 40? 

- Are you originally from Northern Saskatchewan? 
- Are you enrolled in an adult basic education or post-

secondary program? 

If you have answered yes to these questions, you are invited to 
participate in a research study that I am conducting. 

This research examines how we as Aboriginal women have come 
to think about ourselves.  A question we might ask ourselves is:  
How have we learned about who we are as Aboriginal women of 
Northern Saskatchewan? 

Your participation will be greatly appreciated and will contribute 
to a meaningful analysis of our lives as Aboriginal women. 

A small honorarium will be provided after an interview is 
completed with the researcher. 

This research has been authorized by the University of Regina 
Research Ethics Board.  Questions may be addressed to the 
committee at 306 585 4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca. 

Please contact Marlene McKay @ 477 0329 or @ 
mmckay1@sasktel.net to arrange a meeting time. 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
mailto:mmckay1@sasktel.net
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APPENDIX B: Participant Consent Form 

 
Participant Consent Form 

Project Title:  Examining Influences of Identity Construction of Aboriginal Women of 

Northern Saskatchewan 

Researcher: Marlene Elizabeth McKay 

  Graduate Student 

  University of Regina 

  Faculty of Education 

  Curriculum & Instruction 

  306 477 0329 

  mmckay1@sasktel.net 

Supervisor: Dr. Carol Schick 

  306 585 5147 

  University of Regina 

  Faculty of Education 

Purpose and Objectives of the Research: 

This research aims to interview lone parent Aboriginal women to inquire how they have 

come to think of themselves in regard to social, religious and moral expectations of the 

communities in which they were raised. 

This study will examine how Aboriginal women organize and live their lives in the midst 

of the social regulations of race, class, gender and sexual orientation. 

As a participant you will be asked to respond to semi-structured interview questions.  The 

interview will be audio-recorded.   The researcher may take some notes during the 

interview; however, the audio recorder will be the main source of recording.   The 

interviews will last from 50 to 70 minutes. 

Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedure or goals of the study or your 

role. 

Potential Risks: 

There are no known anticipated risks for you to participate in this study. 

Potential Benefits: 

This study takes into account the voices of Aboriginal women in describing their 

experiences of gender relations, racialization, class discrimination, and sexual orientation.  

With that, this study hopes to contribute to a new ways of seeing and discussing issues 

regarding Aboriginal peoples of Northern Saskatchewan.  There is no known research of 

this kind in Northern Saskatchewan 

mailto:mmckay1@sasktel.net
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Compensation: 

As a form of compensation, the participants will be offered a meal at a restaurant or a $10 

honorarium. 

Confidentiality: 

The identity of participants will remain confidential by changing or renaming personal 

identifying features.  This consent form specifies that confidentiality will be honored. 

Storage of data will be at the University of Regina in a locked storage cabinet.  Electronic 

versions will be accessible only by the researcher.  The data will be destroyed after a 

period of no less than three years. 

Right to Withdraw: 

Your participation is voluntary and you are invited to answer only those questions that 

you are comfortable with.  You may withdraw from the research project for any reason, 

at any time, without explanation or penalty of any sort. 

After the interviews and transcriptions are complete, a copy of the transcriptions will be 

provided to you.  The researcher will allow up to two weeks for you to review the 

transcriptions and if you agree with the transcriptions, no other action will be taken. 

Withdrawal of data is only possible until dissemination. 

Whether you choose to participate or not will have no effect on how you will be treated. 

Should you choose to withdraw, the data you provide will be disposed of through a 

shredder or deleted completely from electronic versions. 

Follow-up: 

To obtain results from this study, please refer to an electronic version of the researcher’s 

dissertation. 

Questions or Concerns: 

Contact the researcher using the information on page one of the consent from. 

This project has been approved on ethical grounds by the University of Regina Research 

Ethics Board.  Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to 

the committee at 306 585 4775 or research.ethics@uregina.ca.  Out of town participants 

may call collect.  You may also contact the researcher’s supervisor, Dr. Carol Schick at 

306 585 5147 or carol.schick@uregina.ca. 

Consent: 

My signature below indicates that I have read and understood the descriptions provided.  

I, as a participant, have had an opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been 

answered.  I consent to participate in the research project.  A copy of this Consent Form 

has been given to me for my records. 

 

 

 

_______________________ __________________  _______________________ 

Name of Participant  Date              Signature 

mailto:research.ethics@uregina.ca
mailto:carol.schick@uregina.ca
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APPENDIX C: Interview Questions 

This is a list of the interview questions I asked the participants. 

1. Where are you originally from? 

2. What is your Aboriginal status? 

3. What does your status allow you to do and not do? 

4. Are your children registered Indians? 

5. Are your children band members to a First Nation community? 

6. Do you think you are treated differently because of your status compared to a man 

in the same situation? 

7. In what ways does the Indian Act help or not help? 

8. Is your family religious? 

9. Did you or your family go to church? 

10. How important was the church? 

11. Was there any difference between how boys were treated compared to girls? Can 

you explain? 

12. What rules did your family have about being a boy or a girl? 

13. According to the church, what was the proper role for women? 

14. Do you think these roles influence you today? In what ways does your religion 

help or not help? 

15. Does your family follow traditional ways? 

16. What are they? 

17. Are there different roles for men and women? 

18. What are they? 

19. What do women do that men cannot? 

20. What do men do that women cannot? 

21. In what ways do traditional ways help or not help? 

22. How do you think non-Aboriginal society sees you as an Aboriginal woman? 

23. Do you think this is different from how Aboriginal men are treated? Can you 

explain? 

24. Did you ever feel you were discriminated against by a religion, the Indian Act, and 

traditional Aboriginal knowledge systems or practices? 

25. Do you ever talk about religion, the Indian Act and traditional ways with other 

Aboriginal women, and what do they say? 
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APPENDIX D: Research Ethics Board Approval of Proposal 
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APPENDIX E: Demographic Data 

Identity Category X out of a 
possible 16 
participants 

Ages —20 to 35 * 11 

36 plus 5 

Religion — Catholic * 6 

Anglican * 2 

Christian Other * 1 

No Christian affiliation 3 

Education 13 

Enrolled in Bachelor of Education program * 3 

Enrolled in a General Arts degree program * 4 

Degree completed 4 

Working in paid employment 6 

Aboriginal language—Speaker  8 

Understands but does not speak * 6 

Traditional – Sweat lodge, ceremonies, spiritual 3 

Trapline, living off the land 10 

Non-traditional life-style 1 

Status—Registered Indian at birth 10 

Registered Indian later in life * 2 

Métis  3 

Non-Status 1 

First Nation — Cree 15 

Dene 1 

Children —1 to 3 Children 13 

3 to 5 Children * 2 

Marital Status — Legally married * 2 

Never legally married * 13 

Has a relationship with her father * 9 

Interview — By phone  1 

In person  15 
 

Note: The numbers represent only those who disclosed information about the identity category. 
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