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Abstract 

The purpose of this research was to identify the barriers and challenges faced by my 

mother, an Aboriginal woman of Cree descent, and to determine how she has survived 

despite the multiple oppressions she has faced. I sought to discover the experiences that 

contributed to her life story; identify coping mechanisms that contributed to her 

resiliency; and understand if her experiences could be situated in the context of the 

encounters of other Aboriginal women. Drawing on both Western and Indigenous 

research models allowed me to complete this research in a way that holds meaning for me 

as an Aboriginal academic. I used Indigenous methods, to gather stories through semi-

structured conversational interviews with the co-participant, my birth mother. Using a 

thematic analysis of the transcripts of the conversational interviews I held with her, I 

identified interconnected themes of abuse and violence, racism, addiction, health issues, 

sex-trade, identity and family, and school. The findings suggest that my mother’s 

experiences were not unlike the stories of many other Aboriginal women in Canada. I 

was able to identify that her humour and intelligence had contributed to her resilience and 

that her ability to live in the moment had sustained her. But an even more powerful and 

overarching characteristic prevailed – her primal desire to live. I understand my mother 

much better now. I have come to acknowledge and validate her experience, knowledge 

and worldview. In recognizing her life through this research, I acknowledge and 

recognize her existence: she has an important place in my life and in this world. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 The title of this thesis, Nikawiy, is the Cree word for my mother. The research is 

about my mother, a Saskatchewan Aboriginal woman: It is an exploration into how life 

events have made her who she is today. The research documents some of her experiences, 

identifies the many challenges and barriers she has encountered, and describes the 

personal characteristics that account for her survival. Like many Aboriginal women in 

Canada, she has found herself in many dangerous situations throughout her life, and yet 

she has survived. But unlike other Aboriginal women, this woman is my birthmother. I 

wanted to recognize how she has persisted in spite of the obstacles she has faced. My 

mother has shared the stories of her lived experience and I have attempted to explore the 

ways that gender, ethnicity, culture, class, and sexuality have contributed to these 

experiences. 

Meaning of the Research 

 Admittedly, in documenting my mother’s life, I have discovered more of who I am. 

That desire to learn was one of the original motivations for this research. But the wider 

significance of telling her story is the simple fact that in doing so, her stories and 

experiences will have opportunities to be heard by a broader population. Documenting 

her life experiences may offer others an opportunity to learn and gain a better 

understanding of why and how her life path has been as it is. 

 Wesley-Esquimaux (2009) reminds us that as Aboriginal women, “We are 

storytellers. We have an obligation to tell our stories to each other and to other non-

Native women” (p. 28). It is an Aboriginal value that stories are to be shared rather than 
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kept to oneself, particularly if it is possible that in the sharing of the story another person 

may find some value or meaning within it. The story might be helpful to others in ways 

that storyteller may never know: It is not up to the storyteller to need to know the impact 

of the stories. 

 According to the Native Women’s Association of Canada (2010), “the large 

number of Aboriginal women who have disappeared or been murdered in Canada during 

the last 20 years demonstrates the widespread nature of racialized, sexualized violence 

against Aboriginal women in Canada” (p. 580). By identifying my mother’s experiences 

and the stories of her resilience and strength, I hope to understand how she has not 

become one of the many unfortunate statistics of Aboriginal women who die or disappear 

in the early years of their lives.  

 Relating what my mother has overcome may serve to provide an example for other 

Aboriginal women in similar situations: They may see themselves in her stories, perhaps 

avoid some of the pitfalls she experienced, and at least hold onto hope that they can 

survive and live meaningful lives. They could find inspiration. As noted by Wesley-

Esquimaux (2009), “Instead of telling only the stories about trauma and victimization and 

pain, let us talk about our survival and our undeniable strength” (p 28). 

 Kurtz, Nyberg, Tillaart, Mills, and the Okanagan Urban Aboriginal Health 

Research Collective (2008) have looked into the ways in which colonial systems and 

structures have worked in order to silence the voices of Aboriginal women. Within their 

context, they consider the silencing of voice to be “when a person speaks and their 

concerns are ignored or disregarded” (p 55). The use of storytelling in this research 
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provided my mother with a place for her voice to be heard. It provided a space to 

acknowledge and validate her experience, knowledge, and worldview. In recognizing her 

life, I acknowledge that she exists and has a place in my life and in this world.  

 First and foremost, I was consciously aware that according to one of the principles 

of Indigenous research ethics, research must benefit the participant (Wilson, 2008). To be 

listened to and to be heard is what my mother requested. This research provided an 

opportunity to demonstrate the value of investing the time to listen and to recognize the 

knowledge of one Aboriginal woman’s lived experience.  

 Another potential significance of this research is that it enabled me to reflect more 

deeply on the way I make sense of lived experience; and it may be a model for others to 

do the same. The research may provide an opportunity for others to learn by taking 

whatever is meaningful for them from my mother’s experiences and reflecting on how it 

may apply to their own lived experiences. 

 Lastly, I hoped to show that although I uncovered themes of oppression around my 

mother’s lived experiences, these themes are not separate but rather a part of the whole. 

According to Bourassa, McKay-McNabb, and Hampton (2004), “Aboriginal women have 

faced destruction in our communities, in our families as a result of multiple oppressions” 

(p. 27). Oppressions are inevitably intertwined. In keeping with the Aboriginal holistic 

worldview, there is an interconnectedness of all things (Weber-Pillwax, 2004). My 

mother’s life is one example of this.  
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Research Goals  

 The purpose of this research was to identify the barriers and challenges faced by 

my mother, an Aboriginal woman of Cree descent, and to determine how she has 

survived despite the multiple oppressions she has faced. In preparing to listen, and to 

comprehend my mother’s life, I developed some guiding questions. My goal was to 

establish the context, not only of my study, but of her life events to better understand the 

following research questions: 

1. What are some of the most memorable experiences that have contributed to my 

mother’s life story? 

2. What coping mechanisms have contributed to my mother’s ability to break through 

barriers and survive the challenges she has faced? 

3. How can her experiences be understood in the context of the experiences of many 

other Aboriginal women? 

Situating Myself  

 My interest in researching and relating my birthmother’s life experiences was 

largely to discover more of who I am and where I situate myself within my own identity 

and worldviews. It was an opportunity for intergenerational learning. One way Newman 

and Hatton-Yeo (2008) describe intergenerational learning is that “two different 

generations learn together about each other” (p. 32). I have known I was Aboriginal for 

as long as I can remember and along with that I have always had a strong inherent desire 

to learn more about my Aboriginal identity. This desire is the reason why I searched for 

many years to find and reconnect with my biological mother.  
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Before continuing my story, I want to clarify the terms Indigenous and Aboriginal 

as I understand them in the context of my research. Indigenous is a term used to identify 

the first peoples of any land base. Aboriginal is a government term used to identify First 

Nation, Métis, and Inuit people of Canada. In this context, Aboriginal peoples could be 

considered the Indigenous peoples of Canada. I am comfortable identifying myself as  

both Aboriginal and Indigenous.1  

I was born in June 1972 in Regina, Saskatchewan. My mother was 14 years old at 

the time. Saskatchewan Social Services, Post Adoption Registry sent me a letter to tell 

me about myself (personal communication, November 20, 1991). They told me: 

You weighed eight pounds, six ounces at birth. The labour was twenty-five hours 

and thirty minutes with low forceps delivery. It was a forty week pregnancy. You 

were described as an attractive little girl with a light complexion, light brown hair 

with a reddish tinge and sparkling blue eyes. You had a round face with full cheeks 

and nice even features. Your birth mother took you home from the hospital and 

parented you for over fourteen months. She was very young and with all the 

problems she had, it was very difficult for her to provide proper care for you. You 

were placed in a foster home in August, 1973. At that time, you were walking but 

still a little unsure of yourself. There is no information available on your 

development during your first year. You did very well in the foster home and were 

                                                           
1 The term Aboriginal came into popular usage in Canadian contexts after 1982, when 

Section 35 of the Canadian Constitution defined the term as such. The term Indigenous 

came into wide usage during the 1970s when Aboriginal groups organized transnationally 

and pushed for greater presence in the United Nations (UN). 
 

http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/?id=1050


  6 
 

described as a bright little girl who was developing normally. You went to live with 

the Reid family on April 5, 1974 and the Adoption Order was granted on May 23, 

1974. 

I did not realize until the time of this research that I had been in temporary foster care at 

least once prior to being placed as a permanent ward. 

My adopted family was non-Aboriginal. They raised me well; but they knew little 

about Aboriginal ways and chose not to find out more. They also discouraged me from 

exploring my roots. It was their belief that they had rescued me from that part of my life. 

However, once I left my adoptive home for university, I became more and more curious 

about the early part of my life and native culture. I discovered it was possible to pursue 

studies in Aboriginal history and culture, so I went on to complete my first baccalaureate 

degree in Indian Studies. I chose psychology as my second baccalaureate as a way to try 

to understand the human psyche and the role it plays in contributing to racism, 

oppression, and violence. When it came time to pursue my Master’s degree, I chose to 

specialize in Adult Education, I related to Wlodkowski (2008) who noted that “when 

adults can see that what they are learning makes sense and is important according to their 

values and perspectives, their motivation emerges” (p. 27) and therefore I naturally 

wanted to study and research from an Indigenous perspective to be truer to myself. 

During my post-secondary schooling, I took on the search to find my biological 

mother. I discovered early on during the search that my “mother had several children 

after [me]. Some were placed for adoption and some were in the care of relatives” 
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(Saskatchewan Social Services, personal communication, November 20, 1991). During 

that same time, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada informed me:  

You may write to the Adoption Unit and attach a copy of your Order of Adoption. 

If one of you biological parents is, in fact, registered with a band in Canada, the 

Adoption Unit will release to you the band to which you are affiliated. (personal 

communication, December 6, 1991) 

In 1995, another letter followed:  

This matter will be reviewed and you will be contacted again at a later date. As we 

have received a great number of entitlement inquiries, the process is considerably 

delayed. We ask your cooperation and patience in awaiting a reply. (Indian and 

Norther Affairs Canada, personal communication, September 5, 1995) 

Finally, in 1996, I discovered I was not an “Indian”: 

I have now received confirmation from Social Services of the name of your birth 

mother, her date and place of birth, the names of her parents and siblings, and the 

names of your birth siblings. Their records contain no identifying information 

concerning your birth father or birth paternal grandparents. There is no provision in 

the Indian Act for the registration of an individual, one of whose parents is 

registered or entitled to be registered under Section 6(2) of the Indian Act and 

whose other parent cannot be confirmed to be someone who is registered or entitled 

to be registered as an Indian. I regret that my reply could not be more favourable. 

(Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, personal communication, October 1, 1996) 
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Later in 1996 I wrote a letter to Saskatchewan Social Services, Post Adoption Registry, 

inquiring about information on the siblings I had learned about from correspondence in 

1991. I received this response: 

I have reviewed the files for the following siblings and have compiled non-

identifying background summaries on each. Your brother was born in . . . He 

weighed eight pounds and fourteen ounces at birth. He was brought into foster care 

on . . . The next child was again male. He was born in . . . He weighed nine pounds 

at birth. He was brought into foster care on . . . Your birth mother had two other 

children, a boy and a girl, born in . . . The children went to live with a family friend 

. . . There was an inquiry by the woman caring for your brother and sister indicating 

that your brother recalled one of the older brothers and cried for him periodically. 

Your next brother was born in . . . He was brought into foster care upon his release 

from the hospital and placed in the foster home which later became his adoptive 

home. Your youngest brother was born in . . . He was brought into foster care upon 

his release from hospital. Prior to any contact with your siblings being initiated we 

would first need to contact your birth mother to get her permission. As well, several 

of your siblings are under the age of eighteen. Therefore we would need to obtain 

the permission of the adoptive parents or guardians in order for there to be contact 

with these siblings. Currently, the waiting time for an active search to be initiated is 

over two years. (Saskatchewan Social Services, personal communication, March 3, 

1997) 
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Later that same year I wrote another letter to the Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development. I included a copy of my order of adoption and requested to find 

out which First Nation band my mother belonged to. I never received a response. 

 In December, 1998, through word of mouth and sharing of the “non-identifying” 

information I had received via correspondence from 1997, I located my youngest birth 

sibling. He was 11 years old at the time. I wrote his adoptive family a letter explaining 

who I was and hoping for some contact. I did not receive a response; however, I was 

certain I had located one of my siblings. I was right, but it was another 11 years before I 

was able to meet him in person.  

 A unique set of unexpected circumstances, along with very kind strangers and 

acquaintances during the summer of 1999, narrowed the search for my birthmother down 

to one name and a possible city of last known residence. A search through phone books at 

the public library then brought me to a short list of phone numbers for that name in that 

city. I remember hardly even being able to breathe as I dialed the phone. I very nervously 

asked a long list of questions: Are you Brenda Pansy Campbell? Did you have a daughter 

in June 1972? Did you name her Lori-Anne Christy Campbell? The answer to all 

questions came back “Yes”. I remember pausing and then going on to say, “Well then, 

that would be me.” I still remember the excitement in Brenda’s voice as she yelled to 

someone else in the room, “Oh my God! It’s Lori-Anne! I told you she would find me!” 

Immediately I knew it would be okay. She filled me in on many things during that phone 

call: names of aunties and uncles, locations of a couple of siblings, stories of my birth, 

and much more. A week later I was able to travel to the city where she resided. For the 
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first time in 26 years I looked into the eyes of my birthmother again and, I admit, I could 

not stop staring as I recognized the familiar physical features. The journey to locate all 

members of my immediate family would go on to take 23 years from start to finish.  

 By the time I registered in the Master’s program, my mother had moved to the city 

in which I lived making it easier for more frequent communication. It was evident that 

she was interested in and curious about what I was doing with my life. By the end of my 

program, I had in fact located all seven siblings, finally making verbal contact with the 

last one and communicating with him during the writing of this draft. It was an event that 

helped to draw us all closer to each other, despite the fact that as of this point in writing 

we still have not all physically met. Nonetheless, the success of my search held 

significant meaning for my mother and me. 

Throughout the first year of my post-graduate courses, my mother would ask me 

about school. She would ask me what I was studying and learning about, and I would 

share my experiences with her. I would tell her that I felt many of the colleagues in my 

classes seemed to lack an authentic understanding of Aboriginal issues: At times it 

seemed they showed no interest in learning or gaining an understanding of what they did 

not know. To me it felt as though many were far removed from what was really going on 

for Aboriginal people in our province, and yet First Nations and Métis people were the 

original inhabitants of Saskatchewan. The overall impression I got was that the current 

situation of Aboriginal peoples was considered an “Indian problem” that “someone 

should take care of.”  I never got a sense that my colleagues felt any personal 
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accountability, responsibility, or even concern for their direct or indirect contributions to 

the overall circumstances of our Aboriginal population.  

Over the course of these discussions with my mother she would tell me stories of 

her life experiences. Although she did not realize it, these stories often responded to a 

variety of queries that I would hear from my non-Aboriginal colleagues and students 

about life as an Aboriginal person. My mother’s stories would also reflect ways she was 

actively trying to help others in her community. For example, she runs a “private needle 

exchange program” from her home. She is concerned that drug users are putting 

themselves in danger with dirty needles, so she saves clean needles for them to prevent 

the transmission of disease—as much for community protection as for the users. She also 

shared stories about conversations she has had with young Aboriginal women and girls in 

her community to offer them her knowledge about the dangers of drug and alcohol abuse 

and prostitution. 

As is very common in Aboriginal cultures, my mother has never directly told me 

what to do or what my thesis topic should be. She simply discussed my interests with me, 

following the common Indigenous trait of non-interference. This is as Wilson (2008) has 

witnessed in his writings on Indigenous research: “Elders never . . .  directly confront 

someone about a problem, or offer direct advice” (p. 29). 

After every informal visit with my mother, I would find myself reflecting on our 

discussions. Once I truly heard her knowledge I realized that the focus of my thesis had 

to change. Because of my strong interest in educating and helping others, I had originally 

planned to write my thesis on the subject of improving Aboriginal student success in 
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post-secondary. But I began to feel that for me there was an even more important need to 

be addressed. 

My mother would like to help others but she is not in a position to have as large an 

impact as she would like. I, on the other hand, have privileges in this world that my 

mother will never have. I have privilege because of my education and earning power, the 

paler color of my skin, and my bi-culturalism as it relates to my ability to function 

effectively in both the “white” world and in Aboriginal communities.  

Although I do not speak for my mother, my positionality allows for her voice to be 

brought forward through me. I have the opportunity to provide the means for my mother 

to share her wisdom and knowledge with others. I have a responsibility, because of the 

gifts and privilege I experience in this world, to provide a space for my mother to be 

heard. My familiarity with my mother’s worldview enables me to understand at a deep 

level what she is trying to express. I realized that my own need to educate and assist 

others could also be met through telling my mother’s story. “Sharing what one has 

learned is an important Indigenous tradition. This type of sharing can take the form of a 

story of personal life experience and is done with a compassionate mind and love for 

others” (Archibald, 2008, p. 2). 

Study Characteristics 

 An in-depth exploration of this study is provided in the chapter 3, Research 

Methodology. In short, the study uses storytelling, guided by Indigenous research 

methods, into remembered events in my mother’s life. My research focuses on her lived 

experiences and the impact these have had on who she is today. The many factors that 
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have impacted her are all too common among Canadian Aboriginal women—addictions, 

unemployment, prostitution, serious health challenges, cycles of abuse, and 

socioeconomic issues (Campbell, 2011). The difficulties in overcoming, or at least 

dealing with these issues, are monumental, and the ramifications are widespread, 

affecting my siblings, my extended family, the community, and local and federal 

governments, as well as me.  

 I sought to discover more of who she is and of her abilities to survive by 

conducting a series of conversational interviews that focused around key questions into 

her life experiences. I taped and transcribed these conversations verbatim and then I 

identified and described the commonly occurring themes in her responses. I analyzed the 

content of these themes to determine the coping mechanisms that enabled her to survive 

and the underlying philosophy of life that enabled her to do so. Most important, I 

documented her experiences so that my mother’s story can be shared. What she has asked 

for is a place where her story can be told (Campbell, 2011) and that place is here. 

Organization of the Research 

 This introductory chapter has presented the topic of my research—its goal, 

methodology and research technique— and has outlined its significance and its potential 

impact. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature and current research in order to 

situate this study within the greater realm of Indigenous studies and Aboriginal women’s 

stories. Chapter 3 establishes the foundation for my research questions, explains my 

choice of methodology, and describes the design and implementation of the research 

study. In Chapter 4, I provide a contextual description of the participant, my mother, a 
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further description of our relationship, and findings from my interviews and resulting 

conversations with her. Chapter 5 involves the discussion of my findings, presented 

through analysis of and reflections on my research, and is followed by concluding 

thoughts.  
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Chapter 2:  Review of the Literature 

 This study is a telling of life events experienced by my mother, a Canadian 

Aboriginal woman of Cree descent, who has lived her life in the province of 

Saskatchewan. In preparing for my research study, I reviewed articles and books that 

could help to establish the situation of Aboriginal women in Canada and to determine 

their characteristics according to Canadian statistics.  I wanted to establish a profile so 

that I could have a reference point of context for my mother’s situation. My review of the 

literature begins, therefore, with an overview of readings and reports on the status of 

Aboriginal women in Canada.  

 In addition to researching statistical facts, I explored the role that the dominant 

system of Western forms of adult education have played in the lives of Aboriginal 

people. I was interested as to how my mother’s stories of learning might be situated 

within the broader Aboriginal population. 

 I also felt it was important to read stories from other women who had backgrounds 

similar to my mother’s. Most important, I looked to books by Indigenous authors and, 

where possible, of Cree women, and of residents of Saskatchewan and neighbouring 

geographical locations. I was curious as to whether the experiences shared might have 

similarities to the experiences of my mother. This review includes biographies as well as 

autobiographies, written about such women and from an Indigenous perspective.  

 Finally, because it was important to me to remain true to an Aboriginal approach to 

research, I included literature that explained and discussed Indigenous research 

perspectives. This was important in establishing context of the research participant and of 
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my study, but also to legitimize the Indigenous research methodologies and process that I 

followed. 

The Situation of Aboriginal Women in Canada 

 

 Aboriginal women in Canada continue to suffer disproportionately from social 

inequities and health challenges in relation to their non-Aboriginal counterparts. The 

reasons for this disparity are manifold. The barriers these women face are complex, and 

are directly related to their intrinsic characteristics of gender, ethnicity, culture, class and 

sexuality, which are inextricably linked (Bourassa, Mckay-McNabb, & Hampton, 2004). 

Each characteristic has a compounding effect upon the other making it impossible to 

concretely suggest one characteristic plays a larger role than the other. It is the 

combination in its entirety that contributes to the complexity.  

 Unemployment rates among Aboriginal women participating in the labour force are 

twice those of their non-Aboriginal counterparts (Canadian Association of Elizabeth Frye 

Societies, 2010). In Canada, 36 percent of Aboriginal women are living in poverty, 

according to the Canadian Labour Congress (2010).  Aboriginal women are more likely 

to have been sexually and/or physically abused in their youth than non-Aboriginal 

women, and are eight times more likely to be killed by a spouse. According to the 

Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of Women (2006),  

Aboriginal women face both racism and sexism as a result, being seen not just as 

Aboriginals and not just as women but as Aboriginal women, commonly 

objectified and dehumanized in racist and sexist stereotypes that make these 

women at risk of physical, emotional, and sexual violence. (p. 6) 
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Aboriginal women are also more likely than their non-Aboriginal counterparts to be 

prostituted and are the most likely of all sex-trade workers to be criminalized or 

physically or sexually abused at work (Balfour & Comack, 2006). As stated by Olson 

Harper (2009): 

Many Aboriginal women become easy targets to dangerous, perverted, and violent 

men because their poverty forces them to live in unsafe situations with few viable 

options. These men, themselves products of Canadian society, are aware, whether 

on a conscious level or not, of Aboriginal women’s vulnerability and of their lack 

of significant voice and value within society. (p. 194) 

In 2004–2005, Aboriginal women made up 32 percent of the female population in federal 

prisons (Canadian Association of Elizabeth Frye Societies, 2010) and 87 percent of the 

female population in provincial jails and detention centres in Saskatchewan; yet 

Aboriginal women comprise only a 3 percent segment of women nation-wide (Statistics 

Canada, 2006). Aboriginal women are disproportionately represented in prisons, which 

would indicate that the current state of their marginalization only magnifies their 

possibility of becoming acquainted with criminal activities.   

 Dealing with stresses related to these incidents is not made easy, either. Canadian 

laws have been enacted to oppress the traditional ceremonies and methods that 

Aboriginal people have historically employed to deal with personal issues and pressures. 

Until recently, many of these traditions were prohibited by law. Historically, the Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police were to “make sure [the Indians] were not practising any 

traditional ceremony-type events, confiscate and destroy any ceremonial items or 
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clothing . . . so that they would assimilate more quickly and easily” (Waldram, Herring & 

Young, 2006, p. 121). Legal measures have had a significantly negative impact on the 

mental and physical well-being of Aboriginal people today. Olson Harper (2009) states 

“The Indian Act paved the way in formalizing the societal attitudes and behaviors that 

condone, accept, and perpetuate the marginalization of Aboriginal women and, 

ultimately, their victimization” (p. 194). 

 For First Nations women, the suicide rate is 35 per 100,000 compared to only 5 per 

100,000 for non-Aboriginal females (Health Canada, 2007). “Thirty percent of First 

Nations people have felt sad, blue, or depressed for two or more weeks” (First Nations 

Information Governance Centre, 2005). “The health of Aboriginal women is lower than 

any other group of women in Canada and is directly linked to their colonized, racist, 

sexist, and patriarchal past” (Kubik et al, 2009, p. 19). According to a study conducted by 

the Canadian Aboriginal AIDS Network (2009), Aboriginal women account for nearly 

half (48.1 percent) of all cumulative HIV infections among Aboriginal people. “Issues 

surrounding sexism, racism, and other forms of discrimination, poor health, [poverty], 

and ailing communities compound Aboriginal women’s vulnerability to HIV/AIDS” 

(Canadian Aboriginal AIDS Network, 2009). According to the Public Health Agency of 

Canada (2010) Aboriginal women constitute 48.7 percent of hepatitis C cases compared 

to their non-Aboriginal female counterparts at 33.9 percent. Also noted is that for 

hepatitis C “vulnerability must be considered within the context of the broader mental, 

emotional, physical, spiritual, and socio-economic factors” and that disease “prevalence 

is also impacted by factors such as access to adequate housing, education, income, and 
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experiences of childhood abuse and neglect” (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2010). 

The poor state of physical and emotional health of Aboriginal women in Canada must be 

considered within the context of the collective marginalization and oppression 

experienced.  

 Prior to European contact, “Aboriginal women . . . headed family lines, exerted a 

great deal of power such as the authority to choose and oust their nation’s chiefs, and 

were a vital part of consensus decision-making” (Harper, 2006, p.34). It was believed that 

women had “a direct relationship to Mother Earth, Grandmother Moon, and to the female 

elements of the waters, all of which we cannot live without” (Osennontion & 

Skonaganleh, 1989, p. 12). With colonization, traditional structures have been destroyed 

and Aboriginal women have been stripped of their societal position. “Native women have 

always been portrayed as unfeeling, wild, and dirty by historians. . . . This coupled with 

the traditions of white society [which] regard[s] women as inferior” has played a large 

role in the state of Aboriginal women today (Brandt Castellano, 2009, p. 210). This 

imported prejudice continues to shape Aboriginal communities.  

 It is clear from these readings that much of the anecdotal reporting of the multiple 

oppressions endured by Aboriginal women in Canada can be supported statistically. 

Indeed, the current popular call for an inquest into missing and murdered Indigenous 

women has never been stronger.  

In Canada, Aboriginal women have faced destruction in their communities and 

families as a result of multiple forms of oppression. Aboriginal women experience 

the highest rates of violence and abuse of any populations in Canada. The multiple 
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oppressions they continue to suffer have translated into a myriad of health and 

social problems. (Kubik et al., 2009, p. 29–30)  

What has been an invisible truth for so many years has become a strong concern within 

the province as well as the nation. Kubik et al. (2009) also stated: 

In Canada today, many Aboriginal women are exploited by Indigenous and non-

Indigenous men and extreme acts of brutality are often perpetrated against these 

women. Because of the historical (and continuing) racism, sexism and 

discrimination, Aboriginal women have entered a cycle of poverty that is very 

difficult to escape. Struggling with poverty, many women are forced to work in the 

sex trade to provide for themselves and their families. (p. 29) 

 In sum, the words that continuously recurred to describe the conditions that 

Aboriginal women face today included: racism, sexism, discrimination, inferiority, 

physical and sexual abuse, prostitution, prison, addictions, violence, poverty, mental and 

physical health issues (specifically mentioned: HIV, AIDS, Hepatitis C), murder, and 

suicide. 

 This is the environment in which my mother lives. 

Adult Education 

Merriam and Caffarella (1997) define adult education as “activities intentionally 

designed for the purpose of bringing about learning among those whose age, social roles, 

or self-perception define them as adults” (p. 8). Learning occurs in a wide variety of 

contexts. Coombs and Ahmed (1974) define informal and formal ways of learning. 

Informal learning is identified as “the lifelong process by which every person acquires 
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and accumulates knowledge, skills, attitudes and insights from daily experiences and 

exposure to the environment” (p. 8). The nature of informal learning is that it can happen 

almost anywhere and involve almost anyone. In contrast, formal learning is defined as 

something that takes place in an “institutionalized, chronologically graded and 

hierarchically structured educational system” (Coombs & Ahmed, p. 8). This learning 

often involves assessments, such as exams, and may lead to certificates, degrees or other 

qualifications.  

The current formal education system stemmed largely from European values with 

very little regard for the Aboriginal experience and perspectives. Many researchers, 

including Battiste and Henderson (2000) and Hampton (1995) have explored the ways in 

which the education system has historically oppressed, and currently marginalizes 

Aboriginal people. The history of Aboriginal education reflects a story of colonization, 

assimilation and conquest (Battiste & Henderson, 2000; Haig-Brown, 1995). Battiste and 

Henderson (2000) suggest that European Canadians have traditionally used education as 

a means to modernize peoples they viewed as uncivilized.  

Western society and education too often promote and glorify individual options for 

achievement at the expense of the social connections that make achievement 

meaningful. There is an inevitable conflict between Western education and Indian 

education on this point. The competitive success of the individual is an implicit 

value of Western schools, as such, is in direct conflict with the Indian value of 

group success through individual achievement. (p. 21) 
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Miriam and Caffarella (1991) pointed out that the middle-class bias found in 

various studies of adult education is attributable to the fact that “adult education is 

organized by the middle class and the presentation of knowledge is middle class both in 

language and content” (p. 93). According to Wlodkowski (2008), “we need to be aware 

that there is clear evidence that those learners left at the roadside of adult education are 

generally culturally different from their teachers” (p. 79). The outcome of the impact 

from the Western European education system has been that Aboriginal students 

experience an erosion of hope and self-esteem (Hampton, 1995).  

Hampton (1995) suggests the consequences that Aboriginal peoples have suffered 

as a result of being forced to undergo European education in physical, mental and 

spiritual terms, citing effects such as fetal alcohol syndrome, economic impoverishment, 

poor health, poor self-concept and self-worth, loss of language, loss of spiritual practices 

and the ruination of Aboriginal families. My mother did not participate in formal adult 

education system but she did learn as an adult – both in getting her GED (General 

Educational Development), a standardized high school equivalency test, and in her 

ongoing informal learning. 

Life Stories of Aboriginal Women 

 Before beginning to write about the life experiences of my mother, I reviewed what 

other Aboriginal women had written in telling their stories. I chose stories of women who 

were Aboriginal, of similar age and geographical region as my mother and whose stories 

were conveyed in a non-academic way.  
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 Incidentally, well-known author, playwright, and activist Maria Campbell is a first 

cousin to my mother. They did not grow up knowing each other well. In fact their paths 

rarely crossed. Maria wrote her autobiography Halfbreed in 1973. It recounted her 

experiences of living in poverty, battling addictions, experiencing racism and violence, 

and becoming involved in prostitution. She received a great deal of criticism for exposing 

her life and her family’s stories as simply and forthrightly as she did. It was a 

chronological telling of the good, the bad, and the ugly in her life, told from the first 

person, and it did not spare the unpleasant details. It was not written from an academic 

perspective; just told as a story. Nevertheless, her story has resonated with so many over 

the years, not only giving voice to her own story but giving voice to the lived experiences 

of many Métis women.   

 Another inspirational book was Yvonne Johnson’s Stolen Life: The Journey of a 

Cree Woman (Wiebe & Johnson, 1998). Born in Manitoba, she is known as “the only 

Aboriginal woman in Canada to be sentenced to 25 years for first-degree murder.” She is 

also the great-great granddaughter of the great Cree Chief, Big Bear. Her story is written 

with a co-author in a mix of investigative journalism as well as autobiography. She tells 

of a life growing up in poverty, surrounded by addiction and violence. In addition to 

being born with the oppressions of being both Aboriginal and female, she was also born 

with a cleft palate which left her unable to speak when she was a young girl. Her 

affliction played an additional role in the oppressions that marked her as an easier target 

for sexual violence at a very young age, from outside and within her family. Although the 

story may still leave readers with unanswered questions and confusion over Yvonne’s 
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role in the murder for which she is imprisoned, the book provides voice for another 

among the multiply oppressed.  

 Young’s Pimatisiwin: Walking in a Good Way (2005) is an autobiographical 

narrative inquiry into language as identity. Young explores the influences of her father’s 

Anishinabe culture and her mother’s Métis values. She recounts her journey of leaving 

her home to move into the city to further her education. In doing so, she learns to 

navigate the broader societal oppressions of racism and discrimination as they are 

imposed upon her. Young’s story is like many others. She searches to belong and copes 

with her self-doubt, but also shows great courage, resilience, and self-determination. 

There are many reflections in her book where she acknowledges that she has felt ashamed 

of being “Indian” and she describes how this has impacted her relationships with others. 

Ultimately, Young explores her journey of learning to value her birthright and the 

importance of language in her cultural identity. 

 Morningstar Mercredi’s narrative, Morningstar: A Warrior’s Spirit (2006), tells an 

intergenerational life story of violence, sexual abuse, substance abuse, and systemic 

racism. As an adult on her healing journey, she traced the intergenerational trauma back 

for three generations—each generation, she came to realize, was victimized by Canada’s 

residential school system. Mercredi shared her story through vivid, painful flashbacks 

from early childhood to present day. She told a story about how her mother, at 27, found 

herself attempting to care for her seven children, while she herself was falling victim to 

intergenerational trauma: the father of her children beat her, alcoholism was rampant, and 

her boyfriend repeatedly sexually assaulted Mercredi. By the age of 13, Mercredi was 
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angry, withdrawn, and barely able to cope. In adulthood she slid in and out of depression 

and battled addictions of her own. Eventually she met someone who helped to guide her, 

reconnect her to her cultural roots. It was from that moment that she started to blossom—

understanding her own intergenerational trauma and eventually finding herself able to 

inspire and help others through the sharing of her experiences.  

 What these books all revealed first-hand was the added difficulty of living in 

today’s society when faced with multiple oppressions and with little preparation for the 

everyday demands of this life. The authors told their stories with simplicity and 

authenticity in non-academic language for the purpose of sharing their lived experiences 

with the world. These books have been widely read and even studied in some schools. 

Evidently, the situation of the Aboriginal woman in Canada remains much the same as it 

has been for a century. 

Indigenous Research Perspectives 

 Another important area I reviewed was the subject of Indigenous research because 

it is a perspective that is still in question among researchers, and an enigma to many 

scholars. Marie Battiste (2005), well-known scholar at the University of Saskatchewan, 

wrote an essay  

to clarify the theoretical frameworks that have been developed to understand 

Indigenous knowledge, to provide some insight into the reasons for the tensions 

between Indigenous and Eurocentric ways of knowing, and to point out the 

challenges these conflicts bring to educational systems. (p. 6)  
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A part of the difficulty with this type of research lies in the “quandary of defining 

Indigenous knowledge” (Battiste, 2005, p. 6). Battiste acknowledged that it is “an 

adaptable, dynamic system based on skills, abilities, and problem-solving techniques that 

change over time depending on environmental conditions, making the taxonomic 

approach difficult to justify or verify” (p. 6). She explained that knowledge has had to be 

“kept and stored in a systematic way” (p. 6) to be visible and valued by Eurocentric 

educational systems. However, Indigenous knowledge is not based only on what can be 

seen; rather it “is systemic, covering both what can be observed and what can be thought” 

(p. 4) and it has been historically an oral tradition. She consequently recognized the 

challenge of bridging these different approaches to research, as did other researchers in 

the literature I reviewed. 

Battiste’s (2005) intention was to contribute to actions that could “remedy the 

failures of the educational system” by inspiring “a blended educational context that 

respects and builds on both Indigenous and Eurocentric knowledge systems” (p. 1). 

Unlike some Indigenous scholars “who seem afraid that empirical criticism will 

somehow disprove or de-sanctify Indigenous knowledge and its pedagogy” (p. 7), she did 

not dismiss critical empiricism or data analysis as integral components of research if they 

fit the research purpose.  It is important to acknowledge, nonetheless, that “information, 

insight, and techniques are passed down and improved from one generation to another” 

(p. 8). And an important characteristic that should not be discounted is that “Indigenous 

knowledge is also inherently tied to land, not to land in general but to particular 

landscapes, landforms, and biomes where ceremonies are properly held, stories properly 
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recited, medicines properly gathered, and transfers of knowledge are properly 

authenticated” (p. 8). Indigenous knowledge thus “embodies a web of relationships 

within a specific ecological context” (p. 8). Others have referred to this Indigenous 

concept as place. 

Although Battiste’s essay was written with the public school system in mind, her 

observations hold true with the post-secondary system as well. Her interpretations of 

Indigenous research characteristics were carefully considered in designing my research 

approach. 

O’Reilly-Scanlon, Crowe, and Weenie (2004) explored the integration of 

Indigenous research methodology into teaching practice as a way to make learning more 

relevant and meaningful to Indigenous students. Central to their research was recognizing 

Wahkohtowin, the Cree word for kinship or the state of being related. This “fundamental 

concept for understanding Indigenous culture and traditional beliefs” (p. 31) was seen as 

the way to bridge the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous research methods. 

Indeed, Haig-Brown and Dannenmann (2002), in their cross-cultural work, 

acknowledged that “Indigenous knowledge is about relationships” (p. 463). These 

relationships exist among people, communities, animals, and objects: “It is the knowing 

and respectful reinforcement that all things are related and connected” (p. 35). The 

connection also extended to their research analysis, which identified the relationships 

among findings and themes. 

The authors are professors at the University of Regina and the First Nations 

University of Canada in Saskatchewan; their research involved a total of 138 of their own 
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undergraduate students. Using research questions to provide a framework for the study, 

they asked participants to not only recall and record their memories of learning to read 

and write, but also to critically analyze their memories in a reflective way. Researchers 

then collected the data that included the memories and self-reflections for review. 

Findings revealed a close connection between teachers’ negative or positive responses 

and students’ attitudes about learning. The study “served to reinforce the idea of how 

powerful a teacher’s influence may be in shaping a student’s feelings of self and self-

confidence” (p. 39). These findings were particularly relevant and applicable because the 

majority of participants were Education students. The study was found to have beneficial 

effects on both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. 

This research is relevant to my thesis because it was undertaken in the same 

geographic location as my own and recognizes the relevance of place as well as of 

relationships in research. An Indigenous approach recognizes knowledge gained through 

relationships with people in a specific place. According to Tuck, McKenzie & McCoy 

(2014), “relationships to [place] are familial, intimate, intergenerational and instructive” 

(p. 9). Indeed, the relationship between my participant and me was deeply tied to our 

shared and familiar ancestral land. 

Further, the article described an Indigenous research approach that sought answers 

to benefit the students and scholarly community that participated in it, and it used a 

thematic analysis to establish relationships between recurring themes. It emphasized 

“putting theory into practice” (p. 37) and a commitment to “go beyond personal benefit to 

a place of collective responsibility” (p. 41). Most important, it reinforced the rationale for 
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my choice of methodology. It valued the Indigenous research approach of “narrative 

research—‘research as story’— as most appropriate to Indigenous epistemology” (p. 33). 

The authors revealed that “Indigenous research is about integrating two worldviews and 

philosophies” (p. 33), which is something that I am attempting to do in my research, as an 

Indigenous scholar researching with an Indigenous participant in the context of a 

western-oriented graduate program. 

Another article that dealt with the bridging between traditional ways of knowing 

and westernized forms of research is Asikinack’s “Is there an Indigenous Research 

Methodology?” (n.d.). He also noted the concept of relationality in his reflections on 

Indigenous research from the perspective of an Anishinabe professor at First Nations 

University. He described the dilemma of “getting an education in the Indigenous world… 

[as someone] conditioned by the western education system of the colonizer society” (p. 

2). His ancestors “did their re/search in a manner that is more relational and holistic, 

where western style research is detached, broken into separate parts and divided, with 

information being placed in little boxes where it is then studied” (p. 5). The danger in this 

process, he claimed, is that we “will ourselves become part of the dominant society who 

colonized us” (p. 5) with the inevitable loss of Indigenous knowledge and culture. His 

assertion is that “collecting knowledge needs to include a look at Indigenous philosophies 

and the spiritual aspects of knowledge gathering” and that “gathering 

information/knowledge should be not be [narrowed to] just one Indigenous research 

methodology but [include] multiple Indigenous research methodologies that are, each, 
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just right for the re/search to be conducted with, for, and about our various local 

Indigenous communities” (p. 6). 

I have taken to heart this information, which reflects the values that I hold 

important in conducting my research. In particular, I attempted to gather knowledge that 

“creates relationships that pull us together, for this is what the spirits of our wisdom 

keepers are telling us to do” (p. 8).  

It has been important for me to focus the majority of my literature review on 

Indigenous writings from the region of my mother’s and my birthplace. The geographical 

area where research takes place has an important influence on the knowledge that is 

gathered. University of Alberta’s Lewis Cardinal (2001) made a strong statement about 

the Indigenous perspective of research or hunt for the truth, hunt for knowledge in saying 

that Indigenous peoples “have a spiritual, emotional, and physical relationship to the 

land. It speaks to them; it gives them their responsibility for stewardship and it sets out a 

relationship” (p. 180). He also underlined that an important aspect of Indigenous research 

is dialogue. “And as we continue this dialogue, we are not professing that there is only 

one way, but we are sharing our relationship to what we are seeing, feeling, or knowing” 

(p. 181).  

Cardinal emphasized important aspects of Indigenous research without prescribing 

a particular methodology. What he did indicate was that speaking and listening are 

fundamental to Indigenous research, and that it is a reciprocal event. Its qualitative 

aspects reveal the most valuable knowledge. Research is not a method for convincing 

anyone of a particular way of thinking; rather it is a way of coming together to gather and 
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share knowledge. As a researcher, “you need to develop a relationship with your research 

ideas” (p. 182). Once again, I found that the concept of relationality was a common 

recurring theme in all my readings on Indigenous research. 

In this chapter, I have presented a review of the literature that provided the 

foundation for my research and guided my decisions in proceeding at various points 

throughout the process. In the next chapter, I describe my method of research in more 

detail. 
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 

 I knew soon after meeting my mother that she had experienced an inordinate share 

of life challenges. Aboriginal women in general are more likely to face difficult life 

choices without the support and resources enjoyed by other Canadian women:  

The white public knows there is no need to be concerned about these issues, for it 

believes (it is taught) that these women brought themselves into danger by 

“choosing their lifestyles.” Consider the numbers of missing Aboriginal women. . .  

These women have been disregarded as objects for state concern and action because 

of the many factors in their lives that are directly consequent to being Aboriginal— 

 and ultimately, precisely because they are Aboriginal. (Green, 2005, p. 10) 

Because of this, I wanted my research to identify just what her life experiences and 

challenges were. I wanted to better appreciate her as a person, and to discover what it was 

about her that contributed to her survival.  My mother’s wish was to be heard. Mine was 

to understand. Therefore the research had to be conducted in such a way that she could 

express what she held inside. This opportunity in itself is an important consideration 

because meaningful “stories have the power to make our hearts, minds, bodies, and spirits 

work together” (Archibald, 2008, p. 12).  

 My own perspective on the ways to conduct research have evidently had an effect 

on all aspects of this thesis, including the choice of participant, data collection, ongoing 

literature research, data analysis, and conclusions. It is therefore important to first address 

my research perspective and how I came to decide on my methodology, methods of 

research, and analysis. 
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Situating My Research Perspective

 The process of preparing a research proposal for this study forced me to reflect on 

my personal beliefs and the assumptions behind them in order to find an appropriate 

methodological approach. Because my research is of a personal and reflective nature and 

both my mother and I are Indigenous my desire was influenced to carry out research from 

an Indigenous perspective. An Indigenous research perspective incorporates “Indigenous 

ways of knowing, being, seeing and doing” (Ormiston, 2010, p. 55). 

 My early university courses in research and statistics convinced me that the 

customary positivistic approach to scientific research would not work for me. The basic 

premise that the object of study needs to be dissected/ taken apart, to be examined 

independent of the world in which it exists, goes against my belief that everything in this 

world is interconnected. Moreover, as I took classes in statistics and research, there was 

something that rubbed me the wrong way about the theories I was learning about. 

Hokowithu (2011) summed it up for me: “From the premise of the Enlightenment reason, 

knowledge was only authentic if it was known to the mind. That is, the embodied cultural 

concepts from ‘other’ epistemologies were only authentic if they were comprehensible to 

Western cognition” (p. 109). Western cognition has long held the Cartesian model of 

mind/body separation as a model of scientific superiority, and is still relied on by many 

scientific researchers today.  

 An Aboriginal perspective of life would contend that “everything is connected.” 

This maxim cannot be attributed to any one Aboriginal person in particular, even though 

it has been associated with many Aboriginal populations. For example, the following 
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quote is attributed to Chief Seattle (Capra, 1996) but there is no verifiable reference to 

confirm the origin: 

This we know. All things are connected like the blood which unites one family . . . 

Whatever befalls the earth befalls the sons and daughters of the earth. 

Man did not weave the web of life; he is merely a strand in it. 

Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.  (p. 1) 

In other words, research into cause and effect is not authentic if it is not studied within 

the context in which it exists. Many philosophical theories in addition to positivism have 

come to be accepted over the last century as valid foundations for research, and I set out 

to explore the alternatives. 

 As I began reading and researching, identifying my worldview became a vital 

research step. Having determined at the outset that my approach would be qualitative, I 

explored conventional as well as Indigenous approaches to find the best match for the 

intent and purpose of my research. I looked to scholars who have studied these areas of 

research before determining my methodological approach. I also drew from personal 

knowledge and experiences as an Aboriginal woman. 

 Further into the exploration of my worldview, I identified that feminist theories 

contributed to and fit very well with my thinking. Feminist theories work “within the 

wider women’s liberation movement and are working towards the overall aim of all 

women being free from oppression” (Westmarland, 2001, para. 21). Supporting women 

to be free from oppression was certainly one of my interests as well, and applies to my 

mother’s situation. My mother has experienced multiple oppressions, and it is difficult to 
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know which have had the most influence on the path her life has taken. This awareness 

led me to review the works of scholars who have combined these factors and looked at 

them as being inextricably linked.

 The perspective of identifying multiple oppressions as interlinking and 

interdependent is a characteristic of feminist sociological theory. Although 

intersectionality is applicable to any identity, Black women such as Collins (1986, 2000) 

and Crenshaw (1989, 1991) have been leaders in research from this perspective. 

Crenshaw (1989) states that intersectionality “underscores the ‘multidimensionality’ of 

marginalized subjects' lived experiences” (p. 139). At the onset, my dimension of interest 

was the intersection of race and gender but also the other inextricable traits that 

marginalized the individual, such as poverty, age, ability, and lack of education. This 

theory rejects the singular framework whereby research analysis is confined to one 

named avenue of oppression such as race or gender alone. Instead, intersectionality 

analyzes “the various ways in which race and gender interact to shape the multiple 

dimensions of . . .  experiences” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1244). Crenshaw (1989) insists that 

the intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, and any 

analysis that does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the 

particular manner in which Black women are subordinated. Intuitively, and on reflection 

of my own personal experiences, I found this theory to be well-suited and applicable to 

my research.  

 Yee, as cited in Clark (2011), points out, the concept of intersectionality is not new 

to Indigenous peoples rather it is the way that was always thought. Monture-Angus 
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(1995) supports this stating “to artificially separate my gender (or any other part of my 

being) from my race and culture forces me to deny the way I experience the world. Such 

denial has devastating effects on Aboriginal constructions of reality” (p. 178). Indeed, 

several Indigenous researchers have explored the roles gender, ethnicity, culture, class 

and sexuality have played in the lives of Aboriginal women (Episkenew, 2009; Kovach, 

2009; Monture-Angus, 1995, 1999; Monture & McGuire, 2009; Wiebe & Johnson, 1998; 

Young, 2005). Kubik, Bourassa, and Hampton (2009) note that for Aboriginal women 

“race and gender categorically combine to increase their likelihood of being assaulted” 

(p. 27). They further state “Aboriginal women face more extreme effects as sexism and 

racism combined to oppress and marginalize them” (p. 21). Many researchers have 

identified these characteristics as multiple oppressions, recognizing that Aboriginal 

women are deeply affected by several of these characteristics at one time (Anderson, 

2000; Battiste & Youngblood Henderson, 2000; Bourassa, McKay-McNabb, Hampton, 

2004; Bourassa, 2008). “Aboriginal women are in a constant struggle against factors of 

race, class, and gender that are systemic within mainstream society” (Olson Harper, 2009, 

p. 181).  

 Although my mother may not be able to identify various academic ways of doing 

research, it was vital for me to ensure that the research was completed in a way that felt 

comfortable and familiar to her. Because my mother is Aboriginal, and I am my mother’s 

daughter, central to my research is the influence of Aboriginal ways of knowing on 

research methodology. Shawn Wilson (2008) identifies Indigenous researchers as 

knowledge seekers who work to progress Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing 
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in a constantly evolving context. His methodology heavily influenced mine in that he 

envisions researchers as accountable to all relations. He acknowledges that as Indigenous 

researchers, we must make careful choices regarding selection of topics, methods of data 

collection, forms of analysis, and the way in which information is presented. Many 

Indigenous researchers identify similar guiding principles that must be observed in order 

to conduct Indigenous research (Archibald, 2001; Atkinson, 2001; Ermine, 1995; 

Kovach, 2009; McLeod, 2007; Weber-Pillwax, 2001). My research, I hope, adds to the 

body of knowledge that other Aboriginal scholars (Archibald, 2009; Campbell, 1973, 

1995; Gladue, 2008; Monture-Angus, 1995, 1999; Wiebe & Johnson, 1998; Young, 

2005) have completed on the multiple oppressions of the lived experience of Aboriginal 

women, with its own perspective.  

 From the teachings of Elder Betty McKenna (personal communication, 2010), I 

knew that Mother Earth is alive, and that everything we do to her, we do to ourselves. In 

a similar way, the very act of doing research affects me and everyone around me—

including the participant (Wilson, 2008). And while I might not be able to discover 

something new, I could uncover the already existing connections and patterns in the 

world of my mother and myself.  

 Once I understood the lens in which I saw the world, I knew that I would need to 

further explore the process of conducting research. Again I reviewed the accepted, 

conventional methods of research, as well as those associated with Indigenous research, 

before settling on what felt authentic for data collection and interpretation of findings of 

my research. 
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 Indigenous methodologies embrace many methods of collecting and analyzing data 

for the purpose of research. These include approaches that can be taken in any qualitative 

project. Indeed, Kovach (2009) states that “Indigenous methodologies can be situated 

within the qualitative landscape because they encompass characteristics congruent with 

other relational qualitative approaches” (p 25). Technically, my research could be 

described as fitting into several of them. 

  Rigney, as cited in Wilson (2008), believes “Indigenous people are at a stage where 

they want research and research design to contribute to their self-determination and 

liberation struggles” (p. 54). Wilson (2008) notes that “Indigenous researchers ground 

their research knowingly in the lives of real persons as individuals and social beings” (p. 

60). Both agree that research should be inclusive, build on relationships, embrace a 

variety of worldviews, make use of different qualitative methods, and that the researcher 

must be true to their self. I wanted to provide this space for my mother and her stories 

while reflecting on my own story. 

 For those completing research from an Indigenous perspective, the goal of research 

is not necessarily about gaining knowledge from others, but about “mixing information, 

gathering, sharing, and analysis. It involves coming to an agreement about a mutually 

understood idea” (Wilson, 2001, p. 178-179).  Indigenous research is conducted for the 

benefit of the participant and, more importantly, his or her community (Wilson, 2001). 

My mother has expressed that she hopes sharing her story might help others. Stories 

“have the power to make us think, feel, and be good human beings” (Archibald, 2008, p. 
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139). My hope is that my research be mutually beneficial and acknowledge the privileged 

relationship that I have with my mother.   

Storytelling as Method 

 Within the array of methodologies that reflect an Indigenous perspective, I 

identified storytelling as the approach that best fit because it makes use of the oral 

tradition for passing on knowledge, sharing teachings, and gaining a deeper 

understanding without prejudging what information would come forth. I believe, as does 

Kovach (2009) that an Aboriginal worldview “honours sharing story as a means for 

knowing” (p. 51).  

 This affirmation brought me to explore how storytelling might fit within academic 

research. Archibald (2008) believes that “stories have the power to make our hearts, 

minds, bodies, and spirits work together” (p. 12). She even coined the new term 

“storywork” because she “needed a term that signified that . . . stories and storytelling 

were to be taken seriously” (p. 3). Furthermore, I reflected upon the fact that I was my 

mother’s daughter and whether that might impact the academic validity of this method. 

Archibald (2008) makes explicit that there must be a strong relationship between the 

storyteller and the listener and that there should be ongoing active participation. 

Additionally, active engagement from the listener will be required.  

 One of the ways the storytelling method is characterized is by writing in the first 

person because it “draws readers into [the storyteller’s] world so that they come to know 

her, her fortitude, her pride, and her experience” (Dion, 2009, p. 23). Archibald (2009) 
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believes that stories “have the power to make us think, feel, and be good human beings” 

(p. 139).  These are my hopes for the reader’s experience from this thesis. 

 Because part of my intent for this research was to further build my relationship with 

my birthmother, I appreciated Archibald (2008) stating “establishing relationship within 

the context of storywork research has become a way to sustain lasting friendships through 

deep caring and endless stories and talk” (p. 51). I was also very conscious that “learning 

to listen with patience, learning about cultural responsibility toward the oral tradition, 

learning to make self-understandings, continuing the cycle of reciprocity by sharing 

cultural knowledges, and practicing reverence . . .” (p. 51) was ethically my responsibility 

to undertake because of my commitment to my research. I recognize this is an ongoing, 

life commitment.   

Finding a Participant 

 My mother has told me several times over the years that she would really like to 

help other people. She would like to help them to not have to live the experiences that she 

has had to endure. She has offered to provide information for me to develop presentations 

for sharing with Aboriginal youth to help direct them away from making some of the 

same mistakes she has made. She has also come to the university to speak to the students 

in my classroom, hoping to make a connection with them so that they understand that she 

is a real person and deserves to be treated with care and respect. She wants to help them 

look beyond the stereotypes and assumptions that society holds about Aboriginal women 

so that empathy may develop as well as an understanding of how her life decisions were 

made, whether she made them deliberately or they were made for her.  
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 I did not choose my mother for my thesis research: My mother chose me. My 

mother approached me so that she might have the opportunity to be heard, to help others 

avoid the kind of life she has had to live. Once I had determined what shape this research 

might take, I met with my mom to formally ask her to participate in this project. I 

explained the purpose of the project, discussed the process of disclosing information, and 

obtained informed consent. I have included the letter of invitation to participate in 

Appendix C. 

Ethics Approval 

 The ethics approval process was interesting and challenging. The ethics review 

board was unfamiliar with ways to assess the ethical acceptability of the research project, 

citing the “complex ethical issues of the pre-existing relationship” between the researcher 

and the participant as being problematic (personal communication, March 27, 2012). 

They also expressed concern that the researcher might be feeling the “weight of 

obligation” and be “reversely coerced” since a statement in the research proposal, and 

now in my thesis, states, “I did not choose my mother for my thesis research: My mother 

chose me.” I addressed the questions to the best of my ability; nevertheless, the 

University of Regina committee chose to send my proposal to the University of 

Saskatchewan “to seek an external scholarly opinion with an Indigenous perspective” 

(personal communication, May, 2, 2012). The proposal was finally approved. Because of 

the delay, the entire research process took a rather extended period of time and disrupted 

the start of story collection and writing. 
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Story Collection  

 The way I collected the stories was through conversational interviews over a period 

of four scheduled meetings. I felt, as did Thomas (2005), that 

the word “interview” [did] not seem appropriate as it denote[d] structuring from the 

researcher. I knew that if I asked specific questions, I would get specific answers. 

What would happen if I asked the wrong questions? What would my research look 

like? It would answer only the questions I asked and as such I would be structuring 

the process. I was not the expert. (p. 245) 

The conversational method, as defined by Kovach (2010) utilizes “open-ended, semi-

structured interview questions to prompt conversation where participant and researcher 

co-create knowledge” (p. 44). She further states that it is the “symbiotic relationship 

between the Indigenous epistemology, method, and interpretation that qualifies it as an 

Indigenous methodology” (p. 44). For these reasons, I felt that conversational interviews 

would be most appropriate. 

 The conversational interviews were one to two weeks apart and each lasted from 

one to two hours. Each conversation was followed up with occasional questions and later, 

verification. All interviews were held at my mother’s home because she is in a 

wheelchair and travel is difficult for her. Given the nature of the conversations, 

information could be more freely shared in the privacy of her own home. All interviews 

were tape-recorded as were all subsequent clarification conversations. All audio 

recordings were transcribed. I also took notes by hand during the conversations. These 

notes included reflections and insights that came to me as we spoke. An Indigenous 
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research method recognizes “that is it important for storytellers to impart their own life 

and experience into the telling” (Wilson, 2008, p. 32). 

 The initial conversation began with a recap of my thesis work, a discussion 

regarding participant confidentiality, review, and signing of the informed consent 

contract, and general planning of further steps in the process. This was followed by non-

specific questions such as "How are you feeling today?", "Is there anything going on for 

you that might influence how this session will go?", "Do you have any questions about 

this whole process?" These questions were repeated at the beginning of each subsequent 

conversation to check in with her and to help put her at ease, given the semi-formality of 

our talks.  At the end of each meeting, I offered to play back the recording. My mother 

did not opt to listen to the tapes but she did read and review the transcripts. 

Research Questions 

 In setting out to better understand my mother’s life experiences and perceptions as 

well as contributing factors to her survival, I formulated some guiding questions. Then I 

added other questions to establish the context, not only of my study, but of my mother’s 

life events. As each session progressed, I added other questions: Some were prepared in 

advance, others were asked as the opportunity provided. These questions had the purpose 

of clarifying in more detail the answers to my original guiding questions as described in 

Chapter 1: 

1. What are some of the most memorable experiences that have contributed to my 

mother’s life story? 
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2. What coping mechanisms have contributed to my mother’s ability to break through 

barriers and survive the challenges she has faced? 

3. How can her experiences be understood in the context of the experiences of many 

other Aboriginal women? 

 I did not directly ask my mother these questions: They were developed to keep me 

on track with my research process. Rather, I chose to keep these questions in mind as I 

formulated more personal questions that were specific to the conversation and that would 

provide details into my mother’s life in order to answer the larger questions. 

 Kovach (2009) says that “highly structured interviews are not congruent with 

accessing knowledges that imbue both the fluidity and regulation of the storyteller’s role 

within oral tradition or that respond to the relational nature of Indigenous research” (p. 

123). We must honour “sharing story as a means for knowing.” She prefers the term 

conversation as opposed to interview because “the term interview does not capture the 

full essence of this approach.” Kovach defines conversation as “a non-structured method 

of gathering knowledge.” It incorporates a combination of “reflection, story, and 

dialogue” (p. 51). An Indigenous methodology highlights the story-making and deepens 

the opportunities for analysis of the stories of lived experience.  

 The questions were open ended in an attempt to get at the personal experience of 

my mother. Such a conversational method “involves an open-ended structure that is 

flexible enough to accommodate principles of native oral traditions, and is thus 

differentiated from a more traditional interview process” (Kovach, 2009, p. 124). After I 

asked the first formal question, I asked subsequent questions based on the responses that 
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my mother gave, keeping in mind that “an open-structured conversational method shows 

respect for the co-participant’s story and allows research co-participants greater control 

over what they wish to share” (Kovach, 2009, p. 124). Following this process meant that 

it was impossible to completely plan the interview because so much of it depended on 

outcomes of questions, my mother’s ability to articulate her experiences, and her 

willingness to share. 

Story Analysis and Interpretation 

 After recording and then transcribing the conversations verbatim, I reviewed and 

summarized the information. As I went through the information I conducted a thematic 

analysis, looking for recurring themes. Kovach, Carriere, Montgomery, Barrett and Gilles 

(2015) note “despite the tensions inherent in thematically analyzing stories and the 

associated risk of representing decontextualized thoughts,” (p. 6) thematic analysis can be 

used to “learn of commonalities among storylines and experience, and to pinpoint key 

messages that could formulate suggestions for a way forward.” (p. 6)  

 The objective of thematic analysis is to “excavate concrete practices or ways of 

working with narrative data where primary attention is on ‘what’ is said, rather than 

‘how,’ ‘to whom,’ or ‘for what purposes’” (Riessman, 2007, p. 53). Themes refer to an 

element or unit of meaning that occurs frequently in the data (Van Manen, 1990). This 

process begins by organizing the data into manageable units to reveal emerging patterns 

of concepts, ideas, or subjects. Van Manen (1990) clarifies that “the notion of theme” 

refers to an element that “occurs frequently in the text” (p. 78). More specifically, “theme 
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analysis refers then to the process of recovering the theme or themes that are embodied 

and dramatized in the evolving meanings and imagery of the work” (p. 78).   

 I further analyzed the themes from an intersectional perspective by looking for 

connections among recurring themes.  “Intersectionality addresses multiple 

discriminations and helps us understand how different sets of identities impact on access 

to rights and opportunities” (Association for Women’s Rights in Development, 2004). It 

refers to the idea that people’s life experiences are simultaneously shaped by complex 

and interrelated socio-cultural factors, such as race, gender, and class (Weber, 2001).  

 By incorporating intersectionality, I hoped to challenge myself and others to 

examine how our own identities and oppressions or privileges are interconnected. I would 

like to look at the ways in which we consciously or unconsciously choose to emphasize 

or ignore certain aspects of our own identity, and where, when, and in relation to whom 

we exercise privilege and power. For example, in dealing with racism, an Aboriginal man 

may not notice his own sexism or racism toward Aboriginal women and “fighting sexism 

alone will not necessarily end the oppressive barriers faced by many women” (Canadian 

Research Institute for the Advancement of Women, 2006, p. 18).   Similarly, there are 

White women in the feminist movement fighting sexism who cannot see their own racism 

or the power White privilege may accord them. In incorporating intersectionality as a tool 

for analysis I attempted to capture and interpret the deeper meaning and relationships 

between my mother’s experiences and develop awareness with regard to complicity in 

sustaining oppression. 
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Ensuring Truthfulness and Trustworthiness  

 Rather than setting out parameters to ensure reliability, validity, and objectivity—

which are measures used in quantitative research— I set out to identify a framework to 

support truthfulness and trustworthiness, as used in qualitative research and from an 

Indigenous perspective.  

 Wilson (2008) explains that an “Indigenous axiology is built upon the concept of 

relational accountability” (p. 77). He further states that concepts of “validity” and 

“statistically significant” are value judgments and therefore lose their meaning in 

Indigenous research. “What is more important and meaningful is fulfilling a role and 

obligations in the research relationship—that is, being accountable to your relations” (p. 

77). Weber-Pillwax (2001) and Wilson (2008) both stress the significance of the three Rs 

of Indigenous research: respect, reciprocity, and responsibility. These Rs were the main 

guideposts during the conversations with my mother. 

 In addition, Wilson (2008) also recognizes that “Indigenous scholars are making 

clear lists of criteria so that their research will be honoured and respected by their own 

people” (p. 59) as well as from an academic perspective. He provides several examples of 

guidelines that would have been applicable for my use. Ultimately, I decided to adapt the 

12 guiding principles set out by Atkinson (2001, p.10) and reiterated by Wilson (2008, p. 

59) as a suitable framework. The guidelines, as well as how I attempted to meet them, are 

set out in Appendix E. Incorporating these principles “honours the worldviews of 

Indigenous peoples and does so with ethical responsibility and sensitivity” (Atkinson, 
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2001, p. 10). In following this framework I could ensure the truthfulness and 

trustworthiness of my study. 

In this chapter I have supported my research methodology and process with the 

literature, and provided a brief background of the participant. In the following chapter, I 

lay out my findings by describing the participant in more detail and identifying the 

themes.   
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Chapter 4:  Findings 

 Throughout the loosely guided conversations with my mother there were moments 

of tension, happiness and laughter, sadness, anger, pain, and memories of loss and 

suffering. As we conversed in her living room, life went on around us: At times one of 

her brothers would walk through to interrupt us with a question or a random visitor would 

stop in, hand mom a cigarette, and ask to use the phone. Her cats were enmeshed 

throughout the conversations—sitting on her lap, meowing at her feet and even spilling 

her coffee once. These conversations were loosely structured; they were initiated by 

prepared questions as described in Chapter 3, and then expanded as the conversation 

unfolded.  In this chapter, I set the context by describing the participant and share my 

mother’s stories in a thematic format. 

The Participant 

 Brenda Pansy Campbell was born in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan at the Holy 

Family Hospital on August 9, 1957. According to Indian and Northern Affairs, Brenda’s 

mother was “entitled to be registered as an Indian under Section 6(1)(c) of the Indian 

Act.” She had “lost her status” when she “married a non-Indian in the year 1951. 

[However] [a]s a result of the amendments made to the Indian Act in 1985, it [was] 

possible for [her] to have her Indian status restored to her” (Indian and Northern Affairs 

of Canada, personal communication, Oct. 1, 1996). Brenda’s father, deemed non-Indian 

by the government, was visually identified and treated as an Indian by the greater society 

around him. He, himself, identified as Métis. Brenda “is entitled to be registered as an 

Indian under Section 6(2) of the Indian Act because she [has] one parent who was 

described in Section 6(1) of the Act” (Indian and Northern Affairs of Canada, personal 
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communication, Oct. 1, 1996). Despite all of this, she has never applied for her treaty 

status. The cost of gathering all the appropriate identification in order to complete her 

application, along with navigating the required forms has deterred her from making her 

application. 

 Her early life. For the first six years of her life, Brenda resided in Prince Albert 

with her mother, father, and three siblings. She does not remember starting school there 

but does recall wandering off when she was downtown shopping with her mother one 

time. The police found her walking across a bridge. She recalled a happy memory of 

receiving a coke and some cookies at the police station while she waited for her mother to 

come pick her up.  

 In 1963, she and her family moved to Regina, Saskatchewan. She recalls the year as 

she recounts a story of looking in the window of their new house and seeing a rat beside 

her toddler brother on the inside. She remained in and around Regina primarily until 

adulthood, spending a few brief periods out of province, and then settling back into 

Saskatchewan where she remains to this time. She currently lives in a small two-bedroom 

house in the North Central area of Regina, which she shares with her brother who also 

struggles with addictions.  

 Brenda has a soft spot for cats. She has had many come and go over the years. 

Some she has taken care of for over a decade, and others are strays that she tends to 

whenever the need arises. She reads a lot. True crime is her favorite; love stories her 

least: “All they do in love stories, they meet, fall in love, get married and live happily 

ever after, which is something that never happens” she states matter-of-factly. 
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 Her life now. At 58 years of age, Brenda appears to be more like 78 years of age. 

Life has been tough for her. Over the course of our conversations we would sip coffee as 

she petted one of her many cats that liked to sit on her lap. Her eyes frequently appeared 

to be far away as she shared with me stories of being the victim of repeated child sexual 

abuse, her days working in the sex trade, the birth of eight children, all of whom ended up 

in the care of the child welfare system, and a life of addictions that ultimately led to her 

current severe health issues.  

 In addition to suffering from drug-induced Multiple Sclerosis, Brenda is HIV 

positive, has Hepatitis C, MRSA, and tuberculosis, is a breast cancer survivor, and is 

wheelchair bound. No longer able to work, she relies on social assistance. Her brother 

who shares her residence provides companionship and support at times, but has his own 

problems to deal with and is not always reliable. For example, when Brenda sends him 

out with cash to pick up her medications and other necessities, he often spends much of 

the money on alcohol and will turn up a day later than expected, empty handed. 

 Her days are spent reading, watching television, attending to her cats, and waiting 

for the home care attendant to come and spend some time with her. Occasionally, friends 

or her brother’s acquaintances pop in for a visit or, more commonly, to drink or share 

drugs.  On warm days, she can get out in her wheelchair to do errands or take a short trip 

for a coffee. Otherwise, she is limited to using taxis when she has the funds for it. Phone 

calls from family bring her great pleasure. 

 Brenda has several siblings: Ron her brother who lives with her; Bob, who 

sometimes visits with her when he is not in jail; an older sister who grew up in foster care 
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and lives several hours away, a younger sister who lives in another province, and another 

sister who lives in Regina, along with three much younger half-sisters who also live in 

Regina.  

 Brenda had eight children who were taken into the social welfare system for 

fostering and adoption. I am the oldest daughter, who was apprehended by social services 

at 14 months of age, put into foster care, and then adopted by a family who lived on a 

farm, where I benefited from advantages that my mother never had. It was when I began 

to look for my birth mom and eventually located her that this story began—that this 

discovery and documentation of Brenda’s life story actually began. 

Themes of Oppression  

 The formal, semi-structured conversations I had with Brenda were recorded and 

transcribed. I then read and reread the information, looking for patterns and recurring 

themes to organize the information into manageable units. Perhaps not too surprisingly, I 

began to see themes that correlated closely with the oppressions identified in my 

literature review as she spoke of her experiences. In fact, I was not able to identify a 

single remembered experience where there was no mention of any type of oppression at 

all. The themes I identified not only identified oppressions, but they also reflected 

intersectionality; that is, several themes would be reflected within a single experience, 

making it difficult to determine which theme was dominant or more connected than 

others. As a result, I determined that I needed to identify each theme separately, which 

resulted in a rather long list of themes. 
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The themes of oppression that were brought up are as follows: 

1. Abuse and violence 

2. Racism 

3. Addiction 

4. Health issues 

5. Sex trade 

6. Identity and family 

7. Schooling 

I will now describe each of these seven themes in more detail and within context. 

 Abuse and violence. The second house that Brenda and her family moved to in 

Regina was on Broad Street. She remembered it distinctively and knew she was living 

there by the time she was nine years old, but it was not her ninth birthday party that 

brought back the memory: 

When I was nine years old I got raped there by my mom’s boyfriend and the one 

thing I remember about that is when, like, she just happened to phone and hear me 

screaming in the background. She came home. She was pregnant with Lisa I think, 

and the only thing I remember actually about that is by the time my mom was 

through with that guy he was bloody from head to foot! 

Brenda then clarified that her mother sent that man packing “from that point forth” but 

she did hear that he raped her cousin a few years later. She didn’t say how old the cousin 

was, but remembered it as just being the way things were. She reflected: 
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It happened when I was about 13, and that’s when I swore I would never be with a 

guy who was abusive to me because of what my mom was going through. I 

wouldn’t put up with that and I didn’t. Probably why I am still single. 

As proof, she offered, “When I was younger, like, a lot of the guys were even scared of 

me ’cause if you looked at me the wrong way I’d probably crack you one.”  

 Sex wasn’t always unpleasant. She remembered a few moments of what she 

thought was happiness: 

Once I thought I was going to get married. I thought I was in love but then he was 

the one guy that was abusive to me and he was also hitting my son when I wasn’t 

around, which I didn’t realize. And one time I took him [son] to the hospital and he 

had pneumonia and they said he had bruises on him. I don’t know why I didn’t 

notice and that’s when I left him [the guy]. 

In addition to the domestic abuse, one miscarriage, she recalled, was the result of getting 

into a fight with someone and getting punched in the stomach. Violence was a common 

occurrence. 

 Brenda also talked about “the one that got away.” She described him as her first 

real boyfriend: “If I had stayed with him my life would have been completely different.” 

She told me that this boyfriend was not a street guy; rather, he was a normal guy. I 

probed to see how she might describe normal. Brenda said that he did not drink and he 

did not live on the street. “Him, he got a job . . .  was like a family guy. He wasn’t like 

the street people I was hanging around with. He was the marrying kind.” She continued 

on to say that he did get married to a woman and they had children, but he passed away 
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young—from Hepatitis C she recalled. Brenda thought she was about 17 when she dated 

him because she remembered coming back from a brief visit to Sudbury on her 17th 

birthday after having been with him there.  

 I wondered how she had ended up in Ontario. She said, “Well a man hit me so me 

and my girlfriend hit the road and we ended up in Toronto.” They stayed in Toronto a 

month but didn’t much like it; they ended up in Sudbury and remained there the rest of 

the summer. Although Brenda, her boyfriend, her brother, and her girlfriend had gone to 

Ontario together, only she and her brother came back. Her boyfriend had ended up in jail. 

 She really liked Sudbury. She said they were close to the beach and she and her 

girlfriend weren’t working the streets. They “got a job” working out of a lounge and it 

was quiet. No one else was working out of there so they made good money. “As a matter 

of fact, I used to send money home to mom all of the time, used to wire her home 

money.” She said she and her friend had a K-car, they each had a room, and they had nice 

clothes. They would spend the day at the beach and the night at the lounge. It was a 

fleeting respite from violence.  

 Sometimes the abuse was self-inflicted. I was curious as to whether or not Brenda 

had ever contemplated suicide. She held up her arms to show me some faint scars on her 

wrists: “I didn’t cut deep enough and I guess I didn’t take enough pills. Actually I only 

took aspirin. I didn’t really want to die. I was just trying to cope.” This half-hearted 

attempt at suicide occurred when she was 19, just after leaving the courthouse where she 

was told she would have to wait another year to see about getting any of her children 

back in her care. She told me, 



  56 
 

When you are that age, a year is a long time. Nowadays it is just around the corner. 

You know, you are here on earth for such a short time and when you are younger 

you think it is really long. When you get up to around 40 you think, ah hell, it’s not 

very long really. We don’t have very long here. 

 Racism. In response to questions about being an Aboriginal woman, mom told me 

that when she was younger sometimes people would mistake her for being white. She 

remembered a time that she came face to face with the difference in perception. She 

described a time when she was “just being Aboriginal.” She and her friends had acquired 

a hotel room in Regina for the night. When they went back to reregister the next night the 

guy wouldn’t let them because he didn’t realize at first that they were Aboriginal women. 

He said straight to their faces, “Oh, you guys are Indian women.” Mom answered, 

“Yeah” and then she told me, “he wouldn’t let us reregister for that night.” Another time 

she recalled going to rent an apartment where she was asked point-blank if she was 

Aboriginal. When she said “yes,” they would not rent it to her. 

 Memories of events involving racism go even further back. She went on to recall 

that in school, “Once, for lunch, I took bannock. I never ever took bannock to school for 

lunch again after that.” When I inquired further she explained “all the white kids were 

teasing us ’cause it was Indian food, Indian bread or whatever.” 

 Her eyes went dim as she continued, “I remember our hair was long and, for some 

reason, the kids always used to tease us because we always had our hair up in ponytails.” 

Although she couldn’t quite put her finger on an explanation for the sadness from this 

story, further conversation made it clear that it had to do with the Aboriginal girls only, 
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and the way that their hair was put into ponytails. When asked about who her friends 

were at school she became quiet and replied, “I don’t remember.” 

 Addiction. One of the underlying issues in Brenda’s life has been her dependence 

on alcohol and drugs.  Alcohol and solvents were Brenda’s drugs of choice up until she 

turned 26. “I remember when I was 17, that’s when I first realized I was an alcoholic, 

’cause I blacked out. When I came to, I was chugalugging a two-six of rum straight from 

the bottle. That I remember, ’cause, you know, you black out and then come to and 

you’re stone sober. So it’s when I first realized I was an alcoholic.” One of Brenda’s 

miscarriages she credits to her abuse of alcohol. 

 When asked about why she quit drinking, Brenda says, “I don’t even remember 

when, really when or why, I just quit. Even when I quit sniffing. I just, one day, I just 

didn’t do it anymore.” She contemplated: 

A lot of times when I think about it now, like I don’t even know why I drink. Well, 

Vodka tastes good but most of the other alcohol I just don’t like the taste of it. 

Well, one psychiatrist told me that I’m the type of person, I go from one addiction 

to the next ’cause I am always addicted to something. But it is getting now that I 

notice when I use. Now if I get kind of carried away, I’m starting to get sick on the 

drugs. So, maybe, hopefully, I’ll be able to quit those. ’Cause if I’m getting sick on 

it why the hell do it? Like I could do about 10 Ritalin and it wouldn’t bother me 

and now I’ll do four or five and I’ll start dry heaving. Then when you do those you 

don’t eat. No appetite. 
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 Health issues. In 2003, at the age of 46, Brenda was diagnosed with breast cancer. 

She explained that she “talked to the doctor about that and they asked me if I wanted a 

lumpectomy or mastectomy. Right away I said mastectomy ’cause cancer runs in my 

family and I just played it safe.” I asked her if she was scared when she was diagnosed: 

Not really, I don’t know, a lot of things, a lot of people tell me, you know, why 

things don’t bother me as much as . . . . They think I handle things pretty well and 

the only thing, I just tell them, is the worst thing that happened to me was when I 

held my dead son in my arms and there is nothing worse than that. 

Brenda was referring to her last born child in 1995. He was stillborn. She said she was 

given a choice of whether or not she would hold him. But for her, she had no choice, she 

had to hold him. She remembered that the father of the child did not even come to the 

hospital with her. The baby had not moved in her body for three days so she had gone to 

the hospital to get checked. They told her the baby was dead already and they were 

admitting her in order to induce labor. She believed she was almost a month overdue. 

Brenda said that an autopsy was done; she was told that there was nothing wrong with the 

baby. She was saddened that it had to be a closed casket, due to the autopsy. “I don’t 

remember anything at all about the funeral. I’ve tried and tried and I just can’t remember 

anything. I don’t even know who the minister was. I don’t even remember who the hell 

was there,” she trailed off.  

 After a brief pause she continued to say that two of her younger sisters planned the 

funeral and made all of the arrangements: 
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I remember I was sitting on the couch at Darcy’s and they gave me a card. It didn’t 

register to me that it was a sympathy card ’cause I asked for a pen to sign it . . .it 

didn’t register. I don’t know. And I didn’t know what to do. Everybody had to do 

everything for me. I didn’t even name him. Ron and Penny are the ones that named 

him, gave me the names. Ron was Daniel and Penny was Zachary…so that was 

how he got his name. I just. . . . 

Another significant event that Brenda reflected on was when she found out she was HIV 

positive. It was in 2006: 

Well, when I found out, like, I went into a haze—just like I was there but then I was 

looking at myself from the other side, there, and it was just like a complete fog. I 

was like that for about three days I think. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain how I 

felt. I was so worried ’cause I was thinking about all these bad things and how 

things were going to go. Then once I talked to somebody and they said it wasn’t 

that bad. One of my cousins died from AIDS, but that was 30 years ago. Things are 

a lot different now with the meds. And then the first meds I couldn’t take one of 

them, I got so sick. Then the second ones, after the first month, they were OK. The 

first month was the getting sick part. But then once, instead of taking the two I take, 

they tried me on the all-in-one pill and I couldn’t take that. Even the pharmacist 

said a lot of people can’t take them like that. They have to take it in different pills. I 

was just scared and I didn’t know what was going to happen and how . . . if I was 

gonna . . . how my health was gonna be ’cause I wasn’t in the best of health in the 

first place. I didn’t know how bad it was going to get or how I would be able to 
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take care of myself. Of course I worried about my pets,  what’s gonna happen—if I 

was going to be able to keep them. 

 Brenda referred to a local newsletter that had information and stories about 

HIV/AIDS. She said, “Some of the people that talk in there, they’ve been HIV positive 

for 20 years and they’ve been in pretty good health as long as they take their meds.” 

 Brenda said she didn’t know exactly what ways HIV could be transmitted. She 

wasn’t sure if she had to keep all of her food items to herself. She wondered if it could be 

spread like a cold or flu spreads. She did know that it can be spread from sharing drug 

needles. That is how she thought she got it, using a dirty needle from a relative. She said, 

“I heard a lot about it, but until you have it. . . .” she trailed off again. 

 She tried to talk to the relative about it, but said he would not accept blame for 

anything. “He always turns things around to make it seem like it’s your fault. He can do 

no wrong and everybody owes him things. Everything he does is right and if you do the 

same thing then it’s not right ’cause you do it. But when he does it, it is right.” She said 

she was not angry with him, rather she took responsibility that it was her fault for not 

being more careful: “I can’t really blame him.” Brenda added that he would not take his 

medication regularly. She tried to tell him that if he could get through the first month then 

it would not make him sick anymore, but he could not seem to do it. 

 I asked whether her friends treated her differently once they realized that she was 

HIV positive and she said,  

Actually a lot of them told me that they already had it. As a matter of fact, this one 

girl came by. Last time I had seen her she had stopped using and was doing good. 
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She was only about 18 and she asked me ’cause she was getting sick on the meds. I 

told her, I said, after the first month on the meds you’ll be OK. She didn’t know. A 

lot of these cases are real young people. I remember one guy that came. I think he 

said he was 21 or something, and he’d already had it for four years. 

Brenda said the doctor classified her HIV as undetectable, as long as she takes her meds.  

On another note, Brenda said she was not certain when she realized that she was Hepatitis 

C positive, but that it was sometime after she had birthed all of her children. She doesn’t 

take any specific medication for it. 

  Brenda bore six boys and two girls between 1972 and 1995. She also had two 

miscarriages that she is aware of during that time. She remembered a particular moment 

when she was 13, when she and her mother were at the Met Hotel. They both went into 

the bathroom together and Brenda said, “Mom, am I ever gaining weight!”  The first 

words out of her mother’s mouth were, “No damn way are we giving it up.” Brenda said 

that her mother knew she was “knocked up” before she did. I asked about what Brenda 

thought once she realized she was pregnant. She said, “When I did find out I was 

pregnant with you, I quit sniffing and I quit drinking. I think if I had gone one more week 

it would have been an entire year.” She said, “I knew enough. I read a lot of books so I 

knew that I shouldn’t drink or do anything like that, so I didn’t.” At this point in our 

conversation there was a pause, and I quietly said “thank you” to her. Mom continued on, 

“I started drinking shortly after again. I was in Victoria School Park when they told me 

that Ronald was in the bedroom with you. Since he had molested me, that’s when I pulled 
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rank on him. That’s when you were taken away ’cause it took three cops to pull me off 

him.” 

 The conversation drifted to reflecting on my birth. “When I had you I was in labour 

for eight hours, that much I know. And it wasn’t as bad as what I had heard.” She recalls 

a nurse telling her that “Aboriginal women seem to take birthing easier.” Mom paused for 

a moment then said to me “I don’t know if it’s easier or just the way we grew up you 

know, the pain . . . we just seem to handle it a lot better than the white women.”  

 Mom recalled that she had to stay in the hospital a few days after I was born and 

that the nurses were nice to her. Once she took me home, the social worker called her 

mother to find out how much I weighed. She said through laughter, “Mom told him that 

you weighed 15 pounds and 8 ounces. She said it backwards, ’cause you were 8 pounds 

15 ounces!” 

 Brenda turned quiet and said that she tried to take care of me. “I did my best. . . but 

then I’d gotten back into the alcohol.” She said her mother helped her out a lot in caring 

for me. She recalled that one time when I came home from a brief period in a foster 

home, I refused to eat canned baby food. She thought the foster home had been feeding 

me mostly stuff with fruit in it because I had no interest in trying to eat the carrots she 

was trying to feed me. She went on to say “I remember you were nine months old and 

you still couldn’t sit up by yourself properly once you got home. . . .” She felt that they 

weren’t treating me very well at the foster home. She recalled propping me up with 

pillows around me so I could sit properly. “By then you should have been able to sit up 
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by yourself,” she said. Brenda explained that I had been taken away a couple of times 

prior to going into care permanently at 14 months of age. 

 Mom vividly remembered going to court after I had been taken away. She thought 

she was likely “half cut” when she attended and therefore “lost her cool” in court. The 

judge told her that “I had to straighten myself out and within maybe six months or a year 

I would have a chance of getting you back.” Then she and her mom went to the park. She 

remembered her mom drinking wine.  Brenda preferred the hard stuff due to a bad 

experience she had had when was 12 years old in Prince Albert. She had been staying at 

Carmichaels’ foster home and it was the very first time she ever got drunk. It was on 

wine and she got terribly sick. Wine was never her thing again. 

 I asked Brenda if she started using condoms after she had given birth to me. She 

said she did off and on, but that mostly she got contraceptives from the doctor. “They 

tried me on so many different kinds and they even had me on that one, you know, where 

they give you that shot in the leg every couple of months.” But, she went on to say, the 

options never seemed to work for her. She just kept getting pregnant. I wondered if she 

had ever had any abortions. “No, but I almost did. In the end, I was on my way there on 

the bus and I just kept going on the bus. I couldn’t do it. He was my condom baby,” she 

said, remembering that the condom had broken. 

 I wondered, as some of my siblings have, if Brenda ever thought about us while we 

were apart. She responded: 

I would imagine what you looked like. I actually thought your hair would be more 

red because of that one picture. And I would sit there and think well if they had 
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stayed with me where would they have been now? Would they have been on the 

street? Would they have been doing drugs? I used to go down to the Cornwall 

Centre every single day almost. They got to know me at the Second Cup there. You 

know if I didn’t have money they would give me a free cup of coffee, until I could 

pay. Because, you know, I was in the mall every single day looking for Leo and 

Paisley. 

 Sex trade. Brenda first started working the streets when she was 13 years old. She 

said her mother found out about a week later and “only gave me shit that once. After that 

she never asked me to [prostitute] but she would pull out her can of butts and start rolling 

and look at me ’cause she knew I would go get her money to buy her tobacco or 

whatever. She’d say, oh I wish we had . . . or, we need groceries, or something like that                                                                

. . . or I wish we could go to bingo tonight. She’d kinda look at me so. . . .” Brenda 

lapsed, her eyes appearing very distant. 

 Brenda recounted that her friends at the time were also girls about 12 or 13 years 

old and they were already working the streets. One particular girl she started hanging 

around with seemed to influence her decision to start prostituting. Brenda said, “I 

remember my very first trick. He drove a blue Toyota. His name was John, of course.” 

She paused for a moment then went on, “I made five bucks, which in those days was a 

lot.” She went on to describe an area in Regina where there was some sort of rooming 

house that would rent rooms for her and her clients. I asked if she was scared that first 

time. “No,” she replied,  
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because I had started sniffing then, so I was sniffing. A lot of the girls that work the 

streets, they have to be drunk or stoned or whatever . . . before they can . . . and 

that’s the way I was I guess, you know. I had to be stoned. It doesn’t make you 

think about it too much . . .  about what you are doing. 

When probed a little deeper into why Brenda started working the streets she recounted 

that since she had been raped at nine years old, and again at 11, not to mention numerous 

other sexual abuse incidents in between, she had decided by 13 that “if this is what men 

were about, then they could pay for it.”  

 Brenda noted that in those days nearly all of the girls had pimps, but not her. 

Brenda said that she “refused to work for anybody and got beat up so many times from 

the other girls because they were trying to get me to work for their pimp and I wouldn’t.” 

She said she was known as one of the toughest broads around because she “would not 

break down and work for anybody.” She would “get beat up and then I’d just stand up 

and go right back to work.” 

 She remembered a time, when she was about 15 years old, where she had been 

drinking and sniffing and was in Victoria Park in Regina. She blacked out and by the 

time she remembered something next she had three girls, a year or two younger than her, 

who were working the streets for her. She said she did not remember exactly how that 

happened but she was pretty touchy and persuasive back then. She even remembered 

their first names. Back then she said that no one really used condoms in the business, but 

every Friday she would take her girls to the General Hospital venereal disease clinic to 
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get checked. Mom even recalled the name of the nurse who always greeted her. During 

this time, mom was also still working the streets. 

 Every day she and the girls would drink and she would rent motel rooms. “In those 

days you could get into the bar when you were young. We had all the alcohol and 

solvents and we’d eat out a lot and I made sure they had makeup and nice clothes. You 

know, I think I did pretty good.” 

 I wondered if Brenda felt that she had provided things for her girls differently than 

she thought the male pimps had. She recalled that she had a bad temper at that time and 

she remembered that her girls were often scared of her. They had nicknamed her Big Bird 

because she was taller and bigger than most of her girls. She says again, “I wasn’t scared 

of anybody or anything.” She didn’t describe herself as being violent towards the girls, 

but added, “If they did get me pissed off, they knew it.”  

 Brenda reflected on her days of running her own prostitutes and said, “I had a little 

bit of brains then but sometimes I wonder if I did have any brains then with the things I 

was doing.” At the height of her leadership, Brenda remembered having about 10 girls 

working for her at one time. 

 Identity and family. Brenda said about her mother, “I don’t even know if she grew 

up on the reserve or if she grew up in Prince Albert. Never did ask her.” She remembered 

her mom spoke the northern dialect of Cree and she identified it as such because that 

dialect is so much faster than the Plains Cree dialect. When relatives came over they all 

talked Cree quite a bit, but otherwise her mom spoke English. Brenda said, “I didn’t 

really learn much Cree. She just started teaching me some Cree then she passed away. 
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We were just going to get me into learning my language and that never . . .” she said and 

paused. 

 Brenda told me that her mom, my grandmother, “was burnt in a fire. And from 

what I heard, before that was she was almost blond and her eyes were a lighter shade.” 

Brenda said that she had only seen photos of her mother after the fire, with all the scars 

from the burns. Although an exact date for the fire could not be pinpointed, we narrowed 

it down to around 1952. The circumstances around the fire were tragic. As Brenda told 

the story as she had been told, she said that her father was away with work and her mom 

was at a friend’s house drinking. Her mom had left two young sons at her house, along 

with their two cousins. There was a fire. Brenda remembered hearing that her mom must 

have gone into shock or something, “because even though she had already got my two 

brothers out of the house, and they had probably died of smoke inhalation already, she 

kept running back in because she was in shock, you know.” All four of the children died. 

Brenda’s mother suffered third degree burns over most of her body. Brenda recalled that 

upon her father hearing of the news, he never did forgive her for the death of his sons and 

things were never the same from that time forward. Brenda went on to say that her 

mother “must have been in the hospital for quite some time. They were pretty severe 

burns. Five months, I think.”  

 Brenda remembered that it was when Ron, her older brother, was just a baby, that 

her mother was “burnt in that fire. The way she was scarred up, that was normal to us, 

there was nothing wrong with her. She was mom. She took care of us, stood in the 

doorway with a broom when we wouldn’t go to school!” Her mom felt that it was very 
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important that her children go to school. Brenda didn’t know what level of education her 

mother received. She was pretty sure that her mom had gone to residential school, but 

couldn’t remember which one or for how long. She only recalled her mother talking 

about it one time and saying that you had to speak English at the residential school. 

 Brenda remembered living only two blocks from her school. Her mom would make 

sure they were out the door an hour early. But she laughed when she noted that they were 

late almost every single day. “I don’t know, those two blocks were pretty long. We’d stop 

somewhere along the way!” 

 When asked what her mom was like, Brenda laughed and answered that “she was 

always happy. And we grew up with her,” she said. Her mother was happiest when it was 

bingo night. Brenda said they went to bingo lots. 

 Brenda shared a story about when her mom hid the welfare cheque so that her 

father wouldn’t drink it up. Her father bribed her with a quarter and she told him where it 

was. It was almost like a little happy secret they had shared. Brenda explained 

confidently that even though her father would beat up her mother, he never hit her or her 

siblings. After reflecting for a moment, she declared that she thought her mom had left 

her dad when she was about six years old. He did father her younger sister when Brenda 

was eight, but it was unclear whether he was around regularly during that time. 

Employment and her mother may have kept him mostly away. Brenda said that he was 

always fighting when he drank. One time “he threw my uncle’s head through the wall. 

They were in the bedroom and all of a sudden his head was sticking out in the living 

room!”   
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 After the break-up between her mother and father, Brenda did not see her father 

again until she was 17 years old. Her older brother brought him to a café to meet her 

when she was in Prince Albert. “I had been drinking,” she noted.  “He was always kind of 

standoffish in a way. He was never really the, you know, loveable kind . .  .  . it was just 

the way he was.” She told me several stories about how he would always say he was the 

most handsome man. She laughed as she said he used to sit in front of the mirror and say, 

“Oh, I used to be such a handsome man.” 

 Brenda remembered being told that for a short while they lived in a tent at Dawson 

Creek and that her father helped take care of them by stealing cattle and selling the meat. 

She also heard that he robbed the post office in some small town. She laughed as she 

said, “Daddy was a . . . , I guess, he was a robber and a cattle rustler!” 

 Schooling. When asked about what she remembers about going to school, she said 

that she remembered getting the strap for stealing someone’s shoes. She stole them 

because it was wet out and her shoes were not in very good shape and her feet would get 

wet. “In those days you got the strap for almost anything.”  

 I inquired if there was anything that Brenda had fun doing at that school, or if there 

was a happy memory. She shared with me a story of when she stole her mother’s girdle 

and wore it to school so she could wear nylons. She didn’t know exactly how to wear it, 

and it turned out that she had put it on inside out. She laughed as she related how she was 

such a skinny girl and while going up the stairs the whole thing fell down on her. 

 Brenda recalled going to Sedley Girls School (a youth custody facility) off and on 

from the time she was 13 to 16 years old. She said the school was “all girls, from the age 
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of 12, 13 . . . 12 was the youngest I think and 16 was the oldest.” When asked how she 

ended up there she replied, “cause I used to run away from home. I was working the 

streets, I was drinking and Sedley was about 30 miles out.” She described the school as 

“an old convent where all us bad girls went. And I remember when I first went there it 

was just after they had a riot and things were pretty strict.” Brenda remembered the 

names of a couple of her teachers and a counselor that she liked. “Heather was one 

teacher she was our home economics teacher. And Daryl, and I don’t remember who the 

other one was.” Overall she felt that they were all treated “pretty good” while they were 

there.  

And you know, it was a pretty good place. You know, if I’d listened and done 

things right . . . maybe, but they just kept me there until I was 16 and then I was 

back out on the street and the alcohol and everything again.  

Once Brenda was 16, she was released back into the city with no further supports. 

 She said she even went to school there in the summer once in order to finish her 

grade 8. She wasn’t certain, but she thought that some of the girls were court ordered to 

stay there while others were maybe wards of social services. Most of the girls were 

Aboriginal, she thought. They lived in dorms, had roommates, and all had certain chores 

to do. She started sniffing nail polish remover while she was there: 

One time, I don’t know how we got away with it cause that’s when we used to sniff 

the Cutex nail polish remover before they changed it. We got to sleep in the tent 

one night, outside, on the ground and we managed to get a couple bottles of Cutex 

in there and we were sniffing it there. 
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Even though Brenda didn’t really have any bad memories of living at the girls’ school, 

she said she often took off when opportunities of escape would present themselves. On 

one of her “escape” adventures she would go to the Lotus Café every day to have a plate 

of French fries. “That’s all I ate for a whole month,” she told me as she laughed. Then 

she remembered another restaurant on Victoria Street where they made “the most 

delicious hamburgers” and another place on Dewdney where she used to go for Chinese 

food. 

Summary  

During our conversations, my mother shared many intimate memories of her 

childhood and developmental years. She remembered events of abuse and bullying, 

racism, prostitution, pregnancies and miscarriages, and the alcohol and drugs that got her 

through. Some memories brought tears and the very few happy memories included times 

when she was able to get out on her own. Never did she mention that she felt she was a 

victim or that her life should have been otherwise. And she often laughed when 

recounting these difficult life experiences.  

 In this chapter I provided the information that I gathered in talking with my mother. 

I described the context, by first establishing who my mother is and where she came from, 

and then I related what she told me about herself. This information was organized under 

the themes I identified after reading and analyzing the transcriptions. In the next chapter I 

discuss these events as they relate to the literature review and propose some of my 

interpretations and understandings. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Reflections 

 In recording my mother’s life experience I had the following objective: to 

document and reflect on the challenges faced by my mother as a Canadian Aboriginal 

woman and to reflect on her coping mechanisms. The overarching questions that guided 

my research were the following: 

1. What are some of the most memorable experiences that have contributed to my 

mother’s life story? 

2. What coping mechanisms have contributed to my mother’s abilities to break 

through barriers and survive the challenges she has faced? 

3. How can her experiences be understood in the context of the experiences of many 

other Aboriginal women? 

 In this chapter I answer these questions with the information I have gathered from 

the conversations with my mother and through my thematic analysis. I then reflect on 

these findings to propose some explanations and understandings.  

Story Analysis 

 For the most part, identifying the challenges, barriers, and key experiences was 

relatively straightforward to accomplish. Once I had transcribed our conversations, I was 

able to organize them under common themes. Not surprisingly, the themes I discovered 

in my mother’s story were eerily similar to the oppressions identified in my literature 

review.  

 I found that my mother’s experiences were not unlike the stories of many other 

Aboriginal women in Canada. Amnesty International’s (2004) research reported that 
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Indigenous women in Canada face discrimination because of their gender and 

because of their Indigenous identity. The research highlights that this is 

compounded by further discriminatory treatment that women face due to poverty, 

ill-health or involvement in the sex trade. Human rights experts have drawn 

attention to the interconnections between various forms of discrimination and 

patterns of violence against women. (p. 6) 

The Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies (2010) composed a profile of an 

Aboriginal woman prisoner in a provincial penitentiary. In summary, the profile 

describes the woman as follows: 

27 years old, with a limited education (usually grade nine), is unemployed or under-

employed, and the sole support mother to two or three children. She has often left 

home at an early age to escape violence. She may 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 

experience sexual, emotional, and physical abuse. She is likely to become involved 

in an abusive relationship. There are usually children born from this relationship 

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

unhealthy family continues. (p. 1) 

This profile reads overwhelmingly similar to that of my mother’s; however, my mother is 

not currently in jail and her time spent in jail over her life to date has been quite minimal. 

Brenda does have other issues, though as Olson Harper noted (2009, p. 180) “for 
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Aboriginal women, the risk factor [for HIV] is six times greater than for non-Aboriginal 

women.” Hence, “Aboriginal women experience a triple layer of marginalization, based 

on gender, race, and HIV status.” My mother’s life resides at the intersection of these 

multiple oppressions, making it difficult to clearly define if it is at all possible that one 

oppresses her more than another—or perhaps one merely compounds the oppression of 

another. 

 She did have children, eight of them. Many Aboriginal children were apprehended 

during the 60s and 70s, and even today the “Canadian government recently estimated that 

Indigenous children are currently four to six times more likely than non-Indigenous 

children to be removed from their families and placed in the care of the state” (Amnesty 

International, 2004, p. 9). I asked Brenda if it seemed normal to her that her children were 

taken from her. She responded: 

For a long time, I couldn’t figure it out because this one friend of mine, she was an 

addict. She was working the streets, but she kept getting her kids back. They would 

take them but she kept getting them back. And I couldn’t figure out what was the 

difference. Of course I was a solvent abuser too so that could have been the 

difference. 

Saying that, her eyes wandered off as though she needed to distance herself from 

acknowledging I was her daughter. She said, “You know, it is better that they [my 

children] were where they were. I could never straighten out.”  

 I did get a strong sense that Brenda loved all her children, and that she thinks of 

them often but I do not think she had the skills to cope with or deal with being a full-time 
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parent. Her traumatic experiences of addictions, violence, and sexual violence held her 

back from the ability to be responsible to her children. She said that she always had to be 

drunk or high in order to cope with how things were in her life, and in that condition she 

couldn’t possibly be available to parent or contribute to her social obligations. Wesley-

Esquimaux (2009) provided this explanation: “Adults who were constantly reliving 

horrifying experiences in their minds and bodies, and in their social and interpersonal 

behaviors, were less able to cope with the parental and social obligations” (p. 20). The 

author added, “in their numbness, some have abused their own bodies by drinking 

themselves into oblivion or sniffing glue or gasoline” (p. 21). 

 What was more difficult for me to understand was what had contributed to her 

survival and resilience. According to Native Women’s Association of Canada (2010),  

at least three-quarters of Aboriginal women have experienced family violence and 

the mortality rate for Aboriginal women due to violence is three times higher for 

Aboriginal women than non-Aboriginal women. . . .  Further, the rate of suicide 

among Aboriginal women is three times the national average and sexual abuse rates 

are higher among Aboriginal women. (p. 4)  

I asked my mother directly what she thought had contributed to her survival, but she was 

not really able to answer the question. It was not something she had given much thought 

to, even now. When I inquired if there were any times that really stuck out in her mind 

that were just really good memories, she thought for a moment and then responded, “I 

don’t really recall.” 
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 I was particularly interested in coming to a deeper understanding of the underlying 

reasons for her persistence in life. Through reading and rereading my observations and 

our transcribed conversations, I was able to identify some factors that had contributed to 

her resilience.  I narrowed these down into two distinct coping mechanisms: humour and 

intelligence. But an even more powerful and overarching consistency prevailed 

throughout—the primal desire to live. I will now discuss in more detail what I 

discovered. 

 Her coping mechanisms. Although Brenda described a few negative, racially 

motivated encounters that she had experienced in her life, it seemed a struggle to name 

them as such. Yet, through my lens, I can easily name several racially motivated 

incidents that happened to her in the last 15 years that I would identify as negative. I have 

referenced much supporting evidence in this study under the theme of racism, which 

would indicate the strong likelihood that my mother was indeed on the receiving end of 

even more negative racial events. Her unwillingness or perhaps inability to name these 

experiences as such seemed at times to conflict with other comments that she shared. 

“Things are much better today for Aboriginal people than they were before,” is one such 

statement that leads me to believe that she may have experienced more racism than she 

had shared with me or was able to identify as such. Amnesty International (2004) states 

that “most Aboriginal people have known racism first-hand—most have been called 

‘dirty Indians’ in schools or foster homes or by police and prison guards” (p. 11). 

In another conversation, Mom told me, “There’s not that much prejudice now but 

when I was younger there was so much prejudice, you know, against Indians.” Perhaps 
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she has simply developed a thicker skin. The racism she felt growing up certainly left her 

emotional when she discussed it. I vividly recall a conversation with my mom shortly 

after she and I reunited when I was 27 years old. She expressed, as her head hung down, 

eyes to the floor and in a quiet voice, that she was most worried that I would be angry 

with her when I found her again—because she “made me Aboriginal.”  This comment 

struck me so deeply. There seemed to be shame attached to that statement, and it could 

only have been as a result of negative association through previous experiences. Perhaps 

it is for my mom as it was for Young (2005): “Racism and discrimination were not in my 

vocabulary. I only knew I did not feel very good about myself. I learned very quickly that 

‘being Indian was not a good thing’ ” (p. 24). If Mom knew it was a bad thing for her, she 

knew it would be a bad thing for me. To this day, it saddens me to my core to know that 

that shame is so deeply entrenched within her.  

It became clear, as my mother described her family experiences throughout our 

conversations, that she and her siblings had great familiarity with violence and abuse. 

Just as Morningstar Mercredi (2006) described in her narrative, more often my mother 

described being either the witness to violence or the perpetrator of the violence; however, 

she was intimately familiar with what she identified as sexual abuse that had begun for 

her at a very young age. Those experiences of being a victim of childhood sexual abuse 

seemed to be a key driver for her conscious decision to start prostituting. It was a way in 

which she could feel like she had some control: “If this is what men are about, they can 

pay for it.” Enmeshed with the prostitution was drugs, alcohol, pregnancies, and time 

spent in youth and adult custody facilities. Given the findings in my background research 
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and literature review, the barriers and challenges faced in Brenda’s life, although sad and 

tragic, did not surprise me.  

In their literature review of Aboriginal research, Fleming and Ledogar (2008) 

concluded that common among definitions of resiliency is the element of “positive 

adaptation despite adversity.” In other words, most victims are able to make the best of 

things, and even come out stronger or better. As my mother shared her experiences it 

became easy for me to see those barriers and challenges of adversity in her path, but it 

was more difficult to see any positive adaptations. I read and reread the stories of her 

experiences, searching for what I thought would be positive skillset development. I could 

not identify anything that could be defined in that way. However, I did identify two 

positive traits that seemed consistent throughout her journey: her sense of humour and 

her level of intelligence.  

One of the first clear examples of Brenda’s humourous perspectives on life was her 

description of prison experience. She briefly spent some time in the Edmonton Detention 

Centre and also at Pine Grove Penitentiary for Women in Prince Albert. She recalled 

being in jail once for 30 days and another time for about 18 days. But more impressive 

than that, she was excited to tell me, she had been on an airplane three times in her life. It 

seems all three times were “courtesy of the provincial correctional system.” She didn’t 

seem fazed that the reason she was on the airplane was because of her being transferred 

while in jail. Rather, she seemed quite excited about the opportunity to be on an airplane. 

This is an example of her making what some might feel is a negative experience (being in 

jail) into a positive experience (enjoying an airplane ride).  
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 Lifelong learning and adult education. Although Brenda’s recollection of 

completed formal education in our provincial K-12 system was not clear in her memory, I 

obtained the letter from the Department of Social Services (1994) that provided the 

declaration that Brenda completed a grade eight education. Brenda shared experiences of 

being in and out of custody, and specifically of attending Sedley Girls School, a youth 

custody facility, until she reached the age of 16 (in 1974). 

She served her 18-day sentence in the Provincial Penitentiary for Women, Pine 

Grove, on a prostitution charge when she was 38 years old. Again, sharing the reason for 

the incarceration paled to the excitement she shared in regards to what she 

accomplishment during her short stay there: 

That’s where I got my GED [General Education Development]! I had brains then, 

geez! You were supposed to study for six weeks and you took the exam, but I was 

only in there a couple weeks and I passed! I tell you, my heart did a real flip flop. 

Not only did this story reflect her humour, including jokes about having a brain, but it 

also reflected her academic intelligence level. According to the Government of 

Saskatchewan (2015), in order to obtain a GED a person had to write and pass a series of 

tests in five subject areas. These tests took up to 7 hours and 15 minutes to complete. 

They were generally written over a two-day period. Mom had been out of the provincial 

formal education system for nearly 25 years when she studied for, wrote, and passed the 

GED in a few short days. According to Gulati (2013), low literacy is a “risk factor for 

criminal recidivism” and “prisoners who participate in education while in prison are less 

likely to reoffend” (p. 15). This was the last time my mother was in prison. 
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 My mother’s life experience was very similar to what Flynn, Brown, Johnson and 

Rodger (2011) found in their study involving participants from marginalized groups: 

The factors that most affected [the participants’] educational attainment as children, 

adolescents, and adults were often related to circumstances beyond their control. 

Family values, socioeconomic status, parental education level, culture, race, and 

gender were all major determinants of academic interest and achievement. Many 

participants were born into poverty and had parents who for one reason or another 

did not or could not value education. Some experienced discrimination or violence 

as youth and were exposed to illicit substances in their family of origin. (p. 13) 

It was not news to me from these conversations for my thesis work that my mom had 

completed her GED. In fact, she had told me this particular story several times over the 

years, reaffirming to me its significance to her. Each time she told it, I witnessed her 

holding her head high, not being able to control the smile on her face, and showing a 

posture of confidence. This experience reflected the importance of formal adult education 

in my mother’s life. It was perhaps only one of the few experiences that made Brenda 

truly feel confident and proud about herself and her capabilities. It was as though she had 

proved others wrong. 

 Keeping herself safe. I wondered about my mom’s experiences with johns. I have 

often heard terrible stories about the violence that can be perpetrated by johns. “Women 

in the sex trade are at heightened risk of violence because of the circumstances in which 

they work, and because the social stigmatization of women in the sex trade provides a 
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convenient rationale for men looking for targets for acts of misogynistic violence” 

(Amnesty International, 2004, p. 15).  

 I wondered how Mom had managed to keep herself relatively safe from the harm 

and violence. She responded that she only “went out with regulars or ones that I knew the 

other girls knew.” She went on to say that she would make some sort of assessment when 

she first talked to them. She found that it was generally better to go with guys younger 

than her. “Most of them were just trusted ones that I had been around. I could trust the 

younger ones.” These statements showed my mother’s strong sense of intuition and 

ability to read people, as well as her survival and intelligence. Once again, despite such 

serious conversation, her humour was reflected as she concluded, chuckling, “and I 

wouldn’t take out drunks. I didn’t like drunks, unless of course we were both drunk then 

we would just go out, no fee!”  

Brenda’s humour came through again and again, even when I inquired about events 

that must have been very sad for her. I asked her why she thinks she is still here today 

when so many peers, her age and even younger, have died, many of whom died tragically 

and all of whom were living a similar lifestyle to hers. Her eyes would wander off, 

“Sometimes I wonder myself.” She told me, “I have been shot at. I have been stabbed. I 

have been in car accidents.” Then, as though too painful to fully, consciously dwell on, 

she quipped, “I just think I must be like a cat and using up my nine lives!”  

As I listened to my mother’s experiences, her words expressed an overarching 

adaptation and resiliency that had concluded that survival outweighed its counterpart of 

death.  
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Maria Campbell’s Halfbreed (1973) reflected similar themes of survival, humour, 

and intelligence as ways of overcoming adversity. In this thesis I was motivated to 

include the unpleasant experiences of my mother’s life, much like Maria did in her book, 

because I suspected they would make up the majority of the experiences my mother 

remembered. However, because I was taking an academic perspective in trying to 

determine what it was about those experiences that influenced my mother, chronological 

order was not a concern. My purpose was to deliberately look into and understand each of 

these experiences as part of my mother’s story. Not only was I inspired and encouraged 

by the courage and perseverance it took for Maria to write her book, but I was inspired by 

the courage and perseverance it took for my mother to share her stories. Also noteworthy 

is that Maria’s story also resonated with Brenda, not only because of the blood 

connection, but also because it echoed many of her own feelings and remembrances. It is 

Brenda’s hope that the legacy of her story will resonate and inspire others too as has the 

story of her relative.  

 Her philosophical outlook. Although I have never heard my mother directly say 

that she is afraid to die, I have observed in her behavior the diligence to faithfully take all 

prescribed HIV medication. As well, at the time of both her cancer and HIV diagnoses 

she called me, and the shakiness in her voice displayed fear. The clearest connection I 

can make with her resiliency to survive her challenges and barriers is her will to live, and 

to delve even deeper, to live in the moment.   

 I have witnessed my mother practice the belief of living in the moment extensively 

over the years, and seemingly with ease. One such example occurred on a Friday. She 
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had only two pills left in one of her prescription bottles— one for Saturday and one for 

Sunday. She only had $2 in her change purse and it would cost her nearly all of that in 

order to fulfill her subsidized prescription on Monday. She was not expecting another 

assistance cheque until the following Friday. My uncle and she were out of cigarettes. 

Mom gave my uncle the $2 to go buy some cigarettes from someone. I was surprised, 

asking why she didn’t save the $2 until Monday so she could buy her medication. Mom, 

seemingly surprised at my question, responded matter of factly that she might not be here 

Monday and today she wanted a cigarette. She went on to say that if she is here Monday, 

she will find some way to get her medication. 

 I do believe that Brenda’s ability to live in the present has played a role in her 

survival. Time and again, when she shared a story of sadness and pain from the past, she 

ended it humourously and quickly moved on to something else. She also indicated that 

drugs and alcohol participated in helping her to not dwell on tragedy. In her own way, 

using her own coping mechanisms and her ability to stay in the present—not dwelling on 

the past and not looking too far forward—has played an active role in her ability to 

survive in the now. Mercredi (2006) similarly stated that she had used alcohol and drugs 

and she “had long since learned to numb the pain” (p. 71) through their consumption. 

 In an attempt to gain further insight into Brenda’s desire for survival, I questioned 

her about her worldview and what she thought was the purpose of life. I thought, based 

on mom’s life experiences that she might respond as an existentialist might, that life is 

very difficult and doesn’t particularly have an object or universally known value, but that 

individuals must create value by affirming it and living it (All About Philosophy, n.d.). 
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Brenda struggled with finding an answer. She said she had thought about it once or twice 

but didn’t really come to a conclusion, rather she just had a recurring question herself: 

“Why put us here to live if only just to die?” Her thought system and points of reference 

reflected a reality of simply living in the present. She does not spend much time sitting 

around and analyzing her existence. Although Brenda’s philosophy may appear 

existentialist, she doesn’t delve into the deeper philosophical ways of thinking about it 

and defining it. She simple does it; simply lives it. 

 This ability of hers to live in the present could be viewed in both a positive and 

negative way. At times, it has put her in dangerous or risky situations because she didn’t 

concern herself with the consequences of her behavior. But there are many stories she has 

shared where it is clear that this ability has contributed to her survival. She doesn’t let the 

past or future consume her. She thinks of what is rather than what ought to be and thus, 

her mastery of navigating moment-to-moment living has played a large role in her 

survival, both physically and mentally. 

Truthfulness and Trustworthiness 

 Drawing on both Western and Indigenous research models of research has allowed 

me to complete this piece in a way that holds meaning for me as an Aboriginal academic.  

In contrast, mainstream Euro-western methodologies views research as an individual 

activity where the researcher seeks “the truth.” Within this latter paradigm, as the 

researcher is the “knower,” they hold the majority of the power, the power to decide the 

research question, the power to decide how to analyze and interpret data, and the power 

to disseminate the results. Within this process, the participant’s voice is often lost, 



  85 
 

fragmented, and/or misrepresented, particularly in research done on Aboriginal women 

(Acoose, 1995; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012, 2013).   

 From the outset, I wanted to carry out this research in a good way. To ensure the 

truthfulness and trustworthiness of my mothers’ narratives, I chose to use Atkinson’s 

guiding principles of Indigenous research (2001). I reviewed each of the 12 principles, 

and supported through validations that I fulfilled my responsibilities. These validations 

are documented in Appendix E. “By incorporating these principles and functions into the 

research, the researcher honours the worldviews of Indigenous peoples and does so with 

ethical responsibility and sensitivity” (Atkinson, 2001). I also strove at all times to 

respect the 3 Rs of Indigenous research: respect, reciprocity, and responsibility (Wilson, 

2008). These go hand in hand with the Indigenous concept of relationality. 

 Using Atkinson’s principles was a way for me to not feel that I was leaving behind 

my Indigeneity as I walked through the doors of the academy and it was a way for me to 

complete this work that would provide a sense of cultural safety for my mother and our 

family. Indeed, I hope it brings the academy, along with Aboriginal communities, one 

step closer to recognizing the value and possibilities of integrating but not assimilating 

our epistemologies on an equitable level. 

My Insights and Understandings 

 I understand Brenda much better now. And I have provided a space to acknowledge 

and validate her experience, knowledge, and worldview.  In recognizing her life through 

this research, I acknowledge and recognize that she exists and has a very important place 

in my life and in this world. As Monture (2009) states, “the stories of Aboriginal women 
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have been told since long before this land became a country known as Canada. For many 

of those decades since the land became known as Canada, the stories of Aboriginal 

women were ignored” (p. 1). My mother’s story has not been ignored. I have heard her. 

 Throughout our conversations, Brenda continued to be open and vulnerable as she 

talked about her life. I recognize that people are not always the most reliable informants 

about what actually happened, but they are the most reliable informants about their 

experience of what happened. My interest was in my mom’s perceptions of her own 

truths. So my research accomplished what I set out to do. The thematic analysis did 

however reveal broader patterns that were woven throughout most themes. This inspired 

me to further explore the following questions: 

1. What is the recurring contradiction within my mother’s stories? 

2. How has my mother positively impacted those around her? 

 The contradiction. I discovered a recurring thread of irony that flowed throughout 

the main themes. In several of the stories my mother shared she specifically notes that she 

would not put up with an abusive man. She indicated that she concretely made this 

decision due to the repeated sexual abuse that she fell victim to in her younger years. 

And, at one point, she referenced the domestic violence that she had witnessed her 

mother experiencing over the years and explicitly noted that she consciously made a 

choice to not be a victim in the same way. 

 However, in reviewing the transcripts of stories she shared with me, I noted many 

instances where I believe that she was victim to violence in her adult years. She said that 

she had been shot at and stabbed during her time working in the sex trade. Brenda also 



  87 
 

talked of a domestic partner that had been violent with her, but she chose to leave only 

once she realized that the man had hit her young son. She also mentioned that she had 

headed to Ontario in the first place partly because a man had hit her.  

 As observed in Dion (2009) “the complex and contradictory position my mother 

(and many Aboriginal people) occupies in relation to her past cannot be simply 

represented” (p. 153). Perhaps perceiving oneself as falling victim to violence is relative. 

I have no recollection of witnessing violence in the home or community that I grew up in. 

I felt safe and do not recall ever directing any energy to feeling the fear of being violated 

or consciously taking steps to protect my safety in that way. Through the stories Brenda 

shared, it was clear that from nearly as early as she can remember she has been the victim 

of sexual violence. It is possible that the instances of violence that were revealed in her 

stories are relative to her early experiences and therefore the weight she places on them is 

minimal in comparison. For me, an outsider to her lived experience, I cannot help but see 

that my mother has experienced a lifetime of violence.  

 The positive impacts. From as early as the first draft of my thesis proposal I have 

documented that both my mom and I had a goal of using my thesis work to help others. 

My mother expressed that she really wanted to help people and I felt that this was an 

opportunity for her to do so. I hoped that through documenting and sharing her 

experiences others might gain a “teaching.” I use the term teaching “to mean cultural 

values, beliefs, lessons, and understandings that are passed from generation to 

generation” (Archibald, 2008, p. 1). My goal was that others might make meaning from 

the stories and that they might be useful in an educational context.  
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 After I completed the theme analysis, I felt that I could not see the forest for the 

trees and my mother seemed to be in a similar state. This thesis is not the start of my 

mother’s contribution to helping others, rather it has documented her legacy of helping 

people her whole life. My mother has had a positive impact on numerous people that she 

has crossed paths with, some more intimately than others. 

 My mother shared stories about how she keeps clean needles at her house and that 

community members know about this practice. They often visit to pick up one or two. 

She does this service to help stop the spread of disease. She noted how she often speaks 

to young girls and women when she crosses their path in the community and tries to share 

with them the dangers of drugs and alcohol. Mom explicitly shared how she made sure 

that girls that worked for her in the sex trade attended the sexual health clinic on a regular 

basis to make sure they had not contracted any diseases and to pick up free condoms. 

When in Ontario, it was important for Mom to send money back home to her mom to 

help out. These examples are simply a few of the ways that mom has contributed to 

helping people throughout her life.   

 Most significant to me, my mother has helped me. My mom read extensively and 

she knew that sniffing and drinking could affect her pregnancy with me. Because she 

wanted me to be healthy, she stopped using both substances until I was born. Lastly, for 

as long as I can remember, I had a recurring nightmare until that very first telephone 

reunion with my mom. The nightmare was always the same. I would be young, a toddler 

I believe, and in a crib. A man would come in and start hurting me and I would start 

fighting. On that very first telephone conversation with my mom she told me a story. She 
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told me how she attacked her mother’s boyfriend, a man that had sexually violated her, 

when she had discovered him in my room, at my cribside and me screaming. The police 

came because my mother attacked this man and would not let up. This was the day that 

the police came and removed me from the house. My mother tried to protect me and in 

doing so did not see me again for 25 years. She helped me survive. 

Re-situating Myself 

 I have been intimately connected to this research because its lone participant is my 

mother. At the onset, I had no clear vision of how it would personally impact me at the 

end. But as Monture (2009) says, “through our stories we learn who we are” (p. 116). She 

acknowledges as do I that “many times we have heard the Elders say: ‘You must know 

where you have come from to know where you are going.’ This simple statement teaches 

that we must know our histories to know who we are” (p. 3). The process of completing 

this research has brought me to a deeper level of understanding of who I am, where I 

come from, and how I will move forward in this world carrying this knowledge. Dion 

(2009) provides an accurate summation: 

With this (re)membering comes an overwhelming sense of loss, in that so much of 

the Indigenous contribution has been lost in the violence of colonization, and much 

of what survived is unrecognized legitimated histories. . . . As a witness, I am 

called upon to listen and remember. As a witness, I have an obligation to listen and 

pass on that which I have heard, seen, and felt, not just as an individual but as an 

individual connected with others. (p. 18) 
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Through truly hearing my mother’s stories, I cannot help but recognize our loss of 

identity as Aboriginal people. I still have yet to come to terms with the impact 

colonization has had on my mother’s identity and those of us who were born into its dark 

legacy. 

 This research has unintentionally brought a further depth of intimate connectedness 

to the relationship between my mother and me as well as impressed upon me a deep sense 

of admiration for the strength of the woman who birthed me. I find very revealing the 

words of one mother, whose daughter fell victim to a former multi-millionaire pig farmer 

turned serial killer, charged in the deaths of over 20 women in Port Coquitlam, British 

Columbia, 2007:  

There is one thing I need to say when people and the press are so discriminating 

towards sex-trade workers: My thoughts and feelings are that they are women with 

a deep, deep, great inner strength. If I lived my life half as courageously as they do, 

only then can I consider myself a real woman. My daughter went to work to 

provide for her children but she got caught up in the drugs. (Olson Harper, 2009, p. 

193)  

 The learning. Perhaps my exploration of my mother’s lived experience can be an 

example of how research can stimulate intergenerational learning and be healing for the 

people involved in it. I am the oldest of my birth siblings and of my cousins. All of us are 

now adults, however only a few of us have completed secondary school and even fewer 

of us have gone on to post-secondary. I have already seen how my research has impacted 

their learning. They have asked questions about our history, the stories of the generation 
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before us, and how it is that we have come to be where we are at this point in our lives. 

The level of formal education that has been achieved to date by each of my siblings and 

cousins has not interfered with their requests to hear the stories of my mother and our 

collective family history. They want to learn and they are asking to learn. I don’t believe 

their respective levels of formal education are a reflection of their need or desire to learn. 

Perhaps it is the formal delivery of education that is not meeting their needs. As 

summarized from Wlodkowski (2008), adult learners are more likely to be motivated if 

their perspective is the starting point for the learning process and curriculum is based on 

what they need and want to learn. My cousins and siblings want to hear the stories and 

through the stories they are learning.  

 Frank (2013) states “there is reciprocity in story-telling. I have learned that people 

tell their stories to make sense of their suffering. . . they also find healing and 

transformation” (p. 17). I, as well as my siblings and cousins, have learned from my 

research. Throughout this work, Brenda’s persistence to show her vulnerability as she 

shared her experiences provided me the space to become not only comfortable and 

confident, but proud, to share the stories of my birthright. My mother has taught me more 

of who I am. I am honoured, as McLeod (2007) put it, to place my mother’s story in the 

“collective memory” of our family and community (p. 11). 

Summary 

 This research represents my search to better understand the challenges and barriers 

encountered in the life of one Saskatchewan Aboriginal woman, my mother. It was an 

attempt to discover the characteristics that contributed to her resiliency in spite of the 
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obstacles she confronted while on her journey. Although this particular research is about 

one Aboriginal woman, it could also be about the life of many other Aboriginal women. I 

became aware of the many shared experiences, although lived individually, during the 

course of my work. Bourassa, Mckay-McNabb, and Hampton (2004), in referring to 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, could also be describing the North Central region of 

Regina in noting that the Aboriginal women of the area  

have been displaced from the reserve communities and extended families. They are 

socially and culturally isolated, living in poverty, and often driven to substance use, 

violent relationships, and the street sex trade to survive and provide for their 

children. Their material circumstances force acts of desperation, but the damage 

that has been done to their cultural identities can leave them without the foundation 

to cultivate health and well-being in their lives. (p. 28) 

And so it has been for my mother. 

 

 The words that I identified in my literature review to describe the conditions that 

Aboriginal women face today included the following: racism, sexism, discrimination, 

inferiority, physical and sexual abuse, prostitution, prison, addictions, violence, poverty, 

mental and physical health issues (particularly HIV, AIDS, and Hepatitis C), murder, and 

suicide. The themes I identified in the thematic analysis of my research, although not 

identical to key words from the literature review, mirrored them closely.  

Concluding Thoughts 

I have learned that there is still much work to be done in order to carve out 

Aboriginal educational spaces in the formal institutions. The experience I had while 

working through my ethics approval is proof of that. My mother was so confused. She 



  93 
 

would ask me if we were ready to start and I would explain that the ethics had not yet 

been approved. She would shake her head and say that she did not understand why people 

she did not know had the power to decide if I could collect her stories. Although I 

persevered in order to complete reach my goal of completing my graduate studies I feel 

that Wlodkowski (2008) summed it up well stating that “we need to be aware that there is 

clear evidence that those learners left at the roadside of adult education are generally 

culturally different from their teachers” (p. 79). Perhaps my mother has been an example 

of this. 

I have also come to understand that the concept of Indigenous research 

encompasses vast parameters, and that it is temporal and place-based (Battiste, 2005; 

McLeod, 2007; Weber-Pillwax, 2001; Wilson, 2008). Although there were likely a few 

others, sixteen years ago Tuhiwai Smith (2012) was the only Indigenous academic that I 

was aware of that had published a book discussing Indigenous research methods. Over 

the timespan from the start of my thesis journey through to its completion, I have 

compiled an exponentially growing library of work from Indigenous researchers carrying 

out research in Indigenous ways.  What I have learned is that Indigenous research 

encompasses the familiar ways of the Indigenous populations of the lands in which the 

research is being done, as well as the Indigenous ways of the researcher. Although there 

are many similar threads woven throughout the Indigenous cultures of the world, there is 

also uniqueness in that the cultures are place-based and temporal. 

 I believe that the idea of Aboriginal research is not to produce something that will 

rest on the shelves of academia. I have attempted, as Monture (2009) describes, to not 
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“write like an academic. Not because I can’t, but because I don’t. Because that does not 

fill the silence that has existed between ‘Indian’ nations, our citizens, the women, and 

power” (p. 116). I have written my mother’s story in language that is familiar and 

comfortable for her. Perhaps the sharing of her story in this way can give others the 

courage to share and honour their personal experiences. 

 I am intending on moving forward with writing a book to expand on my research 

and to share more of my mother’s lived experiences and our analysis. I have learned that 

the sharing of stories can nurture empathy and connectedness. The intense relationship 

that developed with my mother while collecting her stories was never intended to be a 

short term relationship for a personal gain or academic recognition. The relationship will 

go on indefinitely, with mutual benefit. For me, developing this relationship throughout 

the research means that I must show respect to my mother’s lived experiences, honour the 

value of reciprocity by continuing to listen to my mother’s experiences, and to take the 

responsibility to be available to not only my mother, but to those who may need me to 

share her life experiences with them. Wesley-Esquimaux (2009) states that Aboriginal 

women 

are beginning to understand that many of the social problems they deal with every 

day have roots in the extensive historic trauma that was experienced, but never 

properly voiced out and represented. The metanarrative of the Western world 

simply did not include the Indigenous story of loss, impermanence, and socially 

debilitating marginalization. (p. 20) 
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I do not think that my mother has been able to progress to this conclusion in her life, or at 

least not in such an articulated fashion. I do not think that she is able to directly link her 

history with her current social problems. I believe she has lived in such a marginalized 

space her entire life that she truly could not have seen her life turning out any other way. 

In her last interview, she shared that it was probably better that her children were all 

taken away from her because otherwise, “they likely would have ended up on the streets 

and addicted.” Although I firmly believe that my mother did not want that for me, or my 

siblings, I do not think that she could even dream that there was any other possibility of 

future for us had we remained in her care.  

 I acknowledge that the work of those before me contributed greatly and inspired me 

to complete my research and I humbly understand that I have a responsibility to others 

who may read my work as they move forward completing their work. I also feel strongly 

that it is not for me to determine if others should take on similar research to mine, or to 

fill in perceived gaps. In Aboriginal tradition, I would not tell others what they should do 

or where they should go with their research. However, if further research were to be 

done, it may be interesting to have conversations directly with siblings of the main 

participant to see if the themes that arose were similar and if any experiences paralleled 

one another. In summation, my work is written to be shared and if others find inspiration 

from it they have the opportunity to use it as they wish.  

 I concur with Battiste (1998) in that “the need for Aboriginal knowledge to be 

retained” is essential and that this knowledge “challenges the Eurocentric assumptions 

that have pushed Aboriginal knowledge to the margins.” I also note that “the rich 
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diversity of knowledge provides the necessary consciousness to enable Aboriginal 

humanity to be respected and protected” (p 16). I understand that I have received 

knowledge from my mother and it is now my responsibility to make myself available 

should someone request my presence to share the experiences of my mother and me. 

Perhaps the sharing of my mother’s stories can create change, countering the oppressions 

that Aboriginal women continue to experience. I recognize that I am only the means 

through which her story flows and my responsibility is to sustain a meaningful 

relationship with my mother, our family and our community. I am honoured. 

Kinana'skomitin. 
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Appendix E: Validation of guiding principles for Indigenous research (Atkinson, 2001) as fulfilled during this research 
 

 GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR INDIGENOUS RESEARCH  FULFILLMENT OF THESE PRINCIPLES THROUGH THIS RESEARCH 

1 Aboriginal people themselves approve the research 
and research methods. 

My thesis co-supervisors, one Aboriginal and the other who has an extensive 
background in Aboriginal culture, traditions and academia, approved the thesis 
proposal. I forwarded the proposal to the University of Saskatchewan ethics board 
for approval by Aboriginal faculty, on request by the University of Regina ethics 
board. Most important, my mother, the co-participant, consented to and 
approved the research methods, documentation, and completed thesis. Their 
signatures attest to their approval.  

2 The researcher has knowledge and consideration 
of community and the diversity and unique nature 
that each individual brings to the community. 

I acknowledged connections to family, community, and other individuals with 
respect and without disparagement throughout all conversations. This can be 
verified as conversations were recorded and transcribed as testament. 

3 The researcher embraces ways of relating and 
acting within the community with an 
understanding of the principles of reciprocity and 
responsibility. 

I participated and shared my thoughts, feelings, and reactions during the intimate 
conversations as appropriate, given my relationship to the co-participant and her 
stories. Confidentiality and respect were mutually understood between us.  

4 Research participants must feel safe and be safe, 
including respecting issues of confidentiality. 

The conversations were held in the co-participant’s home. I acknowledged my 
responsibility to record her stories as she intended them to be heard, and verified 
their truthfulness with her once documented. We mutually agreed that any 
shared information could be eliminated from the final draft of the thesis on 
request of the interviewer or the co-participant. She was not required to answer 
any question that made her uncomfortable or that she did not want to discuss. 

5 The researcher exhibits a non-intrusive observation 
or a quietly aware watching. 

There were several quiet moments throughout our conversations. During these 
moments I consciously diverted my direct attention from the co-participant. 

6 The researcher practices a deep listening and 
hearing with more than the ears. 

Throughout all conversations, I consciously maintained an open heart so that I 
could absorb the full experience the co-participant was sharing with me. 
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7 The researcher has a reflective, non-judgmental 
consideration of what is being seen and heard. 

A value I have is trusting that every person does the best they can in each 
moment based on the information and experiences that they have. This allows me 
to be non-judgmental and to reflect, with an open mind, on why the co-co-
participant made some of the choices in her life that she made.  I listened beyond 
the words she said to hear her intent and to understand her as a unique 
individual. 

8 The researcher, having learnt from the listening a 
purposeful plan to act with actions informed by 
learning, wisdom, and acquired knowledge. 

I learned much from listening with my heart as well as my ears. Documenting and 
analyzing her stories from an academic perspective was a means of formal 
recognition and acknowledgement of her experiences. I plan to share the 
messages she has given me in informal ways too. I have heard what she said, and I 
consciously move forward with a new perspective and understanding of others. 

9 The researcher acknowledges the responsibility to 
act with fidelity in relationship to what has been 
heard, observed and learnt. 

I have been faithful in reporting her stories in her own words. I have shared my 
interpretations with her and received her endorsement to move forward. I have 
been fully transparent at all times, with no hidden motives.  

10 The researcher possesses an awareness and 
connection between logic of mind and the feelings 
of the heart. 

I consciously listened with both my head and heart, and am consciously aware of 
the inter-connectedness. I consciously chose a methodological approach that 
rejects a Cartesian dichotomy in science.  

11 The researcher practices listening and observing 
the self as well as in relationship to others. 

I am naturally a very reflective person, and consciously evaluated myself, my own 
reactions and understanding, and my way of relating with the co-participant 
throughout the process. This was particularly important because of the close 
relationship between the co-participant and myself. 

12 The researcher acknowledges bringing to the 
research his or her subjective self. 

I am my mother’s daughter. Her stories are a part of my blood memory. I reflect 
often throughout the research, knowing my subjective self is not separate. My 
analysis and interpretations are my own. I have shared them with her as part of 
the continuing conversation between us, acknowledging my perspective. 
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