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L’auteure démontre que la construc-
tion d’un nationalisme autochtone est 
un procédé politique qui évoque les 
modèles traditionnels et historiques, où 
les genres sont construits, où les sym-
boles, les coutumes et les pratiques poli-
tiques et sociales sont choisies en vertu 
du droit à leur territoire et à leur auto-
détermination.  L’auteure montre que 
la reconstruction délibérée de la tradi-
tion imite les critères rigides d’identité 
que les nations autochtones exigent de 
leurs membres.  On le remarque dans le 
cas des Nunavit qui contestent la tradi-
tion, les rôles genrés, leur constant com-
bat pour maintenir leur identité Inuit 
et le contrôle symbolique à l’intérieur 
d’une gouvernance qui soit non-inuit.

Many political changes of the 
twentieth century have involved 
the rhetoric of nationalism, which 
continues to play a crucial role in 
present-day political discourses. In 
recent decades, Indigenous peoples’ 
demand to be recognized as nations 
has stressed territory and power as 
fundamental collective rights. De-
spite the rich separate literature on 
nationalism and Indigenous peoples, 
little effort has been done to study 
the possible relation between the 
two. Even lesser attention has been 
paid to the relationship between In-
digenous nationalism, gender, and 
tradition. This article explores how 
these connections have unfolded in 
Nunavut, Canada. An analysis from 

a nationalist perspective is useful to 
examine how tradition and gender 
are crucial boundary makers in the 
construction of Indigenous national 
identities and to consider what roles 
women play in the rhetoric of na-
tionalism.

This article advances three related 
arguments. First, it argues that the 
construction of Indigenous nation-
alism is a political process in which 
traditional and historical models 
are evoked; gender roles are con-
structed; and symbols, customs, and 
political and social practices are se-
lected in the assertion of the right to 
a homeland and self-determination. 
Second, the deliberative reconstruc-
tion of tradition mimics the rigid 
identity criteria demanded from 
Indigenous peoples by the nation 
state. In the case of Nunavut this is 
expressed in the contested visions 
of tradition, gender roles, and the 
ongoing struggle to maintain Inuit 
identity and symbolic control with-
in non-Inuit forms of governance. 
Third, both Indigenous nationalist 
discourses and colonizing polices 
include boundaries of exclusion and 
silence that entrap men and women 
differently. 

I suggest that an analysis of the 
connections between nationalism, 
gender, and tradition is essential for 
a textured understanding of Indig-
enous women’s realities and politi-
cal actions. There is an ambivalent 
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position between nationalism and 
women. On the one hand, national-
ism has promoted women’s activism 
and visibility; on the other hand, 
it has limited women’s political ac-
tions and horizons, especially when 
women’s aspirations are considered 
to divide the nationalist movement 
(Hall 100). The nation requires a 
sense of sameness, unity, and strong 
commonality based upon tradition 
when representing itself through the 
language of nationalism. 

Indigenous Nationalism, 
Tradition, and Women

In their efforts to turn their cultural 
difference into a political resource, 
Indigenous peoples have integrated 
tradition into politics transform-
ing such tradition into a signifi-
cant symbolic capital with different 
functions and values according to 
different contexts. In Indigenous 
nationalist discourses, forms of 
everyday tradition and historicity 
tend to be superseded by political 
and economic readings of tradition 
(Schroeder 13). In contrast to lived 
tradition that is place-specific, the 
abstract conception of tradition cel-
ebrated in the nationalist narrative 
is generalized and distant from its 
diverse local footing so that it can 
conform to rigid definitions of Ab-
original peoples and historical con-
tinuity. 
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From this perspective, the na-
tional narrative reconstructs tradi-
tional history as a meta-narrative 
of timeless cultural continuity that, 
nonetheless, clashes with dynamic 
cultural practices and social rela-
tions. According to Schröder (12) 
by being imbued with political, he-
gemonic meaning, tradition loses its 
very embeddedness in everyday life 
and is objectified as reflexively con-

structed and deployed. Thus, the 
codification of tradition is among 
the more effective sources of social 
and political control and approval as 
it is aimed at persuading the mem-
bers of a community that their com-
monalities are more relevant than 
their differences (Schochet 309). 
The question is not whether there is 
such a thing as a homogeneous tra-
dition or past, rather, the question 
is who is mobilizing what in the 
articulation of the past, deploying 
what identities and representations, 
and in the name of what political 
purposes (Shohat 110). 

The codification of tradition and 
its enforcement can therefore be 
understood as attempts from the 
dominant group to institute homo-
geneity and conform to the identity 
demanded by the Western settlers. 
In this context, difference is often 
expressed in simple terms of black 
and white, and internal difference is 
rendered equally problematic. How-
ever, while this process is imagined 
in relationship with local subjects, 
the logic upon which this process 
is founded inhibits efforts to under-
stand or empower those individuals 
who live “out of the way” (Tsing) 
or those who have a different un-
derstanding of tradition. Dominant 
discourses of tradition are aimed at 

concealing the conflicting power re-
lationship between gender and tra-
dition and at legitimizing the status 
quo, which generally excludes Ab-
original women and their concerns. 

Indigenous nationalist move-
ments construct women’s rights and 
aspirations as “unauthentic,”   “un-
traditional,” or threatening to the 
political and cultural liberation of 
Aboriginal peoples. Often, gendered 

struggles against colonialism have 
been reduced to “women’s issues” 
by the formal male leadership and 
then presented as a wholesale threat 
to Aboriginal sovereignty (Law-
rence and Anderson 3). Women’s 
demands for inclusion and equality 
have been dismissed and conceived 
of as “individual concerns.” Several 
scholars (LaRocque; Dion Stout; 
Green; Ramirez) have demonstrated 
that formal male leadership has re-
fused to address colonialism when 
women, rather than men, are its tar-
get. Consequently, the mobilization 
for Indigenous self-determination 
in these circumstances does not nec-
essarily include the emancipation of 
Indigenous women. 

From this perspective, dominant 
groups also control the rhetoric 
on tradition as well as subordinate 
groups whose discourse differs from 
that of the dominant. As the con-
testable issue of gender remains 
submerged in political struggles em-
phasizing self-determination, cul- 
tural difference, and experiences 
of material and social inequalities, 
Indigenous women’s voices remain  
“muted.” Nevertheless, as Shirley 
Ardener has explained in her intro-
duction to Defining Females, muted 
groups are not deficient in their 
capacity for language, nor are they 

necessarily quieter than the domi-
nant group. Rather, the  “muted-
ness” of one group may be regarded 
as the  “deafness” of the dominant 
group. Moreover, the latter group’s 
deafness forces subordinated groups 
such as Indigenous women to cre-
ate alternative spaces of action and 
strategies aimed at challenging the 
legitimacy and hegemony of such 
discourses and power.

Therefore, gendering Indigenous 
struggles helps to explain how In-
digenous women relate to national-
ism, tradition, and feminism. An-
drea Smith notes that the discussion 
on Indigenous women’s struggles 
and Indigenous nationalist move-
ments have usually been framed in 
quite simplistic terms, emphasizing 
a gap between feminism and Indig-
enous women. Despite appearances, 
Indigenous women are complex fig-
ures to feminists, not only because 
of these women’s double racial and 
gender identities but also because 
Indigenous women’s actions and 
political positions seem to point in 
contradictory directions. 

Indigenous Women and 
Feminism

Postcolonial feminists (Spivak; 
Mohanty; Stasiulis) have contrib-
uted greatly to the discussion of the  
“double marginal” and have chal-
lenged other feminists to consider 
the intersections with other axes of 
difference. Nonetheless, Indigenous 
women differ in important ways 
from those of the so-called Third 
World analyzed by postcolonial 
feminism. 

Chandra Mohanty’s influential es-
say “Cartographies of Struggles” for 

The question is not whether there is such a thing as a homo-
geneous tradition or past, rather, the question is who is mobilizing 
what in the articulation of the past, deploying what identities and 

representations, and in the name of what political purposes.
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example, redefines Third World not 
within any geographical boundaries 
but within particular socio-histori-
cal conjectures. Mohanty perceives 
important commonalities between 
Third World women and women of 
colour in the First World. However, 
as Radhika Mohanram argues, such 
redefinition reproduces a homoge-
nous conception of the Third World 
by emphasizing global economy as 
an organizing principle. At the same 
time, it also underlines alliances that 
are relevant in multicultural con-
texts. This emphasis, however, tends 
to bypass Indigenous rights and to 
position Indigenous peoples just as 
any other minority. Although in the 
literature the term Third World has 
been superseded by the term postco-
lonial, which encompasses different 
national-racial formations, this term 
continues to neglect Indigenous col-
onization experiences. 

The different issues that post-
colonial feminists and Indigenous 
women raise are important when 
considering their perceptions of 
nationalist projects. Critical differ-
ences between the perspectives of 
Indigenous women and postcolo-
nial feminists result not only from 
their different racial experiences but 
also from their different worldviews. 
Indigenous women underline the 
continuation of colonialism—even 
within the context of independent 
national states—and gender equal-
ity by drawing on both cultural con-
structions honouring and valuing 
womanhood and non-Indigenous 
perspectives as well  (McIvor 173). 
Indigenous traditions portrayed by 
women generally place women at 
the centre of communities, families, 
and political and cultural practices 
including the participation of the 
collective in achieving balance and 
consensus. Therefore, from Indig-
enous women’s perspectives, issues 
surrounding the social reproduc-
tion of their collective identities and 
communities are crucial and con-
nected to their struggles for self-de-
termination.

However, an important body of 

literature reveals contradictions and 
ambiguities in Indigenous women’s 
lives that defy easy generalization. 
Indigenous women within a com-
munity may experience a wide range 
of differences in their status, cultural 
settings, and voices, while individu-
al women encounter considerable 
changes in their political position 
consequent to changing kinship 
status (Conte). These discrepan-
cies between the actual functions 
Indigenous women perform and 
the roles imposed on them create 
further paradoxes in women’s status 
relative to men. Despite the contra-
dictions women have experienced 
and their unequal access to essential 
resources, women have often used 
their domestic functions and status 
as a means to facilitate rather than 
hinder their opportunities for po-
litical participation. Furthermore, 
while some Indigenous women have 
centred on building and reproduc-
ing communities as an extension of 
Indigenous women’s responsibilities 
towards their communities, others 
have adopted other forms of politi-
cal action in the political sphere. 

As Indigenous nationalism may 
force communities to preserve a 
past and conform to the image and 
representation of resistance, emer-
gent internal movements mobilize  
“discrepant” traditions in struggles 
around identity, place, and power. 
Indigenous women’s resistance il-
lustrates the conflicting relation be-
tween the representation of binary 
formulations and the mobilization 
of alternative visions of tradition. 
As a subordinate group, Indigenous 
women act to transform the inter-
face between the discourses of place, 
tradition, and politics in Aboriginal 
decolonization struggles. In this 
process, Indigenous women are not 
merely subject to unified racial and 
gendered identities, but are agents 
claiming to construct and mediate 
meaningful complex subjectivities. 
Their discourses both reproduce 
Indigenous tradition and resist the 
hegemony of dominant representa-
tions of tradition.

Nunavut and Inuit nationalism is 
a relevant case in which the institu-
tionalization of a new relationship 
between Indigenous peoples and 
the government was accompanied 
by important efforts and debates to 
redefine Indigenous traditions, self-
government, and women’s relation-
ship to their communities. In this 
context, Indigenous women have 
emphasized the gendered experi-
ences of colonialism. While formal 
male Indigenous leadership has as-
sociated resistance and self-determi-
nation with land claims, constitu-
tional protection, and western forms 
of governance, female activists have 
identified self-determination to a 
variety of issues connected to the 
community including cultural and 
economic development and gender-
balanced relationships. 

Nunavut: Whose Homeland? 

Thanks to an active Inuit nation-
alist movement that started in the 
1970s, on April 1, 1999, the east-
ern Arctic, equivalent to one-fifth of 
Canada’s landmass, became a new 
territory: Nunavut (“Our Land” in 
Inuktitut), in which 85 percent of 
the population is Inuit. Under the 
language of nationalism, Inuit tra-
dition and culture were closely as-
sociated with the homeland and the 
hunter. The economic, political, 
and identity focus given to the land 
and its resources positioned Inuit 
men’s concerns at the centre of the 
nation-building process. Hunting is 
a social and cultural institution, so 
it is not surprising that the image of 
the hunter is a central expression of 
Inuit tradition and identity (Searles 
124-25). Through this image, hunt-
ing skills and the ability to survive 
in the Arctic’s harsh climate are 
condensed to portray a male-cen-
tered Inuit identity while women’s 
dynamic social, cultural, and eco-
nomic roles are left out. 

The centrality of the image of the 
hunter and the economic and cul-
tural emphasis on the continuation 
of traditional practices and subsis-
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tence used under the nationalist lan-
guage contributed to place women 
and women’s activities in a less val-
ued position than that of men or, at 
least, in a position no longer consid-
ered “traditional.”  

Furthermore, the apparent neu-
trality of social and political insti-
tutions helps to conceal internal 
power structures and to make the 
contestable issue of gender taken 

men’s and women’s contributions 
to hunter-gatherer economy. From 
this perspective, a male-centred 
nationalist discourse is related and 
reinforced by the rigid definition of 
Indigeneity and historical continu-
ity adopted by the Canadian state. 
This approach is also consistent 
with conventional southern Cana-
dian notions of development, which 
emphasize the exploitation of non-

women’s but also contributes to 
conceal important economic and 
social transformations experienced 
by Inuit society. For example, Inuit 
women have increasingly become 
the main economic supporters of 
the household by stepping into 
the wage economy and continuing 
with their traditional activities such 
as harvesting. This suggests a clash 
between the reconstruction of tradi-

for granted. For example, the po-
litical movement that gave birth to 
Nunavut emphasized the collective 
right to exercise authority over the 
land, which has been a traditional 
male domain (Schweitzer et al. 18).  
However, as Mark Nuttall argues, 
women in Arctic hunting societies 
fish, gather plants, hunt small ani-
mals, collect birds’ eggs, and process 
meat, hence making vital contribu-
tions to the social and economic 
vitality of their communities. Thus, 
the construction of land use and oc-
cupancy as male-centred when the 
Nunavut land claims were negoti-
ated has had important negative 
consequences for women. 

When dealing with “traditional” 
land use and occupancy, the Cana-
dian government asks Aboriginal 
peoples to demonstrate that they 
were at a certain level of social or-
ganization and that they had some 
notions of “property” in order to 
claim territorial rights (Pinkoski and 
Ash). At the same time, land claims 
processes are embedded in colonial 
representations of women as land-
less and domestically placed. As a 
result, negotiations have focused 
on validating statements of male 
traditional, and continuing, land 
use and occupancy of the specific 
areas claimed, rather than on both 

renewable resources. 
The indirect consequences of 

the gendered land claims negotia-
tion process extend beyond the ac-
tual contents of a land claim. Inuit 
women had expressed concerns 
about an emphasis on the econom-
ic, social, and political roles and is-
sues for men at the expense of those 
of women in Nunavut (Pauktuutit 
Inuit Women’s Association). For in-
stance, as part of the Nunavut land 
claims the Tungavik Federation of 
Nunavut (tfn) negotiated wildlife 
income support with the Northwest 
Territories (nwt) government. The 
tfn agreed to narrow the scope of 
the program from the “household” 
to the “hunter” as this focus fit with-
in an existing government initiative 
providing hunters (primarily men) 
with small amounts of funds to sub-
sidize gas and repairs to machines 
used for harvesting (Archibald and 
Crnkovich 8). Although there may 
be income support programs for 
men whose livelihood of hunting is 
interrupted, the Inuit Women Asso-
ciation stated that no such programs 
for the interruption of women’s la-
bour in the harvest exist. 

Thus, the shift from the  “house-
hold” to the  “hunter” not only 
values the continuation of men’s 
traditional activities as opposed to 

tional history as a metanarrative and 
the dynamism of live tradition, cul-
tural practices, and social relations.

Besides the conceptualization of 
gendered territorial struggles, other 
events involving the creation of 
national institutions also reveal the 
gendered vision of the nation and 
the constant struggle of the Inuit to 
maintain their identity and symbol-
ic control within non-Inuit forms of 
governance. 

The fundamental idea behind the 
Nunavut land claims was that ter-
ritorial institutions, state structures, 
and political process should reflect 
the nature, values, and tradition of 
Inuit society. However, such na-
tionalist aspirations had to be ac-
commodated into a public model of 
self-government. In the context of 
institution-building, the Inuit lead-
ers also introduced the gender-par-
ity vote proposal. While the public 
model of government was success-
fully adopted, the gender-parity 
proposal failed in the middle of a 
heated debate around the meaning 
of tradition and its role in contem-
porary Inuit society. Although the 
discussion focused mainly on these 
intersections, I argue that the out-
come of the referendum was also 
closely related to the competition 
between unelected and elected lead-

As Indigenous nationalism may force communities to preserve 
a past and conform to the image and representation of 

resistance, emergent internal movements mobilize “discrepant” 
traditions in struggles around identity, place, and power. 
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ers for political legitimacy and the 
institutionalization of contempo-
rary Inuit politics and government. 

In 1994, the Nunavut Imple-
mentation Commission (NIC), the 
entity in charge of overseeing the 
creation of a government for the 
new territory, released a document 
proposing that the new govern-
ment should be gender-balanced 
by creating two-person constituen-
cies, with one male and one female 
representative (Nunavut Implemen-
tation Commission). The proposal 
recognized the systemic barriers to 
women’s participation in the politi-
cal process and governance structure 
within Inuit society and outlined the 
need to eliminate such barriers in 
order to create balance and mutual 
respect between men and women in 
the decision-making process (Nun-
avut Implementation Commission 
Report). 

The centrality of gender and tra-
dition in the national institution-
building process in Nunavut was 
articulated clearly during the gen-
der-parity referendum. On May 26, 
1997, the inhabitants of Nunavut 
voted on a proposal that would have 
guaranteed gender parity within 
the Nunavut Legislative Assembly. 
However, the proposal was rejected 
by 57 percent of the voters (Bour-
geois; Hicks and White; Laghi). The 
proposal, a radical and unique idea 
in the world, and the public debate 
that developed previous to the vote, 
contested not only the relationship 
between men and women, but also 
their place in modern Inuit society. 

Three arguments were put forth 
during the debate regarding the 
gender-parity proposal: (1) gender 
parity would help restore traditional 
equal value between women and 
men; (2) gender equality is foreign 
to Inuit society; (3) the proposal is 
against the  “Inuit spirit,” which is 
based on commonality not individ-
ualism; and (4) equality is best en-
sured by ignoring gender and racial 
differences. 

Inuit male and female leaders 
who negotiated the land claims en-

dorsed the first argument. During 
the weeks leading up to referendum 
representatives for Nunavut Tun-
gavik Incorporated (nti), nic, and 
Pauktuutit (the Inuit women’s orga-
nization) ran a campaign and visited 
a number of communities in the 
territory. These organizations ar-
gued that Inuit tradition used to be 
gender-balanced. According to this 
argument, gender roles were differ-
ent yet complementary. Therefore, 
gender equality in the legislature 
would best reflect the division of 
labour and equal sharing of respon-
sibility between women and men in 
Inuit society before westernization 
ended this society’s nomadic life-
style. However, the plebiscite results 
do not indicate that the campaign 
had any positive effect. In fact, 
many people felt intimidated by 
what they perceived was a one-sided 
campaign. Some people questioned 
who had paid for the campaign and 
why the opponents were not part of 
it. Furthermore, while Inuit tradi-
tion invokes complementary gen-
der roles, increased unemployment 
among men and participation of 
women in  wage labour is such that 
men saw gender parity as a further 
limitation to the traditional role of 
men as providers (Steele and Trem-
blay 36). 

The second argument was used 
by conservative groups to oppose 
the proposal. They claimed that 
the notion of equality between the 
sexes was foreign to Inuit society 
and instead invoked Christian gen-
der roles as part of their argument. 
Accordingly, men belonged to the 
outside world and, as hunters, they 
were the providers. Women, in con-
trast, belonged to the household 
and were in charge of childbearing, 
skin cleaning, midwifery, and sew-
ing. According to this argument, 
the role of women within the nation 
was limited to their roles within the 
home. To elect women to the leg-
islative assembly would have meant 
taking women out of the home and 
preventing them from fulfilling 
their duties. Many Inuit women 

lined up with this argument for fear 
that female participation in politics 
would increase violence and social 
problems. Jens Dahl (46) points 
out that Inuit women’s opposition 
to the proposal reflected their com-
mitment to maintain strong families 
and also their fear of increasing so-
cial problems. 

The third argument was also used 
by the opponents of the proposal to 
argue that women could not be seen 
as a separate collectivity, because 
such a perception jeopardized the 
viability of the whole. According to 
this point of view, community deci-
sions are geared towards unanimous 
consensus even if that means exercis-
ing strong forms of discipline among 
the members of a community. Since 
individuals cannot be abstracted 
from the community, the whole goal 
of statecraft is to transcend indi-
vidual interests and to work for the 
community’s public good. 

The fourth argument was also 
advanced by the opponents of the 
gender-parity proposal, who took a 
liberal view of democracy. Among 
the most vocal opponents were the 
elected politicians, including the 
Director of Community Affairs 
and the Women’s Directorate, mla 
Manitok Thompson. The assump-
tion behind this argument was that 
equality was best ensured by ignor-
ing sexual or other differences and 
by emphasizing  individual merit 
and commitment to advance gen-
eral interests. From this perspective, 
good laws and public policy were 
viewed as a means to secure the 
equal opportunity of all individuals 
to compete for the role of represent-
ing the society at large. As Jackie 
Steele and Manon Tremblay  argue, 
equal representation was, in this 
position, measured in terms of the 
procedural equality of competition. 
The fact that a prominent Inuit 
female advanced this view and the 
idea that the proposal was discrimi-
natory both against men (by reserv-
ing seats for women) and against 
women (by assuming women could 
not win without representational 
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guarantees) increased concerns as to 
who constitute a legitimate voice of 
women’s equality concerns. 

Although the debate preceding 
the gender-parity referendum fo-
cused on issues regarding gender 
roles, collective versus individual 
rights, and descriptive versus sub-
stantive representation, the proposal 
was part of the nationalist process of 
creating government institutions 
and legitimizing political leader-
ship. The proposal was advanced by 
the old leadership, who negotiated 
the land-claims agreement and who 
sought to retain some symbolic con-
trol within non-Inuit forms of gov-
ernance. In contrast, many of the 
vocal opponents were elected poli-
ticians who had been socialized in 
the nwtliberal mindset. From this 
perspective, the debate prior to the 
referendum was also a battleground 
about the power accorded to elected 
leaders as opposed to unelected lead-
ers operating within Inuit forms of 
governance and, about the legitimi-
zation of elected leaders, who would 
better fit Nunavut’s “Canadian-
ized” government institutions and 
principles. Ultimately, the debate 
around the gender-parity  proposal 
was a battle over who has the right 
to speak on behalf of whom. In the 
end, the gender-parity initiative 
failed, showing that Inuit national-
ism is not only a political process 
in which tradition and gender are 
highly implicated, but also an on-
going struggle to maintain cultural 
identity and symbolic control with-
in non-Inuit forms of governance. 
Furthermore, it is a struggle about 
different visions of the nation. 
While elected leaders may move 
more comfortably within a public 
government, for many Inuit, Nuna-
vut the idea of “homeland,” contin-
ues to be unfulfilled promise.” 

Conclusions 

This article argues that the con-
struction of nationalism is a po-
litical process in which historical 
models are evoked, gender roles are 

constructed, and symbols, customs, 
and political and social practices are 
selected in the assertion of the right 
to a homeland. In nationalist dis-
courses, gender does not constitute 
a legitimate component because In-
digenous nationalism’s emphasis is 
on the distinction between  “them” 
and  “us” and on conforming the 
terms demanded from Indigenous 
peoples by the national states. From 
this perspective, both Indigenous 
nationalist discourses and coloniz-
ing polices include boundaries of 
exclusion and silence that entrap 
men and women differently and 
contributes to the unequal represen-
tation of men and women. 

While the adoption of a public 
model of government did not repre-
sent a challenge to Inuit “tradition,” 
the gender-parity  proposal and its 
debate centred on the theoretical 
foundations of gender equality, the 
contested visions of Inuit tradition, 
and on who has the right to speak 
on behalf of whom. From this per-
spective, the political choices facing 
Inuit society are not between self-
determination and fragmentation 
or between collective rights versus 
democratic individual rights. Rath-
er, they are about different ways of 
understanding self-determination, 
nationhood, Inuit identity, and the 
place of men and women within the 
nation.

Isabel Altamirano-Jiménez is an 
Indigenous Zapotect from Oaxaca, 
Mexico and Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Political Science and 
the Faculty of Native Studies at the 
University of Alberta.
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