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Cet article examine l’approche du 
gouvernement fédéral face à l’analyse 
basée sur le genre    qui a cours au 
Canada et se demande si elle peut 
contribuer au développement des 
politiques, des services et des recher-
ches qui répondent aux besoins de la 
santé des femmes des Premières Na-
tions et de leurs enfants. Il est trop 
souvent pris pour acquis que parce 
que le gouvernement fédéral a mis en 
place une telle politique que les besoins 
des femmes sont comblés et leurs pro-
blèmes résolus. Par ailleurs, en dépit 
des sessions de formation sur le sujet, 
les politiques sont presqu’inexistantes. 
Cet article démontre qu’il est impor-
tant de reconnaître l’analyse basée sur 
le genre ABG) comme un paradigme 
occidental qui ne serait peut-être pas 
approprié pour assurer l’égalité et les 
droits humains en faveur des femmes 
des Premières Nations qui sont aussi 
de ligne avec les hommes de leur clan 
et les autres Canadiens.

Gender-based analysis (gba) ac-
cording to the Status of Women 
Canada (swc) is 

a process that assesses the differ-
ential impact of proposed and/
or existing policies, programs 
and legislation on women and 
men. It makes it possible for 
policy to be undertaken with 
an appreciation of gender dif-
ferences, of the nature of rela-

tionships between women and 
men and of their different social 
realities, life expectations and 
economic circumstances. It is 
a tool for understanding social 
processes and for responding 
with informed and equitable 
options. (2001: 1)

Therefore, gba is an analysis that 
is intended to reduce or eliminate 
gender bias in policies, programs, 
and services, but is it appropriate 
to be applied to the First Peoples of 
Canada? Status of Women Canada1 
is the branch within the federal gov-
ernment that initially developed the 
gba training curriculum “using a 
policy and program development 
framework familiar to most policy 
analysts” (Neville 2005: 7) that 
prepares them to address inequities 
between men and women. But it 
is not necessarily an approach that 
takes other worldviews into consid-
eration and, for this reason, a gba 
lens applied to First Nations com-
munities can do more harm than 
good when policies are not relevant 
to their life experience and circum-
stances. This paper will discuss the 
federal government’s perspective on 
equality and its inability to achieve 
it, first for women in general and 
then specifically for First Nations 
women in Canada. And, despite 
commitments to international con-
ventions, the federal government 
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fails in its approach to gba. In ad-
dition, the federal government lacks 
an understanding of the differential 
impacts that colonization has had 
on First Nations people, as dem-
onstrated by its own contradictory 
policies and legislation to the detri-
ment of First Nations people and 
their culture.2 Additionally, factors 
involved in the differing worldviews 
between First Nations culture and 
the federal bureaucratic culture will 
be discussed as a means to re-creat-
ing a gba framework that reflects 
the real needs of First Nations (and 
Aboriginal) people.

Where Canada is at With gba

 
Gender based analysis is not a new 
initiative. In fact, it has been dis-
cussed in various provincial and 
federal government departments 
since the 1970s when the Cana-
dian International Development 
Agency (cida) first introduced the 
idea of gba (Williams 1999). In the 
1980s and 1990s, the government 
of Canada adopted the principles of 
gba, and by 1995 after the Fourth 
United Nations World Conference 
on Women, adopted the Beijing 
Platform for Action. The commit-
ment extended to the “effective 
integration of a gender perspective 
throughout their operations, poli-
cies, planning and decision-mak-
ing” (Neville 2). Canada presented 
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its Federal Plan for Gender Equality 
that called for the implementation 
of gba throughout all federal de-
partments and agencies to inform 
and guide the federal legislation and 
policy-making process. This dem-
onstrated Canada’s commitment to 
act on its endorsements of agree-
ments that also include: the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights; 
the Convention on the Elimination of 

is actually achieved (Neville 2005: 
33). Although some in government 
have been focused on applying the 
tools and techniques of gba for 
many years, implementation has 
been met with resistance in many 
government departments. Accord-
ing to the Standing Committee on 
the Status of Women, inequalities 
still exist in Canada as women have 
been disproportionately affected by 

impact the ability to do further 
research to reflect the diversity of 
women and to determine whether 
or not diversity of women’s experi-
ence is reflected in the new policy 
or program. This is especially im-
portant since gender alone is not re-
flective of women’s lives and experi-
ences. Throughout Canada, diverse 
groups of women, including Ab-
original women, women with dis-

All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (cedaw); and, the United 
Nations Declaration on Violence 
Against Women. It was intended that 
gender-equality analysis automati-
cally become a part of the lens in 
which future policies are developed 
for non–Aboriginal and Aboriginal 
populations in Canada. 

Although Canada’s federal depart-
ments have a gba strategy in place, 
the further development of policies 
using this tool is almost non-exis-
tent. Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada (inac) has had a Gender 
Equality Assessment Policy (gea) 
in place since 1999. In the last few 
years, a substantial amount of effort 
has been made by the inac Women’s 
Issues and Gender Equality (wige) 
Unit to support staff so that they can 
conduct a gea on their own poli-
cies, however, implementation has 
been slow and in some cases absent. 
Member of Parliament Anita Neville 
has noted that the status of imple-
mentation of gender-based analysis 
throughout the federal government 
differs significantly between depart-
ments and agencies. Overall, even 
when gender-based analysis does ex-
ist, few staff and few resources are 
available in the lower ranks of the 
bureaucracy, having minimal or no 
mechanisms for ensuring that gba 

the lack of economic opportunity, 
whilst experiencing higher levels of 
poverty and domestic violence. Yet 
inequalities are that much greater 
for Aboriginal women in Canada. 
The need for gba continues, to 
determine whether programs, poli-
cies, and laws work for equity, and 
whether these programs, policies, 
and laws work as well for women 
as for men (Neville 2005: 1). Yet 
there is uncertainty as to whether 
equality can be achieved in Canada 
given there is no political will to do 
so. In less than one year since be-
ing elected, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper broke his election promise 
campaign promise to the Canadian 
Feminist Alliance for International 
Action (fafia) “to improve the situ-
ation of women’s rights in Canada” 
(2006). According to a fafia media 
release dated January 18, 2007, the 
operating budget of the swc was re-
duced by $5 million dollars (43 per-
cent of its budget) resulting in “the 
closure of 12 of its 16 regional swc 
offices, the elimination of the Court 
Challenges Program, the termina-
tion of funding for all advocacy re-
lated work by women’s groups and 
the removal of the word equality 
(author’s emphasis) from the man-
date of swc’s Women’s Program.” 

Program funding cuts like this 

abilities, and lesbian women have 
continued to argue that their ex-
periences, needs, and interests have 
not been adequately represented or 
taken up by mainstream women’s 
movements, by social service pro-
viders, by educational and research 
institutions, or by governments. 
For example, in the area of health 
policy, women from various com-
munities have argued for relevant 
data disaggregated by gender, racial 
background, sexual orientation, dis-
ability, and Aboriginal status (Teght-
soonian). As a result, funding cuts 
will not allow government depart-
ments to respond to the health (and 
cultural) needs of diverse groups 
of women despite swc’s original 
mandate to address the “different 
social realities, life expectations 
and economic circumstances” (swc 
2001: 1). For example, swc cannot 
currently provide training to assist 
in the development of a “cultur-
ally-affirming framework” for First 
Nations women.3 Therefore, some 
additional funding would be neces-
sary to conduct research in order to 
integrate the analysis developed in 
Aboriginal communities. gba that 
includes multicultural and disabil-
ity factors must also be applied in 
policy and decision-making pro-
cesses within the central business of 

In less than one year since being elected, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper broke his election promise campaign promise to 
the Canadian Feminist Alliance for International Action (fafia) “to 

improve the situation of women’s rights in Canada” (2006).
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government.
Historical Roles of First Nations 
Women

This section will look at the histori-
cal roles of First Nations women to 
show how equality and balance 
were the norm before contact (colo-
nization). The basic premise of this 
section acknowledges that First 
Nations have vast and diverse cul-
tural background and histories and 
because of this First Nations, Inuit, 
and Métis women do not comprise 
one homogenous Native group 
(Beaver 2001). In many First Na-
tions cultures, the “social makeup 
[was] based on equality and respect 
towards all life, including that of 
the sexes”; in some languages, there 
are no words that can be translated 
“to describe genders as in the case 
of he/she” (Beaver 2001: 7). For ex-
ample, the Micmac language “does 
not distinguish between male/fe-
male; the distinction is between ani-
mate/inanimate.”4 Gender equality 
(inequality) was not an issue during 
pre-contact eras because each person 
was valued and held an important 
role within the community: men, 
women, elders, and children (Bea-
ver 2001: 7). Jeanette Armstrong 
shows that in traditional societies, 
women held “immense power” as 
it was they who “shaped the think-
ing of all its members in a loving, 
nurturing atmosphere within the 
base family unit. In such society, the 
earliest instruments of governance 
and law to ensure social order came 
from the quality mothering of chil-
dren (ix). 

Darrah Beaver states, “equality-
based communities in which Ab-
original Peoples once lived, were 
rooted in the wisdom of the wom-
en” (2001: 8). One nation that was 
predominantly matriarchal was the 
Iroquoian society that centred its 
“familial, social, and political or-
ganization of the communities” on 
women (Beaver 2001: 10). It was 
the women in Iroquois society who 
“managed the land, the crops, the 
longhouses, and women were es-

sential to both the tribal economy 
and political organization, as dem-
onstrated by their clan systems” 
(Beaver 2001: 11). Within the clan 
systems, the women of the long 
house never moved out like the 
men. When it was time to marry, 
the woman and her husband were 
expected to reside in the long house 
with her birth family, clan relatives, 
and clan mother. The ordering of 
this kin relationship was to ensure 
that the women of the long house 
eventually would gain “the presti-
gious roles of some day becoming 
clan mothers themselves” (Beaver 
2001: 11). George Beaver (1997) 
explains the role of the clan mothers 
was that of decision maker for her 
longhouse and governing the com-
munity: 

The leading women in vil-
lages, as the heads of lineages, 
exerted their influence through 
a variety of means, from using 
their right to appoint, chas-
tise, and dethrone peace chiefs 
from among a group of eligible 
hereditary candidates, to de-
manding that war chiefs avenge 
the deaths of family members, 
and to pressing their views in 
councils, particularly at the 
lineage and village levels, either 
directly or through male repre-
sentatives. (43)

Women created the balance in 
the leadership and were the “direct 
representatives of the members of 
their clans and longhouses, their 
role on the council of chiefs assured 
that every citizen was equally repre-
sented. In this way, women govern-
ing created balance and social order 
within their society without gender 
bias (Beaver 1997: 12). 

Difference in Worldviews Impact 
First Nations Women’s Reality 

While gba is seen as a tool to com-
bat gender bias, gba as it stands is a 
western paradigm that may not be 
appropriate to ensure the re-balanc-

ing of roles between First Nations 
men and women. Why? There are 
differences in worldviews where 
western society is trying to achieve 
something that they have never 
achieved (equality), whereas First 
Nations (Aboriginal) societies are 
attempting to reclaim their egalitar-
ian ways and undo the damage done 
by colonizers. That is why “gba” is 
more meaningful to First Nations if 
it is considered a Gender Balancing 
Analysis or a Re-balancing initiative. 
For First Nations, gba is political in 
nature given the historical injustices 
and the legacy of colonization. First 
Nations are addressing Canada’s 
discriminatory policies and legisla-
tion such as the Indian Act, Bill C-
31 and Matrimonial Real Property 
Rights that we currently live by. In 
this way, politics cannot be avoided 
when First Nations must live by a 
separate rule of law imposed by the 
government, resulting not only in 
different life experiences but the 
expectation that First Nations must 
live a lower quality of life compared 
to other Canadians. 

Evelyn Zellerer’s research shows 
that conflict began in Canada when 
new settlers brought with them a 
new worldview that opposed the 
First Nations worldview:

Traders, missionaries, set-
tlers, and government officials 
brought with them values from 
a patriarchal, capitalist society 
which often conflicted with the 
cultural values of Aboriginal 
Peoples. For example, traders 
had difficulty dealing with Ab-
original women who, in some 
societies, were in charge of furs 
and whose consent was required 
before men could complete 
bargains. Missionaries tried to 
instill values of a nuclear family 
with a husband as the authority 
and where children and wives 
are to be disciplined. This con-
trasted with the values of Ab-
original extended families and 
closely knit clans where indi-
vidual autonomy was respected 
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and children were sacred. (11)
With the advent of Christianity 

and colonization the seventeenth 
century, the Huron-Montagnais, 
by taking on a foreign worldview, 
transformed their society in less than 
30 years (Anderson). The Huron-
Montagnais society had maintained 
“equalitarian relations between the 
two sexes” before the Jesuits arrived 
(5). The differences between men 

that First Nations women were “of 
a lesser worth than men, more sus-
ceptible to influences of evil, weaker 
in every way and in need of men’s 
guidance” and “assured women a 
position of greatly reduced pow-
ers and rewards, compared to those 
granted to men” (Anderson 6).

The contradiction in worldviews 
becomes very apparent when we 
recognize that Canada was built 

his wife, and his wife to obey her 
husband” (“You’ve Come a Long 
Way…Maybe”). This attitude can 
only presume the patriarchal notion 
that many women’s needs are denied 
in favour of serving her husband. 
Also recall Harper’s massive cuts to 
any organization that advocates on 
behalf of women. This decision will 
have an even greater effect on First 
Nations (and Aboriginal) women 

and women were seen as “both sig-
nificant and complementary” and 
Huron-Montagnais society did not, 
and could not, “exist without the 
contributions of both sexes” (An-
derson 5). That changed however, 
when the Jesuits were able to trans-
form the delicate balance of society 
where “women and men, for the 
most part, occupied different roles, 
but retained equal capacity to exer-
cise power” to the European world-
view that saw women as “inferior” 
(Anderson 7, 12). The French im-
posed their Christian doctrine that 
determined a First Nations woman’s 
sexuality made her a “[s]eductress, 
emissary from hell, [and] temptress” 
since this “posed a threat to the very 
power relations the Jesuits hoped to 
instill” (Anderson 86). Jesuits saw 
First Nations women’s “[f ]reedom 
of sexual expression” as “a lack of 
control, a certain wildness that ap-
peared to threaten civilization it-
self ” (Anderson 86). Therefore, in 
order to gain control over the Na-
tive populations, the Jesuits targeted 
the most intimate form of relations 
and in this way ensured their form 
of “hierarchal ordering of societal 
relations” as part of the conversion 
process. As such, the Jesuits ex-
pressed their authority over women 
and convinced First Nations men 

on the notion of inequality right 
from its beginning. For example, 
Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy 
Superintendent of Indian Affairs, 
pursued the “idea of a ‘monolithic 
identity’ for Canada; the idea of a 
‘white, male, Eurocentric’ society 
that would eventually emerge and 
Canadians would ‘never have to 
apologize again’” (qtd. in Stirbys 
15). He ensured the “inherited poli-
cy” of assimilation that came before 
him would become more “repres-
sive” during his tenure (1879-1932) 
(Stirbys 3,14). For example, Scott 
stood by the Oliver Act of 1911 that 
used the government’s “powers of 
coercion” to amend the Indian Act 
to take Indian lands “without sur-
render for roads, railways, and other 
public purposes” (Stirbys 14). The 
Indians could be removed at any 
time for any purpose and Scott saw 
that while building a new nation, 
“the government must do what they 
must do in the name of progress and 
‘Indian rights … should not be al-
lowed to interfere with those of the 
whites’” (Stirbys 14). 

Scott’s legacy continues in 2007 
in attitudes toward women in 
which “wifely obedience” is a “key 
nugget of wisdom contained in the 
old Christian marriage rites. Un-
ambiguously, a man is told to love 

who are said to be “the doubly de-
nied or the forgotten minority” and 
suffer not only discrimination on 
the basis of race and gender, but are 
also neglected by both Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal society (Beaver 
2001: 2). Compare the clan moth-
ers who represented their long-
houses and communities and held 
prestigious and respected positions 
to that of a First Nations woman 
today who is discriminated against 
because she is forced to live under 
imposed legislation and policy. First 
Nations women were greatly im-
pacted by section 12 (1)(b) of the 
Indian Act due to the fact that if 
they marry non-Indian men, they 
lose their status but when an Indian 
man marries a non-Indian woman, 
his wife gains status. Kathleen Ja-
mieson in “Indian Women and the 
Law in Canada” outlines the conse-
quences of the Act:

The woman, on marriage, 
must leave her parents’ home 
and her Reserve. She may not 
own property on the reserve 
and must dispose of any prop-
erty she does hold. She may 
be prevented from inheriting 
property left to her by her par-
ents. She cannot take any fur-
ther part in band business. Her 

In traditional societies, women held “immense power” as it 
was they who “shaped the thinking of all its members in a loving, 

nurturing atmosphere within the base family unit. In such
 society, the earliest instruments of governance and law to ensure 

social order came from the quality mothering of children. 
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children are not recognized as 
Indian and are therefore denied 
access to cultural and social 
amenities of the Indian com-
munity. And, most punitive of 
all, she may be prevented from 
returning to live with her fam-
ily on reserve, even if she is in 
dire need, very ill, a widow, di-
vorced or separated. Finally her 
body may not be buried on the 
reserve with those of her fore-
bears. (qtd in Beaver 2001: 18) 

The federal government in recog-
nizing the discriminatory aspects of 
the Indian Act, instituted Bill C-31 
to make changes to the Act which 
followed in 1985. Prior to the revi-
sions however, First Nations women 
were forced to give up “their cul-
tural ties to their families, land and 
communities and dictated who was 
an Indian for the purposes of the 
Indian Act” (Beaver 2001: 22). The 
new bill did not result in equality 
for First Nations women, since the 
new Act “worked to instill a system 
of patriarchy in the governance 
system that went with it” (Beaver 
2001:  23). Bill C-31 was to en-
sure that women who had lost their 
status under s.12 (1)(b) along with 
those who had been involuntarily 
enfranchised would be reinstated. 
However, sexual discrimination 
continues today despite the passing 
of Bill C-31 since the Bill C-31 re-
instatee cannot pass her own status 
onto her children unless born to a 
father with Indian Status (Beaver 
2001: 24). In essence, First Nations 
women are being denied their basic 
human rights by not allowing them 
to practice their cultural matrilin-
eal right to pass descent through 
the mother. According to Darrah 
Beaver, claims for the existence of 
matriarchy are based on three con-
ditions: societies in which women 
make the major contribution to 
subsistence; societies in which de-
scent is traced through women (i.e., 
matrilineal); and, myths of ancient 
rule by women (2001: 11).5 

A First Nations women wanting 

to pursue a human rights complaint, 
is denied yet again since under the 
Canadian Human Rights Act, Sec-
tion 67 “restricts the ability of peo-
ple living or working in communi-
ties operating under the Indian Act 
to file complaints of discrimination 
if the discrimination they are com-
plaining about is related to the In-
dian Act” (Canadian Human Rights 
Commission 2).

gba, according to the Status of 
Women Handbook (2001), is about 
fairness and justice for both men 
and women; it is a tool to redress 
past and systemic discrimination, 
ensure a relational approach and an 
accountable process, and of course 
to legally ensure the human rights 
of all (23-26). In other words, gba 
is a tool to ensure that policies, pro-
grams, or legislation does not per-
petuate or increase gender inequi-
ties. Clearly one may observe that 
the federal government has devel-
oped opposing policies and legisla-
tion for First Nations to the extent 
that it not only increases the gender 
inequalities but that it absolutely 
contributes to marginalizing and re-
ducing the quality of life for many 
First Nations women and their chil-
dren. And, this is the main reason 
gba in its current form should not 
be applied to First Nations. gba 
overlooks the on-going colonization 
that is reflected in the discrimina-
tory policies, programming, and 
legislation designed specifically for 
First Nations people since before 
Confederation. 

Where Aboriginal Organizations 
are at with gba

Many non-governmental and Ab-
original women’s organizations are 
in the process of developing their 
own culturally-affirming approach-
es.6  The Assembly of First Nations 
(afn), the national organization 
representing First Nations citizens 
in Canada regardless of age, gender, 
or place of residence, has developed 
a presentation that looks at the roles 
of First Nations men and women 

prior to, during, and post-contact 
with the goal of addressing the im-
pacts of colonization through de-
colonizing efforts. afn is working 
from a First Nations cultural world-
view as a means to “restore and re-
member historical gender-balanced 
concepts and working with First 
Nations to further develop new 
concepts and mechanisms of gen-
der balancing” in a modern context 
that includes complex realities.7 
afn has made various presentations 
at Indigenous women’s conferences 
asking for feedback with the intent 
to begin the formation of a gender-
balancing framework. The goal is to 
re-balance the roles of First Nations 
men and women to guide not only 
afn’s own policies and processes, 
but to guide those federal depart-
ments that develop policy and ser-
vices for First Nations people. 

Other non-governmental orga-
nizations like the Native Woman’s 
Association of Canada (nwac) have 
also not implemented a gba frame-
work as yet but have developed a 
concept for a “culturally-relevant 
gba” that also addresses pre-contact 
male and female roles; colonization 
and assimilation impacts on indi-
viduals, communities and Nations; 
grieving, healing and restoration 
with the goal of reclaiming tradi-
tional ways by working towards 
reconciliation. Their guiding princi-
ples are to bring together stakehold-
ers to: 1) dialogue in how to merge 
Indigenous customary legal tradi-
tions and domestic legal regimes; 
2) determine solutions of access to 
human rights law for Indigenous 
peoples and communities; 3) and, 
develop First Nations institutions 
and structures to facilitate greater 
access to justice and human rights 
protection.8 

Pauktuutit, a national organiza-
tion representing Inuit women cur-
rently do not have a gba framework 
in place. But recently, they have re-
ceived monies from the federal gov-
ernment to support their efforts to 
begin their own gba framework in 
2007.9 
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The Aboriginal Women’s Health 
and Healing Research Group 
(awhhrg),10 a national network 
of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
women researchers interested in 
community-based research focused 
on the health of Aboriginal women, 
their families and communities, 
held their inaugural meeting to 
discuss gba in February 2007. The 
intent of the meeting was to begin a 

mindset that caused the problem in 
the first place” cannot solve current 
problems of injustice.12

Cultural Differences in Terms 
and Definitions

gba currently uses terms that do 
not incorporate a First Nations 
cultural context. For example, the 
word “gender” only takes in the 

Nations (Aboriginal) context sees 
that sexual orientation “is based 
on physical sex characteristics” and 
gender orientation “is not based on 
physical sex characteristics, but rath-
er on the roles the person chooses to 
align with” (Cameron 124). Cam-
eron uses herself as an example to 
make the distinction. She states 
that whether she chooses to be with 
a man or a woman, in the context 

dialogue to assess what a “culturally-
affirming framework” might entail. 
Is a “culturally-affirming frame-
work” different from being cultur-
ally-sensitive? However defined, the 
framework must be built on “fun-
damental values and principles … 
of Aboriginal peoples” that includes 
policy and legal issues (awhhrg). 
The group also wanted to redefine 
or clarify terms currently used in de-
scribing gba, such as “equality, equal 
outcomes, and equity” (awhhrg). 
Knowing the impacts when apply-
ing gba would be beneficial when 
considering research, politics, and 
leadership; collective versus indi-
vidual rights; policy and program 
development; changing roles and 
parenting; relationships (two-spir-
ited, male-female, children, and 
elders); Aboriginal identity and 
cultural roles; socio-economic con-
ditions; and, community safety 
(violence prevention). The group 
took a broad perspective on gba 
and questioned whether a foreign 
concept should be adapted or “In-
digenized” for Aboriginal people.11 
No definitive answers emerged. But 
it might be in the best interests of 
First Nations and Aboriginal com-
munities to begin developing their 
own frameworks since “working 
within the same framework and 

western worldview that has a mean-
ing of male/female only. Sexuality 
in a First Nations context considers 
multiple genders, “at least three, but 
up to six” which includes male, fe-
male, and not-male/not female (or 
two-spirited) (Cameron). Michelle 
Cameron states that the term “two-
spirited” is a part of the “counter-
hegemonic discourse and reclama-
tion of [Aboriginal peoples’] unique 
histories” (123). Aboriginal com-
munities embraced two-spirited 
members who were seen as “integral 
parts of the community, occupying 
positions of honour and communal 
value” (124). Two-spirited people 
were respected for having a third 
perspective other than those held by 
either a man or a woman. 

The western paradigm of gba 
does not consider a First Nations 
concept of gender when they de-
fine it as “the culturally specific set 
of characteristics that identifies the 
social behaviour of women and 
men and the relationship between 
them” (swc 2001). The “modern 
constructs of gay/lesbian/bi …are 
based on sexual orientation, whereas 
two-spiritedness is based on gender 
orientation” (Cameron 124). In Ab-
original culture sexual orientation 
and gender orientation are defined 
in two separate categories. A First 

of the original term “two-spirited,” 
she would still be considered two-
spirited despite her “male” choice of 
gender role. But in a western sexual 
dichotomy, she would be considered 
homosexual (124). 

Sexuality (or the sex of the per-
son) in a western binary concept re-
fers to the “biological classification 
of an individual into either ‘male’ 
or ‘female’ based on chromosomes, 
genitalia and secondary sexual char-
acteristics” (see http://gendertree.
com/WhenDoesItHappen.htm). 
And it is the “religious dogma” of 
the residential school system that 
two-spirited people were come to 
be seen in the “same light as sin and 
sexual abusers” (Cameron 124). But 
those survivors who may have been 
sexually abused by a pedophile have 
not come to recognize that this is 
not the same as being “gay, lesbian, 
bi, or two-spirited and that, in fact, 
most child molesters identified as 
heterosexual men” (Cameron 124). 
Therefore, in a First Nations or Ab-
original paradigm, culture, sexual 
orientation, gender orientation, and 
the impacts of colonization (inter-
generational traumas) must be dealt 
with concurrently. Any separation 
of these characteristics is otherwise 
an attribute of the dominant (Chris-
tian) white culture. According to 

Clearly one may observe that the federal government has 
developed opposing policies and legislation for First Nations to the 
extent that it not only increases the gender inequalities but that it 
absolutely contributes to marginalizing and reducing the quality 

of life for many First Nations women and their children.
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Cameron, two-spirited Aboriginals 
do not subscribe to or fit into the 
western dichotomies of human sex-
uality. She states that “[w]e are not 
either/or; we are neither/nor” (124). 
The gba framework as it stands, is 
not an “adequate framework for the 
complexities involved in two-spirit-
edness” (Cameron124). 

Conclusion

gba as it is currently defined by the 
swc Handbook is adequate in that 
it addresses the inequalities between 
men and women. Yet, it is not 
enough for those working in First 
Nations (Aboriginal) policy devel-
opment to use gba as it currently 
stands. Civil servants cannot give 
due diligence to their First Nations 
clients without knowing the histori-
cal and political context of many of 
the socio-economic hardships espe-
cially for First Nations women and 
their children. It is imperative to 
have a firm grasp of what a cultur-
ally-affirming approach is and how 
it is defined, otherwise the process 
becomes meaningless. Challenges 
remain when a gba considers ho-
mogeneity an ideal by only focusing 
on one worldview, in addition to the 
lack of political will to ensure equal-
ity in Canada. These approaches 
must take into account the needs, 
concerns, and voices of First Nations 
(Aboriginal) men, women, youth, 
elders, and two-spirited individuals 
in relation to cultural diversity; ac-
commodation of colonial impacts; 
new concepts and terminology to 
ensure cultural appropriateness (in 
whatever way this is defined by First 
Nations and Aboriginal groups); and 
legal arguments to remove discrimi-
natory and opposing polices and 
legislation. These considerations 
can only strengthen the approach. 
Many non-governmental and Ab-
original women’s organizations are 
currently working together to de-
velop their own unique approaches. 
However, given the richness of First 
Nations and Aboriginal culture, the 
opportunity is open for Canada to 

work with these diverse groups and 
cultures to become a world leader 
in developing a culturally-affirming 
gender re-balancing framework that 
combines worldviews.

Cynthia Stirbys, a Saulteaux-Cree 
from Cowessess First Nations earned 
a Masters Degree in Conflict Studies, 
from St. Paul’s University, Ottawa. 
She currently works in First Nations 
health and has a strong interest in gen-
der re-balancing issues. She would also 
like to acknowledge and thank Jennifer 
Blomqvist, Erin Wolski, and Chel-
sea Gabel, for their contributions and 
constructive feedback based on their re-
search and/or health field experiences.

 
1The swc are the official trainers in 
gba for all federal departments in 
Canada.
2The catalyst for writing this paper 
was in the development of a First 
Nations culturally-affirming frame-
work. Although there are common 
concerns around gba between the 
three constitutionally-recognized 
groups—Inuit, Métis, and First Na-
tions—it should not be assumed 
that these groups fit into one “ho-
mogenous” cultural model. First 
Nations is the group referred to un-
less stated otherwise. 
3Author’s personal experience with 
swc. The swc representatives be-
came uncomfortable stating that to 
do so would “mess with their mar-
keting” of gba. Although they could 
not accommodate the request, the 
group participated in a regular swc 
gba training workshop.
4A First Nations participant noted 
this at the awhhrg gba Workshop 
held February 19, 2007. 
5See also <http: //www.encyclopedia.
com/articlesnew/081999.html>. 
6Author has worked with three 
groups (afn, nwac, and awhhrg) 
on gba in the last year (2006-2007). 
7As stated by the afn representative 
when presenting the Gender-Bal-
ancing Framework at Trent Univer-
sity, March 17, 2007.
8As derived from nwac’s March, 2006, 
presentation on “Access to Justice and 

Indigenous Legal Traditions.”
9Pauktutiit recently contacted the 
afn (March 9, 2007) to inform 
them of this. 
10See the Web site at <http://www.
awhhrg.ca/home.php>.
11See the final report of the inaugural 
meeting, “Beginning the Dialogue 
on Defining a Culturally-Appropri-
ate gba Framework,” Vancouver, 
March 2007. 
12As stated by Taiaiake Alfred at a 
luncheon at Saint Paul’s University, 
September 21, 2004.
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T. S. LA PRATT

Newo-Haiku

Pisim skips and twirls,
dances away women’s pain.
My spirit is whole.

T. S. La Pratt’s poetry appears earlier in this volume.

Mary Anne Caibaiosai, “Traditional to Fancy Dancers,” watercolour, 22 x 30”, 2006.

Mary Anne Caibaiosai is an Ojibway painter from northern Ontario, whose watercolours 
and pencil works capture the pride, dignity, and vibrancy of Aboriginal traditions and 
cultural heritage. Raised in a non-Aboriginal community, her works are inspired by 
the traditional activities she wasn’t a part of, and incorporates traditional customs 
such as beadwork as part of her motifs. Mary Anne is currently attending Brandon 
University’s First Nations and Aboriginal Counselling Degree program. She hopes to 
include art as a therapeutic model in her community. 
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