
Invisible But Not Absent 
Aboriginal Women in Sport and Recreation 

by Vitoria Paraschak 
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Academics, along 
with the public in 

The rekztiomhip general, know 
very little about 

between culture, race, he crperiencer of 

and gena?er warrants Aboriginal girls 
and women in exurnination. physical activity. 
Reviews on gen- 
der relations and 

sport (Birrell 1988) and race rela- 
tions and sport (Birrell 1989) point 
to the dearth of information on 
women of colour. A recent compre- 
hensive review on gender and sport, 
in sport history (Vertinsky), does not 
identify literature in this area. Books 
addressing Aboriginal sport in gen- 
eral (Oxendine; Churchill et al.; 
Zcman) provide few comments on 
female participants and organizers, 
leaving the impression that "malen 
Aboriginal sport is Aboriginal sport 
(Paraschak, in press). 

The few articles which discuss 
Aboriginal women's involvement in 
sport suggest, however, that there is a 
rich history of involvement on the 
part of these women, in roles as dis- 
parate as athlete, coach, supporter, 
and organizer (Paraschak, in press). 
Aboriginal women had a history of 
involvement in some traditional 
games (Craig; Cheska), as well as in 
traditional games festivals, such as 
the Good Woman Contest in the 
Northern Games (Paraschak 1991). 
They have also been active in 
Eurocanadian sports such as basket- 
ball, softball, track and field, rodeo, 
cross-country skiing, badminton, 
baton twirling, billiards, bowling, 
broomball, figure skating, golf, 
hockey, speedskating, tennis, and 
volleyball (Cheska; Zeman; Paraschak 

1990). These athletes have partici- 
pated in mainstream sport, and in 
competitions organized by and for 
Native peoples themselves (Paraschak 
1990). Some of these athletes have 
been highly successful at the interna- 
tional level, in sports as disparate as 
basketball, table tennis (Craig), cross- 
country skiing (Zeman), softball 
(Paraschak, in press), lacrosse, and 
track For example, in 1995 Angels 
Chalmers, an Aboriginal middle dis- 
tance runner from Victoria, British 
Columbia, was awarded one of 16 
National Aboriginal Achievement 
Awards-the only award given to a 
sportsperson (CBC). She had won sev- 
eral medals in international competi- 
tions, and most recently had been the 
flag-bearer leading in the Canadian 
contingent at the opening ceremo- 
nies of the 1994 Commonwealth 
Games-the Games where she won a 
gold medal in her event. 

Some of the literature addressing 
Aboriginal women's sporting partici- 
pation conflicts with what we know 
about women in sport generally. 
Craig suggests that sports involve- 
ment is not at odds with an Aborigi- 
nal girls' gender identity. She notes, 
for example, that family and friends 
were very supportive of and inter- 
ested in female athletes, that female 
athletes at the Albuquerque Indian 
School were looked up to as leaders, 
and that "femininity" did not seem 
to be an issue for these female ath- 
letes. Paraschak (1990) identifies 
wide-ranging involvement in sport 
by girls and women on the Six Na- 
tions Reserve in Ontario, challeng- 
ing the notion that women athletes 
limit themselves to stereotypically 
"feminine" activities. As well, North- 
ern Games organizers in the North- 
west Territories have demonstrated 
an interesting approach towards gen- 
der equity. Not only have they 
opened up traditionally "male" ac- 
tivities to female participants, but 
they have also facilitated men's par- 

ticipation in the Good Woman Con- 
test (Paraschak 1991)-a welcome 
change from our usual uni-direc- 
tional pattern of women having to 
fit into men's sporting contexts! 

Other aspects of Aboriginal wom- 
en's involvement in sport mesh more 
consistently with mainstream prac- 
tices in women's sports. For exam- 
ple, while Angela Chalmers was ap- 
propriately acknowledged this year 
for her numerous accomplishments 
in track, recognition historically for 
outstanding female athletes in both 
Canada (through the Tom Longboat 
Award) and the United States 
(through the American Indian Hall 
of Fame) has been predictably poor 
(Paraschak 1990). As well, the All- 
Indian Sport System, while includ- 
ing both male and female activities, 
does favour male sports more so than 
female sports (Paraschak 1990). 
These trends suggest that aspects of 
Aboriginal women's involvement in 
sport are shaped by the same patriar- 
chal relations which underlie main- 
stream sport. 

The relationship between culture, 
race, and gender also warrants exami- 
nation. For example, we know that 
some Aboriginal groups were matri- 
archal in nature. Might this help ex- 
plain the extensive involvement of 
Six Nations women in sport? We also 
know that Aboriginal women in 
Canada were discriminated against 
on the grounds ofrace, sex, and mari- 
tal status until 1985, in that they lost 
their Indian status if they married a 
non-Indian Uamieson). This dis- 
crimination impacted on subsequent 
sporting opportunities in some cases. 
One Aboriginal woman, whose In- 
dian status was revoked, noted her 
anger when her daughter was denied 
entry into the Indian Summer Games 
because she was "non-status." 

When it came to Indian Sum- 
mer Games, they said "You can't 
play because you're non-status. 
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You're not an Indian." I said, 
"My God, she's got as much 
Indian in her as a lot of them 
here." That's when I really got 
mad. (Silma, 2 19). 

What happened to these women 
and their children in terms of sport 
befbre 1985, and how have these 
individuals been dealt with subse- 
quent to 1985? And what about the 
"natural athlete" stereotype attrib- 
uted to Aboriginal men, as well as 
male and female African Americans- 
h this shaped the way that Aborigi- 
nal sportswomen view themselves? 
The answer to these and other ques- 
tions will greatly enrich current 
knowledge about women's involve- 
ment in sport and recreation. 

My involvement while participat- 
ing in, watching, and studying Abo- 
riginal sport has convinced me that 
these girls and women are enthusias- 
tic, active members of a sporting world 
which only partially resembles main- 
stream sport practices. Aboriginal 
peoples as a whole have difficulty 
accessing the mainstream sport sys- 
tem (Puuchak 1983). Despite those 
problems, they have been active par- 
ticipants in their own right, generat- 
ing unique approaches for addressing 
the dynamic issues of race and gen- 
der. They remain, however, largely 
invisible in the current record on 
women's sport. Hopefully Aborigi- 
nal sportswomen will, in the future, 
write and talk more extensively about 
their expcriences-atperiences which 
may help us think about sport, and 
gender relations, in new and creative 
ways. 

Mctoria Paraschak is an associate pro- 
fissor in the Dcpartmcnt ofkiinesiology 
at  the University ofWi:ndror. She spent 
fivcycan in the Northwest Tmitories 
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workingasapo licyoficcrfir the GNWT~ 
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MARIE-CLAUDE JULIEN 

Derniere minute  

La plus  triste 
La derniere 
S'6coule 
Irr6v6rencieuse innocente 
Du temps battant la mesure 
Ignorante du reste, de l'arret 

La pobsie de Marie-Claude Julien 
apparait plus t8t dans ce numero. 
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"...an inspirational and emtpowertngfilm ... one 
precious bour. " 

- Front JanlFeb 1995 

A tribute to the role of aboriginal women artists in 
maintaining the voice of aboriginal culture. 
Featuring internationally renowned master weaver 
Rena Point Bolton (S to l :~ ) ,  carver and button 

blanket maker Doreen Jensen (Gitskan), painter, printmaker and 
collage artist Jane Ash Poitras (Chippewan) and mixed-media artist 
Joane Cardinal-Schubert (Blood). 
9194 001 52 minutes $26.95 

Director: LorettaTodd 
Producer: Margaret Pettigrew 

For half a millennium, aboriginal women have been at the forefront of 
their peoples' resistance to cultural assimilation. Mohawk and Haida, 
Maliseet and Ojibwe, these are "warrior women" who have been on the 
front lines of some of the most important struggles aboriginal people in 
Canada have faced in the latter part of the 20th century. 
91 94 085 55 minutes $26.95 

Motherland 
7 & 4 W A  

"A sensitive and empowertngportrayal of tbe 
experiences of motbers across cultures, in tbetr 
own words.." 

- SuneraThobani, President, NAC 

This wryly humorous and provocative film casts a 
critical eve at the North American ex~erience of 
motherhdod over the latter half of this century. Through conversations 
with seven mothers, a wonderful selection of archival footage from the 
1950s, as well as some very candid and funny home movies from the 
director, Motherland offers new ways of thinking about what it means 
to be a good mom. 
9194 087 90 minutes $34.95 

Director: Helene Klodawsky 
Associate Director and Editor: Sidonie Kerr 
Producer: Signe Johansson 

W I D E N I N G  T H E  < IR<LE 
A QATHERINO WBTH YOUNO WOMEN 

A three-part video featuring moments from a 1992 
conference, at which young women discussed 
some of the issues important in their lives: self- 
esteem, racism, education, feminism, and sexism. 
An important discussion starter for young women 
and men interested in how the world shapes them 
and makes them who they are. 
9194 11 2 25 minutes $26.95 

Production Team: Danielle Dyson, Cheryl Sim, Barbara Hutchinson, 
Patricia Diaz, Annette Clarke, Nicole Hubert. 

Produced by Studio D of the NFB with the participation of the Canadian 
Advisorv Council on the Status of Women and with financial assistance 

Writer and Director: Christine Welsh from thestatus of Disabled Persons Secretariat. 
Producers: lan Herring (OMNI), Christine Welsh 
Producers for the NFB: Signe Johansson, Joe MacDonald 
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