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Female First Nations Chiefs and the 
Colonial Legacy in Canada

Cora J. Voyageur

As the British Empire expanded into North America, the imperialist power 
was quick to deal with the people of the terra nullius in a manner befit-

ting its preconceived notions of racial, social, and cultural superiority.1 This 
Eurocentric ideology justified the harsh treatment meted out to the indigenous 
peoples, including outlawing many of their traditions and beliefs, reorganizing 
their societies, and subjecting them to extensive regulation. Furthermore, this 
racist philosophy justified the taking of Indian lands and resources for the 
colonizer’s sole benefit.

The social, economic, and political regulation of Canada’s First Nations 
was codified in the Indian Act.2 Rooted in colonialism and paternalism, the 
Indian Act was created by the government of Canada to fulfill three functions: 
to define who was and was not an Indian, to civilize the Indian, and to manage 
the Indian people and their lands.3 To facilitate the first function, the govern-
ment incorporated section 1(3) into the 1869 Indian Act and, thus, authorized 
government representatives to determine whether a person was entitled to 
Indian status.4 The second purpose was more for the government’s benefit than 
it was for the Indians’. When Canada was formed in 1867, the new federal 
government assumed responsibility from Britain for Indians and the lands 
reserved for Indians.5 The Canadian government reasoned that a civilized 
Indian would place no financial burden upon it.6 With an eye to reducing 
the costs of supporting the Indians, the government devised various ways of 

Cora Voyageur is a sociologist at the University of Calgary whose research and writing 
explores the Aboriginal experience in Canada. She is a member of the Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation in northern Alberta.



AmericAn indiAn culture And reseArch JournAl 35:3 (2011) 60 à à à

reducing the Indian population.7 Provisions aimed at stripping the Indian of 
status are found throughout the Indian Act and include the double mother 
rule, exclusion of illegitimate children, loss of status from living in a foreign 
country, and the marriage of an Indian woman to non-Indian man.8 The 
government made every effort to get the Indians to give up their status volun-
tarily, and those who remained Indians were ruled with an iron fist.9 The final 
purpose of the Indian Act made the Crown solely responsible for managing 
Indian people and their lands. The government viewed its responsibility to 
oversee Indian lands favorably because it benefitted greatly from the taxes and 
royalties derived from the resource-rich reserve lands.10

The Indian Act is restrictive and continues to govern virtually every aspect 
of Indian life including band membership, leisure activities, and land use and 
band leadership. For example, the Department of Indian Affairs, through the 
Indian Act, changed the governance structure of First Nations communities 
from the traditional, hereditary chieftainship governance system to a munic-
ipal-style elected chief and council system.11 The elected governance system has 
specific rules to regulate how a reserve election will be conducted, the length of 
term for the elected leaders, who can vote, and who can run for elected office.12 
Once elected, the First Nation leaders are expected to govern in accordance 
with the colonial regulations of the Indian Act.13

Over time, some of the more restrictive policies governing Indians were 
dropped and more freedoms were granted. As a result, First Nations people 
began to enjoy some of the privileges set aside for mainstream Canadians. 
In addition, First Nations women began to enjoy some of the government-
sponsored privileges that were previously reserved for First Nations men. 
Some of these privileges included the ability to participate openly in band 
politics, run for elected office, and vote in reserve elections. One year after 
a 1951 Indian Act amendment allowed women to be officially involved in 
band politics, Elsie Marie Knott of Curve Lake, Ontario, broke the gender 
barrier by becoming Canada’s first female chief elected as a result of the Indian 
Act.14 Other elections of women chiefs or councilors on Indian reserves across 
Canada quickly followed.15 By 1960, there were twenty-one Indian women 
elected to band councils.16

There has been a rapid increase in the number of women elected to the role 
of chief in Canada’s First Nations community throughout the past fifteen years, 
and this article explores some of the explanations for this recent phenomenon. 
Using the lens of postcolonial theory, I explore women chiefs’ experiences with 
the lingering effects of colonialism, colonial notions of womanhood, and how 
indigenous women have been able to oppose those beliefs.
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TheoreTical Framework

Postcolonial theory involves the discussion of immigration, slavery, suppres-
sion, resistance, representation, difference, race, gender, place, and responses 
to the influential master discourse of imperial Europe and the experience of 
writing these into being.17 It seeks to explain the residual effect of colonialism 
on a specific culture; however, it cannot be fully understood without an expla-
nation of imperialism and colonialism. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and 
Helen Tiffin define imperialism as “a conscious and openly advocated policy of 
acquiring colonies for economic, strategic and political advantage.”18 According 
to Edward Said, imperialism is “the practice, theory, and the attitudes of a 
dominating metropolitan center ruling a distant territory.”19 Ashcroft and 
colleagues view colonialism as European expansion into the peripheral regions 
of the world that then serve as sources of raw materials and labor for the 
colonial powers.20 Said believes that colonization responds to the mythology of 
European racial superiority on which the exploitive system is built. He follows 
this concept closely with what he calls the “practice” of colonialism whose 
tenets include the European hegemonic view of the New World, the subju-
gation of indigenous people, patriarchy, the absence of women in the public 
realm, ethnographic practices that misinterpreted or ignored women’s issues, 
and encouraging the indigenous men to adopt European values and governing 
systems.21

Feminist Postcolonial Theory
Feminist postcolonial theory provides a gendered analysis as a variation of 
postcolonial theory. Gayatri Spivak, in her concept of the subaltern (those 
individuals who are marginalized and controlled by the colonizers), states that 
women suffer the long-term social, political, economic, and cultural economic 
effects of colonization more than men.22 Thus colonized women faced twice 
the discrimination of colonized men.

Feminist postcolonial theory goes beyond merely addressing gender issues 
by including class and race into its analysis.23 Spivak is also concerned with 
the material effects of colonialism. She says that the marginalized group must 
adopt Eurocentric ways to be heard by the colonizer.24 Postcolonial theory is 
a fitting theory to deal with much of the experiences of First Nations people 
because it addresses the resistance against many aspects of the colonial regime. 
If colonial theory explores how indigenous people are subjugated by policies 
and legislation, then postcolonial theory explores how First Nations people are 
able to make use of and overcome many of the colonizer’s rules in order to take 
more control of their lives and their communities.
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ProTocol, DaTa, anD meThoDs

Research participants were recruited from the list of chiefs provided to me by 
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC).25 I was able to find additional 
women chiefs by using a snowball sampling technique and through my own 
social network.26 The data are drawn from sixty-four interviews conducted 
between 2001 and 2005, which represents approximately 70 percent of the 
female chiefs in Canada. Using a semistructured interview schedule, I asked 
the participants to describe some of the lingering impacts of colonialism that 
they have experienced as the highest-ranking elected official in their reserve 
communities. I also asked them how they dealt with those experiences. The 
information collected from the participants was qualitatively analyzed in order 
to draw out aggregate trends in the data.27

First, I will provide a snapshot of the contemporary First Nation commu-
nity in Canada and highlight some of the differences in the First Nations 
population. Second, I report some the societal differences between the First 
Nations community and the European settler population at the time of 
contact. Third, this will be followed by examples of how First Nations’ women 
leaders were able to overcome some of the colonial notions held about women 
in order to increase their own status and gain more control over themselves 
and their communities.28

a snaPshoT oF canaDa’s FirsT naTions communiTy

Today, when people speak of Canada’s First Nations community, they are 
speaking about a group of people who are geographically, culturally, and 
linguistically diverse. The community consists of more than six hundred sepa-
rate First Nations that are located in every part of the country including 
its remote, rural, and urban areas.29 First Nations people live on more than 
2,200 parcels of land called reserves. Reserves can be vast like the 136,263-
hectare Blood Reserve in southern Alberta, or small, like the 290-hectare 
Tsawwassen Reserve near Delta, British Columbia.30 Diversity in the First 
Nations community also comes from the size of its band membership. A band 
can be small like the White River First Nation in the Yukon Territory with 
only 137 members or large, like the Six Nations of the Grand River in Ontario 
with more than 22,000 members.31 The typical reserve is rural and has about 
550 members.32 The First Nations community is also culturally diverse. For 
example, the Province of Alberta has forty-seven separate First Nations from 
the Blackfoot, Nakota, Cree, Dene, and Saulteaux nations. Linguistically, the 
First Nations community in Canada boasts fifty-three separate languages from 
eleven different language families.33
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colonial noTions oF womanhooD

The First Nations community experienced tremendous adversity at the hands 
of the newcomers. They were marginalized by the new settler society that was 
springing up around them and were subjected to colonial ideologies. Duane 
Champagne states, “Since the beginning of the colonial experience, the powers 
and effects of political, cultural, and economic colonialism have been deepening 
with increasingly powerful and externally controlled impacts on indigenous 
cultures.”34 Thus the imposition of a foreign-based law saw the dispossession 
of First Nations people from the lands as well as an assault on their traditional 
forms of leadership, self-governance, and freedom.35

A significant point of departure between the settler society and the First 
Nations community during the early days of contact was their divergent views 
regarding the role and importance of women. Historian Sarah Carter states that 
women in settler societies were not in the position to define themselves. Settler 
society saw women’s roles entirely in the private sphere, in which they were 
expected to concern themselves solely with home and children. Meanwhile, 
settler men occupied themselves with pursuits in the public sphere.36 Settler 
women had few individual rights and were ruled by the men in their lives—
their husbands or fathers—who treated them as property. Although First 
Nations women were heavily involved with childrearing and household duties, 
they also played an important and visible role in their community’s social, 
economic, and public affairs. For example, the matriarchal social system of 
the Iroquois Confederacy gave women an integral role in the social, economic, 
and political life of the community. A community’s wealth was assessed not 
only by its land but also by its food surplus, and women controlled this.37 
Furthermore, women in North American tribes held high-status positions 
within the community and had the political power and community-sanctioned 
authority to select and depose male leaders. The importance of women in 
Native American communities is reiterated by historian Devon Mihesuah, 
who described them as relevant in all aspects of community life.38 Colonial 
notions forced the First Nations woman from her high status and elevated 
public position to that of a mere wife and mother who was largely confined 
to the home. The First Nations woman was silent and absent in the public 
sphere. First Nations women had become the subaltern—those marginalized 
and controlled as a result of colonization. They were doubly insignificant in the 
eyes of the colonizer: first as Indians and second as women.

Contemporary First Nations women have suffered the lingering effects of 
colonialism in the social, economic, cultural, and political aspects of their lives. 
For example, the colonizers deemed them socially inferior and stereotyped 
them in the polarized role of either a princess or a whore.39 Both forms of 
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stereotypes are damaging to First Nations women. As the princess, they are 
romanticized and not taken seriously. As the whore, individuals who feel 
they can assault, rape, or murder them with impunity endanger their lives.40 
Economically, First Nations women are disadvantaged because they hold fewer 
jobs than First Nations men and mainstream women. Those holding jobs earn 
less money than their non–First Nation counterparts.41 First Nations women 
are less likely to marry and enjoy whatever securities a legal marriage might 
provide. Culturally, they must deal with some First Nations men who adopted, 
and now cling to, European hegemonic notions of male dominance. Many 
First Nations men adhere to the patriarchal Indian Act, which gives them 
more privileges than it gives women.42 Politically, as Jo-Anne Fiske states, First 
Nations women are subjugated by a patriarchal system first set out by the state 
but also adhered to and supported by male-dominated chiefs and councils.43 
Even today, “many First Nations women are discouraged from seeking deci-
sion-making roles outside the home by those who still believe that a woman’s 
place is in the home.”44

However, First Nations women have successfully overcome many of the 
restrictions set out in the rules in the Indian Act, which placed them in posi-
tions of dependence upon and obedience to men, church, and government. 
The women generally now define themselves as individuals and are no longer 
just “the daughter of ” or “the wife of.” They have learned that they can defy the 
stereotypes that position First Nations women as subservient to men and that 
they can take their places in the home and in public office.

oPPosing colonial noTions

One way that First Nations women are able to combat such subordination is 
by regaining some power and control by contesting and winning an elected 
office in their communities. The Assembly of First Nations documented forty-
five female chiefs in the mid-1990s but that number now sits at 120—about 19 
percent of all chiefs in Canada.45 To invoke Spivak’s terminology, the subaltern 
is moving in from the margins and is now making decisions for themselves and 
their communities.46

The once-marginalized women are beginning to move “front and center” 
and are regaining their rightful place in the public sphere. This newly regained 
authority goes against the colonial ideals that marginalized them as First 
Nations people. These same ideals meant that they were expected to be silent, 
remain in the home with concerns only for family and spouse, defer all deci-
sion making to men, and refrain from getting involved in public issues. Women 
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chiefs’ newly found agency is bolstered by a number of factors including educa-
tional attainment, administrative experience, and political involvement.47

Education
Education is a prime determinant of social standing and well-being in society. 
This is particularly important in the First Nations community because educa-
tion is a way to elevate itself from its low socioeconomic standing in Canada. 
In addition, education is a means for First Nations women to earn job security 
and a higher income.48 Fiske writes, “Women’s influence appears to derive 
from their education which leads them to paraprofessional, administrative and 
social, health, and educational services.”49 The women chiefs in this study were 
firm believers in the value of education, with approximately 60 percent of the 
study participants having attained a postsecondary education. They said that 
education helped them fulfill their duties as chief. “I learned things in univer-
sity that help in my job as chief,” commented one participant.50 Another said, 
“The substantive information in the various courses I have taken was useful 
for me in my role but some of the intangible skills—multitasking and thinking 
critically—were just as valuable to me.”51

These educated women either remained in the community or returned to 
the community after they obtained their formal training. Obtaining a post-
secondary education is a relatively new phenomenon because, until recently, 
reserve school offered only a grade-eight education—a level that was not 
high enough to gain a person entry to a postsecondary institution. However, 
education levels have increased rapidly throughout the past few decades with 
approximately twenty-five thousand First Nations students now in postsec-
ondary institutions.52 Today, women in the First Nations community are 
generally more educated than the men.53 One explanation for this is that a 
First Nations man can more easily obtain a well-paying job without an educa-
tion than a First Nations woman can.54 This means that women must earn 
educational credentials to help earn higher wages and to obtain jobs within the 
reserve bureaucracy. These women are what Bruce Miller would call “the tech-
nocrats” because they have specialized education, training, and expertise.55 In 
addition, there are a large number of female-headed, single-parent households 
in the First Nations community.56 This means that women have a strong drive 
to obtain an education in order to support their families better.

An advanced education means that the women have had exposure to the 
world outside the reserve.57 They will have been exposed to new ideas and 
ways of doing things and, in turn, make themselves more innovative in finding 
solutions. In addition, they can draw on the social and political networks that 
they built during their postsecondary careers in order to help them solve some 
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of the community’s concerns. They will have learned a variety of skills during 
their time at school that are useful when leading the community. However, 
there is a tension within the First Nations community because attaining a 
formal education can work against them. Many respondents note that formal 
educational credentials did not necessarily ensure success and support in the 
community. As one woman put it, “credentials are more for the outside world; 
‘non-Indians’ seem to respect you more if you have an education.”58 Some felt, 
as many educated indigenous people do, that they must prove themselves all 
over again to the community. They had to win the trust of their detractors. 
They felt they must prove that they have not “sold out” to mainstream society 
and that their hearts and minds are still in the community. The First Nations 
women chiefs who were interviewed found the confidence to enter the political 
arena as a result of their formal education. Another factor for these indigenous 
women prevailing over barriers to become elected political leaders was their 
experience as community administrators and community members.

Administrative Experience
Policy changes meant to lighten the administrative load for INAC occurred 
through the devolution policy of the early 1980s.59 Devolution of control over 
service delivery served as a means for the female administrators on the reserve 
community to familiarize themselves with the policies and procedures that 
govern their lives and their community. It gave them administrative and mana-
gerial experience. This knowledge proved to be invaluable to those seeking 
political office and helped them fulfill their traditional caregiving role when 
they took office.

The matters the women had to deal with when they were administrators 
(for example, education, transportation, elder care, day care, and housing) 
are also the issues that they must deal with as the chief. They are now more 
directly involved in the operations of the community and must take a wider 
and more holistic view. They now have the power and authority to cham-
pion initiatives needed in the community. But they are not completely free of 
external influences because they must still adhere to Indian Act regulation and 
Indian Affairs policy, especially strict funding guidelines.

In this study, 80 percent of the women chiefs were born and raised in the 
community they led. The long history made them keenly aware of the commu-
nity’s concerns and issues. The women leaders maintain their traditional role 
of caregiving by dealing with social aspects of community life and the lingering 
effects of colonization. Many of the study respondents emphasized a need to 
heal the community and cited many problems within their community. One 
woman said, “The best way to deal with problems in the community is to get 



Voyageur | Female First NatioNs ChieFs aNd the ColoNial legaCy iN CaNada 67

the problem out in the open.”60 They expressed deep concern regarding the 
legacy of physical, psychological, spiritual, and sexual abuse left by residential 
schools, and believed that many former residential school students had fallen 
prey to alcohol and drug abuse and had carried out lateral violence. Concern 
also existed about exchanging one vice for another. They talked of the trend in 
the community in which drinking or using drugs is being replaced by gambling, 
in the form of video lottery machines or bingo. In any event, these activities 
make parents unavailable to their children and other responsibilities. The 
respondents said services had to be designed to promote a healthy community 
in which children are well cared for by their parents and other social problems 
are under control. They stated that, although economic development was 
needed in the form of jobs and other economic projects, success rested on 
having healthy people able to obtain and maintain those jobs.

Those who had worked previously in the community had a further 
advantage when entering community politics. Community members already 
recognized the good judgment, organizational skills, and ability of the women 
to complete projects that they had exhibited as community-service adminis-
trators and managers. The community could trust these women and, equally 
as important, they could trust themselves. One participant said, “I knew the 
system because I worked in band administration for many years. The new 
chief and councilors depended on us to teach them the ropes. I knew the 
government and industry people. I knew the government’s rules and how to 
get around them. This helped me a lot when I became the chief.”61 Another 
way that the women were able to overcome the colonial legacy was through 
political involvement.

Political Involvement
In the past, political involvement for First Nations women on the reserve 
was practiced under stealth. One of the earliest examples of First Nation 
women’s political activity was the establishment of the Native Homemakers 
Association. Although women were politically excluded by colonial legislation, 
this opportunity inadvertently presented itself and allowed them to orga-
nize. In 1937, the Department of Indian Affairs encouraged Indian women 
to gather regularly in order to acquire good practices for greater home effi-
ciency. They also encouraged these women to form local chapters of the Native 
Homemakers Association on reserves across Canada. Little did the depart-
ment know that these seemingly harmless female get-togethers served as a 
means for Indian women to organize dissent and strategize for change to their 
impoverished living conditions on the reserve. Political activity that began 
as part of community-sanctioned “home economics” gatherings spawned a 
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plethora of Aboriginal women’s rights organizations. One such organization 
was the Ontario Native Women’s Association, which was created in 1972 and 
had its genesis in kitchen tea parties and sewing circles.62 In addition to the 
political strategies that they learned from each other, many of the women of 
this study learned about politics from their male relatives.

The informal learning about local political issues that the women received 
was just as important as their formal education. The vast majority of the 
female chiefs interviewed (80 percent) came from families that were involved 
in reserve politics. The informal training they received from their families 
when they were growing up played a significant role in their political prepara-
tion. They learned a great deal about the political process simply from being 
present when others—relatives and close friends of the family—were involved 
in and spoke of politics, strategies, government policies, and band concerns.

As a result of this informal political and activist experience, many of 
the respondents ran for and were elected to serve as band councilors before 
becoming chiefs. The band councilor position was a stepping-stone that 
allowed them to gain experience with the political structures, processes, and 
policies; being in the public eye; and dealing with the public. This political 
experience was invaluable because they had firsthand experience with band 
governance. As councilors they learned the duties and expectations that were 
incumbent on the chief and council. The women generally held a variety of 
portfolios that allowed them to gain in-depth knowledge regarding specific 
issues such as housing, education, social services, or seniors’ matters. Having a 
firm grasp on a few topics helped facilitate their transition into the chief ’s role 
in which they were expected to be conversant in all the portfolios. Being band 
administrators and band councilors helped the women become familiar with 
the rules, administrative systems, government officials, and industry represen-
tatives. The fact that they were elected meant that they had earned the trust 
and confidence of the community members.

As a result of this political involvement, these female chiefs knew the 
community and its politics and issues inside out. Most had been community 
workers, activists, or movers and shakers before they assumed the position of 
chief. They are what Diane-Michelle Prindeville describes as advocates who 
make important contributions to their community.63 They possess a high 
degree of agency and do not shy away from unpleasant tasks or initiating 
change. Their desire to do something concrete about community concerns 
caused many of them to run for elected office, so that they would have the offi-
cial authority to make changes to the reserve’s social fabric. Unlike the colonial 
notion that women were only concerned with private matters, these women 
chiefs were tackling public issues and not relying on their husbands or fathers 
to take care of them.
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DiFFering exPecTaTions

One of the lingering effects of colonization is that women chiefs feel that 
they have differing expectations placed on them as leaders. Despite the recent 
increase in women being elected as chiefs, gender relations are clearly present in 
the First Nations community as the band members’ continue to have differing 
expectations of male and female chiefs. The following illustrates these women 
chiefs’ experiences.

Women chiefs believe that they are expected to behave and carry out their 
duties differently than male chiefs. One female chief said, “People expect you to 
be more compassionate and listen to them. I was the first chief to visit in their 
homes and to go out into the community to see and hear for myself what their 
issues were. Many people were very surprised by my visit.”64 They describe 
their style of solving the problems of individuals—listening more carefully, 
being more objective, and trying to see all points of view—as different than a 
male’s method of problem solving.

The women also feel that they require more skills and effort than men 
in order to be elected. Charismatic men who dominate by sheer force of 
personality govern some bands.65 One woman commented, “Yes, our society is 
male-dominated. Women have a very different perspective when it comes to 
our family, community, and well-being. Women take on the responsibility for 
feeding our children. Men appear to be more corruptible and lose sight of the 
issues in the community.”66 None of the women interviewed felt that they were 
charismatic leaders.

Therefore, gender does play a role in the experiences of the women as polit-
ical leaders. The reluctance of some men to assist women involved in public 
affairs is a backlash against those who venture outside the colonial realms of 
home, church, and children. Men have been placed in positions of privilege vis-
à-vis women by colonial governments in policies such as the Indian Act. Prior 
to European contact, tasks were completed by either women or men simply 
because they needed to be done. Colonialist notions enforced gender-based 
duties.67 Unlike men, women are still expected to maintain their domestic roles 
within the household after they are elected. One chief commented that her 
husband acted differently toward her after her election and seemed somewhat 
resentful that she was spending so much time away from home.68 Thus she 
was not receiving the support from her spouse that many married men receive 
from their wives when they are chiefs. In addition, those with children living 
at home found it difficult to juggle all that was expected of them. Some spoke 
of the embarrassment in having to hire someone to clean their house. They 
felt a sense of guilt, as if they were not fulfilling their role as the caretaker 
for their family. One said that she had just finished an all-day meeting with 
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government officials and then had to go to the grocery store to buy something 
for dinner because the refrigerator was empty. She commented, “Who else 
was there to do it?”69 Balancing the demands of home, family, and the job felt 
overwhelming for most of them. One chief stated, “It’s different when you are 
a man. You have a wife. She is there to cook and clean. A man comes home, 
he puts down his briefcase, and his wife brings him some tea. He gets to relax. 
Even if he is unmarried, he generally has a mother or sisters who ‘take care of 
him.’ That would be the day that my brother would come over and clean my 
house because I had been at meetings all week!”70

Another aspect of colonization, according to Spivak, is that women are to 
be controlled. In the case of the women chiefs, attempts were made to control 
them with intimidation and threats of physical violence.71 One of the most 
startling findings in the research was that many women said they had feared 
for their physical safety since they took office. Some women had received 
threats of violence, and community members had even assaulted some. Many 
said they had been intimidated, both overtly and under stealth, including 
reports of verbal abuse and threats of physical violence. One chief stated that 
someone tried to run her down when she was walking down a road on her 
reserve, while another spoke of her home being vandalized, and yet another 
said a note telling her to “back off ” was left on her doorstep, with a bullet on 
top of it.72 Even on council, males treat their female colleagues differently and 
use intimidation tactics to try to bully them into submission. One woman said, 
“Some of these men on council get so mad when you do not go along with 
them. Sometimes they bang on the table. I was pretty scared when this big 
hulking man was looking down at me trying to get me to change my mind. I 
didn’t change it.”73 This woman stood her ground. Many of these women bring 
change and new ideas to the community and practice “courageous” leadership 
under such circumstances.

Women in the First Nations community still experience the residual effects 
of colonialism. The women felt that members of their community adopted 
colonial notions of gender-based tasks and male superiority. For example, some 
experienced discrimination in the workplace. One woman stated, “When I 
took office, employees said they would not work for a woman.” Further, some 
community members stated that men rather than women should be elected 
to leadership positions. This reinforces the colonial notion that men are the 
“natural” leaders in a community and that women leaders deviate from that 
norm. In addition, the colonial notion of women being submissive to men was 
illustrated in instances of women leaders being bullied by male councilors.74 
Although often more educated than their male counterparts, women are still 
not elected to the same degree as men. Many of the women felt that men 
could be charismatic leaders while they, as women, could not. They felt they 
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brought a larger skill set (that is, formal education, community knowledge, 
agency work, and communication skills) to their position of chief than their 
male counterparts. Women have transferred the skills they learned being the 
head of a household, such as budgeting, organizing, prioritizing, and resolving 
disputes, to the political sphere. The women are still responsible for their fami-
ly’s well-being but have also taken on the responsibility for the welfare of the 
community. It is as if they have opened their arms to embrace the community. 
However, those who cling to the colonial notion that women do not belong in 
public affairs do not always embrace the women as leaders.

conclusion

The subordination of First Nations women began shortly after contact with 
European colonizers. In accordance with Eurocentric cultural norms of the 
time, women were expected to remain invisible in public life. First Nation 
males adopt these ideas because they controlled the power. However, as 
described in the preceding text, their political education, community service, 
and community activism brought them into public life. Women are becoming 
more visible, as a result of paid employment outside the home and higher rates 
of postsecondary attendance, and are becoming less reliant on men. They are 
also more visible in mainstream society due to the widespread migration from 
reserves to urban areas began during the 1960s and population growth that 
saw the number of First Nations people triple in thirty years.75 Many First 
Nations women today are successful leaders in business, academics, medicine, 
law, arts, music, and provincial and federal politics.76 In addition, with the civil-
rights movement and in conjunction with the indigenous rights movement, 
they have become overt in their political activity.

Feminist postcolonial theory posits that women suffer the lingering effects 
of colonization. The colonizers sought to change the First Nations’ social 
structure through the subordination of women. Government policies and 
church doctrine saw women reduced to mere chattels of their husbands and 
fathers. Women were removed from their former public positions of status and 
power to the private realm of home and children. As such, women were forced 
into dependence upon men.77 Certainly, First Nations women have suffered 
from a sort of double jeopardy. Soon after European contact, First Nations 
women were forced from the prominent and public roles they had once held 
in their communities into the private sphere of the home. They were placed 
in a lower social position than settler women, who had little social, political, 
or economic power. Over time, First Nations women began to organize and 
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resist. They used state-authorized networks, such as the Native Homemakers 
Association, to work around restrictive policies and become politically active.

Today, times are rapidly changing in the First Nations community with 
women returning to positions of power in the community after a long hiatus. 
Many First Nations communities have begun to reinstate the traditional 
governance practices by electing women in contrast to the colonial model of 
male-dominated governance. Women are moving in from the margins and 
low-level administrative positions into the highest-ranking elected position in 
the reserve community.

The rapid increase in the number of women leading First Nation communi-
ties signals an emerging trend. Women are making decisions for the betterment 
of the community and are distributing the community’s assets as they did in 
the past. First Nations women have many of the skills needed to “get ahead” 
and become leaders in First Nations society, including obtaining a postsec-
ondary education, community and administrative experience, and political 
involvement. These women are making their way into the forefront of First 
Nations politics and are intent on building healthy communities. They are not 
as easily controlled as they were under the colonial regime. They are speaking 
for themselves and for their communities. They are advocates.

Community members have indicated that they want more focus on the 
softer issues of community healing and social programming and believe 
that women leaders will fulfill this task better than men. The ethos of the 
First Nations community lies in the sense of community and security in 
its relationships. These reflect traditional principles of being and doing that 
the impositions of the Indian Act sought to destroy. Women are once again 
expected to uphold standards of moral order and responsibility to the commu-
nity. By virtue of their past work experience, they seem now to be natural 
choices for the job of community leader. They are the right leaders for the 
right time. They understand the political and social world of the First Nations 
community and are aware that changes are needed in the community in order 
to improve the lives of everyone. They are also aware of the benefits of political 
mobilization through their work in social service agencies. They are leaders 
who have made things happen in their communities and often have some 
formal administrative and management skills that assist them in their gover-
nance positions as chiefs. They have the knowledge and skills necessary to 
plan, determine goals, implement strategies, measure results, and respond to 
the community and government through reporting and open communications 
in a responsible manner.

The irony is that women are reestablishing themselves as leaders in the 
First Nations community by using the same repressive rules that ushered 
them out of power. The women became elected community leaders because of 
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the Indian Act amendments that allowed women to run for election in 1951. 
They emerged from their government-enforced, domestic role ready to share in 
building and shaping their communities. They have used the colonizer’s educa-
tion system to gain a more powerful position for their communities’ rights and 
for the rights of First Nations women. The route these women have chosen 
for themselves is not an easy one, but they felt compelled to make a differ-
ence in their community. Their sense of efficacy and confidence in their own 
abilities as leaders allows them to act confidently on behalf of the community. 
The chief ’s position gives them the power and official authority to be a change 
agent. They also generally carry the attitude that “nobody is going to do it for 
you.” They put their ideas into action and achieve results.

These women were able to overcome many aspects of the oppressive colo-
nial legacy by gaining power and authority for themselves as women and as 
First Nations people. The women are well aware of the community’s strengths 
and weaknesses and are working to overcome the colonial legacy that oppressed 
them as a nation and as women.
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