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INTRODUCTION

Draw ing on our expe ri ence work ing locally,
nation ally, and inter na tion ally, devel op ing respect -
ful pro to cols, and build ing rela tion ships with
Indig e nous women, this paper’s gendered and
indigenized per spec tives explore the transfor -
mative poten tial of the women’s com mu nity
devel op ment endeav ours. We will first dis cuss
how Indig e nous women’s nar ra tives and sto ries
(in con trast to edicts, plans, and tem plates)
express and imple ment cul tural alter na tives to
neo-lib eral ver sions of devel op ment. Then we will 
describe how a spe cific plan ning pro cess for
trans na tional research activ i ties and work shops
involv ing Indig e nous and non-Indig e nous women, 
aca dem ics and non-aca dem ics from diverse north-
south regions fos tered new con nec tions and
capac i ties through a vari ety of multi-fac eted and

recip ro cal  rela tionships devel oped in mul ti ple

sites. The final  section of the paper cri tiques and 

con fronts the organizational issues and  setbacks

impli cated in these pro cesses of “contestation,

nego ti a tion and appro pri a tion in a trans na tional

social sphere” (Thayer, 2001, p. 246) in addi tion

to offer ing a num ber of prac ti cal strat e gies and

tools to pro mote women’s per spec tives and inter -

ests in devel op ment.
These col lab o ra tive plan ning activ i ties built

on the foun da tion of a very suc cess ful Social
 Sciences and Human i ties Research Coun cil
of Can ada (SSHRC)-funded national con fer ence
“Value(s) Added: Shar ing Voices on Aborig i nal
Com mu nity Eco nomic Devel op ment,” hosted
by the Col lege of Com merce at the Uni ver sity
of Sas katch e wan in May 2002. These pro ceed -
ings were pub lished in the Jour nal of Aborig i nal
Eco nomic Devel op ment, vol ume 4, num ber 1,
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edited by Isobel Findlay, War ren Weir, and
 Louise Clarke. That con fer ence aimed to probe
what hap pens when you bring together those
who are not nor mally encour aged to talk to and
learn from one another, when you resist the
waste ful prac tices of moder nity, when diverse
knowl edge unmasks the taken-for-granted, and
when the ory and prac tice meet and act in unpre -
dict able ways. Although the con fer ence was in
many ways a great suc cess, it had its blind spots. 
What it failed to do was fore ground and rec og -
nize the work of Aborig i nal women despite the
over whelm ingly female makeup of the orga niz ing 
com mit tee. It was that fail ure that gal va nized
women in the com mu nity and in the acad emy to 
orga nize and act, to sup port and cel e brate the
work of com mu nity-based women.

Since that time, a core group of peo ple
at the Uni ver sity of Sas katch e wan (guided by
 community-based Aborig i nal women) has been
devel op ing col lab o ra tive rela tions first with
Universidad Estatal a Distancia (UNED), San
Jose, Costa Rica, on the basis of a Mem o ran -
dum of Under stand ing, and now with Univer -
sidad Nacional de Costa Rica, Heredia, San
Jose. This col lab o ra tion also aimed to include
another north-south dimen sion by work ing with
Maori and Pakeha (white) women from New
Zea land. We worked for two years to plan a
2006 inter na tional con fer ence Indig e nous Women
Build ing Alli ances for Com mu nity Devel op ment:
From the Hearts of Our Peo ples in Costa Rica.
Focus ing on com mu nity-based women from
diverse set tings, the pri mary objec tive was to
pro vide an inclu sive and acces si ble venue for the 
pro mo tion and explo ra tion of a broad, par tic i pa -
tory set of nar ra tives of Aborig i nal com mu nity
devel op ment prac tices that put at the heart of
things the many dif fer ent forms of proactive and 
reac tive responses, reac tions and resistances of
Indig e nous women. In doing so, the polit i cal
agency of Indig e nous women is mobi lized to
explic itly and implic itly influ ence the ways that
devel op ment strat e gies are con structed, thought,
planned and imple mented (Crush, 1995, p. 8).
What was achieved and what was not in the pro -
cess has much to tell us about the capac i ties of
Aborig i nal women and the forces that con tinue
to frus trate them — and to foster new alliances
and new strategies to create healthy and sus tain -
able communities.

WOMEN’S NARRATIVES:

RESISTING GLOBALIZATION/

REDEVELOPING DEVELOPMENT

Indig e nous peo ples around the world have sur -
vived “glob al iza tion” for mil len nia. For most, the 
long, hard strug gle to retain and reclaim rights
over their lives, lands, labour, and knowl edge is
still going on, while oth ers have suc cess fully
rede fined and imple mented new visions of suf fi -
ciency and suc cess for them selves and their com -
mu ni ties. Around the world, Indig e nous peo ple
are chal leng ing the inev i ta bil i ties of the ways
things are, find ing hope in the prop o si tion that
cur rent real i ties are not nat u ral. Thus, humans
can change what humans devised in the first
place and can rein vig o rate com mu nity in the
pro cess. If they “can not erase the his tory of
colo nial ism,” they can and “must, as an imper a -
tive, undo it in a con tem po rary con text” (Lafond, 
1994, p. 208). And that means break ing silences
and speak ing truth to power inside and out side
Indig e nous com mu ni ties, rede fin ing iden ti ties far
too long defined by gov ern ment edict and legal
clas si fi ca tion, and devel op ing and re-devel op ing
nar ra tives to explain and situate ourselves within
postcolonial frameworks and contexts.

The most recent ver sion of glob al iza tion is
cre at ing new threats to Indig e nous com mu ni -
ties (e.g., Bauman, 1998; Bourdieu & Coleman,
1991), build ing rather than bridg ing eco nomic
and other gaps between and among groups,
prov ing espe cially dam ag ing to Indig e nous
women (and chil dren). In the con text of “Global 
Apart heid” — the grow ing gap between rich and
poor from 2:1 in 1800 to the cur rent sit u a tion
whereby the rich est 20 per cent own 82.7 per
cent of global income and the poor est 20 per
cent earn only 1.6 per cent (Banerjee, 2003) — 
poor women rep re sent two-thirds of the world’s
poor est, yet in parts pro duce 70 per cent of
 agricultural labour and over 90 per cent of
food (World Eco nomic Forum, 2005). In the
face of  neo-liberal cut backs to pub lic ser vices,
women in Peru, for exam ple, endan ger their
health through unusual com mit ments to “ income-
generation, house hold pro duc tion, and com mu -
nity man age ment activ i ties” as well as the devel -
op ment of microenterprises to chal lenge and
cope with eco nomic restruc tur ing. In the pro cess, 
they invest in local labour, local prod ucts, and
fam ily and com mu nity wel fare, and cre ate credit
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co-oper a tives that in turn pro duce oppor tu ni -
ties to raise gen der con scious ness, edu cate one
another, and increase women’s con trol over their 
pub lic and pri vate lives (Hays-Mitch ell, 2003,
pp. 94–107). Even 10 years after the Beijing
World Con fer ence on Women, the gap between
women and men remains undi min ished (World
Eco nomic Forum, 2005). Despite expe ri enc ing
the vio lence of such ineq ui ties, Indig e nous
women prove impor tant stew ards of the world’s
lin guis tic and bio diversity (Lertzman &
Vredenburg, 2005) and active promoters of social 
change (Sen, 1999).

Although local resources and rela tion ships
rebuilt around com mon expe ri ences are a crit i -
cal part of the story we tell here, the local is
not imag ined as sep a rate from the global, free
from power inequal i ties, or beyond the destruc -
tive reach of neg a tive strat e gies of dif fer ence
whether on the basis of race, class, gen der,
age, sexualities, reli gion, or abil i ties. Nor can
peo ple effec tively nego ti ate global com plex i ties
 without larger and inter na tional link ages (Mohan 
& Stokke, 2000). Still, we remain uncon vinced by 
claims of glob al iza tion’s oblit er a tion of bound -
aries of nation, state, etc. Dem o cratic par tic i pa -
tion and the power of sov er eignty remain key
tools in efforts to resist and reject neo-colo nial
infrac tions. To think oth er wise is to sub mit to
the ide ol ogy of glob al ism and advance glob al i za -
tion (Halperin & Laxer, 2003).

If the com plex i ties and con tra dic tions of
eco nomic glob al iza tion and com mu ni ca tions tech -
nol ogy have added to the many global divides,
they also offer the pos si bil ity of new spaces
where Indig e nous peo ples can come together to
share their expe ri ences — their suc cesses as well
as their chal lenges — to give pub lic record to
their his to ries and to build alli ances for mutual
assis tance. Work ing within and against dom i nant
the o ries and struc tures of author ity, Indig e nous
women unpack will ful acts of for get ting “with
a view to rewrit ing and reright ing [Indig e nous
women’s] posi tion in his tory” (Smith, 1999,
pp. 28–34).

This work takes place within an exten sive
net work of allies and coali tions. Indig e nous
women rec og nize the impor tance of join ing in
sol i dar ity with com ple men tary net works of anti-
oppres sion advo cates. At the same time, they
rec og nize first hand the dif fi cul ties and dan gers
inher ent in rela tion ships between peo ple expe ri -

enc ing dif fer ent his to ries and forms of oppres -
sion. Build ing these rela tion ships reflects the
chal lenges in nego ti at ing north-south, insti tu -
tional, cul tural, and other dif fer ences in an envi -
ron ment of scarce resources, shar ing the o ret i cal
and prac ti cal tools among intel lec tu als from com -
mu nity and uni ver sity, stretch ing and strength en -
ing con cepts, cat e go ries, and con nec tions in
order to respect all part ners and sup port equi ta -
ble par tic i pa tion in this unique col lab o ra tion
(Cot trell & Parpart, 2006; Sil ver, Ghorayshi, Hay 
& Klyne, 2006). These chal lenges must be sit u -
ated, in turn, within the con tin u ing colo nial leg -
acy of polar ized mis trust and miscommunication
affect ing Indig e nous / non-Indig e nous rela tions. It 
has been hard but nec es sary work involv ing the
sort of ped a gogy of hope and crit i cal vig i lance
that bell hooks (2003) com mends, prob ing the
nature of knowledges and rep re sen ta tion (includ -
ing who gets to speak and define, whose truths
and sto ries count), indi vid ual and insti tu tional
roles and respon si bil i ties, and the largely
quantitative measures of success on which so
much policy and other decision-making depends.

Any one who has lived or worked closely
with any Aborig i nal com mu nity knows that
Aborig i nal com mu nity devel op ment pol icy and
other deci sion-mak ing depends on a dif fer ent set 
of indi ca tors to mea sure pol icy and pro gram
 success. Finan cial prac tices and pro ce dures are
impor tant, but should not be the sole (myo pic)
lens guid ing pro gram eval u a tion. For most
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties, cul tural sustainability is
not some thing to be taken for granted — espe -
cially in the cur rent era of tech no log i cal  glo -
balization. Accord ingly, indi ca tors of cul tural
sustainability, such as inter-gen er a tional lan -
guage trans mis sion and other forms of tra di tional 
knowl edge, are an impor tant consideration in
community development programs and policies.

Indig e nous women gen er ally approach com -
mu nity devel op ment strat e gies from a fur ther
step of dif fer ence. Many Indig e nous women
stand on the front lines of the bat tle ground
of impov er ished com mu ni ties and fam i lies. For
many of them, main te nance of fam i lies is their
pri or ity, but it is not their sole respon si bil ity.
When their abil ity to ful fill their roles within
the family is threat ened, Indig e nous women have 
pur sued a vari ety of polit i cal actions to bring
these issues to the pub lic domain for redress
(Miller, 1991). Draw ing on a long his tory of
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 carrying an undue bur den of respon si bil ity for
fam i lies and com mu ni ties, they rec og nize that
“social ills within our com mu ni ties are not
because of who we are but because of what has
been done to us” (Muise, 2003, p. 36). As a
result, the women have rou tinely chal lenged gov -
ern ments and their insti tu tions to accept their
share of the respon si bil ity for impov er ish ing
Indig e nous peo ples and producing an inter-
generational legacy of violence and dysfunction.

All in all, Indig e nous par tic i pants tend to
approach things dif fer ently but with some fun da -
men tal roots of com mon al ity to non-Indig e nous
par tic i pants. Like Har ris (1990), all par tic i pants
act on the under stand ing that “whole ness and
com mon al ity are acts of will and cre ativ ity,
rather than pas sive dis cov ery” (p. 581). Like
Muise, they under stand that “Noth ing will
change the con di tion of our lives until we edu -
cate our selves, change our atti tudes, and con -
tinue to heal our selves.” As a result they too are 
“reclaim[ing] their author ity and right ful place in 
the com mu nity” (2003, pp. 30–35). Each par tic i -
pant, in effect, engages in bring ing about the
pos i tive and pro gres sive changes they want to
see. Such changes as they aim to effect need
spaces and ven ues for dia logue and voice: what
one par tic i pant called “eth i cal spaces” where
Indig e nous women can be and know who they
are, where they can value their dif fer ences, cel e -
brate the beauty of pow er ful women, find spir i -
tual author ity, renew cul ture, offer mutual
sup port, build rela tion ships, learn together, and
moti vate and mobi lize in the inter ests of healthy, 
sus tain able com mu ni ties.

PLANNING AND ORGANIZING FOR 
REWRITING/RIGHTING

In this sec tion of the paper we recount the plan -
ning and orga niz ing pro cess for an inter na tional
con fer ence and reflect on the learn ing about
rela tion ships that we derived from that pro cess.
As men tioned, we have tried in that pro cess to
encom pass mul ti ple strat e gies in mul ti ple sites
with mul ti ple voices and sto ries, reflect ing the
com mit ment to an on-going pro cess of  inter -
action and mutual learn ing rather than sim ply
plan ning for one prod uct or a spe cific event. No 
sin gle event is likely to prove transformative
unless it is embed ded within such an on-going

pro cess. Indeed, it is in the ongo ing acts of orga -

niz ing that the learn ing becomes transformative,

that the knowl edge sharing becomes a source of

strength.
The pro cess has unfolded in three main

sites: west ern Can ada, Costa Rica, and New
 Zealand, each with its own mul ti plic ity of sites
and con stit u en cies. While aca dem ics have been
the ini ti a tors, we have tried to orga nize so
that grassroots Indig e nous women who do the
day-to-day com mu nity devel op ment are in the
fore ground, unlearn ing our own priv i leges while
learn ing actively from their expe ri ence and
exper tise. Despite this com mit ment, we encoun -
tered some inter est ing dif fer ences at the inter na -
tional level with respect to plan ning, all of which 
required nego ti a tion. The Costa Rican orga niz ers 
ini tially envis aged a rel a tively for mal pro gram of
key note speak ers and mul ti ple the matic ses sions
focused pri mar ily on basic com mu nity devel op -
ment: health, edu ca tion, envi ron men tal and cul -
tural sustainability. In New Zea land, there are
many aca dem ics, both Maori and Pakeha, who
have expe ri ence work ing together, often with
a focus on com mu nity eco nomic devel op ment.
The Cana dian vision was of a less struc tured
con fer ence with a lot of time for cul tural shar ing 
and infor mal dis cus sion of themes aris ing rather
organ i cally, as peo ple gave them voice and
impor tance. The com pro mise we adopted was to
give each region a block of time to pres ent and
dis cuss as they saw fit, then to develop together
an action agenda for future col lab o ra tive efforts,
and to end with a conference that would allow
for the participants to come together.

Sim i larly, while the New Zea land par tic i -
pants were eager to share sto ries of their eco -
nomic devel op ment ini tia tives, the women in
Costa Rica remained deeply sus pi cious of a term 
(eco nomic) that had proven such an exclu sive
and dam ag ing pre oc cu pa tion among devel op ment 
agen cies. Thus, the term found no place in the
title for the pro jected con fer ence, a title that
engaged “the Hearts of Our Peo ples” in re-eval -
u at ing pri or i ties. Already then, Costa Rica was a 
site for action where we might rethink knowl -
edge and prac tice in many spheres from cur ric u -
lum to trade rela tions, with con cern for process
as well as outcomes.

Simul ta neously, we in Saskatoon con tin ued
net work ing with oth ers in west ern Can ada with
shared inter ests in com mu nity devel op ment.
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Draw ing on the fun da men tal Indig e nous teach -
ings and under stand ings of bal ance and the
 medicine wheel, our work was designed to reflect 
a bal anced approach to the four direc tions of
every day tribal life: social and cul tural (i.e., kin -
ship, com mu nity net works); spir i tual and cer e mo -
nial; eco nomic (includ ing sus tain able land and
resource use); and jus tice, gov er nance and lead -
er ship. Wanda Wuttunee’s descrip tion of the
First Nations Devel op ment Insti tute’s “Ele ments
of Devel op ment Model” pro vided addi tional
 indicators and dimen sions, which fur thered our
under stand ings of holis tic Aborig i nal com mu nity
devel op ment (Wuttunee, 2004, pp. 21–26). In
addi tion to this multi-dimen sional approach to
devel op ment, we were also com mit ted to Indig e -
nous teach ings and pro to cols of our tra di tional
ter ri tory, with a par tic u lar empha sis given to
respect ing Miyo-wichetowin, the prin ci ple of get -
ting along well with oth ers and expand ing the
cir cle (Car di nal & Hildebrant, 2000). Thus, the
women would work to reclaim healthy com mu ni -
ties and ecologies and renew ceremonies and
teachings in the most inclusive and accessible
manner possible.

To put these ideas into prac tice, a com mit -
tee was orga nized that included a broad range of 
uni ver sity and com mu nity mem bers. The plan -
ning com mit tee actively sought rep re sen ta tion of
Indig e nous women (urban, rural, and remote,
young and old) in all lev els and capac i ties, from
the co-chair to stu dent record ers. Acces si bil ity
for all mem bers to con trib ute to the con fer ence
plan ning was arranged through lunch hour meet -
ings, tele-con fer ence meet ings, and email com -
mu ni ca tion. In addi tion, the co-chairs trav elled
to meet with Indig e nous groups to get their
input and sup port for the con fer ence, while a
num ber walked with orga niz ers and par tic i pants
in marches across Sas katch e wan to remember
our missing or stolen sisters.

A key part of the plan ning com mit tee’s
work was to orga nize a regional Roundtable on
Indig e nous Women’s Com mu nity Devel op ment in 
West ern Can ada to cel e brate the strug gles and
achieve ments of women in west ern Can ada and
to pur sue the pos si bil i ties and ben e fits of sol i dar -
ity with Indig e nous women around the globe.
Com mit ted to shar ing effec tive prac tices in local
and regional set tings and build ing the agenda
and an action plan for Costa Rica, Roundtable
par tic i pants focused on four specific themes:

l Elim i na tion of vio lence against women and
chil dren;

l Edu ca tion, health and other capac ity-build ing;
l Eco nomic and busi ness devel op ment for well-

being and sustainability;
l Jus tice and gov er nance.

Each of these themes was (and remains)
timely and urgent in cel e brat ing Indig e nous
women’s achieve ments and aspi ra tions in what
was the Year of First Nations and Métis Women 
in Sas katch e wan (2005) and the first year of
the United Nations Sec ond Inter na tional Decade 
of the World’s Indig e nous Peo ple, a decade
designed to strengthen “inter na tional coop er a tion 
for the solu tion of prob lems faced by Indig e nous 
peo ple in such areas as cul ture, edu ca tion,
health, human rights, the envi ron ment, and social 
and eco nomic devel op ment.” The pro posed
research and social action like wise remain urgent 
in the con text of Amnesty Inter na tional’s Sto len
Sis ters Report tes ti fy ing to vio lence against Indig e -
nous women and chil dren that has resulted from 
gov ern ment fail ures to ful fill respon si bil i ties to
pro tect the rights of Indig e nous women (2004,
p. 3). That vio lence, accord ing to the United
Nations Dec la ra tion on Vio lence against Women, 
is “a man i fes ta tion of his tor i cally unequal power
rela tions between men and women” as well as “a 
means by which this inequal ity is main tained”
(Amnesty Inter na tional, 2004, p. 11).

In doing this work, we achieved tre men dous 
suc cesses. Over 70 par tic i pants from Man i toba to 
Brit ish Colum bia attended the Saskatoon Round -
table ses sion in Octo ber 2005. The pro cess began 
with tra di tional cer e mo nies and panel dis cus sions 
by Aborig i nal women lead ers and Elders. Then
we broke into theme groups for open shar ing
with a facil i ta tor and Aborig i nal stu dent record -
ers. Although there was not enough time, new
rela tion ships were encour aged, old rela tion ships
renewed. We lis tened and we talked. We
laughed and we cried. Some times we dis agreed
with each other, but always within a cir cle of
respect for each other and the knowl edge that
we all brought to the ses sion — and were eager
to take to an inter na tional forum.

The fol low ing sec tions para phrase the sto ries 
the women told at the Roundtable, pow er ful
 stories that ranged from sus pi cion of the oppres -
sors to calls for hope and inclu sive ness, sto ries
that added to some crit i cal remind ers of effec -
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tive strat e gies in the past. At a time when the
Indian Act still pro scribed women chiefs, for
instance, women recalled how they made the
most of “wom anly” activ i ties avail able to them to 
show lead er ship and polit i cize one another. If
sew ing cir cles were widely asso ci ated with the
incon se quence of wom anly activ i ties, the women
ensured oth er wise, using them as sites of polit i -
cal edu ca tion and mobi li za tion. Sim i larly, oth ers
recounted the kitchen table dream ing that rad i -
cal ized women from the heart and led to the
grandmothers fasting and then walking to Oka.

Violence against Women

Par tic i pants told many sto ries of women and
chil dren being beaten, becom ing depressed, turn -
ing to drugs, pros ti tu tion and some times sui cide
or being killed. Some sto ry tell ers con veyed the
idea that peo ple chose a life of drugs and vio -
lence while oth ers insisted that this dark path
was forced on many peo ple. They lik ened the
effects of res i den tial schools to the symp toms
of post-trau matic stress syn drome, but over a
period of sev eral gen er a tions. In any case, most
par tic i pants thought that it was essen tial that
the  stories be told to help the heal ing, to get
more resources to address the prob lems. Gath er -
ings like the Roundtable are very impor tant for
women to be able to tell their sto ries, but the
sto ries also need to be made pub lic with the
media being held account able for not cov er ing
these sto ries because the silence is a form
of control. And when the media is not silent,
they tend to put all Aborig i nal women in one
box — cat e go rized as pros ti tutes and drug addicts 
becom ing, in the view of many, unwor thy of
assis tance. Even if a woman fol lows a darker
path and turns up dead, that does not mean that 
she does not deserve a fair inves ti ga tion. Each
life should be treated the same; each one is
worth saving.

A few par tic i pants stated that, at gath er ings
like the Roundtable, it is impor tant to move
beyond the sto ries to talk more about some of
the solu tions. Some of the solu tions must come
from agen cies, but they need to change their
way of think ing and act ing. They want sta tis tics,
but when one group set up a sys tem for track -
ing Aborig i nal chil dren born with addic tions, it
was soon dropped. Another par tic i pant said that
when a white col league was will ing to ver ify and

sup port her claims with man age ment, they were
able to make some prog ress; when the white col -
league moved on, man age ment turned a deaf ear 
again. Much of the empha sis in the dis cus sion
about solu tions was on what Aborig i nal peo ple
them selves could and must do in their com mu ni -
ties. There has to be more edu ca tion for women 
about the roots of vio lence and about proper
parenting; if the women choose not to come
to meetings, then the meet ings must some how
go to them. We also need more pro grams to
help our men to change, to over come their his -
to ries of vio lence, aban don ment, and neglect. We 
need the flex i bil ity to develop pro grams to fit
the com mu nity and to pre vent the vio lence; we
must be more proactive rather than just reac tive. 
If people come together in unity, then maybe
women will have a stronger voice to break down 
the barriers for our sisters.

Education, Health, and
Other Capacity Building

While there are many spe cific prob lems fac ing
our peo ple, the gen eral mes sage is: the way
we look at things is not the same as the way
non-Aborig i nal peo ple do. As such we need to
return to our val ues and focus on build ing upon
the strengths in our com mu ni ties as opposed
to lament ing what we do not have. We as
Aborig i nal women are strong; we are the car ri ers 
and shak ers on Indig e nous knowl edge and we
need to pass the teach ings to our chil dren. In
one community we are hav ing a ban quet called
“Return ing to the Teach ings”. We must also
ensure that Aborig i nal peo ple keep copy right to
our knowl edge. We need to build sup port groups 
within our com mu ni ties. Some of the spe cific
areas men tioned where sup port, includ ing pre -
ven ta tive work, is needed to treat our peo ple as
human beings are: HIV, chronic kid ney dis ease,
tran si tion from school and train ing to jobs, tran -
si tion from prison back into the community, and
literacy.

Economic and Business Development
for Well-being and Sustainability

While suc cess sto ries were high lighted, much dis -
cus sion focused on chal lenges faced by women
in the North and the spe cial bar ri ers faced by
those in arts and crafts mar ket ing (under paid for 

VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

38 ANNA HUNTER, ISOBEL M. FINDLAY, AND LOU ISE CLARKE



work and far from mar kets); on the pos si bil i ties
of e-bay and Ger man mar kets that value First
Nations art; on envi ron men tal issues, gov ern ment 
bureau cracy, and cul tur ally insen si tive stud ies and 
deci sion mak ing; on main te nance of tra di tional
life styles, tra di tional knowl edge, and trea ties and
the incur sions of min ing (one study showed
that for every dol lar spent in the com mu nity,
resource com pa nies extracted $7); on impact and 
ben e fit agree ments under min ing the trea ties, cre -
at ing forms of pri vat iza tion in a legal pro cess to
steal the land; on the need to main tain bal ance;
and on fears, con flicts, and jeal ou sies among
urban and reserve com mu nity mem bers, fears
that benefits for the one will take from the
other.

Major prob lems in eco nomic devel op ment
derive from colo nial think ing that still keeps
many in “their place”: the idea that Indi ans are
not sup posed to be rich and indus tri ous and take 
advan tage of oppor tu ni ties. Or the 1999 Supreme 
Court of Can ada Mar shall deci sion’s restric tive
posi tion on “mod er ate live li hood” with its pre -
sump tion that Indi ans are not to get rich. Many
are afraid to break out of their roles and be
entre pre neur ial. Num bers of Aborig i nal women
and youth are dou ble those of the main stream.
Instead of see ing strength and oppor tu nity, some 
fear suc cess and being taken from their roles in
the fam ily. Oth ers see they are not alone — “it is 
not an indi vid ual walk but a fam ily walk. I am
not alone so there fore I am not as scared” — 
and that the family is their strength.

The chal lenge is one of lead er ship, of a
busi ness model that is flex i ble enough for all
com mu ni ties, and a sense of col lec tive own er -
ship, of com mu nity devel op ment with fam i lies at
the core. That is what is going to make com mu -
nity grow. Build ing rela tion ships and see ing the
big pic ture — in both of which women have spe -
cial skills — are key. Com mu nity plans, cul tural
val ues, and effec tive com mu ni ca tions are like -
wise crit i cal ele ments. So we need to chal lenge
lead er ship and to dis cuss envi ron men tal change,
intel lec tual rights, and inher ent rights. We need
to make money with out exploit ing our lands, we
need to explore renew able energy sources, we
need to bridge per sis tent gaps in pros per ity, we
need to sup port funds for youth, we need social
ven ture net works, and we need to speak out and 
cam paign. If we want to change mindsets, then
we must change ours too.

Justice and Governance

In dis cuss ing jus tice and gov er nance, res to ra tion

and rec on cil i a tion, we need to find and main tain 

the space for Aborig i nal women’s voices — often

the lone voices on issues. If gov ern ments want

to define these terms and impose their views,

we need to deter mine our own iden tity and com -

mu nity respon si bil i ties. We need to find space

within our com mu ni ties and in Nat u ral Law,

know the power of our own voices, and build

net works that cre ate strength. It is women’s

respon si bil ity to share and address the injus tices

(includ ing the eco nomic and social); every body

has a respon si bil ity to the Treaties and the treaty 

relationship.
Women need to be rec og nized as the back -

bone of soci ety if we are to address vio lence
and missing women. We need to hon our our dif -
fer ences (between gen ders and between those
who share this land), rec og nize our gifts, share
our commonalities, and return to our tra di tional
prac tices as heal ing. In mak ing just laws, we
need to ensure lead er ship lis tens and com mits
to work ing part ner ships that cre ate mean ing ful
change. We need to use the media to our advan -
tage to help uncover the silences that keep injus -
tices alive and active, and fram ing and reframing 
issues to encour age peo ple to see issues anew
and to avoid back lash. We might frame issues as 
mat ters of nation hood and not women’s issues,
for example.

It is imper a tive to expand plans to include
all women while focus ing on Indig e nous women.
We must draw on resources such as the Fed er a -
tion of Sas katch e wan Indian Nations Women’s
Com mis sion and review juris dic tional devices that 
keep our women from being heard. We need
to access funds, infor ma tion, and the Min is ter
of Jus tice; improved rela tion ships with exist ing
Aborig i nal insti tu tions; rec og ni tion and respect as 
Aborig i nal women; and law suits to redress issues 
of res i den tial school, rac ism, sex ism. We need
to decolonize and restruc ture the images and
 stereotypes of the “Indian woman”, elim i nate
rac ism in our com mu ni ties, use video to enhance 
emo tional impacts, form part ner ships, and build
inclu sive and sup port ive net works within and
across regions. Another roundtable would help
fine-tune our ideas for more sharing and
concerted action in Costa Rica.
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SETBACKS AND MOVING

FORWARD AGAIN

While we were all ener gized by the expe ri ence
of the Roundtable, we were not able to trans late 
that energy into suf fi cient sup port to pro ceed
with the con fer ence in Costa Rica which was
extremely dis ap point ing for all con cerned. The
chal lenges in find ing sup port came from many
direc tions — and were com pounded when the
New Zea land con tin gent had to with draw and
delay their par tic i pa tion for a num ber of rea -
sons (includ ing human and finan cial resources).
Lack of finan cial sup port to send the grass roots
women to Costa Rica was the cen tral rea son, but 
what are the under ly ing rea sons for that? As we
have argued both the o ret i cally and from the per -
spec tive of the women at the Roundtable, there
is cer tainly a need for such gath er ings. One rea -
son that we were given was that, with lim ited
resources, Aborig i nal groups placed pri or ity on
local work and fund ing. This is clearly valid,
but the Roundtable par tic i pants also under stood
the need for mul ti ple lev els of action, includ ing
trans na tional net works. Indig e nous women from
around the globe are affected by the four
themes of the Roundtable and there is a clear
need to share strategies and best practices in
addressing each area.

While the reluc tance of rep re sen ta tives of
Aborig i nal groups to give finan cial sup port is
under stand able, we were more per plexed by their 
reluc tance to take a key role in the plan ning
or to write let ters of sup port. There are a
few pos si bil i ties. Prac ti cal rea sons include inter -
nal orga ni za tional issues, lack of direct ben e fit or 
inter est, fear of impact ing their own fund ing
appli ca tions, or per haps sim ply a lack of time.
A more sys temic rea son is the deep-seated dis -
trust of aca dem ics and uni ver si ties in gen eral.
In order to try to over come the dis trust born
of historical rela tions of priv i lege and marginali -
zation, the co-chairs offered one influ en tial
leader an effec tive veto over any action the com -
mit tee might take that her orga ni za tion would
not be com fort able with, but to no avail. We
also rec og nize that some Aborig i nal peo ple and
groups sim ply pre fer to build their own ini tia -
tives. In any event, we must be ever-vig i lant to
acknowl edge the fun da men tal impor tance of tak -
ing the time to build ethical relationships based
on mutual trust and respect.

Of course, our fund ing chal lenges are
also part of a sys temic or struc tural resource
prob lem. Funds for marginalized groups such as
grass roots Aborig i nal women are extremely lim -
ited and those that do exist cer tainly re-inscribe
power dif fer ences. Aca demic sources are elit ist,
giv ing pri macy to for mal (“real”) research and
to the aca demic as “prin ci pal inves ti ga tor” (Cot -
trell & Parpart, 2006). Knowl edge held by com -
mu nity peo ple is deval ued, and, there fore, the
very impor tant task of build ing respect ful rela -
tion ships between aca dem ics and these com mu -
nity peo ple is rarely rec og nized, cer tainly not
in tan gi ble ways reflected in bud gets. We were
told, for instance, that we might be able to
access cer tain pools of funds, but travel costs for 
con fer ence participants would not be a legitimate 
expense!

Most inter na tional fund ing sources are for
already for mu lated devel op ment pro jects, not for 
part ner ships to develop the plans in a partici -
pative fash ion. Funds from large agen cies at
national and supra-national lev els, if avail able,
were viewed with some sus pi cion by peo ple on
the orga niz ing com mit tees since they would prob -
a bly come with strings attached which might take 
the pro cess out of the hands of the par tic i pants
and into the agen das of the bureau crats or pol i -
ti cians. Some fund ing sources focus on des ig -
nated coun tries with the ironic result that small
pop u la tions of Indig e nous peo ples — such as that 
in Costa Rica — are fur ther marginalized in their 
coun tries because their pop u la tion is not sig nif i -
cant enough. And again, part ner ships between
com mu nity groups and aca dem ics to give voice
to the marginalized are made dif fi cult this time
by the require ment that funds go to incor po rated 
Indig e nous orga ni za tions, often re-inscrib ing
power dif fer en tials within the com mu nity whether 
based on gen der, clan or class. We were held
account able by uni ver sity admin is tra tors because
we did not man age to secure solid rep re sen ta -
tion at the Roundtable from the for mal Indig e -
nous polit i cal orga ni za tions. From our view point, 
this atti tude reflects a lim ited under stand ing of
the inter nal divi sions within Indig e nous com mu -
ni ties between for mal elite Indig e nous orga ni za -
tions and many com mu nity-based mem bers that
feel their inter ests have been marginalized or
excluded by these for mal orga ni za tions. For
many of our par tic i pants, the lack of a lead ing
role by the Indig e nous polit i cal orga ni za tions was 
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viewed as a strength, not a weakness, because it
greatly reduced hierarchies of political influence
and interference.

At the lead insti tu tions in Costa Rica and
Can ada, the pro ject suf fered from lack of
resources, both mon e tary and non-mon e tary, at
best, and from patron iz ing atti tudes on the part
of admin is tra tors toward the orga niz ers at worst.
Insti tu tions that claim to value out reach and
engage ment and Indig e nous issues and take for
granted the impor tance of inter na tional meet -
ings to fur ther social sci en tific research, build
research net works, and cre ate new knowl edge
had a hard time see ing the value of an inter na -
tional gath er ing of com mu nity-based prac ti tio ners 
and aca demic research ers com mit ted to cel e brat -
ing and strength en ing Indig e nous women’s com -
mu nity eco nomic devel op ment. One result of this 
was that poten tial sources of pri vate fund ing
were largely put out of reach. Only the least
likely sources were iden ti fied. We were told, on
the one hand, that rela tion ships were every -
thing in gain ing sup port, and on the other hand,
that we should make all the con tacts our selves.
Another result was that we were unable to find
suf fi cient resources to send del e gates to Costa
Rica in Feb ru ary 2006 and the con fer ence had
to be post poned. We are pleased to report that

a third result is that the unsupportive atti tudes
have served only to stiffen our resis tance to the
status quo and our resolve to push forward with
the project in some form.

CONCLUSION

Through our col lab o ra tive work, we have found
that when women meet to dis cuss their under -
stand ings, prac tices, and dreams about devel op -
ment in Indig e nous com mu ni ties, they also
dis cuss the oppor tu ni ties for on-going rela tion -
ships to pro mote devel op ment their way within
and across their regions. Across the gamut
of devel op ment — from the pro vi sion of health,
edu ca tion, and jus tice to fairly main stream
 businesses — they nego ti ate pow er ful dis courses
and mate rial con di tions that would oth er wise
divide us in order to main tain the sta tus
quo (Muise, 2003). Chal leng ing neo-lib er al ism’s
depleted nar ra tives of devel op ment, mat u ra tion,
catch-up, or trickle-down, its new modal i ties of
dis place ment and dis pos ses sion in recon struc tions 
of sus tain able devel op ment (Banerjee, 2003), or
its new-found faith in (a more effi cient) civil
soci ety (Mohan & Stokke, 2000), their sto ries
will con trib ute to the per for mance of com mu nity 
and cer e mo nies of cohe sion. It is in this con text
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Prac ti cal Strat e gies of Rede vel op ing Devel op ment

• Trust your sto ries; they help to make Indig e nous women the strong peo ple that they so often
are. 

• Think out side tra di tional frame works of dis cus sion and dia logue. Dis cover the sew ing cir cles,
roundtables and kitchen table meth ods of dia logue to ensure that many dif fer ent voices are
included.

• Keep speak ing truth to power inside and out side your com mu ni ties to re-right the wrongs of
past and pres ent. 

• At the same time, seek out com mon al i ties with the broad est range of oth ers in order to resist
marginalization of your voice.

• Through efforts large and small, try to raise some money that will help enable one or more
local women involved in com mu nity devel op ment to con nect with other women at regional,
national, and inter na tional lev els. Pooled together, these funds can facil i tate inde pend ence of
thought and action.

• Orga nize, orga nize, orga nize! The act of orga niz ing is itself a key source of learn ing, moti vat ing,
and mobi liz ing for change. New com mu ni ties and net works enrich us all.

• Lis ten to your hearts, think inde pend ently, act coop er a tively, and cel e brate the dif fer ence Indig e -
nous women can make together. 

• In the face of set backs and unfore seen prob lems, stay focused on your goals, espe cially the long
term goals of rede vel op ing ideas and rela tions of devel op ment.



and spirit of expos ing con tra dic tions, resist ing
cat e go ries, defy ing bina ries and com pet i tive sys -
tems that would define insid ers and out sid ers,
win ners and los ers, that we under took to make
space for an holis tic, coop er a tive approach to
Indig e nous com mu nity devel op ment affected by
col o ni za tion in the past and by neo-lib er al ism in
the pres ent. In doing so, we have been hum bled, 
inspired and ener gized by women who, despite
incred i ble demands on their time and energy,
have nego ti ated obsta cles with marked good
humour and gen er os ity at times, and tears and
sol i dar ity at other times.

We have been hon oured to work side by
side with com mu nity-based women and be part
of impor tant “colearning” (Maru & Wood ford,
2001). Even if we have not all shared power
equally in the past or have had dif fer ent expe ri -
ences of a pro longed “mar i nat ing” in “colo nial
cog ni tive frame works” (Battiste, 2004, p. 61), we
have all been dam aged by them and have bene -
fited from the conscientization (Freire, 1970)
pro moted by women orga niz ing and work ing
together for jus tice for all. Nego ti at ing the struc -
tural imped i ments to Aborig i nal women’s com -
mu nity devel op ment — devel op ment that remains 
so crit i cal to sus tain able live li hoods — the women 
have devel oped mul ti ple strat e gies in mul ti ple
sites, always alert to oppor tu ni ties to orga nize
and act, to turn neg a tives into positives, to cel e -
brate the real strengths they share, and never
con tent to accept the way things are. In the
inter ests of healthy and sus tain able com mu ni ties, 
we share these sto ries of new sol i dar i ties and
iden ti ties nour ished by Indig e nous women who
think for them selves while act ing with and for
the many others who continue to experience
inequities in local and global contexts.
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