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Re:
Equity Conference Report on Aboriginal Women: The Journey, October, 1998

Welcoming Remarks, Bill Graham, CAUT president and Jim Turk, CAUT executive director

Bill Graham spoke on the affirmative action backlash occurring in California.  U of C is expecting a 66% decrease of black enrollment, and a 53% decrease in Hispanic enrollment.  He said Canada prefers not to discuss the issues and prefers blindness to racism and sexism.  He added that prisons in the US are expanding at a greater rate than universities.  Faculty acssociations must be active agents of equity seeking groups for social transformation.


Jim Turk has returned to academia from trade union activity and has found that at the U of T, equity issues are a big problem.  In his absence he remarked that the pattern of rhetoric has gotten better and reality worse than the rhetoric.  Changes come about by dedication of equity seeking groups that continue to educate, organize and agitate.

Plenary Panel:  Beyond Defensiveness:  Mainstream Reactions to the Equity Demands of Marginalized Groups


The ethnically balanced panel set the tone of the discussion through affirmation and reiteration of critical cases they had all experienced.  In their situations, all of their concerns were dismissed;  in some cases members were dismissed from employment;  and all were made to suffer critical rhetoric by empoyers and supervisors.

Session I:  My Journey as First Nations Woman from a Traditional Role into the 21st Century (Marjorie Lavalle, SIFC) and The Holistic Perspective of the First Nations Aboriginal Women at the University Level (Yvonne McLeod, SIFC)

(SIFC means the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College)


SIFC educators focused on the use of the medicine wheel as a teaching structure that addresses the individual wholistically, with the idea that this then be applied in teaching methods taught to educators.  From the medicine wheel both content and application or methods flow but the speakers gave no detailed examples of its application in curriculum.  They showed a video that compared their expectations of higher learning with their experiences of attending university, for three generations of native women.  Identity and transformation issues were identified as critical in the pre-university experience.  These issues were affected positively by the experience of university although it brought out strong conflicts between Native values and those promoted in the university.  Education programs need to respond to the poverty that is prevalent.  It was said that there is a need to promote traditional knowledge and practices.  Land is an issue and is a common link to all issues.  Language, ceremony and symbol were seen as critical objects of curriculum.  Selfdetermination role models were emphasized.  LaValle spoke about unjust treatment of our differences and pointed out that 1995-2004 was designated the Decade of Indigenous People, by the UN.  She mentioned the need to have white privileged educators understand and support Native initiatives.  The raising of children implicates us all.

Session II:  Double Discriminaton/Self Detemination, Jean Graveline, U of Regina and Homelessness: one Aboriginal Woman’s Conquest of Canadian Universities, 1989-98, Patricia Monture-Angus, U of Sask.


The presentation by Jean Graveline, social worker, Cree, was a poetic and ephemeral interpretation of her experiences at Dalhousie in which she made the most of the power of oratory.  In her first presentation she noted that there are no aboriginal faculty at Dalhousie.  Three aboriginal faculty members were lost in 7 years.  They constantly heard the mantra that there are no qualified aboriginal people and no applications by aboriginals.  The institution responds with retaliation and punishment for raising issues, which is why debate is not possible.  She spoke about the opposition, intolerance, and confrontation of institutions to making use of Native traditional teaching and ceremonial healing for supporting students.  She spoke about how the institutional fortress of privilege defends itself by denial.  Breaking through defensiveness, denial, and antagonizing rhetoric are the barriers to Native academic freedom.  She spoke about what is on the other side when these freedoms are being denied to the individual: freedoms and services that are rightly everyone’s, but are not open to or tolerant of the Native experience.  She left Dalhousie and was encouraged by her colleagues not to give up the fight, that she should speak for freedoms that they also desire.  The union encourages but does not act.  She re-pictured the rhetoric and the opposition to ethical conduct in regard to equity issues.  She repeated the expectation that Native women can carry it all.  She currently works independently.


Patricia Monture Angus, Mohawk, law professor, is now working in Native Studies at the University of Saskatchewan and is tenured in Native Studies.  She is currently coping with sexist and also racist attitudes of the Native Studies department where there is white anthropologist control of Native Studies.  She has one Metis colleague.  She submitted a paper draft on academic homelessness, included with this report, but focused instead on the personal experience of the multi-levels of Native women acting as mother and advocate of children.  She highlighted the changing psyche and attitudes of youth who challenge the system, and who come to the system expecting that equity issues and racism have been resolved.  She gave the analogy of being cut off at the knees regarding community service to the academic expectation.  In her first presentation she said she was coping, not going crazy, and was going to the written word as a defense.  She suffered tenure wars in 1989 wherein the president of her former institution vetoed her tenure appeal, basing this decision on 1% of student comments regarding her teaching.  She spoke of professional isolation and living without an intellectual home.  She is not instigating equity issues, only retaliating.  She finds it difficult to get the administration and her colleagues to name the problem.  When she counted the number of white people in her department, the Dean threatened suing her for liable.   The irony is that aboriginals have always been counted.  An important fact to keep in mind is that in Canada until 1969 natives got disenfranchised for getting a degree, as a gift of the Indian Act.  Some who had done the class work simply forewent the convocation.  She quoted from Elizabeth Book Lynn (paraphrased):  “We are told we are unhealthy Indians.  Rather, it is the education system that is unhealthy, if it implies that the Native experience is less.”

Session III:  Workplace and the Academy:

I Never Thought It Would Happen to Me, Lillian Dyck, U of S

Finding Space in the Academy, Joyce Green, U of Regina
Workplace Issues re: Equity, Cora Voyageur, U of Calgary

Lillian Dyck, neurobiologist, Cree and Chinese, had her work for a grant application plagiarized by a female colleague.  She was completely taken aback.  As a 90’s woman scientist she had the illusion or fantasy that I/You could have it all.  She presented the harassment in the university workplace wherein she was asked to ignore plagiarism by a student.  Within the femisist oraganization of the university she was plagiarized by a “sister”.  Floored emotionally by the experience of theft she analyzed the source as a white woman with set factors of power ie. marriage, wealth, etc. against divorced, not wealthy factors.  She was not supported by her colleagues who trivialized the fact of theft and was threatened with a lawsuit by the perpetrator.  The speaker was absolutely astonished that this could happen to her in an academic setting that she thought was based on the freedom of class within its walls. She went on to make a couple more points.  Discrimination and harassment exist.  I/You can trust instincts.  Finally she talked about letting go, making choices, and detachment.  The rewards for her were freedom from the energy drain, emotionally.  Freedom to be herself once again and believe in her dreams.  


Joyce Green, political scientist, spoke on many issues of neo-colonization.  She recognized the diverse identity within Native communities and the conflicts that arise in attempting to serve so many diverse agendas.  She addressed the diverse agenda between serving the local and actual Native community agendas and the academic agenda.  She demanded the same criteria for evaluation that other academics pursue.  She recognized the let down of criteria or perceived let down of criteria for Native academics who are usually over achievers.  She spoke about Native students and academics who are marginalized and tokenized within the system in the name of equity, noting particularly white women who are as patriarchal as men being asked to represent the Native voice while conforming to the institution.  She noted three areas of resistance by the institution, 1) historical racist and colonial practices, 2) historical subordination, 3) taking on consolidated power structures.  She also noted that Native people are not recognized as potentially transformative, as reiterated in the affirmative action backlash, leaving the university a chilly climate for aboriginals.


Cora Voyageur, sociologist, did a statistical review of equity policies in four different business/employment situations from 1987-1995, looking at both Native women and men.  The four companies chosen were U of A (with a federal equity policy), CIBC (with a provincial equity act), Teles in Alberta (with a provincial equity act), and Syncru (as the largest industrial employer of Native peole outside government).  She presented tables dealing with banking, communications, trades, and transportation, highlighting issues and treatment of employees within each of them.  She looked at hiring practices and the experience of those hired and their treatment.  Generally and with brief comment, hiring in these areas had decreased but are significantly better in numbers since 1987 but with decreases in all areas after 1992 and the recession years.  She concentrated on areas of validity of preparation and promotion within and among those hired.  Businesses often would respond with:  1) would really like to hire but just none out there,  2) how much education and experience the applicant had – aboriginal people had 73% as much experience as non-aboriginal, and only 70% had education comparable.  Issues of those hired were related to the inequity of the ways in which preparation was trivialized in comparison to other hirees.  Added to this were some personal experiences regarding banking issues and the racism encountered.  When she and her lawyer husband tried to purchase a home or get a loan, the bank denied them because they were concerned that the requesters would return to the reservation.

Audience Response


The audience admired the courage shown by all of these women to deliver their message.  They wanted to know more about engaging the academic community.  After these women poured their hearts out to this group all day, the audience demand was for more.  They still did not recognize that facing and coping with equity issues and advocating for equity requires tremendous strength and courage.  I was the only Native audience in attendance.  One other native woman who did not speak but acted as the ritual specialist at the beginning of the conference offered a healing prayer for all.

My Recommendations:
 1.  Until 1997 there was one aboriginal on faculty and one in Student Services.  A second Metis faculty was added in 1997.  Two were added to the Education faculty in 1998, one on campus and one off campus.  It is important to track the progression of these careers at Brandon University and ask them to offer testimony of their experience at BU on a regular basis.  All of these people are at risk in the sytem and their observations could be of value to the committee in making recommendations or initiating equity changes/activities.

 2.  With the recent Masters program established in the Education faculty, it is important to note that 62 aboriginal women are enrolled.  They are also at risk in the BU system.  Roger Neil set up a grant program for these women to resource and Lorraine McKay has taken it on as her responsibility.  I have already suggested to her that a similar daylong seminar might be set up using the same group of women as presented at the conference.  The committee could encourage this and assist by encouraging others to attend.

 3.  A significant gap now exists in the Counseling area at BU since Lorraine McKay has taken on the Aboriginal Centre.  The committee should investigate why she was not replaced by an aboriginal counsellor or find out how Students Services plans to fill this need and when.

 4.  The committee needs to look at broadening the range of committee definition so that somewhere on campus there is a forum for race issues.  Few women faculty are even aware whom they would go to for sexual harassment issues.  Communication is not good.  Perhaps the general harassment policies being developed will address the issue of racial discrimination but it is highly doubtful when the rhetoric is mostly denial and defensiveness that it even exists.

