




Everyone Has A Place 
In The Circle
2020 Gender Equity Toolkit

CONTENTS
Acknowledgments

About the Project
Gender Equality vs Gender Equity

Project Objectives

Teachings
Women and Girls

Men and Boys

2SLGBTQQIA Individuals and Communities

Sacred Medicine
Mental Health and Wellness

Lateral Violence

Queering Indigenous Candian  History 
A Timeline

References

2

3
3

3

4
5

8

11

14
14

17

20 

24



2 Everyone Has A Place In The Circle

The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples (CAP) would like to acknowledge the many contributors to the design and 
development of the 2020 Gender Equity Toolkit. CAP would like to thank all Two Spirit Elders and Ancestors 
for everything they have given to get us to where we are now. Rest in Power.

CAP would also like to acknowledge and thank the ‘Gender Action Group’, consisting of National Youth 
Council members (NYC), the National Youth Coordinator, and Two Spirit Elders. This project would not have 
been possible without your dedication, and guidance in the development of this toolkit. 

Special Thanks: To the Department of Women and Gender Equality (WAGE) Canada for project funding.

In-Crisis/Emergency Resources
(Nation-Wide)

This publication contains subject matter that may be triggering for readers. If you or someone you know is 
experiencing emotional distress and is in immediate danger, please:

DIAL 9-1-1 for immediate assistance

National Emergency Resources: 
Kids Help Phone: 1-800-668-6868 
Missing Kids – to report a tip or a child sighting: 1-800-866-kids-tips 
National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233 / www.thehotline.org 

Additionally, a Resource Packet is paired with this guide that 
includes more specific Provincial and Territorial Crisis 
and Non-Crisis Resources.
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The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples’ (CAP) National Youth Council (NYC) and the Department of Women and 
Gender Equality (WAGE) began collaborating in September 2019 to develop and implement a multi-year strategy to 
engage off-reserve Indigenous youth in the conversation of gender equality and to support more youth in becoming 
gender equality champions. This project is rooted in the traditional ways in which gender roles were respected and 
held in balance in Indigenous communities across Canada, communities where everyone was respected for the gifts 
they had, and everyone had a place in the circle. The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples and WAGE acknowledge the 
impact of colonialism on Indigenous peoples, and how our communities have internalized racism, and patriarchal and 
heteronormative narratives as a means of surviving in Western society. This toolkit will act as a Bundle, a place where 
we keep all of our teachings and sacred medicines, offering a wholistic approach to gender equity through a specifically 
Indigenous lens. While this Bundle is geared towards engagement with Indigenous communities, it is hoped this 
resource can also enhance non-Indigenous 2SLGBTQQIA individuals, women, girls, men and boys’ awareness and 
understanding of the diversity and beauty of Indigenous cultures and healing practices.

Gender Equality V.S. Gender Equity
This strategy was created in partnership with CAP’s National Youth Council, which is made up of one youth representative 
from each of CAP’s Provincial or Territorial Organization (PTO), 3 Steering Committee members and one National Youth 
Representative voted by the council, who sits on CAP’s Board of Directors. In engaging with the NYC for this project, 
there was discussion around the wording of Gender Equality vs. Gender Equity. When talking about Gender Equality, we 
are talking about treating everyone the same, giving them the same opportunities to succeed. However, Gender Equity 
takes into account that not everyone starts from the same place and recognizes the differences that people carry and looks at 
giving everyone what they need based on those differences to be successful (Sun 2020). It is important in a project like this 
that we realize not everyone’s experiences of gender, race, class, and other intersecting identities are the same and therefore 
their needs differ as well. Going forward, we will be using the term ‘Gender Equity’ in referring to this project as a way to 
be mindful of these differences and to better advocate for our project goals.

Project Objectives
The goals of the project are the following:
• To co-develop a gender equality strategy for Indigenous youth in partnership with CAP’s National Youth Council;
• Provide activities to increase the capacity, understanding, and skills of Indigenous youth to lead on, promote and 

advocate for gender equality;
• To provide information, skills and tools to Indigenous youth on gender equity issues facing not just women and girls, 

but also men, boys, and individuals who identify as 2SLGBTQQIA;

• To spark discussion on gender equity issues between off-reserve Indigenous youth and their peers;

• To develop culturally relevant teachings for our constituents and to be cognizant of the diversity within Indigenous 
communities;

• To re-establish traditional relationships between Indigenous women, men, and 2SLGBTQQIA individuals;

•  To provide an understanding that our teachings have never tolerated violence towards any member of our 
communities, and that everyone has a place and purpose in the circle.

About The Project
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Pre-Colonial Context 

Prior to contact and colonization, it is estimated that more than 60 million Indigenous peoples prospered 
on the back of Turtle Island (North America), and this diversity in nations, ethnicities and languages was 
reflected in the numerous arrangements surrounding ‘gender’ and the roles and responsibilities of women and 
girls within a community.

Before colonial power was enforced, various 
Indigenous families and nations were organized 
around community, and focused on one’s role 
within that community regardless of gender 
identity or presentation (Leigh 2009). Some 
pre-colonial indigenous societies were women-
centered, matrilineal and inclusive of women 
in production and politics (Mihesuah 2003; 
Guemple 1995). 

Many women led inter-tribe negotiations – Cree 
women were said to be ‘at the centre of the 
circle of life’ (Emberley 2001), while Iroquois 
women were said to have important spiritual 
roles and held ultimate decision-making power 
over food and crops (Davis 2003). 

Themes of ‘balance’ and ‘harmony’ informed the responsibilities and roles of many Indigenous women and 
girls (Maltz & Archemault 1995). However, broadly categorizing this as representative of all Indigenous 
women and girls promotes a ‘single narrative’ pitfall which fails to acknowledge the complex distinctions 
between communities, families and nations. In reality, our identities are much more complex and recognizing 
this is particularly useful within the context of identifying how colonial forces amalgamated many peoples 
under the more manageable label of ‘The Indian’. Indigenous and settler sources show that the function of 
Indigenous family, kinship and gender organization were changed significantly throughout colonization, and 
were described as key to the operation of colonial control (Leigh 2009). 

New European models, traditions and religious beliefs on gender were pressed upon Indigenous communities, 
placing Indigenous women and girls in North American society as beneath the authority of ‘man’. Perceived 
‘European superiority’ led to the systemic forms of assimilating ‘the Indian’ into the dominant culture, 
effectively muting Indigenous diversity and ways of being (Cooper & Driedger 2019). In its many forms, 
these tools of eradication separated children from their families under the pretense of educating children; 
however, it is often argued that the goals of residential schools and the ‘60s’ scoop was cultural genocide 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 2015).
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Present Context

The thread that connects current generations of Indigenous women and girls to each other is constantly 
being pulled apart by the modern apperatus of colonialism. The ability of women and girls to form healthy 
attachments and to practice self-determination are two key aspects of Indigenous wellbeing that are constantly 
and systematically neglected by the Canadian government and society at large (Cooper & Driedger 2019). 

Examples of systems that interrupt the ability of Indigenous women and girls to form healthy attachments 
include the child welfare system and the justice system. Today, over half the children in care across Canada 
are Indigenous, despite the fact that Indigenous children account for less than 10% of the child population 
(OHRC 2018). 

These vast numbers of child removal have hindered generations of Indigenous peoples’ abilities to form 
healthy attachments. Indigenous women also make up 42% of the prison population in Canada (Lawrence 
2003). With children being taken away and mothers, sisters and aunties being locked away, it is extremely 
difficult for Indigenous women to form healthy and long-lasting attachments. 

‘Canada legally permitted direct attacks on women’s bodies and women’s rights as 
individuals, clearly opposing their self-determination’ 

(Lawrence 2003).

 Practices and policies that were implemented to erase the self-determination of Indigenous women include 
their forced sterilization and gendered biases that were implemented in the Indian Act. From many decades 
ago until as recently as 2018, Indigenous women were forcibly sterilized without knowledge or requesting 
consent during active labour. In addition, under the Indian Act, women who married an individual without 
Indian status, or left the reserve for work or education lost their status. 

The children and grandchildren of these women, today, as urban mixed-race Native people, are struggling to 
situate themselves with respect to their mothers’ and grandmothers’ communities. Canada legally permitted 
direct attacks on women’s bodies and women’s rights as individuals, clearly opposing their self-determination 
(Lawrence 2003).

WOMEN AND GIRLS
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What can I do?

Learning about how gender impacts the lives of Indigenous populations can feel overwhelming and feelings 
of helplessness can arise when looking at the statistics. We have included crisis supports and resources 
throughout this toolkit and if you are feeling triggered or need someone to talk to please do not hesitate to 
access these resources.

The first step in making real change towards gender equity is in education. The fact that you picked up this 
toolkit and are educating yourself, is that first step. Congress of Aboriginal People’s has other resources that 
can aide you on your journey to be a gender equity champion:

The Walking in her Moccasins Bundle was created specifically to spark conversation between boys 
and men on addressing and stopping violence against Indigenous women and girls. 
https://walkinginhermoccasins.org/

There is a lot of information to be found in the bundle itself, and you can ask your Provincial or Territorial 
Organization (PTO) when they will next be facilitating the bundle exercises.

The MiykiWan Project is a violence education and prevention toolkit, that explores various forms of 
violence, their signs, and how to address them.
http://www.abo-peoples.org/project/violence-prevention/

WOMEN AND GIRLS
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Pre-colonial Context

Indigenous men and boys, like all within their community, were respected for the roles they held such as 
a warrior, hunter or knowledge keeper as they protected, provided for, and passed forward the means for a 
community to thrive. 

Unfortunately, the information we have on pre-colonial masculinities is limited and skewed by the 
perspectives of settlers, who usually focused on how Indigenous peoples differed as the ‘other’ against the 
contrasting elements of European civility and ‘superiority’ (Domosh and Seager 2001; Emberley 2001).

‘The legacy of colonialism, creates a 
gap where Indigenous men and boys fall 

through the cracks’

What is known as traditional Indigenous 
masculinity is in fact often derived from 
Western society’s idea of the masculine, which 
has developed since colonization and mimics 
the dominant forms of invader masculinity. 
This process of mimicry is understood to 
be the process wherein the ‘inferior’ culture 
mimics the ‘superior’ culture, as is the case of 
Indigenous peoples across Turtle Island who’ve 
accommodated an invading culture as a means of 
survival (Hokowhitu 2015). 

Colonial policies such as Canada’s 1876 ‘Indian Act’ redefined Indigenous women through their legal status 
being dependent upon their marital status. While it may not have been tolerated by Indigenous communities, 
it nevertheless consistently re-enforced or created inequalities between Indigenous men and women (Allen 
1992).  

The pressure of Indigenous men to constantly force themselves to fit a masculinity that centres whiteness 
along with the ongoing trauma and consequences from a legacy of colonialism, creates a gap where 
Indigenous men and boys fall through the cracks. The existence of this gap occurs due to there not being 
positive models of Indigenous masculinity for Indigenous boys to look up to, which is intrinsically tied to 
cycles of violence that are perpetuated by Indigenous men due to the legacy of colonialism and trauma. 

There is a lack of research specifically looking at the impact of intergenerational and lived trauma on 
Indigenous men and how this can impact their health and wellness (Elliot 2018). The outcome of this 
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silence allows for the internalization of colonial violence, wherein Indigenous men themselves can be said to 
‘continue’ the process of colonial oppression in Indigenous communities (Leigh 2009) through cycles of abuse 
which then continue to haunt Indigenous communities to this very today (Pauktuutit 2006).

Present Context 

When it comes to discussing gender and Indigeneity, often the focus is how the trauma of colonialism has 
impacted Indigenous women across a variety of aspects of their lives. However, there is very little research to 
examine how this trauma has uniquely affected Indigenous men. This gap is due to the fact that historically, 
maleness has largely been explored from the perspective of male privilege and not from a perspective of how 
masculinity negatively affects men (Chan 2014; Connell 2016).  

The current Euro-centric models of masculinity leave Indigenous boys and men inadequately prepared for 
the new, traditional, and decolonial models of gender that Indigenous communities are carving out. This 
leaves them unable to transfer their skills and adapt to new roles in society that favour communication and 
organization skills over silence and observation (Minogue 2005).

It is the goal of this toolkit to recognize some of the impacts that trauma has on Indigenous boys and men 
and how the stereotype of Indigenous men as ‘perpetrators of violence’ does not exist in a vacuum. Well-
intentioned critiques may argue that “while native societies were egalitarian 500 years ago [it] is not stopping 
women from being [abused] now” (Smith 2006). These views fail to take into account how European settlers 
and ‘discoverers’ birthed the label of the ‘Indian’ as ‘savage’, which continue to draw our focus away from 
examining the generations of men and boys affected by trauma and altered by stereotypes. 

From the research we do have, we know that Indigenous men complete suicide at a rate approximately three 
times higher than that of Indigenous women, are convicted and incarcerated at a higher rate than their non-
Indigenous counterparts, and are more likely to be victims of crime themselves, with the rate of Indigenous 
male homicides being 3 times higher than that of Indigenous females (Elliot 2018). These statistics show that 
throughout colonialism, men have lost their purpose and place within their communities. It is the intersection 
of oppressions that make Indigenous men particularly vulnerable, as they experience racism, a loss of 
culture, purpose, and identity due to historical and on-going colonization; complex trauma, both lived and 
intergenerational, demands of masculinity and a general lack of interest and insight into the needs of men. 

In unsettling the Eurocentric models of gender and masculinity, many acknowledge how too much 
responsibility can then be shifted to women, wherein “the constant focus on women as the backbone of 
the nation forestalls any discussion about men’s role and responsibility” (Archutela 2006). Putting the 
responsibility back on women reproduces patriarchal oppression, when responsibility needs to shift to include 
all people, regardless of gender, to undo the harms reproduced by the colonial gender divide. 
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What can I do?
We know that the Western concepts of gender and masculinity impact both men and women in specific ways, 
but can anything be done to limit the experience of gender-based violence both perpetrated and experienced 
by boys and men? We often see articles and resources about raising girls to know their full potential and to be 
feminists, but what about resources on undoing toxic masculinity while raising boys?

Research shows that boys and girls cry the same amount when they’re babies and toddlers, but around age 
5 boys receive messages that anger is more acceptable over other feelings, such as vulnerability (New York 
Times 2017). We can all think of times when we’ve heard the phrases “Man up”, “Don’t be a sissy”, and so 
on. The focus is often on how these phrases impact girls and women, as they are rooted in the patriarchal 
believe that to show emotion is feminine, and therefore weaker. But these phrases impact boys and men in 
ways that hinder their ability to express a wide range of emotions and ask for help when needed, which can be 
directly related to statistics around men’s suicide completion rates.

So, what are some things we can do to ensure our communities are raising sensitive and emotional well-
rounded boys? An article written by Claire Cain Miller for the New York Times in 2017 explores tangible 
ways to ensure boys grow up knowing their worth, in the same ways we focus on raising girls:

1.   Let boys express their emotions

2.   Give them role models; even reading books with strong and emotionally literate men in them can be         a 
good source 

3.   Let boys explore and express their gender; allowing children to gravitate towards the toys or clothes         
they want, regardless of gendered definitions has shown to have a great impact on how they relate         
to others in adulthood (Leaper, 2017)

4.   Give boys household chores; this leads to adults knowing how to care for themselves self-sufficiently 

5.   Teach boys how to take care of others, as it increases empathy and decreases aggression; research         
shows that care related jobs are the fastest growing (New York Times, 2017)

6.   Teach consent; not just around sex, but around anything having to do with one’s ownership over         
their body and the respect they should have when others tell them “no”

7.   Celebrate boyhood; the things listed above don’t take away the reality that some boys like rougher         
play, sports, jokes and pranks. Celebrate those things, while making space for empathy.

This is not a comprehensive list of things you can do to help boys to grow into emotionally literate men. The 
adage ‘It takes a village to raise a child’ rings true in this context as well; it is not just parents who have an 
obligation to undo misogyny in young boys and men. Anyone who interacts with children, even if it’s just at a 
grocery store, can be mindful when it comes to challenging gender roles.  
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Pre-colonial Context

Indigenous communities across Turtle Island, colonially known as North America, recognized gender in a 
different way from how we conceptualize the Western gender binary today. In these communities, emphasis 
was placed on one’s role within community and not   on one’s gender. Some communities recognized genders 
outside of that of man and woman and had terms in their languages for these genders. The institution of 
colonialism used the European gender binary as a violent tool of assimilation, and it wasn’t until 1990 that the 
term “Two-Spirit” was created to reclaim these lost and hidden teachings (Robinson 2017). 

When talking about Indigenous communities, it is 
important that we do not apply a pan-Indigenous 
label and state that all communities had the same 
views and traditions around third and fourth 
gendered individuals. To apply such a label would 
leave out the diversity of ways of being and 
knowing around pre-colonial notions of gender 
and would paint the inaccurate picture that all 
Indigenous communities pre-contact were utopic. 

In many Indigenous cultures, Two-Spirit people 
“were thought to be born ‘in balance’ [with] 
specific spiritual roles and responsibility within 
their community” (Wilson 1995). However, when 
European colonists arrived, they “judged Two-
Spirit identity as immoral and disgusting” and 
they “forced to Two-Spirits people to conform 
to European sexual and gender constructs or be 
killed” (TASSC 2014). 

Two-Spirit people were, and are still today, 
erased and murdered by the “heteropatriarchal, gender-polarized colonial” processes that seek to control and 
eliminate Indigenous peoples in all their diversity (Driskill 2010). As deviants among deviants, Two-Spirit 
people “posed a threat” to colonial domination because they resisted numerous layers of colonial power 
(Hunt 2016). Two-Spirit people’s existence defies the gendered domination of men over women, the sexual 
domination of heteronormativity, and the racial domination of European settlers over colonized nations (Hunt 
2016; Driskill 2010). 

All of these expressions of diversity disrupt colonial efforts to create and 
consolidate a white, heterosexual, patriarchal society in Canada.
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Present Context 

It is only in recent years that violence against Two-Spirit people has become recognized at the national level 
and it was late into the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Inquiry process that Two-Spirit 
people were included in discussions. The intentional invisibility and superficial inclusion of Two-Spirit people 
demonstrates how violence against Two-Spirit people has been normalized in society. By including Two-Spirit 
individuals as an after-thought, it erases the unique experiences that these individuals face by existing beyond 
colonial definitions of gender.

Two-Spirit people live “at the intersections of indigeneity, class, gender, sexuality, forced mobility and 
migration” and are provided little support and few “options for staying safe” (Ristock et al. 2017). Layered 
racial, sexist, gendered, and homophobic and transphobic biases leave Two-Spirit people with limited “access 
to ‘Two-Spirit friendly’ Elders, role models, healthy lifestyles alternatives and inclusive cultural spaces,” and 
as a result of this “many ‘fall through the cracks’ and end up on city streets, living in poverty with poorer 
health and with greater risk of becoming lost and in pain” (Greensmith & Giwa 2013).

‘The limited data that exists show that Two-Spirit people are  
disproportionately victims of violence’

Two-Spirit people are not only made invisible in society and in anti-violence efforts, they are also largely 
overlooked in research. There is very little information available about the experiences of Two-Spirit people, 
though some research is being done in the areas of health and relationships. The limited data that  exists show 
that Two-Spirit people are disproportionately victims of violence. 

For example, a “national survey of Canadian high school students found that over a third (39.1%) of the 
Aboriginal youth had been harassed due to their gender—a larger percentage than reported being harassed 
about their Aboriginality (28.4%)” (Robinson 2017). In another study, it was found that 58% of Two-Spirit 
people in Canada have experienced “the use of sexual force before age 16” (Robinson 2017). In order to 
address the roots of this violence and why it is so often overlooked, “the historical connection between 
colonial efforts to eradicate Indigenous gender diversity” must be understood as an integral aspect of colonial 
violence (Robinson 2017).

Frequently Asked Questions about 2SLGBTQQIA Activism
Q: What do the acronyms ‘BIPOC’ and ‘2SLGBTQQIA’ stand for?

A: The acronym ‘BIPOC’ represents ‘Black, Indigenous, People of Colour’. These identities are often left out of 
conversations surrounding gender and sexuality and by including the acronym it helps to shift the frame of discussion 
to include or prioritize their voices. The acronym ‘2SLGBTQQIA’ stands for Two-Spirit, Lesbian, Gay, Transgender, 
Queer, Questioning, Intersex and Asexual individuals. Each of these terms represents an identity that falls outside of the 
expected gender and sexuality norms that view heterosexuality and cisgender as the default.

2SLGBTQQIA
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Q: What is Heteronormativity?

A: Heteronormativity is “the assumption that heterosexuality is the default; preferred, ‘normal’ state for human beings 
because of the belief that people fall into one or the other of a strict “gender binary”. (Harris & White 2018).

Q: What is Biphobia?

A:  Biphobia is aversion toward bisexuality and toward bisexual people as a social group or as individuals. It can take 
the form of denial that bisexuality is a genuine sexual orientation, or of negative stereotypes about people who are 
bisexual. People of any sexual orientation can experience or perpetuate biphobia.

Q: What does Non-Binary mean?

A: Non-binary refers to any gender that fall outside of the two normative, prescribed and binary genders of “man” and 
“woman”. These genders are not new, as many Indigenous communities across the world have been documented to have 
third or fourth genders dating back to time immemorial. 

Q: What is Two-Spirit?

A: Two-Spirit is a term that was created in the 1990s to reclaim the hidden gender and sexuality practices of Indigenous 
peoples of North America that fall outside of Western normative ones. This term can be used by any Indigenous person 
who identifies within the LGBTQQIA community. It is a term that is not limited by a monolithic or one-dimensional 
definition of gender or sexuality. 

Q: How can I support someone who is transgender?

A: You can support an individual who is transgender by first asking them how they want to be referred to (name, 
pronouns, gendered language) and by doing your best to respect those asks. If you make a mistake, that is okay! We’re 
all human. Just politely apologize, make a mental note to refer to them in the way that fits their gender, and move on. It 
is important not to over apologize, which is an easy trap to fall into, as this puts the person who was hurt in the awkward 
position of needing to comfort you instead. 
You can also always ask your friend how they want to be supported. This is especially important for people who might 
not be out to everyone – instead of publicly correcting their pronouns in a certain situation and outing them, ask them 
one-on-one first, what they would like you to do in that situation. 

Q: How do I have a conversation about gender with someone? With an Elder?

A: It is important to remember that not everyone has the same knowledge of these issues as you do now, so their 
understanding or perspective might be different. When entering into a potentially difficult conversation, it is important 
to do so with patience and respect. Indigenous communities from across Canada have long believed that children and 
youth have just as much to teach Elders as Elders have to teach them. Some of our people have forgotten this due 
to the legacy of colonialism and the Western belief that at a certain age, you don’t have a need to learn. Entering a 
conversation with patience and respect, regardless of who with, will set the tone so that you are met with the same. If 
the conversation escalates, you are allowed to have the boundary of removing yourself from that situation. Everyone 
deserves respect and kindness, regardless of their sexuality and gender identities.

Q: What do I do if someone comes out to me?

A: First and foremost, thank them for trusting you with that information. Don’t ask prying questions. Do tell them that 
you still love and accept them and are willing to continue this conversation at a pace that feels good with them. Do 
educate yourself on your own – there are a lot of online resources on sexuality and gender.
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How are you? How do you feel at this very moment? Are you doing alright?

How do we answer that? How do we measure the entirety of our state of being into something that tells us 
how ‘well’ we feel? To begin, we must first look at ourselves as individuals with interconnected concepts 
of wellness that range from the body, to the mind, to the state of our surroundings. Then, we connect these 
bits and pieces with different lenses like gender and other social determinants of health until we have an 
interconnected, multi-dimensional understanding of the causes and effects that influence our sense of an 
overall ‘wellness’. In doing so we can measure and understand ourselves, our communities, who we were, 
who we are, and who we will be as we grow. 

Let’s take a closer look at the process. First, 
we examine our sense of ‘self’ as ‘individuals’, 
splitting into the physical condition of our 
bodies and our mental faculties (ie. emotional, 
psychological, equilibrium). By doing so we can 
look at how our mental state is doing and how it 
is connected/dependent upon the condition of our 
physical body, and vice versa. 

For example, let’s say you’ve just undergone a loss of some kind, and are experiencing several physical 
symptoms including tiredness, aches, and pains along with emotional symptoms like heightened irritability 
and a general sense of hopelessness. These are physical symptoms and mental states that we ‘feel’ distinctly, 
and for which inform each other on how to feel (Hajizadeh et al. 2018).

Next, we measure the mental and physical health of our family, friends, neighbours, and coworkers 
and examine how we influence and affect one another. This is how we examine wellness as a part of a 
‘community’. Similarly, our relationship with the land and waters is labelled as our ‘environmental’ health 
and it explores our reliance on the ecological bodies and systems that allow us to survive, sustain and thrive. 
Lastly, our ‘cultural’ wellbeing describes the total wellness of a culture, its language(s), practices, legal rights, 
safety, and identity (Hajizadeh et al. 2018). Each of these systems of wellness depends on the others. The 
wellness of our bodies and minds is intricately connected to the wellness of our surrounding community and 
earth.

Once we assemble these bits and pieces, we begin 
to look at them from different lenses (.e. gender) 
and the social determinants of health (i.e. poverty, 
unemployment, housing, and food security), all of 
which disproportionately affect Indigenous 
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populations across Turtle Island (Boksa 2015). For example, environmental pollution hurts the community 
and causes health problems like asthma in individuals; meanwhile lateral violence in communities relate to 
toxic cycles of abuse, health problems, and structural racism that impacts individuals and their relationships 
(Hajizadeh et al. 2018). This sense of ‘wellness’ begins to take on depth and form, becoming multi-
dimensional in theoretical space when we finally consider how differing community values, ideologies and 
individual perspectives ultimately interpret the definition of what constitutes being ‘well’.

Acknowledging mental health and wellness is vital towards understanding Indigenous health and working 
within frameworks of mental wellness that are culturally responsive to the broad stroke of communities 
across Turtle Island (Boksa 2015). This is particularly important considering that the field of health care in 
Canada is based in definitions and ideas that are colonial in nature. Therefore, it is often the case that research 
on health indicators and outcomes do not accurately express the nature and scope of health for Indigenous 
people in Canada (Hajizadeh et al. 2018). Further, many small, remote communities lack access in part or full 
to adequate mental health services. This is further complicated by a need for trained mental health workers 
on Indigenous culturally competent care, paired with a high turnover rate of non-Indigenous health workers, 
which leads to a lack of continuity of services and a lack of connection to specialized services for persons 
suffering from mental illness (Boksa 2015).

Urban Indigenous communities face their own barriers when it comes to accessing adequate medical services. 
The report conducted on Urban Aboriginal Populations by the Environics Institute, found that almost half 
(45%) of the surveyed urban Indigenous population indicated that traditional healing practices are at least 
equally as, if not more, important to them than mainstream health care. However, only 30% of the group noted 
that it was easy to access these traditional healing practices, with status First Nations peoples (37%) are more 
likely than Métis (24%), non-status First Nations peoples (18%) and Inuit (13%) to say it is very easy for 
them to access traditional healing practices (2009).

Current Context
Indigenous people in Canada are more likely to live in many conditions that lead to poor health, all of which 
can be traced to impact of colonialism and racism on structural and individual levels.
 
In off-reserve Indigenous households, incidence of Core Housing Need was higher than that of non-
Indigenous households in 2016 (18% vs 12%) and in 2011, CMHC found that female-led Aboriginal off-
reserve households were more likely to live below standards at 47%, followed by 37% for female-led 
non-Indigenous households, and 33% for male-led Indigenous households. Core Housing Need refers to 
households that are below one or more of three housing standards (adequacy, suitability, and affordability) 
and that would need to spend 30% or more of their before tax income to access other housing in the same 
community that meets all three standards. Rates of poverty are also higher among Indigenous groups, which 
directly impacts one’s ability to gain and maintain adequate health care (Hajizadeh et al. 2018).  
These statistics can be directly tied to the legacy of colonialism, where Canadian laws were created with the 
eradication of Indians in mind; these laws made it harder for Indigenous peoples to have access to land,  legal 
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advice,  jobs, adequate housing, etc. Not only are these conditions written into Canadian law, but the historical 
trauma of the Indian residential school system has had ongoing intergenerational effects on the psychological 
well-being of Indigenous communities. For example, higher rates of depressive symptoms, suicidal thoughts 
and attempts, and childhood abuse and neglect are reported among adults with a parent or grandparent who 
attended an Indian residential school in Canada (termed IRS offspring) compared to adults  whose parents or 
grandparents did not (Boksa 2015). This history of intergenerational trauma can lead to cycles of abuse and 
lateral violence, which disproportionately impact children and women (NWAC 2011). 

The Pink Cloud Syndrome

Anytime we overcome a long and difficult hurdle with adversity in our lives we may feel a sense of refresh, 
joy, hope, euphoria or ‘natural high’ of which none are bad to experience, however they can sometimes 
accompany unrealistic expectations about life and our capacity for immediate change. The ‘Pink Cloud’ 
Syndrome, coined by Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) describes the feelings of elation and euphoria in early 
sobriety (Homes 2019). This syndrome occurs when a recovering alcoholic is lulled into a realm of serenity 
that ultimately blocks out all the important checks and balances that helped them reach their sobriety in the 
first place. 

This ‘Pink Cloud’ can be applied to our broader sense of mental health, making a person believe that their 
newly developed sense of management over a matter will be easy and that they won’t have to work to 
maintain it. This mindset can be very dangerous for those who need medicinal and therapeutic assistance, 
as it can lead the individual to believe these tools are no longer crucial to their continued wellness as when 
originally applied. 

Triggers and new experiences may serve as a reminder to personal and historical traumas, of which 
resorting to previous habits may serve to numb negative feelings of loss or anger (Bombay et al. 2014). 
These ultimately self-destructive behaviours allow us to ignore feelings of sadness, discouragement and 
hopelessness, but with the right support, confronting, and managing ourselves can lead us through the pink 
cloud and the hard times, serving to remind us of just how far we’ve really come.  

Quick Tips for managing ‘Pink Cloud’ Syndrome:
 • The Resource Packet within this toolkit;
 • Become involved in ongoing treatment programs;
 • Promote a healthy living environment;
 • Peer Support;
 • Elder Involvement.

Lastly, acknowledging that you are worth the time it takes to get where you need to go and that there are 
always people out there who care about you can make a world of difference in any recovery journey.
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National Indian Residential School Crisis Line for former Residential 
School Students: 1-866-925-4419
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This publication contains subject matter that 
may be triggering for some readers, especially 
to Survivors of the Residential Schools System. 
Please call the crisis line or utilize the Resource 
Packet for local crisis support resources if you 
or someone you know experiences emotional 
distress while reading these contents.

Pre-colonial Context
Prior to colonization, there were belief systems 
and traditions, as well as established political and 
economic institutions already in existence among 
the many diverse Indigenous cultures across North 

America (Lee 1992; Richter & Merrell 2003). 
They also had traditional familial and educational 
practices in which children learned about their connection to the natural world as well as specific skills 
necessary for everyday life (Bombay & Matheson 2014). This is not to say that traditional methods of conflict 
resolution between Indigenous groups were always successful, but diplomatic norms did exist across societies.

These traditional values of hospitality and diplomacy guided early interactions between settlers and 
Indigenous communities. However, instead of eliciting mutual respect, this hospitality was interpreted as 
subservience, confirming colonizers’ belief in their own superiority (Bombay & Matheson 2014). Unrelenting 
governmental and church intervention in the lives of Indigenous peoples led to the replacement of traditional 
forms of government with a male-only elective system in which chiefs and councillors had limited governing 
power. This new form of government also effectively erased culturally established rights for Indigenous 
women, which were further diminished under the Indian Act. 

Lateral violence can be defined as the displaced violence against a person’s peers, rather than against their 
oppressors. This term is often used to explain minority-on-minority violence. In Indigenous communities, 
lateral violence is directly tied to the history of colonialism, where certain individuals were given resources 
or status over others, creating in-fighting between various groups. There are many forms that lateral violence 
can take, including bullying, gossiping, feuding, shaming, and blaming other members of an individual’s own 
social group, as well as having a lack of trust toward other groups (Bombay & Matheson 2014). 

LATERAL VIOLENCE
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When individuals experience lateral violence in the form of consistent abuse, one of the long-term outcomes 
is the reduced ability to trust other individuals from the group that the abuser belongs to. For example, if an 
individual experiences abuse at the hands of police officers, it will be harder for them to trust other officers in 
other contexts. 

A study conducted by Uchino et al. on student-to-student abuse in residential schools notes that survivors 
who were abused by other students are reported as having difficulties in forming healthy and trusting social 
relationships with others, which can contribute to the creation of a cycle of lateral violence, wherein a victim 
then becomes a perpetrator towards someone else (2012).

Present Context/Stats

Lateral violence exists in many forms, particularly in relationships within the workplace, where underlining 
themes of change and vulnerability are present in both abuser(s) and target(s). New employees, promotions, loss 
of leadership or power, differences in education skill sets and experience can all become contributing factors 
to why lateral violence is used to express oneself when it feels like there are no other options. Individuals who 
have endured oppression are often dealt with having to suppress their feelings of anger, shame, and rage to the 
negative affect of others as these feelings manifest into behaviours such as jealousy, resentment, blame, and 
bitterness. As victims themselves of abuse, these behaviours are usually used to manipulate, dominate, control 
and diminish others. Regardless of a person’s personal issues, it is not appropriate, and no one should be the 
target of someone’s unresolved issues.

Lateral violence can be performed by family members, coworkers, friends, and particularly those in positions 
of authority and power. Those most at risk are those who are vulnerable to being exploited without intervention 
from others, like children in care or foster homes.

In a report on lateral violence commissioned by the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) in 2011, 
recommend the following actions you can take if experiencing lateral violence: 

 •  Report the behaviour to an appropriate person in a position to handle the issue;
 •  Keep a record of the negative behaviours;
 •  Make notes about the time, date, location and any witnesses who may have seen the incidents;
 •  Address your concerns with the aggressor and ask them to stop (only if it is safe to do so);
 •  Seek help and advice at work or in the community
 •  In the workplace, you may have a human resources manager, or manager who can assist you in  
     resolving the situation
 •  Speak to an elder
 •  Seek external advice
 •  Seek the support of friends and family

LATERAL VIOLENCE
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The effects of lateral violence can have a large impact on the individual experiencing it, especially on their 
health. They can experience a myriad of problems affecting sleep, changes in eating habits, weight loss or 
gain, moodiness, self-doubt, decreased self-confidence, feelings of worthlessness, forgetfulness, chronic 
anxiety, depression, and a weakened immune system, which leads to greater susceptibility to colds, flus and 
other illnesses. In the extreme, it can end in suicide or violent death. (NWAC 2011)

Transformative Justice

Lateral violence has become a such a common occurrence in the societies in which we live that it has become 
normalized. How do we undo or prevent lateral violence within our communities? Since lateral violence 
results in conflict from displaced anger or unresolved issues, it is important that we approach conflict from a 
transformative justice lens.

Transformative justice views conflict and crime as a violation of people and relationships, and it provides 
the opportunity for positive transformation for the victim, offender, and the community. It is a deep 
rebalancing of the mental, emotional, physical and spiritual aspects of all people affected by an event or 
action. Transformative justice encourages rehabilitation, accountability and healing rather than just focusing 
on punishment. The main difference between transformative justice and other justice models is that it 
acknowledges the role that systemic forms of oppression, such as racism, classism, ableism, sexism, etc., play 
in conflict (Coker 2002). In other words, transformative justice encourages all of us to consider why certain 
individuals are more likely to commit lateral violence or crime due to the structures of our societies and 
communities. Lateral violence doesn’t just occur in a vacuum. 

How can you apply transformative justice to small-scale lateral violence? 

You can opt for conflict mediation and justice circles with elders instead of punitive measures. You will need 
someone who is experienced in conflict mediation to lead you through this experience. This cannot be done 
alone; you will need community support, whether in your place of employment, your family, or the community 
in which you live. Prior to settler contact, Indigenous communities used various models of transformative and 
restorative justice, so talk to an elder to see how you can approach conflict in a mindful way. 

LATERAL VIOLENCE
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In gender studies, to “queer” something means to look at it from a non-normative lens, to go beyond what 
is expected and dictated in society, and to look at things in a new way (Somerville 2007). In this context, 
that means exploring how Indigenous Canadian history goes beyond racial identity and political events, and 
how these things have shaped our perceptions, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, of gender, sexuality and 
relationships. 

We know from oral traditions that Indigenous communities pre-contact were based on one’s roles within 
their community, and that importance was not placed on one’s gender or sexuality. Once contact was made, 
especially with the introduction of Catholicism, the gender binary and roles designated to men and women, 
along with patriarchal and capitalist concepts decimated the ways in which Indigenous peoples once related to 
one another. 

Patriarchy is defined as a society in which men have the power, women are largely excluded from it, 
and descent and property are traced through the male line, which goes hand-in-hand with the concept of 
capitalism, the private ownership of a country’s trade and industry (Lexico 2020). Below is a timeline of 
some major Canadian events that have shaped Indigenous populations looked at through this gendered or 
“queering” lens. 

• 10,000–2000 BCE – Settlements and communities are present almost everywhere in what is now Canada; 
from coast to coast to coast, Indigenous peoples adapt to their surroundings and establish complex religious, 
artistic, and literary practices as well as economic, social, and political structures

 ∘ From oral traditions, we see that communities are structured based on each individual’s role in 
community, and everyone is honored for their gifts, including men, women, children, elders and those 
individuals that we now call Two-Spirits

• 1500-1530s – Continual contact between European fishermen and Indigenous peoples on the Atlantic coast begins

 ∘ In some communities, the first individuals to meet with settlers were the Two-Spirits, as they were   
often their communities’ mediators

• 1615 – The first European missionaries arrive to convert Indigenous peoples to Catholicism; the church had 
very specific notions of gender and gender roles and this was violently enforced on Indigenous communities 
by settlers

• 1828 – The Mohawk Institute opens in Brantford, Upper Canada (Ontario), as a day school for boys from 
the Six Nations Reserve; it begins to operate as a Residential School in 1831 with the goal of assimilating 
Indigenous children 

QUEERING INDIGENOUS 
CANADIAN HISTORY

TIMELINE



22 Everyone Has A Place In The Circle

•     1857 – The Gradual Civilization Act is passed by the Province of Canada to encourage assimilation of 
Indigenous peoples to Euro-Canadian values; Indigenous men over 21 and “sufficiently advanced” in their 
education can be enfranchised and given 50 acres of land, although few take the offer, in part because it means 
losing their treaty rights

•     1867 – The British North America Act creates the Dominion of Canada; Colonial responsibility for Indigenous 
peoples and lands is transferred to the new federal government

•     1876 – The Indian Act is passed by the Government of Canada on the premise that economic, social, and 
political regulation of First Nations peoples (and lands) would facilitate assimilation. Many subsequent 
amendments further restrict their rights and freedoms. 

•     1880 – An amendment to the Indian Act formally disenfranchises and disempowers Indigenous women by 
declaring they “cease to be an Indian in any respect” if they marry “any other than an Indian, or a non-treaty 
Indian.”

•     1883 – Prime Minister John A. Macdonald authorizes the creation of Residential Schools

 ∘ Firstly, children were separated by gender and normative gender roles which were heavily and   
violently enforced, as anything outside of those were seen as not assimilating into settler culture 

•     1914-1918 & 1939-1945 – between 4,000-6,000 and 5,000-8,000 Indigenous soldiers serve in World War I and 
World War II, respectively. Upon return to their communities, they received no veteran benefits and many lost 
their status due to the amount of time they had been off-reserve

•     1954 – Elsie Marie Knott becomes the first female chief of a First Nation in Canada when she is elected to lead 
the Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) Curve Lake First Nation near Peterborough, Ontario and she held the position for 16 
years.

•     1960 – Status Indians receive the right to vote in federal elections, no longer losing their status or treaty rights 
in the process; Canadian white and black women were allowed to vote in 1922 (except in Newfoundland – a 
separate country at the time, which followed suit in 1925 and Quebec, not until 1940) 

•     1960-1980s – Sixties Scoop: Indigenous children are taken from their families and communities by social 
workers and placed in foster or adoption homes, often with non-Indigenous families

•     1971 – The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples (CAP) is founded (originally as the Native Council of Canada), 
which was established to represent the interests of Métis and non-status Indians; it was renamed in 1993 
and expanded to represent all off-reserve status and non-status Indians, Métis and Southern Inuit Aboriginal 
Peoples

•     1985 – The Indian Act is amended to address discrimination faced by First Nations women who face the loss 
of their Indian status if they marry non-status Indians; this change occurs when Sandra Lovelace Nicholas, a 
Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) woman from New Brunswick, brings her case to the UN Human Rights Committee

•     1996 – The closure of Gordon Residential School in Punnichy, Saskatchewan, marks the end of the Residential 
School system in Canada

QUEERING INDIGENOUS CANADIAN HISTORY / A TIMELINE



2020 Gender Equity Toolkit 23

•     1996 – Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples is published and recommends a public inquiry into the effects 
of Residential Schools and calls for improved relations between governments, Indigenous peoples, and non- 
Indigenous Canadians

•     2008 – Stephen Harper, Prime Minister at the time, issues an apology to Indigenous citizens for the harm 
caused by assimilationist goals, abuse and cultural loss of Residential Schools

•     2012 – Four women start Idle No More as a national (and online) movement of marches and teach-ins, raising 
awareness of Indigenous rights and advocacy for self-determination

•     2015 – The Indian Residential School Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) issues its final report, 
documenting the experiences of approximately 150,000 Residential School students and survivors

•     July, 2015 – First on-reserve pride event was held at the Six Nations of the Grand River First Nation in Ontario

•     2016 –  Daniels et al. v. Canada – Supreme Court rules that Métis and non-status Indigenous peoples are 
“Indians” within the meaning of s. 91:24 of the Constitution Act, 1867. Like the Inuit, they are not included 
under the Indian Act.

•     2016 – an Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls is launched in response to calls for 
action from families, communities, and organizations

•     2016 – Canada officially signed the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples’ (UNDRIP), 
which recognizes Indigenous peoples’ rights to self-determination, cultural practices, land, and security

•     2017 – The Supreme Court of Canada rules that Indigenous peoples do not have the power to veto resource 
development projects, such as pipelines; resource extraction camps have been tied to the elevated rates of 
violence against Indigenous women and girls in these communities

•     August, 2017 – Federal Government pledges to scrap Indian Act and announces the division of Indigenous 
and Northern Affairs (INAC) into two departments: Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs and 
Indigenous Services (based on the 1996 recommendation made by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples)

•     Jan. 2019 – RCMP arrest 14 members of the Wet’suwet’en Nation at B.C. Pipeline protest, where they had 
been preventing workers from Coastal GasLink from entering the area on the grounds that they didn’t 
have the consent of hereditary leaders to build the proposed pipeline carrying natural gas from Dawson 
Creek to Kitimat; the following day, protests were held in cities across Canada in a show of support for the 
Wet’suwet’en Nation

•     June 2019 – The Final Report and Calls to Justice following the inquiry of Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls is released

•     Jan. 2020 – RCMP receive injunction stating they can continue to criminalize and restrict access to 
Wet’suwet’en pipeline protest camps; RCMP given the right to only let hereditary chiefs have access to 
camps, which allows them to gate keep who has access to their ancestral lands

•     Feb. 2020 – the continued events ocurring on Wet’suwet’en territory spark nation-wide land protection 
movements spearheaded by Indigenous youth and Two Spirits

QUEERING INDIGENOUS CANADIAN HISTORY / A TIMELINE
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