“A Community of People Worthy of the Name Community”: The
Engagement Practices, Well-being, and Self-Identity of Anishinaabe Young
Women and Young Two-Spirit People in Eabametoong First Nation

by
Samantha Kirton

A Thesis
presented to
The University of Guelph

In partial fulfilment of requirements
for the degree of
Masters of Arts
in
Public Issues Anthropology

Guelph, Ontario, Canada
© Samantha Kirton, October, 2020

ABSTRACT
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This thesis explores the relationship between engagement, well-being, and self-identity
for Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people living in Eabametoong First Nation
(EFN). Guided by Community-Based Participatory Research and Indigenous Research
Methodologies, I collaborated with contributors from EFN to understand the way engagement,
well-being, and self-identity are interconnected. The contributors with whom I spoke contribute
to the well-being of their community, and their engagement strengthens their self-identities and
becomes a part of their well-being practices. Based on my analysis of interview, participant
observation, and photovoice data, I argue that the contributors’ engagement activities are equally
as important for maintaining well-being and strengthening self-identity, as well-being and selfidentity are for inspiring engagement. Additionally, although contributors do not always see
themselves as leaders, all of those with whom I spoke are using their skills and knowledge to
serve their community in a way that is characteristic of Indigenous leadership practices.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In today’s world, women in Canada – and even more so those who experience racism and
other forms of discrimination – continue to be under-represented in positions of power. These
women are often left to take on more unpaid care work and find alternative means to support
themselves. The barriers that women still face are felt even more acutely by Indigenous women
who also are forced to deal with ongoing colonization and racial discrimination. Despite the
barriers that social constructs of gender and race – and the structures of colonialism – have
created, Indigenous women and two-spirit1 people still find ways to lend their strength and
ingenuity to their families, friends, and communities. The work that Indigenous women and twospirit people do for their communities is extremely important in the ongoing fight for proper
rights and resources, and the motivation to do this work comes from a place of pride in one’s
identity as an Indigenous woman or two-spirit person.
Throughout this thesis I argue that young women and young two-spirit people of
Eabametoong First Nation (EFN) experience engagement and self-identity reciprocally. The
young women and young two-spirit people who chose to contribute their knowledge to this
project conveyed stories of how they became, and continue to be, empowered by their identities
and to be engaged citizens in the community. The work of the Anishinaabe young women and
young two-spirit people, who I will also refer to as contributors to this work,2 is inspired by a
self-identity built through a personal journey characterized by reconnecting with traditional

1

In this thesis, two-spirit refers to a third gender identity, and two-spirit people are seen as maintaining a balance
between male and female. Two-spirit is also sometimes used by Indigenous folks who identify as LGBTQ+
2
The language used throughout this thesis has been chosen specifically to honour Indigenous knowledge and
methodologies. In Appendix A I provide a list of terms that was used throughout this thesis and provide an
explanation as to why these terms were chosen.
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values, the support of an Elder or mentor, or a combination of these things. Using stories and
quotes from interviews and conversations with the contributors, as well as my own experiences
and what I learned through participant observation while in EFN, I demonstrate that engagement
practices are motivated by, and empower self-identity. I also demonstrate that experiencing the
positive effects created by the relationship between engagement practices and self-identity both
influences and is influenced by well-being practices. The engagement practices that the
contributors commit themselves to can be seen as personal well-being practices; however, in
most cases contributors become engaged with the purpose of contributing to the community’s
well-being as well.
In the literature, civic engagement is often defined as being on-going work that youth
participate in that is meant to have a direct or indirect impact on the common good of the youth’s
community (Crocetti et al., 2012; Lenzi et al., 2013; Levac, 2013). By this definition, civic
engagement comes close to describing the work that the contributors participate in within EFN;
however, I demonstrate that the engagement of these Anishinaabe youth does not require any
direct political motivations, or participation in an organization. The contributors directly
influence daily life in EFN, and their engagement plays a critical role in fostering and building
overall community well-being and health.

Project Goals and Questions
In Canada, Indigenous voices have often been silenced, ignored, or forgotten due to
ongoing colonial processes that create barriers to their participation. Across Canada, Indigenous
groups are often forced to go toe to toe with the Canadian state to fight for basic rights to land,
resources, and proper healthcare. For several months between 2019 and 2020, Indigenous groups
2

across the country stood in protest of the construction of the Coastal Gaslink pipeline. The
protests and blockades made headlines because Wet’suwet’en protesters and supporters brought
parts of the Canadian economy to a standstill and forced the Canadian government to
acknowledge Wet’suwet’en land title rights in British Columbia (The Canadian Press, 2020).
Even more recently, EFN has been faced with the terrifying possibility of a COVID-19 outbreak
in the community of about 1600 people. On the ground testing for the virus and other supports
were promised. It was later revealed, however, that the Canadian government and Indigenous
Services Canada did not have a plan in place or the resources to contain a potential outbreak in
an isolated community; in the midst of a deadly pandemic, the Canadian state placed the
responsibility of fighting the spread of COVID-19 onto EFN’s limited healthcare services
(Waswa, 2020). The Government of Canada’s response to the introduction of a deadly virus in
an isolated community is not good enough, and it is just the most recent example of the ways in
which colonization is still occurring and impacting people’s daily lives.
Despite the uphill battle that Indigenous communities and leaders are forced to contend
with, there is still a wealth of positive work that is being done, and Indigenous women play a
large role in this. In many Indigenous traditions, women are known as keepers and teachers of
cultural beliefs and values and have a history of inciting social change across Canada (Demers,
2010; Grey, 2010; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010; Turpel, 1991). The goal of this project was to
gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which the Anishinaabe young women and young
two-spirit people of EFN become engaged politically or civically engaged in their community.
Additionally, the project set out to understand more about how wellness and well-being play a
part in one’s motivation to become engaged, and what this engagement looks like. To
3

accomplish these goals, this project was built with the following three questions in mind: (1) In
what ways do the young women of EFN engage in politics? (2) Does a young woman’s
positionality within her community influence the way that she engages politically within that
community? And (3) In what ways does young women’s political engagement respond to factors
affecting the mental health and well-being of young women?
Informed by Indigenous methodologies, Community-Based Participatory Research and
using a mix of qualitative methods, I worked collaboratively with the contributing women and
two-spirit people to answer the above questions. From its initial stages, this project was built and
guided by the knowledge and wisdom of a community advisory committee. During the
development of the project, two trips were made into EFN to discuss the needs and priorities of
community members in terms of the methodologies used and the outcomes of the project.
Ongoing discussions with the committee were essential to ensure that this project was meeting
the needs of EFN, while also being conducted in a respectful manner.

Eabametoong First Nation
The community of Eabametoong First Nation can be found on the north shore of Eabamet
Lake, approximately 360 kilometers north of Thunder Bay. The community of EFN is
surrounded by beautiful and dense boreal forest and intricately connected river systems and
lakes. Before EFN was formed, Eabamet Lake was the site of Fort Hope, a Hudson’s Bay
Company trading post, and around the time that the fur trade began to slow down, people began
to settle along the southern shore of Eabamet Lake (Driben & Trudeau, 1983). Originally called
the Fort Hope Band, the Band was created in 1905 with the signing of James Bay Treaty No. 9
(Driben & Trudeau, 1983; Hedican, 2017). It was not until 1985 that the name of Eabametoong
4

First Nation was adopted (Hedican, 2017). Today, EFN is home to approximately 1600 onreserve members and approximately 900 off-reserve members. Between February and March,
EFN is connected to neighbouring First Nations by ice roads, while during the summer months
the community is only accessible by plane. EFN is a member of the Matawa First Nations
Management Tribal Council along with seven other First Nations (Matawa First Nations, n.d.).
Additionally, EFN is a part of the Nishnawbe Aski Nation, a political territorial organization that
represents the socioeconomic and political interests of the First Nations communities in northern
Ontario (Nishnawbe Aski Nation, 2020).
EFN is an Anishinaabe community, where Ojibway and English are the predominant
languages spoken. The name Eabametoong in Ojibway means “the reversing of the water place”
and refers to the way that water, which normally flows from Eabamet Lake into the Albany
River, reverses every year for a short time due to runoff. Ojibway is mostly spoken by the mature
population of EFN. However, Ojibway night classes are occasionally held for adults and it is
taught to the students at the elementary school, the John C. Yesno Education Centre. The local
radio station broadcasts in both English and Ojibway for the benefit of all community members.
Many of the Anishinaabe people of EFN divide their time between living in town and fishing and
hunting in the bush around town. During the spring and summer, people typically hunt for
moose, ducks, and geese, and fish for suckers, and walleye. Throughout the year, many families
will make trips by boat, truck, or snowmobile to hunting camps outside of town. During the
spring and summer there are also a number of cookouts and events hosted in the community
inviting people to share quality time together as well as a good meal.

5

EFN is a community that has felt the effects of the residential school system. A portion of
the adult population was sent to residential schools for most, if not all, of their education as
children. Today, the John C. Yesno Education Centre (JCY) services the youth of the
community. Offering classes from kindergarten to grade nine, JCY is governed by the
Eabametoong First Nation Education Authority. Because it is EFN that runs JCY, the community
has autonomy over the curation of a curriculum that best serves the students, leaving the
community better able to ensure that EFN’s youngest community members receive an education
informed by Ojibway knowledge. Once graduating from JCY, students must leave home in order
to complete their high school education. Many students who do choose to continue with their
high school education look to schools in Thunder Bay, while some families look for high schools
in other parts of Ontario.
EFN is a community of people who support each other; over the past several years the
quality of life in EFN has been improving thanks to the hard work of many community members.
Work is constantly being done by individuals in the community, Chief and Council, Health and
Social Services, and other organizations to ensure that needs are being met and health and wellbeing are prioritized. In addition to the workshops, events, and support systems being made
available to community members, there is also a Christian church in town where many people
attend regular Sunday services and other church events. For many people in EFN, the church
provides a safe space for building a relationship with God, connection to the community, and a
sense of wellness. Another source of spirituality and wellness for many community members
comes from practicing traditions. Individuals participate in prayers, smudging, and sweat lodges
to deepen their Indigenous spirituality and foster their well-being. Workshops and programs put
6

on by Health and Social Services also incorporate these practices, as well as the teachings of the
Medicine Wheel, in order to help facilitate healing for those who are interested.
The work of many dedicated people over several years has made EFN the community it
is today. Work focused on offering support is continually being done to improve the quality of
life and well-being of community members. This project and the questions that are stated above
were developed collaboratively with community advisors from EFN who are working to make
EFN stronger. This project comes out of the desire to better understand the experiences of EFN’s
young women and young two-spirit people in order to be able to better support them.

Critical Reflections on Knowledge Systems
The history of anthropological research in Indigenous communities has been described by
the term “slash and grab.” In anthropology’s early days, it was not uncommon for some
researchers to visit a community, take what cultural knowledge they could get, and leave the
community without giving back to the people they learned from (Cervone, 2015, Kovach 2009;
Willow, 2010). Although this dark part of anthropology’s history is one best left in the past, its
impacts have reverberated into the future, causing ‘research’ to be considered a dirty word in
many Indigenous communities (Kovach, 2009; Willow, 2011). Although slash and grab tactics
have cast a shadow over the discipline of anthropology, much has changed in the past hundred
years. Today, everything from how research relationships are built with communities and
community members, to how methodologies are chosen, to how research is written is guided by
epistemologies and paradigms that address power imbalances between researchers and
participants. Anthropology today has by no means eliminated all of the colonial aspects of
research done in the past, however it is a dynamic discipline and strides continue to be made.
7

Following this reflexive way of doing anthropology, this project was built and guided by
Indigenous research methodologies. These methodologies will be explored fully in Chapter 3;
however it is important to understand that from its initial conception, this project was designed to
align with the needs of EFN. Likewise, the methods chosen for the project were selected
specifically for their ability to address the innate power imbalances of the research-participant
relationship, and for their ability to honour Indigenous knowledge systems (Kovach, 2009;
Moffit & Robinson Vollman, 2004; Pidgeon & Hardy Cox, 2002; Rogers Stanton, 2014). The
methods chosen, as well as the structure and goals of this project, were all decided in partnership
with community advisors in EFN; two initial trips to EFN were made in advance of the project in
order to meet and discuss the needs and priorities of community members regarding the project.
With the amount of care that was involved in ensuring that the project was built and carried out
with Indigenous methodologies and Indigenous knowledge in mind, it follows that an equal
amount of care would be taken while presenting the results in this thesis.
Over the course of writing this thesis, there were multiple occasions when I struggled
with choices about language and tone. As a white woman, I grew up attending schools that had
predominantly white student bodies and almost exclusively white teachers. Throughout a
majority of my education, Western knowledge systems were prevalent and favoured. It was not
until the latter years of my undergraduate career that I was introduced to Indigenous knowledge
systems. Although I have used the last several years of my academic career to deepen my
understanding of Indigenous knowledges and apply them to this work, this does not erase the
years I spent learning and practicing how to produce academic writing for a system that favours
Western ways of knowing. When it came time to write this thesis, I was often left with feelings
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of confusion as to how I should reconcile the Western frameworks I am so familiar with to the
Indigenous knowledge systems that I have aspired to honour through every action I’ve taken for
this project. After much consideration and consultation with my advisors I concluded that finding
a perfect solution to my conundrum is beyond the scope of this Master’s level project, but that to
address this challenge as well as possible, I would create a list of terms, accompanied by
explanations and definitions, that better reflect the values that underpin this project (see
Appendix A). In addition to this list, throughout this project and the writing of this thesis, I had
opportunities to reflect on my positionality as a white woman working with Anishinaabe young
women and young two-spirit people. Conversations with community partners, friends, and my
advisors guided the work that I did and helped me to address where my positionality could have
created bias.
The main source of my struggle while writing began with the word participant. After
spending time in EFN, getting to know people, making connections, and building friendships, the
term participant felt too unemotional – dehumanizing. This theme prevailed as I set out to write
in the Western way I am most familiar with. In Western academic discourse, remaining
unemotional and detached from research and findings in writing is prioritized as it suggests a
certain level of scientific rigour. However, this method of knowledge production is not in line
with Indigenous understandings of how knowledge comes to be understood (Kovach, 2009;
Ulturgasheva et al., 2015). Part of being guided by Indigenous frameworks includes holding a
critical lens against representation, so when it came to writing this thesis, I was happy to critique
the language that struck me as being reminiscent of anthropology’s colonial past.
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Anthropology, like other social sciences, is a discipline that is constantly being
challenged to become better and to better serve the communities and groups that anthropologists
work with. Great leaps have been made by anthropologists to improve the discipline since the
time of slash and grab research, and more improvements are always being made. The list of
terms in Appendix A is one of my efforts to ensure that this project aligns with decolonial goals
and Indigenous frameworks.
Before moving on to the rest of this thesis, it is important to note that the term Indigenous
in this thesis is used to describe those who identify as First Nation, Inuit, and Métis. I use this
term because I draw on a body of literature that focuses on the experiences of First Nation, Inuit,
and Métis people. For example, I make reference to studies that have been done with Inuit youth.
I chose to include these studies to help build an understanding of the findings from this project
because Inuit youth are experiencing similar mental health struggles, and changes to daily life
that impact opportunities to connect with traditional knowledge. Although there are important
cultural differences between the Inuit and the Anishinaabe people of EFN, there are also
similarities – such as the remoteness of their communities – that allowed me to learn from Inuit
research.

Overview of Chapters
Before delving into the findings and results of this project (Chapters 4 and 5), I first
provide an overview and explanation of the methodology that was chosen for this project. In
Chapter 2, I describe the ways in which Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) and
Indigenous Research Methodologies (IRM) were used in the creation and execution of this
project. Here I offer insight into how this project came into being, and the ways in which
10

collaboration occurred between the different parties involved in this project. Additionally, I
discuss the importance of rapport and relationship building for this project, and how this relates
to IRM. In keeping with the principles of CBPR and IRM, I defend the four main methods that
were chosen for this project: photovoice, interviews, focus groups, and participant observation.
Finally, I discuss the level of effectiveness of the methods chosen and provide a summary of the
ethical concerns that required consideration throughout the project.
Following a discussion of the creation of this project (Chapter 2), Chapter 3 presents a
summary of the relevant literature surrounding well-being, identity formation, and engagement
practices. As I explain in Chapter 2, the well-being of Indigenous populations in Canada is often
discussed in relation to mental health and the use of traditional healing methods. Much of the
literature in this area is neither age nor gender specific. Further, it is often focused on urbandwelling Indigenous people. Research focused on identity formation and mental health with
young Indigenous people is a growing field; however, as I point out below, there is still work to
be done. I conclude this chapter with an exploration of the concept of engagement. Much of the
literature focused on youth engagement practices focuses on the experiences of Western youth
and much of the literature on Indigenous engagement practices focuses on the experiences of
Indigenous women. There exists a gap in the literature focused on the engagement practices of
young Indigenous people, and young Indigenous women in particular. The literature that I
review in this section helps to contextualize this project in a larger discussion of engagement and
identity, and draws attention to where the findings of this project contributes to filling gaps in the
larger discussion.
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In Chapter 4, I begin to layout the major findings that came from the conversations and
learning moments I had with the contributors in EFN. I discuss all of the major themes and
trends that I found after an analysis of the interview recordings and photographs provided by the
contributors, and of my own field notes. Among the major findings that are discussed in this
chapter are the importance and priority placed on personal and community well-being; the ways
in which self-identity, well-being, and wellness practices are all intertwined; and how all of these
things combine and culminate in engagement practices that are as unique as the Anishinaabe
young women and young two-spirit people who contributed to this project. Along with an
explanation of the prevalent themes that came from this project, I include quotes from the
contributors and stories from my time with them to demonstrate the ways in which the
contributors are living out their well-being, self-identity, and engagement practices.
In the penultimate chapter of this thesis (Chapter 5), I provide a more in-depth discussion
of the findings of this project. From my analysis of the findings, I argue that for the Anishinaabe
young women and young two-spirit people who contributed to this project, there exists a
reciprocal relationship in which engagement, self-identity, and well-being continually impact and
influence one another. The self-identities of the contributors to this project are built on an
immeasurable level of pride that is felt both towards EFN, and towards their identity as
Anishinaabe people. The pride upon which their self-identities are built also motivates feelings
of responsibility towards their community, inspiring the contributors to become and remain
engaged. In this chapter I demonstrate the way in which this relationship continually affects and
is affected by the lives of the contributors. I also argue that at every junction of this relationship,
the contribution that one’s personal well-being makes is great; self-identity built on a foundation
12

of pride is reinforced and sustained through well-being practices that strengthen contributors’
connections to EFN and traditional values. The well-being practices that reinforce self-identity
are then shared with other community members through contributors’ engagement practices.
In Chapter 6, the conclusion, I offer my final thoughts on this project. The findings
discussed in the previous two chapters are contextualized within the literature on well-being,
self-identity, and engagement practices, as well as the literature focused on the experiences of
young Indigenous people and Indigenous women. I explain how the findings of this project
address previously mention gaps in the literature. I also provide an overview of the benefits that
this work can offer EFN, the contributors, young Indigenous people, and those who work with
them. Finally, I provide suggestions for future research in this area.

13

Chapter 2: Building Relationships and the Creation of a Project
In this chapter I provide the context in which this project emerged, as well as the
processes used to develop and execute the project. I begin by providing a contextual background
focused on the relevance of the project. Following this, I recount the process and conversations
that took place in order to build a project that met the needs of the Eabametoong First Nation
(EFN) community partners. This project was committed to an approach that valued Indigenous
methodologies and the knowledge of Indigenous people. The design involved collaborative
efforts from its beginning, all the way through to writing this thesis. Discussions about the
appropriateness of certain methodologies and the accuracy of findings have been the subject of
open conversations with community advisors from the earliest stages.
After a discussion of the project’s development, I outline in detail the recruitment
methods used and the methodologies that were chosen for data collection. Initially the methods
that were to be used in this project included: participant observation, interviews, photovoice, and
focus groups. When carrying out the project’s aims, however, it quickly became apparent that
participant observation and interviews were the most effective ways of collecting data. Later in
this chapter, I explore the limitations of using photovoice and focus groups and speculate as to
why these methods were not well received. Finally, I conclude the chapter with a discussion of
the ethical considerations and limitations of the project.

Stolen Identities and Cultural Resurgence
The context surrounding the creation of this project includes the history and ongoing
presence of colonial systems that have sought to strip Indigenous identities from the narrative of
Canada’s past and present. A prevailing theme throughout this thesis is the importance of
14

identity formation rooted in specific cultural traditions. By using the residential school system
and the Indian Act, the Canadian government has been able to separate many Indigenous people
from their homes, families, and communities. Across the country, children were taken from their
homes and forced into residential schools, where they were denied the chance to learn and
practice their languages, beliefs, and traditions (Partridge, 2010). Many children in residential
schools were abused, mistreated, and told that simply being Indigenous was wrong. All of these
things negatively impacted children’s identity formation and led to the development of mental
and physical health complications (Mosby, 2013; Partridge, 2010).
Similar to the impacts of residential schools on identity formation, the discriminatory
policies found in the Indian Act worked to eliminate Indigenous identities by using assimilation
tactics. Women were disproportionately impacted by the Indian Act, as it threatened the
revocation of their Indigenous status and rights if they married a non-Indigenous person (Fiske,
2006; Gunn, 2014; Naumann, 2008). The Indian Act drove a wedge between many Indigenous
women and their families. In some cases, women were even faced with the decision to choose
between their families and the future of their children; by marrying a non-Indigenous person and
losing their and their children’s status, an Indigenous woman would not see her children forced
into residential schools (Naumann, 2008). This was an impossible decision with which many
Indigenous women were faced, and the damage done by the Indian Act was not so easily
forgotten. The introduction of Bill C-31 was meant to right the wrongs done to the women and
their descendants who lost their status because of the Indian Act, however it still left women
disenfranchised and often ostracized from their natal communities (Fiske, 2006; Gunn, 2014;
Naumann, 2008). The effects of the Indian Act and Bill C-31 on identity formation, and on
15

mental and physical health, continue to have a reverberating impact on many Indigenous families
and communities.
The impacts that the residential school system, the Indian Act, and Bill C-31 have had on
the health and well-being of Indigenous people is one that continues to be felt today. Despite the
damaging and atrocious assimilative acts that Indigenous people have experienced over
generations, Indigenous people across Turtle Island continue to fight back and find
empowerment through cultural revitalization efforts. Indigenous women in particular are finding
ways to share their stories in the hopes of inspiring and providing guidance to others. The
process of cultural revitalization includes healing from traumas of the past using traditional
healing methods like the Medicine Wheel (Partridge, 2010). For many Indigenous women in
leadership positions, cultural revitalization comes in the form of returning to their natal
communities, reconnecting with traditional teachings, and being guided by the knowledge that
has been passed on to them from their mothers and grandmothers (Grey, 2010; McLeod, 2012).
Additionally, many Indigenous women are using their voices to share their stories and
knowledge about cultural revitalization efforts with others (Demers, 2010; Grey, 2010; Kovach,
2009; Partridge, 2010). Despite the many colonial efforts the Canadian government used to
assimilate and erase Indigenous identities, Indigenous women have remained strong and
empowered by their Indigenous identities.

Building a Project through Collaboration
Work on this project began in early 2018 and from the very beginning all actions taken
have been shaped by the guiding principles of Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)
and Indigenous Research Methodologies (IRM). In anthropology, CBPR requires collaboration
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between the researcher and community partners, uses democratic decision-making processes, and
aims to generate social change through political action (Castleden et al., 2008; Gentry & Metz,
2017; Rogers Stanton, 2014; Ultrugasheva at al., 2015). IRM are those that are informed and
guided by Indigenous epistemologies, knowledges, and conceptual frameworks (Kovach, 2009;
Pidgeon & Hardy Cox, 2002; Ultrugasheva et al., 2015).
In the fall of 2018, as part of the planning stage of the project, the aims and goals of our
collaboration were determined through conversations between Band Councillors and other EFN
members, my advisor Dr. Leah Levac, and myself.
In the meetings and discussions that took place during this initial visit, conversations
were geared towards understanding what community needs could be addressed through this
collaborative project, and what methodologies would be best to achieve our shared goals.
Different perspectives and knowledge were shared during these initial conversations that helped
to make visible the priorities of all parties. It became clear that the interest of community
members was in seeking to better understand what drives young people in EFN to become
involved in both decision-making processes related to the Band Council, as well as other
community events, and how this involvement related to well-being. Band Councillors and
community members who shared their knowledge during these conversations believed that it
would be beneficial to have a better understanding of the experiences of both young men and
young women. It was also acknowledged, however, that these two groups have different
experiences and contend with different barriers to engagement. Accordingly, it was decided that
to fully honour the unique experiences of both young men and young women, it would be best to
build two separate projects that could happen in succession.
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With a direction for the project established, the question of which methodologies were to
be used became the next item on the agenda. During the initial meetings in the fall of 2018,
community members expressed interest in using arts-based methodologies, with some
community members saying they believed that by using art-based methodologies, more young
people would be interested in contributing to this project. In recent years, other projects with
young Indigenous people in Canada have seen great success with using arts-based
methodologies. Photography and film-making are two types of arts-based methodologies that
scholars and Indigenous youth are using to share their stories in a way that is accessible to both a
wider public, as well as policy makers and those in positions of power (Genius et al., 2014; Jones
et al., 2013; Lozowy et al., 2013; Moffit & Robinson Vollman, 2004; Wiebe, 2015). For the
purposes of this project, photovoice was selected as the primary arts-based methodology, and we
decided that this would be complemented by semi-structured interviews and focus groups.

Contributor Recruitment and Contributors as Researchers
After our initial visit to EFN, there were on-going discussions regarding which methods
were best to use, as well as what would be the best way to inform young women in the
community about the project. In the early stages of project development, the idea was proposed
to use a survey to gain a general understanding of youth experiences of well-being in EFN. This
survey was to be developed collaboratively between myself and EFN’s Youth Council and was
going to be open to both young men and young women. In April, however, community members
advised that a survey would not grab the attention of youth in the community and would not be
an effective means of reaching out to everyone who may be interested in contributing to the
project.
18

In response to this advice from community members, snowball sampling was then used
for public outreach and this occurred during the two-month period during which I was staying in
EFN. Because this project is rooted in CBPR and IRM, the process of building relationships is
critical. For many Indigenous people, research is considered a dirty word because of the slash
and grab methods that researchers of the past employed (Kovach, 2009), and in some cases,
continue to employ. Building relationships founded on trust was a way to help ensure that there
was transparency between myself, the contributors, and other community members, and that the
needs of EFN were being addressed through this work (Kovach, 2009). Upon returning to EFN
for two months in the spring of 2019 to learn from contributing young women and young twospirit people, I had the opportunity to participate in community events including cookouts,
volleyball tournaments and games, the John C. Yesno Education Centre’s (JCY) 2019 Career
Fair, and the First Annual Youth Gathering. I was also able to volunteer my time at the JCY’s
After School Program. Through these opportunities I was able to carry out participant
observation and meet many young people in EFN and build friendships, and it was through
building these friendships that I had the pleasure of meeting the young women and young twospirit people who offered to share their stories and knowledge with me to contribute to this
project. I met several of the people who offered to contribute their time to this project by
becoming involved in community life. Additionally, most of those who I met through
community involvement were happy to introduce me to those who they thought would be
interested in becoming involved in the project as well. In keeping with IRM, the contributors
were given the option to choose a pseudonym to represent their contribution to this project, or to
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claim their stories as their own and use their real names. All of the contributors chose to use their
real names for this project.
Throughout the project, I aimed to speak with young women and young two-spirit people
between the ages of thirteen and twenty-four. Ultimately, the oldest contributor was twentyseven and the youngest was fifteen at the time of the project. Because this project is focused
specifically on the experiences of young women in EFN, those who identify as male were not
invited to contribute their knowledge; however, as I mentioned earlier, the community has
expressed interest in exploring the experiences of young men in a separate, future project.
Additionally, the age group was chosen specifically to address the question of how contributors’
experiences inform or affect their well-being and engagement practices.
Because one of the goals of this project is to explore the engagement practices of
contributing Nation members, the decision was made to forego gaining proxy consent for
contributors who are under the age of majority. This decision is justified because the contributors
were being asked about their experiences as autonomous actors in their community, and for the
two contributors who were under the age of majority at the time of the project, asking for proxy
consent would have undermined their autonomy and taken away from their agency. Further,
competent decision-making skills begin to develop during adolescence, and the youth of today
often become more politically mature at a younger age (Elster, 2009; McAllister, 2014) than did
those in previous generations. The decision to forego the gaining of proxy consent was made out
of respect for the young women and young two-spirit people who are both informed and mature
enough to make their own decisions. It was supported by the Research Ethics Board at the
University of Guelph (more below).
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Photovoice, Interviews, and Focus Groups
In the original design of the project, we decided to use four methodologies to learn about
the experiences of Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people in EFN: participant
observation, interviews, photovoice, and focus groups. Once we decided that a survey would not
be an effective means of reaching out to and hearing back from youth in the community, it
became clear that a more flexible project design that allowed Nation members to choose how
they contributed to the project would align better with the principles of IRM. When Nation
members expressed interest in the project, I explained the goals and questions guiding the
project, as well as the methods that were being used. Two of the Nation members I spoke with
were interested in and decided to take part in the photovoice portion of this project, five Nation
members – including the two who also participated in the photovoice portion – chose to share
their knowledge through recorded, semi-structured interviews. One Nation member shared her
knowledge and thoughts through informal conversations that we had during my time in EFN.
Photovoice
Photovoice was chosen for this project because it aligns with the goals of CBPR and
Indigenous and feminist epistemologies and methodologies (Allen, 2012; Castleden et al., 2008;
Gentry & Metz, 2017; Moffit & Robinson Vollman, 2004). This methodology addresses power
imbalances that are innately found in research projects by relinquishing the monopoly the
researcher holds over the research design and questions to the participants, who become cocollaborators in the project (Allen, 2012; Genius et al., 2014; Moffit & Robinson Vollman,
2004). In projects done with women, Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth, and other folks who
often experience marginalization, photovoice has been used with great success. Both Moffit and
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Robinson Vollman (2004) and Gentry and Metz (2017) used photovoice as a method when
working with Indigenous women to learn about the women’s experiences with policy and public
health issues. Scholars such as Wiebe (2016) and Lozowy and colleagues (2013) have used
photovoice while working with Indigenous youth in Canada in order to create a platform for
youth to share stories about their lives and communities. Photovoice has also been used as a
platform to share stories and experiences in lower- and middle-class communities in the United
States, and with Māori families to explore their experiences with healthcare (Allen, 2012;
Carlson et al., 2006; Jones et al., 2013). In all of these projects, photovoice was used as a means
of addressing the power imbalance that is often a characteristic of research projects. Addressing
this innate power imbalance was a core reason for choosing this arts-based methodology for this
project.
Contributors were invited to photograph their social worlds in order to tell the story of
what well-being and engagement meant to them. Nation members who participated in
photovoice were given a digital camera, an empty memory card, and one week to photograph
what they deemed important in their lives. Nation members were given only broad and vague
instructions about what to photograph in an attempt to limit the bias and influence I might have
on their photograph choices (see Appendix B – Photovoice Briefing). In this way, the Nation
members produced photographs that represented life in the community and their own
experiences. Their photograph choices helped to guide the direction of this project.
Initially, I aimed to have all of the contributing Nation members involved in the
photovoice portion of this project. As noted earlier, only two of the six contributing Nation
members chose to become photographers. This is not to say that there was a lack of interest in
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co-collaborating on a photovoice project; several Nation members I spoke with in EFN
expressed a love for photography and other arts-based projects. I believe that the low turnout of
photographers in this project can be explained in two ways, the first being the limitation of time.
Originally, I planned to be in EFN for a total of one month but was able to extend my time in the
community by another month. This was still a very short period of time for rapport building, and
it was sometimes difficult for interested Nation members to find time in their already busy
schedules for a photovoice project. The second reason for the low number of photographers was
that coincidentally, during the time I was in EFN, a separate photovoice project was being done
with the grade nine students at JCY. Two of the young women who contributed to this project
had also participated in the other photovoice project and did not want to take on two projects at
the same time.
Semi-Structured Interviews
Five out of six of the Nation members who contributed to this project shared their
knowledge and experiences through formal semi-structured interviews. This method was chosen
because of the way it allows contributors to share what information they deem important. Using
semi-structured questions allows for Nation members to decide what information is worth
sharing, and how best to share it, influencing the project design (Allen, 2012). As I discuss
below, the interviews were created to follow photovoice, and so the questions were made to act
as a guide for contributors while they reflected on the photos they took (Allen, 2012; Castleden
et al., 2008). In cases where contributors did not take photos, the interviews were adjusted
accordingly. To ensure their comfort, contributors were asked if they had a preference for the
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location of the interview and were offered private and discrete locations. Some contributors felt
comfortable hosting the interview in their homes while others preferred a private office space.
Before the interview began, contributors with photographs were asked to sort their photos
into the categories of wellness, political activity, community engagement, and cultural activity. A
semi-structured interview was then used to provide guidance during the conversations about each
category. For each category, a set of five questions was asked to gain a better understanding of
the connection between the content of the photos and the category. The questions addressed in
this portion of the interview were open-ended to allow for contributors to reflect on their
experiences and what inspired them to share their chosen photos. To delve deeper into what
wellness and engagement means to young women and two-spirit people in EFN, three
subsequent questions asked that one photo be chosen to represent each of three ideas: political
engagement, cultural engagement, and empowerment. These final three questions were used to
invite open discussion from Nation members about how engagement and empowerment is
personally defined.
The interview guide (Appendix C) included mostly open-ended questions. Questions
were used with the intent of encouraging contributors to share their experiences and voice their
stories in a way that felt most appropriate for them. The interview guide was also designed with
IRM in mind, and by using open-ended questions within a semi-structured interview guide, there
existed flexibility for the contributors to have power over the way their stories were told.
Despite the questions being designed to work in tandem with the photovoice method, the
questions were easily adaptable for contributors who chose not to share photos. In each category
of questions, where a photovoice contributor was asked to arrange or select pictures that
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represented the category in question, contributors who did not take photos were simply asked to
describe the people and places in EFN that represented that category to them.
Focus Groups
Focus groups were chosen as a method for much of the same reasons that photovoice and
interviews were chosen; by using open-ended questions and a semi-structured interview guide,
focus groups allow for participants to lead the direction of conversation, and to focus on what
they deem important. In this way, focus groups allow participants to influence the guiding
questions. Focus groups were also chosen for the benefits they provide when working with
youth. Focus groups provide the young contributors with peer support, helping contributors to
potentially feel more comfortable with sharing their experiences than they would in a one on one
interview (Hyde et al., 2005). Additionally, focus groups foster a more relaxed conversational
environment in which contributors can interact and speak with each other more naturally,
providing insights into social practices (Hyde et al., 2005; Patten et al., 2009).
In the initial project design, I aspired to have one to two focus groups with six to eight
young women and two-spirit people in each. The questions were organized into four categories:
political engagement, community engagement, well-being, and community support. The
questions were written to be broad and to encourage contributors to share their perspectives and
experiences with engagement and well-being (Appendix D).
During the time I spent in EFN, I attempted to host a focus group on three occasions. To
advertise the date, time, and location of the focus groups, an advertisement was posted at the
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Band Office, Corney’s, and Rita’s3, and on the Fort Hope Marketplace page on Facebook. I also
made announcements on the local radio station. Only one Nation member attended one of the
focus groups. In her case, we decided that it would be more appropriate to use the photovoice
interview questions rather than the focus group questions so that we could have a more in-depth,
personal conversation.
There are many reasons that could explain why Nation members did not attend the focus
groups. To begin, the timing of the focus groups may have been inconvenient. Between work,
social, and personal obligations, Nation members who may have been interested in joining could
have been too busy during the times that I scheduled the focus groups. More than once, a young
woman or two-spirit person who said that they would attend a focus group, ended up being
unable to because another more pressing commitment came up. I attempted to address this
limitation by running several focus groups at different times on different days, but it was to no
avail.
As with the limitations to photovoice, I believe that time limitations also played a part in
the outcome of my focus groups. As I mentioned earlier, I had the opportunity to spend only two
months in EFN. During this time, I was lucky to meet many wonderful people and amazing
young women and two-spirit people; however, the limitation of time coupled with my status as
an outsider impacted the rapport I was able to build.

3

Corney’s and Rita’s are the two stores in EFN that sell groceries and other goods.
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Ethical Considerations
Along with the subject matter and the methodologies chosen for this project come ethical
considerations that can influence Nation members. Perhaps the most apparent ethical
consideration comes from working with young women and young two-spirit people who are
under the legal age of majority As noted earlier, I did not seek out proxy consent from a parent or
guardian for contributors under age of majority, as this would have undermined their autonomy.
Additionally, all of the contributing Nation members – especially those who were under the age
of majority – were regularly reminded of their rights to refuse to answer any questions or
withdraw from the project should they feel uncomfortable. The young women who were under
the age of consent at the time of the project were mature enough to judge whether they were
comfortable enough to become involved in the project, and therefore did not need to seek
consent to participate from anyone else.
Further, an ethical consideration that faced all contributing Nation members came with
the subject matter of the in-depth interviews. One of the overall goals of this project is to gain a
better understanding of what well-being looks like and how it relates to engagement for the
young women and young two-spirit people of EFN. During interviews, all contributing Nation
members were asked questions about their well-being practices. Although for this project young
women and young two-spirit people with mental illnesses were not specifically being sought out
to participate, the potential still existed that a strong emotional response could have been
triggered during interviews. To mitigate this risk, several steps were taken, beginning with the
interview guide. When the interview guide was designed, the choice was made to avoid
questions that directly addressed the interviewee’s personal experiences with mental health.
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Instead, questions were concentrated on well-being practices, which resulted in positive and
hopeful discussions between the contributors and me. Before and during interviews, the
contributors were also reminded of their right to not answer a question if they did not feel
comfortable or did not have an answer.
Regarding photovoice, there are certain risks that needed to be considered when it comes
to taking photographs. A photo is worth a thousand words, and therefore can be interpreted in
many ways. An important component of photovoice is that the photographers are free to
photograph what they deem to be important parts of their social realities (Allen, 2012), and this
sometimes includes other individuals who are not participating in the project. Photographers
could therefore take unwanted or potentially embarrassing photographs of other community
members. For this reason, it was important to ensure that those young women and two-spirit
people who took photos were aware of the consent process (see Appendix B). Before being given
a camera, the Nation members were given a briefing on the importance of respecting people’s
privacy, and how to go about gaining another Nation member’s consent to take their photograph.
Furthermore, photographers maintained their ownership over their photos during the entirety of
this project. The photographs that are present in this thesis document have been shared with the
direct consent of the photographer.
With these ethical considerations in mind, this project was approved by the University of
Guelph Research Ethics Board (REB #19-03-009) and received approval from EFN’s Band
Council. In partnership with the Band Council, an Ownership, Control, Access, and Possession
(OCAP) agreement was developed for this and future projects done with EFN. This OCAP
agreement outlines the guiding principles that were used for the creation of this project. Also in
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this agreement, it is outlined that all ownership of data collected (including photographs) belongs
to the person who provided this data, control over the project’s entire process belongs to EFN
through Chief and Council, and all of the information being collected is made accessible to EFN
through Chief and Council. Finally, the OCAP agreement states that any data collected will be
returned to the community to be stored safely after completion of this project.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review
The purpose of this project is to better understand the relationship between engagement,
self-identity, and well-being that Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people living
in Eabametoong First Nation (EFN) experience, as well as how well-being affects and is affected
by this relationship. In order to fully understand the findings that have come from this project, an
in-depth analysis of what other scholars have said and learned about Indigenous well-being
practices, youth engagement, and Indigenous engagement is essential. It is this exploration of the
literature that provides a basis for better understanding and contextualizing the experiences that
were shared by the contributors to this project. In this chapter, I take a comprehensive look at the
common themes and insights that have been shared by other scholars on these topics. I begin by
looking at Indigenous experiences with traditional healing services and well-being practices.
Next, I discuss the literature on Western youth engagement trends, and Indigenous youth
engagement trends. Finally, I explore the experiences of Indigenous women within leadership
positions, engagement, and feminism in the Canadian context. Throughout this chapter, I note
where there are gaps in the scholarship; however, the body of literature identified here acts as a
frame of reference for further discussion of the findings.

Indigenous Experiences with Mental Health Treatment Options
In recent history, Indigenous Nations and peoples across Canada have seen devastatingly
high rates of youth suicides to the point that the situation is described as a suicide crisis. Further,
some First Nation communities have declared states of emergency as a result (Talaga, 2018;
Waldram et al., 2008). In addition to facing high rates of suicide, Indigenous peoples also
experience higher rates of other mental illnesses and substance abuse disorders than their non30

Indigenous counterparts (Crofoot Graham, 2002; Currie et al., 2013; Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et
al., 2018; Trout et al., 2018; Talaga, 2018; Waldram et al., 2008). This mental health crisis is one
that can be understood in the framework of ongoing processes of colonization and
intergenerational traumas caused by colonizing efforts of the past. Destructive assimilation
tactics – such as the residential school system – severed many Indigenous people’s connections
to their families, communities, and traditions, hindering their ability to develop healthy selfidentities (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Currie et al., 2013; Partridge, 2010; Waldram et al., 2008).
Although the last residential school has closed its doors for good in Canada, the atrocities that
occurred within the walls of these schools have an ongoing, intergenerational impact on the
mental and physical health of many Indigenous people today (Partridge, 2010; Waldram et al.,
2008).
Across Canada, First Nations have demanded that more action be taken, and more
resources be made available, to prevent the tragic loss of more innocent lives and to improve the
mental health of all Indigenous people (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Partridge, 2010). Because of
the ongoing effects of colonialism, it follows that much of the literature on mental health in
Indigenous populations is focused on the contributing factors that lead to suicide, or on the
effectiveness of treatment methods. While the amount of scholarship in this area has been
growing over the past several years, less work has been done where mental health and well-being
in rural and isolated communities are concerned. There has also been a lack of attention paid to
the unique experiences of young Indigenous women and men separately, despite data showing
that young men and young women experience different levels of risk where suicidal thoughts and
suicide are concerned (Talaga, 2018). No matter the gaps, however, attention should be paid to
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all of the literature in this field as it can help to inform a deeper understanding of what wellbeing looks like in the Indigenous context across Canada.
Urban Focus
Over the past few years, the scholarship on mental health, well-being, and healing
practices has grown. In many urban centres across Canada, scholars have been conducting
research with Indigenous populations and healing centres to better understand what is being done
to address lower levels of mental and physical health in the Indigenous population. A major
theme that appears in urban focused scholarship is that culturally appropriate treatment options
and services that offer clients a chance to reconnect with their culture have, time and again,
proven to be successful (Asante, 2005; Currie et al., 2013; Crofoot Graham, 2002; Trout et al.,
2018; Waldram et al., 2008). An example of this work comes from Currie and colleagues (2013)
who created a model for measuring the relationship between frequency of treatments, and social
determinants of drug and substance addictions in the City of Vancouver’s Indigenous population.
Among the main findings from their study was that providing opportunities for urban-dwelling
Indigenous people to reconnect with their culture and identity is a powerful tool to be used on the
road to health. The authors (Currie et al., 2013) found that urban-dwelling Indigenous people
who spent time attending community events with other Indigenous people, and participating in
spiritual practices, such as smudging ceremonies, felt closer to their traditional values and
experienced higher self-esteem. Additionally, these traditional values often teach abstinence
from drugs and alcohol as a way of living a healthy lifestyle, and this was something that aided
many Indigenous people in their addiction treatments (Currie et al., 2013).
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Prior to the work that was done by Currie and colleagues, Waldram, Innes, Kaweski, and
Redman (2008) saw a similar outcome from using culture, traditions, and spirituality to
encourage urban-dwelling Indigenous people down a path of healing. The study conducted by
Waldram and colleagues was done with the nongovernmental organization Building a Nation,
located in Saskatoon. In their study, the effectiveness and the way in which pan-Indigenous
healing methods – such as the Medicine Wheel – are used to spearhead the programs and
services being offered was under focus. Building a Nation sets the foundation of its programs
and services in cultural and traditional knowledge and by doing this they are not only providing
urban-dwelling Indigenous people with the support needed to heal, but also addressing a need in
their community for culturally appropriate healthcare services. A common observation that came
from clients and employees of Building a Nation was that the Western style treatment options
available to them were ineffectual when used alone as they did not address all four parts of the
self: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. What Waldram and colleagues learned from
Building a Nation is that it is by addressing these four parts of the self that makes the Medicine
Wheel an effective healing tool.
The studies done by Currie (Currie et al., 2013) and Waldram (Waldram et al., 2008) act
as examples of the ways in which traditional knowledge, spirituality, and cultural connections
are being used to support urban-dwelling Indigenous people as they receive treatment for mental
health and substance use disorders. Much of the scholarship that is concerned with the healing
powers of cultural connection in urban settings is in agreement as to why these treatment options
and services are as effective as they are: culturally appropriate healing methods take into account
a relational worldview that characterizes many Indigenous cultures in North America, and create
33

an opportunity for people to be a part of a community in harmony, which is in line with the
teachings of the Medicine Wheel and other healing traditions (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008;
Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Chandler, 2011; Crofoot Graham, 2002; Currie et al., 2013; Trout et
al., 2018; Weaver, 2002). One of the motivating factors that has led to a recent surge in literature
on these types of health services is the under use of Western mental health care services by
Indigenous populations in North America, despite the alarmingly high rate of suicide in this
population (Crofoot Graham, 2002; Trout et al., 2018). Scholars have come to understand that
what is lacking from Western healthcare models is a cultural understanding and an
acknowledgement that for healing to occur, the spiritual, emotional, and mental self must be
treated, as well as the physical self (Crofoot Graham, 2002; Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram
2009; Weaver, 2002).
Rural and Isolated Focus
Thus far, the health and healing literature that has been discussed has been focused on the
effectiveness of culturally appropriate healing centres and programs in urban areas across
Canada. And, up until this point, much of the literature has looked at the experiences of
Indigenous people in urban areas; there is not much attention paid to the experiences of people in
different ages or gender groups. As EFN is an isolated community, these studies do not address
the unique experiences of those living in EFN. The literature focused on healing practices in
rural and isolated areas provides a more specific analysis of the experiences of young Indigenous
people.
As the focus shifts from urban to rural and isolated communities, it is important to
acknowledge that while there exist some similarities in both sets of literature, urban dwelling and
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rural dwelling Indigenous people will have different experiences with health disparities and
treatment methods (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Currie et al., 2013; Waldram, 2009). In rural and
isolated settings, Indigenous people often have better access to land and social supports, which
can both be utilized when addressing mental health concerns. In a study done by Wood and
colleagues (2018) focused on the way millennial aged Native American youth experienced health
and well-being, living in rural areas of San Diego County. Many of the contributing Indigenous
youth described their home reserves as therapeutic places where they are able to find feelings of
comfort, belonging, and social support through their relationships with other people and Elders.
Being on their home reserves also allowed them to have better access to the land and
opportunities for cultural learning, which were considered valuable for their personal well-being
and resilience.
Additionally, much of the literature in this area focuses on the treatment programs and
centres available in rural and isolated communities. A common aspect of these programs and
centres is the reliance on, and use of, spiritual and land-based healing methods for the treatment
of mental health disparities and substance use disorders (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; MacDonald
et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Marsh et al, 2016; Marsh et al., 2018). Spiritual and
traditional healing practices, such as smudging ceremonies and drum circles, have been
incorporated into treatment plans, and have shown to be successful in supporting a patient’s
recovery (Marsh et al, 2016; Marsh et al., 2018). Outside of formal healing programs and
centres, Inuit and Mi’kmaq youth have shared with scholars the ways in which they support their
well-being through land-based activities – like hunting, fishing, and camping – and spending
time with Elders and other members of their communities (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008;
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MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015). In rural and isolated settings, Indigenous
people are turning to the land and traditional healing practices to support their mental health and
well-being. Although in rural and isolated settings, Indigenous people have different resources
available to them, they are still drawing on similar healing practices to support their health.
A common theme woven through the literature concerned with mental health and wellbeing in rural and isolated communities is the use of protective factors to enhance resilience, or
one’s ability to cope with the challenges of life. Protective factors can be described as
opportunities and resources that are available to an individual that work to protect and strengthen
one’s mental health, well-being, and resilience (MacDonald et al., 2015). Protective factors differ
both between individuals and between communities or Nations, although there are some
common factors that are present in the majority of cases: being on the land, connecting to
cultural traditions, belonging to a strong community, maintaining a connection with family and
friends, and remaining occupied with healthy forms of entertainment (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008;
Chandler, 2011; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; MacDonald et al., 2015). On an individual level,
protective factors are often used in combination with one another: going out on the land with
family and friends, participating in drum circles, attending workshops put on in the community,
and so on (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Wood et
al., 2018). In entire communities and Nations, these protective factors are often incorporated into
programming and workshops that are open to the public, and youth especially (Adelson &
Lipinski, 2008; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Wood et al., 2018). On both the individual and
Nation level, it is recognized that drawing on protective factors helps to support the mental
health, well-being, and resilience of Indigenous people.
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The body of literature that is focused on the mental health and well-being of Indigenous
people living in rural and isolated areas is growing. This body of literature is useful for this
project because much of the focus is on the mental health and well-being of Indigenous youth.
There is not, however, a focus on the experiences of young Indigenous men and young
Indigenous women separately. The work done for this project seeks to add to this growing body
of literature by offering a discussion of how young Anishinaabe women and young Anishinaabe
two-spirit people in EFN experience and are shaped by their well-being.

Young Indigenous People and Mental Health
In present-day Canada, young Indigenous people are among the most affected by the
suicide crisis (Talaga, 2018); however youth experiences with mental health and well-being
remain under-explored. The work that has been done has looked at the relationships between
civic engagement, well-being, and self-identity, and not just mental health specifically. By using
these things as a focus for research with young Indigenous people, much of the literature is able
to tell stories of hope about work that is being done to promote mental health and positive selfidentities.
The literature on this topic is dominated by projects that have been built using Indigenous
methodologies – which will be discussed in detail in chapter 3 – including several in which
young Indigenous people have been instrumental in the creation and execution (Wiebe, 2015;
Wiebe, 2016). Through projects like these, youth have been able to more freely share what issues
they feel are the most important in their lives and what well-being means to them. One of the
most common forms of self-care that Indigenous youth have talked about in this scholarship is
seeking and finding ways to connect with traditional values and beliefs (Adelson & Lipinski,
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2008; MacDonald et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018). Having opportunities to learn about and
practice traditional knowledge is on the forefront of the minds of the young Indigenous
contributors to this body of literature, and for these youth, spending time connecting with their
traditions can take several forms, all of which are connected.
Learning about and connecting with traditional values and beliefs requires three things of
youth: having relationships with other community members – particularly Elders, spending
meaningful time on the land, and participating in community activities or events (Adelson &
Lipinski, 2008; MacDonald et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018). For some youth, these three things
are brought together through programs and services that are put on specifically for young
community members (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008). In other cases, young people have emphasized
the importance of spending time with family members and Elders at camps or on the land during
times when their families would traditionally go out hunting or fishing (MacDonald et al., 2015;
Wood et al., 2018). Through doing these things and participating in events, youth are able to
learn more about their traditions and grow in their traditional knowledge. Indigenous youths have
touched on how these sort of opportunities for cultural engagement provide healthy and safe
alternative forms of entertainment, as well as allowing them to inherit traditional knowledge that
has been passed down orally from Elders to youths for generations, which helps to foster feelings
of pride towards their identities as young Indigenous people (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008;
MacDonald et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018). The formation of a strong self-identity in youth is
pivotal in the development of resilience and well-being.
The scholarship focusing on young Indigenous people’s experiences with well-being
provides an exploration of what youth prioritize for maintaining their mental health, and from
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where they derive strength. All the literature that was discussed in this section provides an
account of the lives of Indigenous youth living in rural and isolated areas. This body of literature
is useful for this topic however it is not expansive and would benefit from more collaborations
between Indigenous youths and scholars. Additionally, this body of literature does not account
for the different experiences of young men and young women in rural and isolated areas. As
young Indigenous men and women experience mental health and wellness differently, it follows
that more work should be done to understand the differences in their experiences. The findings
from this project address this gap in literature by exploring the ways that the contributors in EFN
understand and practice well-being. This project seeks to provide a deeper understanding of the
experiences of young Indigenous women and young two-spirited people.

Healing through (Re)Claiming Identity
Throughout the literature, the importance of building strength and resilience through selfidentity is a reoccurring theme. As was mentioned earlier, across Canada there are many
Indigenous-led healing organizations and services that are built around the understanding that
one can heal through cultural connection and community (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Currie et
al., 2013; Fiske, 2006; Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram, 2009). The reason why these health
organizations are able to provide effective services is because they are built using methods that
promote cultural revitalization and self-identity rooted in culture. The power of self-identity is
one that has not been given enough attention by scholars of either youth well-being or youth
engagement. There has, however, been some attention paid to the power of self-identity in
Indigenous well-being in a Canadian context.
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Canada is a Nation built on colonialism, and through various acts, policies, and
legislations, the Canadian state has suppressed and hindered the expression of many Indigenous
identities over the years. Indigenous women in particular have felt the reverberating impacts of
colonial acts intended to erase Indigenous identity. The Indian Act and later Bill C-31 are
notorious for the ways in which they discriminated against Indigenous women and their
descendants. I discuss the Indian Act and Bill C-31 in more detail later on in this chapter,
however it is important to understand that both of these pieces of legislation are responsible for
the separation and ostracization of many Indigenous people from their natal communities and
families (Naumann, 2008). Additionally, with the creation of the Indian Act, the Canadian
government gave itself the power to dictate important aspects of Indigenous sovereignty,
including the level of control Indigenous communities and governments had over their own
Nations, and the lands that Nations had a right to access, irrespective of the significance of
particular lands to specific Nations (Willow, 2011). For many years the Indian Act, along with
other forms of structural violence, contributed to negative stereotypes and beliefs about what it
meant to identify as Indigenous, and prevented many Indigenous people from having access to or
being able to practice their traditions (Naumann, 2008; Willow, 2011). The socially constructed,
negative connotations that were so often associated with Indigenous identity have been
challenged and changed in recent years, and through cultural revitalization efforts, more
Indigenous people are finding ways to reconnect with their traditions. However, the effects of the
Indian Act continue to impact the mental health of Indigenous people today.
As I mentioned earlier, many urban treatment centres that cater to Indigenous people
seeking treatment for mental health and substance use disorders prioritize the use of traditional
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healing practices (Currie et al., 2013; Waldram et al., 2008). Similarly, in rural and isolated
communities with community and youth centres, Elders in the community are often called upon
to assist with programming (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008). Centres also emphasize the creation of
opportunities for learning about and practicing traditional knowledge (Adelson & Lipinski,
2008). With regards to treatment centres, providing patients with a chance to reconnect with
Indigenous traditions also provides an opportunity to learn more about, and practice, traditional
values that promote healthy lifestyles (Currie et al., 2013; Waldram et al., 2008). Additionally, in
both treatment centres and community and youth centres, finding positive ways to assist people
in reconnecting to traditional knowledge, belief, and values, helps to promote the formation of a
positive self-identity, and feelings of pride (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Currie et al., 2013;
Waldram et al., 2008).
Drawing on cultural traditions and traditional healing methods to assist people with the
formation of a positive self-identity and well-being is a large part of cultural revitalization
efforts. However, it is not a new technique; across many different Nations, Indigenous youth are
continually seeking out opportunities to learn about and connect with their traditions in ways that
are congruent with their modern lifestyles (Alfred et al., 2007; MacDonald et al., 2013;
MacDonald et al., 2015; Webb, 2014; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). Many Indigenous
youth place a high value on finding ways to practice traditional beliefs and values, participate in
land-based activities such as hunting, and maintain relationships with Elders and other members
of their communities. This is because youth recognize that doing these things works to reinforce
their sense of identity, and helps to foster their resilience (MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et
al., 2015; Webb, 2014; Weaver, 2002; Willow, 2011). Indigenous youth understand that
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remaining connected to traditions is important for maintaining their sense of identity and
fostering their well-being.
Although discussions exist about the connections Indigenous youth make between their
well-being and self-identity, there does not exist a focus on this topic in the literature. This thesis
addresses this gap in the literature by focusing on the connections between well-being, selfidentity, and engagement. Regarding the literature on self-identity in Indigenous populations,
there has been a greater focus on Indigenous women’s experiences with self-identity and wellbeing. I will now explore what scholars have come to understand about Indigenous women and
self-identity.

Indigenous Women and Identity
The theme of strength building through the formation of a strong self-identity closely
connected to one’s culture is present in literature on Indigenous women, although there is room
for more work to be done to understand the unique experiences of Indigenous women regarding
self-identity and well-being. This existing gap in the literature neglects the level of importance
that women play as nurturers and keepers of culture in their communities.
As I have already discussed, in the Indigenous context in Canada, there is no doubt as to
the healing powers of cultural pride and practicing cultural traditions in a safe, community
environment. In many Indigenous traditions, including Cree and Cherokee, women were revered
for their natural ability to create life, as well as their role as culture keepers and teachers of the
next generation (Anderson, 2010; Donaldson 2010; Julien et al., 2008; 2010; Tsosie, 2010;
Turpel, 1991). This is especially true of grandmothers, who play a significant role in teaching
lessons and passing on traditional knowledge through stories containing important morals so that
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youth can learn what it means to be a proud and productive member of society (Anderson, 2011;
Hedican, 2001). Thus, it follows that for Indigenous women of many Nations across Canada,
being able to build their own, and support the development of others’, self-identities through
culture plays a significant role in personal and community well-being.
Unfortunately, for many Indigenous women across Canada, their role as culture keepers
and nurturers has been disrupted by the colonizing efforts and policies that have been
implemented by the Canadian government over the past several generations. Since its
introduction in 1876, and continuing until today, the Indian Act has wreaked havoc on the lives
of Indigenous women. When first introduced, the Indian Act used discriminatory policies to
dictate whether or not they and their children were allowed to claim Indigenous status as
determined by the Canadian government. The Indian Act dictated that a woman’s status as
Indigenous was legally decided by the status of her father or husband. This meant that thousands
of Indigenous women and their children were denied status, along with the right to live in their
family’s reserve if they married a non-status person. After many years and legal battles between
Indigenous women and the Canadian government, Bill C-31 was introduced in 1985 with the
claim of undoing the gender discrimination present in the Indian Act. This, however, was not the
end of the gender discrimination against Indigenous women because women and their
descendants were still given fewer rights than men and their descendants (Fiske, 2006).
Additionally, many of the women who did reclaim status were not always welcomed by their
natal reserves and treated as outsiders because they grew up away from these communities
(Fiske, 2006; Naumann, 2008). The Indian Act and Bill C-31 tore many Indigenous women and
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their descendants from their families and homes, damaging the connection of many to their
Indigenous identities.
Similarly, the residential school system, which was in operation between the 1870s and
the 1990s, prevented the passing on of cultural knowledge and traditions to entire generations of
Indigenous children. The atrocious acts that were done unto Indigenous children who were
forced to attend residential schools away from their families and communities have had a lasting
impact that not only prevented cultural transmission, but also hindered the formation of a strong
personal identity in many Indigenous youths. This then led to a multitude of emotional, mental,
and physical health disparities developing in high rates among Indigenous people in Canada that
would persist for the next several generations (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Partridge, 2010;
Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram, 2009; 2013).
Although many of the scholars that have thus far been discussed allude to the idea that a
self-identity rooted in a cultural background is crucial for individual well-being, not much work
has been done to explore this connection with young Indigenous women specifically. This is not
to say that there are insufficient scholarly sources concerned with the self-identity of Indigenous
women. For many of the scholars who focus their work on the relationship between self-identity
and Indigenous women, a connection is drawn between these themes and Indigenous female
leadership and engagement. Next, I explore the concept of leadership and engagement, and
discuss self-identity as an important factor in the lives of young, engaged Indigenous women.

Definitions of Engagement
The scholarly study of youth engagement is a field that has been growing over the past
several years, but the literature focuses more heavily on the experiences of non-Indigenous
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youths than on the experiences of Indigenous youth. Despite this, a definition of youth
engagement from a Western perspective can still be useful. Two types of engagement often
discussed in the literature are political engagement and volunteerism. Political engagement is
often viewed as actions that occur within or are directed towards the spheres of politics and
government organizations (Pitti, 2018; Van Derth, 2014). Compared to volunteerism, women are
less often drawn to political engagement then men (Cicognani et al., 2012; Levac, 2013;
Marzana et al., 2012). Volunteerism is often described as planned, non-obligatory action, usually
involving a long-term commitment, that takes place in the context of an organization, and where
there is little to no relationship between the volunteer and the recipient of help (Marzana et al.,
2012; Penner, 2004). Compared to those who participate in political engagement, Marzana and
colleagues (2012) argue that those who choose to volunteer are more driven by social
communitarian variables and share a sense of the common human struggle with the beneficiaries
of their engagement. In the literature it is generally agreed that being surrounded by engaged
parents and adults increases the chances of a young person becoming involved in either political
engagement or volunteerism (Cicognani et al., 2012; Flanagan, 2004; Martínez et al., 2012).
The definitions of political engagement and volunteerism are both useful for
understanding how youth engagement is understood in the literature, yet these definitions cannot
accurately describe the engagement practices of the contributors to this project. The definition of
civic engagement found in the literature regarding engagement practices of youth from a
Western perspective is perhaps more useful for understanding the engagement of youth in EFN.
Civic engagement is defined in the literature as actions taken, or involvement in, activities that
are geared towards improving or maintaining the common good of one’s community (Crocetti et
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al., 2012; Flanagan, 2004; Lenzi et al., 2013; Levac, 2013; Martínez et al., 2012). In terms of
youth, acts of civic engagement are said to be inspired by feelings of responsibility towards the
overall well-being of one’s community (Crocetti et al., 2012; Flanagan, 2004; Lenzi et al., 2013;
Levac, 2013; Martínez et al., 2012). This definition of engagement is much broader than political
engagement or volunteerism, meaning that it can encompass many types of activities. Despite the
generosity of this definition, however, some understandings of civic engagement see it taking
place within the boundaries of an institution (Flanagan, 2004; Martínez et al., 2012), and this
limitation makes it unsuitable for conceptualizing Indigenous youth engagement.
It is important to note at this point that while all of the scholarship discussed in this
section have focused their work on youth engagement, none of them have focused their work on
Indigenous youth engagement. Although the work that has been done by these scholars is helpful
for building a framework to understand what youth engagement often looks like, one must keep
in mind that the experiences of young Indigenous people in Canada differ from the experiences
of other youths. For example, Penner’s (2004) characteristics of volunteerism cannot be used to
define community engagement in the context of this project because it assumes that the volunteer
and the community member benefitting from the action have no friendship, familial, or kinship
ties. The lack of personal connection does not match with the realities of small, remote
communities, or with young Indigenous ideas of engagement, as the well-being of family and
fellow community members is often cited as one of the inspirations for becoming engaged in the
first place (MacDonald et al., 2013; Webb, 2014; Wiebe, 2015). In the following sections, I
discuss engagement practices and leadership from an Indigenous perspective.
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Pathways and Barriers in Youth Engagement
One thing that scholars in the field have explored specifically is the pathways that lead to
engagement for youths. In the literature, there exist several commonly discussed catalysts that
work to encourage youth to pursue engagement in their communities, and the main ones are:
exposure to positive role models, residing in a community with a high level of communal support
and social trust, and the ability to be heard and participate in meaningful roles.
Many scholars suggest that having exposure to positive role models through friends,
family, or other community members paves the way for youth to become engaged. Being able to
work with and learn from family members who are civically engaged within their communities,
provides an example of what it means to be a good citizen for young people, and can often lead
youth to develop stronger emotional ties to their communities (Flanagan, 2004 ; Marzana et al.,
2012; Martínez et al., 2012; Webb, 2014). Some scholars have argued that having relationships
between youths and older, civically engaged members of their communities not only helps in the
youths’ formation of self-identity, but also contributes to the development of feelings of
responsibility towards community well-being (Flanagan, 2004; Lenzi et al., 2013). The positive
effects of intergenerational relationships are also felt among Indigenous youths and women.
Indigenous scholars like Grey (2010) and McLeod (2012) have written about their experiences as
Indigenous women in leadership roles, and how they are able to draw strength from their
identities as Indigenous women, rooted in the teachings of their mothers and grandmothers.
MacDonald and colleagues (2013) have emphasized through their work with Inuit youths how
intergenerational relationships are of a high priority to Indigenous youth, as they see these
relationships as a means to connect with and learn more about their culture and traditions.
47

Having opportunities to learn from and spend time with adults and elders in one’s community is
a crucial part in the formation of self-identity.
These sorts of intergenerational bonds are not always possible in Western society
however because, as Camino and Zeldin (2002) have alluded, there exists a segregation of age
inadvertently set up through the school system that separates youths under the age of eighteen,
from most working adults. Outside of parents, guardians, teachers, and school administrators, it
can be difficult for youth to develop relationships with other positive adult role models.
Likewise, opportunities become fewer for Indigenous youth to connect with adults and elders
when they live in urban areas, and a lack of these connections can often materialize as feelings of
isolation (Asante, 2005). However, despite current systems that create age segregation, Camino
and Zeldin (2002) have also pointed out that boundaries are being pushed that allow for more
opportunities for today’s youths to bond with adults outside of their families in political settings.
One example of this at the federal level is the Prime Minister’s Youth Council. It was established
in 2016 by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, with the goal of having members between the ages of
sixteen and twenty-four advise the prime minister on issues impacting youth.
In the Indigenous context, youth are often seeking opportunities to connect with adults
and elders in their communities to learn from them, and as we will see in a later chapter, this is
true of the young women and two-spirit people who contributed to this project. For Indigenous
youth, being able to build strong bonds with older members of their communities, not only leads
to the passing along of culturally important knowledge, but also to the formation of healthy selfidentities. MacDonald and colleagues partnered with the Rigolet Inuit Community Government
(2013) to conduct a study seeking to better understand the experiences of youth in the
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community dealing with the impacts of climate change. One thing that was unanimously talked
about by the young Inuit people who participated in this project was a concern for the way
changes in seasonal temperatures would affect snow- or ice-dependent land based activities, and
how this would change the way knowledge was passed down to younger generations. The young
people in Rigolet demonstrated a willingness to adapt in order to be able to continue spending as
much time learning from and bonding with the Elders in their community because these activities
have a significant impact on the way they shape their identity as Inuit. They use their adaptation
mindset to find new ways to become engaged members of their community. Likewise,
Indigenous youth in Chile have made clear the importance of spending time with the adults in
their home communities for identity formation and resilience building while they are attending
school with a settler majority (Webb, 2014). It is also through these relationships with adults in
their home communities that Chilean Indigenous youth learn to embody cultural values that lead
them to becoming engaged, supportive members of their own communities and wider Chilean
society.
Spending time with, and learning from, adults and Elders is an important part of selfidentity formation in many different Indigenous and Western contexts, and when it comes to
youth civic engagement, it is complemented by having a high level of social connectedness and
trust in a community. Several scholars have pointed out the ways in which having social
connectedness in a community acts to positively influence the ways youth engage (Flanagan,
2004; Lenzi et al., 2013; Marzana et al, 2012; Martínez et al., 2012). Young people are
influenced by the political systems they grow up in. To be raised in a political system in which
community members are known to help one another and participate in activities that benefit the
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wider community can positively influence a youth’s willingness to engage civically (Flanagan,
2004; Lenzi et al., 2013). By observing and learning about civic engagement from a community
with a high level of social connectedness, youth also become more critical of the social problems
that are present in their community (Alfred et al., 2007; Martínez et al., 2012), and this critical
awareness can impact the choices that they make when becoming civically engaged (Alfred et
al., 2007; Crocetti et al., 2012).
After inspiration and motivation have struck young people who have positive role models
in their lives, and who are members of a community with a high level of social connectedness,
there exists a need for opportunities to become engaged. For many youths, these opportunities to
become engaged begin presenting themselves in high school, where extra-curricular and
volunteer activities are more readily available, and there is an expectation from administrators
and teachers that students ought to become engaged (Flanagan, 2004). In these examples,
students often have the chance to form mentorships with engaged adults, which can aid in
identity formation (Flanagan, 2004). In addition to these relationships, having opportunities to
become involved in civil society in a meaningful way is also important for youth; being able to
take part in meaningful roles and participate in decision-making processes is not only beneficial
for the development of a strong sense of self-identity, but it also creates stronger emotional ties
between the engager and their community (Lenzi et al., 2013). The importance of being able to
take part in meaningful roles also stands true for Indigenous youths; In Chile, Indigenous youth
report feeling more fulfilled and engaged when they are given meaningful tasks in their home
communities that contribute to everyday life (Webb, 2014). In the Canadian context, having

50

agency and taking action to address issues impacting them leads to feelings of cultural and
individual empowerment (Alfred et al., 2007).
Having positive role models, a community with high levels of social connectedness, and
opportunities to thrive in meaningful roles are all things that scholars commonly agree inspire
civic engagement amongst adolescents and youth. While most of the authors discussed thus far
have looked at youth engagement from a Western perspective, much of what has been said can
also relate to the experiences of Indigenous youths. With that said, because of the unique
experiences of Indigenous youth in Canada, engagement can look different than in a Western
context, and more work should be done to address the current gap in literature. In the next
section I discuss the literature that explores the ways in which Indigenous youth approach
engagement in their communities, on their own terms.

Engagement in an Indigenous Context
Based on the available literature focused on Indigenous youth engagement, it appears that
across several Nations and communities, political and community engagement often exist
concurrently with cultural resurgence and revitalization. Assertion of Indigenous identity in
political and community spaces can be considered an act of protest against the Canadian state’s
colonizing policies, and this is something that is explored thoroughly by scholars in this field
(Adelson and Lipinski, 2008; Chandler and Lalonde, 2009; Currie et al., 2013; Gesler, and
Kearns, 2002; Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram, 2009). Cultural revitalization refers to the desire
to maintain, celebrate, and enact cultural identities that are distinct and unique from those of the
surrounding colonial settler societies (Willow, 2010). It is an integral part of decolonization. The
literature surrounding this sort of cultural engagement has focused very little on youth and
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women specifically; however, scholars have provided an extensive array of examples of the ways
this is being done in urban Indigenous communities, and the ways it is beneficial for well-being.
As I mentioned earlier, healing centres that use Indigenous healing methods are growing
in urban centres across Canada. These centres have grown in popularity due to the
acknowledgement of the healing powers of cultural revitalization for Indigenous people who are
experiencing the negative health effects that come from generations of mistreatment from a
colonial government (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Waldram et al.,
2008; Waldram, 2009). By having the choice of using Indigenous healing centres, Indigenous
people are also protesting the Western way of doing medicine, and practicing self-determination
(Gunn, 2014; Willow, 2010). By enacting their Indigeneity, practicing self-determination, and
participating in cultural revitalization, Indigenous people are acting in a politically engaged way,
as they are pushing back against the colonial way of doing things.
Indigenous Youth Engagement
Throughout this chapter, I have alluded to what engagement looks like in an Indigenous
context, and in some ways, young Indigenous people and young non-Indigenous people have
similar experiences in terms of what engagement means to them, how they become engaged, and
what influences their engagement. With that said, the experiences of Indigenous youth are
shaped by a history of colonialism and modern-day cultural revitalization efforts that are
occurring in communities across the country. Because of these factors, it follows that the ways in
which Indigenous youth approach engagement will differ from their non-Indigenous
counterparts.
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It is not uncommon for Indigenous youth to feel jaded by the Western system of
government. However, these feelings can sometimes influence how they feel about Band systems
of government as well (Alfred et al., 2007). Indigenous youth have reported that these jaded
feelings often come from a place of not wanting to be silenced by those in formal positions of
power (Alfred et al., 2007). As Alfred and colleagues (2007) have discussed, many Indigenous
youth feel that they have a responsibility to be critical of the current structures of government as
a means of fighting for Indigenous rights. The ways in which this form of protest manifests for
young Indigenous people is not consistent across the board; for some young Indigenous people,
taking a stand against Canada’s political institutions means walking away from the polls and
declining to vote, while for others voting and participating in mainstream politics is seen as a
necessary evil that serves as a means to an end (Alfred et al., 2007).
For some Indigenous youth, engagement does not always need to be defined by, or occur
within, the context of a Band office or Western political organization. Scholars and Indigenous
youths who choose to engage outside of Band and Western politics have begun calling for more
options for culturally appropriate pathways for engagement to be made available (Alfred et al.,
2007; Webb, 2014). Engagement and leadership in the Indigenous context in Canada are often
more associated with working towards community well-being as opposed to any formal
leadership titles or positions (Grey, 2010; Julien et al., 2008; 2010; McLeod, 2002). When given
opportunities to participate in community events and decision-making processes, Indigenous
youth will be able to make their opinions and priorities known and contribute to the overall wellbeing of their communities. Participating in community events and decision-making processes
allow Indigenous youth to exercise their agency, and this can lead to feelings of empowerment
53

both politically and culturally (Alfred et al., 2007). This sort of empowering engagement has a
strengthening effect on the self-identity of youth; a reciprocal relationship is created where youth
with a strong sense of self and beliefs will become more engaged in their communities, and that
engagement in turn will aid in strengthening a young person’s self-identity, belief system, and
commitment to their community, encouraging them to seek future opportunities for engagement
(Crocetti et al., 2012; Martínez et al., 2012). For Indigenous youth, opportunities to engage with
their communities is an important part of supporting their communities’ well-being, as well as
their own.
The scholarship that has been written on the engagement of Indigenous youth is not
extensive; however, it does provide interesting insight into the unique forms that engagement can
take. One example of a unique form of engagement comes in the form of artistic methods of
expression which have been used for collaborative projects by scholars and Indigenous youth as
a way of voicing youth opinions to a wider audience (Wiebe, 2015; About Reimaging
Attawapiskat, n.d.). Photography projects and filmmaking have both been successfully used as
alternative spaces for stories, experiences, and truths to be told from the perspective of
Indigenous youths (Wiebe, 2015). There are several benefits to using artistic methodologies
when working in collaboration with Indigenous youth, all of which will be touched upon in the
methodology chapter of this thesis. One of the main benefits, however, is the opportunity
provided to young Indigenous people to tell their stories to a larger audience in a way that is easy
to understand (Wiebe, 2015). Despite the benefits however, there is room for more artistic
projects to be done with Indigenous youth. This is also reflective of a lack of scholarship focused
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on Indigenous youth engagement. Through this thesis, I address this gap in the literature with the
results of the project.
Indigenous Women and Engagement
The scholarship on the engagement of Indigenous women is characterized by a mix of
contributions from scholars who have worked with Indigenous women, and Indigenous women
who are leaders in their fields. As I mentioned earlier, in many Indigenous cultural traditions,
women are seen as creators of life, keepers of culture, and teachers of tradition. As a result, what
engagement and leadership look like for Indigenous women reflects these things (Anderson,
2010; Donaldson, 2010; Julien et al., 2008; 2010; Tsosie, 2010; Turpel, 1991).
Several Indigenous women have contributed to the scholarship on leadership by sharing
their stories of times when they occupied leadership positions. A commonality seen in much of
the literature is the importance of using traditional teachings and the words of one’s mother or
grandmother for guidance (Grey, 2010; Julien et al., 2008; 2010; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010).
Much of the literature written from personal experience with leadership roles comes from
Indigenous women who have worked or are currently working within Western institutions. For
these authors, drawing strength from their traditional teachings is an important step in
maintaining their Indigenous identities (Grey, 2010; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010).
In addition to acting as the foundation for identity, traditions and cultural values also
inform the leadership styles of Indigenous women. Studies that explore Indigenous leadership
styles have observed transformational characteristics (Julien et al., 2008; 2010). In leadership
scholarship, transformational leadership is described as having an “emphasis on developing a
vision [for a better future] and communicating that vision in a charismatic fashion” (Julien et al.,
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2010, p. 117). Being focused on a future filled with hope and working towards community wellbeing are characteristics of Indigenous women’s leadership that are mentioned across the
literature on this topic (Grey, 2010; Julien et al., 2008; 2010). Likewise, forms of leadership
taken up by women are discussed widely in the literature as learned processes passed down by
older generations. Girls learn about leadership from observing and being mentored by older
women, and this education is often passed down indirectly through cultural knowledge (Asante,
2005; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010; Turpel, 1991). It is therefore understandable why Indigenous
leadership styles can be characterized as transformational because through the very education of
a future leader, the older generation is emphasizing the importance of culture with the passing
down of traditional knowledge.
In addition to being transformational, Indigenous leadership is not necessarily associated
with formal political positions. Leaders can be found in any position because of the emphasis on
community well-being as the goal of a leader: leadership is a calling to act when there is a need
for one’s skills (Julien et al., 2008; 2010). In their research, Julien and colleagues (2010) found
that contributing Indigenous leaders thought of the role of a leader as being more closely aligned
with the role of a servant, working on behalf of the greater good. One Indigenous leader
described this dynamic aptly when they said: “we may be out at the pointy end of the spear, but
the big weight of the spear, the broad part of the spear, is behind us and that’s the people.”
(Julien et al., 2010: 121). Servant leadership and the idea that a leader is someone who lends
their skills and abilities to serving the wider community is not unique to Indigenous leaders but is
a key characteristic of Indigenous leadership styles. The analysis of Indigenous leadership
provided by Julien and colleagues comes from a study done with both Indigenous men and
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women, so the focus is not entirely on female leadership styles, however it still provides useful
insights into the priorities of female Indigenous leaders.

Indigenous Feminism
When seeking to understand leadership and engagement from the perspective of
Indigenous women, it is important to also have an understanding of Indigenous feminism and its
characteristics. In present-day North America, Indigenous women have been facing barriers to
their rights since Europeans first arrived and continue to face barriers through discriminatory
laws enforced by the Canadian government (Naumann, 2008; Tsosie, 2010; Turpel, 1991).
Policies that came from the Indian Act and Bill C-31 have had lasting impacts on the well-being
and identity of Indigenous women in Canada. For generations, the Indian Act decided whether or
not a woman had the legal right to claim status based on the status of her husband or father. This
sort of policy acted as a covert form of assimilation, discriminated against women, and worked
to disenfranchise women from their identities as Indigenous people (Fiske, 2006; Gunn, 2014;
Naumman, 2008; Turpel, 1991; Willow, 2011). In response to the discriminatory and
assimilative policies of the past, and to ongoing gendered injustices, such as the missing and
murdered Indigenous women and girls, Indigenous women have needed to work hard to reclaim
both their status, as well as their identities; Indigenous feminism is reflective of the goals of this
uphill battle.
Indigenous forms of feminism are unique from Western ideas of feminism. In the
Indigenous context, feminism is often closely related to the traditional way a woman’s identity
was shaped by her spiritual and social position in her community (Nickel, 2017; Tsosie, 2010;
Turpel, 1991). It is also considered to have goals that align very closely to the goals of other
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Indigenous activism, in the sense that it means fighting for the rights of all and not wanting to be
seen as less because of gender or race (Demers, 2010). Indigenous feminism recognizes that for
Indigenous women to be empowered, there is a need for decolonization and the breaking down
of patriarchal gender norms (Demers, 2010; Nickel, 2017). Much like the way Indigenous female
leadership prioritizes the needs and well-being of the community, Indigenous feminism is often
discussed in terms of its communitarian nature (Turpel, 1991). Traditionally, the role of women
in many Indigenous cultures was not seen as more or less important than the role of men, but
rather the roles of women complementary too, and existed in harmony with, the role of men
(Demers, 2010; Julien et al, 2008; 2010; Tsosie, 2010). In many Indigenous cultures, women’s
ability to create life and their role as keepers of culture are central to their identities, and this is
often reflected in Indigenous feminism (Nickel, 2017; Turpel, 1991). Often the aspirations of
Indigenous feminism are to gain gender equality while enacting their Indigeneity, and this does
not necessarily mean moving away from a woman’s role of creator of life, keeper of culture, and
protector of community well-being. The priorities and characteristics of Indigenous feminism are
distinct from Western feminism, and this is reflected in the actions of Indigenous women who
are leaders. Having a better understanding of the motivations of Indigenous female leaders is
important in order to better understand the actions of the young women in EFN.

Conclusion
The literature reviewed in this chapter contextualizes this project and its aims within
relevant scholarship. As I have demonstrated, traditional knowledge and healing traditions play a
large role in addressing mental health challenges and enhancing wellness for Indigenous people
in urban and rural communities across Canada. Although there is room for further exploration
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into this topic in rural settings, the work that has been done provides a useful understanding of
the importance of culture to well-being.
The benefits and barriers to youth engagement are somewhat useful for informing the
findings of this project. However, much of the work comes from studies done in a Western
context. Although there has been more scholarship written on the experiences of Western youth,
examples of the priorities and engagement experiences of Indigenous youth still highlight the
ways in which culture and identity are imbued in the actions of Indigenous youth. Finally, a
deeper understanding of the characteristics of Indigenous female leadership styles was provided.
This literature will be used in order to better contextualize the experiences and stories shared by
the Nation members who contributed to this project.
This is by no means an exhaustive account of the literature on well-being and
engagement in Indigenous contexts, but it does provide a foundation for an in-depth analysis of
the findings of this project. In the subsequent chapters, I recount the stories and experiences that
Nation members shared with me during my time in the Eabametoong First Nation and discuss
the findings that come from my analysis of these stories. In so doing, I refer back to the literature
that has been summarized in this chapter. The goals of this thesis are to contribute to addressing
the gaps in understanding the experiences of young Indigenous women, and to aid in the
formation of a fuller understanding of the engagement practices of young Indigenous women and
two-spirit people.
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Chapter 4: Connections between Engagement and Well-being
For the Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people of Eabametoong First
Nation (EFN), well-being and engagement practices are intertwined. During everyday activities
and at special events in the community, the motivations behind engagement and the different
forms of well-being overlap. In this chapter I highlight the main findings that emerged from the
conversations and experiences I shared with six Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit
people of EFN. The main findings from this project include: first, that well-being is deeply
ingrained in cultural and community pride; second, that this pride fosters a strong sense of selfidentity, which encourages feelings of responsibility towards the community’s outcomes; and
third, that these feelings of responsibility lead to engagement in the community with the aim of
having a direct impact on the well-being of other community members. As I demonstrate through
the use of contributors’ quotes and observations from my time in EFN, the contributors are able
to find joy and feelings of wellness from their engagement with the community. Further, while
some contributors may choose to participate in Western or Band Council politics, political
motivations are not necessary for engagement; rather, motivation is found internally and derived
from other community members and the community of EFN itself.

Well-being, Pride, and Responsibility as Expressed through Engagement
Strategies
Throughout the project, the contributors who shared their knowledge and experiences
with me took every opportunity to express the amount of love they have for the EFN, and the
people who make up the community. The pride that they have for their home is so great that they
could not help but talk about all of the things that make EFN special to them. This love of their
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home was made no more apparent than during interviews and conversations that pertained to
personal and community well-being.
Around Town and on the Land: Eabametoong First Nation’s Engagement Places
For the Nation members who were involved in this project, how they saw and understood
personal and community well-being varied; nevertheless, there were common themes woven
throughout the conversations and interviews that took place during this project. One of the
themes of well-being that all of the Nation members talked about was the importance of specific
places, and how they were using the land in and around the community to support both their
personal mental health, and the well-being of the community as a whole.
All of the contributors with whom I spoke expressed that specific places around the
community act as a foundation for their wellness practices and well-being. Activities that took
place in town and in the bush outside of town were frequently mentioned when the contributors
talked about wellness practices. Contributors frequently mentioned going for walks and drives
around Neybeenagang4 and Thomas Bridge, playing basketball, volleyball, and baseball on the
fields and court near JCY, going for boat rides or camping trips in the bush outside of town, and
taking pictures of people, places, and spaces around EFN.
For contributors, spending time in significant places left them with positive feelings
about their home and community. Tara, when asked about places in the community that signify

4

Neybeenagang, or The Point, is the area west of town along the lake. There is a beautiful view of the lake here and
the winter road runs along it into town. People enjoy walking and spending time here, and when the weather is nice,
teachers may take their class here to enjoy the fresh air. Thomas Bridge is located east of town and it must be
crossed in order to reach many of the camp sites in that area. During the spring, people go to Thomas Bridge to fish
at night when there are fish spawning.
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well-being, talked about the basketball courts, the Community Hall, and going out into the bush.
One of the youngest contributors, Tara was under twenty and in grade nine at the time of this
project and grew up in EFN. Tara derives joy from spending time at the basketball courts and the
Community Hall because both give her the opportunity to spend time with other community
members:
I like being around people … and um, it just makes me feel a lot better, seeing people
happy makes me feel happy … and there’s a lot of kids around that would say, ‘Tara!’,
and hug me and all that. And it just makes me feel much better about my day and all that.
For Tara, wellness and engaging with other community members are synonymous. During the
time I spent in EFN, I saw Tara participating in community dances and cookouts, as well as
volunteering at the church camp, and as a helper for the After School Program5 at the John C.
Yesno Education Centre (JCY). When Tara involved herself in volunteer activities, she was not
only working to maintain and support her own well-being, but she was also acting in a way that
may directly affect another young person’s well-being. As Tara said in the previous quote,
“seeing people happy, makes [her] feel happy.”
Tara also mentioned that spending time with her family in the bush is another well-being
activity that she engages in. Likewise, many of the contributors discussed the importance of
being in the bush or out on the land to their well-being; many scholars have remarked on the
ways that connection with the land are important for cultural continuity and well-being practices
(Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Chandler, 2011; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Currie et al., 2013;

5

The After School Program is put on by the staff at the John C. Yesno Education Centre and runs from Monday to
Thursday during the school year. Students are divided by grade (grades 1-3, 4-6, and 7-9) and rotate between three
stations: the food and nutrition station, arts and crafts station, and the gym station. Usually teachers or community
members run the stations, but students have the opportunity to volunteer as helpers.
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Evans et al., 2018; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). For Tara though,
being in the bush means being able to spend time with family, including her mother who she
views in the highest regard as both a nurturer and teacher. During our interview, Tara was proud
to talk about her plans to achieve great things on behalf of her community in the future: “Mhm,
I’ll be Chief and Council haha. I’m thinking of actually being a lot of things actually. I wanted to
be a doctor, I wanted to be a child and youth worker, and I also wanted to be a builder, and Chief
and Council.” Although Tara is one of the youngest of the Nation members who shared their
knowledge with me, she was very aware of some of the needs in the community, and willing to
pledge her future to addressing these needs. She spoke very passionately about what she wanted
to do and be when she was older. When asked about what inspired her down this path, she
happily praised her mother as her biggest source of encouragement.
To spend time with other people in her community and with her family in the bush brings
Tara a sense of pride and happiness, and she is associating these positive feelings with her
identity as a young Indigenous woman living in EFN. Having a strong sense of identity – both
personal and cultural – is important for one’s well-being and can be crucial for adapting to life
changes (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Currie et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002;
Wood et al., 2018). Similarly, many scholars have noted the importance of having positive role
models for young Nation members in order to maintain positive mental health, build resilience,
and cope with hardships (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; MacDonald et al., 2015). Through the
encouragement of her mother – a positive role model in her life – Tara has become determined to
work hard for her own and the community’s future.

63

Seguin, like Tara, was under twenty and on the cusp of graduating from JCY during the
time period of this project. She also enjoys participating in community events and taking part in
volunteer opportunities. She grew up in EFN and is a regular helper at the After School Program
when her schedule allows. She also frequently helps with church events and the church camp that
is held every year for the children of the community. During our time together, Seguin expressed
that she appreciates being able to move out of the community and into the bush; being in the
bush is a means for Seguin to relax and recharge herself, and this is true whether she is camping
with her family, or being involved as a helper at the church camp.
Another example of the way these young women and two-spirit people are maintaining
their well-being through land-based activities comes from Matashia, a youth worker based in
JCY. As a youth worker, Matashia is responsible for watching over all of the students at the
school, and finding ways to support them, among other duties. One of Matashia’s other duties
includes organizing clubs and meetings for the students outside of school hours. During the time
I spent in EFN, I had the pleasure of helping Matashia organize activities for a Girls’ group that
ran at the local school. While we collaborated in planning events for the Girls’ group, Matashia
spoke about her priorities for the group’s future, and where she saw it going.
One of the primary goals of having a Girls’ group was to provide an avenue for the
younger girls to get involved in safe, entertaining, after school extracurricular activities.
Matashia made me aware of a trend that I began to notice after spending some time with her at
the school: around grades five and six, many of the female students stop attending the After
School Program, while some of the male students continue to attend the Program up until their
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final years at the school.6 Recognizing this trend, Matashia expressed that she wanted to offer
alternative entertainment to the After School Program that could persuade more girls to get
involved with safe extracurricular activities.
Another important goal that Matashia spoke about for her Girls’ group was to provide
more opportunities for attending girls to spend time on the land. Matashia frequently spoke about
arranging a day where we could walk the Girls’ group out to Neybeenagang for a cookout, or
plan a scavenger hunt in the area around the school that would give the girls a chance to explore
and appreciate the beautiful nature all around them. Matashia planned and arranged for activities
to take place in and around EFN because she understood and respected the healing powers of
being on the land. Because of time constraints as the school year came to an end, Matashia was
unable to take the girls for a cookout, however, Matashia knew there would be more
opportunities the following year. The priority that Matashia placed on spending time connecting
with the land was reflective of the ways in which the land is used to strengthen identity and
provide healthy forms of entertainment by the Indigenous youths who shared their knowledge
with Adelson and Lipinski (2008) and McDonald and colleagues (2013).
Matashia was not the only young woman or two-spirit person to comment on the healing
potential of being on the land in town and in the bush. During our conversations, almost
everyone mentioned how connecting with the land in town and in the bush leaves them with
positive feelings about themselves, their culture, and their traditions.

6

The boys who continue attending the program mainly stay for the time in the gym, and the food and nutrition
station.
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Pride and Self-Identity
During the interviews and conversations I had with the contributors over the course of
this project, I heard tremendous pride in the stories of the Nation members. Time and time again,
the Nation members I got to know expressed, through their actions and stories, the immense
sense of pride they felt towards their home, their fellow community members, and their identities
as Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people. In research looking at youth suicide
in Indigenous groups and communities, several scholars have discussed the great importance of
being able to build a solid self-identity during youth for developing resilience and the ability to
cope with future life difficulties or changes (Chandler, 2011; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Currie
et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). In their research, these
scholars have remarked on how the protective factors that lend themselves to positive identity
formation must be present at the personal, familial, and community levels (Currie et al., 2013;
MacDonald et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2018). Some protective factors that appear most commonly
across multiple studies include: (1) spending time on the land, (2) connecting with culture, (3)
being a part of a strong community with positive role models, (4) having support from friends
and family, and (5) staying busy through healthy forms of entertainment (Adelson & Lipinski,
2008; Chandler, 2011; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Currie et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2018;
MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018).
Within this project, I was fortunate enough to learn about and witness these protective
factors in action in the lives of the Nation members who contributed to this project. As I
mentioned earlier, spending time in the bush was one of the most frequently mentioned wellness
activities among the contributors. Additionally, for several of the contributors, spending time in
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the bush outside of town also meant being able to spend time with family and gain a deeper
understanding of traditional knowledge.
Danielle takes great pride in her Anishinaabe identity and finds ways to integrate
opportunities for connecting with the land, and practicing traditions such as smudging and
Powwow dancing, into her position as a youth worker. Danielle, who was over twenty at the time
of the project and grew up in EFN, prioritizes her connection to culture and traditional teachings
learned from the Elders in her life, and even shared that it is these things that have helped – and
are still helping her – to live a healthy lifestyle: “I used to be kind of lost you know, when I was
out in Thunder Bay, but I found my way back to my traditions. I was just sick of such a negative
lifestyle and wanted to be better. I think listening to the Elders helped me with that”.
Learning from and respecting the teachings of Elders is something that Danielle strongly
associates with walking down a path of health. Because the teachings of her Elders have had
such a profound impact on her own life, she strives to provide more opportunities for the youth
she works with to spend more time with Elders in the community:
… it’s things like that, appreciating the time I spend with my grandparents, and the time I
can spend with the other Elders here. It’s important because they’re the ones that can
teach us, and remind us of our ways. I want to keep learning about my ways so I can
bring them into my work with the youth in the community.
Spending time with Elders in EFN, spending time smudging or dancing, and participating in
land-based activities, like hunting, fishing, and camping, are things that Danielle takes great
pride in, and associates with her sense of personal and cultural identity. While we spoke during
our interview, Danielle was happy to tell me about a time when she impressed her boyfriend’s
grandparents with her traditional knowledge:
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Yeah, it’s really important for me to stay grounded. It’s important for my health and wellbeing. You know sometimes I have to remind myself of that when I’m having a bad day.
I have to tell myself to think about what’s important, and yeah to appreciate the little
moments. That’s like this photo [Figure 1]. In this photo I was at my boyfriend’s house
and his cousin gave us some fish that he had caught so I was filleting them and his
Grandma was impressed. She asked me, ‘where did you learn to fillet fish like that?’ and
I said that I had learned it from my Grandma and Grandpa when I was younger. She was
surprised that I knew how to do it.

Figure 1: Danielle Proudly Filleting a Fish

Danielle shared this story with me, not only to express the feeling she got from being able to
share her knowledge of fish filleting with an Elder she is close to, but also to demonstrate the
things that she does to honour her family, traditions, and cultural identity in everyday life.
Moments like these are a source of pride for Danielle. Since returning to EFN from Thunder Bay
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permanently, Danielle has made great effort to spend more time learning from Elders and putting
her traditional knowledge into practice. This story is also a testament to how Danielle uses her
identity and pride to reinforce her resilience and well-being when she is having a difficult day or
contending with the challenges of life.
Before moving back to her home in EFN, Danielle had decided that she wanted to spend
more time connecting with culture and learning from Elders in the community and her own
family. Danielle uses the protective factors7 to strengthen her ties with her community, culture,
and identity. They are supporting her in being a strong woman and positive role model in her
community.
Becoming a strong and positive role model does not happen overnight however, and for
Charley, having a positive role model early on in their life helped their identity formation as they
became the strong two-spirited person they are today. At the time of this project, Charley was
over the age of twenty-five. Charley is an artistic person and takes great pride in being able to
express their love for themselves and the community through art and photography. However,
when they were younger, Charley did not always feel that they belonged. During our
conversations, Charley shared that one of the ways they came to better understand their selfidentity and love their home was through photography:
I’m trying to catch the beauty of my reserve. That’s the whole purpose of why I take
pictures… of my community. Like before I took this on with you, I told you I love taking
pictures … of the scenery, that’s kind of my, one of the things I like doing, so it’s kind of
why I take pictures of my community. Just to show… people on social media that might
have an idea of what this community is that might not be the right idea, to show them that
this is what home is to me, this is where I’m from, this is where I came back to… and my

7

Protective factors include: (1) spending time on the land, (2) connecting with culture, (3) being a part of a strong
community with positive role models, (4) having support from friends and family, and (5) staying busy through
healthy forms of entertainment
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own idea too because I never enjoyed this place… growing up in foster care. So, I’m like
trying to show myself I guess why this is home.
At the time of this interview, Charley had been back in their community for about a year and was
happy to be able to spend time with their mother and other community members. For Charley,
coming home was a significant moment in coming to terms with their identity:
Charley: … I do like taking pictures of the sky. … I’m always daydreaming … and I’ve
always had this feeling of not belonging, not that I don’t belong here, but like as if I came
from somewhere else before and I wanted to go back.
Sam: Oh. Tell me more about that!
Charley: Just as a kid, it’s just something that I remember as a kid. Something that, like I
said, daydreaming as a kid, and that’s what I’d think about, and I’d look towards the sun;
that’s why I like taking pictures of it. … Now I guess you could say it’s more like trying
to find my place in this world and going back to trying to reconnect with my home.
When asked about their experiences since returning home, Charley mentioned noticing a change
in the community, and how they felt more comfortable in their identity as a two-spirit person
now compared to when they were younger. For the duration of time I spent in EFN, Charley was
working full time as a teaching assistant at JCY. They were involved in engaging the students
during school and encouraged them to participate in events and organized sports outside of
school hours. Charley also frequently attended and participated in volleyball and baseball
tournaments, as well as other events throughout the community with their friends and family.
Charley draws strength from their identity as a two-spirit person and is supported by their
friends, family and community. As I mentioned earlier, Charley also uses their passion for fine
arts to encourage others to pursue artistic endeavours as a healthy form of expression. Charley is
a very talented artist and a role model for the younger community members who enjoy drawing
as well. Further, Charley feels grateful that they had a positive role model that encouraged them
to begin drawing when they were younger:
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Yeah, I worked at the school, that’s where I worked, so it really puts me out there and the
kids that know that I draw always say, ‘I want to draw like you,’, and I always tell them,
you know, I was your age and I would say the same thing to my [assistant teachers].
Because he was an artist and that’s what I would tell him, ‘I want to draw like you,’, and
he would tell me to keep drawing and that when I was his age I would be as good as he is
… because it takes time.
Since returning to EFN to rediscover their love of home, Charley takes great care to
surround themselves with their supportive friends and family through participating in sports
tournaments and other events. They have felt welcomed by the community and have chosen to
express their new love for the community using art, which also serve to challenge negative
images of what reserve life looks like. They have also become a supporter and role model for
younger students who have been inspired by Charley’s artistic talents.
By finding ways to support their own identity formation and well-being, Charley has also
become a positive role model for the younger generation who they worked closely with at the
school. Through the work they’ve done to better understand and love themselves and their
community, Charley has also introduced a healthy way for students to stay busy and entertained.
Feelings of Responsibility and Engagement
For many of the Nation members with whom I had the opportunity to speak, the pride
that is so intricately woven throughout their well-being seeps into the ways that they engage with
their community. These Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people are confident in
their own well-being, identity, and self-care methods, and because of the importance they place
on these things in their own lives, they take steps to share what they have learned with others.
A major finding that came from the conversations and interviews with contributors is that
well-being and wellness practices have a powerful instigating impact on how these young
women and two-spirit people view and engage with their community. In Matashia’s case, it is
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one of her responsibilities to provide the students at the school with opportunities to practice
self-care and become involved with safe and healthy forms of entertainment. Matashia chooses
to arrange activities that involve being on the land in and around town and going for walks. She
understands the sorts of pressures the students are facing in their everyday lives, and also
understands the way being on the land can be healing, and so she finds ways to integrate her own
self-care and well-being practices into her work. Matashia is very passionate about her job and
takes the well-being of the students very seriously. Although it is a part of her job to arrange
entertainment for the students, she feels personally responsible for providing them with more
chances to spend time on the land, promoting safe and healthy well-being practices.
For some of the young women and two-spirit people, their wellness practices translated
into plans for their own future engagement. As I mentioned earlier, Tara is a young woman who
derives joy from spending time with others and engaging with her community. In addition to the
time she spends supporting the events in the community, at the time that I was in EFN, Tara was
also preparing to attend high school out of the community. When we spoke about this next
adventure for her, Tara acknowledged that she was not excited about the idea of being so far
away from her home, community, and family, but also believed that by leaving to finish her
education, she would be opening doors for herself to return to the community in a position to
contribute to positive changes.
Tara, along with another contributor named Sylvia, have let their land-based well-being
practices influence the way they engage with the community. At the time of the project, Sylvia
was under twenty and working as a teaching assistant at JCY. Sylvia splits her time living and
working in Thunder Bay – where her mother lives – and EFN – where her boyfriend lives. Both
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Tara and Sylvia shared that being on the land is among their favourite forms of self-care when
asked about what well-being in the community means to them:
Sylvia: Kind of like maybe outdoors activities. Like fishing and going on the boat. And
like just going for a ride around the town in like a truck or something. Listening to your
own music is like getting away from everybody else.
Tara: I’ve actually done it a lot in the past, in the present, and in the future. I’ve done a
whole bunch of going to the hall, going to the basketball … going to the basketball court,
going in the bush with my family, on a rainy day, sunshine or not, we would just go
anyway.
The enjoyment that these two young women get from being out on the land is apparent
through these quotes but also through the informal conversations and experiences I was fortunate
enough to have with each of them. For example, on several occasions, Tara and I were acting
together as helpers at the After School Program, and I had the pleasure of getting to know her
better during these times. Tara would often tell me stories of when she would go camping with
her family, or volunteer at the church camp. From the way she told these stories with enthusiasm,
it was no secret that Tara became recharged from spending time with family, friends, and other
community members in the bush, where she could be closer with nature.
Likewise, I had a chance to join Sylvia on one of her drives in and around town. Sylvia
and her boyfriend had found something interesting out in the bush on a previous drive that they
had been on. They were excited and wanted to show two other friends and me. While we were on
the drive, Sylvia had music playing, and everyone was encouraged to tell stories about the land
around town. It was clear that driving around town and listening to music is a regular part of
Sylvia’s routine, and everyone in the car felt the joy of being on the land and remembering
stories of the adventures and funny moments that had happened to them.
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Both Tara and Sylvia showed through their words and actions that the land is an
important part of their personal well-being. Staying connected to the land allows these women to
be more aware of how they treat the land:
Sylvia: … I think like, being out there more makes me more, more aware of hm… makes
me more aware to like take care of the earth better. Like to throw out your garbage and
like teach yourself more to do that.
Tara: … every year, there’s um, a community clean up where they pick up garbage off
the ground and all that. Um I think who all started it all was my uncle Olvert, or Joseph
Olvert Boyce. He used to fill, fill a big, fill three hundred bags a year.
For Sylvia, taking care of the earth is important as she feels that she has a responsibility
to take care of the land for future generations. Being out on and enjoying the land – having a
constant reminder to do what she can to keep the land clean – brings her happiness, and the
feelings of responsibility she develops also helps to inform her engagement. For Tara knowing
that her uncle had a hand in beginning the tradition of the community clean up makes her proud.
This family legacy also contributes to Tara’s sense of responsibility towards the well-being of
her community. Tara is a regular helper at the annual community clean up and wanted to share
her story because keeping her community and land clean is important to her well-being.
Both Sylvia and Tara have turned their well-being practice of being on and connected to
the land into a form of engagement that benefits the whole community. Many scholars have
recognized the role that community plays in well-being, saying that for resilience to truly be
fostered within young people, wellness must exist on personal, familial, and community levels
(Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002;
Wood et al., 2018). Many scholars have also written about the ways Indigenous communities use
the medicine wheel to conceptualize this; it is said that to have good mental health and to lower
health risks such as suicide in Indigenous communities, the medicine wheel must be balanced
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and harmonized by having wellness on a personal, familial, community, and global level
(Weaver, 2002). By engaging with the community and working to keep the land clean, Sylvia
and Tara are contributing to the well-being of the whole community, as well as their own.
Engagement can be defined in many ways and can be used as a means to achieve
different goals. One of the focuses of this project is to look at how political engagement and
community engagement are seen, understood, and used by community members in the EFN.
Throughout this project, it is apparent that both community and political engagement are being
used with the goal of positively contributing to the overall well-being of the community. The
Nation’s members are taking the responsibility upon themselves to use their skills and
knowledge to benefit others in the community. Between the two types of engagement mentioned,
there does not seem to be a large distinction, except for where the notion of leadership is
concerned. As I discuss below, for the contributors, notions of leadership and the title of leader
are more often associated with the political sphere.
Further in this chapter, I also explore ideas of personal and community well-being of the
contributing young women and young two-spirit people. As I demonstrate, personal and
community well-being are deeply connected for the project’s contributors. By using examples
from the stories and experiences of the Nation members I spoke with, I show how the land, selfidentity, pride, and feelings of responsibility all have a large impact on personal well-being. I
also discuss how well-being influences the way engagement with the community is carried out.

Meanings of Engagement and Leadership
During interviews, I asked contributors questions about their community and political
engagement. We discussed what represents the different types of engagement that the
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contributors witness and take part in in the community, and this sparked conversations in which
the contributors shared their personal experiences with engagement in EFN. In Chapter 2, I
described political engagement as actions taken in or directed towards the political spheres (Pitti,
2018; Van Derth, 2014), volunteerism as being actions that are planned, on-going, nonobligatory, and done without pay (Marzana et al., 2012; Penner, 2004), and civic engagement as
being action taken to benefit a community that is inspired by feelings of responsibility (Crocetti
et al., 2012; Lenzi et al., 2013). With these definitions, I also argued that they do not fully
explain the type of engagement that the Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people
of EFN take part in. All three of the types of engagement mentioned above assume that
engagement occurs within the confines of an institution and imply that there is little to no
relationship between the engager and the beneficiary of the engagement, which does not align
with the ways the contributors viewed their own engagement. Alfred, Ptawanakway, and Price
(2007) have argued that many Indigenous youth across Canada have become disillusioned by
Western politics, and in some cases Band politics, and it’s this disillusionment that shapes their
forms of engagement. For the contributors with whom I spoke, engagement – community and
political – is shaped by the needs they perceive in EFN and is not always dependent on direct
institutional involvement. The stories and experiences shared below provide examples of times
when contributors were engaged but did not associate their work with an institution.
Similar to engagement, leadership roles are culturally unique and are defined differently
based on cultural contexts (Webb, 2014; Wiebe, 2015). The contributors had much to say about
their community, leadership roles, and how they see engagement. During our conversations, a
specific definition of leadership was never given by the contributors. However, a trend emerged
76

where leadership, or the title of leader, was mainly reserved for those participating in the formal
political spheres; titles included Chief or Councillor. With that said, there were many stories and
examples of engagement and leadership that the Nation members shared that demonstrated what
engagement in the community looks like to them.
During the time I spent in EFN and through the conversations I had with contributors, I
learned that engagement is motivated by two different mindsets; firstly, engagement can take the
form of contributions to ongoing work focused on positive change. Secondly, the engager
becomes the instigator of positive change when they take the lead in addressing an issue they
perceive in the community. For both of these engagement styles, the first priority is contributing
to the overall well-being of the community and this is best demonstrated by the stories that were
shared in this project by the contributing Anishinaabe young women and two-spirit people of
EFN.
Engagement as a Contribution to Positive Change
Some of the contributors shared stories of times when they acted on behalf of the
common good as a way of addressing a need that they identified in their community. They did
not, however, associate their actions with any political motivations or leadership titles. An
example of this behaviour came from Charley, who sees the benefits of using art as a medium for
expression, and also for character building. As I mentioned earlier, during our conversations,
Charley confided that they did not always feel that they belonged while growing up, and that by
spending time learning how to express themselves through drawing and photography, they
finally found themselves in a place where they were able to start learning how to love their
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community again. Charley views their artistic expression as a form of wellness, and sees it as
something the wider community could benefit from:
What I think about community wellness, aside from the pictures, I think it’s important to
… actually [put] in the work of being a community, being involved being inspired to be
involved. Because I think a lot of people here just need a little push to do it and if they
had the right things, they would do it; be involved… like activities to do like positive
things that would help you grow, like this art project, this photo project is something that
I’m pretty sure people would enjoy now that they can see someone else who did it.
At this point in our conversation, Charley expressed how they believed that more artistic projects
which gave people a new medium with which to express themselves would receive a positive
reaction from other community members, as well as galvanize personal growth. In this excerpt
from our conversation, Charley referred to the photovoice portion of this project, but they went
on to tell me about a time when they instigated a creative project for the community:
… when I was younger, I actually got like a bunch of violins donated here, … yeah
because like I’m the only one who played the violin for the longest time, and I was like
sick and tired of them asking me to do square dances so I’m like I’m going to teach
somebody, and hopefully somebody takes that, and grows with it and learns. And sure
enough, two other people here now play… three people here now play the violin.
By Charley offering their time to teach others how to play the violin, they were able to
inspire people to find a new hobby and learn a new skill that could be used at community events.
Charley acted as a leader and a teacher and became motivated to seek out a means of acquiring
enough violins in order to teach others to play. However, they associated this story more with
community wellness than civic or political engagement, acknowledging the value of using
artistic pursuits as a form of self-care and expression.
In their story, Charley engaged their community by acting as a leader and taking the
necessary steps to provide others in EFN with violins; however, they did not offer this story as an
example of their engagement or experience with leadership. A common thread that is woven
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through several of the conversations and interviews I had with contributors is that there is a
hesitance to associate oneself with leadership positions and political engagement. For some
Indigenous young people, purposefully avoiding association with Western or Indigenous
political spheres can be seen as a political act; when political organizations and elected
representatives are seen as not having the interest of young Indigenous people at heart, or as not
being willing to listen to their voices, Indigenous youth become disinterested in mainstream
politics and look for alternative means of engagement (Alfred et al., 2007). This form of protest
towards political institutions does not, however, apply to the contributors to this project. The biannual election for Chief and Council members in EFN occurred during the time that I spent in
the community. In the weeks leading up to election-day, almost all of the contributors were
happy to speak casually about their opinions on the nominated candidates and about their plans
for how they would cast their votes. One of the young women, Danielle, was even nominated for
the position of Council member and ran in the election for a time before renouncing her
candidacy.
For the contributors to this project, disassociating with leadership positions and political
engagement is better explained by the high priority being placed upon the well-being of other
community members in EFN. Similarly to Inuit youth who are facing an uncertain future due to
rapid climate change (MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015), contributors were more
concerned with maintaining their cultural traditions and the health and well-being of the whole
community than with involving themselves with Western or Band politics, beyond voting.
Placing a high priority on the well-being of other community members was no better
demonstrated than by Sylvia who described herself as being more of a “team player, not a
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leader” when asked about her engagement with the political sphere. Sylvia, who was nineteen at
the time of this project, shared that she felt more drawn to the dramatic arts and theatre. When
asked if she saw herself as being a politically engaged young woman, Sylvia responded: “I’m not
sure about that. I’ve never thought about myself being in such a big role. I always thought of like
… I’ve always been into kind of like the drama kind of thing”. Sylvia initially positioned herself
as someone who was not politically involved – not a leader – in the community, or in general;
she said that she did not see herself as being someone with strong enough opinions to be engaged
in political action.
Later in our interview though, Sylvia shared her feelings on participating in community
events, and about times when she took it upon herself to take the lead at social events in the
community so others could better enjoy the festivities. When asked if she saw herself as being a
community engaged young woman, Sylvia said, “Yeah, I would say so, [I] like showing my
support at these kinds of events, so like they will put on more. … So like if they see my face
there, they will think oh people are enjoying this kind of events, and maybe they’ll put on more”.
During the week preceding our conversation, EFN hosted its First Annual Youth Gathering. The
events and planned activities were centred on encouraging the children and youth in the
community to use music as a medium for expression. During this week-long event, Health and
Social Services hosted several music workshops and other activities like basketball games,
cookouts, and dances. Sylvia attended most of the scheduled events during the week because she
sees value in these events for the well-being of other community members:
I think, I think people, if they see other people doing it, they’ll want to do it too. Rather
than nobody wanting to do it. Kind of like the uh, the event that was happening down at
the [Community] Hall. Like, people didn’t want to get up and do things, so I decided to
be a leader and, and get up and try to help. And then that’s when I seen other people
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getting up behind me and doing it as well. That’s kind of like they’re, they’re too shy to
... to be a part of something like that. Or they don’t want to think that they’re the only one
that wants to do it. Like they want to do it but they don’t want to be alone to do it.
Sylvia told this story with enthusiasm because she was happy to see others in the
community enjoying themselves doing things that they love. Sylvia is willing to “…be a leader if
[she has] to be” and takes pride in knowing that others are enjoying the events that are going on.
Additionally, Sylvia shared that she had a second motive for being a provisional leader at
community events:
Like, for like, some people will do things for themselves, but when [event organizers] see
other people not wanting to do it, that’s when they, that’s when the event kind of doesn’t
really happen again kind of. … That’s like with this [Annual Youth Gathering], after they
see the turnout of like how many people came, and all that, there’s definitely going to be
a second one here.
Sylvia understands the reasons and importance behind hosting events – such as the first Annual
Youth Gathering – in the community and chooses to put herself in a leadership position to
support these reasons. Sylvia values the resilience that events of this nature foster in the young
people of EFN. With that said, Sylvia still does not position herself as a politically engaged
young woman when doing what she can to support efforts to strengthen resilience in the
community.
Instigating Action towards Positive Change
While some of the Nation members I spoke with choose to engage with the community
by participating in events outside of the realm of politics, other Nation members see benefits in
associating themselves with leadership and other political roles. Some of the contributors I spoke
with are motivated to take the first steps towards a better future and become agents of positive
change. Danielle, a young woman who is very passionate about her job and EFN, felt more
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comfortable than some of the others when discussing how she engages with the community in
both a politically and community-driven way. During the time of our interview, Danielle had
been nominated to run for a Council position in EFN and she shared some of the reasons why she
feels so passionately about the future of her community:
…what motivates me, like to work, to run for Council is our culture and our language.
We need to definitely get that back, because for me, I’m a very traditional person, um but
I do – saying that I am a very traditional person – I do respect other people’s beliefs and
religions, you know.
At the time of our interview, Danielle had plans to run for the position of Councillor in
EFN. Although she ultimately decided to renounce her candidacy, this does not change the fact
that Danielle sees herself as someone who can contribute to positive change through formal
political action. She is deeply connected to her traditional knowledge and practices and this has
shaped the way Danielle approaches her political engagement with the community. Her
connection to her culture and traditions was one of the first things Danielle voiced when
discussing how she sees her role as a leader in her community. Martinez and colleagues (2012)
have found that youth who put themselves into leadership positions often have closer ties to faith
and religion, and although they are discussing Christian religions, their findings may resonate in
this context as well. It is suggested that there is a correlation between being an active follower of
religion and being more likely to become involved in political and community engagement
(Martínez et al., 2012). However, as someone who works closely with the children and youth of
EFN, Danielle also draws inspiration for engagement from the youth:
…yeah, but like what really really drives me is the youth. Like I want to help build
infrastructure for them because there’s not much here for them right now. Just the, well
not just, but like the programs we run as youth workers for them. And sometimes that’s
not enough because there are youth that are slipping through the cracks that we can’t get
to, right? We just need more resources. Especially mental health resources. That way we
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can um, help out youth become healthy, mentally, and also physically. And um, yeah,
decrease the numbers of suicide attempts, things like that. And depression, you know.
And when I see youth sometimes, I’ll be like let’s go for a walk, and we’ll just walk, and
they’ll be so free compared to when we’re in an office setting. It’s different. You see a
different side of them. Like this one client I have, she’s so different in an office setting,
but when we went to the um, we went for a ride to Thomas bridge, and she was just so
open, talking about it.
In the above quote, Danielle was expressing her passion for the well-being and outcome
of the young people in her community. In her work, Danielle plays a significant role in planning
and executing programming geared towards children and youth who may be struggling with their
mental health or experiencing suicidal thoughts. Despite the work that she does to address the
needs of the young people in her community, she also feels that more could be done to foster
resilience and good mental health in ways that are culturally appropriate. One method for doing
this that Danielle already puts into practice is taking her work outside of an office and onto the
land, to draw on how therapeutic the spaces and places surrounding EFN are for the community
members. By doing this, Danielle is taking the responsibility of community wellness into her
own hands and turning to traditional and cultural healing methods because she believes that by
utilizing these methods, she will be helping to lead her community towards a healthier future.
The engagement into which Danielle pours herself has been shaped by her personal
experiences with working with youth in the community; she acknowledges the seriousness of the
suicide crisis, not just in the northern Ontario area, but very specifically within her home
community. She has made a commitment to try and work to address youth suicide and its dire
consequences on behalf of the youth who are so seriously impacted by it. Danielle is a young
Anishinaabe woman who personally values her engagement, both politically and socially.
Nonetheless she disclosed that she occasionally has difficulties reconciling her feelings of
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responsibility for community well-being, and the opportunities for change that she is capable of
creating:
…sometimes I struggle, like oh yeah, I’m not good enough for this job, you know, I wish
I could do more, but we’re always improving on our day to day lives, always growing. So
no matter what are we are, or how many experiences we have, there’s always room for
improvement. So yeah my community engagement comes from my job position as well,
and um what rather drives me to engage with our community is um, to help our
community become a healthy and prosperous community. I know there will be naysayers
or, you know those negative mindset people that will be there, but um for me, I feel that I
can just drive past them, and you know just keep going with the positives, and just keep
encouraging those people that have a different mindset then I do. And just try to get them
on the same boat. That way we can all grow as one – one healthy community.
Here Danielle is expressing the daunting nature of the task of addressing the barriers to
mental health that those in her community are facing. However, as she says, it does not matter
how formidable the task may seem, for the importance of healing together as a community drives
her. Danielle wants to continue moving forward with a positive mindset in the hopes that she can
inspire others to follow her example.
It is Danielle’s ambition to apply the skills and knowledge that she has gained from her
career, traditional values, and cultural background to respond to the needs of the youth in EFN.
Danielle was the most vocal about the ways she sees herself as being a leader in the community,
and the most willing to label herself as a political actor, as she seeks ways to create opportunities
for engagement. This is not to discredit the work of the other contributors who do not associate
themselves with leadership positions; the work of all the young women and two-spirit people
who contributed to this project plays an important role in cultivating the overall positive mental
well-being of the entire community.
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Conclusion
During my time in EFN, the Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people I
had the opportunity to get to know and speak with found many ways to express their love of
home through their words and actions. For all of the contributors, EFN is a community that they
are proud to call home. For them, wellness and self-care are derived from their fellow
community members, as well as from the land in and around town. Spending time with friends
and family in the bush, camping, playing sports, or attending events provides opportunities to
relax, as well as learn about and experience traditional knowledge and culture. Having a strong
and supportive community and opportunities to be steeped in cultural traditions were sources of
pride for the young women and young two-spirit people in this project. This access helped them
build their identities on their culture, traditions, and pride.
For the Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people who contributed their
knowledge to this project, their pride in their identity and feelings of responsibility towards their
Nation influences the way they engage with the wider community, and how they see their
engagement. In this chapter, I spoke of two types of engagement. Although one was more overtly
associated with leadership and the political sphere, both types of engagement were motivated by
a desire to see a brighter future for EFN and all of the community members.
The focus for this chapter was on gaining a deeper and more thorough understanding of
the way the contributors understand their own identities and well-being, and the ways that they
see themselves engaging with their community. I explored well-being and engagement as two
concepts that influence self-identity. In the next chapter I explore the relationship between
engagement practices and self-identity further, and how well-being has an ever-present influence
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on this relationship. It is obvious that for the contributing Nation members, personal and
community well-being, and engagement, play a significant role in their identities. It is also clear
that they often times share the common goal of maintaining personal wellness. The path from
well-being and self-care to community and political engagement is not necessarily straight and
can even present as a reciprocal relationship. In the next chapter, I demonstrate how this is true
for the young women and young two-spirit people of EFN.
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Chapter 5: The Reciprocal Relationships between Engagement and
Self-Identity
In this chapter, I discuss the reciprocal relationship between engagement and self-identity
that exists for the young women and young two-spirit people of Eabametoong First Nation
(EFN). In this relationship, self-identity and engagement practices work to support each other,
and for the contributors to this project, this relationship is further impacted by well-being. For
most of the contributors to this project, the relationship began with building a strong self-identity
as both EFN community members and Anishinaabe women and young two-spirit people. Having
a strong self-identity that is connected to EFN manifests itself as feelings of pride for being a
part of the community they call home. The pride that they so evidently feel towards their home,
and that is a part of their self-identity, works to inspire the contributors to engage with their
community in ways that they believe can support the overall well-being of EFN. This reciprocal
relationship is strengthened when the contributors are able to see or hear how their engagement
has had a positive impact on the lives of their families, friends, and neighbours; the positive
outcomes of their engagement bolster the foundations of their self-identity, and reinforce the
reasons why they felt proud to call EFN home in the first place.
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Figure 2: Diagram of Reciprocal Relationship between Self-identity and Engagement

The reciprocal relationship between self-identity and engagement practices is one that
seems straightforward at first glance; however, there are outside forces that have an impact on
the way this relationship manifests. Well-being practices have a significant impact on how the
relationship between self-identity and engagement practices develops for the individual
contributors. Well-being is an important part of the daily lives of the contributors. It both affects
and is affected by, self-identity. Well-being also has an influence on the engagement practices
contributors choose to participant in or initiate. For the young women and two-spirit people who
I spoke with, well-being also plays a reciprocal role in the relationship and cannot be overlooked.
As I address self-identity, pride, and engagement practices, I also explore the various ways that
well-being practices are woven throughout contributors’ lives.
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Self-Identity: Building a Foundation of Strength
Having a strong self-identity that is rooted in traditional and cultural values is important
during all stages of life and can contribute to one’s overall well-being. Establishing and
maintaining a positive sense of identity as an Indigenous person can influence one’s resilience
and ability to cope with life difficulties and the day to day challenges of life (Chandler &
Lalonde, 2008; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). Self-identity is informed by the values and
belief systems we adhere to and informs the decisions we make and actions we take, including
how we cope with obstacles in life. Self-identity is thought by some to begin to develop during
adolescence, and during this time in our lives we are being exposed to more opportunities to
choose to commit to identity impacting endeavours and form intergenerational relationships with
adults in the community (Crocetti et al., 2012; Lenzi et al., 2013). Commitment to things, and
intergenerational relationships – including mentorship – have the effect of exposing adolescents
to new ideas, beliefs, and goals which can have an influence on identity formation (Crocetti et
al., 2012). While almost all of the contributors had a well-established strong self-identity as
Anishinaabe women and two-spirit people, they still spoke of the ways that participation in
cultural activities, such as camping, cookouts, and dancing, and intergenerational mentorship
contributed to their identity formation.
As I mentioned in Chapter 4, Danielle is someone who takes pride in the ways that she is
learning and living with traditional teachings in mind. During the time I spent in EFN, she spoke
of how her childhood was characterized by being surrounded by traditional teachings and
opportunities to live by traditional values. Early on in my time in EFN, I had the privilege of
participating in a ribbon skirt making workshop with Danielle. This workshop was open to the
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public and lasted for two days, and some Elders from the community were present to help guide
our sewing. Danielle shared with me how much she appreciated being able to take part in the
workshop:
Well [ribbon skirt making] was a part of like you know, a custom that helped
me with my mental health. Being connected with my culture and customs is
very important for my mental health. When I was young, you know, I grew up
on uh traditional teachings, and doing traditional things like dancing but then I
uh started getting into some trouble. When I was a teenager, you know I started
going down a bad path and actually got into some um addictions. Yeah, I was
in a bad place then but then I started to dance more. I would just you know,
turn on my music and dance. I first was encouraged to dance by my family.
They really encouraged me to start and were supportive of me when I started to
dance again. One time, I came home from work and… uh I had a bad day and
was really tired so I turned on my music really loud and just started to dance in
my living room. I thought I was home alone so I had my music really loud but
then my brother came out of his room to tell me to turn it down. When he saw I
was dancing he started to tease me but I uh was having so much fun and I
made him start dancing with me, you know, haha! I felt so much better after
that!
Danielle appreciated being able to spend time learning how to make a ribbon skirt because of the
cultural value ribbon skirts hold for her as an Anishinaabe woman. Danielle also linked this
experience with her love of dancing both for fun at home and at Powwows. Danielle had recently
moved back to EFN from Thunder Bay and expressed to me the importance of making time to
reconnect with her traditional teachings, as they are an important aspect of her identity as an
Anishinaabe woman from EFN:
I try to do things to help keep me connected to my culture and to uh learn more
about my culture. I’ve started praying at the start of the day. Well I don’t
always remember haha. I want to get into the habit of praying though. I think
it’s important. I learned how to pray from my Elders, by listening to them.
They taught me the words to say and the importance of praying and being
thankful.
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Being able to spend time learning traditional knowledge and practicing traditional
teachings, such as praying, are means for Danielle to grow in her identity as an Anishinaabe
woman. For many Indigenous youth, living on reserve or in one’s natal community is an
excellent opportunity to connect with and learn traditional teachings and knowledge (Asante,
2005; MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Webb, 2014; Wood et al., 2018). In these
places, Indigenous youth are more likely to have access to support systems consisting of family
and friends, Elders from whom they can learn, and the land where they can develop a healing
connection. Danielle prioritizes her relationship with the Elders in her life and uses what they
teach her about her traditions to ground herself and her identity as an Anishinaabe woman.
Danielle has used and continues to use her traditional teachings and relationship with the
Elders in her life to strengthen her self-identity. The access she has to traditional knowledge,
cultural traditions, and support from family and friends are all protective factors that help
Danielle to maintain positive well-being. Protective factors are resources and opportunities that
protect and support mental health and well-being and are related to acts of cultural continuity and
the promotion of self-identity (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Crofoot Graham, 2002; MacDonald et
al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). By doing things to
strengthen one’s self-identity, one may also be working to foster one’s own well-being and
resilience. Aside from having relationships with other members in one’s community, youth can
also take pride in and strengthen their sense of identity through making contributions to daily
community life. Youth can find meaning and feel more engaged when they are given meaningful
tasks in the community (Webb, 2014). Meaningful tasks lend themselves to bolstering the
confidence of youth, as well as showing a young person what it means to be a good citizen in
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their community (Webb, 2014). Tara and Seguin, the two youngest contributors, find meaning in
the ways that they support their community. Both Tara and Seguin regularly help out in the After
School Program (ASP) at John C. Yesno Education Centre (JCY), and are regular volunteers at
the church camps that go on throughout the year. For these young women, the contributions they
are making to their community are sources of pride. Through the conversations I had with these
two young women during my time in EFN, I came to understand that one of the reasons they
continually volunteered their time for the sake of others was because they are proud to call EFN
their home, and wanted to express their pride by giving back.
In addition to being a source of pride for Tara and Seguin, volunteering their time to the
community also served as an important part of their well-being practices. Tara and Seguin often
talked about the positive feelings they got from spending time with other community members,
especially the children and other youth they interacted with while helping at the ASP and church
camps. These two young women are able to derive joy from seeing others enjoying themselves in
the community; by supporting their community, they are supporting their own well-being, and
vice versa. In many Indigenous healing traditions, the Medicine Wheel is featured prominently
and teaches that for there to be health, there must also be harmony between the four quadrants
(Crofoot Graham, 2002; Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram, 2009; Weaver, 2002). There must be
harmony between the individual self, the family, the community, and a nation for healing to
occur, and so pride in one’s identity as Indigenous is not only important for one’s own wellbeing, but also for the well-being of others (Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et al., 2018; Weaver,
2002). Not only are Tara and Seguin strengthening their identity as Anishinaabe women when
they volunteer their time in the community, but they are also contributing to their well-being
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through their love of home. When asked about how she felt about being an engaged member of
the community, Tara succinctly expressed the love she has for her home and the pride she feels
for being from EFN when she says:
It means everything to me because I am a part of this community and I was, I
wasn’t born here but I was raised here. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere but
Fort Hope. Um, mainly because I’ve had a lot of friends here, a lot of good
memories here, and I’ve, in my mom’s house we always used to live in, Um,
just passing by it reminds me of her all the time.
What Tara is touching on in the quote above is that one of the reasons she is proud to call
EFN home is because of the family and friends who make up her support system. Having a
strong support system is one of the protective factors that supports well-being and helps with the
consolidation of a strong self-identity (Chandler & Lalonde, 2009; Crofoot Graham, 2002;
MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Weaver, 2002; Wood et al., 2018). Living in a
community where there is a high level of engagement, and where people support each other, can
have a positive influence on the way young people choose to engage with their communities
(Lenzi et al., 2013). Charley, a two-spirit person who is confident in their self-identity and proud
to call EFN home, made the decision to return to EFN because they saw positive changes in their
community. Charley shared with me that they feel supported by their community and want to
reciprocate that support using their artistic skills. One thing Charley enjoys doing is
photographing EFN to share on social media to challenge prevailing ideas about what life on a
reserve might look like. They expressed to me that one of the reasons they do this is because, as
a two-spirit person, they feel it is their duty to support their community; supporting their
community in artistic ways is a part of their identity. Using one of the photo’s Charley took for
this project, they were able to describe how they see their home:
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…on Front Street there’s, I guess you could say it’s like central Fort Hope
because there’s the Band Office, OW [Ontario Works] office, the nursing
station; there’s a lot of activity there. And a lot of decisions get made there, so
that could represent involvement. A lot of the community members go there
for their appointments, they go there for their, like, Ontario Works, or they go
there to talk to Chief and Council, Chief and Council makes their decisions
there. So like, I think this picture [Figure 3] really captures not only the beauty
of my community because it’s an amazing picture, but it really gives you a
sense of that home feeling, that peace feeling. When you look at the photo, you
see the sunlight coming through, and just with my explanation, it just like,
yeah it is a community of people worthy of the name community.

Figure 3: Charley's Photo Depicting Front Street

Charley supports their community because they feel supported by their community.
Additionally, one of the ways that Charley is guided by their self-identity as a two-spirit person
is by engaging with and contributing to the well-being of the community. I now discuss the ways
that engagement practices are inspired and shaped by the self-identity of the contributors.
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Engagement: Inspired Moments and Traditional Teachings
Throughout this thesis, I have emphasized the immeasurable levels of pride the
contributors have for their home, and how much their identities as Anishinaabe women and twospirit people of EFN mean to them. Their identity and pride play key roles in inspiring their
engagement throughout the community. Many of the people I spoke with while in EFN were
happy to speak to the changes the community has seen over the past several years; EFN has been
working diligently to improve the well-being of the whole community as well as expand the
resources that are available to assist community members. Many community members have been
working tirelessly to make improvements to the quality of life in EFN, and seeing these
improvements is one of the inspirations of Danielle’s and Tara’s engagement.
Upon returning to her community, Danielle took a position as a youth worker with Health
and Social Services. Being someone who grew up in EFN surrounded by traditional teachings,
such as praying, spending time on the land, dancing at Powwows, and spending time listening to
and learning from her Elders, she was inspired to find ways to engage with younger community
members and integrate her traditional values into her practice. As I discussed in the previous
chapter, Danielle draws on the healing power of the land, and values the difference being on the
land outside of town can make for the well-being of the young people she works with: “… it’s
just a really different feeling, especially when you’re out there like, you know, just enjoying the
land, having a picnic, or, you know cooking with your friend, your family, coworkers. It is very
relaxing away from the technology, and you know, the bullying and things like that.” In this
quote, Danielle is referencing the issue of bullying at school, which many of the young people
she works with face. To help the young people she works with learn to cope with bullying and
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other things negatively influencing them, Danielle seeks to find ways to imbue traditional
knowledge and practices into her work. Youth often associate positive feelings with their home
reserves because these are places that youth can stay connected with the family and friends that
support them, and have a relationship with the land – an important aspect of Anishinaabe
traditional values (Tobias & Richmond, 2014; Webb, 2014; Willow, 2011; Wood et al., 2018).
For many Indigenous people, being on and connecting with the land can be a source of healing
for them, because the land can aid people in reclaiming their Indigenous identity and
reconnecting with traditional values and knowledge (Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et al., 2018).
Remaining connected to her traditional teachings is an integral part of Danielle’s self-identity,
and she uses her traditions to support her well-being. Danielle also turns to her traditional values
and knowledge to engage with other members of her community as a youth worker.
By moving back to her natal community, Danielle is able to better reconnect to her
traditional values and give back to EFN. She is able to spend time in the bush around town,
spend quality time with the Elders in her life, participate in local Powwows, and participate in
sweat lodges and smudges. In doing this, she is honouring the knowledge she has gained from
past generations, and helping to facilitate the passing along of this knowledge for future
generations (Grey, 2010). Like Danielle, Tara aspires to use her skills to engage with the
community and contribute to future positive changes. Being one of the youngest contributors,
Tara has lived most of her life in EFN and is very proud to call the community home. The more I
spoke with Tara while in EFN, the more I learned about the strong family support system that
surrounds her. Tara is encouraged to achieve her goals by her mother and inspired to make
positive changes to her community by her uncle:
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… every year there’s um, a community clean up where they pick up garbage
off the ground and all that. Um I think who all started it was my uncle Olvert,
or Joseph Olvert Boyce. He used to fill three hundred bags a year… they’ve
made that a tradition to like clean up the community every year, fill up at least
three hundred bags.
Speaking about the annual community clean up, Tara was very proud that her uncle had been a
key player in starting the tradition, and described this as one of her motivations for making
positive changes of her own. Tara spoke with me about her plans to return to EFN after
completing her education so that she could work to support her community and address needs
that she sees:
… this community is great but there, there are ways that it needs help, like the
people. Parenting, like jobs, um kids. Because this community is isolated, and
like kids have thoughts of suicide and all that. There’s like a bunch of things
my community needs but we all get through it together. That’s why we have all
these programs that are going on. So kids don’t have to feel so alone and all
that. My community is unique, and has its own thought and its own way, and
I’m proud of that.
For Tara and Danielle, as well as the other contributors, a main source of their inspiration
to become engaged comes from living in a community filled with supportive people working to
benefit EFN as a whole. Being surrounded by positive influences and engaged mentors has a
significant impact on the likelihood of youth developing feelings of responsibility towards the
community they are a part of (Flanagan, 2004; Lenzi et al., 2013; Martínez et al., 2012). In their
own way, each contributor shared with me the ways in which they were inspired by the hard
work of others in the community, and how they were taught, mentored, and supported by older
community members. Having intergenerational relationships with engaged members of one’s
community can expose youth to new ideas and ways of doing things (Camino & Zeldin, 2002),
and help to facilitate the transmission of traditional knowledge – something important in
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Indigenous approaches to leadership (Julien et al., 2008; Julien et al., 2010). Later in this chapter,
I explore Indigenous leadership styles more thoroughly, but here I focus on what engagement
looks like for the contributors.

Forms of Engagement
For Indigenous youth, the choice to become engaged is inspired by a strong self-identity
and supportive community. The choice of how to engage, however, is made based on other
criteria. Sylvia is a young woman who chooses to participate in community events because she
sees the value of them. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Sylvia participates in community
events because she wishes to show her support in the hopes that they will continue putting these
events on. In today’s political system, it is not uncommon for many Indigenous youth across
Canada to feel jaded towards Western and Band level politics (Alfred et al., 2007). Feeling as
though your voice is not being heard by people in positions of power can be discouraging and
leave youth feeling disenfranchised (Alfred et al., 2007; Martínez et al., 2012). Feeling that the
political system is not working for them can also have the effect of inspiring Indigenous youth to
become engaged in new ways and work towards addressing the issues that they see in their own
communities on their own terms (Alfred et al., 2007). Although Sylvia expressed that she does
not see herself as a politically driven person, she is working to address the needs of EFN on her
own terms:
I think [participating in community events] shapes who I’ll become later in
life. Like I can, I can be in my late twenties and I’ll keep going to these kinds
of event to show my support. Hm, yeah I think it would make me like, a more
effective leader, kind of. To see that how these people are enjoying the events,
I could think of a few ideas that, that would make them come out more.
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By attending events and supporting other community members, Sylvia is engaging in a
way that she believes her skills are being best put to use. She understands the benefits that other
community members gain from the events and workshops that are run in EFN and is happy to
show her support in the hopes that these events and workshops will continue to be put on.
Additionally, Sylvia derives joy and well-being from seeing others having fun:
It makes me feel really good like, it makes me feel happy with myself. I got
somebody to do what they want to do. Like, for like, some people will do
things for themselves, but when they see other people not wanting to do it,
that’s when they, that’s when the event kind of doesn’t really happen again
kind of.
This form of well-being – deriving wellness from spending time with others – is one that Sylvia
shares with Tara and Seguin. Spending time with other community members through their
involvement at the school and church camps is a way that both Tara and Seguin recharge. During
the time I spent in EFN, both Tara and Seguin participated in a photovoice project that ran
parallel to this project. They both expressed with me that they enjoyed the project because it
gave them a chance to share what their community looks like from their perspective; the
accessible medium of photography gave both of these young women the opportunity to tell their
story of life in EFN to audiences in southern Ontario.
Similar to the way in which Sylvia is engaging with the community by participating in
events and offering her support, Tara and Seguin are also engaging with EFN on their own terms.
Although none of these young women are formally engaging themselves with Western or Band
level politics, or currently occupying a position of power in the community, they are all
practicing leadership in their own right. In many Indigenous traditions, leadership is less defined
by a specific title or position and more defined through actions taken on behalf of others (Alfred
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et al., 2007; Julien et al, 2008; Julien et al., 2010). Being a leader can mean using one’s skills or
actions to address or fill a need in the community. It is often more associated with being a
servant of the community than a leader (Alfred et al., 2007; Julien et al, 2008; Julien et al.,
2010). For some Indigenous youth, finding ways to serve their community outside of the
traditional realm of politics is the preferred method of engagement. As I have already
demonstrated for some of the contributors, supporting events and workshops put on in the
community was one way they felt they could best serve EFN, even though they did not associate
these actions with involvement in an institution. In addition to supporting events and workshops,
contributors also found ways to serve EFN by creating their own opportunities for engagement.
For Danielle and Matashia, their engagement practices are at least partially interwoven
with their positions as a youth worker and a mental health worker, respectively. For both of these
women, an aspect of their job that they take seriously is their responsibility to create
opportunities for the youngest members of EFN to become involved in community events and
participate in healthy forms of entertainment. During the time I spent in EFN, I volunteered some
of my time to helping Danielle and Matashia with a Girls’ Group that they provided
programming for. Along with other Health and Social Services coworkers, Danielle and
Matashia recognized that there was a need for more programming geared towards the female
students at JCY. Using the resources available to them, they organized Girls’ Group events. Both
of these women were serving their community in a way that they believed best addressed a need
that they recognized. Part of the goal of the Girls’ Group, aside from providing additional
programming options for JCY’s female students, was to encourage the students to build their
confidence and a strong self-identity. Their work is something that both Danielle and Matashia
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are extremely passionate about, and throughout the entire time I worked with both of these young
women, there was never a doubt about the amount of love and care they had for the well-being of
the young girls that they worked with.
All of the contributors continually find new ways to serve the people of EFN by engaging
with the community in their own ways. For the contributors, finding ways to engage with the
community is a source of joy and pride. While there are many different forms that engagement
can take for the young women and young two-spirit people of EFN, a commonality they share is
the goal of improving the well-being of EFN as a whole. In the next section, I discuss the
importance of community and personal well-being and its relationship with self-identity and
healing.

Self-Identity and Healing
Self-identity and culture play a significant role in health and well-being. Historically in
Canada, colonial governments and systems have tried to erase Indigenous identities and cultures.
Using discriminatory legislation and aggressive assimilations tactics, the Canadian government
is responsible for countless abuses done to Indigenous children in residential schools, and for
denying countless Indigenous people the rights that they deserve. Although the Canadian state
has failed at erasing Indigenous identities, the history of colonialism has still left its mark on
Indigenous populations: poor mental health, substance use disorders, and high suicide rates are
experienced in Indigenous populations at much higher rates than the national average (Talaga,
2018; Trout et al., 2018; Chandler & Lalonde, 2009). Indigenous women in particular have been
faced with their own unique barriers built by colonialism; using the power they granted
themselves through the Indian Act, the Canadian state made the ultimate decision as to whether
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one could claim Indigenous status or not for many years. Eventually Bill C-31 was introduced as
a change that eliminated the discrimination towards women in the Indian Act, however women
were still left disenfranchised (Fiske, 2006; Gunn, 2014; Naumann, 2008; Turpel, 1991).
Indigenous women have continually had their identities scrutinized by colonial systems and
legislation, but being able to reclaim one’s identity has a powerful and reverberating impact on
well-being.
There are many ways that reclamation of identity can occur, and one of the ways is
through community and kinship. A part of reclaiming identity is recovering traditional values,
beliefs, and ways of being, and finding ways to adapt these traditions to modern day life (Marsh
et al, 2016; Marsh et al., 2018). This means finding ways to integrate and reconcile traditional
ways with a modern lifestyle. Charley and Danielle discussed with me the ways that they
reconciled traditions within their lives as they reclaimed their identities. Charley finds strength in
their identity as a two-spirit person, and is able to feel closer to their identity when they are using
their skills as an artist to support the community:
I just think being a two-spirited person, I mean historically, they were known
to be artistic, and people who were important in the community because they
helped out the community in a lot of ways uh. They would look after the wellbeing of the community. So I feel like it’s sort of my responsibility to be that I
guess you could say…
Charley is proud of their identity and their community and finds joy in using their artistic
abilities to support community well-being. For Danielle, reconciling traditions means spending
time with family and friends on the land, practicing what her grandparents and the Elders in her
life have taught her, and continuing to live by her beliefs and traditions every day.
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As I demonstrated earlier in this chapter, self-identity is highly connected to traditions
like being on the land and listening to the teachings of Elders, and to being members of the EFN
community. Across Canada, cultural revitalization efforts have been prioritized by many
Indigenous groups, and progress is being made regarding the inclusion of Indigenous healing
methods alongside Western methods for the treatment of mental health and substance use
disorders (Currie et al., 2013; Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et al., 2018; Trout et al., 2018; Waldram,
2013; Weaver, 2002). Indigenous healing methods are effective treatment options because they
often focus on the spiritual-, mental-, and emotional-self, as well as the physical self (Currie et
al., 2013; Waldram, 2013; Weaver, 2002). Additionally, Indigenous patients who have
incorporated traditional healing methods – such as sweat lodge ceremonies – into treatment plans
have attributed the effectiveness of these methods to the fact that they are part of the patient’s
traditional practices and strengthen their sense of identity (Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et al.,
2018). Traditional methods can be a powerful tool not only for supporting health and well-being,
but also for strengthening self-identity.
For their own well-being, as well as to support the well-being of others in EFN, the
contributors draw strength from their identities. During the time I had the opportunity to
volunteer with the Girls’ Group, Matashia spoke with me about her future aspirations for the
group and the female students at the school. Matashia is passionate about the work she does with
the female students at the school, and often took their well-being into consideration when
planning future events for the Girls’ Group. While I was in EFN, spring was turning to summer,
the weather was beautiful, and Matashia wanted to take advantage of this and plan events to take
place outside and on the land. Matashia shared with me her understanding of the healing power
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of being on the land, and the importance of providing the young students with healthy forms of
entertainment (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008). Similarly, Seguin also recognizes the importance of
spending time on the land for both her own well-being, and the well-being of others. Seguin,
once an attendee of the church camps and now a regular volunteer, finds happiness in spending
time with the children attending the church camp and being on the land. The church camp is an
opportunity for attendees to deepen their connection to the land and their spirituality. It has been
a reoccurring event in EFN for many years, and an activity that many children and young people
look forward to. Seguin continually volunteers at the church camp not only because it is a source
of well-being for her personally, but also because she recognizes it as an important source of
well-being for other community members. By continuing to volunteer at the church camp, and
other similar events in the community, Seguin is doing three things: practicing personal wellness,
strengthening her identity as an engaged young Indigenous woman, and supporting the wellbeing of other, younger community members.

Anishinaabe Leadership Styles
Pride and feelings of responsibility towards the community that they love drives the
contributors to become engaged, and self-identity and well-being practices shape the ways that
engagement takes place for the contributors. In addition to these things, Anishinaabe leadership
styles and one’s positionality as a young woman or young two-spirit person also play a part in
how contributors engage. Some prominent characteristics of the contributors’ leadership styles
are that their goals and ambitions for EFN are focused on the future, their actions are informed
by the knowledge they have gained from those who came before them, and they prioritize
listening to the needs of the community members they serve.
104

The positive changes that have been occurring in EFN over the past several years have
not gone unnoticed by the contributors, and it is this progress that they strive to become a part of.
Although young, Tara is proud of what her community has done to improve overall well-being
and recognizes where there is still room for improvement. As a young woman herself, Tara has
taken note of the lack of a youth focused space in the community. Having a youth centre in the
community would provide a safe space for young people to gather and spend time with one
another, as well as open the door for more programs and workshops geared towards the needs of
EFN’s youngest (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008). The need for a youth centre and the benefits it
could bring have not gone unrecognized by Tara who has included a youth centre in plans for
EFN’s future:
I feel like there’s a lot more to this community. I feel like there’s a lot to be
done, more. Um, like an actual youth centre… I drew one actually. I wouldn’t
call them blueprints. I did it on a piece of graph paper. I envisioned that there’s
going to be a downstairs and an upstairs. Downstairs is for the youth, upstairs
is for like, teenagers and all that… so there’s like people upstairs working with
the teenagers and all that, and I’d be downstairs with the kids!
Tara has grand plans for her future and the ways in which she can contribute to the
ongoing positive improvements being made in EFN. Additionally, in their own ways, all of the
contributors shared with me the ways that they see themselves aiding in the creation of a brighter
future for the community. The emphasis on a future focus is a characteristic often observed in
Indigenous leadership styles (Julien et al, 2008; Julien et al., 2010). Indigenous approaches to
leadership are often mindful of developing and implementing long-term goals (Julien et al, 2008;
Julien et al., 2010). A key component of this transformational and servant-focused style of
leadership is that the long-term goals are being created and guided with the knowledge of those
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who came before, and how the outcomes of the goals will impact future generations are also
considered (Grey, 2010; Julien et al., 2008; Julien et al., 2010). For many Indigenous leaders,
including the women and two-spirit people I spoke with in EFN, being guided by the wisdom of
those who came before them is an important part of engagement.
During our conversations, many of the contributors spoke about the people who
mentored, supported, and encouraged them throughout their lives. The contributors who gave
their knowledge for this project gave credit to those mentors, supporters, and encouragers for
becoming the strong and engaged women and two-spirit people they are today. As I have
discussed throughout this thesis, Danielle is one young woman who is thankful for her
relationship with the Elders in her life and for what they have taught her, and she uses these
teachings to guide her:
I would say the picture of the smudging bowl represents political engagement
for me because of how it cleanses the air and blesses people. My culture is so
important to me and effects the way I act every day. My culture is a way
people can heal so it’s important that we keep doing things in the traditional
way.
Danielle has experienced the healing powers of her culture first-hand, applying her traditions and
what her grandparents and the Elders in her life have taught her to live a healthy lifestyle.
Knowing the ways that her traditions have helped heal her, Danielle is inspired to use what she
has learned to foster the well-being of her fellow community members:
I want to tell my story more for people because I think it can help. Going back
to my traditions has helped me through a really dark time in my life. I want my
story to help people in my community, and I want to lead by example with
hope and never fear.
Danielle’s lifestyle and engagement practices are influenced by her traditions and
teachings because she knows that living by these traditions is a way to honour those who came
106

before her. In many Indigenous traditions, leadership is learned in the same way that other values
and beliefs are passed down: by listening to and observing the older generations (Grey, 2010;
MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010). This is also true
for how Anishinaabe leadership values are passed down. For Danielle, as well as the other
contributors, the knowledge that is passed down from their parents, grandparents, aunts and
uncles, and other mentors is used to guide the decisions they make on how to live a healthy
lifestyle and how to best support the community (Grey, 2010; McLeod, 2012; Tsosie, 2010).
Where their engagement practices are concerned, the contributors are honouring the knowledge
of those who came before them while focusing on a future for those that will come after them.
Using knowledge that has been passed down to inform the actions being taken to create a
better future is in line with an Indigenous leadership style called the seven-generation approach.
This approach to leadership is one that considers how actions and decisions today will impact the
next seven generations to come (Julien et al., 2008). An important part of being future focused
and using the seven-generation approach is learning how to listen to the needs of those you are
trying to lead (Julien et al., 2008; Julien et al., 2010; McLeod, 2012). The actions that the
contributors are taking to engage with EFN are done under the consideration of the needs of
others. When Sylvia attends events and workshops in the community, she is doing so because
she understands and sees the ways that community members benefit from these things. During
the time that I was in EFN, the First Annual Youth Week occurred, and Sylvia attended all of the
events she could. Later on, when Sylvia was sharing with me why she participates in events and
workshops, she was happy to tell the following story:

107

…it was kind of like song writing and making beads kind of thing, and there’s
a lot of youth here that have like, their own kind of song hidden away. And
there’s a few people that I know that rap on Facebook and they write down
what they’re thinking on Facebook. I [saw] a few of those people actually over
there at the event. They were there helping with the beat, helping making songs
and, actually there was this one guy there helping with the verse there, and like
her was on stage and he was singing it and actually getting his heart out there,
and I was really proud to see him doing it!
Seeing the young man performing and doing something that he loves reaffirmed for
Sylvia the reasons why she attends these sorts of events. For many Indigenous youth, their
priorities and needs revolve around having opportunities to practice well-being, connect with and
learn about traditional ways, and have their priorities and needs heard (Alfred et al., 2007;
MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015; Wiebe, 2015). The right to be heard by those in
positions of power is something that many Indigenous youth feel that they are lacking so it is not
unheard of for youth to turn to alternative means to share their stories and fight for their rights
(Alfred et al., 2007; Wiebe, 2015). Sylvia’s attendance at community events, as well as the ways
that the other contributors engage with their community, are examples of the alternative ways
that young Indigenous people are fighting for their rights and working to improve their
communities.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
In this thesis, I present the results of two months in EFN. While there, I engaged with 6
young Anishinaabe women and young Anishinaabe two-spirit people to discuss the following
questions: (1) In what ways do the young women of EFN engage in politics? (2) Does a young
woman’s positionality within her community influence the way that she engages politically
within that community? And (3) In what ways do young women’s political engagement respond
to factors affecting the mental health and well-being of young women? This opportunity allowed
me to consider deeply what young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit people in EFN think about
their engagement practices and well-being.

Summary of Arguments
For the young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit people who contributed to this project,
engagement practices and self-identity are intricately woven together in a reciprocal relationship
that is influenced by well-being practices. For the contributors of this project, the relationship
between engagement and self-identity is strengthened by fostering well-being, connecting with
self-identity, and engaging with the community. By building up their sense of self, contributors
are also strengthening their ability to cope with stressful moments in life. An important aspect of
identity formation and reinforcement for contributors comes in the form of well-being practices.
Well-being and identity are connected through their reliance on culture and traditions. As was
demonstrated throughout this thesis, the contributors all have an immense amount of pride in
being able to call themselves Anishinaabe and to call Eabametoong First Nation (EFN) home.
This pride translates to both a strong sense of identity, and a means to support personal wellbeing. Many of the things that contributors do to feel connected to their identities – spending
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time on the land, participating in spiritual practices, spending time with Elders and other
community members – are also actions that contributors include in their well-being practices.
Remaining connected to the land, the community of EFN, and traditional practices contributes to
feelings of wellness and pride in one’s self-identity.
The feelings of pride that come from the contributors’ self-identities and well-being
practices translate to feelings of responsibility towards the community and people who have
supported them. Many of the contributors discussed the ways that they have noticed the positive
changes that have been going on in EFN for many years. Seeing the work of other community
members who have contributed to the overall well-being of EFN is both a source of pride for
contributors, as well as motivation to contribute to that positive change. As several scholars have
argued, being surrounded by a community of people who support each other, and having adult
role models and mentorship, can inspire youth to become engaged citizens themselves (Crocetti
et al., 2012; Lenzi et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2018). Although much of the scholarship focused on
this topic is in reference to the experiences of Western youth, the contributors partially attribute
their motivation to become engaged to belonging to a supporting community.
Once the decision to become engaged has been made, the form that engagement takes is
unique to the experiences of the contributors. While there is no one size fits all definition of what
engagement looks like for the contributors, there still exists similarities between the different
forms. One such similarity is that all of the contributors found ways to support and engage with
their community in a way that they believed their skills could best be used; some contributors
create their own opportunities for engagement, while others are happy to lend themselves to
supporting programs and workshops that already exist. Additionally, the form that engagement
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takes for the contributors is often heavily influenced by their personal well-being practices.
Contributors recognize the healing potential of their personal well-being practices and seek out
ways to share these practices with other community members, and this is often done by
becoming engaged. Finally, the most significant similarity is that regardless of how the
contributors chose to become engaged, all of the young women and two-spirit people set out with
the goal to improve or contribute to the well-being of EFN and other community members.

Contributions to the Scholarship of Identity and Well-being
The findings of this study address several gaps in the literature focused on the
experiences of young Indigenous women and young two-spirit people. First, the findings of this
project demonstrate that for the contributors, there exists a reciprocal relationship between
engagement, self-identity, and well-being. Similar relationships between engagement and selfidentity describing how young people become engaged have been discussed by other scholars,
however, from the perspective of Western youth (Camino & Zeldin, 2002; Crocetti et al., 2012;
Flanagan, 2004; Lenzi et al., 2013; Martínez et al., 2012; Marzana et al., 2012). I discuss how
this project contributes to youth engagement literature in a moment, but first explore the
contributions made to Indigenous identity literature. The findings of this project show that selfidentity, built on a foundation of cultural traditions and maintained through well-being practices,
inspires the motivation to become engaged. This connection is one that has not yet been given
enough attention in the literature. There has, however, been a great deal of attention given to the
relationship between healthy identity formation and the health and well-being of Indigenous
people.
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There is no shortage of scholarship about the ways in which traditional healing methods,
such as the Medicine Wheel, are used to support the mental health of Indigenous people (Crofoot
Graham, 2002; Currie et al., 2013; Marsh et al., 2016; Marsh et al., 2018; Trout et al., 2018;
Waldram et al., 2008; Waldram, 2009), and how young Indigenous people and the programs
geared towards them prioritize spending time on the land, with Elders, and other members of
their communities (Adelson & Lipinski, 2008; MacDonald et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2015;
Wood et al., 2018). This body of literature demonstrates the healing powers of reclaiming one’s
identity as Indigenous. Contributors to the findings presented in this thesis recognize this healing
power. The findings of this project build on this body of literature and provide new insights into
the ways that well-being and self-identity are used by young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit
people to enhance and guide their engagement practices.

Contributions to Engagement Literature
This project also provides insight into how young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit
people living in an isolated, northern Ontario First Nation become civically engaged in their
community and contribute to community well-being. A majority of the scholarship focused on
youth engagement practices is centred on the ways in which Western youth become and are
engaged in a Western and urban setting (Camino & Zeldin, 2002; Crocetti et al., 2012; Flanagan,
2004; Lenzi et al., 2013; Martínez et al., 2012; Marzana et al., 2012), which does not take into
account the unique experiences of Indigenous youth. The contributors to the findings presented
here found inspiration to become engaged from their own self-identities, the pride they feel
towards their home, and other supportive members of their community.

112

Scholars of Western youth engagement imply that all types of engagement – political,
volunteerism, and civic engagement – occur within an institution or organization (Flanagan,
2004; Martínez et al., 2012; Marzana et al., 2012; Penner, 2004; Pitti, 2018; Van Derth, 2014).
The findings of this project challenge this definition, as many of the ways that the contributors
find to engage with their community occur beyond an affiliation to an institution or organization.
EFN is an isolated community with approximately 1600 residents living in the community. The
young women and two-spirit people who contributed to this project are finding ways to become
engaged with different resources and opportunities available to them than are available for
Western youth who live in larger urban areas.
Although a majority of research regarding youth engagement practices has focused on
Western youth, there does exist a growing body of scholarship regarding the ways that young
Indigenous people in Canada engage with formal political spheres. The scholarship in this area is
focused on the ways that young Indigenous people are overtly challenging both Western and
Band level governments in order to fight for their rights (Alfred et al., 2007). Although this body
of literature is important for understanding the needs and actions of young Indigenous people, it
does not paint a full picture of the work that youth are doing to create a better future. This project
provides insight into the work that is being done outside of the formal political sphere. The work
that the contributors of this project are engaged in impacts the well-being of all of EFN.
Although the contributors may not always associate their work with political action, they are still
challenging colonial powers. This project that was contributed to by the young Anishinaabe
women and two-spirit people of EFN provides a new perspective into the forms that youth
engagement takes outside of the political sphere.
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Along with its contributions to the literature on youth engagement, this project adds new
perspectives to the scholarship on Indigenous female leadership and engagement. Indigenous
leadership styles are often characterized as being egalitarian and non-hierarchical (Julien et al.,
2008; Julien et al., 2010). Indigenous leaders have contributed their knowledge to this literature
and have expressed that their concerns are focused on improving well-being and quality of life
for future generations, and do not place much importance on the title of leader (Grey, 2010;
Julien et al., 2008; 2010; McLeod, 2002). These insights and discussions of Indigenous
leadership styles often come from the perspective and experiences of adults; however, the
findings of this project show that the young contributors emulated these same characteristics and
motivations. This project offers the prospective of young leaders, and contributes to closing this
gap in the literature.
Unlike much of the literature surround Indigenous female leadership, this project
provides a deeper understanding of the priorities of young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit
people. From existing scholarship, there has been a significant exploration of the ways in which
Indigenous women have fought for their rights, defended their cultural traditions, and challenged
colonial powers, and much of this literature has focused specifically on the harm done by the
residential school system, the Indian Act, and Bill C-31 (Fiske, 2006; Gunn, 2014; Naumann,
2008; Tsosie, 2010; Turpel, 1991). These things have contributed to and created barriers to
healthy living for many Indigenous people today, and the findings of this project show that the
young Anishinaabe women and two-spirit people of EFN are continually finding new methods to
overcome these barriers. The contributors have taken it upon themselves to fight for the mental
health of their fellow community members and the overall well-being of EFN. From the
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scholarship, many female Indigenous leaders have shared the experiences and knowledge that
they have accumulated over many years. The experiences and knowledge shared by the
contributors presented in this thesis tells the story of female leadership from a different
perspective and deepens our understandings of the priorities and needs of young Indigenous
women and two-spirit people living in isolated communities.

Future Research
In this project, I set out to understand the ways in which Anishinaabe young women and
young two-spirit people are engaged within their community, and how well-being affects and is
influenced by this engagement. While the findings from this project provide an exploration into
the reciprocal relationships between engagement, self-identity, and well-being that are present in
the lives of the contributors living in EFN, there is room for further exploration into this topic.
By sharing their stories and experiences, the contributors offered their unique perspectives on
being engaged Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit people – a perspective not often
heard in the literature. Ethnographic work relying on Community-Based Participatory Research
(CBPR) and Indigenous Research Methodologies (IRM) is best suited for the continued inquiry
into these reciprocal relationships that occur within the lives of Indigenous young women and
young two-spirit people. Projects built using CBPR and IRM work to break down power
imbalances and the favouring of Western knowledge systems that are often found in academic
research (Castleden et al., 2008; Gentry & Metz, 2017; Kovach, 2009; Pidgeon & Hardy Cox,
2002; Rogers Stanton, 2014; Ultrugasheva at al., 2015). Creating projects in collaboration with
community partners that are built on the principles of CBPR and IRM will provide a greater
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opportunity for the Indigenous young women and young two-spirit people to freely share their
experiences with engagement.
CBPR and IRM are also best suited for the further exploration of the part that well-being
plays in a reciprocal relationship between self-identity and engagement. As I mentioned earlier in
this chapter, this project expands on the scholarship focused on identity reclamation and
Indigenous mental health and well-being. The findings of this project indicate that there is a clear
connection between engagement, self-identity, and well-being for Anishinaabe young women
and young two-spirit people living in an isolated First Nation. There should be further
exploration into this set of interconnections to better understand how deeply well-being is
interwoven into the relationship between self-identity and engagement. By expanding upon this
body of literature, we can gain a deeper understanding of the priorities and needs of young
engaged Indigenous people.
Further exploration of the engagement experiences of Indigenous young women and
young two-spirit people can be complemented by a similar type of exploration into the
experiences of young Indigenous men. Young Indigenous men and women likely have different
experiences with engagement, identity, and well-being, and in order to honour these differences,
projects focusing specifically on young Indigenous men are warranted. In Chapter 3, I mentioned
that during our discussions about building this project with our community partners in EFN,
interest was expressed in doing a similar project focused on the young men of the community.
Projects with a male-only focus will complement the work being done with Indigenous young
women and young two-spirit people, and offer a fuller understanding of the engagement and
well-being priorities and needs of young Indigenous people.
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Along with relying on CBPR and IRM, I believe that more arts-based methodologies
would lead to a richer understanding of Indigenous young women and young two-spirit people’s
experiences with engagement, identity, and well-being. Photovoice was chosen for this project
because of its ability to provide an accessible medium for the discussion of lived experiences. In
the future I suggest that arts-based methods continue to be used in this line of inquiry but over
longer periods of time in projects that span more than just two months. The time and resource
restraints of a master’s level thesis project limited the effectiveness of using arts-based methods
in this project. Only two of the contributors took part in the photovoice portion of this project,
however, many of the contributors and other Anishinaabe young women and young two-spirit
people expressed interest in photovoice during my time in EFN. I believe that for a project of this
nature to fully benefit from the uses of arts-based methodologies, there must be more time to
allow for relationship building and to account for timing conflicts between the project timeline
and personal schedules.

Final Thoughts
During the two month I had the opportunity to spend in EFN, I met many strong and
resilient young women and young two-spirit people, and they taught me much about the pride
they have for their home and their identities as Anishinaabe people. The love and care that the
contributors have for their community is something that I have not personally experienced in any
other place that I have lived and is something that I greatly admire. As was demonstrated by the
findings of this project, a high priority for the contributors is having access to avenues in which
they can lend themselves to supporting their community. The work of the Anishinaabe young
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women and young two-spirit people of EFN plays an important part in supporting community
health and well-being and should continue to be supported and encouraged.

118

REFERENCES
Adelson, M., & Lipinski, A. (2008). The Community Youth Initiative Project. In J. B. Waldram
(Eds.), Aboriginal Healing in Canada: Studies in Therapeutic Meaning and Practice (930). Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation.
Alfred, T., Pitawanakway, B., & Price, J. (2007). The Meaning of Political Participation for
Indigenous Youth: Charting the Course for Youth Civic and Political Participation.
Canadian Policy Research Networks.
Allen, Q. (2012). Photographs and Stories: Ethics, Benefits and Dilemma of Using Participant
Photography with Black Middle-Class Male Youth. Qualitative Research, 12(4): 443458.
Anderson, K. (2010). Affirmations of an Indigenous Feminist. In C. Suzack, S. M. Huhndorf, J.
Perreault, and J. Barman (Eds.), Indigenous Women and Feminism: Politics, Activism,
Culture (81-91). Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
Asante, E. A. (2005). Negotiating Identity: Aboriginal Women and the Politics of SelfGovernment. The Canadian Journal of Native Studies, XXV(1): 1-34.
Camino, L., & Zeldin, S. (2002). From Periphery to Center: Pathways for Youth Civic
Engagement in the Day-To-Day Life of Communities. Applied Developmental Science,
6(4), 213-220. https:// doi.org/10.1207/S1532480XADS0604_8
Carlson, E., Engebretson, J., & Chamberlain, R. M. (2006). Photovoice as a Social Process of
Critical Consciousness. Qualitative Health Research, 16(6): 836-852.
119

Castleden, H., Garvin, T., & Huu-ay-aht First Nation (2008). Modifying Photovoice for
Community-Based Participatory Indigenous Research. Social Science & Medicine, 66:
1393-1405.
Cervone, E. (2014). The Promises and Conundrums of Decolonized Collaboration. In P. Sillitoe
(Ed.), Indigenous Studies and Engaged Anthropology (pp. 95-114). Routledge.
Chandler, M. (2011). The “Mental” Health of Canada’s Indigenous Children and Youth: Finding
New Ways Forward. Healthcare Quarterly, 14: 50-57.
Chandler, M. J., and Lalonde, C. E. (2009). Cultural Continuity as a Moderator of Suicide Risk
among Canada’s First Nations. In L. J. Kirmayer and G. Guthrie Valaskakis (Eds.),
Healing Traditions: The Mental Health of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada (pp. 221-248).
Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
Cicognani, E., Zani, B., Fournier, B., Gavray, C., & Born, M. (2012). Gender Differences in
Youths’ Political Engagement and Participation. Journal of Adolescence, 35: 561-576.
Crocetti, E., Jahromi, P., & Meeus, W. (2012). Identity and Civic Engagement in Adolescence.
Journal of Adolescence, 35, 521-532. https://10.1016/j.adolescence.2011.08.003
Crofoot Graham, T. L. (2002). Using Reasons for Living to Connect to American Indian Healing
Traditions. The Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, 29(1): 55-75.

120

Currie, C. L., Wild, T. C., Schopflocher, D. P., Laing, L., and Veugelers, P. (2013). Illicit and
prescription drug problems among urban Aboriginal adults in Canada: The role of
traditional culture in protection and resilience. Social Science and Medicine, 88: 1-9.
Demers, P. (2010). Location, Dislocation, Relocation: Shooting Back with Cameras. In C.
Suzack, S. M. Huhndorf, J. Perreault, and J. Barman (Eds.), Indigenous Women and
Feminism: Politics, Activism, Culture (298-314). Vancouver: University of British
Columbia Press.
Donaldson, L. E. (2010). “But we are your mothers, you are our sons”: Gender, Sovereignty, and
the Nation in Early Cherokee Women’s Writing. In C. Suzack, S. M. Huhndorf, J.
Perreault, and J. Barman (Eds.), Indigenous Women and Feminism: Politics, Activism,
Culture (43-55). Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
Driben, P. & Trudeau R. S. (1983). When Freedom is Lost: The Dark Side of the Relationship
between Government and the Fort Hope Band. Toronto, University of Toronto Press.
Elster, A. (2018). Lowering the Voting Age to Sixteen: The Case for Enhancing Youth Civic
Engagement. Children’s Legal Rights Journal, 29(2): 64-70.
Evans, J. R., Wilson, R., Coleman, C., Man, W. Y. N., & Olds, T. (2018). Physical Activity
among Indigenous Australian Children and Youth in Remote and non-Remote Areas.
Social Science & Medicine, 206: 93-99.
Fiske, J. A. (2006). Boundary Crossings: Power and Marginalization in the Formation of
Canadian Aboriginal Women’s Identity. Gender and Development, 14(2): 247-258.
121

Flanagan, C. A. (2004). Volunteerism, Leadership, Political Socialization, and Civic
Engagement. In R. M. Lerner and L. Steinberg (Eds.), Handbook of Adolescent
Psychology, Second Edition (pp. 721-745). John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
Gentry, J., & Metz, B. (2017). Adjusting Photovoice for Marginalized Indigenous Women:
Eliciting Ch’orti’Maya Women’s Perspectives on Health in Guatemala. Human
Organization, 76(3): 251-263.
Genuis, S. K., Willows, N., Alexander First Nation, & Jardine, C. (2014). Through the Lens of
our Cameras: Children’s Lived Experiences with Food Security in a Canadian Indigenous
Community. Child: Care, Health and Development, 41(4): 600-610.
Gesler, W. M., and Kearns, R. A. (2002). Landscapes of Healing. Culture/Place/Health. London,
New York: Routledge.
Grey, M. (2010). From the Tundra to the Boardroom and Everywhere in Between: Politics and
the Changing Roles of Inuit Women in the Arctic. In C. Suzack, S. M. Huhndorf, J.
Perreault, and J. Barman (Eds.), Indigenous Women and Feminism: Politics, Activism,
Culture (21-28). Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
Gunn, B. L. (2014). Self-Determination and Indigenous Women: Increasing Legitimacy through
Inclusion. Canadian Journal of Women, 26: 241-275.
Hedican, E. J. (2001). Spirituality, the Hidden Reality: Living and Learning in Anishenabe
Country. The Canadian Journal of Native Studies, 21(1): 27-43.

122

Hedican, E. J. (2017). The First Nations of Ontario: Social and Historical Transitions. Canadian
Scholars.
Hyde, A., Howlett, E., Brady, D., & Drennan, J. (2005). The Focus Group Method: Insights from
Focus Group Interviews on Sexual Health with Adolescents. Social Science & Medicine,
61: 2588-2599.
Jones, B., Ingham, T. R., Cram, F., Dean, S., & Davies, C. (2013). An Indigenous Approach to
Explore Health-related Expereinces among Māori Parents: The Pukapuka Hauora Asthma
Study. BMC Public Health, 13: 228-239.
Julien, M., Zinni, D., & Wright, B. (2008). Keeper of the Drums: Female Aboriginal Leadership
and the Salience of Gender. Advancing Women in Leadership, 28.
Julien, M., Wright, B., & Zinni, D. M. (2010). Stories from the Circle: Leadership Lessons
Learned from Aboriginal Leaders. The Leadership Quarterly, 21, 114-126. https://
10.1016/j.leaqua.2009.10.009
Kovach, M. (2009). Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts.
University of Toronto Press.
Lenzi, M., Vieno, A., Pastore, M., & Santinello, M. (2013). Neighborhood Social Connectedness
and Adolescent Civic Engagement: An Integrative Model. Journal of Environmental
Psychology, 34, 45-54. https:// dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2012.12.003

123

Levac, L. R. E. (2013). Complicating the Public: Enabling Young Women’s Participation in
Public Engagement Initiatives. Journal of Youth Studies, 16(3): 334-357.
Lozowy, A., Shields, R., & Dorow, S. (2013). Where is Fort McMurray? The Camera as a Tool
for Assembling “Community” Canadian Journal of Sociology, 38(2): 191-210.
MacDonald, J. P., Harper, S. L., Willox, A. C., Edge, V. L., & Rigolet Inuit Community
Government (2013). A Necessary Voice: Climate Change and Lived Experiences of
Youth in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Canada. Global Environmental Change, 23, 360-371.
https:// dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2012.07.010
MacDonald, J. P., Willox, A. C., Ford, J. D., Shiwak, I., Wood, M., IMHACC Team, & the
Rigolet Inuit Community Government (2015). Protective Factors for Mental Health and
Well-Being in a Changing Climate: Perspectives from Inuit Youth in Nunatsiavut,
Labrador. Social Science & Medicine, 141: 133-141.
Marsh, T. N., Cote-Meek, S., Najavits, L. M., & Toulouse, P. (2016). Indigenous Healing and
Seeking Safety: A Blended Implementation Project for Intergenerational Trauma and
Substance Use Disorders. The International Indigenous Policy Journal, 7(2): article 3.
Marsh, T. N., Marsh, D. C., Ozawagosh, J., &Ozawagosh, F. (2018). The Sweat Lodge
Ceremony: A Healing Intervention for Intergenerational Trauma and Substance Use. The
International Indigenous Policy Journal, 9(2): article 2.
McAllister, I. (2014). The Politics of Lowering the Voting Age in Australia: Evaluating the
Evidence. Australian Journal of Political Science, 49(1): 68-83.
124

McLeod, Y. G. (2012). Learning to Lead Kokum Style: An Intergenerational Study of Eight First
Nation Women. In C. B. Kenny, and T. N. Fraser (Eds.), Living Indigenous Leadership:
Native Narratives on Building Strong Communities (17-47). Vancouver: University of
British Columbia Press.
Martínez, M. L., Peñaloza, P., & Valenzuela, C. (2012). Civic Commitment in Young Activists:
Emergent Processes in the Development of Personal and Collective Identity. Journal of
Adolescence, 35, 474-484. https:// doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2011.11.006
Marzana, D., Marta, E., & Pozzi, M. (2012). Social Action in young Adults: Voluntary and
Political Engagement. Journal of Adolescence, 35, 497-507.
https://doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2011.08.013
Matawa First Nations. (n.d.). What ‘Matawa’ Means. http://www.matawa.on.ca/about-us/
Moffit, P., & Robinson Vollman, A. (2004). Photovoice: Picturing the Health of Aboriginal
Women in a Remote Northern Community. Canadian Journal of Nursing Research,
36(4): 189-201.
Mosby, I. (2013). Administering Colonial Science: Nutrition Research and Human Biomedical
Experimentation in Aboriginal Communities and Residential Schools, 1942-1952. Social
History, 46(91): 145-172.
Naumann, D. (2008). Aboriginal Women in Canada: On the Choice to Renounce or Reclaim
Aboriginal Identity. The Canadian Journal of Native Studies, 28(2): 343-361.

125

Nickel, S. A. (2017). “I Am Not a Women’s Libber Although I Sound Like One”: Indigenous
Feminism and Politicized Motherhood. The American Indian Quarterly, 41(4): 299-335.
Nishnawbe Aski Nation. (2020). About Us. http://www.nan.on.ca/article/about-us-3.asp
Patten, C. A., Enoch, C., Renner, C. C., Offord, K. P., Nevak, C., Kelley, S. F., Thomas, J.,
Decker, P. A., Hurt R. D., Lanier, A., & Kaur, J. S. (2009). Focus Groups of Alaska
Native Adolescent Tobacco Users: Preferences for Tobacco Cessation Interventions and
Barriers to Participation. Health Education & Behaviour, 36(4): 711-723.
Partidge, C. (2010). Residential Schools: The Intergenerational Impacts on Aboriginal Peoples.
Native Social Work Journal, 7: 33-62.
Penner, L. A. (2004). Volunteerism and Social Problems: Making Things Better or Worse?
Journal of Social Issues, 60(3): 645-666.
Pidgeon, M., & Hardy Cox, D. G. (2002). Researching with Aboriginal Peoples: Practices and
Principles. Canadian Journal of Native Education, 26 (2): 96-106.
Pitti, I. (2018). Youth and Unconventional Political Engagement. Palgrave Mcmillian.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-75591-5
Rogers Stanton, C. (2014). Crossing Methodological Borders: Decolonizing Community-Based
Participatory Research. Qualitative Inquiry, 20(5): 573-583.
Talaga, T. (2018). All Our Relations: Finding the Path Forward. House of Anansi Press Inc.

126

The Canadian Press (2020, March 2). Coastal GasLink Pipeline Construction Resumes with
Draft Accord Set between Chiefs, Ministers. CBC.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/coastal-gaslink-pipeline-constructionresumes-1.5482153
Tobias, J. K., & Richmond, C. A. M. (2013). “That land means everything to us as
Anishinaabe…”: Environmental Dispossession and Resilience on the North Shore of
Lake Superior. Health and Place, 29: 26-33.
Trout, L., McEachern, D., Mullany, A., White, L., & Wexler, L. (2018). Decolonaility as a
Framework for Indigenous Youth Suicide Prevention Pedagogy: Promoting Community
Conversations About Research to End Suicide. American Journal of Community
Psychology, 62: 396-405.
Tsosie, R. (2010). Native Women and Leadership: An Ethics of Culture and Relationship. In C.
Suzack, S. M. Huhndorf, J. Perreault, and J. Barman (Eds.), Indigenous Women and
Feminism: Politics, Activism, Culture (29-42). Vancouver: University of British
Columbia Press.
Turpel, M. E. (1991). Patriarchy and Paternalism: The Legacy of the Canadian State for First
Nations Women. Some Journal, 6: 174-192.
Ulturgasheva, O., Rasmus, S., & Morrow, P. (2015). Arctic Anthropology, 52(1): 60-70.
van Derth, J. W. (2014). A Conceptual Map of Political Participation. Acta Politica, 49(3): 349367.
127

Waldram, J. (2009). Culture and Aboriginality in the Study of Mental Health. In L. J. Kirmayer
and G. Guthrie Valaskakis (Eds.), Healing Traditions: The Mental Health of Aboriginal
Peoples in Canada (pp. 56-79). Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.
Waldram, J. B. (2013). Transformative and Restorative Processes: Revisiting the Question of
Efficacy of Indigenous Healing. Medical Anthropology: Cross-Cultural Studies in Health
and Illness, 32(3): 191-207.
Waldram, J. B., Innes, R., Kaweski, M., and Redman, C. (2008). Building a Nation: Healing in
an Urban Context. In J. B. Waldram (Eds.), Aboriginal Healing in Canada: Studies in
Therapeutic Meaning and Practice (pp. 205-268). Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing
Foundation.
Waswa, H. (2020, April 9). Regarding the confirmation of COVID-19 and the response to this
news. *edit to page 2 of letter* original was supposed [Video attached] [Documents
attached] [Status update]. Facebook.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/355323461817566
Weaver, H. N. (2002). Perspectives on Wellness: Journeys on the Red Road. The Journal of
Sociology and Social Welfare, 29(1): 5-15.
Webb, A. (2014). Re-working Everyday Concepts of Civic Virtue and Ethnic Belonging among
Indigenous Youth in Chile. Journal of Youth Studies, 17(6), 717-732. https://
doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.853873

128

Wiebe, S. M. (2015). Decolonizing Engagement? Creating a Sense of Community through
Collaborative Filmmaking. Studies in Social Justice, 9(2), 244-257.
Wiebe, S. M. (2016, August). Mixed Media Storytelling: Approach Overview. Reimagining
Attawapiskat. https://www.reimaginingattawapiskat.com/blank
Willow, A. J. (2011). Conceiving Kakipitatapitmok: The Political Landscape of Anishinaabe
Anticlearcutting Activism. American Anthropologist, 113(2), 262-276. https://
10.1111/j.1548-1433.2011.01329.x
Wood, L., Kamper, D., & Swanson, K. (2018). Spaces of Hope? Youth Perspectives on Health
and Wellness in Indigenous Communities. Health and Place, 50: 137-145.

129

Appendix A: List of Terms
Research
Terms

Decolonial Terms

Explanation

Participant

Contributors, young
women and twospirit people, young
Anishinaabe women
and two-spirit people

The word participant creates a sense of otherness that
is inappropriate in this thesis. The decolonial terms
chosen to replace participant provide a more accurate
representation.

My project

The project

I do not refer to this project as my own throughout this
thesis because of the many people who were involved
and contributed to the creation of this project. In
keeping with Indigenous methodologies, it does not
feel appropriate to take all of the credit by calling it
my project. Instead, I refer to it as the project that
came into being through the hard work and dedication
of several different people.

Research
Study

Project

For similar reasons to my exclusion of participant, I
chose not to refer to this project as a research study.
This decision was made because of the tone implied by
the term “research study”. Research study assumes that
there is a hierarchy with the researcher being placed on
top. Because of the collaborative nature of this project
and the research methodologies chosen, it is
impossible to place myself at the top of a hierarchy. I
alone was not in charge of all of the decisions, method
choice, and direction of the project.
Throughout this document I use the term project to
describe the work conducted by myself, the
contributors, and advisors. I do still use the term
research and research study but only in reference to
work done by other scholars. Where other scholars
refer to their work as research, I too refer to their work
as research.
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Leader,
leadership

Leader, leadership

Throughout this thesis, I refer to the contributors as
leaders, and use the term leadership to describe their
actions. I use these terms to describe the contributors,
despite the fact that most of the contributors did not
refer to themselves using these terms. When I do use
the terms leader or leadership to describe contributors,
I am drawing on the understanding of servant
leadership described by Julien and colleagues (2008;
2010), where a leader is someone who uses their skills
and knowledge to serve their community. I use the
terms leader and leadership to describe contributors
because I argue that all of the contributors are
continually using their skills and knowledge to serve
their community.

Engagement

Engagement

This term is used to describe the ways in which the
contributors support the well-being of Eabametoong
First Nation. Engagement for the Anishinaabe young
women and young two-spirit people can occasionally
occur within an institution – such as the John C. Yesno
Education Centre or the Church camps – however,
engagement is not defined by an institution that it is
occurring within. In this thesis, engagement refers to
any of the ways that the contributors see themselves as
supporting overall community well-being through their
actions.

Politics

No decolonial term

I use the term politics to describe actions and
experiences that occur within the traditional sphere of
the political (i.e. Western and Band governments,
voting, etc.).
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Appendix B: Photovoice Briefing
Photovoice Briefing
What is it?
Photovoice is a method used in research where participants are given camera that are
used to document the world around them. It encourages critical thinking about the
social worlds that participants navigate through on a daily basis. Photovoice can also
be used to enter into discussions with people in positions of power about instigating
social change. It is a powerful method that can be used to create visual representations
of people’s lived experiences.
How will it be used?
In this project, you are being asked to use a provided disposable camera so that you
can document the world around you. You have the freedom to take pictures of
whatever you think is important in regards to political and cultural engagement, your
community, and your own wellness. We do ask that you try to avoid taking pictures of
other people where you can. In this project, there is no right or wrong when it comes to
what you photograph, just be safe and have fun with it!
Before you go off to document your lived experiences, there are some things you
should be aware of:









Don’t put yourself in a dangerous situation just to take a photo: your safety
should always come first!
If you take a photo that you decide you don’t want to be included in the study,
let me know and I’ll immediately take it out of the dataset when I develop the
film.
Avoid taking photos of private or inappropriate subject matter. This means
respecting other people’s privacy. Try and avoid taking pictures of other
people.
Respect other people’s privacy. If you must take a picture of someone, make
sure that you make them aware of what the photo will be used for, and what the
project is about. Feel free to give them my contact information if they have
questions about what is being done with the photographs.
You must gain consent before taking someone’s photograph. After you have
explained to them what the photographs are being used for, if they decide that
they still wouldn’t mind having their photograph taken, they will need to
verbally tell you that they are comfortable with you taking their picture for the
purpose of this study.
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Consent applies to everyone. If a subject of a photo changed their mind about
having their picture taken after the fact, please respect their privacy and let me
know so I can remove the photo from the dataset after they are developed

Keep all of these things in mind, and have fun exploring the worlds around you
through the lens of a camera.
After the photos have been taken, I will have them developed and bring them to a
follow-up interview that the two of us will schedule a time for. You will get a
chance to talk about the subject matter of the photos during this interview. At the
end of this project, you will be given all of the photos you took, as well as the
negatives to do with them as you see fit. There is also an option to have your
photos displayed for the community to see in a gallery format. During our final
interview, we will talk about the possibility of displaying your photos in the
community and you can decide whether or not you wish to participate or submit
any photos to the gallery.
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Appendix C: Interview Guide
In-depth Interview (Photovoice):
Ask participant to sort photos in to the categories of wellness, political activity, community
engagement, and cultural activity. Photographs can be represented by more than one category.
Questions that will be asked for each category:
1. Why did you group all of these pictures together?
2. How do they relate to your experiences as a young Indigenous woman?
3. What were you feeling when you took this photo?
a. (If participant indicates that they had an emotional response) Did you take any
steps to address these feelings?
4. How do you feel now, looking back at the scene?
5. Is there anything else that you want to add?
Questions that will be asked in general:
6. If you could pick one photo out of the ones you took to represent what political
engagement means to you, which one would it be and why?
7. If you could pick one photo out of the ones you took to represent what cultural
engagement means to you, which one would it be and why?
8. If you could pick one photo out of the ones you took to represent empowerment, which
one would it be and why?
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Appendix D: Focus Group Question Guide
Focus Group Questions:
Political Engagement Questions:
1. Do you consider yourself politically active in your community?
a. Prompt: have you ever spoken up about something you think is a problem in your
community?
b. (If yes) What are you doing when you consider yourself politically active?
c.

(If no) Why not?

2. What drives you to be politically active in your community?
3. What was the atmosphere like at the last political event you went to?
a. How did you feel after the event?
b. Were there other women at the last event you went to?
Community Engagement Questions:
1. What cultural events are put on in the community?
a. Do you participate in any of these events?
2. What is the atmosphere like at these community events?
Well-being Questions:
1. What feelings do you associate with your political engagement?
a. Do you take steps to address or reflect on these feelings?
2. What feelings do you associate with community events?
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a. Do you take steps to address or reflect on these feelings?
Community Support Questions:
1. How often do you participate in serious conversations about the community?
a. Who do you have these conversations with?
2. How do you feel about having these conversations at community events?
3. How do others react when you share your opinion on matters that affect the community?
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