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Abstract 

Indigenous women are over-incarcerated in settler colonial Canadian prisons and are now 

considered the fastest growing federal inmate population within the country. While such trends 

are not new and have been the subject of much scholarly debate, the growing severity of this 

reality has had lethal implications for many Indigenous women, inside and outside of prisons. 

This thesis examines five Indigenous women’s personal histories with the criminal justice 

system, their views on the effectiveness of mainstream and Indigenous based prison programs, 

and their post-release transitions back into urban spaces in Saskatchewan. This research is a 

qualitative study that sought a deeper understanding of the issues that formerly incarcerated 

Indigenous women in Saskatchewan faced as they negotiated their transitions from prisons to 

their respective urban communities. I conducted five open-ended interviews with formerly 

incarcerated Indigenous women and drew insights from their perceptions and responses to the 

Government of Canada’s continued emphasis on “Indigenizing” the criminal justice system, with 

an examination of their own views on “successful reintegration”.  

The findings from interviews with my research partners suggest that the primary focus on 

Indigenizing the carceral system by incorporating Indigenous cultures and traditions throughout 

its structure is not only flawed in its conception, but also in its execution. I argue that the 

scholarship examining the experiences of criminalized Indigenous women must move past 

constructing them as culturally deficient individuals that require healing, while proposing the 

Indigenization of prisons and the criminal justice system as the primary solution. In the context 

of settler colonialism, discourses of healing through culture (inside prisons) becomes an 

extension of settler colonial modes of social control because the myriad of social, political, and 

economic issues that contribute to Indigenous women’s criminalized statuses are constructed 

simply as Indigenous “problems,” requiring “cultural” solutions, rather than a result of the 

ongoing failure to provide Indigenous women in Saskatchewan with the social, economic, and 

cultural supports they require outside of prison. Recommendations from this research also 

suggest that supports for formerly incarcerated Indigenous women must be provided without the 

criminal justice system’s control, influence, and ongoing surveillance.  
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Introduction 

Indigenous people are starkly over-represented within settler colonial Canada’s legal 

systems. Indigenous people are three times more likely to be victims of violent crime (which 

includes robbery, assault, and sexual assault) and are incarcerated at higher rates than their non-

Indigenous counterparts.1 This trend is not new. In a review of Saskatchewan’s incarceration 

rates for 1976-1977, John Hylton revealed significant over-representations of Indigenous people 

in prisons; wherein Indigenous men were thirty-seven times more likely to be incarcerated than 

non-Indigenous men and Indigenous women were 131 times more likely to be incarcerated than 

non-Indigenous women.2 Hylton projected that the number of Indigenous people in prisons 

would only continue to rise with Saskatchewan’s growing Indigenous population. He also 

suggested that correctional institutions were highly ineffective, “especially for persons of Indian 

ancestry.”3 Since then, federally funded commissions, inquiries, and ombudsmen have argued 

that while the overall crime rate in Canada has declined, the number of Indigenous people 

confined within the criminal justice system continues to increase. 4 

During the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) final report in 

2015, the commissioners noted: “In 1995–96, Aboriginal people made up 16% of all those 

sentenced to custody. By 2011–12, that number had grown to 28% of all admissions to sentenced 

custody, even though Aboriginal people make up only 4% of the Canadian adult population.”5 

Again in 2016, the Auditor General of Canada released its report “Preparing Indigenous 

Offenders for Release—Correctional Service Canada,” which criticized the federal government 

 
1 Katie Scrim, “Victims of Crime Research Digest No. 3,” Aboriginal Victimization in Canada: A Summary 

of the Literature, (Ottawa, ON: Canadian Department of Justice, 2016), http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/cj-

jp/victim/rd3-rr3/p3.html.  

 
2 John H. Hylton, "Locking Up Indians in Saskatchewan: Some Recent Findings," Canadian Ethnic Studies = 

Etudes Ethniques Au Canada 13, no. 3 (1981): 146. http://cyber.usask.ca/login?url=https://search-proquest-

com.cyber.usask.ca/docview/1293211339?accountid=14739. 

 
3 Hylton, 146.  

 
4 Statistics Canada, “Canadian Megatrends,” Canada's Crime Rate: Two decades of decline, (Ottawa ON: 

Canada, January 12, 2015), https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2015001-eng.htm. 

 
5 Truth and Reconciliation Commission, “The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada Canada’s Residential Schools: The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Volume 1,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 

2015), 170, http://caid.ca/TRCFinVol1Par12015.pdf. 
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for setting up Indigenous people to fail. The auditor general stated that Indigenous people, and in 

particular, Indigenous women were the fastest growing prisoner population in federal institutions 

within the Prairie region,6 “while the number of non-Indigenous offenders in custody declined 

slightly.”7 The growing trends in Indigenous peoples’ incarceration prompted the TRC 

commissioners to call upon the “federal, provincial, and territorial governments to commit to 

eliminating the overrepresentation of Aboriginal people in custody over the next decade, and to 

issue detailed annual reports that monitor and evaluate progress in doing so.”8 The 

commissioners also made recommendations to provide supports and “Aboriginal programming” 

for Indigenous people transitioning from prisons to the community.9  

Despite the TRC’s “Calls to Action,” in 2018 the Office of the Correctional Investigator 

(OCI), an Ombudsman for federally sentenced offenders10 in Canada, reported additional 

increases in Indigenous people’s incarceration and highlighted that Indigenous people were more 

likely to stay in prisons longer, have higher security ratings, and were more likely to “fail on 

conditional release and reoffend at much higher levels” than non-Indigenous prisoners.11  

While the overall national figures of Indigenous peoples’ incarceration in federal institutions 

continue to attract the attention of academic scholars, journalists, government, and non-

governmental agencies across Canada, interest in Indigenous women’s representation in federal 

prison has now outpaced that of Indigenous men’s incarceration. This growing awareness can be 

attributed primarily to feminist-inspired and Indigenous-led movements, and social justice 

 
6 According to the Correctional Service Website: The Prairie Region includes 12 institutions (ten for men and 

two for women) in the provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and Northwestern Ontario as well as the 

Northwest Territories. See: Correctional Service Profiles – Prairie Region, Last modified April 29, 2014, 

https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/institutions/001002-4000-eng.shtml. 

 
7 Office of the Auditor General of Canada, “2016 Fall Reports of the Auditor General of Canada,” Report 3- 

Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release – Correctional Service Canada, (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2016): no page, 

http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201611_03_e_41832.html. 

 
8 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, “Calls to Action,” Accessed November 1, 2018: 3, 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf. 

  
9 Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 3.  

 
10 “Federally sentenced offenders” are those sentenced and serving two years or more and fall under the 

jurisdiction of the federal government and Correctional Service Canada.  

 
11 Ivan Zinger, “Office of the Correctional Investigator Annual Report 2017-2018,” (Ottawa ON: Office of 

the Correctional Investigator, 2018): 61, http://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/annrpt/annrpt20172018-eng.aspx. 

 

http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201611_03_e_41832.html
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organizations demanding the public and governments pay more attention to the multiple 

oppressions and ongoing violence that Indigenous women face daily.12  

The literature reveals that while there is significant research on Indigenous women’s 

experiences within the criminal justice system;13 on how the intergenerational effects of 

colonialism contribute to Indigenous incarceration;14 and the role of socio-economic status and 

social marginalization on Indigenous women’s continued criminalization;15 fewer studies have 

explored women’s “successes” after release from federal institutions.16 Even less has been done 

to analyze Indigenous women’s perceptions and responses to the Government of Canada’s 

continued emphasis on “Indigenizing” the criminal justice system by foregrounding Indigenous 

women’s own views on “successful” reintegration. The causes of Indigenous women’s 

criminalization and their experiences during their imprisonment are important areas of inquiry. 

However, the fact remains that many incarcerated Indigenous women will also be released back 

into communities where they will encounter social, economic, and cultural barriers, which may 

have contributed to their current or former criminalized status in the first place. This means that 

some will return to prison, while others will not.  

Here, I explore former federally incarcerated Indigenous women’s experiences, as they 

relate to women’s personal transitions from federal prisons to urban communities in 

Saskatchewan. I examine Indigenous women’s responses to Indigenous cultural programming in 

 
12 See Chapter 1.  

 
13 Mandy Wesley, “Marginalized: The Aboriginal Women's experience in Federal Corrections,” (Ottawa, 

ON: Aboriginal Corrections Policy Unit, Public Safety Canada, 2015), 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgnlzd/index-en.aspx; Standing Committee On The Status Of 

Women, “Report of the Standing Committee on the Status of Women, A Call To Action: Reconciliation With 

Indigenous Women In The Federal Justice And Correctional Systems,” Parliamentary Information and Research 

Service, Canada, (June 2018), http://nccabc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A-Call-to-Action-Reconciliation-with-

Indigenous-Women-in-the-Federal-Justice-Correctional-Systems.pdf.  

 
14 Lisa Monchalin, The Colonial Problem: An Indigenous Perspective on Crime and Injustice in Canada, 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016); Patricia Monture-Angus, "Women and Risk: Aboriginal Women, 

Colonialism, and Correctional Practice," Canadian Woman Studies 19, no. 1-2 (1999): 24-29.  

 
15 Renée Brassard and Joane Martel, "Sociocarceral trajectories of Aboriginal women in Quebec: effects of 

incarceration on social exclusion," Criminology 42, no. 2 (2009): 121–152, https://doi.org/10.7202/038602ar; Carol 

LaPrairie, “Examining Aboriginal Corrections,” (Ottawa, ON: Solicitor General of Canada, 1996). 

 
16 Laura Shantz, Jennifer Kilty and Sylvie Frigon, “Echoes of Imprisonment: Women’s Experiences of 

“Successful (Re)integration,” Canadian Journal of Law and Society 24, no. 1 (2009): 85-106; MaDonna Maidment, 

Doing Time on the Outside, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006); Shoshanna Pollack, “Circuits of 

Exclusion,” 83-94.  



4 
 

federal prisons, foreground Indigenous women’s post-release realities, highlight their views on 

“success,” and offer a summary of what they believe is necessary for supporting other 

Indigenous women leaving prisons. The findings from this research suggest that while 

Indigenous culturally based prison programming helped Indigenous women cope with, and 

survive the oppressive conditions of prisons, the women interviewed for my study indicated that 

the “Indigenization” of prisons was not helpful for their personal transitions from federal prisons 

to urban communities in Saskatchewan. All the women who contributed to this study indicated 

that they immersed themselves in Indigenous culture and traditions while inside prisons, but the 

barriers that prevented them from accessing Indigenous culture and traditions before their 

imprisonment, remained firmly in place after their imprisonment.  

These findings counter the Correctional Service of Canada’s (CSC) assertion that 

Indigenous based prison programming is beneficial for Indigenous peoples’ post-release 

“successes.”17 The OCI cites the CSC’s research,18 which posits that Indigenous based prison 

programming helps reduce self-harming behaviours and deal with past trauma amongst 

Indigenous offenders, but the agency’s report did not reveal how such programs are contributing 

to Indigenous prisoners’ post-release successes. The Auditor General of Canada also found that 

the CSC’s research and staff lacked the ability to identify how Indigenous prisoners’ 

participation in cultural programming helped with their “successful reintegration into the 

community.”19 These findings are significant given the CSC’s continued emphasis on 

“Indigenizing” prisons as a response to reversing Indigenous peoples’ over-representation inside 

prisons and as a primary solution to ensuring the “successful reintegration” of Indigenous 

prisoners into the community after release.  

 
17 Howard Sapers, “The Office of the Correctional Investigator: Annual Report 2014-2015,” (Ottawa ON: 

Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2015): 39, https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/pdf/annrpt/annrpt20142015-

eng.pdf; Correctional Service Canada, “Strategic Plan for Aboriginal Corrections: Innovation Learning and 

Adjustment 2006-06 to 2010-2011,” (Ottawa: Canada, 2013): 14-15, https://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/aboriginal/092/002003-1000-eng.pdf. 

 
18 Janelle N. Beaudette, A. Nolan, J. Power, D.D. Varis, and M.B. Ritchie, “A Culturally-Informed and 

Culturally-Safe Exploration of Self-Injury Desistance in Aboriginal Offenders: Research Report R-319,” (Ottawa, 

ON: Correctional Service of Canada, 2014). 

 
19 Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release,” (2016). 
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Post-release successes, in the context of prison literature, is often framed in reference to a 

reduction in recidivism, the personal adaptation to living as a law-abiding citizen, and as the 

“successful reintegration” back into the community after release.20 However, the women who 

volunteered to participate in this research rejected the white, middle class measurements of 

success that undergird criminal justice literature and redefined “success” on their own terms. An 

analysis of the women’s stories reveals that their personal definitions of post-release successes 

were not tied to wealth, social status, and power, and were not defined by their ability to stay out 

of prisons, but rather were defined by their ability to live free from fear, free from persecution, 

and free from stigma. This research does not reject the benefits of Indigenous culture and 

traditions for Indigenous women’s personal healing journey’s, but rather argues that government 

and scholarly research examining the experiences of criminalized Indigenous women must avoid 

constructing Indigenous women’s involvement in the criminal justice system as a result of 

cultural deficiencies and utilizing the “Indigenization” of prisons as the primary solution to 

eliminating Indigenous women’s over-representation inside prisons. 

Scholarly Interventions 

There currently exists a wide range of criminological literature (largely from the disciplines of 

criminology, sociology, and the psychological sciences) on the post-release experiences of 

Indigenous women, but these works have consistently discussed Indigenous people confined 

within the criminal justice system through deficit-based discourses and as a deficit-based model 

of humanity. According to Fogarty et al. deficit discourse refers to a method of representation, 

which frames individuals and groups of people in relation to hegemonic understandings of 

individual failure, personal deficiency, or communities as lacking, subsequently ignoring larger 

social, political, and economic influence in the construction of such disparities.21 The colonial 

construction of Indigenous people as “criminals” continues to permeate all aspects of Canadian 

society and this remains a prominent feature within criminal justice discourses on Indigenous 

 
20 Doug Heckbert and Douglas Turkington, "Turning Points: Factors related to the successful reintegration of 

Aboriginal offenders," Forum on Corrections Research, 14, no. 3, (2002): 55-57; Jennifer E. Cobbina, 

“Reintegration Success and Failure: Factors Impacting Reintegration Among Incarcerated and Formerly 

Incarcerated Women,” Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 49, no. 3, (2010): 210-232.  

 
21 William Fogarty, Melissa Lovell, Juleigh Langenberg and Mary-Jane Heron, “Deficit Discourse and 

Strengths-based Approaches: Changing the narrative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing,” 

(National Centre for Indigenous Studies, The Australian National University, May 2018): iv, 

https://www.lowitja.org.au/sites/default/files/docs/deficit-discourse-strengths-based.pdf. 
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peoples’ “dysfunctions” and their community “deficiencies.”22 These types of discourses emerge 

in the development of particular research projects that may seek to rectify social inequities and 

disadvantage currently affecting Indigenous peoples and their communities, but instead often 

result in the reification of the century old “Indian Problem.”23 In other words, while many 

narratives accurately describe the impact that colonialism has had on Indigenous peoples and 

their communities, the specific focus on Indigenous peoples’ “dysfunctions” and “deficiencies” 

can serve to reinforce archaic and racialized assumptions that grossly oversimplify the complex 

nature of Indigenous peoples’ contemporary realities. Eve Tuck argues that this results in 

“damaged-centered research” which aims to:  

document pain or loss in an individual, community, or tribe. Though connected to deficit 

models—frameworks that emphasize what a particular student, family, or community is 

lacking to explain underachievement or failure—damage-centered research is distinct in 

being more socially and historically situated. It looks to historical exploitation, domination, 

and colonization to explain contemporary brokenness, such as poverty, poor health, and 

low literacy. Common sense tells us this is a good thing, but the danger in damage-centered 

research is that it is a pathologizing approach in which the oppression singularly defines a 

community.24  

Tuck goes onto state: “Let’s face it. Some folks out there are always going to think of us as 

damaged, and not because they are so convinced of the devastating after-effects of 

colonization.”25 To counter this, my work combines methodological and theoretical frameworks 

from Indigenous Studies and Sociology to challenge dominant discourses and representations of 

Indigenous women confined within the Canadian criminal justice system by turning the colonial 

“gaze” back onto settler state apparatuses that produce and maintain the social, political, and 

economic conditions that contribute to Indigenous women’s criminalization.  

 
22 Scrim, “Aboriginal Victimization in Canada: A Summary of the Literature,” 

http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/cj-jp/victim/rd3-rr3/p3.html. 

 
23 First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, “The Legacy of Duncan Campbell Scott: More 

than just a Canadian Poet,” (Accessed July 2016), 

https://fncaringsociety.com/sites/default/files/duncan_campbell_scott_information_sheet_final.pdf: p, 3. 

 
24 Eve Tuck, “Suspending Damage: A Letter to Communities, Harvard Education Review, 79, (2009): 413.  

 
25 Tuck, 422. 

 



7 
 

The criminal justice scholarship also fails to highlight how settler colonialism functions 

and manifests within Canada’s nation-state building projects.26 Settler colonialism, according to 

Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck, and Angie Morrill: 

is a persistent social and political formation in which newcomers/colonizers/settlers come 

to a place, claim it as their own, and do whatever it takes to disappear the Indigenous 

peoples that are there. Within settler colonialism, it is exploitation of land that yields 

supreme value. In order for settlers to usurp the land and extract its value, Indigenous 

peoples must be destroyed, removed, and made into ghosts.27 

Indigenous women’s ongoing presence and sovereignties within the prairie provinces present 

significant challenges to the legitimacy of national founding narratives within white settler states 

like Canada.28 Settler’s thrive off of the elimination29 of Indigenous bodies, because the 

“disappearing”30 of Indigenous people from Indigenous lands, advances settler colonial state 

building projects which requires state access to Indigenous lands and resources.31 The Canadian 

setter state’s project of elimination has occurred in a number of ways, but is evident when we 

examine the multiple ways that Indigenous women are “disappeared”32 through targeted acts of 

 
26 See: Scrim, “Aboriginal Victimization in Canada: A Summary of the Literature, 

http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/cj-jp/victim/rd3-rr3/p3.html; Leticia Gutierrez, Nick Chadwick, and Kayla A. 

Wanamaker, “Culturally Relevant Programming versus the Status Quo: A Meta-Analytic Review of the 

Effectiveness of Treatment of Indigenous Offenders,” Canadian Journal of Criminology & Criminal Justice, 60, no. 

3, (2018): 321–53, doi:10.3138/cjccj.2017-0020.r2; Leticia Gutierrez, Holly A. Wilson, Tanya Rugge, and James 

Bonta,“The Prediction of Recidivism with Aboriginal Offenders: A Theoretically Informed Meta-Analysis,” 

Canadian Journal of Criminology & Criminal Justice 55, no. 1, (2013): 55–99, doi:10.3138/cjccj.2011.E.51; James 

Bonta, Carol LaPrairie, and S. Wallace-Capretta, “Risk prediction and re-offending: Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

offenders,” Canadian Journal of Criminology 39, (1997): 127-144. 

 
27 Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck and Angie Morrill, "Decolonizing Feminism: Challenging Connections between 

Settler Colonialism and Heteropatriarchy," Feminist Formations 25, no. 1: 8-34 (2013): 12.  

 
28 Scott Lauria Morgensen, “Theorising Gender, Sexuality and Settler Colonialism: An Introduction,” Settler 

Colonial Studies, 2, 2 (2012): 2-22, DOI: 10.1080/2201473X.2012.10648839. 

 
29 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8 

(4) (2006): 387–409. doi:10.1080/14623520601056240. 

 
30 Amber Dean, Remembering Vancouver's Disappeared Women: Settler Colonialism and the Difficulty of 

Inheritance, (Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press, 2015); Sherene H. Razack, Dying from Improvement: 

Inquests and Inquiries into Indigenous Deaths in Custody, (Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 3; 

Audra Simpson, "The State is a Man: Theresa Spence, Loretta Saunders and the Gender of Settler Sovereignty," 

Theory & Event 19, no. 4 (2016) muse.jhu.edu/article/633280; Dian Million, Therapeutic Nations: Healing in an 

Age of Indigenous Human Rights, (Tucson: University of Arizona Press 2013), 33-55. 

 
31 Simpson, "The State is a Man,” (2016): para. 1. 

 
32 See Simpson, "The State is a Man,”; Million, Therapeutic Nations, 33-55. 
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colonial violence,33 caught in state mechanisms of settler colonial social control,34 and are under-

protected by settler laws and legal systems.35 Within settler states like Canada, the removal, 

destruction, and erasure of Indigenous peoples’ from the land also occurs, in part, through 

policing, incarceration, and criminalization of Indigenous people. These settler colonial acts of 

carceral social control are political projects36 which only serve to reinforce the settler state’s 

justifications for the theft of Indigenous lands by constructing Indigenous people as “savage” 

criminals needing containment through decontextualized narratives and negative images.37 For 

example, in “Criminal Empire: The Making of the Savage in a Lawless Land,” Heidi Stark 

reveals how the false discursive construction of Indigenous people, as a “savage race” without 

any social, political, legal, and economic organization, justified Canada’s theft of Indigenous 

lands, while simultaneously rationalizing white settler criminal behaviour through the unilateral 

imposition of colonial laws within Indigenous lands.38 Within the context of this research, I 

counter the ongoing criminalization of Indigenous women by centering their experiences without 

espousing the pathologizing discourses that permeate much of the criminal justice literature on 

Indigenous women, while refusing to document their traumas and their painful histories.  

 
33  Julie Kaye, "Reconciliation in the Context of Settler‐Colonial Gender Violence: “How Do We Reconcile 

with an Abuser?”," Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue Canadienne De Sociologie 53, no. 4 (2016): 461-67; 

Pamela Palmater, “Shining Light on the Dark Places: Addressing Police Racism and Sexualized Violence against 

Indigenous Women and Girls in the National Inquiry,” Canadian Journal of Women & the Law 28, no. 2 (July 

2016): 253–84. doi:10.3138/cjwl.28.2.253. 

 
34 Bonita Lawrence, "Gender, Race, and the Regulation of Native Identity in Canada and the United States: 

An Overview," Hypatia 18, no. 2 (2003): 3-31. Accessed August 9, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/3811009; Cheryl 

Suzack, "Indigenous Women and Transnational Feminist Struggle: Theorizing the Politics of Compromise and 

Care," CR: The New Centennial Review 10, no. 1 (2010): 179-93. Accessed August 9, 2020. 

www.jstor.org/stable/41949685. 

 
35 Human Rights Watch, Those who take us away: Abusive policing and failures in protection of Indigenous 

women and girls in Northern British Columbia, Canada, (2013), hrw.org/report/2013/02/13/those-who-take-us-

away/abusive-policing-and-failures-protection-indigenous-women. 

  
36 Robert Nichols, "The Colonialism of Incarceration," Radical Philosophy Review Volume 17, number 2 

(2014): 435–455. 

 
37 Luana Ross, Inventing the Savage: The Social Construction of Native American Criminality, 1st ed. 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998); Vicki Chartrand, "Unsettled times: Indigenous incarceration and the links 

between Colonialism and the Penitentiary in Canada," Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice 61, 

no. 3 (2019): 67-89. 

 
38 Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, "Criminal Empire: The Making of the Savage in a Lawless Land," Theory & 

Event 19, no. 4 (2016): no page, https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/633282. 
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Like other Indigenous scholars, I reject the tendency within the literature to examine post-

release “successes” in terms of desistance39 or as an individual’s ability to “stop” engaging in 

criminal activities.40 Patricia Monture-Angus challenged the idea that Canadian laws were 

absolute, underscoring the fact that within Canada’s state building project, Indigenous legal 

systems and ways of knowing and being were excluded, ignored, and deemed illegal based on 

false notions of white settler superiority.41 Similarly, John Borrows has extensively documented 

how the purported superiority of Canadian federalism and settler laws have undermined and 

concealed Indigenous legal traditions in ways that have contributed to, and justified settler 

colonial infringement on Indigenous rights, lands, and bodies.42 Within this context, definitions 

of “criminal offending” within criminal justice literature, are often conceptualized based on 

white, heteronormative, and patriarchal understandings of what constitutes a crime within 

Canada and their usage is always dependent upon the social, economic, political, gendered, and 

racial contexts in which “crime” emerges.43 In the Report on the Task Force on Federally 

Sentenced Women, Creating Choices, Fran Sugar and Lana Fox maintained, “Our Peoples, as 

Nations, have never consented to the application of the Euro-Canadian legal systems and the 

corresponding values” arguing that the unilateral imposition of Canadian laws and the 

subsequent criminalization of Indigenous women is merely another form on ongoing colonial 

 
39 Lila Kazemian, "Desistance," In Oxford Bibliographies Online in Criminology, 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396607/obo-9780195396607-0056.xml 

(Accessed 2 May. 2020). 

 
40 Denis Bracken, Lawrence Deane, and Larry Morrissette, “Desistance and Social Marginalization: The Case 

of Canadian Aboriginal Offenders,” Theoretical Criminology 13, no. 1 (February 2009): 61–78, 

doi:10.1177/1362480608100173; Isabelle F.-Dufour, Renée Brassard, and Joane Martel, “An Integrative Approach 

to Apprehend Desistance,” International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology 59, no. 5 (May 

2015): 480–501, doi:10.1177/0306624X13509781. 

 
41 Patricia Monture-Angus, "Standing against Canadian Law: Naming Omissions of Race, Culture and 

Gender," Yearbook of New Zealand Jurisprudence 2 (1998): 7-29. 

 
42 John Borrows, "Indian Agency: Forming First Nations Law in Canada," Political and Legal Anthropology 

Review 24, no. 2 (2001): 9-24. Accessed August 5, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/24497947; John Borrows, Canada's 

Indigenous Constitution, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010). Accessed August 4, 2020. ProQuest Ebook 

Central. 

 
43 For example, Indigenous women and their choice to engage in sex work has often been constructed as a 

“criminal activity” see Jean Barman, "Taming Aboriginal sexuality: Gender, power, and race in British Columbia, 

1850-1900," BC Studies: The British Columbian Quarterly 115/6 (1997): 237-266; or as a result of “criminal 

activity” (e.g. human and sex trafficking) see Sarah Hunt, "Representing colonial violence: Trafficking, sex work, 

and the violence of law," Atlantis: Critical Studies in Gender, Culture & Social Justice 37, no. 2 (2015): 25-39. 
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oppression.44 Indeed, Indigenous women have been deemed criminalized based on gendered, 

racialized, and sexualized social constructs prior to the creation of what is currently known as 

Canada.45 However, Razack reminds us that it is “the settler [that] is not legitimate. The land is 

occupied and continues to be stolen.”46 As a result, I will not use the terms “desistance,” 

“criminal offending,” and “recidivism” as they relate to Indigenous women and “successful” 

transitions from prisons to their respective urban communities within this research.47 This is an 

act of what Audra Simpson calls “refusal,”48 and is a conscious decision to disengage in the 

language that criminal justice actors have used to pathologize Indigenous women. Instead, I 

acknowledge that the women I work alongside have significant insights into the effectiveness of 

culture and gender based prison reforms, based on their lived experiences, which often goes 

unacknowledged due to the ongoing privilege that the “experts” often receive within white 

heteronormative patriarchal settler colonial contexts.49 Thus, my ethical and political act of 

refusal provided the Indigenous women I worked with the space to define their post-prison 

“successes” on their own terms and engage in conversations without the fear of stigma and labels 

often associated with their criminalized status in broader society.50  

 
44 Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, Creating Choices, (Ottawa ON: Canada), no page, 

https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/002/002/toce-eng.shtml. 

 

45 Joan Sangster, "Criminalizing the Colonized: Ontario Native Women Confront the Criminal Justice 

System, 1920-60," The Canadian Historical Review 80, no. 1 (1999): 32-60; Joan Sangster, ""She Is Hostile to Our 

Ways": First Nations Girls Sentenced to the Ontario Training School for Girls, 1933-1960," Law and History 

Review 20, no. 1 (2002): 59-96, Accessed May 4, 2020. doi:10.2307/744155. 

 
46 Razack, Dying from Improvement, 7. 

 
47 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Unbecoming Claims: Pedagogies of Refusal in Qualitative Research,” 

Qualitative Inquiry 20, no. 6 (July 2014): 811–18. doi:10.1177/1077800414530265. 

 
48 Audra Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal, Indigeneity, ‘Voice’ and Colonial Citizenship,” Junctures,  

(December 2007): 67-80.   

 
49 For more information see Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, "Who Stole Native American Studies?," Wicazo Sa 

Review 12, no. 1 (1997): 9-28. Accessed August 5, 2020. doi:10.2307/1409161; Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. 

Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith, eds. Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, (Los Angeles, 

London, New Dehli, Singapore: Sage Publications Inc., 2008); Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: 

Research and Indigenous Peoples, (London and New York: Zed Books Ltd., 2012). Robert Alexander Innes, ""Wait 

a Second. Who Are You Anyways?" The Insider/Outsider Debate and American Indian Studies," American Indian 

Quarterly 33, no. 4 (2009): 440-61. Accessed August 5, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/40388481. 

 
50 Catherine Fillmore, Colleen Anne Dell, and Jennifer M. Kilty, “Ensuring Aboriginal Women’s Voices are 

Heard: Toward a Balanced Approach in Community-Based Research,” in Demarginalizing Voices: Commitment, 

Emotion, and Action in Qualitative Research, Edited by Jennifer M. Kilty, Sheryl Fabian and Maritza Felices-Luna, 

(Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2014): 38-61. 
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I likewise challenge the ways in which deficit-based discourses situate criminalized 

Indigenous women at the bottom of every social and economic ladder, but then suggest that 

Indigenous traditions and cultural reclamation projects and Aboriginal programming within 

prisons are essential to their community transitions after release from prisons. Such a framing is 

problematic and suggests that the growing numbers of Indigenous women in prisons and 

confined within the criminal justice system, is an Indigenous “cultural” problem, which can be 

reversed through settler colonial, controlled and administered cultural reclamation projects inside 

carceral institutions. The women’s stories which are highlighted within this research clearly 

demonstrate that this is a lie. These women reconnected with the cultures and immersed 

themselves in the traditions they were offered inside of prisons, but when they got out of prison 

were told that their progress was still not good enough. They expressed their frustrations with the 

disconnect between the growing concentration on culturally based prison programming and their 

lived experiences outside of prisons.  

Methodology 

This qualitative project began with a broad research focus, which sought to challenge dominant 

paradigms within mainstream Canadian criminological discourses. I wanted to expand the 

limited discourse on historical based trauma to include an analysis of the ways in which the 

growing numbers of Indigenous women confined in the criminal justice system is a 

manifestation of settler colonialism. Since this research project focused on Indigenous women’s 

stories, the concept of relational accountability was the guiding methodological framework for 

every stage of the research process.51 Using an Indigenous paradigm – principally an inner-city 

nêhiyaw iskwew standpoint– the concept of relational accountability emphasizes the importance 

of relationships among Indigenous people in the inner-city. I use the term “inner-city nêhiyaw 

iskwew standpoint,” because I am nêhiyaw iskwew (a Cree woman) who grew up in the inner-

city of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. I am aware of the differences that exist amongst diverse groups 

of Indigenous peoples, and more specifically Indigenous women. I do not claim to have 

 
51 Shawn Wilson, "What is Indigenous Research Methodology?," Canadian Journal of Native Education 25, 

no. 2 (2001): 175-179, 

http://cyber.usask.ca/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/230307399?accountid=14739; Shawn Wilson, 

Research is ceremony: Indigenous research methods, (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2008); Robert 

Henry, Caroline Tait and Str8 Up, "Creating Ethical Research Partnerships–Relational Accountability in 

Action," Engaged Scholar Journal: Community-Engaged Research, Teaching, and Learning 2, no. 1 (2016): 183-

204. 
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“traditional” knowledge or have the ability to speak on behalf of “all” nêhiyaw peoples and do 

not represent “all” Indigenous women. Rather, I have developed relationships and have lived 

experiences that provide me with perspectives and knowledge related to the criminal justice 

system that is not readily accessible to all.  

The concept of relational accountability, which emphasizes the principles of respect, 

reciprocity, responsibility, and relevancy are value systems that were important throughout every 

step of this research project. These value systems, while not often named as such within the inner 

city, are integral aspects of Indigenous peoples’ survival and safety within these spaces. Drawing 

upon Shawn Wilson’s Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods, Robert Henry, 

Carolyn Tait, and Str8 Up, an organization which has dedicated their services to assisting current 

and formerly street involved people in Saskatoon, argue that relational accountability employed 

as a methodology can help ensure that the research being conducted: is Relevant to Indigenous 

peoples and communities; is Respectful and Reciprocal in nature; and is conducted in a 

Responsible manner.52 Taking the 4 R’s further, I suggest that Audra Simpson’s notion of 

“refusal” is also an essential aspect of relational accountability within inner-city contexts. 

Refusal, according to Simpson “[is] a political and ethical stance that stands in stark contrast to 

the desire to have one’s distinctiveness as a culture, as a people, recognized. Refusal comes with 

the requirement of having one’s political sovereignty acknowledged and upheld, and raises the 

question of legitimacy for those who are usually in the position of recognizing [emphasis in 

original].”53 In the context of the ongoing criminalization of Indigenous women, the act of 

“refusal” turns the pathologizing criminological gaze away from Indigenous women and instead 

allows Indigenous women to disrupt and challenge the various power dynamics that have 

contributed to their criminalized status and ongoing marginalization. Refusal is the conscious 

decision to disengage narratives that pathologize women and instead problematizes the 

legitimacy of white, racist, heteropatriarchal, settler colonial societies, which are inherently 

dysfunctional spaces.  

 
52 Henry, Tait and Str8 Up, 199-200.  

 
53 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States, (Durham and 

London: Duke University Press, 2014), 11. 
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My research is guided by Indigenous women’s standpoints54 and anti-colonial theories,55 

which emphasize that Indigenous women actively shape and reshape their own notions of 

success based on lived experience, context, and current social and economic circumstances.56 It 

also acknowledges that Indigenous women’s standpoints on “success,” Indigenous based prison 

programming, and their post-release realties may not always align with hegemonic definitions 

found within the criminal justice or Indigenous studies literature and will conflict with other 

Indigenous women’s standpoints on these particular issues. Indigenous women’s standpoint 

theory, is an Indigenous and feminist theory, and allowed those involved in the research, in this 

case myself and the Indigenous women I worked alongside, to speak from our own standpoints 

and to speak our own truths based on our lived experiences.57 According to Aileen Moreton-

Robinson, an Indigenous women’s standpoint is: 

constituted by our sovereignty and constitutive of the interconnectedness of our ontology 

(our way of being); our epistemology (our way of knowing) and our axiology (our way of 

doing). It generates its problematics through Indigenous women’s knowledges and 

experiences acknowledging that intersecting oppressions will situate us in different power 

relations and affect our different individual experiences under social, political, historical 

and material conditions that we share either consciously or unconsciously.58 

An Indigenous woman’s standpoint is different from a perspective because it does not assume 

that Indigenous women are all the same, or share similar experiences or beliefs.59 Indigenous 

women may share similar experiences with other women because they identify as women, but 

Indigenous women’s experiences will differ from non-Indigenous women’s experiences due to 

issues of race, the effects of colonialism, and nature of ongoing settler colonialism.60 Similarly, 

 
54 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, "Towards an Australian Indigenous Women's Standpoint Theory: A 

Methodological Tool," Australian Feminist Studies 28, no. 78 (2013): 331-347. 

 
55 George Sefa Dei and Alireza Asgharzadeh, “The Power of Social Theory: The Anti-Colonial Discursive 

Framework,” The Journal of Educational Thought Vol. 35, no. 3 (2001): 297-323; George Sefa Dei, "Rethinking the 

Role of Indigenous Knowledges in the Academy," International Journal of Inclusive Education 4, no. 2 (2000): 

111-32. 

 
56 Patricia Hill Collins, "The Social Construction of Black Feminist Thought," Signs 14, no. 4 (1989): 745-73.  

 
57 Moreton-Robinson, “Towards an Australian Indigenous Women's Standpoint, 339. 

 
58 Moreton-Robinson, “Towards an Australian Indigenous Women's Standpoint, 340.  

 
59 Patricia A. Monture-Okanee, "The Roles and Responsibilities of Aboriginal Women: Reclaiming Justice," 

Saskatchewan Law Review 56, no. 2 (1992): 252. 

 
60 Arvin, Tuck, and Morrill, "Decolonizing feminism,” 9. 
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formerly incarcerated Indigenous women’s experiences may be different from other Indigenous 

women because of the stigma associated with having a criminal record.61  

An anti-colonial discursive framework as a theoretical lens is also suitable for 

disentangling Indigenous women’s voices from the complexities involved in the construction of 

the Canadian criminal justice system and the colonial rhetoric that sustains what Patricia Hill 

Collins describes as “the matrix of domination.”62Anti-colonial theorizing troubles 

representations of homogenous Indigenous knowledge systems and challenges us to think 

critically about how power is constructed and employed on the basis of who gets to decide what 

Indigenous knowledge is, who will have access to that knowledge, and how access is granted or 

restricted in ways that further marginalize criminalized Indigenous women. Unequal systems of 

power and domination are embedded within every aspect of the criminal justice system and it is 

through the process of legitimized knowledge production that truth, power, and knowledge are 

operationalized and deployed to produce a cannon of literature that continues to silence 

criminalized Indigenous women’s voices. Bernard Schissel contends “knowledge is constructed 

and deployed on the basis of what types of people have access to the systems of knowledge, and 

it is this access to ‘legitimate power’ that gives people their power.”63 Thus, Indigenous women’s 

standpoints and anti-colonial discursive frameworks were imperative within this work because 

they allow formerly incarcerated Indigenous women to cast their “gaze on race and racialization 

process. . . [and] interrogate the interlocking nature of systems of power and domination, of how 

dominance is reproduced and maintained, and how the disempowered are subjugated and kept 

under constant control.”64 Bridging both an Indigenous women’s standpoint and anti-colonial 

theoretical frameworks in this research enables Indigenous women to question how criminal 

 
61 Shoshana Pollack, “‘Circuits of Exclusion,’” 83–95; Darla Fortune and Felice Yuen, "Transitions in 

Identity, Belonging, and Citizenship and the Possibilities of Inclusion for Women Leaving Prison: Implications for 

Therapeutic Recreation," Leisure/Loisir: Re-imagining Therapeutic Recreation: Transformative Practices and 

Innovative Approaches 39, no. 2 (2015): 253-76. 

 
62 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 

Empowerment, (Boston: Uniwin Hyman, 1990). 

 
63 Bernard Schissel, Still Blaming Children: Youth Conduct and the Politics of Child Hating, (Halifax, NS: 

Fernwood Publishing, 2006), 28. 

 
64 Sefa Dei and Asgharzadeh, “The Power of Social Theory,” 317. 
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justice agents have constructed their criminalization as “cultural” problems, rather than as 

manifestations of ongoing settler colonialism and settler colonial institutional dysfunction.  

Methods  

Central to this research are Indigenous women’s stories. The narratives include themes of 

individual survival, combined with Indigenous women’s experiences with cultural reclamation 

projects in prisons, and their post-release realities. My purposive sample included Indigenous 

women who were formerly federally incarcerated, who have been out of prison for at least four 

years, and who currently reside within urban spaces in Saskatchewan. The emphasis on the four-

year rule was imperative to ensure that participants could engage freely within discussions 

without fear of potential repercussions from agents of the criminal justice system. I acknowledge 

that the women I work alongside have significant insights into the effectiveness of culture and 

gender-based prison reforms, based on their lived experiences. Thus, my ethical and political act 

of refusal to engage in pathologizing discourses also provided the women with a safe space to 

engage in-depth conversations about their post-release experiences without the fear of stigma and 

labels often associated with their criminalized status in broader society. 

Saskatchewan is well suited to this study, as OCI has noted that: “59% of all Aboriginal 

women inmates are incarcerated in the Prairie region. [which includes Alberta, Saskatchewan 

and Manitoba].”65 While the Prairie Provinces encompass a large land mass and is home to 

thousands of former and currently criminalized persons, I decided to limit the recruitment to 

Indigenous women currently living in urban areas in Saskatchewan to ensure the results could be 

presented within the scope of this thesis. Limiting the geographical parameters did not constrain 

the scope of this analysis, as I also drew on reports and existing primary data for the prairie 

provinces. All the women interviewed were imprisoned in various institutions, including 

Edmonton Institution for Women (EIFW), Fraser Valley Institution, Okimaw Ochi Healing 

Lodge and Kingston’s Prison for Women (P4W). However, most of their time in prison was 

spent incarcerated at EIFW and the Okimaw Ochi Healing Lodge and all were released back into 

urban communities in Saskatchewan, where they still resided at the time of interviews. While 

 
65 Sapers, “Annual Report 2015,” 50. 
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some of these women moved between prairie cities throughout their lifetimes, these women 

spent a significant part of their lives living in Saskatchewan. 

Participants were recruited using purposive, non-probability sampling in order to ensure 

that individuals fit within the stated population parameters. Maria Tongco defines purposive 

sampling as a non-random sampling technique that selects a population based on specific 

qualities, experiences, or information that a particular participant may possess.66  Posters were 

distributed to employees at the Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan,67 Str8 Up Saskatoon,68 

and were displayed at Station 20 West,69 an inner-city hub located in central Saskatoon. Initial 

results yielded a few potential participants, and then a respondent driven/snowball sampling 

method was employed to expand participation.70 While a non-random sampling method has been 

critiqued for its non-generalizability to the larger population,71 Tongco maintains that “Purposive 

sampling, when used appropriately, is more efficient than random sampling in practical field 

circumstances . . . because the random member of a community may not be as knowledgeable 

and observant as an expert informant.”72 Indeed, non-generalizability is a strength within this 

particular research project because this research focuses specifically on formerly incarcerated 

 
66 Maria Dolores C. Tongco, “Purposive Sampling as a Tool for Informant Selection,” Ethnobotany Research 

& Applications 5 (2007): 147. 

 
67 Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan is the only organization in Saskatchewan that offers programs, 

services, and support for criminalized women and their families, Additional information can be found at: 

https://www.elizabethfrysask.org/. 

 
68 Str8 Up is a community-based organization that offers programs, services, and support for men and women 

currently living a “criminal” lifestyle and ex-gang members. Additional information can be found at: 

https://www.str8-up.ca/. 

 
69 Station 20 West is a community enterprise centre that houses several organizations that offer programs, 

services, and support in Saskatoon’s inner-city neighbourhoods. The centre is occupied by Quint Development 

Corporation, CHEP Good Food Inc., The KidsFirst Program and members of the Saskatoon Health Centre, The 

University of Saskatchewan’s community outreach and engagement office. Additional information can be found at: 

http://station20west.org/about. 

 
70 Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach to the Study of Hidden 

Populations,” Social Problems, 44, Issue 2, 1 (May 1997): 174–199, https://doi-

org.cyber.usask.ca/10.2307/3096941; Leo A. Goodman, “Comment: On Respondent-Driven Sampling and Snowball 

Sampling in Hard-to-Reach Populations and Snowball Sampling Not in Hard-to-Reach Populations,” Sociological 

Methodology 41, no. 1 (August 2011): 347–53, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9531.2011.01242.x. 

 
71 Etikan, Ilker, Sulaiman Abubakar Musa, and Rukayya Sunusi Alkassim, "Comparison of convenience 

sampling and purposive sampling," American journal of theoretical and applied statistics 5, no. 1 (2016): 1-4. 

 
72 Bernard 2002; Karmel and Jain, 1987 as cited in Tongco, 154. 
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Indigenous women’s standpoints, their oral histories, and sought a deeper understanding (rather 

than a broader understanding) of the issues they faced as they transitioned from prisons to urban 

communities in Saskatchewan. In this research, the experts were Indigenous women in 

Saskatchewan with lived experience in federal prisons, whose perspectives often go 

unacknowledged due to the ongoing privileging of criminal justice and academic voices.  

In order to centre Indigenous women’s voices, I conducted five open-ended interviews 

which I approached in a non-judgemental and informal manner using a conversational method. 

Kovach argues that within a conversation method “the researcher must have a certain amount of 

credibility and trustworthiness for people to participate in the research. With more trust there is 

the likelihood of deeper conversations, and consequently the potential for richer insights into the 

research question.”73 The trust and relationship building process began during the recruitment 

phase when I introduced myself to each of the women based on nêhiyaw (Cree) protocols,74 

which require that an individual locate themselves through community connections and kinship 

ties.75 Such a positioning aligns with Indigenous ethics, where concepts of relationality, 

accountability, respect, and consent are necessary prerequisites for academic research initiatives 

involving Indigenous people and their communities.76 This is also an imperative aspect of 

Indigenous protocols in the inner-city which assist in the trust building process. Situating one’s 

self within community and through kinship ties eases some of the apprehension participants may 

feel in exposing their personal histories, especially when academic researchers may be perceived 

by criminalized people as informants for criminal justice actors.77 In line with University ethics, I 

provided each woman with an overview of the research project and informed them that my focus 

 
73 Margaret Kovach, "Conversational method in Indigenous research," First Peoples Child & Family 

Review 5, no. 1 (2010): 46. 

 
74 Margaret Kovach, Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts, (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2009), 3-4.  

 
75 For example: I introduced myself to each participant by telling them where I am from (member of Saddle 

Lake, with relatives from Mistawasis), I explained where I grew up (Saskatoon’s inner-city), and I revealed who I 

am related to (my Kokum was the late Mary Dreaver and my mooshum was the late George Dreaver and in other 

cases I had to explain who my brothers, cousins, or aunts/uncles were).  

 
76 For example, see: Shawn Wilson, "Progressing Toward an Indigenous Research Paradigm in Canada and 

Australia," Canadian Journal of Native Education 27, no. 2 (2003): 161-178, 

http://cyber.usask.ca/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/230305890?accountid=14739. 

 
77 Henry, Tait and Str8 Up, 184. 
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was not on uncovering their traumas or detailing their painful histories, which gave them the 

choice to avoid sensitive or traumatizing conversations, if they wanted to.78 Participants were 

provided with consent forms and were informed that their participation in this research was 

voluntary, and they could withdraw at any time, without any consequences. Each woman was 

asked the same questions to prompt conversations, but because the interviews employed 

Indigenous methodologies based on the concept of relational accountability, the interviews took 

on a more individualized conversational tone. Rather than establishing our relationships based on 

“researcher” and the “researched,”79 the methods used provided an anti-colonial space80 where I 

could engage with other Indigenous women on a personal level to discuss the inherently 

dysfunctional nature of settler colonial carceral institutions. This means that I engaged with each 

participant on an individual level and had conversations with criminalized Indigenous women, as 

a criminalized Indigenous woman.  

The women’s interviews offer significant insights into the shortcomings of prison reforms 

and confirmed that there are scant resources dedicated specifically to assisting Indigenous 

women in their post-release transitions to urban spaces in Saskatchewan. Similarly, the women’s 

stories cast doubt on the prison system’s supposed commitment to ensuring that prisoners are 

prepared to “successfully reintegrate” after release from prison81 and challenge the assertion that 

the CSC’s Indigenous based prison programs are effective for Indigenous women’s post-release 

realities in urban spaces.82 Chapter 1 presents an overview of statistics on Indigenous women’s 

 
78 I ensured that each woman was given information needed to access mental, emotional, and spiritual 

supports throughout the interviews, if they were required. These supports included: Elders, counsellors, and First 

Nations Mental Health and Wellness supports.  

 
79 Innes, “Wait a Second,” 440-61.  

 
80 Denzin, Lincoln and Smith, Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, 9.  

 
81 Correctional Service Canada, “Speakers Binder, Section 2: The Mandate, Mission and Priorities of the 

Correctional Service Canada,” Date Modified April 4, 2008, https;//www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/pblct/sb-go/02-

eng.shtml; Correctional Service Canada, “Commissioners Directive: Aboriginal Offenders,” (Ottawa: Canada) Last 

Modified, 2013. https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/acts-and-regulations/702-cd-

eng.shtml#D_Aborginal_Corrections_Continuum_of_Care; Correctional Service of Canada, “Indigenous 

Corrections,” (Ottawa: Canada) Last Modified 2017, https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/publications/005007-3001-

eng.shtml. 

 
82 Correctional Service Canada, “Strategic Plan for Aboriginal Corrections,” Date Modified August 15, 2013, 

https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/aboriginal/002003-1001-eng.shtml#_ftn1; Doug Heckbert and Douglas Turkington, 

"Turning Points: Factors related to the successful reintegration of Aboriginal offenders," Forum on Corrections 

Research, 14, no. 3, (2002): 55-57. 
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incarceration. I delve into the history of Indigenous women’s issues in prison, provide a brief 

overview of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW), and link this initiative to 

a new era in Indigenous imprisonment, where prisons are now considered “Indigenized” places 

for healing. I argue that decades of prison and criminal justice reforms are insufficient when the 

inherently dysfunctional nature of settler colonial carceral institutions remain intact and 

unchallenged. Chapter 2 questions the effectiveness of the ongoing Indigenization of prisons and 

argues that such reforms romanticize Indigenous cultures and traditions and construct Indigenous 

women’s criminalization, imprisonment, and reimprisonment as “Indigenous problems” 

requiring “cultural” solutions. This ignores the myriad of structural issues with settler colonial 

societies responsible for over-incarceration, which require total transformation. Chapter 3 

provides an analysis of Indigenous women’s post-release experiences, which challenges the 

Correctional Service of Canada’s assertion that Indigenous based prison programs are helpful for 

Indigenous women’s post-release realities in urban spaces in Saskatchewan. In this chapter the 

Indigenous women who contributed to this research also offer their definitions on their own 

successes, while rejecting white middle class standards that are often associated with 

descriptions of post-prison success. Here I argue that ongoing investments into the 

“Indigenization” of prisons, as a solution to help keep Indigenous people out of prison, remains a 

futile initiative when social, economic, and cultural supports are not provided to Indigenous 

women outside of prisons, and outside the criminal justice system’s control, influence, and 

surveillance within the community. I conclude this chapter with my research partners’ 

suggestions for what they believe would be helpful for assisting other Indigenous women 

transitioning out of prisons and back into urban communities in Saskatchewan. I link the 

women’s recommendations for improvements to social, economic, and cultural supports with the 

broader literature on criminalized women’s post-release transitions and highlight the ways in 

which my research both supports and diverges from larger trends on the post-release experiences 

of criminalized women. Lastly, I summarize and reflect on the findings from this research and 

the contributions made to research which examines Indigenous women’s incarceration and their 

post-release realities. I conclude by stating the limitations of this research and offer suggestions 

for future studies. 
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Chapter 1: Indigenous Women and Settler Colonial Carceral Logics 

According to Canadian national statistics, the annual rates of federally incarcerated Indigenous 

women are alarming. A recent report from the Office of the Correctional Investigator (OCI) 

indicates that “Over the last ten years, the number of Indigenous federally sentenced women 

increased by 60%, growing from 168 in March 2009 to 270 in March 2018.”1 Other reports from 

Public Safety Canada show that there has been up to a 90% increase in federally sentenced and 

incarcerated Indigenous women over the last twenty years.2 To contextualize these numbers, 

Statistics Canada reveals:  

In 2006, 600,700 women and girls, or 3.8% of the total female population, reported an 

Aboriginal identity—First Nations… Métis or Inuit—up from 3.3% in 2001 and 2.8% in 

1996. According to the medium-growth scenario of the most recent projections of the 

Aboriginal population, it is projected there could be 717,000 females with an Aboriginal 

identity in 2017.3 

One decade later, Statistics Canada’s growth projections proved accurate and it reported that 

Indigenous women made up 4% of the total female population, wherein 61% identified as First 

Nation, 32% identified as Métis, and 4% as Inuit.4 In 2020, the Correctional Service of Canada 

(CSC) publicized that Indigenous women now account for 42% of federally incarcerated women 

across Canada.5 

Despite the statistical variability, all reports indicate that there has not been a period of 

time in the last several decades where Indigenous women were not over-represented in prisons, 

 
1 The total female prisoner population in Canada was 684 in 2018; Ivan Zinger, “Office of the Correctional 

Investigator Annual Report 2017-2018,” (Ottawa ON: Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2018): 61, Accessed 

November 2018, http://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/annrpt/annrpt20172018-eng.aspx. 

 
2 Mandy Wesley, “Marginalized: The Aboriginal Women's experience in Federal Corrections,” (Ottawa, ON: 

Aboriginal Corrections Policy Unit, Public Safety Canada, 2015), 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgnlzd/index-en.aspx; Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 

Societies, “2015 Fact Sheet: Indigenous Women,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2015), http://www.caefs.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2013/05/FINAL-2015-Fact-Sheet-Indigenous-Women.pdf. 

 
3 Covadonga Robles Urquijo and Anne Milan, “Female population,” (Ottawa, ON: Statistics Canada, 2015), 

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-503-x/2010001/article/11475-eng.htm#a5. 

 
4 Paula Arriagada, “First Nations, Métis and Inuit Women,” (Ottawa, ON: Statistics Canada, 2016), 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503-x/2015001/article/14313-eng.htm. 

 
5 Correctional Service Canada, “Statistics and research on women offenders,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2019), 

https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/women/002002-0008-en.shtml. 

 



21 
 

nor do prison advocates (like the OCI), anticipate any significant rate decreases in the near 

future.6 Such dire statistical analyses and revelations compelled criminal justice advocates and 

correctional service watchdogs to re-examine Indigenous women’s over-incarceration as a 

violation of human rights. This has reignited calls to implement alternatives to imprisonment and 

increase funding for Indigenous women’s healing, rehabilitation, and reintegration programs by 

2025.7 However, Robert Nichols reminds us that the discourse of over-representation and 

disproportionality in criminal justice literature operates in ways that obscures the historical and 

current function of carceral institutions where “disproportion may be constructed as the result of 

economic or social pathologies exogenous to the criminal justice system itself,”8 thereby 

exonerating the criminal justice system for contributing to such disparities, and obscuring the 

violent emergence and expansion of settler colonial carceral logics and structures within Canada.  

Calls to improve women’s experiences within the criminal justice system existed before 

the 1980s, when human and prisoner rights advocates underscored significant abuses taking 

place inside Kingston’s Prison for Women (P4W). However, this did not produce any 

transformative changes in how Indigenous women have been treated inside and outside of 

prisons. In my interviews with formerly incarcerated Indigenous women, Ria (research partner)9 

spoke critically of the significant growth in Indigenous women’s imprisonment, despite decades 

of inquiries, reports, and recommendations. As she argued, “I guess my biggest thing is we can 

have panels and forums and discussions, but if nothing comes from it then why are we fucking 

 
6 Office of the Correctional Investigator, “Indigenous People in Federal Custody Surpasses 30% Correctional 

Investigator Issues Statement and Challenge,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, January 21, 2020), https://www.oci-

bec.gc.ca/cnt/comm/press/press20200121-eng.aspx. 

 
7 Vicky Mochama, “Treatment of women in Canadian prisons a human rights travesty,” The Star, Jan. 4, 

2018, https://www.thestar.com/opinion/star-columnists/2018/01/04/treatment-of-women-in-canadian-prisons-a-

human-rights-travesty.html; Todd Lamirande, “Number of Indigenous people in prison now a human rights issue 

says Correctional Investigator,” October 31, 2017, https://aptnnews.ca/2017/10/31/number-of-indigenous-people-in-

prison-now-a-human-rights-issue-says-correctional-investigator/; Standing Committee On The Status Of Women, 

“Report of the Standing Committee on the Status of Women, A Call To Action: Reconciliation With Indigenous 

Women In The Federal Justice And Correctional Systems,” (Ottawa: ON: Parliamentary Information and Research 

Service, June 2018), http://nccabc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A-Call-to-Action-Reconciliation-with-

Indigenous-Women-in-the-Federal-Justice-Correctional-Systems.pdf. 

 
8 Robert Nichols, “The Colonialism of Incarceration,” Radical Philosophy Review, Volume 17, No. 2, (2014), 

440.  
9 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  
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here?”10 Indeed, there is no shortage of academic and government initiatives that seek to 

understand and propose solutions to address the ongoing criminalization11 and over-

incarceration12 of Indigenous women in Canada. While many accurately link the devastating 

impact of colonialization with Indigenous peoples’ experiences with the criminal justice system, 

few acknowledge that the same racist, sexist, white heteronormative patriarchal ideologies that 

contributed to this genocidal “past,” remain firmly embedded and unchallenged within settler 

colonial states like Canada.13  

In terms of prison-based rehabilitation programs, cultural reclamation projects have 

become a prominent feature within the CSC’s programs and services for incarcerated Indigenous 

people with the strategic goal of assisting incarcerated individuals to “successfully reintegrate 

back into society as law-abiding citizens.”14 Even though the CSC representatives maintain that 

its organization has no control over who is sent to prison and thus have no control over the 

growing numbers of Indigenous people in prison,15 the fact remains that prison officials and their 

 
10 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  

11 Carol LaPrairie, “Aboriginal Women and Crime in Canada: Identifying the Issues,” in In Conflict with the 

Law: Women and the Canadian Justice System. ed. Ellen Adelburg and Claudia Currie (Vancouver: Press Gang 

Publishers, 1993), 235-246; Carol LaPrairie, "Selected Criminal Justice and Socio-demographic Data on Native 

Women," Canadian Journal of Criminology. 26 (1984): 161-169. 

 
12 Bernice Dubec and Ontario Native Women's Association, Native Women and the Criminal Justice System: 

An Increasing Minority, (Thunder Bay, ON: Ontario Native Women's Association, 1982); Fran Sugar and Lana Fox, 

Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women in the Community, (Ottawa, ON: Native Women’s Association of 

Canada, 1990); Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, Creating Choices, (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service 

Canada, 1990); Patricia Monture-Angus, “Women and risk: Aboriginal women, colonialism, and correctional 

practice,” Canadian Woman Studies, 1 no. 1 (1999): 24-29; Mandy Wesley, “Marginalized: The Aboriginal 

Women's experience in Federal Corrections,” (Ottawa, ON: Aboriginal Corrections Policy Unit, Public Safety 

Canada 2015); Standing Committee On The Status Of Women, “Report of the Standing Committee on the Status of 

Women, A Call To Action,” (2018), Correctional Service Canada, “Statistics and research on women offenders,” 

(2019). 

 
13  Robert Nichols, "The Colonialism of Incarceration," 435–455; Juan Marcellus Tauri and Ngati Porou, 

“Criminal Justice in Contemporary Settler Colonialism: Tauri,” African Journal of Criminology & Justice Studies 8 

(1) (2014): 20–37, 

http://search.ebscohost.com.cyber.usask.ca/login.aspx?direct=true&db=sih&AN=100778847&site=ehost-live; and 

Vicki Chartrand, "Unsettled times: Indigenous incarceration and the links between Colonialism and the Penitentiary 

in Canada," Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice 61, no. 3 (2019): 67-89. 

 
14 Correctional Service Canada, “Speakers Binder, Section 2: The Mandate, Mission and Priorities of the 

Correctional Service Canada,” Date Modified April 4, 2008, https;//www.csc-scc.gc.ca/text/pblct/sb-go/02-

eng.shtml. 

 
15 Michael Harris, “Stone walls do not a prison make: A conversation with CSC Commissioner Don Head,” 

iPolitics, Published December 31, 2016, https://ipolitics.ca/2016/12/31/walls-do-not-a-prison-make-a-conversation-

with-csc-commissioner-don-head/. 
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policies play an important role in people’s transitions from prisons to communities. Natalie, a 

research partner, spoke at length about the barriers that actors in the criminal justice system 

directly created as she was preparing to transition from the prison to the outside, insisting, “it’s 

like they work against you. It’s like they take pride in breaking your spirit you know?”16 Indeed, 

in 2007 the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC) slammed the CSC arguing it 

continues to fail Indigenous women by ignoring decades of recommendations and reports: 

that have identified where improvements can and should be made. . .  although these 

policies and practices have been identified, they are not being implemented. The barriers to 

their implementation include cultural, racial and gendered discrimination, and decision 

making based on cost factors or budget considerations rather than on the human rights of 

Aboriginal women offenders.17 

 

Similarly, Kim Pate, the former Executive Director of the Canadian Association for Elizabeth 

Fry Societies (CAEFS) argued the Canadian government continues to fail Indigenous women by 

not offering them protection when they face well-documented lethal levels of abuse and that “too 

many of the families and friends of Indigenous women and girls who are missing and found 

murdered are told that their loved ones are likely off partying, prostituting or in jail. The 

outrageous reality is that too many are forced to defend themselves, and then criminalized for 

doing so.”18 However, Audra Simpson argues that “the ‘phenomenon’ of disappeared women, 

the murdered and missing Native women in Canada, is not a mystery, it is not without 

explanation. . . Indian women ‘disappear’ because they have been deemed killable, able to be 

raped without repercussion, expendable. Their bodies have historically [and I argue 

contemporarily] been rendered less valuable because of what they represent: land, reproduction, 

Indigenous kinship and governance, an alternative to heteronormative and Victorian rules of 

descent.”19 Settler colonial Canada has been identified by scholars as hostile towards Indigenous 

 
16 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
17 Native Women’s Association of Canada, “Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Offenders: An Issue Paper,” 

(Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2007), 3, https://www.nwac.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/2007-NWAC-Federally-

Sentenced-Aboriginal-Women-Offenders-Issue-Paper.pdf. 

 
18 Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, “Canada must Correct Appalling Record of 

Discrimination Against Indigenous Women,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2011), http://www.caefs.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2013/04/Press-Release-Canada-must-correct-appalling-record-of-discrimination-against-

Indigenous-women.pdf. 

 
19 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States, (Durham and 

London: Duke University Press, 2014), 156. 
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women who fail to conform to white settler standards of femininity,20 and the criminal justice 

system, despite all the gendered and diversity reforms, remains a violent settler colonial societal 

structure. 

While NWAC and the CAEFS have long been critical of Indigenous women’s treatment 

inside settler colonial carceral institutions, members of a standing committee on the Status of 

Women have recently argued in favor of advocating for reconciliation with Indigenous women 

inside federal prisons.21 This call occurred despite the fact that many Indigenous people have 

been critical of Canada’s efforts to implement all of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 

(TRC’s) 94 “Calls to Action” and have questioned the broader society’s receptiveness to 

advancing reconciliation with Indigenous people on an national level.22 The committee’s report 

was also released after racial tensions flared throughout the country after the high-profile 

acquittals of Bradley Barton in the murder of Cindy Gladue and Raymond Cormier in the murder 

of Tina Fontaine.23 On a larger scale, tensions emerged from debates about whom the criminal 

justice system is intended to serve and raised significant questions about the Canadian criminal 

justice system’s apparent ongoing disregard for Indigenous women.24  

Many scholars have made significant connections between settler colonial gendered 

violence and the Canadian criminal justice system’s treatment of Indigenous women25 and others 

 
20 Sherene Razack, “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice: The Murder of Pamela George,” in 

Race Space and the Law, (Toronto, ON: Between the Lines, 2002), 121-156; Audra Simpson, “The State is a Man: 

Theresa Spence, Loretta Saunders and the Gender of Settler Sovereignty,” Theory and Event, 19, no. 4 

(2016), https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/633280. 

 
21 Standing Committee on The Status of Women, (2018). 

 
22 Arthur Manuel and Ronald Derrickson, The Reconciliation Manifesto: Recovering the Land and 

Rebuilding the Economy, (Toronto, ON: James Lorimer & Company Ltd., 2017); Tamara Starblanket, Suffer the 

Little Children: Genocide, Indigenous Nations and the Canadian State, (Atlanta GA: Clarity Press, 2018).  

 
23 For more information see: Cameron McLean, “Jury finds Raymond Cormier not guilty in the death of Tina 

Fontaine,” February 22, 2018, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/raymond-cormier-trial-verdict-tina-

fontaine-1.4542319; and Kathleen Harris, “Top court hears grim details of Cindy Gladue’s last hours as it considers 

new murder trial,” Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, October 11, 2018, 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/supreme-court-gladue-barton-1.4762680. 

 
24 Danielle Bird and Julie Kaye, “Social Control, Settler Colonialism, and Representations of Violence 

Against Indigenous Women,” in Critical Perspectives on Social Control and Social Regulation in Canada, ed., 

Carolyn Brooks, Mitch Daschuk, and James Popham, (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2020), 318-

343. 

 
25 Razack, “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice,” 121-156; Simpson, “The State is a Man,”. 
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have revealed how criminal justice agents construct Indigenous women as “criminal,” even when 

they are victims of crime.26 In interviews with the author, Ria also heavily critiqued negative 

images and damaging narratives of Indigenous people as “dysfunctional” arguing that:  

If you look at the [social media] comments about anybody that is on trial . . . it’s gross. So, 

the biggest cornerstone, I’ll say for Aboriginal women, is racism. People have to start 

acknowledging this and I don’t know if it’s going to happen in our lifetime or anything. 

But racism is alive in and outside of the systems, and it starts, if you think about it, with the 

arresting officers. The judges, the lawyers, they all have a part in that. It is this giant 

system that is all connected. 

All that has an impact on Aboriginal people and the women that are in the system. “They 

are just no good for nothing . . . they’re just all in jail . . . they’re all drunks” and that’s the 

stories that they tell their grandparents and kids, like say over in New Delhi, or Indonesia, 

that Aboriginal people in Canada have like a bad rap around the world.27 

The myth that Canada was created from the labour and sacrifices of “hard working pioneers” 

remains deeply embedded within Canada’s national narrative and constructs the theft of 

Indigenous lands as a “liberation movement” rather than colonization and Indigenous peoples’ 

subjugation.28 Missing from many Canadian and newcomer perceptions of Indigenous people is 

an understanding that Canadian state sponsored acts of genocide,29 including the legislated 

imprisonment of Indigenous people in residential schools and on reserves, the prohibition of 

Indigenous people’s social, political, economic, and spiritual practices (such as the potlatch and 

Sundance), and the ongoing onslaught of settler colonial violence all contribute to the disparities 

that exist when we examine Indigenous women’s involvement with the criminal justice system.30   

 
26 Human Rights Watch, “Those who take us away: Abusive policing and failures in protection of Indigenous 

women and girls in Northern British Columbia, Canada,” (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2013) and Canadian 

Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies and The Native Women’s Association of Canada, “Women and the Canadian 

Legal System: Examining Situations of Hyper-Responsibility,” Canadian Woman Studies/ les cahiers de la femme, 

26, No. 3,4, (2008): 94-104. 

 
27 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.   

 
28 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty, 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 60.   

29 Pamela Palmater, “Genocide, Indian Policy, and Legislated Elimination of Indians in Canada,” aboriginal 

policy studies, Vol. 3, no, 3 (2014): 27-54, http://dx.doi.org/10.5663/aps.v3i3.22225; Starblanket, Suffer the Little 

Children, (2018).  

 
30 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, “The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

of Canada Canada’s Residential Schools: The History, Part 1 Origins to 1939, Volume 1.” (Ottawa, ON: 

Government of Canada, 2015), http://caid.ca/TRCFinVol1Par12015.pdf; Katherine Pettipas, Severing the ties that 

bind: Government Repression of Indigenous Religious Ceremonies on the Prairies,” (Winnipeg, MB: University of 

Manitoba Press, 1994); Kelly Struthers Montford and Dawn Moore, “The Prison as Reserve: Governmentality, 
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1.1: Historical Context of Indigenous Women’s Issues in Prisons  

There is a considerable amount of research that looks at women’s experiences within the 

criminal justice system. In an international context, early feminist criminologists began 

unpacking the patriarchal nature of the carceral system prior to the 1980s, but their analysis 

focused primarily on gendered differences between incarcerated men and women leaving race 

and “whiteness” largely uninterrogated.31 While, these studies were influential in forwarding a 

critical perspective on the contradictory nature of punishment and rehabilitation as it is taken up 

within daily prison operations and institutional programing on a national level,32 Canadian 

criminal justice agents deemed imprisoned women33 “too few to count”34 and their experiences 

remained largely ignored within early Canadian criminal justice literature. Despite this fact, 

feminist-led and Indigenous-rights movements remained committed to revealing the lethal levels 

of physical, emotional, and psychological violence inflicted onto women who were imprisoned 

in P4W (which included scientific experimentation on women with hallucinogenic drugs, 

electro-shock therapy, and the unnecessary deaths of several Indigenous women).35As feminists 

 
Phenomenology, and Indigenizing the Prison (Studies) Symposium: The Laws of Captivity: Critical and Humanistic 

Inquiries,” New Criminal Law Review 21, no. 4 (2018): 640–64. 

 
31 Frances Heidensohn, “The Deviance of Women: A Critique and an Enquiry,” British Journal of Sociology, 

19, 2 (1968): 160-175; Carol Smart, Women, Crime and Criminology: A Feminist Critique (London: Routledge, 

1976). 

 
32 Shoshana Pollack, “"You Can't Have It Both Ways": Punishment and Treatment of Imprisoned 

Women," Journal of Progressive Human Services 20, no. 2 (2009): 112-28; Kelly Hannah-Moffat, Punishment in 

Disguise, (Toronto. ON: University of Toronto Press, 2001). 

 
33 Here, I refer to all incarcerated women to provide context. It is important to note however, that Indigenous 

women’s experiences were virtually non-existent in the criminal justice literature prior to the 1980s, even though 

they made up a significant proportion of the prisoner population in both, federal and provincial carceral institutions. 

See: Carol Pitcher LaPrairie, "Selected Criminal Justice and Socio-Demographic Data on Native Women," 

Canadian Journal of Criminology 26, no. 2 (1984): 162; John H. Hylton, "Locking Up Indians in Saskatchewan: 

Some Recent Findings," Canadian Ethnic Studies = Etudes Ethniques Au Canada 13, no. 3 (1981): 146, 

http://cyber.usask.ca/login?url=https://search-proquest-com.cyber.usask.ca/docview/1293211339?accountid=14739. 

 
34 In 1987 criminal justice agents deemed imprisoned women “too few to count”34 and issues of gender were 

largely absent from early Canadian criminal justice literature See: Ellen Adelberg and Claudia Currie, Too Few to 

Count: Canadian Women in Conflict with the Law, (Vancouver, BC: Press Gang Publishers, 1987).  

 
35 Geraint B. Osborne, “Scientific Experimentation on Canadian Inmates, 1955 to 1975,” Howard Journal of 

Criminal Justice 45, no. 3 (July 2006): 284–306, doi:10.1111/j.1468-2311.2006.00422.x; Colin Perkel, “Women 

want memorial at notorious former Kingston prison,” Published Friday, August 10, 2018, The Canadian Press, 

https://www.ctvnews.ca/mobile/canada/women-want-memorial-at-notorious-former-kingston-prison-

1.4047489?cache=?clipId=89578. 

 



27 
 

put pressure on the federal government to improve the conditions for women in prisons by 

acknowledging issues of gender,36 prisoner advocates and the Native Brotherhoods and 

Sisterhoods37 were calling on the CSC to improve the conditions for Indigenous people in the 

criminal justice system.38 While the academic literature often centers Indigenous men’s protests 

against the inhumane conditions in various prisons across the country,39 Indigenous women were 

no less active in the fight against their treatment inside of prisons. In fact, Indigenous women 

both inside and outside of prisons protested and advocated for significant changes to how the 

CSC policy and practices affected Indigenous women inside of carceral institutions.40 In part, 

this was due to broader Indigenous rights movements occurring outside of prisons, including the 

social and political activism which helped to enshrine “existing Aboriginal and treaty rights” into 

Section 35 of the Canadian Constitution Act 1982 and sought protection of those rights in 

Section 25 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.41 There is little evidence within the 

academic literature to suggest that criminal justice agents in Canada were focused on Indigenous 

prisoner’s rights prior to the 1970s;42 however, broader political movements, including the 

 
36 Margaret Shaw, “Reforming Federal Women’s Imprisonment,” in In Conflict with the Law: Women and 

The Canadian Justice System, ed. Ellen Adelberg and Claudia Currie (Vancouver, BC: Press Gang Publishers, 

1993), 50-75.  

 
37 The Native Brotherhood and Native Sisterhood are Indigenous based and prisoner-led social, political, and 

spiritual based organizations that offer a range of services and supports to other Indigenous prisoners. See: Jill Bend, 

"Native Women Surviving Prison??" Off Our Backs 21, no. 6 (1991): 15. Accessed June 8, 2020. 

www.jstor.org/stable/20833636 and Seth Adema, “'Our Destiny is Not Negotiable”: Native Brotherhoods and 

Decolonization in Ontario's Federal Prisons, 1970-1982,” Left History, 16 no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2012): 37-54. While 

the academic literature on Indigenous women’s activism inside of prisons is scant, several primary sources can be 

found in prisoner writings and publications such as “Tightwire” and “The Voice Inside.” The Penal Press – A 

History of Prison from Within, Accessed June 8, 2020, http://penalpress.com/en/institution/prison-for-women/. 

 
38 Seth Adema, “'Our Destiny is Not Negotiable”: Native Brotherhoods and Decolonization in Ontario's 

Federal Prisons, 1970-1982,” Left History, 16 no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2012): 37-54. 

 
39 See for example: Adema, “'Our Destiny is Not Negotiable,” and James Waldram, “The Incident at Kent 

Institution,” in The Way of the Pipe: Aboriginal Spirituality and Symbolic Healing in the Canadian Prisons, 

(Peterborough, ON: Broadview press, 1997), 9-15.  

 
40 For example: See Jill Bend, "Native Women Surviving Prison??,"15. While the academic literature on 

Indigenous women’s activism inside of prisons is scant, several primary sources can be found in prisoner writings 

and publications such as “Tightwire” and “The Voice Inside.” The Penal Press – A History of Prison from Within, 

Accessed June 8, 2020, http://penalpress.com/en/institution/prison-for-women/. 

 
41 Part I of the Constitution Act 1982, being Schedule B to the Canada Act 1982 (U.K), 1982, c. 11 

[hereinafter Charter]. 

 
42 Dubec and Ontario Native Women's Association, Native Women and the Criminal Justice System, iii.  
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influence of the Red Power and American Indian Movement (AIM)43 helped Indigenous 

prisoners usher in a range of challenges to the settler colonial nature of carceral institutions.44  

For many, the 1990s signified a significant change in Indigenous and settler relations,45 and 

more attention was drawn to Indigenous peoples’ and women’s issues broadly, but Indigenous 

women’s experiences within the criminal justice system were still being siloed into either one 

category or the other. The TFFSW is often touted by criminal justice agents as the first 

significant feminist-led federal inquiry that included the voices of Indigenous women into its 

investigation of the experiences of federally sentenced women.46 The TFFSW and their 1990 

Creating Choices report included five separate research projects that were aimed at developing 

an understanding of, and improving the lives of women in prison. The TFFSW also sought to 

implement a comprehensive release strategy for women leaving prisons. This initiative focused 

on themes of women’s empowerment, creating meaningful choices for women, treating women 

with respect and dignity, creating a supportive and holistic environment, and sharing 

responsibility for women’s overall well-being within corrections and the community.47 The 

TFFSW recruited members from various sectors of society to include diverse perspectives from 

incarcerated women, scholars, policy makers, correctional staff, community outreach and 

advocacy groups in their final report.48 This was a significant feature of the TFFSW as feminist 

 
43 “Dino” and Gary Butler successfully challenged their right to partake in Indigenous spiritual practices 

while incarcerated in a British Columbia prison. For more information see: Waldram, “The Incident at Kent 

Institution,” in The Way of the Pipe: (1997), 9-15.  

 
44 For a comprehensive overview see Seth Adema, "More than Stone and Iron: Indigenous History and 

Incarceration in Canada, 1834-1996" (2016). Theses and Dissertations (Comprehensive). 

https://scholars.wlu.ca/etd/1826.  

 
45 For example: The Oka Crisis, the widely televised 78-day stand-off between the people from Kanehsatà:ke, 

Sûreté du Québec and the Canadian Army garnered significant political and social attention nationally and 

internationally. This is one of many significant events that led to the establishment of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) See: Peter H. Russell, “Oka to Ipperwash: The Necessity of Flashpoint Events,” in This 

is an Honour Song: Twenty Years Since the Blockades, ed. Leanne Simpson and Kiera Ladner, (Winnipeg, MB: 

Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2010), 29-46.  

 
46 Stephanie Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters: The New Federal Prisons for Women in Canada, (Quebec: 

McGill Queens University, 2006); Meredith Robeson Barrett, Kelly Taylor, and Kim Allenby, Twenty years later: 

revisiting the task force on federally sentenced women, (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service of Canada, Research 

Branch, 2010), https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/005/008/092/005008-0222-01-eng.pdf. 
47 Kelly Hannah-Moffatt and Margaret Shaw, An Ideal Prison?: Critical Essays on Women’s Imprisonment 

in Canada, (Halifax, NS: Fernwood Publishing, 2000), 21. 

 
48 For a detailed examination of the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women and its members see: 

Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters.  
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organizations and prisoner advocates49 insisted on employing a distinctly “Canadian solution”50 

to addressing women’s issues inside of prisons. However, the TFFSW’s “Canadian” solution 

initially overlooked the fact that Indigenous women made up a significant proportion of the 

prisoner population in P4W. As a result, Indigenous women who were imprisoned in P4W were 

only invited to participate in the TFFSW as “after-thoughts”51 when members of the task force52 

highlighted the lack of Indigenous representation within this initiative.53  

Indigenous women inside of prisons understood that their concerns were being excluded 

from broader discussions focused on women’s imprisonment and when Fox and Sugar conducted 

the “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women in the Community” in 1990, they stated:  

In Task Force meetings, faced with theoretical discussions of the condition of women in 

prison, voiced by people whose responsibility is bureaucratic, we felt repulsed and 

suffocated. This talk had no connection to the reality we had experienced. When our rage 

became uncontainable we spoke of prison conditions, of the actual experiences of being 

Aboriginal women in prison, of real-life brutality. Yet our words were met with tense 

silences and appear nowhere in the minutes of meetings. Our descriptions of the reality are 

buried as our sisters are buried in prison.54 

Indigenous women outside of prisons were also working to disrupt the ongoing marginalization 

of Indigenous perspectives within the TFFSW’s bureaucratic structure,55 which was not an 

uncommon occurrence within settler colonial Canada’s social, legal, and political contexts.56 As 

 
49 Women led and feminist inspired organizations such as: Women for Justice, the Legal Education and 

Action Fund (LEAF) and The Canadian Association for Elizabeth Fry Societies (CAEFS) initiated court challenges 

and lobbied the federal government for changes in women’s correctional policy and practice. For more information 

see: Ellen Adelberg and Claudia Currie, eds., In Conflict with the Law: Women and the Canadian Criminal Justice 

System, (Vancouver, BC: Press Gang Publishers, 1993). 

 
50 Hayman, 9.  

 
51 Hayman, 52.  

 
52 Representatives from the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies and scholars Patricia Monture-

Angus and Sharon McIvor were instrumental in ensuring that Indigenous women were included in Task Force 

deliberations. See Sugar and Fox, (1990) and Hayman (2006). 

 
53 Hayman, 53.  

 
54 Sugar and Fox, Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women, no page.  

 
55 Patricia Monture-Angus and Sharon McIvor were both instrumental in ensuring that Indigenous 

perspectives were incorporated into every aspect of the TFFSW. See Sugar and Fox, Survey of Federally Sentenced 

Aboriginal Women, and Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters, 70-73. 

 
56 Bonita Lawrence and Kim Anderson, "Introduction to" Indigenous Women: The State of Our 

Nations"," Atlantis: Critical Studies in Gender, Culture & Social Justice 29, no. 2 (2005): 1-8; and Joanne Barker, 
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such, Indigenous women working within the TFFSW fought to ensure that a specific section was 

dedicated to highlight the unique experiences of imprisoned Indigenous women and demanded 

that the Canadian government and the CSC “take action now” to ensure that their “cultural and 

spiritual backgrounds be recognized and accepted, and that all aspects of their treatment within 

the prison and on release in the community reflect this recognition.”57 Emerging from this report 

were three broad recommendations that included the creation of five regional prisons in select 

locations throughout the country, a co-ordinated community release strategy for women leaving 

prisons, and the creation of the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge (OOHL) in 1995. Indigenous 

women’s calls for the creation of the OOHL emerged from a larger critique, which questioned 

the effectiveness of European modes of carceral control on Indigenous peoples’ rehabilitation,58 

healing, and community reintegration and urged criminal justice officials to implement 

“Aboriginal friendly” reforms throughout the criminal justice system.59  

Yet, four years after the release of the Creating Choices report (which was part of the 

federal government’s commitment to improving women’s treatment inside of prisons), P4W 

became the site for another massive inquiry,60 revealing that the federal government and the CSC 

had failed to take seriously the severity of the well-documented abuses women were facing 

 
"Gender, Sovereignty, Rights: Native Women's Activism against Social Inequality and Violence in 

Canada," American Quarterly 60, no. 2 (2008): 259-266, doi:10.1353/aq.0.0002. 

 
57 Creating Choices, no page.  
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Currie (Vancouver: Press Gang Publishers, 1993), 85. 
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Association of Canada, (1993), 76-92; Patricia A. Monture, "Confronting power: Aboriginal Women and Justice 

Reform," Canadian Woman Studies 25, no. 3 (2006). Jim Bronskill, “Federal study touts Indigenous sentencing 

regime to address prison numbers,” CBC News Website. Dec 12, 2016, http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/federal-

study-touts-indigenous-sentencing-regime-1.3892493. 
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Division Correctional Service of Canada, “50 Years of Human Rights Developments in Federal Corrections: 
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inside of prisons. This is significant given the fact that the TFFSW and decades of prisoner 

activism explicitly revealed Indigenous women’s concerns with the inherently dysfunctional 

nature of settler colonial carceral institutions.61 For example, decades of reports, inquiries and 

commissions clearly highlight that Indigenous women who are imprisoned and criminalized are 

not only silenced, marginalized, and discriminated against by every level of government, but 

such reports also indicate that they face the similar levels of oppression from their own families 

and communities.62 Frustrated with the lack of government action and the propelled into action 

by the deaths of their fellow prisoners (most of whom were Indigenous), six women were 

involved in a confrontation and standoff with the CSC’s staff at P4W on April 24, 1994. The 

confrontation resulted in the women being strip-searched by an all male emergency response 

team, and placed in segregation holding cells.63 While in segregation, a few of the women 

reportedly “slashed, took a hostage, and attempted suicide,” incidents which led to the 

establishment of the Arbour Inquiry.64 Even though the events leading up to the confrontation 

between the women and the CSC’s staff at P4W should have been enough to serve as the catalyst 

for the “Commission of Inquiry into Certain Events at the Prison for Women in Kingston,” it was 

the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s (CBC) leaked video footage of the CSC’s male staff 

strip-searching and shackling naked women65 within the prison that prompted government 

action.66 The public’s growing awareness of the prison staff’s excessive levels of violence used 

 
61  Sugar and Fox, Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women, no page; Creating Choices, no page. 

 
62 Human Rights Watch. Those who take us away: Abusive policing and failures in protection of Indigenous 

women and girls in Northern British Columbia, Canada. (2013), hrw.org/report/2013/02/13/those-who-take-us-

away/abusive-policing-and-failures-protection-indigenous-women; Bev Auger et al., “Sisters in Spirit: Strength in 

Sisterhood,” (Ottawa, ON: Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, 2013), https://www.caefs.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2013/05/sis.pdf.; Canadian Electronic Library. Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of 

the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, Volume 1a. Final Report of the 

National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls. (2019). 
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64 Louise Arbour, “Commission of Inquiry into Certain Events at the Prison for Women in Kingston,” 

(Ottawa ON: Canada, 1994): 22. 
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against the women during this incident, and decades of scathing reports that condemned the 

inhumane conditions in P4W, forced the government to further their investigation into women’s 

experiences in prison and to finally respond to calls to close the prison.67 Ultimately, it took 10 

years to shut down the prison and in 2000, the final prisoners were transferred to the CSC’s self-

proclaimed gender and culturally responsive prisons.  

The events that transpired at P4W in April 1994 were not uncommon occurrences. 

Incarcerated women highlighted the CSC’s well-entrenched inhumane, racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized violence against women in P4W.68 The continuity of violence and the inherently 

punitive nature of settler colonial carceral institutions was a major concern for the incarcerated 

Indigenous women who stated: “For Aboriginal women, prison is an extension of life on the 

outside, and because of this, it is impossible to heal there. . . . Prisons offer more white authority 

that is sexist, racist and violent. . . . For us, prison rules have the same illegitimacy as the 

oppressive rules under which we grew up. . . . How can we be healed by those who symbolize 

the worst experiences of our past?”69 Healing was a central theme in the contributions 

Indigenous women involved in the TFFSW made to the Creating Choices report. In its response, 

the CSC attempted to remedy Indigenous women’s concerns by acknowledging issues of gender 

and diversity, but did so in ways that further normalize the use of carceral institutions as a 

response to the social, economic, racial, and cultural disparities70 that remain firmly embedded 

within settler colonial states like Canada. 

Ultimately, the TFFSW final report served as a catalyst for additional prison reforms 

tailored to Indigenous women and in 1992, the Corrections and Conditional Release Act, 

legislation that guides the CSC’s and the National Parole Board of Canada’s (NPB) operations, 

 
67 For more information see: Howard Sapers, “Office of the Correctional Investigator Annual Report 2007-

08,” (Ottawa, ON: Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2008), Date modified, March 10, 2014, https://www.oci-

bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/annrpt/annrpt20072008-eng.aspx. 

 
68 For example, see Bev Auger, Brenda Blondell, Sylvie Evans, Faith Bouchard, Karlene Heather, Ann 

Hansen, Gayle Horii, Phylis Iverson, Yvonne Johnson, Kris Lyons, Jordy Miller, Sarah Rauch, Eddie Rouse, Willie 

Vestering, Kelly White. “Sisters in Spirit: Strength in Sisterhood,” (1995), https://www.caefs.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2013/05/sis.pdf; Gayle K. Horii, “Disarm: The Infamous Thing,” Journal of Prisoners 

on Prisons, Vol. 5, No.2 (Sumer, 1994): 10-22. 
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70 Kelly Hannah-Moffat, “Feminine Fortresses: Woman-Centered Prisons?,” The Prison Journal 75, no. 2 

(June 1995): 135–64.  
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was amended requiring both institutions to include a commitment to racial and gendered 

diversity within their mandates.71 These particular reforms emerged alongside decades of 

Indigenous activism inside of prisons that Adema maintains was a “decolonizing” project which 

sought to “reclaim” the prison as an Indigenous space.72  While Adema argues that Indigenous 

resistance and activism was part of a larger decolonizing movement inside prisons, Tuck and 

Yang have argued that “Decolonization brings about the repatriation of Indigenous land and life; 

it is not a metaphor for other things we want to do to improve our societies.”73 Despite this fact, 

Indigenous activism inside of prisons helped initiate a new era within criminal justice where 

Indigenous cultural reclamation programs for Indigenous prisoners are now considered essential 

elements of a carceral institution, and initiatives like the establishment of the Okimaw Ohci 

Healing Lodge, the first minimum security prison designed specifically to contain Indigenous 

women, are now prisons that “heal.”  

1.2: Healing, Tradition, and Culture in Prison  

Following the series of violent events at P4W (1994) and the Arbour Report’s 

condemnation of the CSC’s treatment of women in prison (1996), the federal government finally 

began to implement its promises to fulfill the many of the recommendations made in the 

Creating Choices report (1990) and in 1995, the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge (OOHL) located 

on the Neekaneet First Nation near Maple Creek, Saskatchewan was opened. The OOHL is 

described as a multi-level security institution, which was designed with a focus on Indigenous 

women’s healing and rehabilitation. The OOHL’s operational structure, according the CSC, is 

based on the TFFSW’s cornerstone principles of creating the conditions for women’s 

empowerment, offering women opportunities to make meaningful and responsible choices, 

 
71 Sarah Turnbull, Parole in Canada: Gender and Diversity in the Federal System, (Vancouver, BC: 

University of British Columbia Press, 2016), 6. 

  
72 Seth Adema, "Tradition and Transitions: Elders Working in Canadian Prisons, 1967-1992," Journal of the 

Canadian Historical Association / Revue de la Société historique du Canada 25, no. 1 (2014): 245. 
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fostering respect and dignity, providing women with a supportive prison environment, and 

sharing the responsibility of criminalized women with other stakeholders.74  

The federal government and the CSC’s creation of the OOHL is considered by many 

criminal justice agents as a culturally valid response to addressing the needs of federally 

incarcerated Indigenous women75 and some Indigenous women agree. In fact, Indigenous 

women fought for decades to ensure that gender responsive and culturally appropriate programs 

and services were available to Indigenous women in prisons.76 In her reflection on the TFFSW, 

Patricia Monture-Angus revealed that the Indigenous women who contributed to the Creating 

Choices report believed that the solution to the over-representation of Indigenous women in 

federal prisons relied on providing women access to “the traditions of self-determination of First 

Peoples.”77 There is no doubt that Indigenous women involved in Creating Choices, including 

Fran Sugar and Lana Fox, provided substantial linkages between their incarceration and their 

experiences with racism, sexism, poverty, and power within settler colonial contexts, arguing 

that the “solution” to the problems they faced lie in “healing through traditional ceremonies” and 

providing supports to “empower Aboriginal women to the betterment of ourselves, our families 

and our communities.”78 Indigenous women’s calls to exercise their sovereignty by engaging in 

their own cultures and traditions in prisons should have been honored without criminal justice 

control and influence. However, government agencies like the CSC responded to Indigenous 

women’s concerns through a pathologizing approach that suggests that Indigenous women’s 

criminalization is a manifestation of “cultural deficiencies” and individual “dysfunctions” rather 

 
74 Correctional Service Canada, “Correctional Service Canada Healing Lodges,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada), Date 
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than an effect of settler colonial dispossession, marginalization, and oppression of Indigenous 

women.79  

The criminal justice system’s problematic response to Indigenous women’s concerns 

resulted in sweeping “Indigenous cultural reclamation” reforms which over-generalized the 

diverse experiences of Indigenous women in prison,80 and positioned Indigenous cultural 

reclamation projects, inside prisons, as the primary solution to addressing the issues that 

contribute to Indigenous women’s criminalization. Ria noted how prison programming 

perpetuated discourses that constructed Indigenous women as the problem, ignoring the 

overarching failure of the prison system, which often contribute to Indigenous women’s 

criminalization. She argued, “like come on, your (CSC) programs are bullshit . . .  there is this 

focus on the problem, and on making ‘us’ people the problem, when it has fuck all to do with 

us.”81 Ria also spoke about how her experiences with prison programming made her question 

why the system seemed to set people up for failure: 

you are being failed by a system inside, and then you get out into a society . . . that expects 

you to have been prepared [for release] while on the inside, like credit, references, job 

history and when people get out, so many don’t have any of that. Then they [Indigenous 

women] get frustrated, then they go back and use [substances], or whatever, and they end 

up going back to prison because they were using. So there’s this ongoing cycle, then CSC 

says well that person was not successful. That there was something wrong with that 

person.82  

In a 2004 CSC report highlighting the “criminogenic needs” of federally sentenced Indigenous 

women, Bell, Trevethan, and Allegri argued that Indigenous women fared far worse on every 

social and economic indicator than their non-Indigenous counterparts. They identified 

Indigenous women as having lower levels of educational attainment, fewer opportunities for 

employment, high emotional and personal needs, and higher incidences of substance use, but 

failed to acknowledge the role racism, misogyny, patriarchy, and settler colonial violence played 

 
79 Joane Martel and Renée Brassard, “Painting the Prison ‘Red’: Constructing and Experiencing Aboriginal 

Identities in Prison,” SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, February 1, 2008), 
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in these disparities.83 This pathologizing approach is not new given the criminal justice system’s 

reliance on cognitive behavioural research and positivist theoretical paradigms to measure 

Indigenous women’s propensity for “criminal behaviour.”  

Numerous government reports and scholarly works have examined Indigenous women’s 

imprisonment from positivist paradigms that link Canada’s discriminatory practices and policies 

to individual pathologies84 that are identified by criminal behavioural psychologists, as 

conducive to criminalization.85 The emphasis on individual pathologies is common in the prison 

literature and emerged in the 1800s when positivist criminologist Cesare Lombroso argued that 

criminality was biologically predetermined and that physical characteristics, including the size 

and shape of an individual’s head, could be used to distinguish criminals from non-criminals.86 

Since then, many of Lombroso’s theories have been disproved, but positivist criminology 

continues to be used in much of the literature on criminal offending and prisoner rehabilitation, 

and often guides the Correctional Service of Canada’s (CSC) directives and financial 

expenditures through the principles of Risk-Needs-Responsivity (RNR).87  

The RNR model is a risk prediction model that is widely used to assess and offer various 

types of rehabilitative treatment for men and women in the criminal justice system. This risk 

prediction model highlights eight central risk factors including “anti-social behaviours, 

personalities, attitudes, relationships with family and friends, employment, school and substance 

abuse,” which are believed to be conducive to “criminal behaviour.”88 The underlying 
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37 
 

assumptions of the RNR model are that the level of “risk” an individual possesses to themselves 

or the “risk” they may pose to broader society can be quantified and then effectively treated 

through intense and targeted cognitive rehabilitative programming and that those most likely to 

“re-offend” should be targeted for rehabilitation.89 Many researchers in the criminal justice field 

laud the RNR model’s effectiveness for measuring “criminal risk” factors for “all” people,90 

however, Indigenous scholar Patricia Monture-Angus argues that the use of the RNR on 

Indigenous peoples is a pathologizing approach, which considers trauma emerging from colonial 

oppression as “markers” of Indigenous peoples’ criminality.91 Indeed, historical trauma has had 

lasting effects on Indigenous people and their communities, but such discourse tends to situate 

colonialism neatly in the past and have been used to justify responsibilized92 modes of healing, 

where criminalized Indigenous women are expected to “heal” themselves while still being 

subjected to ongoing settler colonial violence and state influence, control, and power.93  

Decades of research initiatives and government inquiries have argued that Indigenous 

peoples’ growing representation in prisons can be reversed by ensuring that Indigenous people 

have access to Indigenous cultures and traditions at every stage of the criminal justice system.94 

Recommendations from these works often cite intergenerational trauma emerging from the 

historical effects of colonialism as the primary cause of Indigenous peoples’ incarceration.95 
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These colonial processes include, the imposition of paternalistic government legislation, like the 

Indian Act, and state sponsored acts of genocide,96  and the suppression Indigenous ways of 

knowing and ways of being, such as prohibiting Indigenous people to speak their own languages 

and engage in spiritual practices,97 which has had devasting impacts of Indigenous people and 

their communities.98 These state sponsored acts of genocide were intended to disrupt the 

intergenerational transmission of Indigenous knowledge and value systems in a larger attempt to 

separate generations of Indigenous people from each other and from the land to advance settler 

colonial political agendas.99 There is no doubt that the manifestations of intergenerational trauma 

passed down from the residential schools system is an important part for understanding why 

Indigenous people are the fastest growing prisoner population in Canada, but such limited 

discourses decontextualizes the current lived realities of Indigenous people within a context of 

settler colonialism, which again, asks that Indigenous people “heal” while still being subjected to 

settler colonial violence on a daily basis.100  

Despite this, actors in the criminal justice system maintain that cultural sensitivity training 

for police, lawyers, judges, and correctional staff, through the incorporation of Indigenous 

culture and traditions into all aspects the criminal justice system, can mitigate the rates of 

Indigenous people in prisons.101 Government officials have lauded cultural reclamation 
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initiatives inside of prisons as a progressive movement towards the agenda of reconciling with 

Canada’s genocidal tendencies, but the reality is that these decades-long initiatives do little to 

unsettle the oppressive and punitive foundation from which the criminal justice system continues 

to operate, and results in the reification of the settler state’s control over Indigenous lives and 

livelihoods. As Regan notes, “when non-Native Canadians talk about reconciliation . . . the 

tendency is to speak solely of the need for Native people to heal themselves and reconcile with 

us, so that the country can put this history behind it and move forward.”102 This type of 

reconciliation puts the onus back onto Indigenous people to “heal” while settler society continues 

to operate in ways that perpetuates white supremacy and justifies ongoing assaults against 

Indigenous people. For example, Ria drew parallels between the racism she faced in broader 

society and the racism she faced inside prison revealing the disconnect between the CSC’s 

discourse which emphasizes the need to recognize diversity – via cultural differences within 

prison environments. She states:   

What we are doing in society . . .  isn’t working. It’s not fucking working. The system isn’t 

fucking working, the justice system isn’t working. Lawyers and judges need an overhaul in 

their understanding when they go to school. Social workers need an overhaul, like it all 

needs to change, so that people can get their needs better met. People like me, and there’s a 

whole shit load of people out there like me.103 

Many of the sweeping “Indigenous based” reforms found within the criminal justice system tend 

to construct Indigenous people as culturally “different” while ignoring larger structural failures 

of the criminal justice system. When asked about her experiences with efforts to Indigenize the 

criminal justice system, Abby answered:  

That Gladue stuff? It’s such a bunch of bullshit. Like . . . they tried to do one here, and it 

came from BC. It was supposed to be professional, and it wasn’t. When I looked at it, I 

thought what the hell is this? Someone who was starting their first year in university [and] 

like they didn’t even finish it. I used to read the rough drafts of my own reports and I’d say 

“what are you doing? You make me sound like a mass murderer!”104  
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Prison reforms offer no transformative change and have yet to reduce, reverse, and eliminate the 

growing numbers of criminalized Indigenous women105 who are also under protected by the 

criminal justice system which is extensively documented in the academic literature.106 

Indigenous cultural programs inside of prison also fail to truly liberate Indigenous women by 

allowing the settler state, and agents working for their institutions, to retain control over 

Indigenous cultures and traditions.   

The CSC’s emphasis on RNR as the standard by which all people within the criminal 

justice system are measured, obscures inherently violent, punitive, and controlling aspects of the 

criminal justice system107 and contradicts the principles that generally underlie the diversity 

initiatives the CSC purports to employ.108 The disconnect between the theory of gender and 

cultural responsiveness and how the CSC employs its programming in practice is reflected in 

Indigenous women’s overt and longstanding lack of faith in criminal justice policies and 

practices. Interrogating race, class, gender and acknowledging the ongoing effects of settler 

colonialism is imperative within the realm of criminal justice, however the CSC continues to 

deflect any responsibility for the growing numbers of Indigenous women caught within the 

prison cycle while continuing to boast gender “responsive” and Indigenous “friendly” prison 

reforms for prisoner “rehabilitation and reintegration.” Similarly, the limited focus on Indigenous 

women’s criminalization via a cognitive behavioural approach grossly oversimplifies Indigenous 

women’s lived realities as they navigate racism, patriarchy, white supremacy, misogyny and 

settler colonialism both inside, and outside, of carceral institutions. 
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Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls. (2019). 

 
107 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison, (Vintage Books and Random House Inc.: 

New York, 1995). 

 
108 For more information on issues of gender and cultural diversity in the federal system see Turnbull, Parole 
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In the next chapter, I interrogate the ongoing “Indigenization” of prisons. I question the 

effectiveness of Indigenous based prison programming and demonstrate how sweeping reforms 

romanticize Indigenous cultures and traditions and argue that such generalizations result in the 

construction of Indigenous women’s criminalization, imprisonment, and reimprisonment as 

“Indigenous problems” requiring “cultural” solutions rather than problems arising out of the 

many failures of settler colonial societies and the inherently dysfunctional nature of carceral 

systems.  
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Chapter 2: “Indigenizing” Settler Colonial Carceral Systems? 

For decades, scholars, policy makers, and others have studied Indigenous women’s 

involvement and experiences with the criminal justice system and the growing number of 

incarcerated Indigenous women in Canada.1 In January 2020, the Office of the Correctional 

Investigator (OCI) issued an statement revealing the number of Indigenous men and women 

inside prisons had surpassed thirty percent, while non-Indigenous representation in those same 

prisons had declined by 13.7%, which according to Zinger “indicates a deepening 

‘Indigenization’ of Canada’s correctional system.”2 These statistics are not surprising given how 

settler states have historically criminalized and imprisoned Indigenous people who resisted 

government sanctioned suppression in the prairies.3 What is concerning, is the fact that the OCI 

defines prairie prisons as “Indigenous prisons” and describes the annual increases of incarcerated 

Indigenous people, as the “Indigenization of prisons.”4 The OCI’s definitions do not indicate that 

these particular prisons are operated by Indigenous people or their communities, but instead 

 
1 Bernice Dubec and Ontario Native Women's Association, Native Women and the Criminal Justice System: 

An Increasing Minority (Thunder Bay, ON: Ontario Native Women's Association, 1982); Carol LaPrairie, "Selected 

Criminal Justice and Socio-demographic Data on Native Women," Canadian Journal of Criminology, 26 (1984): 

161-169; Carol LaPrairie, "Native Women and Crime: A Theoretical Model," Canadian Journal of Native Studies 7, 

no. 1 (1987): 121-137; Fran Sugar and Lana Fox, “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women in the 

Community,” (Ottawa, ON: Native Women’s Association of Canada, 1990); Task Force on Federally Sentenced 

Women, Creating Choices, (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service Canada,1990); Carol LaPrairie, “Aboriginal Women 

and Crime in Canada: Identifying the Issues,” in In Conflict with the Law: Women and the Canadian Justice System, 

ed. Ellen Adelburg and Claudia Currie (Vancouver, BC: Press Gang Publishers, 1993), 235-46; Patricia Monture-

Angus, “Aboriginal women and Correctional Practice,” in An Ideal Prison? Critical Essays on Women’s 

Imprisonment in Canada, ed. Kelly Hannah-Moffatt and Margret Shaw, (Halifax, NS: Fernwood Publishing, 2000), 

52-60; Standing Committee on The Status of Women, “Report of the Standing Committee on the Status of Women, 

A Call To Action: Reconciliation With Indigenous Women In The Federal Justice And Correctional Systems,” 

(Ottawa: ON: Parliamentary Information and Research Service, June 2018), http://nccabc.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2018/08/A-Call-to-Action-Reconciliation-with-Indigenous-Women-in-the-Federal-Justice-

Correctional-Systems.pdf. 

 
2 The Office of the Correctional Investigator, “Indigenous People in Federal Custody Surpasses 30%: 

Correctional Investigator Issues Statement and Challenge,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, January 21, 2020), 

https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/comm/press/press20200121-eng.aspx. 

 
3 For example see: Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, "Criminal Empire: The Making of the Savage in a Lawless 

Land," Theory & Event 19, no. 4 (October 12, 2016) https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/633282; Katherine 

Pettipas, Severing the Ties that Bind: Government Repression of Indigenous Religious Ceremonies on the Prairies, 

(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1994), and James William Daschuk, Clearing the Plains: Disease, 

Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Aboriginal Life, (Regina, SK: University of Regina Press, 2013). 

 
4 The Office of the Correctional Investigator, (2020). 
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refers to the number of Indigenous people inside of prisons on any given day. However, I argue, 

the “Indigenization” of prisons demonstrates how prisons have evolved into places where 

Indigenous people and their cultures are commodified and co-opted through settler colonial 

carceral logics of containment and control.  

The commodification of Indigenous people through confinement in carceral institutions is 

evident when one examines how Indigenous culture and traditional reclamation projects are now 

considered essential services inside prisons,5 but only when the CSC manages and controls the 

structure and delivery of this programming.6 While the federal government has made 

investments into Indigenous cultural and traditional services inside federal prisons, the OCI 

revealed that the CSC knows little about Indigenous cultural protocols, ceremonies, and the role 

of Elders which has resulted in penal Elders feeling vulnerable, marginalized, and unsure of their 

roles and rights as service providers within carceral settings.7 Canada’s prisons are a multi-

billion dollar industry8 and the Parliamentary Budget Officer of Canada revealed that the 

Canadian government spends approximately $83,861 per year or $230 per day,9 to keep a woman 

in a federal prison, and $336 per day,10 to keep an imprisoned person at a healing lodge (which is 

still a prison).11 When these massive investments in prisons are juxtaposed with the persistent 

 
5 In 2016, Marie-Danielle Smith, a reporter for the National Post revealed that the Correctional Service of 

Canada (CSC) pays more money for “Indigenous spiritual services” on an annual basis than all other “religions” 

combined. See: Marie-Danielle Smith, “Prisons pay more for native spiritual services than all other faiths 

combined,” The National Post, June 8, 2016, https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/prisons-pay-more-for-native-

spiritual-services-than-all-other-faiths-combined. 

 
6 Rod Story and Tolga R. Yalkin, “Expenditure Analysis of Criminal Justice in Canada,” (Ottawa, The Office 

of the Parliamentary Budget Officer, Canada, March 20, 2013): 3, http://www.pbo-

dpb.gc.ca/web/default/files/files/files/Crime_Cost_EN.pdf. 

 
7 Ivan Zinger, “Office of the Correctional Investigator Annual Report 2018-2019,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 

2019), 73, https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/annrpt/annrpt20182019-eng.aspx. 

 
8 Elizabeth Comack, Coming Back to Jail: Women, Trauma, and Criminalization, (Halifax and Winnipeg: 

Fernwood Publishing, 2018), 13-14. 

 
9 Ben Segel-Brown, “Update on Costs of Incarceration,” (Ottawa, The Office of the Parliamentary Budget 

Officer, Canada 22 March 2018): 7, https://www.pbo-

dpb.gc.ca/web/default/files/Documents/Reports/2018/Update%20Incarceration%20Costs/Update%20on%20Costs%

20of%20Incarceration_EN.pdf. 

 
10 The Canadian government spends approximately $122,796 per year or $336 per day, on each individual 

person incarcerated in the CSC’s Healing Lodges, see Ben Segel-Brown, “Update on Costs of Incarceration,” 1. 

 
11 Patricia Monture-Angus, “Women and Risk: Aboriginal Women, Colonialism, and Correctional Practice,” 

Canadian Woman Studies 19, no. 1–2 (1999): 25. 
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economic disparities that many Indigenous people face on a daily basis in Saskatchewan,12 one 

must question why the federal government will invest in “Indigenizing” prisons, (in a supposed 

effort to help keep Indigenous people out of prisons) but have yet to adequately invest in 

Indigenized spaces and supports for Indigenous women transitioning from prisons to urban 

spaces in Saskatchewan.13  

While the “Indigenization” of prisons seems to offer Indigenous prisoners a “safe place” to 

heal, the fact remains that the carceral system, including “Indigenous” healing lodges, remain 

violent spaces where settler colonial carceral control and punitive policy remains supreme. 

Indigenous women’s accounts of their post-release transitions from prisons to communities in 

Saskatchewan contradicts the CSC’s and the federal government’s rhetoric on the benefits of 

Indigenous based programming on criminalized Indigenous women’s post-release experiences. 

My interviews with Indigenous women indicate that while access to Indigenous cultures and 

traditions in prison helped the women I spoke with cope with, and survive the oppressive 

conditions of their imprisonment, the benefits of these Indigenous based prison programs are 

limited by the oppressive, invasive, and controlling nature settler colonial carceral institutions. 

The CSC’s reliance on actuarial risk models standardizes Indigenous women’s participation in 

Indigenous based prison programs, which undermines Indigenous women’s trust in the programs 

as a space for healing. Lastly, such reforms romanticize Indigenous cultures and traditions and 

constructs Indigenous women’s criminalization, imprisonment, and reimprisonment as 

“Indigenous problems” requiring “cultural” solutions rather than as a result of societal problems 

requiring fundamental transformation.  

Decades of research initiatives have mistakenly suggested that actors in the criminal justice 

system can mitigate the over-incarceration and criminalization of Indigenous women if Canadian 

legal systems acknowledge Canada’s history of colonization and rectify injustices of the past by 

integrating Indigenous traditions and cultures into all aspects of the criminal justice system.14 

 
12 Statistics Canada, “Aboriginal Population Profile, 2016 Census: Saskatchewan,” 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-

pd/abpopprof/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=PR&Code1=47&Data=Count&SearchText=Saskatchewan&Search

Type=Begins&B1=All&SEX_ID=1&AGE_ID=1&RESGEO_ID=1. 
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14 Creating Choices, (1990); Standing Committee on The Status of Women, (2018), Ivan Zinger, “Office of 

the Correctional Investigator Annual Report 2017-2018,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 2018), 61, http://www.oci-
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Denis Bracken et al., insist on the effectiveness of Indigenous culture and traditions within 

programs intended to promote a crime free life among Indigenous men in Winnipeg. They draw 

upon the work of James Waldram and argue in favour of “symbolic healing” through Indigenous 

reclamation projects to support “desistance.”15 “Symbolic healing” according to Waldram is 

based on one’s interpretation and understanding of the socially constructed symbols found 

within, for example, Indigenous cultures and traditions which “teaches people to cope with 

trauma and dysfunction.”16 Similarly, Wesley-Esquimaux and Smolewski advocate for a multi-

layered process for promoting healing through Indigenous culture and traditions, suggesting that 

holistic process can recover a whole person while helping the individual develop the ability to 

positively express emotion or feelings”17 Recommendations from these types of works often 

falsely position “Aboriginal friendly” prison reforms as appropriate mechanisms for reversing 

Indigenous peoples’ growing representation in prisons18 and the prisons’ administrators have 

responded by offering Indigenous people institutionalized and standardized programs for healing 

so they may become more “effective” or “productive” members of white, neo-liberal, capitalist, 

settler colonial societies.19 However, Garland argues that prisons are used today as a “type of 

reserve,” a space for exiling individuals who are considered as dangerous “risks” to be managed 

when social services have failed to provide adequate supports.20 The prison as a reserve, or as an 

 
15 Denis C. Bracken, Lawrence Deane, and Larry Morrissette, “Desistance and Social Marginalization: The 

Case of Canadian Aboriginal Offenders,” Theoretical Criminology 13, no. 1 (February 2009): 71 

doi:10.1177/1362480608100173. 
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Symbolic Healing in the Canadian Prisons, (Peterborough, ON: Broadview press, 1997), 73.  
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18 Correctional Service Canada, “Correctional Service Canada Healing Lodges,” (Ottawa: Canada), Last 

Modified 2014. http://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/institutions/001002-4007-eng.shtml; Correctional Service Canada, 

“Commissioners Directive: Aboriginal Offenders,” (Ottawa: Canada) Last Modified, 2013, https://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/acts-and-regulations/702-cd-eng.shtml#D_Aborginal_Corrections_Continuum_of_Care; Correctional 

Service of Canada, “Indigenous Corrections,” (Ottawa: Canada) Last Modified 2017, https://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/publications/005007-3001-eng.shtml. 

 
19 Dian Million, Therapeutic Nations: Healing in an Age of Indigenous Human Rights, (Tucson: University 

of Arizona Press, 2013), 149. 

 
20 David Garland, The Culture of Control: Crime and Social Order in Contemporary Society, (Oxford: 
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“Indigenized” space, then results in the expectation that Indigenous people must simply accept 

their ”colonized statuses”21 and learn to “cope” with ongoing settler colonial carceral violence, 

while leaving the inherently dysfunctional nature of prisons, and settler colonial societies, fully 

in tact.  

The CSC’s research also boasts the effectiveness of Indigenous cultural prison programs 

for reducing “recidivism” maintaining that only 20% of Indigenous women return to prison up to 

two years post-release.22 However, when the CSC’s statistics are analyzed with a race lens, 

Indigenous women are still more likely to stay in prison until statutory release,23 have “poorer 

post-release outcomes,”24 are under-represented in community supervision,25 and compared to 

their non-Indigenous counterparts, are more likely to be re-imprisoned, within two-years post-

release.26 The racialized disparities reveal that “Indigenized” prison reforms have yet to produce 

the changes required to help Indigenous women’s negotiate their “successes”27 as they transition 

from prisons to their respective communities. Furthermore, my conversations with the women 

who participated in this research reveals that the Indigenization of settler colonial carceral 

institutions grossly oversimplifies their lived realities outside of prisons and constructs their 

criminalization as a result of “cultural deficiencies” rather than a product of settler colonial 

institutional failure.  

 
21 Bracken, Deane, and Morrissette, “Desistance and Social Marginalization,” 69. 

 
22 Lynn Stewart, Geoff Wilton, Sebastian Baglole and Ryan Miller, “A Comprehensive Study of Recidivism 

Rates among Canadian Federal Offenders,” No ERR-19-02, (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service Canada, April 2019) 

Last modified: 2019-04-23, https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/research/err-19-02-en.shtml. 
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Service Canada,” (2016), https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201611_03_e_41832.html. 
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to warrant expiry,” Research Report R-342. (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service of Canada, 2015), para, 5. 

 
25 Zinger, “Office of the Correctional Investigator Annual Report 2017-2018,” 83. 
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Offenders,” No ERR-19-02, (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service Canada, April 2019) Last modified: 2019-04-23, 
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2.1: “Indigenous Prisons” and Indigenous Women’s Healing 

Imprisoned women and various lobby groups had long sought the integration of Indigenous 

cultures and traditions inside prisons, but criminal justice actors, including First Nations people 

employed by the CSC have problematically taken up these initiatives. The CSC and their staff 

merely co-opted the vision of women who contributed to the Creating Choices report by 

developing the requested Indigenous cultural and traditions-based programs and services and 

adding them onto existing cognitive behavioral Risk Needs Responsivity (RNR) frameworks. As 

progressive as these initiatives may have appeared, these programs and services (including the 

operations at the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge (OOHL) sustained settler colonial carceral logics 

and became a microcosm of the larger ongoing social, political, economic power struggles 

between Indigenous Nations and settler colonial Canada.  

The CSC initiated a visiting Elder’s program at the OOHL during its first operational 

years. This initiative was one of the demands Indigenous women involved in the Task Force on 

Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW) and the Creating Choices report insisted upon. The 

visiting Elder program brought in Elders from various geographical areas and from different 

Nations who stayed at the Healing Lodge on two-week rotations.28 Task Force members 

understood that Indigenous women would come to the Healing Lodge from numerous locations 

across the country and wanted to ensure the Elder’s at the prison could offer varied 

representation. Meya (research partner) believed it was important to hear diverse perspectives 

from Elders because “Some Elder’s teach that you are basically going to burn in hell for all the 

bad stuff you’ve done and it scared me, like why even bother with all this healing stuff if it 

doesn’t matter anyway? Others tell you that there is always a chance to start over and that it 

really starts by forgiving yourself. So, I guess you take what you need and leave the rest.”29 

While some of the women imprisoned at the OOHL felt that having access to different Elder’s 

from different communities was beneficial, members of the Neekaneet First Nation, perceived 

the visiting Elder’s program as an infringement on their sovereignty. As a result, Neekaneet 

prison stakeholders, including members of the First Nation’s Chief and Council, called for more 

 
28 Stephanie Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters: The New Federal Prisons for Women in Canada, (Quebec: 

McGill Queens University, 2006), 219. 

 
29 Meya (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018. 
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control in delivering ceremonies and providing teachings to the women imprisoned at the 

Healing Lodge.30  

Members of the Neekaneet First Nation believed that the prison would offer their 

community opportunities for employment and, because the prison was built on Neekaneet land, 

the First Nation community would have control over the prison operations which would adhere 

to local community protocols and traditions.31 Tensions between members of the Neekaneet First 

Nation and the CSC became an issue of jurisdictional power, which raised questions about who 

had control over the prison’s operations, staffing, and ultimately the women who were 

imprisoned within the OOHL. As a result, what Indigenous women involved in the TFFSW 

envisioned, in terms of prison programs and access to culture, was eroded due to paternalistic 

and patriarchal struggles for control by both the CSC and First Nation stakeholders.32 The CSC 

and Neekaneet struggle for control and power “over” Indigenous women’s imprisonment also 

challenges the notion that toxic power dynamics and problematic relationships between 

Indigenous people and First Nation communities do not exist. And in fact, reveals that 

Indigenous politics, culture, and tradition, often contribute to criminalized Indigenous women’s 

oppression and marginalization within their own communities.33 In other words, Neekaneet’s 

stance on their supposed “right” to imprison women (via reference to notions of Indigenous 

sovereignty and traditional and cultural protocols) completely disregarded the fact that, the First 

Nations women they wanted control over, remain members of sovereign Indigenous Nations,34 

even when they are in prison. Thus, the social, political, and cultural conflicts endogenous to 

 
30 Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters, 219 and Monture-Angus, “Aboriginal women and Correctional 

Practice,” 54-55. 

 
31 Hayman, Imprisoning Our Sisters, 219-220; Monture-Angus, “Aboriginal women and Correctional 

Practice,” 55. 
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dismantled vision,” Global News, (January 10, 2019), https://globalnews.ca/news/4836380/founder-canada-first-
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Law: Comparative and Critical Perspectives, ed. Benjamin J. Richardson, Shin Imai and Kent McNeil, (Oxford: 

Hart, 2009), 246; Emily Snyder, Val Napoleon, and John Borrows, "Gender and Violence: Drawing on Indigenous 

Legal Resources," University of British Columbia Law Review 48, no. 2 (2015): 624. 

 
34 Joyce Green and Val Napoleon, “Seeking Measures of Justice: Aboriginal Women’s Rights Claims, Legal 

Orders, and Politics,” Paper presented at the Canadian Political Science Association, University of Saskatchewan on 

May 29-June 1, 2007: 3. 
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Indigenous communities, exposes several flaws in the positioning of Indigenous culture and 

tradition reclamation projects as a “solution” to addressing Indigenous women’s growing 

incarceration. 

When situated within an anti-colonial discursive framework, the tensions between the CSC 

and members of the Neekaneet First Nation reiterated that the “Indigenization” of prisons, like 

the “feminization” of prisons,35 camouflage the inherently dysfunctional nature of the prison 

system. In other words, the CSC simply added Indigenous cultures and traditions onto existing 

carceral structures without addressing the racist, sexist, and white supremacist foundation on 

which prisons were built, while also ignoring how the CSC’s agents possess violent traits, which 

when left unchecked, have resulted in severe abuses against women generally, and Indigenous 

women specifically.36 Such abuses have also occurred in the OOHL and in one instance the 

Acting Deputy Director of the prison was convicted of sexually assaulting two imprisoned 

women.37 When asked about efforts to “Indigenize” prisons through the use of Indigenous 

culture and tradition reclamation projects, Ria laughed, saying, “Don’t even get me started on 

that! It’s like, yup, we’re just going to put a tipi up here and were going to call it Indigenized.”38 

Ria’s criticism on the Indigenization of prisons is not unfounded, because the benefits of 

Indigenous cultures and traditions inside prisons are severely limited when they are implemented 

merely as symbolic gestures. For example, the OOHL is described as an “Aboriginal healing 

lodge,” but it is the CSC, a white settler colonial institution, which dictates the operational 

structure of this prison.39   

 
35 Shoshana Pollack, “You Can’t Have It Both Ways: Punishment and Treatment of Imprisoned Women,” 

Journal of Progressive Human Services. 20 (2009): 127. 

 
36 Abigail Bimman, “Female prison guards allege years of harassment, sexual abuse by male guards in 

$43.4M lawsuit,” Global News, March 12, 2018,  https://globalnews.ca/news/4079053/female-prison-guards-

harassment-sexual-abuse-lawsuit/; Jonny Wakefield, “Alberta prisoners made 67 allegations of sexual assault in the 

last five fiscal years; Only one resulted in a criminal charge,” Edmonton Journal, November 7, 2018, 
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Star Phoenix, January 12, 2019, https://thestarphoenix.com/news/crime/sask-healing-lodge-guard-convicted-of-

sexually-assaulting-two-female-inmates.  

 
38 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.   

 
39 Office of the Correctional Investigator, “Spirit Matters: Aboriginal People and the Corrections and 

Conditional Release Act, Final Report,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, October 22, 2012), https://www.oci-

bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/oth-aut/oth-aut20121022-eng.aspx. 



50 
 

Paradoxically, in Howard Saper’s 2015-16 OCI report he referred to prisons in the prairie 

provinces as “Indigenous prisons” and displayed the image of a tipi and ceremonial sweat lodge 

frame, surrounded barbed wired fences.40  The paradox lies in the fact that, while the Canadian 

federal government has stated their commitment to reconciliation by promising to implement all 

94 of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) “Calls to Action,”41 (including to 

eliminate the over-representation of Indigenous people as prisoners), this image was reminiscent 

of earlier government attempts to control, police, and prohibit Indigenous people’s spiritual, 

cultural, and traditional practices through settler colonial laws and policies. In the current 

context, settler states have moved from statements of apology to working with Indigenous people 

“heal themselves” from the legacies of colonization,42 without ever acknowledging that settler 

colonial institutions, like prisons, are inherently flawed social constructions designed to contain, 

control, and punish “deviant” bodies who fail to adhere to white settler rule.43 As a result, 

“Indigenized” prisons, remain prisons, even when they have ceremonies, because simply adding 

Indigenous culture and traditions onto carceral institutions (without dismantling the current 

structure in which prisons operate) legitimizes the settler state’s ongoing control, organization, 

and administration of Indigenous ways of knowing and being.    

The CSC’s Indigenous based programming and cultural initiatives, which are 

operationalized through the “Aboriginal Continuum of Care” and the “National Indigenous 

Plan,” are inherently flawed because they prioritize standardized risk management frameworks44 

 
40 Howard Sapers, “Annual Report of the Office of the Correctional Investigator 2015-16,” (Ottawa, ON: 
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which have “been developed on the basis of male, usually white correctional populations.”45 The 

Aboriginal Continuum of Care is a model based on research that suggests Indigenous people’s 

“successes” after release from prison are amplified when they immerse themselves in spiritual 

and cultural activities and programs, and are supported by their families and communities.46 The 

Aboriginal Continuum of Care, according to the CSC, has been developed in consultation with 

“Indigenous stakeholders and Indigenous community partners,” and is based upon a pan-

Indigenous medicine wheel model that emphasizes the importance of maintaining a physical, 

mental, emotional and spiritual balance between various aspects of self and community.47 Within 

the Okimaw Ochi Healing Lodge, the CSC insists its agents ensure “a personal life plan is 

created for each offender outlining what she needs emotionally, physically, and spiritually to 

help with her rehabilitation.”48 It further asserts, “Programs help offenders build the strength the 

need to make essential changes in their lives.”49 Yet, according to the Auditor General of 

Canada, the CSC could not identify how their Indigenous cultural programs were contributing to 

Indigenous peoples’ post-release successes and stated that CSC staff had little knowledge on 

how to address “Aboriginal social history factors” within the “management” of Indigenous 

prisoners.50  

Central to the CSC’s reintegration and public safety mandate are actuarial risk prediction 

models or risk needs and responsivity (RNR). As already indicated, James Bonta and Donald 

Andrews, both leading scholars in RNR, problematically note that this cognitive behavioural 

model is an effective tool used to rehabilitate higher “risk” prisoners by providing “responsive” 
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treatment that targets “criminogenic needs.”51 Patricia Monture-Angus strongly critiqued the use 

of risk measurement for Indigenous people broadly, and Indigenous women specifically, arguing 

that “The individualization of risk absolutely fails to take into account the impact of colonial 

oppression on the lives of Aboriginal men and women […and] what is being measured is not 

“risk” but one’s experiences as a part of an oppressed group.”52 Monture-Angus’ critique is 

accurate and many criminal justice researchers have started to identify how the “legacies” of 

trauma associated with colonialism53 contribute to Indigenous women’s criminalization (going as 

far as calling for reconciliation with Indigenous women in prisons).54 However, the limited 

discourses on “historical” trauma tend to situate colonialism neatly in the past, which fails to 

acknowledge that the criminal justice system and its actors continue to function in ways that 

maintain the white supremacist, racist, and heteropatriarchal settler colonial foundations of 

carceral institutions.55 

Equally important to the discussion on Indigenous based prison programming is the 

responsivity principle. The responsivity principle suggests that treatment should be provided in a 

way that is relevant to an individual’s learning style and personal abilities and is broken down 

into two sub-categories, general responsivity and specific responsivity.56 According to Bonta and 
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Andrews, general responsivity suggests that cognitive behavioural learning strategies are the 

most effective types of interventions for teaching people “new behaviours regardless of the type 

of behaviour.”57 However, Ria described how the programs she participated in while in prison 

were irrelevant to her life on the outside because they normalized white middle class standards, 

which were not a part of her reality:   

I’m thinking about that program WOSAP (Women Offender Substance Abuse Program) … 

And to its credit, like yeah fine, it’s a good time killer and you got to commit and show up 

and do whatever, but I don’t remember anything from it all. I seriously don’t. I remember, 

“What do you do when you feel like relapsing?” and it was like “clean your house!” You 

know! What? What if you don’t have a fucking house to clean?58 

Ria was cognizant of the multiple failures of prison-based programming and like Abby was 

forced by prison administrators and correctional staff to continue to participate in the CSC’s 

ineffective programs. As Abby states: “When I got sent back [to prison], I asked [staff] Why am 

I doing cog skills [Cognitive behavioural skills programming] again? I have to sit in this class 

again? I was so pissed off, and none of that stuff helped me. Not any of it at all.”59 Prison staff 

viewed Abby’s return to prison as the result of her own personal dysfunctions, rather than a 

product of the CSC’s failure. Additionally, the federal government’s massive investments in the 

“Indigenization” of prisons incorrectly suggests that Indigenous women’s ongoing 

criminalization is a “cultural problem” rather than an inherent problem with settler colonial 

carceral states and their institutions. As a result, Indigenous women are expected by prison and 

parole administration to employ the cognitive behaviours skills they learned in prison 

programming and desensitize themselves to, ignore, and persevere during the multiple 

oppressions they face daily within the context of settler colonialism. 

The CSC contracts the services of Elders and other Indigenous advisors who provide 

consultation on Indigenous cultural and traditions based programs and services.60 However, the 

CSC and their staff know little about Indigenous cultures, protocols, and the role Elders play 
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outside of carceral institutional contexts.61 As a result, the consultation and work Indigenous 

advisors provide for prisons are often romanticized and delivered in a way that homogenizes 

Indigenous cultures and traditions to fit within institutional contexts. According to the CSC, their 

Indigenous programs are based on a holistic approach (medicine wheel teachings) which 

supports Indigenous prisoners as they embark on their life-long: 

spiritual, emotional and/or psychological [healing] journey whereby one strives to be in 

harmony with all living things on Mother Earth. . . . The telling of stories, sharing of 

traditional teachings and participation in sacred ceremonies serve to assist the individual in 

following the Red Road to healing. When one lives and walks the Red Road, one is seen 

and deemed to be whole in body, mind, spirit, emotions and behaviour.62  

One factor that contributes the romanticization of Indigenous cultures and traditions lies in the 

fact that the CSC assumes that Indigenous culture and traditions are equally accessible outside 

the confines of carceral spaces and the extent to which criminalized people, who embrace 

Indigenous culture and traditions, are welcomed back into both, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

communities. Ria spoke to the multiple ways in which she embraced Indigenous cultures and 

traditions for her own personal healing and, when she got out of prison, she still faced stigma and 

marginalization within the urban community due to her formerly incarcerated and criminalized 

status. She explained:  

So now, there’s still lots of people in the world who want to say “well you’re just a fucking 

junkie” or you’re this or you’re that. You’re a criminal. You’re a convict. How about you 

are somebody who has been through a lot of shit in your life and you have made some 

choices, but those choices were constrained.63 

Despite Ria’s commitment to her own healing and to what is considered the “Red Road,” she 

continued to be judged and stigmatized due to her former criminalization, which speaks to 

aspects of Indigenous women’s lived experiences that are not taken into account within the 

construction and delivery of Indigenous cultural programs in prison.  

The CSC’s continued emphasis on “Indigenizing” prisons also overstates the degree to 

which Indigenous cultures and traditions are present and practiced within rural and urban 

communities, which constructs communities outside of prisons as cultural safe havens. Ria 
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identified the disconnect between prison programming rhetoric and her own experiences while 

transitioning outside of prison. Her experiences reveal how prison set her up for disappointment 

when trying to access Indigenous cultures and traditions while in her community:   

I would show up to certain sweat lodges and because I couldn’t speak Cree, I wasn’t 

allowed in there. I had to learn these things the hard way and how do you have a 

conversation to people about those things when they want to learn their culture? There’s so 

many different aspects to what people are facing as they are trying to reintegrate. What’s 

the right way to get into ceremonies? 

In a similar fashion, Brie spoke about how her experiences with Indigenous culture inside prison 

left her feeling frustrated with the lack of access to Indigenous culture outside of prison and said  

“[while in prison] we had all the Elders around and then we would have our sharing circle and 

stuff like that and then when you get out it is just not there.”64 Abby also indicated that there was 

a lack of Indigenous cultural based supports and programming in Saskatoon after her release 

from prison and insisted: “I looked out for myself.”65 She also noted the division between on-

reserve and urban First Nation community members in terms of access to supports and 

programming explaining: “I don’t even want to be buried out there [on reserve]. And it’s not 

being crude, I’ve never lived out there. My kids never lived out there. Every time they have a 

program it is just like for people living on the reserve and I’m not being jealous, but that 

separates us.”66 Abby and Ria’s stories speak to the multiple ways in which settler colonial 

carceral logics, regarding addictions, poverty, and criminality, permeates all aspects of settler 

colonial states like Canada, and reveals the extent to which such views have also colonized 

Indigenous communities. These women’s experiences shed light on the difficulty in the CSC’s 

ongoing prioritization of Indigenous cultures and traditions, to promote their strategic goals for 

supporting prisoner post-release “successes,” especially when many Indigenous people often find 

it difficult to identity with “traditional” culture and ceremony that is promoted within prisons.67 
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Within the CSC’s “Aboriginal friendly” program models, Elders and Indigenous advisors 

are required to fulfill a long list of duties, including: promoting healing, providing counselling, 

conducting ceremonies, passing on teachings, helping Indigenous prisoners to re-establish 

kinship ties, and working with the CSC and various communities to plan for Indigenous peoples’ 

transitions out of prisons.68 The CSC management outlines a rigid regime for reporting how 

Indigenous cultures and traditions are used within their prisons and programming that promotes 

racialized binaries of “tradition” and “modernity” which according to Mary Jane McCallum 

depicts Indigenous people “as culturally incapable of withstanding change over time.”69 For 

example, in her work on the Parole Board of Canada, Sarah Turnbull problematized how Elders 

are required to quantify Indigenous prisoners’ level of engagement with Indigenous cultures. She 

revealed that Elders are asked to report on where Indigenous prisoners are at on their “healing 

journey” and prepare a healing plan, which measures prisoners’ progress based on if “’s/he 

acknowledge[s] a spiritual name,’ ‘understand[s] who s/he is,’ ‘understand[s] the four 

dimensions of human nature,’ and understands ‘the symbolism of the sweat lodge’.”70 Such a 

framing standardizes Indigenous prisoners engagement with Indigenous culture and traditions in 

a way that ignores how peoples’ cultures and traditions evolve overtime and some aspects of 

tradition were historically, designed and altered to accommodate Indigenous peoples’ context 

specific realities.71 For example, Baskin outlines how Indigenous traditions have evolved 

overtime in ways that regulates Indigenous women’s bodies and dictates how women can (by 

wearing skirts) or cannot (during menstrual cycles) participate in ceremonies based on cultural 
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and traditional protocols which have been majorly influenced by Christianity and Victorian rules 

of femininity.72  

Martin Silverstein also examined the strategies the National Parole Board of Canada used 

to assess the level of “risk” Indigenous prisoners posed to the public. He revealed that the CSC 

prison staff often coerced Indigenous prisoners to join “Aboriginal programming” because prison 

administration, including the parole board, perceived Indigenous cultures as an important tool in 

the management of “troublesome” Indigenous prisoners.73  Silverstein’s investigation into the 

role race plays in the decisions made by the parole board uncovers a layer of complexity 

involved in how the CSC and other criminal justice agents employ Indigenous cultures and 

traditions as a mechanism of social control which advances the settler state’s bio-political agenda 

to “manage” Indigenous populations. Struthers Montford and Moore argue that the CSC has 

established a type of Indigeneity which is “consistent with archetypes historically deployed and 

relied on to advance the colonial project. . . . ‘the good Indian who is friendly, hospitable, brave, 

handsome dignified, and innocent; and the bad Indian who is brutal, cruel, warring, lecherous, 

dirty, lazy, and thieving’.”74 As a result, Silverstein argues that it is not uncommon to find 

Indigenous prisoners sitting with eagle feathers in a parole board hearing, while criminal justice 

agents question the prisoner about their level of commitment to Indigenous cultures.75 While the 

CSC uses Indigenous cultures and traditions as a mechanism of social control inside of prisons, 

Martel and Brassard argue that Indigenous women negotiate their identities in more nuanced and 

political ways, by sometimes adopting the prison’s homogenous definitions of Indigenous 

identity to appease prison officials, and other times refuse Indigenous identity to avoid being 

categorized as “risky” by prison officials.76 While the women who contributed to this research 

did not speak of politicizing their Indigenous identities inside prison, they did speak to how their 
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Indigenous cultures and traditions were used by prison staff as another way to maintain control 

and regulate Indigenous women in prison through carceral logics of surveillance.  

Indigenous women’s accounts of their experiences with prison programming exposes how 

mechanisms of social control and surveillance also invade Indigenous cultural programming 

which eroded the women’s trust in the prison “healing” process. For example, to receive the 

CSC’s support for parole, Meya’s conditions for her correctional “healing plan” required her to 

complete the Spirit of a Warrior program. However, the program facilitators forced her to 

withdraw because she refused to cry during the program and the facilitators accused her of not 

taking “her healing seriously.”77 The Spirit of a Warrior program was a mandatory component on 

Meya’s healing plan and when she took the program for a second time, she explained how the 

program facilitators told the participants that “she [the Elder] was given all of our records and 

files from [CSC] staff before she met us and that she was supposed to write final reports on all of 

us. How the hell are we supposed to trust that process when we know we are being recorded?”78  

Meya was told by the CSC’s staff that she would have to wait until she completed the Spirit of a 

Warrior program to gain support from the CSC administration for community release. However, 

she did not complete her program in time and like the many other Indigenous women, she was 

forced to waive her parole hearing and remained in prison until her statutory release date.79  

The Spirit of a Warrior program is a violence prevention program, which is based on a 

cognitive behavioral approach to healing and is often positioned as a mandatory program for 

Indigenous women with violent pasts. The program is designed to expose the participant’s layers 

of trauma and histories or abuse that may contribute to one’s criminalized status.80 The program 

has been commended by the CSC, and supported by Patti LaBoucane Benson, current Canadian 

Senator and member of Native Counselling Services of Alberta, as an effective culturally 

sensitive mechanism for helping Indigenous women “explore their acts of violence” and help 

women develop “appropriate and healthy alternatives to violence.”81 The CSC further insists that 
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“The program attempts to guide women back to a more natural and non-violent way of life 

through ceremonies and cultural rituals.”82 Implied within the statement is the assumption that 

Indigenous societies, or more specifically, Indigenous women were historically non-violent, but 

Snyder, Napoleon, and Borrows argue that such generalities, overlook the ways in which 

Indigenous people have responded to violence throughout time, and are dangerous because they 

contribute to the erasure of Indigenous legal resources created to deal with violence in 

Indigenous communities.83 

Nonetheless, Natalie was adamant that the Spirit of a Warrior program she accessed in 

prison helped her while inside the prison. She explained, “That one was like life changing. It 

touched base with the things I didn’t even know I had issues with.”84 However, prison programs 

are invasive and Brie, like Meya, spoke at length about her discomfort with the amount of 

oversight the prison administration maintained throughout her incarceration which undermined 

her trust in the healing process, noting: 

We know that everything we say or do is being scrutinized, evaluated, recorded, or it’s 

being used in different ways and no wonder why people don’t want to talk, because if I 

say something, then it’s taken this way or when I looked at some of my reports, I was like 

… what the hell!! Where the hell did this all come from? Just because I said something. 

Like planning an escape? I don’t think so! (laughing) frick man!85 

The prison system’s continued emphasis on maintaining control, surveillance, and punishment 

through risk management schemes not only standardizes Indigenous women’s healing in ways 

that undermine much of the women’s trust in the Indigenous based traditions and cultural 

programs, but also revictimizes Indigenous women by having them display their trauma while 

knowing they are being recorded and judged by people who work for prisons. In 2009, women at 

the Okimaw Ochi Healing Lodge commented on the CSC’s approach to Indigenous healing, one 

woman noted: “[…Healing Lodge staff] want you to heal too fast and on their terms.”86 Another 

argued, “call it prisons and [say] we are going to punish people. Don’t call it rehabilitation and 
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re-integration, because it is not. You can’t have it both ways.”87 There is a significant division 

between the theories supporting the Indigenization of prisons and how it is employed in practice. 

I argue that the Indigenization of prisons is not only flawed in its conception but is in its 

execution.  

Settler colonial prisons in Canada are now often referred to as the new residential 

schools.88 There is truth to this analogy. Abby drew parallels between the punishment she 

received as a child while under the care of nuns and the punishment she received while in prison, 

inferring that her experiences in residential school prepared her for her life in prison.89 Abby’s 

experiences are not uncommon and in fact, many survivors of the Indian Residential Schools 

system (IRS)90 revealed that residential schools were in fact prisons for children.91 The 

residential school system punished Indigenous peoples for speaking their language and 

practicing their cultures, and when we examine the CSC’s mandated healing programs, the 

prison system punishes Indigenous women for not adhering to settler colonial imposed healing 

plans, which are now a method of social control in settler colonial carceral systems. Anke 

Allspach is correct to insist that according to the sixty-eight formerly incarcerated women who 

participated in her study, (representing different ethnic and cultural backgrounds), “the culturally 

sensitive and women-centred prison programming constitutes one of Canada’s national myths.”92 

The myth that prisons can rehabilitate individuals while simultaneously “punishing” them for not 

following a “healing plan” reveals the extent to which the implementation of Indigenous cultural 

programs inside prisons is not aimed towards helping Indigenous women “heal,” but in fact is a 
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method of social control designed to advance and achieve settler colonial carceral goals and 

objectives. 

While such critiques may indicate that there are no benefits to having access to culture and 

tradition while incarcerated, the women who contributed to this research disagreed. The women 

in my research revealed that their first experiences with Indigenous cultures and traditions 

occurred inside the prison and having access to Elders, their teachings, and ceremonies helped 

them cope with, and survive their experiences of imprisonment. This is not uncommon, and in 

fact the literature highlights that for many criminalized Indigenous people, their first encounters 

with generalized notions of Indigenous culture and traditions, problematically occurs in prison.93 

However, it is imperative to reiterate that this research seeks to understand how Indigenous 

cultures and traditions facilitated Indigenous women’s post-release transitions, not if Indigenous 

culture and traditions are effective for healing in prisons. Meya’s first experiences with 

ceremony occurred inside of the prison and she remarked: 

I developed severe anxiety issues while I was locked up and I did whatever I could to cope 

with that. Some days my anxiety would be so bad that I went into full panic mode because 

I thought I was going to die and so I did ceremony, I did meditation, I read self-help books, 

I did whatever I could to help myself because there is no escape inside prison.94 

Likewise, Ria confessed, “I think that being at the Healing Lodge was the first time that I was 

able to get a clear understanding of those sacred teachings. I fell in love with all the Elders that 

came there.”95 When asked if the ceremonies helped her while she was inside prisons, Natalie 

asserted:  

It did help me. The ceremonies helped me so much. I respect that still to this day. I think 

it’s bad for people to even smoke pot if they want to be around ceremony and stuff. So, the 

protocols and values and Elders and teachings, they always scared me (laughs) . . . like oh 

my god! Somebody is watching me!96  
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On the surface, these stories appear to corroborate much of the criminal justice literature that 

now advocates the use and effectiveness of Indigenous cultural traditions for Indigenous 

women’s post-release transitions. However, as I will discuss in chapter 3, none of the women, in 

my research spoke about how the Indigenization of prisons or Indigenous based programming 

was beneficial to their post-release transitions. Instead, the women continuously articulated their 

frustrations with the disconnect between criminal justice rhetoric on the effectiveness of prison 

programs for their “post-release successes” and their own lived experiences while transitioning 

out of prisons and back into urban communities.  

This research is guided by Indigenous women’s standpoints, which acknowledges that 

Indigenous women’s experiences and perspectives on the efficacy of Indigenous cultural 

programs in prisons for post-release experiences will differ based on context. Indigenous women 

who have life-long connections to their own Nation’s culture and familial traditions may have 

different experiences from Indigenous women who grew up in urban contexts and alienated from 

their cultures and traditions. As Ria articulates: 

Being Indigenous and not coming from having the heritage, the culture, and being raised 

traditionally, trying to find my way in the world. So that, if anything, has been, [and] is still 

a struggle for me. Because you get judged by Indigenous people, like oh “you’re too 

fucking white” or “too this” or “you’re too good” and then you get judged by [white 

people] like I walk into a bank and my hair is piled on my head, and I’m not wearing 

makeup and I’m just targeted as an uneducated drunk Indian woman. Until I open my 

mouth and start talking or I have to lay out all my accomplishments and have this five-

minute speech about who I am so that people will respect me.97 

Stereotypes of Indigenous women within settler colonial societies abound, and there is a 

tendency for criminal justice system to perpetuate false portrayals of Indigeneity that 

problematically constructs and reifies the dichotomy of the “authentic” (traditional, healed, rural) 

vs “inauthentic” (modern, criminalized, urban) “Indian.”98 Missing from the CSC’s Indigenous 

culture and prison based programs is an acknowledgment that discussions on “who qualifies as 

Indigenous,” and “what an authentic Indigenous identity actually is,” are highly contested topics 

within Indigenous communities99 and Ria’s experiences exemplify this contestation. The CSC’s 
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failure to acknowledge Indigenous women’s densities,100 and complexities, as they navigate their 

post-release transitions into urban spaces also ignores the many ways in which “Indigeneity 

survives, adapts, and innovates in modern cities.”101 

The CSC is mandated by legislation to provide programs and services that are responsive 

to Indigenous peoples’ “unique set of needs to support their successful reintegration,”102 but the 

institution’s staff and administrators know little, if anything about Indigenous people, their 

histories, their cultures, their densities, the diversity that exists between Indigenous people, and 

their lived realities. Laura Booth outlined the obligations of the CSC, where the institution uses a 

(RNR) gender-responsive framework to provide programs which are “women-centred, holistic, 

and acknowledge the diversity of women offenders within a supportive environment.”103  

However, the Indigenous women who contributed to this research argued that their 

experiences with Indigenous based prison programming reveals how the CSC’s and the federal 

government’s continued emphasis on the inclusion of gender and diversity within its institutions 

is a faulty initiative that has done nothing to change the punitive and controlling nature of the 

prison itself. And while the women’s stories central to this chapter demonstrate that certain 

aspects of their experiences with Indigenous based prison programming were beneficial for 

coping with, and surviving their imprisonment, most of what the CSC and its agents promote as 

Indigenous tradition and cultural models of healing over-generalize and romanticize Indigenous 

women’s lived experiences outside of prisons. As a result, Indigenous women’s post-release 

realities are oversimplified, while their criminalization and imprisonment continue to be 

constructed as “problems” requiring cultural solutions, rather than as a product of ongoing settler 

colonialism.  

In the next chapter, the women’s stories challenge the CSC’s assertion that it is providing 

Indigenous women with the tools they require to negotiate their transitions from prisons to their 

 
100 Chris Anderson uses the term “density” to highlight that Indigeneity is dynamic, complex, and must not 

simply be reduced to rigid discussions of Indigenous “difference.” For more information see Chris Andersen, 

“Critical Indigenous Studies: From Difference to Density,” Cultural Studies Review, Vol. 15, 2 (2009): 80-100. 

 
101 Andersen and Peters, Indigenous in the City, 2. 

 
102 Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release,” no page.  

 
103 Laura Booth, “Effective Correctional Programming for Women Offenders,” Research Report R-279 

(Ottawa: Correctional Service Canada, 2012), no page.  
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communities. The women provide definitions of their own post-release successes, reveal what 

worked for them, and provide suggestions for developing social, economic, and cultural supports 

to help other women transition from prisons to urban communities in Saskatchewan. 
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Chapter 3: Indigenous Women’s Negotiation of Successes 

In 1990, Fran Sugar and Lana Fox (both once imprisoned in Kingston’s Prison for Women) 

conducted a survey on the experiences of federally sentenced women in the community. This 

took place alongside their work with the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW).1 

The authors interviewed 39 Indigenous women who shared their personal life histories and 

described the factors that contributed to their criminalization and imprisonment.2 The women’s 

stories detailed the horrific levels of abuse and violence they faced at the hands of men within 

their families, their communities, and within prisons. The women called for more avenues to 

engage in culturally relevant programming and to practice their spiritual beliefs (while in prison) 

without being subjected to the violence and abuse that had contributed to their former and 

current criminalized statuses. The solution for these women, was healing, and they firmly 

believed that it was other Indigenous people who could design and deliver such programs 

because they shared common experiences of racism.3 However, as the years passed by, the 

Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) dismantled the vision of the women who contributed to 

the Survey on Federally Sentenced Women and TFFSW by retaining control over the prison 

operational structure and the administration of Indigenous cultural and traditions based 

programming.4    

 Sugar and Fox expressed the pain they felt while participating as members of the TFFSW 

and were apprehensive to share their stories because they felt that every study that had been 

conducted on Indigenous women’s experiences with the federal prison system had not resulted in 

the changes they desperately wanted.5 Their participants felt the same. One asked: “Why are you 

doing this (research for the Task Force)? What the fuck will it do? What about those women that 

 
1 Fran Sugar and Lana Fox, “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women in the Community,” 

(Correctional Service of Canada, Government of Canada), January 15, 1990. https://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/publications/fsw/nativesurvey/surveye03-eng.shtml. 

 
2 Sugar and Fox, “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women”. 

 
3 Sugar and Fox, “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women”. 

 
4 Abagail Bimman, ‘There’s nothing left there’: A founder of Canada’s first healing lodge says CSC 

dismantled vision,” Global News, (January 10, 2019), https://globalnews.ca/news/4836380/founder-canada-first-

healing-lodge-csc-vision/. 
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are still there? . . . Who is putting anything into the lifers of all the prisoners in Canada. Nobody 

gives a fuck about nobody.”6 The frustration voiced by the Indigenous women incarcerated in 

Kingston’s Prison for Women (P4W) was not unfounded. They spoke of being categorized at 

higher security levels, being held in maximum security settings for longer periods of time,7 and 

according to Johnson and Rodgers, in 1991 Indigenous women in federal prisons, were more 

likely to have served a previous term of incarceration in federal prisons.8 And little has changed. 

Thirty years after the release of the Creating Choices report Indigenous women are still 

imprisoned at alarming rates and comprise 42% of all women in prison;9 they are less likely to 

receive day or full parole; are more likely to be released on statutory release;10 and (according to 

criminal justice standards) are less “successful” post-release.11  

The CSC reveals that, compared to men, women often have positive outcomes when 

released from prison. They have higher rates of “success” on full parole, they are less likely to 

re-offend while under supervision, and the likelihood of women re-offending violently is 

considered “extremely low.”12 Yet, when we further analyze the post-release experiences of 

women with a race lens, Indigenous women fare far worse than their non-Indigenous 

counterparts. According to Thompson and Gobeil, Indigenous women were: “. . . more likely to 

 
6 Sugar and Fox, “Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women,” no page.  

 
7 Sugar and Fox, no page.  

 
8 Holly Johnson and Karen Rodgers, “A Statistical Overview of Women and Crime in Canada,” in In Conflict 

with the Law: Women and The Canadian Justice System. ed., Ellen Adelburg and Claudia Currie (Vancouver: Press 

Gang Publishers, 1993), 111. 

 
9 The Office of the Correctional Investigator, “Indigenous People in Federal Custody Surpasses 30%: 

Correctional Investigator Issues Statement and Challenge,” (Ottawa: Canada), January 21, 2020, https://www.oci-

bec.gc.ca/cnt/comm/press/press20200121-eng.aspx. 

 
10 Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release—Correctional 

Service Canada,” (Ottawa: Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2016),  

https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201611_03_e_41832.html. 

 
11 Ivan Zinger, “The Office of The Correctional Investigator, Annual Report 2017–2018,” (Ottawa, ON: 

Canada, 2018), https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/pdf/annrpt/annrpt20172018-eng.pdf; Ashley McConnell, Sara 

Rubenfeld, Jennie Thompson, and Renée Gobeil, “A profile of women under community supervision,” Research 

Report R-287. (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service of Canada, 2014), https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/research/005008-

0287-eng.shtml.  

 
12 Correctional Service Canada, “Community Strategy for Women Offenders,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, 

December 2013), https://www.csc-scc.gc.ca/publications/fsw/wos22/wos22-eng.shtml#1. 
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be convicted of violent offences, to be assessed as higher risk, to break institutional rules, and to 

be placed in segregation. They were also less frequently granted a discretionary release, and 

more frequently returned to custody after release.”13 These persistent statistical disparities 

highlight a disconnect between the prison rhetoric on the effectiveness of Indigenous healing 

programs on incarcerated peoples’ “rehabilitation” and community “reintegration” and 

Indigenous peoples’ lived realities, suggesting that Indigenous prisoners still fare far worse (both 

inside and outside of prisons), even when they engage in prison programing. 

The Indigenous women interviewed for this study agree. Ria (research partner) insisted, 

“We saw them. We saw them come back; we saw them leave. Like one time I saw the same 

woman leave and come back like three times! Like, what are you missing? So instead of bringing 

her back to jail, why wasn’t there something in place to create that safety for women to say what 

she needed?” [emphasis added]14 Ria’s observations are correct: there are scant15 community 

social, economic, and cultural supports available to formerly incarcerated Indigenous women 

transitioning from prisons to communities within Saskatchewan.16 As a result, Indigenous 

women leave prisons and many are re-imprisoned, because federal and provincial governments 

continue to invest in the “Indigenization” and expansion of prisons, but will not provide the same 

social, economic, and cultural supports to Indigenous women outside of prisons.   

Economic security, housing, and social supports are all crucial for the mental, emotional, 

and physical well-being of Indigenous women living in settler colonial capitalist societies, and 

the women who contributed to this research cited significant barriers to employment, housing, 

and post-release community supports, within Saskatchewan. Additionally, all the women who 

contributed to this study indicated that they immersed themselves in Indigenous cultures and 

 
13 J Thompson and R. Gobeil, “Aboriginal women: An overview of the correctional process from admission 

to warrant expiry,” (Research Report R-342), (Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service of Canada, 2015), https://www.csc-

scc.gc.ca/research/005008-r342-eng.shtml. 

 
14 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  

 
15 It is worth noting that many existing programs and community organizations in Saskatchewan also have 

limits to the types of services they can, or are, willing to offer. 

 
16 In Saskatchewan, the Elizabeth Fry Society is the only organization that dedicates their services to helping 

criminalized women both inside, and outside of prisons. According to their website they have a staff of five women 

who also provide services and support for women caught within the federal and provincial jails. See: Elizabeth Fry 

Society of Saskatchewan Website, “Our Team,” https://elizabethfrysask.org/who-we-are/ourteam.  
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traditions while inside prisons, but the social, political, and cultural barriers that prevented them 

from accessing Indigenous culture and traditions before their imprisonment, remained firmly in 

place when they were released from prison.  

This chapter reveals that Indigenous women negotiate their transitions from prisons to 

urban communities in Saskatchewan while resisting settler colonial domination, stigmatization, 

and ongoing criminalization in Saskatchewan, with limited social, economic, and cultural 

supports. Post-release success in the prison literature is often framed in reference to the reduction 

of “recidivism,” one’s personal conformity to living as a “law abiding” citizen, and as well as 

one’s ability to “successfully reintegrate” back into society after release from prison.17 However, 

the women involved in this research resisted hegemonic definitions of “success” and redefined 

their post-release successes based on their ability to live free from fear of violence, free from the 

fear of criminal justice persecution, and free from the social stigma and labels associated with 

their criminalized statuses and their pasts. Their definitions of personal success were not tied to 

wealth, status, power, or their ability to stay out of prison after release. As Ria clearly articulates: 

“They [society] focus on the material aspects that says you need a car, you need a job, you need 

a home, you need credit, and if you don’t have those things then you are nothing. So, you take 

somebody like me who is getting out of prison, if that’s the standard for success, then I’m still a 

fucking failure.”18 Instead, the women interviewed for this research stressed the need for 

relationships and financial investments into social, economic, and cultural community support 

systems that are not constrained by settler colonial carceral practices and policies of social 

control.  

3.1: Who Gets to Decide “What Works”? 

The ongoing criminalization of Indigenous peoples within settler colonial Canada has prompted 

significant debates in how to best understand and reduce the numbers of Indigenous people 

 
17 Jennifer E. Cobbina, “Reintegration Success and Failure: Factors Impacting Reintegration Among 

Incarcerated and Formerly Incarcerated Women,” Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 49:3, (2010): 210-

232, DOI: 10.1080/10509671003666602; Sherri Doherty, Pamela Forrester, Amanda Brazil and Flora I. Matheson, 

“Finding Their Way: Conditions for Successful Reintegration Among Women Offenders,” Journal of Offender 

Rehabilitation, 53:7, (2014): 562-586, DOI: 10.1080/10509674.2014.944740; Peggy C. Giordano, Stephen A. 

Cernkovich, and Jennifer L. Rudolph, "Gender, crime, and desistance: Toward a theory of cognitive 

transformation," American journal of sociology 107, no. 4 (2002): 990-1064. 

 
18 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  
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confined within carceral institutions and support “community reintegration” efforts.19 Emerging 

from these debates are theories on “what works”20 strategies, some of which argue that the 

solution to the “Indigenous incarceration problem” lies in the processes of reconciliation and 

Indigenous healing.21 Indigenous cultural reclamation projects and the push towards “cultural 

understanding” is a prominent feature of settler colonial carceral institutions, and the CSC and 

criminal justice researchers now argue that Indigenous people have better post-prison outcomes 

when they immerse themselves in Indigenous cultures and traditions.22 However, the existing 

criminal justice research on the effectiveness of Indigenous based prison programming on 

Indigenous women’s post-release realities reveals conflicting results.  

There is no doubt that Indigenous cultures and traditions have had significant impacts on 

the health and well-being of many Indigenous people, thus, it is important to reiterate here that 

this research does not ask if: “Indigenous cultures and traditions are helpful for Indigenous 

peoples’ healing, but rather: “If efforts to “Indigenize” prisons are helpful for Indigenous women 

 
19 Carol La Prairie, “Aboriginal over-representation in the criminal justice system,” Canadian Journal of 

Criminology 44(2) (2002): 181–208; Emma Laroque, “Re-Examining Culturally Appropriate Models in Criminal 

Justice Applications,” in M. Asch (ed.), Aboriginal and Treaty Rights in Canada: Essays on Law, Equity, and 

Respect for Difference, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997); Shelley Trevethan, Moore, J.-P. and Allegri, N, “The ‘In 

Search of Your Warrior’ Program for Aboriginal Offenders: A Preliminary Evaluation, Research Report R-172,” 

(Ottawa, ON: Correctional Service Canada 2005).  

 
20 The “what works model” emerged after Robert Martinson, an American Sociologist, undertook a massive 

study looking at the effects of rehabilitation on offender recidivism. In 1974, Martinson reported his research 

findings concluding that “with few and isolated exceptions […] rehabilitative efforts…have had no appreciable 

effects on recidivism.” See: Robert Martinson, “What Works? Questions and answers about Prison Reform,” The 

Public Interest, Vol, 35, (1974): 25. Critical criminologists and feminist scholars challenged this arguing that instead 

of focusing primarily on what “does not work,” research must also seek to uncover “what does work” in terms of 

criminal rehabilitation and reducing recidivism. See: Francis T. Cullen and Paul Gendreau, “From Nothing Works to 

What Works: Changing Professional Ideology in the 21st Century,” The Prison Journal, Vol 81, Issue 3, (2001): 

314.  

 
21 Brittany Barker et al., “Aboriginal Street-Involved Youth Experience Elevated Risk of Incarceration,” 

Public Health 129, no. 12 (December 2015): 1662–68, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2015.08.003; Carol LaPrairie, 

“Native Women and Crime: A Theoretical Model - Google Scholar,” accessed July 9, 2020, 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Native+women+and+crime%3A+a+theoretical+model&ie=utf8&oe=utf8; 

Denis C. Bracken, Lawrence Deane, and Larry Morrissette, “Desistance and Social Marginalization: The Case of 

Canadian Aboriginal Offenders,” Theoretical Criminology 13, no. 1 (February 2009): 61–78, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1362480608100173. 

 
22 Raymond Sioui, and Jacques Thibault, "Examining reintegration potential for Aboriginal offenders," In 

Forum on Corrections Research, vol. 14, no. 3, (2002): 49-51; Doug Heckbert and Douglas Turkington, "Turning 

Points: Factors related to the successful reintegration of Aboriginal offenders," In Forum on corrections research, 

vol. 14, no. 3 (2002): 55-57; Shelley Trevethan, Nicole Crutcher, and Christopher Rastin, “An Examination of 

Healing Lodges for Federal Offenders in Canada,” Correctional Service of Canada, January 1, 2002. 
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transitioning from prison to communities in Saskatchewan.” The OCI argues that incarcerated 

Indigenous people are more “successful” post-release when they have access to Indigenous 

cultures and traditions and are reconnected with spirituality, but has released annual reports that 

reveal steady increases in Indigenous peoples’ representation inside prisons.23 Additionally, the 

OCI report cites the CSC’s research that argues that Indigenous based prison programming is 

beneficial for reducing incidences of Indigenous peoples’ self-harm and helps them deal with 

past trauma, but this report does not reveal how such programs are contributing to post-release 

“successes.”24  

The Auditor General of Canada also cites the CSC’s research that indicates that 

“Aboriginal” programming is effective for reducing Indigenous peoples’ recidivism while they 

are serving their time in the community.25 Yet in this same report, the Auditor General confirms 

that the CSC could not state how Indigenous cultural programming was beneficial for Indigenous 

women’s (or men’s) transitions from prisons to their respective communities and recommends 

that the CSC develop tools for detailing the benefits of such programs.26 The reported 

contradictions on the efficacy of Indigenous cultural programs (on the post-release experiences 

of Indigenous prisoners) exposes that the CSC’s control, administration, and delivery of 

Indigenous culture and traditions inside prisons is a political ploy intended to create the image of 

cultural sensitivity and provide accommodations for Indigenous people, while advancing settler 

colonial state building projects.27 It is important to note here that I do not agree with the Auditor 

General’s recommendations to develop tools to quantify the benefits of culture and traditions on 

Indigenous peoples’ healing. When the Indigenous women involved in the Task Force on 

 
23 Howard Sapers, “The Office of the Correctional Investigator: Annual Report 2014-2015,” (Ottawa: 

Canada) 2015: 39, https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/pdf/annrpt/annrpt20142015-eng.pdf. 

 
24 J.N Beaudette, A Nolan, J Power, D.D Varis, and M.B. Ritchie, “A Culturally-Informed and Culturally-

Safe Exploration of Self-Injury Desistance in Aboriginal Offenders,” Research Report R-319, (Ottawa, ON: 

Correctional Service of Canada, 2014).  

 
25 Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release,” (2016). 

 
26 For more information see the Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for 

Release,” (2016), para. 3.55. 

  
27 Robert Nichols, "The Colonialism of Incarceration," Radical Philosophy Review Volume 17, number 2 

(2014): 435–455; Vicki Chartrand, "Unsettled times: Indigenous incarceration and the links between Colonialism 

and the Penitentiary in Canada," Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice 61, no. 3 (2019): 67-89;  

Kelly Struthers Montford and Dawn Moore, "The Prison as Reserve: Governmentality, Phenomenology, And 

Indigenizing the Prison (Studies)," New Criminal Law Review 21, No. 4 (2018): 640-663. 
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Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW) advocated for Indigenous women’s access to culturally 

relevant programs and services in prison, they did not intend for their cultures, traditions, and 

healing to become part of the CSC’s actuarial tools to determine risks, needs, and parole or 

release eligibility.28 Nonetheless, this is exactly what has happened. 

The growing number of imprisoned Indigenous people generally, and Indigenous women 

specifically, reveals several disconnects between the CSC research that boasts the effectiveness 

of its Indigenous based programming for Indigenous women’s post-release realities in urban 

Saskatchewan communities. In fact, none of the women interviewed for this research spoke 

about how the “Indigenization” of prisons or Indigenous based programs were beneficial for 

their post-release transitions back into urban spaces in Saskatchewan. When I asked Brie if 

Indigenous cultures and traditions were an important aspect of her post-release successes in 

Saskatchewan, she said:  

You know what? No. That would be something they should look into. Well, I don’t know 

if they changed it, but back then they didn’t mention any Elder’s organizations or 

somewhere you can go to talk to Elders. No, there wasn’t any of that. They pretty much 

just had you seeing a psychologist for follow up. I seen her [psychologist] right up until my 

stat [statutory release date] and then my parole officer. But the Aboriginal programming? 

There was nothing. There would be AA [Alcoholics Anonymous] and NA [Narcotics 

Anonymous] meetings to go to, but that was pretty much about it. There wasn’t anything 

after. When I think about it, that would have been nice actually.29 

Brie was released to Saskatoon after her imprisonment, had been reimprisoned several times, and 

has now spent several years out of prisons. However, her experiences remain relevant today 

because there is still only one organization who provides its services to criminalized women in 

Saskatchewan. The Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan (EFSS) is the only organization that 

specifically dedicates their services to helping criminalized women both inside, and outside of 

prisons. According to the EFSS website, they currently have a staff of five women who provide 

services and support for women, and the families of women, who are caught within the federal 

 
28 Patricia Monture-Angus, "Women and Risk: Aboriginal Women, Colonialism, and Correctional 

Practice," Canadian Woman Studies 19, no. 1-2 (1999): 24-29. 

 
29 Brie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  
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and provincial jails and the only office they have is located at Station 20, an inner-city hub, in 

Saskatoon.30  

The EFSS’s limited staff and a mandate to service all criminalized women in the province 

of Saskatchewan via an office centrally located in Saskatoon, indicates that many women will 

not have access to the services they provide. For example, Natalie was released back into Regina 

after her imprisonment and revealed that she did not access the support of the Elizabeth Fry 

Society because their office was located in Saskatoon.31 Annoyed with the lack of transitional 

supports provided to her by the CSC and the National Parole Board, Natalie explained how she 

was left on her own to find stuff, adding:  

They need to have like an Aboriginal liaison that knows different things in the 

community because there’s really nothing once you get out. You’re like left on your own 

to figure it out or they send you to their stuff that is mandatory, like AA [Alcoholics 

Anonymous], NA [Narcotics Anonymous]. For myself, I rebelled against that.”32  

Natalie’s testimony clearly reveals that Indigenous women do know what they need to help ease 

the many complexities associated with their release from prisons, and simple solutions, such as 

providing adequate access to information, and ensuring access to relevant community supports, 

can contribute to Indigenous women’s post-release successes. The women’s information on lack 

of community support is not new and supports previous research33 conducted on the experiences 

of formerly incarcerated women which reveals that the “community” is not as benevolent as it 

appears to be. In fact, current discussions on how to best reduce the numbers of Indigenous 

women in jails are futile when nothing is done to improve the experiences of Indigenous women 

outside of prisons.  

 
30 See: Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan Website, “Our Team,” https://elizabethfrysask.org/who-we-

are/ourteam. It is important to note that both Brie and Ria worked for the Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan and 

provided support and services for other criminalized women in different capacities. 

 
31 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018. 

 
32 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018. 

 
33 MaDonna Maidment, Doing Time on the Outside, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006); Shoshana 

Pollack, “Circuits of Exclusion: Criminalized Women’s Negotiation of Community,” Canadian Journal of 

Community Mental Health, 28(1), (2009), 83-94. 
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3.2: Challenging and Renegotiating Post-Prison “Successes”   

The recommendations offered by the women who contributed to the Creating Choices report, as 

already noted in previous chapters, were not only considered progressive measures to enhance 

the treatment of women in prisons, but were also intended to strengthen support systems for 

women after their release from prisons.34 However, in 2003, the Auditor General of Canada 

conducted an audit of the CSC’s progress in facilitating the “reintegration” of women and 

revealed that community supports had only “slightly” improved since the release of the Creating 

Choices,35 and again thirteen years later, the Auditor General criticized the CSC for failing to 

adequately prepare Indigenous men and women for release after their imprisonment.36 Angry 

about the lack of transitional supports available, Ria declared: “Why aren’t they telling us the 

truth when we are in there? It’s almost like it’s a set up for failure. You’re trying to be 

accountable to a system that fucking failed you and there’s no accountability by that system 

either!”37  

The women who were interviewed for this study shared their post-release experiences 

which support the Auditor General findings, as each woman was sent back to prison on at least 

one occasion. From a criminal justice perspective all the women interviewed for this research 

would be classified as “recidivists” or as unable to “successfully reintegrate” back into society 

because they were all sent back to prison at least once. Nonetheless, Brie turned her gaze back 

upon the criminal justice system itself questioning how the CSC is set up to criminalize women 

for engaging in behaviours (e.g., alcohol consumption) which are all considered legal within 

settler colonial Canada. “We know how [the] CSC is set up, because when you fall off [use 

substances] or you have a slip, then all of a sudden you are considered a failure. Right back in 

jail again.”38 The CSC and cognitive behavioural researchers have constructed substance use as a 

 
34 Sugar and Fox, Survey of Federally Sentenced Aboriginal Women, Creating Choices. (1990). 

 
35 The Auditor General of Canada, “2003 April Report of the Auditor General of Canada 

Chapter 4—Correctional Service Canada—Reintegration of Women Offenders,” (Ottawa: Canada, 2013), 

http://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_200304_04_e_12910.html. 

 
36 Auditor General of Canada, “Report 3—Preparing Indigenous Offenders for Release,” (2016).  

 
37 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018. 

 
38 Brie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018. 
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“risk” factor that contributes to criminal behaviour39 which results in “technical violations,” 

further criminalization, and often the reimprisonment of those on parole and under community 

supervision. However, in 2009 Tousignant and Sioui, explored concepts of resilience as it related 

to Indigenous people and Indigenous communities in crises. The authors maintained that “the 

concept of resilience has been a rallying emblem among Aboriginal communities and other 

oppressed populations because it inspires hope in the face of harsh adversity,”40 but stated that 

“because most of the resilience literature in centering on positive psychology and concepts of 

high social desirability, there is an aspect sometimes forgotten which is ‘rebellion’.”41  

Indeed, much of the literature on Indigenous survival often narrowly defines resilience as 

the “ability to overcome” or as “an innate ability to adapt” or “achieve success” while 

simultaneously missing or eliminating alternative definitions of resilience. Dell and Filmore 

examined criminalized women’s perspectives to advance a comprehensive understanding of self-

harm42 and their study revealed that behaviours that have been associated with rebellion, 

criminality, and destructiveness were perceived by criminalized women as coping mechanisms 

which helped them “survive the violence, emotional pain and oppressive conditions in their 

lives.”43 Substance use, as a coping mechanism is not uncommon for criminalized Indigenous 

women, and Ria disclosed how when, she and others she knew were stigmatized from the public 

because of their criminalized statuses they would “get frustrated, then they go back and use, or 

whatever,” and would “end up going back to prison because they were using [substances]. So, 

there’s this ongoing cycle [and] then CSC says, ‘well that person was not successful’.”44 Settler 

colonial carceral systems criminalize Indigenous women’s resistance to ongoing structural and 

 
39 James Bonta and D.A. Andrews, “Risk-Need-Responsivity Model for Offender Assessment and 

Rehabilitation 2007-06,” (Ottawa, ON: Public Safety Canada, Canada, 2007), 

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/rsk-nd-rspnsvty/index-en.aspx. 

40 Micheal Tousignant and Nibisha Sioui, “Resilience and Aboriginal Communities in Crises: Theory and 

Interventions,” Journal of Aboriginal Health. (National Aboriginal Health Organization November 2009): 45. 

41 Tuosignant and Sioui, “Resilience and Aboriginal Communities in Crises,” 46. 

 
42 Collen Dell and Cathy Fillmore, “Substance Use as Self-Harm: Perspectives of Criminalized Women,” in 

Nancy Poole and L. Greaves (Eds), Highs and Lows: Canadian Perspectives on Women’s Substance Use. (Toronto, 

ON: Center for Addiction and Mental Health, 2007): 187-190.  

 
43 Dell and Fillmore, “Substance Use as Self-Harm,” 187-190.   

 
44 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  
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colonial violence45 revealing the extent to which the criminal justice system has largely ignored 

the complexities of Indigenous women’s lived realities outside of prisons and is a major 

contributing factor to the CSC’s failure to prepare Indigenous women for release. 

The transition from prison to community is an overwhelming experience and the women 

within this study consistently revealed how they negotiated their transitions with limited social, 

economic, and cultural supports. And when they were unable to conform to the expectations of 

their parole officers, they were categorized as “unsuccessful” and subsequently recriminalized. 

Natalie was in shock for a week when she was first released from prison: “I was overwhelmed 

with everything and I didn’t have no support at all. I had to go out and seek my own support, like 

I was literally walking around on the streets trying to find agencies I felt comfortable in.”46 

Natalie’s feelings of isolation are common and in fact several studies have identified that 

women’s experiences of imprisonment are exacerbated by the stigma of a criminal record, and 

by the gendered and racial inequities which remain firmly embedded in society after their release 

from prison.47 The women’s stories provide some insight into how harm reduction strategies, 

decriminalizing substance use, and adequately funded and accessible social and cultural supports 

would have been beneficial for their post-release transitions in Saskatchewan.  

3.3: Indigenous Women’s Views on their Post-Release Successes 

Despite the pervasiveness of settler colonial carceral logics on the post-prison successes of the 

women interviewed for this research, I wanted to reveal what they thought about their own 

experiences as it related to the theme of “success.” This proved to be challenging. When I asked 

Abby about “success,” she quickly retorted “Well I’m not going to answer that. They [the CSC] 

only want you to stay out because then they look successful.”48 Abby’s contempt of the CSC is 

 
45 Canadian Electronic Library, Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into 
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47 Laura Shantz, Jennifer M. Kilty, and Sylvie Frigon, “Echoes of Imprisonment: Women’s Experiences of 

‘Successful (Re)Integration,’” Canadian Journal of Law & Society/Revue Canadienne Droit et Societe (University 
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justified. The CSC is a government and public funded organization that is mandated by 

legislation to promote prisoner rehabilitation and enhance public safety by developing programs 

and services that prepare prisoners for successful community reintegration,49 so it is not 

surprising that the organization continues to boast the purported effectiveness of their Indigenous 

based programs for Indigenous people’s post-release successes. It is important here to reiterate 

that the women who participated in this research did not define their post-release successes as 

“the ability to stay out of prison.”  

In fact, the women involved in my research all resisted the well-entrenched definitions of 

success that are tied to white middle class standards and redefined success on their own terms. 

Abby argued that her definition of success was based on her ability to live free from the stigma 

she faced as a criminalized Indigenous woman in an urban center and shed all the labels that 

society had inscribed upon her. “I stopped believing I was stupid, and I didn’t care what anybody 

else thought. Success to me is [just being] happy with yourself.”50 Brie wholeheartedly stated 

that she considered herself a success and said “Yes, oh yeah. Definitely. In my own views. I 

mean I’m [older] now and I am finally free. I’m free of fear. You know ‘cause the worst thing 

that someone is going to tell me is ‘yes or no’ and so what? I am who I am, and I believe that 

everything happens for a reason. I’m settled in my life and I’m a peace. I’m finally free. It’s such 

a good feeling.”51  

Throughout our conversations, Brie alternated between themes of violence, fear, strength, 

and then finally freedom, speaking about all of the barriers she faced and what she did to 

overcome them. However, this research was not intended to expose the women’s histories of 

trauma and pain, and my ethical obligation to my research partners required that I employed acts 

of refusal to protect the women and their histories, from the criminalizing, stigmatizing, and 

dehumanizing settler colonial gaze.52 Nevertheless, settler colonial violence requires ongoing 
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resistance and disclosure, so I will reveal that when Brie53 and Meya54 spoke of their fear, their 

fear was contextualized within the traumatic experiences they had in their interactions with the 

police. Saskatchewan police have long committed acts of settler colonial violence,55 and 

supported state sponsored acts of genocide56 against Indigenous people, and Brie and Meya had 

both spent years in fear of police. So, their definitions of success included being able to live free 

from fear of the criminal justice system, free from police persecution, and free from carrying the 

stigma and labels that the public inscribes upon the bodies of Indigenous women, and more 

specifically, criminalized Indigenous women.  

Abby and Ria also spoke about the need to come to terms with their own criminalized pasts 

and freeing themselves from the stigma they faced in society as a result of their histories, as Ria 

clarifies: “People would rather focus on the shitty things I have done” and “So, [you] have to 

come to a point when you just forgive yourself and move on.”57 Negative images of Indigenous 

people permeate all aspects of settler colonial societies, and being criminalized worsens the 

negative imagery, even when Indigenous people are victims of violence. The murders of Tina 

Fontaine, Cindy Gladue, and Colten Boushie and the dehumanization they faced at the hands of 

the media and the public are, three of many, examples of this.58 As Aileen Moreton-Robinson 
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argues, “Daily newspapers, radio, television, and social media usually portray Indigenous 

peoples as a deficit model of humanity. We are over-represented as always lacking, 

dysfunctional, alcoholic, violent, needy, and lazy.”59 Indigenous women have been deemed 

criminalized based on centuries of racist, sexist, and settler colonial ideals through the state 

sponsored regulation and surveillance of Indigenous women’s bodies, sexualities, and 

sovereignties.60 In order to advance the goals of settler colonialism and eliminate Indigenous 

people, Indigenous women were, and continue to be targeted through direct acts of gendered 

colonial violence which include the use of dehumanizing stereotypes and labels, such as the 

“easy squaw.”61 For these women, their Indigeneity, their identification as women, and their 

criminalization all contribute their marginalization inside, and outside of Indigenous 

communities.  

It is important to note that when these women spoke of the oppression and marginalization 

they faced inside and outside of their own communities, they never once labelled themselves as 

“victims.” Instead, the women who contributed to my research remained hopeful that significant 

social, economic, and cultural transformative changes were possible and that they could use their 

life experiences to help shape public policy and praxis by demonstrating that there are several 

ways to resist ongoing, and multiple oppressions, even in the midst of settler colonialism. Power 

is an essential component of settler colonial structures; however, the work of Michel Foucault 

asks us to think critically about how power relations are understood and deployed within social 

contexts. In The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Foucault states: “Where there is power, 

there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently is never in a position of exteriority in relation 

to power.”62 Foucault’s theory does not imply that power relations are inescapable or that they 
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are always repressive, but rather that power relations are created and recreated though internal 

and external struggle and are reified in discourse. The way that we talk about “things” gives it 

power, because “discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines 

and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart.”63 Foucault reminds that “power 

is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is 

the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.”64  

As a result, this research does not suggest that Indigenous women’s resistance and 

emancipation is not possible within settler colonial contexts. Quite the contrary, Abby said she 

took her power back when she made the decision to go back to school. “When I went to 

university, I thought “I am not stupid, I can understand all of this stuff and I could understand the 

chemistry and I didn’t even finish grade nine.”65 Brie took her power back when she refused to 

carry the stigma society had inscribed upon her as a result of her involvement with the criminal 

justice system,66 and Ria decided to forgive herself and move on.67 Freedom was a unifying 

theme within the women’s stories and supports other Indigenous feminist68 scholarship which 

argues for the Indigenous people to move away from appealing to settler state carceral 

institutions, (which have all been implicated in perpetuating violence against Indigenous women) 

to end violence against Indigenous women. 

In Chapter 2, Ria made some broader connections between her marginalization, 

criminalization, and substance use where she described how she was judged by Indigenous 
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people as being “too white” and judged by white society as just “drunk” and within her definition 

of success she noted that she believed success was tied to staying alive.  

Success is when somebody gets out [of prison] and if they fall or relapse of break their 

conditions, [or] back [to prison] or whatever, they bounce back. I get sad when they don’t 

come back [show up in public] because you don’t know where they are and then one day 

you find out they died. It’s like “what didn’t we do to help that person?” It is our 

responsibility and there is lots of people who don’t want that responsibility.69  

Ria’s definition of success problematizes the criminal justice system’s definition of post-release 

successes as “staying clean or abstaining from drugs and alcohol,”70 and exposes the problems 

associated with the ongoing criminalization of people who use substances. The ongoing 

criminalization of people who use substances has been identified by Wood et al. as “ineffective 

for reducing rates of drug use and has instead contributed to substantial health-related harms”71 

such as, HIV epidemics, Hepatitis C and B outbreaks, over-incarceration, and social stigma 

which often prevents people from seeking medical help.72  Abby, Ria, and Brie’s comments 

regarding the CSC’s control over their substance use during their transitions out of prisons, 

reveals the extent to which harm reduction strategies, and not imprisonment, would benefit their 

post-release success. 

3.4: What Indigenous Women Say Works  

So, what did these women say worked for their post-release transitions from federal 

prisons to their respective communities within Saskatchewan? Ria suggested:  

Being on parole, being on probation, being in jail didn’t help me to realize or change my 

perspective. My perspective didn’t actually change until I hit my bottom in 2005. At that 

point, you know, I had basically planned my suicide. I had wanted to die, and my brother 

intervened. If there was one thing, it was the people who had that sense of empathy. Like 

the people who could see me, and all my bullshit, and still love me.73 
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Developing authentic social connections was a common theme among the women’s response to 

their “what works” strategies. Brie went to Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous 

where she sought the support of sponsors and surrounded herself with likeminded people.74 In 

addition to social supports, family responsibilities, and child rearing also played a major role in 

their post-release successes, confirming much of the critical scholarship that explores the role 

family plays in “reintegration” strategies amongst formerly incarcerated women.75 Natalie 

revealed that “being a mom kept her busy” and laughed saying children “keep your priorities in 

focus. I had one opportunity and I wasn’t going to mess it up. I always remembered how lonely it 

was and I never want to feel like that again. I never want to be away from my kids.”76 Abby also 

noted how she had no choice but to succeed and she did it for her children.77 For Brie, her 

successes were attributed to her family, “What helped me? Family support [knowing] that my 

family was strong [and] they were all stable in their lives.”78 Ria, as already noted, sought 

support from her brother and his love and empathy saved her life stating, “people saw something 

in me that I didn’t see in myself.”79  

To gain access to Indigenous territories, one strategy of settler colonialism was to create 

genocidal policies and laws to directly target the cohesion of Indigenous kinship systems, with 

each other, the land, and other living entities.80 Yet, despite the targeted attacks on Indigenous 

kinship systems, Indigenous families continue to be a vital source of support for Indigenous 

women’s post-release successes. These findings also support the research on the importance of 

 
74 Brie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
75 Pollack, “‘Circuits of Exclusion’,” 91; Maidment, Doing Time on the Outside, 115; Shantz, Kilty and 

Frigon, “Echoes of Imprisonment,” 96. 

 
76 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
77 Abby (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on December 4, 2017. 

 
78 Brie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
79 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  

 
80 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler colonialism and the elimination of the native,” Journal of Genocide Research, 8:4 

(2006): 387-409, DOI: 10.1080/14623520601056240.  

 



82 
 

Indigenous kinship ties for advancing the well-being of Indigenous women within the context of 

ongoing settler colonial violence.81   

While many of the women attributed their success to the support of their nuclear families, 

Meya’s post-release successes were attributed to the death of friends and street-based and non-

biological family members who believed that education was important path for her to take.82 As 

a result she worked her way through grade twelve and continues to work and study within 

academic contexts. Many of the women believed that education was important for their post-

release successes and was a common theme regardless if the women engaged in their educational 

pursuits or not. Abby asserted:  

The biggest thing for me was when I went back to university. Like I always thought I was 

stupid and really, I did. I felt ashamed and when I went there to sign up for classes. [But] 

the doctor working in the department said, “someday your mommy is going to be working 

here!” and I thought, yeah right! You’re just saying that to make me feel good or whatever. 

Then that summer I was working there! I handed in a resume and I didn’t think I would get 

the job, but I did!83  

Indigenous women have invaluable life experiences that are often amplified with education. Yet, 

The Office of the Correctional Investigator (OCI) revealed that 78% of Indigenous women in 

prison had “had moderate to high employment/education needs” meaning they have not 

completed high school.84 The report goes on to state that the CSC has “invested $19 million 

delivering education programs, but it does not know how these contribute to offender’s progress 

toward safe reintegration.”85  

The most obvious way that education contributes to post-release success is by improving 

Indigenous women’s access to employment. Natalie wanted to work towards getting her social 

work degree because it would improve her chances of securing employment opportunities which 
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were meaningful to her and argued that it was “ridiculous when you are turned away” from 

employment opportunities “for not having the education” especially when the work she did was 

more effective than those who had an education, but with no lived experience and stated, “Life 

experience outweighs books smarts.”86 While education was an important aspect of Indigenous 

women’s post-release transitions, the stigma associated with having a criminal record 

exacerbated their educational and economic endeavours, which is a regular theme in the criminal 

justice literature that examines the post-release experience of criminalized women.87  

All of these women entered and left the prison system with little employment experiences, 

except for Brie who mentioned she was fortunate to have obtained her barber’s licence prior to 

her incarceration.88 While Brie had a hairdressing career to fall back on, she explained how she 

wanted to pursue her dream of becoming a nurse, but was prevented from doing so because of 

her criminal record:  

The shit I did still stays with me. I wanted to be a nurse. I wanted to work in the hospital 

with people, and now what? I was stressing, crying, kicking myself over the shit I did. I 

just felt so frustrated, like I have all this education and it just felt like now there’s this dead 

end. I was like okay; I didn’t go through all this shit for nothing. Now what? Where do I 

go? I finally just picked myself up one day and thought “you know what “Brie”? The shit 

you did and the shit you came through? You are a fighter! Go work with the people!89  

Instead of pursuing her career as a nurse, Brie volunteered and worked with inner-city agencies 

where she knew her lived experiences would be an asset.90 The stigma of having a criminal 

record is well documented as an impediment to post-release success,91 and in terms of barriers to 

her employment, Ria said, “There’s no place that will hire someone with a record . . . That’s not 

the way the world is built. So, I got this placement with an organization who took on people with 
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lived experience. I never felt like I entered that space being judged. They understood that I came 

with this history and this past.”92  

Natalie revealed that she sought supports from other formerly incarcerated Indigenous 

women who introduced her to an organization where she did volunteer work, and was 

subsequently offered a job, because she gained the trust and respect of the youth who utilized the 

organization’s services.93 After their incarceration, all the women interviewed for this research 

went on to work in volunteer based and non-profit organizations that provide services to 

criminalized men, women, and youth in various capacities. Interestingly, the Indigenous women 

who contributed to this research stated that their post-release successes emerged in their enduring 

dedication to the communities that have so often rejected or that have altogether forgotten about 

them, which also speaks to another level of Indigenous women’s resilience in the face of ongoing 

oppressions.  

3.5: What Indigenous Women Say is Needed in Saskatchewan Communities 

As a result of their enduring dedication to their respective communities, the Indigenous 

women who contributed to this research all offered their ideas on what they thought is needed to 

help other Indigenous women transitioning from prisons to communities in Saskatchewan. While 

organizations like the Elizabeth Fry Society of Saskatchewan offers services to criminalized 

women and their families throughout the entire province of Saskatchewan, they are limited in 

what they can actually achieve due to funding constraints, few staff, and the fact that they only 

have one office which is located centrally in Saskatoon. Ria noted how money and resources 

hindered what organizations could accomplish, and argued, “Why are organizations not 

partnering? Tapping into the same pools of money to create better resources?”94 Ria’s 

suggestions for organizational partnerships are important, however she was cognizant that toxic 

power dynamics and internal struggles exist within various organizations, she both utilized and 

worked for, and said: “I say this with all due respect to the facilitators and founders of those 

[community] programs, [but] it goes back to the simplest teachings about how to do community 
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work. If you are not well, how are you supposed to be that example for other people?”95 Ria’s 

comments on the need to have healthy program facilitators and employees within community-

based programs was also noted in her criticisms of prison programs which target Indigenous 

women as “deficient” and “dysfunctional” individuals who require healing, while overlooking 

the deficiencies and dysfunctions of staff who work for the criminal justice system.  

In previous chapters, the women who contributed to this research argued that the prison is 

a place where institutional surveillance, control, and punishment undermined their trust in the 

Indigenous based prison programs they participated in while incarcerated. However, the criminal 

justice system’s influence reaches far beyond the prison walls and infiltrates the community, 

resulting in a “net-widening” of the criminal justice apparatus that strengthens the toxic level of 

carceral control, surveillance, and punishment that the women sought to transcend outside of 

prisons.96 For example, Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous may not report on the 

in-group activities of participants, but Brie, Natalie, and Ria noted how this volunteer based 

community program was considered a mandatory program for their community release. Ria 

attended the mandated program, but indicated that her parole officer “pushed” NA and AA on 

her and recalled that she would show up for NA and AA “for coffee and to get my piece of paper 

signed”97 arguing that her attendance was forced by her parole officer, and it was never because 

she “needed to go.” 

The “net-widening” of the criminal justice system’s influence within the community occurs 

in similar ways to the administration of Indigenous prison programs, where certain initiatives are 

only considered viable when they remain under the control, surveillance, and administration of 

prison staff and government officials. The expansion of criminal justice control outside of 

prisons, and into the community organizations reiterates that prisons, and the criminal justice 

system as a whole, can not provide space for Indigenous women’s safety, when settler colonial 

carceral logics of punishment, control, and surveillance remain prioritized. All the women 

revealed that most of the post-release programs they participated in the community were 

mandated by their conditions for release. Mandatory appointments with psychologists, parole 
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officers, and weekly Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous, were the major 

programs that Brie, Natalie, Abby, Meya, and Ria argued they were forced to attend as a result of 

their post-release conditions. While the Elizabeth Fry Society offers workshops and programs for 

women incarcerated in provincial and federal prisons, their services are not tailored specifically 

for Indigenous women. The organization is founded on the principles of prison abolition and 

providing gender-specific supports,98 but the organization does not provide anti-colonial or 

“Indigenized” spaces for Indigenous women caught within the context of ongoing settler 

colonialism.  

Noting the lack of anti-carceral and anti-colonial community resources in Saskatchewan 

for formerly incarcerated Indigenous women, Ria suggested a plan to create another agency:  

a place with all the data, and like-minded people having conversations about the truth 

[about prisons and reintegration]. How about we have people go into the healing lodge to 

have those conversations. Let’s say […] we put in a proposal to go down there and our 

workshop is about the realities of reintegration. Like all of it. And in those conversations, 

because we have been there, to say, this is how it was for me. That story telling aspect is so 

impactful. Then we tell the truth to the women and say this is the ideal, about success and 

living well, but here’s the reality. Here’s what you are going to face, but here’s the [list of 

community] supports and organizations.99 

In 2020, the Indian and Métis Friendship Centre in Saskatoon, created the Sisters Strengthening 

Sisters program which provided Indigenous women and girls in Saskatoon with capacity-

building workshops and cultural supports and services.100 Emily Bear, coordinator for the Sisters 

Strengthening Sisters program and former addictions counsellor, integrated her family’s cultural 

teachings into all aspects of the program and provided intense support and follow up for 

participants as they navigated their own healing without the influence of criminal justice 

actors.101 The program however, was short lived and within one year of its inception was 

 
98 Debbie Kilroy and Kim Pate, “Activism around Gendered Penal Practices, Current Issues in Criminal 

Justice,” 22:2, (2010): 325-343, DOI: 10.1080/10345329.2010.12035889.  

 
99 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018.  

 
100 National Indian Brotherhood (NIB Trust) Website, “Sisters Strengthening Sisters: Saskatoon Indian and 

Métis Friendship Centre, SK,” https://www.nibtrust.ca/beneficiaries/featured_story/sisters-strengthening-sisters. 

 
101 Saskatoon Indian and Métis Friendship Centre, “Annual Report 2019-2020,” (Saskatoon, SK: Canada, 

2020). 
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cancelled due to funding constraints and there is little data to evaluate the impact this program 

had on the participants.   

Community relationships and social supports were central to these women’s ideas of what 

they needed while they were transitioning from prisons to community and this is reiterated 

throughout the literature which argues that social bonds are important for post-prison 

successes.102 However, long periods of incarceration often sever incarcerated people’s social ties 

and support systems that exist outside of prison103 and Brie argued that there was a need for a:  

"Lifeline” for women who are getting out. Someone to call and say “hey you know what? 

I’m feeling down on myself or afraid” or to have that connection, [but] in a very 

confidential way. Something where people team up in a mentorship. To be there for 

them, help walk them through it […especially when] they don’t have a family. They still 

need a support system [to] keep pushing them and tell them “you know what, you can do 

this, even if you fall off [relapse or use substances], we’ll help you get back up!” Then 

they know that there is a support system there for them keep on going and move ahead. 

This is a way for the participants to say, “okay this is a safe space” and if that’s all that 

they need us for then that’s fine.104 

While Brie noted the need for a post-release peer network designed especially for Indigenous 

women leaving prisons, the extension of carceral control, surveillance, and punishment present 

significant challenges, which prevent formerly incarcerated Indigenous women from engaging 

with other, current or former, criminalized Indigenous women. For example, post-release 

conditions often dictate that formerly incarcerated people not associated with any individuals 

with a criminal record, including family, friends, and other support systems, regardless of how 

long they have been in the community.105 Despite this fact, social supports and community 

networks of people who can provide guidance and mentorship for formerly incarcerated 

 
102 Eileen Baldry, “Women in Transition: From Prison to...,” Current Issues in Criminal Justice, Vol. 22, 2 

(2010): 258; Doug Heckbert and Douglas Turkington, "Turning Points: Factors related to the successful 

reintegration of Aboriginal offenders," Forum on Corrections Research, 14, no. 3, (2002): 56. 

 
103 José Cid and Joel Martí, “Turning Points and Returning Points: Understanding the Role of Family Ties in 

the Process of Desistance,” European Journal of Criminology 9, no. 6 (November 2012): 603–20, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370812453102; Jennifer E. Cobbina, Beth M. Huebner, and Mark T. Berg, “Men, 

Women, and Postrelease Offending: An Examination of the Nature of the Link Between Relational Ties and 

Recidivism,” Crime & Delinquency 58, no. 3 (May 2012): 331–61. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128710382348. 

 
104 Brie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018. 

 
105 Government of Canada, “Parole Decision-Making: Myths and Realities,” (Ottawa, ON: Minister of Public 

Works and Government Services Canada, 2018), https://www.canada.ca/en/parole-board/corporate/publications-

and-forms/parole-decision-making-myths-and-realities.html. 
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Indigenous women in urban spaces in Saskatchewan remains an important factor in what the 

women believe is necessary for helping other criminalized Indigenous women negotiate their 

successful transitions out of prison. 

Natalie stated there was a need for “an Aboriginal liaison at the halfway house” arguing 

that supports were needed to keep her connected to ceremonies, “like sweats, round dances, 

sharing circles, […] and stuff like that. I guess like an outreach worker would have helped. To 

help find access to employment, housing, and stuff that a person would need to try live again.”106 

In addition to Natalie’s suggestion for the developments of cultural supports in her community, 

she also noted that “they should have like places set up from the people for people to go and get 

jobs. Where they [employers] just take them [formerly incarcerated people] automatically. Like 

“we got some people coming out, would you have room for one man [or woman], this age, to 

learn how to work in this field?”107 It is important to note that there is currently a social 

enterprise pilot project in the works from Quint Development Corporation,108 called Build Up 

Saskatoon, which provides mentoring and employment opportunities for individuals with limited 

employment experience and who are caught within the criminal justice system.109 However, the 

program is still in its early stages and currently only provides limited supports for those wanting 

to pursue careers within the construction and trades field. As a result, there is inadequate 

information available on the impact that this program has on the post-release transitions of 

Indigenous women in Saskatoon.  

The women’s suggestions for what is needed in the community, such as increased social 

supports, harm reduction responses to substance use, rather than imprisonment, and the 

development of economic and cultural supports that are not controlled and administered by 

settler colonial carceral systems are all important. In fact, the women’s suggestions provided 

here reiterate much of the critical prison work that suggests that any transformative changes, in 

regards to the ongoing criminalization of women, must move past the reliance on carceral 

 
106 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
107 Natalie (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Regina, Saskatchewan on April 6, 2018.  

 
108 Quint Development is a non-profit organization based out of Saskatoon which offers affordable and 

transitional housing and employment services for the residents of inner-city of Saskatoon. For more information see 

Quint Development Saskatoon, https://quintsaskatoon.ca/. 

 
109 Quint Development, “Build Up Saskatoon,” https://quintsaskatoon.ca/programs/build-up/. 
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institutions as the primary solution to the social, economic, and racialized disparities that remain 

firmly embedded within white, patriarchal, capitalist societies.110 These women’s stories diverge 

from much of the literature, however, by suggesting there is a need for spaces to heal, or as Abby 

described, as a place to “take her power back,”111 outside the confines of settler colonial carceral 

control. The women’s suggestions for what is needed to help them transition from prisons to 

community did not call for additional prison reforms and did not position prisons as an 

appropriate mechanism for helping them stay out of prison. Instead, these women called for anti-

carceral and anti-colonial avenues to reassert their power within their own homelands and 

appealed to the people in the province of Saskatchewan to provide Indigenous women with the 

adequate social, economic, and cultural supports they require to free themselves from the 

onslaught on settler colonial violence and mechanisms of carceral control that have dominated 

their lives.  

 
110 Maidment, Doing Time on the Outside, 150-151; Laura Shantz, Jennifer M. Kilty, and Sylvie Frigon, 

“Echoes of Imprisonment,” 85–106; Anke Allspach, “Landscapes of (neo-)liberal control: The Transcarceral Spaces 

of Federally Sentenced Women in Canada,” Gender, Place and Culture. Vol 17(6), (2010): 705-723; Shoshana 

Pollack, “Circuits of Exclusion,” 83-94; Shoshanna Pollack, “An Imprisoning Gaze: Practices of Gendered, 

Racialized and Epistemic Violence,” International Review of Victimology 19, no. 1 (January 2013): 103–14. 

doi:10.1177/0269758012447219. 

 
111 Abby (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on December 4, 2017. 
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Conclusions  

Indigenous women’s critiques of settler colonial legal systems and those who work in carceral 

institutions is extensive and can by no means be encapsulated within the limited scope of this 

thesis. However, the Indigenous women’s stories at the center of my research indicate that settler 

colonial institutions remain critical sites for interrogation and that the criminal justice system’s 

many failures require relentless exposure. Although Indigenous women’s experiences while 

incarcerated, and their experiences post-prison have been studied extensively throughout the 

decades, my research explores the effects of “Indigenized” criminal justice reforms on 

Indigenous women lived realities post-release. More specifically, the question at the center of 

this research asked, “If efforts to “Indigenize” prisons are helpful for Indigenous women 

transitioning from prisons to communities in Saskatchewan.”  

This qualitative research sought to explore the benefits of Indigenizing the criminal justice 

system by asking formerly incarcerated Indigenous women about their own personal experiences 

with Indigenous based prison programs, and the impact that these programs and services had on 

their post-release transitions into urban spaces throughout Saskatchewan. I began this inquiry by 

hypothesizing that the growing emphasis on “tradition as a solution” presumes that the loss of 

Indigenous tradition and culture is a principal contributing factor to Indigenous women’s over-

representation in the criminal justice system, which ignores other factors such as poverty, 

education, and employment. I was curious if criminalized Indigenous women’s transitions from 

prisons to communities in Saskatchewan were supported by other “non-cultural” supports and if 

so, what types of interventions may be required in the community. In order to answer the 

research question, I conducted five open-ended interviews with Indigenous women living in 

Saskatchewan cities, using the concept of relational accountability as the guiding principle for 

every step of the research process.  

The research findings reveal that the Indigenization of prisons was not helpful for these 

formerly federally incarcerated Indigenous women’s personal “successes” as they transitioned 

from prisons to urban spaces in Saskatchewan. Economic security, employment, and social and 

cultural supports are all crucial for advancing Indigenous women’s liberation within settler 

colonial heteropatriarchal capitalist societies, however, Indigenous women in conflict with law 

are told that Indigenous cultures and traditions is the key to breaking the cycles that contribute to 
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their criminalization. The Indigenous women’s stories at the center of my research problematize 

this assertion and instead the women spoke at length on the several disconnects between the 

theory underlying Indigenous reclamation projects inside of prisons and their practical 

application, arguing that the Correctional Service of Canada’s control, surveillance, and 

administration of Indigenous cultures and traditions inside of prison is flawed in several ways.  

In chapter 1, the women’s stories indicate that the Indigenization of prisons generalize the 

experiences of Indigenous women by ignoring the complexities of their lived realities outside of 

prisons, which results in Indigenous women being labelled as culturally deficient, while the 

dysfunctions and deficiencies of the criminal justice system remain unchallenged and unaltered. 

Decades of reports have implicated the Canadian criminal justice system in contributing to settler 

colonial violence and perpetuating the ongoing disregard for Indigenous women within their own 

homelands. However, actors in the criminal justice system responded to these concerns by 

positioning “Indigenized” prison programs as an appropriate mechanism to help keep Indigenous 

women out of prisons. While many Indigenous women called for more avenues exercise their 

sovereignty by engaging in Indigenous cultural programs inside of prison, chapter 2 reveals that 

the Correctional Service Canada co-opted the women’s vision in the Creating Choices report by 

incorporating Indigenous cultures and traditions into their risk management frameworks, and 

asserted control over the creation, administration, and delivery of Indigenous based programs. 

The women’s stories revealed that CSC’s control and surveillance of Indigenous cultural 

traditions resulted in a lack of trust in the healing processes that these programs were intended to 

provide, indicating that such programs were only provided as a way to advance the objectives 

and goals of settler colonial carceral institutions in the management of Indigenous prisoners.  

Chapter 3 provides an overview of Indigenous women’s calls for healing and CSC’s 

research that boasts the benefits of prison based Indigenous cultural programs on the post-release 

experiences of Indigenous women. I draw upon government reports to highlight the gendered 

and racialized disparities that exist in Indigenous women’s experiences inside prison, and outside 

of prison. This analysis revealed several contradictions in the CSC’s assertion that they are 

providing Indigenous women with the support they require to successfully transition out of 

prisons and back into their respective urban communities, and the women’s stories confirm that 

they are not adequately prepared when they leave prison. The women involved in this research 

all stated that their participation in Indigenous based prison programs was not helpful for their 
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transitions to urban communities in Saskatchewan. These findings contradict the Correctional 

Service of Canada’s research which argues that Indigenous cultural reclamation projects in 

prison are beneficial for Indigenous people’s post-release successes. All of the women 

interviewed for this study indicated that they had engaged in the prison’s Indigenous cultural 

programs, had completed their correctional programming, were released from prison, and still 

faced the same social, economic, and cultural barriers that contributed to their initial contact with 

the criminal justice system.  

In fact, all of the women who contributed to this research would have been deemed 

“unsuccessful” post-release from prison, based on criminal justice standards because they had all 

been imprisoned at least once after they were released back into the community. Thus, 

mainstream criminological theories would have excluded these women from research conducted 

on the post-release successes of Indigenous women, because these Indigenous women’s 

definitions of post-release “successes” do not align with hegemonic understandings of success 

found within mainstream criminal justice literature. As a result, this research also reiterates the 

importance of listening to, and centering Indigenous women as experts of their own lived 

realities. Instead of labelling themselves as “failures,” the women I interviewed pushed back 

against criminal justice discourses which labelled them as “unsuccessful” or as “recidivists” or as 

unable to ‘live as law abiding citizens” and defined success on their own terms. The women’s 

definitions of their post-release successes were not defined as the ability to stay out of prison but 

were rather defined in terms of liberation. These definitions of success included the ability to live 

free from fear of prosecution, to live free from fear, to live without the stigma and labels 

associated with their criminalization.  

This research is not intended to deter Indigenous women from reconnecting with their own 

Nation’s cultures or family traditions and does not argue that Indigenous cultures and traditions 

are ineffective for advancing Indigenous women’s healing. I assert that the government and 

scholarly research that explores Indigenous women’s imprisonment and incarceration must move 

past constructing Indigenous women criminalization as a result of “cultural” deficiencies and 

avoid positioning prisons as an appropriate mechanism for eliminating Indigenous women’s 

incarceration. This research demonstrates that prisons are resistant to change, and reveals that 

prison reforms offer no transformative change, and have yet to reduce, reverse, and eliminate the 

growing number of criminalized Indigenous women confined within the constraints of settler 
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colonial legal systems. This research demonstrates that calls to have settler colonial state systems 

provide Indigenous based programs inside of prisons is a flawed initiative because the power 

dynamics that are upheld through white supremacy and settler colonialism ensure that 

Indigenous women bear the mark of stigmatization, regardless if they are criminalized or not.  

Instead of calling for more prison-based prison programming, the women I engaged with 

stressed the need for relationships and the need for social, economic, and cultural supports that 

are not controlled and administered by settler state institutions. The toxicity of settler colonial 

violence permeates all aspects of Canadian society and contributes to Indigenous women’s 

criminalization, thereby perpetuating the cycle of incarceration. Indigenous women’s freedom 

from the carceral state cannot truly advance if Indigenous people continue to position prisons as 

an appropriate mechanism for helping to keep Indigenous women out of prison, while relying 

solely on pan-Indigenous and essentialized notions of traditions and culture to “Indigenize” 

prisons in hopes it will end Indigenous women’s criminalization.   

Limitations  

Again, it must be reiterated that this research is based on the experiences of five formerly 

federally incarcerated Indigenous women, who live in urban settings within Saskatchewan. As a 

result, this research is limited by these women’s standpoints and the context in which their 

release from prisons took place. Furthermore, participation was limited to former federally 

incarcerated Indigenous women, living in urban spaces in Saskatchewan, who had been out of 

prison for at least for years. At the time of interviews, this means that many of these women had 

transitioned out of prison prior to 2013 and their experiences are shaped by the social, political, 

and cultural context of that time, and in the context of settler colonialism in Saskatchewan, these 

macro structures have not changed significantly. While this sample is limited, the data gathered 

for this research and the literature suggests that these women’s experiences with the criminal 

justice system, Indigenous based prison programs, and their experiences with post-release 

transitions and community supports, are likely more common among other Indigenous women as 

well. Further research is needed to compare Indigenous women’s experiences across provincial 

barriers, as one province may offer support or programs that do not exist in the next province. 

Additionally, more research is required to explore the post-release experiences of formerly 

incarcerated Indigenous women, who have access to their family or Nation’s cultural traditions 

and ceremonies, after release from prison. A comparative analysis of formerly incarcerated 
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Indigenous women released into urban versus rural communities (or through Section 81 and 

Section 84 agreements1) would be useful in this regard.  

That being said, the women involved in this research were aware of the failures of 

sweeping reforms that homogenize the experiences of all Indigenous women, based on the 

experiences of a few, acknowledging that “everybody is at different places. What may work for 

one person, is not going to work for someone else. [But] the CSC doesn’t have that type of 

thinking.”2 Still, all of the women remained optimistic that their personal experiences with the 

criminal justice system and their realities during the post-prison phase would contribute to the 

development of flexible social, economic, and cultural supports for other criminalized 

Indigenous women. Defining her optimism for transformative change in the context of resilience, 

Ria argued that despite all the social and political resistance to the development of post-prison 

support and programs for criminalized Indigenous women in Saskatchewan, that these programs 

can be created. “You can draw from [the] real life examples of people who were in gangs, who 

were in the prisons, and celebrate [their] resiliency . . . and you start actually giving people their 

power back. So they can say, I am resilient, and I did survive and I can celebrate, and look what 

else what I can do!”3 Within the criminal justice literature, all of the Indigenous women who 

contributed to this research were classified as “unsuccessful” based on criminal justice standards. 

The women’s stories, however, disclose that this is not the case, and challenges us to think 

critically about the ways in which Indigenous women’s criminalization, imprisonment, and 

reimprisonment is constructed within the context of settler colonialism and reiterates the 

importance of including, and listening to Indigenous women who are all too often silenced and 

marginalized due to the ongoing privileging of criminal justice and academic expert 

perspectives.   

 
1 “Section 81 allows for the Minister to enter into agreements with Aboriginal communities to transfer care 

and custody of Aboriginal offenders who would otherwise be held in a CSC facility. Section 84 provides for 

Aboriginal community involvement in release planning of an Aboriginal offender returning to their community.” 

See Office of the Correctional Investigator, “Spirit Matters: Aboriginal People and the Corrections and Conditional 

Release Act, Final Report,” (Ottawa, ON: Canada, October 22, 2012), https://www.oci-bec.gc.ca/cnt/rpt/oth-aut/oth-

aut20121022-eng.aspx. 

 
2 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018. 

 
3 Ria (Pseudonym) in discussion with the author, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on January 29, 2018. 
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Appendix A: Consent Form  

 

Department of Indigenous Studies Participant Consent Form  
   

You are invited to participate in a research study entitled: “Negotiating Success, Resilience, 

and Perseverance: "Criminalized" Indigenous Women in Community”   

      

 

Researcher(s): Danielle Bird, MA Student  

                          Department of Indigenous Studies  

                          University of Saskatchewan 

                          129 Kirk Hall, 117 Science Place, Saskatoon, SK, S7N 5C8 

                          Email: danielle.bird@usask.ca 

 

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:  

 

The purpose of this research is to explore how formerly incarcerated Indigenous women within 

the Prairie provinces view their own success, resilience, and perseverance after release from 

federal prisons. I am interested in how Indigenous women understand what success means on 

their own terms and what activities helped them during their transition from prisons to 

community. I am interested in the types of personal, community, and cultural activities 

Indigenous women participate in that have helped them after release. It is hoped that this project 

will provide information that could be used to develop or strengthen existing support systems for 

formerly incarcerated women in community. If you are interested in participating in this project, 

this letter will provide you with options that outline how the information you provide can or 

cannot be used. 

 

Procedures: 

 

You will be asked to participate in an oral interview based on the objectives stated above. The 

interview will be semi-structured where broad questions will be asked to begin discussions. The 

interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes and will be based on the information you wish 

to share about success, resilience, and perseverance as a formerly incarcerated woman in 

community. Interviews will take place in a safe, supportive, and non-judgmental environment 

provided by the Elizabeth Fry Societies (Saskatoon Division). You will have the chance to 

review your responses, provide feedback, and omit information if you so choose. You are free to 

withdraw from the project at any time without any repercussions and your participation is 

voluntary. I may contact you after the interview to request a follow-up interview, which you 

have the right to refuse.  

Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or your role. 

 

Funded by: The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) 

 

Potential Risks: 
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This research seeks to examine your own perceptions of success, resilience, and perseverance 

and will NOT ask you to share sensitive topics: 

1) However, there is the risk of mental or emotional harm or discomfort if you choose to 

share sensitive topics, discuss past experiences, or traumatic events and situations.  

2) There is the risk of legal repercussions for participating in the study if you choose to 

share current or past illegal activities for which you have NOT been convicted. The 

researcher is required by law to reveal information to law enforcement or other agencies 

in cases of child abuse, intent to do violence etc., 

3) There is a risk that you may face discrimination through your involvement in this study 

because of society’s current understandings of  women who have been in prisons. 

 

This project will focus on your “strengths.” Interviews will be led by the you, giving you the 

opportunity to avoid potentially sensitive subjects, if you so choose. The topics of discussion are 

NOT intended to create stress. You will also be made aware of, referred to, and encouraged to 

utilize, cultural Elders or community mental health support services if needed.   

 

Your participation is voluntary and you are free to refuse to answer any question, as well as limit 

how your information is shared.  

 

Potential Benefits:  

 

This project will benefit Indigenous women with criminal records because it seeks to help 

develop and strengthen existing support systems for women transitioning from prisons to 

community. Participants will benefit by having a chance to share their own stories of success, 

resilience, and perseverance in a supportive, non-judgmental environment. Participants will also 

receive a honorarium and bus tickets (if required) to acknowledge your time and contributions to 

this study. 

 

This project will benefit communities, organizations, and individuals working or living with 

criminalized Indigenous women as it looks to uncover Indigenous women's stories of survival, 

resilience, and perseverance in their own communities. These stories may also challenge 

society’s negative perceptions of formerly incarcerated Indigenous women in community.  

 

Please note: ALL stated benefits of the project cannot be guaranteed by the researcher.  

 

Compensation:  

 

Cree cultural protocols, including the act gift-giving, will be utilized as a means of 

acknowledging the role of the participants in the study. Participants will receive $20.00 gift card 

from Superstore (Loblaws) and bus tickets (if required).  

 

Confidentiality:  

 

The researcher cannot guarantee strict anonymity because participants will not be anonymous in 

the data gathering phase of the study. There is a chance that individual participants could be 

identified because of the nature or size of the sample or because of their relationship with the 
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researcher. Similarly, participant recruitment procedures may compromise the confidentiality of 

participants (e.g. some participants may be referred to the study by a person outside the research 

team) Although the data from this research project will be published and presented at 

conferences, the data will be reported in a collective form, so that it will not be possible to 

identify individuals. Pseudonyms will be used to maintain your anonymity, if you so choose. 

 

Storage of Data:  

 

All personal information, including interview materials, transcripts, audio-recordings, written 

transcripts, researcher notes, and contact information collected from participants will be kept on 

password protected computer files and on encrypted USB flash drives which will be stored in a 

locked cabinet in the principle investigator’s (Dr. Sarah Nickel) office. Any identifying 

information will be stored separately from the data collected. The data will be stored for 5 years 

and then returned to the participants, whereby the data will be destroyed or asked to be used for 

future projects. 

 

Right to Withdraw:   

 

Your participation is voluntary and you can answer only those questions that you are comfortable 

with.  You may withdraw from the research project for any reason, at any time without 

explanation or penalty of any sort. Whether you choose to participate or not will have no effect 

on your position [e.g. employment, class standing, access to services] or how you will be treated. 

Should you wish to withdraw, the information you have provided will be removed or destroyed, 

if you so choose. However, your right to withdraw data from the study will apply until  

November 1, 2017. After this date, it is possible that some form of research dissemination will 

have already occurred and it may not be possible to withdraw your data. 

 

Follow up:  

 

To obtain results from the study, or if you have any questions or concerns, please contact: 

 

Danielle Bird, MA Student  

Department of Indigenous Studies  

University of Saskatchewan 

129 Kirk Hall, 117 Science Place, Saskatoon, SK, S7N 5C8 

Email: danielle.bird@usask.ca  

 

            Sarah Nickel, PhD 

            Assistant Professor 

            Department of Indigenous Studies 

            University of Saskatchewan  

            129 Kirk Hall, 117 Science Place, Saskatoon, SK, S7N 5C8 

            Ph: 306.966.6211  Email: sarah.nickel@usask.ca 

 

Questions or Concerns:   
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This research project has been approved on ethical grounds by the University of Saskatchewan 

Research Ethics Board.  Any questions regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to 

that committee through the Research Ethics Office ethics.office@usask.ca (306) 966-2975. Out 

of town participants may call toll free (888) 966-2975. 

 

Consent  

 

Please place your initials next to any relevant paragraphs appearing below: 

 

1. _________ I consent to the audio-recording of the interview; or 

 

__________ I do not wish to be audio-recorded.  

 

2. _________ I agree to be identified by name in any transcript of recorded material or written 

reference to any information contained in this interview.  

 

_________ I wish to remain anonymous in any transcript of recorded material or written 

reference to any information contained in this interview 

 

 _________ I wish to be identified by the following alias or chosen name in any transcript of 

any recorded material or written reference to any information contained in this interview.  

 

Having been asked to participate in the research project named and described above, I certify that 

I understand the procedures to be used in this study and the personal risks to me in taking part in 

the study. By signing this form, I am confirming that I am volunteering to participate in this 

study.  

 

Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________  

 

Signature of Interviewee: Date: _______________________________ 

_____________________  

 

 

Continued or On-going Consent:  

 

I may contact you after the interview to request a follow-up interview, which you have the right 

to refuse.  

 

Option 1 - SIGNED CONSENT  

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; I 

have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. I consent to 

participate in the research project.  

 

     

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 

 

mailto:ethics.office@usask.ca
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______________________________      _______________________ 

Researcher’s Signature   Date 

 

 

Option 2 - ORAL CONSENT 

 

Oral Consent: If on the other hand the consent has been obtained orally, this should be recorded. 

For example, the Consent Form dated, and signed by the researcher(s) indicating that “I read and 

explained this Consent Form to the participant before receiving the participant’s consent, and the 

participant had knowledge of its contents and appeared to understand it.” In addition, consent 

may be audio or videotaped. 

 

     

Name of Participant  Researcher’s Signature  Date 

 

 

 


