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Introduction 
 

This report is an analysis of the issues for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) women 
leadership against Sexual Violence in Australia.  NASASV became involved in the development of the 
project after the some concern of Board members about the services offered to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women.  Therefore the Board have reached this conclusion;  

Recommendations for the improvement to the cultural security of Sexual Assault Services provide 
strategic policy advice on the appropriate approach requested by both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women as professionals and community members. 
 
This partnership will provide the foundational work towards preventing of the transmission of 
intergenerational trauma as recommended in the Time for Action report in 2009, resulting in the 
acceptance and normalisation of sexual violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
and assist in creating vital pathways for primary prevention.  

In a nutshell, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are a distinct socio-cultural group that 
suffer particular disadvantage and vulnerability.  

In order for NASASV to work effectively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and work 
towards cultural competency standards for responding to violence against women, as stated in the 
National Plan for Reducing Violence Against Women and their children, the Board have agreed to 
take the following preliminary actions forward. 

1. NASASV considers equal representation on the Board – with 50/50 representation from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and non-Aboriginal women and a Co-Chair 
position. 

2. Writing and publishing this report from the Roundtable, including further consultation with 
the roundtable participants on drafts prior to any distribution.  

3. NASASV will support the recommendations and lobby relevant alliances and government 
agencies to implement them – in partnership.   

 
4. Reports are distributed to member services. 

 
5. Advocate on behalf of the roundtable participants to continue leadership development in 

sexual violence.   
 
One of the key drivers for change is the equal representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Women in the Sexual Assault sector.   
 
Following the Roundtable, the NASASV Board held their annual general meeting during which there 
was unanimous support to have an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women included as a 
representative for each State and Territory, this recommendation will result in a constitutional 
change to for the Board allow this rule to be implemented.   
 
The implementation of this recommendation coupled with other key recommendations in the areas 
of cultural safe practice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander victim/survivors and the workforce 
development to increase the Aboriginal workforce will work to provide the necessary opportunities 
for the prevention of Sexual Violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.   
 



 

6 
 

This report aims to document the existing situation and provide advice about what is desirable, what 
is possible and the initiatives that could happen in the various related areas to improve the situation 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.   

What is Sexual Violence? 
 

Sexual violence is sexual activity that occurs without the consent of the other (non-assaulting) party.  
It is well noted that what constitutes sexual activity may vary depending on the prescribed legal 
criteria in each State and Territory.  (ACSSA Resource Sheet – Sexual Assault Laws in Australia, Feb 
2011). 

NASASV’s definition of sexual violence is clear that it is about; 

 Power and control  

 Is a crime and 

 The responsibility of the crime is always with the perpetrator 

The prevalence and devastating effects of Sexual Violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities is well documented.  In most States and Territories governments across Australia have 
highlighted this in several enquiry and commission reports.   

Reports such as the Gordon Enquiry from Western Australia, Robertson Enquiry from Queensland 
and Little Children are Sacred enquiries all describe the endemic proportions that sexual violence in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, resulting in a fragmented and dysfunctional 
response from both the communities and government agencies. 

The impact on the individual and communities, in particular Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people have such far reaching and compounding effects including the following; 

 The way the victim/survivor interacts with those close to them and the community as a 
whole. 

 Interpersonal relationships with intimate partners, as well as friendships and family 
relationships can all be affected following sexual assault.  

 Difficulties with communication, intimacy, trust, sexual relations and enjoyment of social 
activities can all be adversely affected.  

 Over-protectiveness of the victim may also be an issue (Crome & McCabe, 1995). 

 Avoidance of social situations and feelings of low self-worth and self-doubt (Morrison, 
Quadara, & Boyd, 2007). 

 The reactions of family, friends and partners can help or hinder the recovery of the 
victim/survivor.  

 Negative reactions can lead to avoidant coping styles associated with less successful 
recovery, while supportive reactions can assist with recovery and healing (Littleton & 
Breitkopf, 2006). 

 The criminal justice system and health service providers (including counsellors) can also 
contribute to what has been termed "the second rape". This is when victim/survivors 
receive victim-blaming, disbelieving and/or minimising responses to their disclosure, or do 
not receive the services they need (Ahrens, 2006). Such victimisation is likely to 
exacerbate existing psychological distress and delay recovery from the initial trauma 
(Campbell & Raja, 1999, cited in Astbury, 2006). 

With these issues in mind, it would be reasonable to assume that we are able to get more accurate 
data on prevalence of sexual violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.  But most 
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National surveys and data collections have been unable to successfully capture this for various 
reasons, these include victims/survivors access to systems for reporting incidences and access to 
appropriate services, in particular culturally secure response for healing and recovery including 
justice and medical/forensic examinations. 

What we do know is that the rate of violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
has disproportionally higher rates than non-Aboriginal people in Australia.  In 2008-2009, it was 
noted that Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander women were 31 more likely to be admitted to hospital 
for family violence related assaults compared to other women. In remote areas, this was 36 times 
more likely (SCRGSP, 2011). It should also be noted that Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander women 
were 53 times more likely to be hospitalised as a result of assault by a family member other than 
their spouse or partner (SCRGSP, 2011).  

The gendered nature of Sexual Violence should not be ignored, and it should be noted that there has 
been an emerging trend of Aboriginal men who have also been victims of sexual violence this needs 
to be explored further by research areas.  The gendered nature of Sexual Violence is inclusive of 
male rape and sexual assault as the majority of offenders/perpetrators are male.   

With all of this information being both commissioned by and delivered to both previous and current 
governments the issue for both the primary prevention and tertiary responses to Sexual Violence 
remains unchanged for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. 

 

The gender inequalities in Leadership impact on Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women’s leadership for them is more inclusive, exploratory and 
consensus seeking than the traditional mainstream model.  For many years, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women have to be able to see a range of leadership models and styles which are 
influenced and shaped their current their styles and the unacceptable leadership models both in 
white and Aboriginal Australia. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leadership is based on 
traditional values, knowledge, laws, kinship systems, and extended family relations.  

The use of a central based model of “leadership” which encompasses family and community; 
provides leadership opportunities in this context, and what is clear is that no national leader can be 
successful without strong family and community support. So community leadership programs are 
the foundation stone of the development of women towards increased participation in governance 
and decision-making. 

Because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander leaders also need to operate in Western-style 
governance environments, with corporate rules and grant funding requirements, organisations need 
to think about getting the right mix of skills and knowledge in their leaders. Depending on how they 
exercise power and use their authority, leaders can either undermine a community or organisation, 
or foster commitment, cooperation and success.  
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Balancing these cultural differences is one of the biggest challenges for leaders in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander organisations. They are expected to meet both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander and Western expectations and standards of behaviour. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
leaders will often state they have ‘two-way’ accountability. 

Leadership in Australia has a gendered paradigm dominated with patriarchal views and beliefs.  This 
space often dominated by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men, even on issues for women.   For 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, there have been several successful leaders such as Dr 
Jackie Huggins, Dr Marcia Langton, Dr Sue Gordon, Pat Anderson and many others who continue 
their activism on women’s issues, but are often not sought out by media and other sources to 
provide a gendered perspective to the topic.   

Predominately at the community level, the role of leadership for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women is leading in the family, linked to the higher incarceration rates for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander men and children in institutionalised care.   

For changes to occur, the concept of sharing leadership between women and men must be in the 
forefront of everyone’s minds.  The strengthen of communities as young people and encouragement 
to create a space for effective succession planning fosters an environment where there is shared 
responsibility for facing problems and making decisions about the future, a shared role modelling 
and respect for men and women. 

For this model to be successful both women and men must bring different and complementary skills 
to decision-making and shared responsibility processes, fostering a more balanced approach to 
problem solving.   

Mechanisms must be developed to enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander male leaders to 
create a space and publicly support women’s leadership, the need for shared leadership and the 
importance of women’s networks. 
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What is the relationship of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women to 
Sexual Violence? 
 

There is a historical attachment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women to Sexual Violence 
as part of the colonisation of Australia, there are lots of examples about how they were 
conceptualised and sexualised, for example in the 1934 report to the SA Royal Commission a 
pastoralist commented “ that he knew of stations that every hand in the place had a gin, even boys 
down to 15 years of age.” (Report of the Royal Commission Appointed to Investigate, Report, and 
Advise on Matters in Relation to the Condition and Treatment of Aborigines, 1934). 

This statement reveals a lot about the social categories constructed and imposed on Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait islander women by white men in the culture of colonization.  The understanding from 
research is that the pastoralist's use of the term 'gin' to refer to, and objectify Aboriginal and Strait 
Islander women.  Clearly articulating that Aboriginal women were disempowered, denigrated, and 
deprecated by white men, who felt it their legitimate right to possess, rape, and abuse Aboriginal 
women. Used and discarded, Aboriginal women were further subjected to the advances and abuses 
of any and every white man. (Robertson 2005).   

When the British invaded Australia, they murdered and mutilated the Aboriginal people. The rape of 
Aboriginal women, as in any war, was part of the conquest (Behrendt 1993). 

The understanding that these systems have now taken on an oppressed way of operating in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, that the most vulnerable and marginalised take 
out their frustrations and disempowerment on each other.  Anecdotally, the highest prevalence 
rates of Sexual Violence are intra or inter familiar abuse, which extended families offend against 
each other.   

‘Anger is a natural feeling that results from boundary violation, frustration, fear and loss’ and often 
this anger is not expressed against the person or group causing the original trauma but against 
someone close to the offender who becomes the substituted object of the violence’ (Robertson 2000). 

Many believe that the present dysfunctional behaviour that occurs within Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities, family violence including sexual assault of women and children, is 
grounded in unresolved grief associated with multiple layers of trauma, which has spanned many 
generations (Robertson 2000).   

The current situation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities also points to the 
interrelated causes and multifaceted factors which having a significant and compounding effect on 
Sexual Violence in communities, which is explained through the following three categories; 

▪ Precipitating causes (one or more events triggering a violent episode);  

▪ Situational factors (such as combinations of alcohol abuse, unemployment, and welfare 
dependency); and,  

▪ Underlying factors (historical circumstances) (Memmott et al. 2001).  
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What are the special issues required for the leadership of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women against Sexual Violence? 
 

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in communities across Australia, sexual violence 
remains the taboo issue with the government lead enquiries only highlighting the issues and 
impacts.   The denial and silence that exist in communities enable Sexual Violence to remain 
undetected and hidden.  It also prevents the opportunities for children who are suffering without 
help. Services available to the rest of Australian society have not been adapted and made accessible 
for Aboriginal communities’ (Kennedy 1991). 

The consideration that Aboriginal communities have the notion of ‘healing’, which describes a 
dynamic and unfolding process of individual and collective problem solving. (Robertson 2000).  
Healing is required for both the present experience of sexual violence for victim/survivors as well as 
the historical experience, to prevent the transmission of intergenerational trauma.   

Discussing family matters with an outsider (a non-member of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community), even one wishing to help, might be almost impossible because of shame. Also, 
approaching someone of the opposite sex on matters that are thought to be the business of one’s 
own sex can be too shameful to contemplate.  ‘Shame is compounded in Aboriginal-white relations 
by expectations of rejection, by unfamiliarity with procedures and personnel, and by loyalty to one’s 
own vis-a-vis the dominant society’ (Tonkinson 1985).  

Whilst being an advocate against sexual violence is a difficult and lonely position in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities, the need for support, crisis intervention assistance and 
debriefing all require certain infrastructure which is, in most instances foreign to Aboriginal women 
working to assist others.   

The difficulty in managing re-traumatisation and vicarious trauma can become an issue for women 
striving to support others through this experience.  Therefore, it is critical for services to work 
towards an effective partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women to continue to 
provide community support to victim/survivors and to explore other ways of working with 
communities on primary prevention.   

Ideally, services would be working out the critical issues and the distinct cultural differences and 
then being guided by some broader principles for the ongoing relationship, these have been 
previously identified by Blagg (2000b). 

▪ Participation;  

▪ Ownership/self-determination;  

▪ Infrastructure (training and education); and,  

▪ Support services to support the crisis intervention function. 

With all of these issues taken into consideration, access and equity must remain the focal points for 
Sexual assault service providers and develop relationships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to ensure intersectionality is included.  ‘It is critical for cultural relevance that service 
delivery models develop beyond a situation where mainstream sexual assault services are pre-
dominantly white, creating minority groups as ‘other’ and different’. (Weeks 2001) 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women Against Sexual Violence 
Workshop Participants 
 

This workshop was organised by Alison Bairnsfather-Scott, Project Officer employed by NASASV and 
held in Brisbane on 13-15th September 2010.  The participants included; 

Fiona Tyson Sexual Assault Worker Darwin, NT 

Kadeja James Community Member Darwin, NT 

Edna Iles Sexual Assault Worker Tennant Creek, NT 

Carolyn  Hudson Sexual Assault Worker Alice Springs, NT 

Audrey  Melaney Sexual Assault Worker Katherine, NT 

Marlene Plummer Sexual Assault Worker Tennant Creek, NT 

Lena Anderson Sexual Assault Worker Perth, WA 

Fay Sambo Sexual Assault Worker Kalgoorlie, WA 

Marie  Cox Sexual Assault Worker Broome, WA 

Amanda Young Sexual Assault Worker Sydney, NSW 

Tania Jones Family Violence Co-ordinator Warnambool, VIC 

Betty Connelly Sexual Assault Worker Canberra, ACT 

Robyn Martin Sexual Assault Worker Canberra, ACT 

Karen  Woodley Community Member Mackay, QLD 

Ali James Sexual Assault Worker Brisbane, QLD 

Karina Henaway Sexual Assault Worker Brisbane, QLD 

Brenda Stubbs Sexual Assault Worker Amata Community via 
Alice Springs, NT 

Denise Martin Sexual Health Worker Port Augusta, SA 

Glenise Coulthard Community Member  Port Augusta, SA 

Rosalind Pierce Sexual Assault Worker Adelaide, SA 

Lisa  Coulthard Sexual Assault Worker Adelaide, SA 

Marilyn  Pitchford-Brown Community Member Launceston, TAS 

Florence Kris Family Violence worker Thursday Island, TSI 

 

Note – Approximately 40 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women were invited to attend the 

workshop.  For various reasons most were unable to attend due to extensive work and community 

commitments.  

Key Points of discussion from the workshop 
 

Jackie Huggins and Dorinda Cox introduced the program for the workshop; adapted from the 
National Indigenous Women’s Leadership Program facilitators included sexual violence content and 
discussion into each module.   

 Values most important - respect, honesty, family, culture, identity and integrity 

 Children need to be educated that sexual assault is not okay.  

 Break the cycle by teaching younger kids, both girls and boys. 

 Programs are needed in schools, early warning signs with a network of friends and parents. 
Within families like ‘good secrets and bad secrets’ and teaching your kids the difference. 
Teaching them to know their own bodies, to be in tune with what they’re feeling. 
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 Currently there are only a handful of resources available we need more as tools for 
discussion. These include tools for counsellors working closely on the ground with people in 
the community. 

 People in the community walking together. It’s still hidden and closed issue; we need to be 
open and honest about it. 

 Language barriers, inability to talk about sexual subjects in remote communities. 

 Lack of support for the teachers and the children post disclosure. 

 Integrity is both a social and environmental factor 

 Client confidentiality is paramount in sexual violence 

 Trust and respect between client and counsellor 

 Compassion and commitment 

 Safety not just for the victim but the whole community 

 Conviction- stick to your beliefs 

 Taking that risk as sexual assault workers to stand up for what is right. 

 Advocating for victims in the wider community 

 Not just walking away at the end of the day 

 Humility- if you don’t know something  - ask  

 Working within our own limitations and boundaries 

 Cultural sensitivity  

 Position myself in a place where I’m never quiet about sexual violence  

 Making the legal process just, especially for sexual violence. 

 Wellbeing factors are all connected and need to be balanced. 

 We live in the community 24/7. They (other counsellors) can go home and get that distance. 

 The strategies that work for you in self-care, carry them through your door, your family will 

live it too.  

 Allow yourself time to process your experience.  

 Overcrowding has a significant impact on response to sexual violence 

 Use of other Aboriginal peers, as Aboriginal workers in the field it’s very different. 

 Culture is about Spirit, identity, values, beliefs, language, blood, country, elders, ceremony, 

connections, survival, elders, song, story, dance, Law, knowledge, food, family, Sorry 

Business, kinship. 

 Working two worlds is about working with the communities and government and acting as 
translators every day. 

 Loss of structure in communities 

 Aboriginal women were ‘pastoral property’, the rapes, the massacres, the removal of 

children and the indignities inflicted. 

 Power and control and vulnerability are all central to these issues. 

 Extreme loss of identity “without that you’ve got no power” 

 Cycle of poison, an undercurrent in our community. 

 Prevalence so high that in some family groups every single girl has been abused 

 Silence being taken for consent, not just in sexual assault matters 

 Whether sexual assault is about learned or genetic behaviour  

 Women standing together, strong and breaking the silence 

 Women and men’s groups aren’t working in partnership, not supporting men in the same 
way. 
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 The need to involve men in the conversation, without disrespecting the women. 

 Qualities of leaders against sexual violence include - Honesty, patience, passion, caring, 

confident, challenging stereotypes, connected to their communities, disciplined, ethical, 

resilient, moral, strong, flexible, dedicated, not afraid to take risks, the women are often 

labelled ‘angry’, can be blunt, strong communicators. 

 Strategies for working and leading together towards better service delivery. 

The top 3 recommendations were:  

 Culturally appropriate training and facilitators,  

 A means of blending culture and service delivery so that they match 

 Adequate resources for services 

Other strategies included:  

 Incentives such as career paths “No more Band-Aids” 

 More Indigenous input on decision-making levels 

 Client centred trauma model 

 Policy reforms 

 A holistic approach to all forms of trauma “Sexual violence doesn’t stand alone” 

 Input/feedback to services from the community they operate in 

 More support for workers, especially debriefing 

 Space for specific training of ATSI workers and male workers 

 Peer support connections, elimination of burnout 

 Publicise survival stories, raise awareness  

 Qualifications that are supported by organisations and government departments 

 Recognition of community standing and connections as a form of qualification 

 Debrief with someone of choice, not necessarily departmental staff 

 More consultation with workers, “Actually being listened to” 

 Local women’s groups, getting the old ladies involved 

 Programs to identify young leaders in communities 

 “Best practice needs to be practiced” 

 Follow cultural protocols- “We need culturally safe procedures and policies” 

 Systems not recognising skills and community knowledge as qualifications. 

 Vision and Goal setting included - state steering committee with all indigenous members, 
male and female and increasing numbers of Indigenous workers. 

 Women became power brokers in that community and within 5-10 years there was a shift to 

equal power. 

 Collaboratively teaching workers and trainers in services with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander women, have Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representation on your board, 

engage the local community and your own networks. 

 

Workshop modules 
Attachment C - provides the background information and content for each module.  The following 
modules were selected as an introduction due to their relevance to the sector. 
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Further development required 
 

A follow up or recall session is required with participants, to cover the modules in the Indigenous 
women’s leadership program these include; 

 Democratic governance 

 Support groups 

 Community development  

 Agreement making and negotiating skills 

 Peacemaking 

 Conflict resolution 

 Leading ourselves in relationships  

 Understanding Community, Government and other External Stakeholders  

 Stakeholder analysis 

 Community and Consultation 

 Getting the message across 

 Developing a leadership activity  

 Your leadership journey  

 Appreciating ourselves and others 

 

 

How can this be addressed? 
 

Indigenous 
Womens 

Leadership 
against Sexual 

Violence  

Values  

Leading 
with 

Integrity 

Wellbeing  

Living in 
two worlds  

Harnessing 
feelings for 

action 

Self as a 
Leader 

Strategies 
for working 
and leading 

together  

Vision and 
goal setting  

Women 
and 

Leadership 
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The following recommendations must only be viewed as a precursor to the changes required for 
service delivery to occur for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women to have equity and access 
to Sexual Violence tertiary interventions.  The further integration of culturally appropriate research 
methodologies and target data collection will provide a better picture of the issue for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities, these initiatives must be meaningful partnerships based on the 
principles of reciprocity.  

Workforce and creating alternative pathways for recovery (healing) for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women remain the critical factors in bringing voice to the issue at a community level.  With 
the appropriate infrastructure and principles for community development mobilising communities in 
dealing with their own trauma, both historical and present leadership will begin to emerge.  It is 
critical that during this transitional phase services remain adequately funded and fully engaged with 
community.   

 

Summary of Recommendations 
 

Workforce Development 

1. Provide ongoing professional development for staff incorporating external specialised 
trauma debriefing 

2. Ensure policies and procedures include culturally safe responses  
3. Provide mandatory Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural competence and awareness 

training for all staff 
 

Education and Training 

1. Community education is undertaken including the development of resources for schools and 
the wider community 

2. Formal training including certificates and short courses creating career pathways are 
developed and implemented in partnership with services 

3. Education on impacts and the origins of sexual violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities is developed and implemented by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women 
 

Holistic Services 

1. Advocate and support the establishment of practical holistic healing centres  
2. Holistic support plans are developed to include family/kinship, individuals and community 
3. A holistic approach including social, emotional, spiritual, physical and cultural well being is 

incorporated into service delivery 
 

Cultural Safety 

1. Culture and diversity within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is recognised, 
valued and respected 

2. Include in policy and procedures the importance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultural protocols in all services 

3. Gender specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workers employed in all agencies 
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Legal/Advocacy 

1. The development of best practice standards and cultural competence education on sexual 
violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities for judiciary and other people 
working in the legal sector eg lawyers, police etc 

2. The Federal Government considers standard laws across the country and portability of 
orders across jurisdictions (eg enforcing protection orders across states and territories) 

Conclusion 
 

NASASV taking forward positions on their Board provides the linkages and advice required for 
effective and appropriate service delivery with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and 
children, with a vision to foster and support the development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
specific services in the future. 

Leadership against Sexual Violence programs must be funded and further developed to incorporate 
partnerships with local services to ensure sustainability and longevity in prevention.   

The legacy of the past for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, in particular women must be 
healed and the leadership opportunities for the prevention of sexual violence in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities be self determined to ensure the safety of women and children.   

The concept of Aboriginal women’s feminism must be embedded in the principles of ongoing 
working relationships between NASASV and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.  Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women’s feminism can be defined as; 

‘While Native women’s movements, actions and activism do target ‘mainstream’ feminist issues – 

control of choices surrounding fertility and reproduction, freedom from sexual abuse and domestic 

violence and equality in economic status and employment – these issues do not describe the totality 

of their concern, and their aim is not merely to tear down male-orientated social constructs (Irlbacher 

Fox, 2002).   

Aboriginal women articulate priorities informed by their own culture and sense of place and 

traditions; in which gender is found alongside issues of socio-economic inequality, racism, 

assimilation, cultural renewal and self-determination. For Aboriginal women, gender is one aspect of 

a larger struggle whose ultimate goal lies in the achievement of healing, balance and the reclamation 

of what was stolen, altered or co-opted through colonialism.   

Rather than feminism, then, Aboriginal women’s movement can be more accurately described as 

decolonization. Both are emancipatory political movements with revolutionary goals; yet while 

certain efforts within decolonization can be coincident with feminist praxis, the two are not 

equivalent projects.  The distance between these two positions has been magnified by the actions, 

words and works – long ago and recent, well intended and opportunistic – of ‘mainstream’ feminists. 

The possibility of a bridge being constructed across this divide will depend on whether or not non-

Native feminists are truly prepared to equally value Native perspectives, prioritize Indigenous issues 

and work in these areas under the direction and leadership of Native women’. (Enweiyn 2004) 
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