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Introduction

• Indigenous people’s link with the land

– misunderstood  & heart of disputes and disagreements

– jeopardized by new types of development

• Indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) are complex 

• Role of women in land governance is disregarded

– Specific knowledge (McGregor, 2008)

– Not considering gender dynamics = losing fundamental 
data (Desbiens & Simard, 2012)

– Development of tools by and for women



Introduction (cont’d)

• Major changes in governance of land and 
natural resources
– Marked effects on Indigenous people, notably 

women

– Few research consider the impact of colonization on 
Indigenous women’s contribution to governance
(Kuokkanen, 2011)

– Women rarely solicited to contribute in land 
governance

• Consultation and involvement of women is 
needed (Kermoal & Altamirano-Jimérez, 2016)



Introduction (cont’d) & objective

• Impact of colonization on women’s 
contribution to governance (Lawrence & Anderson, 2005)

– Land occupation

– Resource use

• Exclusion of women from participatory 
research on natural resource management

• Erosion of the place of women in land 
governance (Sayers & MacDonald, 2001)

• Highlight the participation of women 



Main objectives

• Identify the role of Indigenous women on the 
land and their place in land governance

• Document their perceptions of the state of 
the land and their concerns about the related 
knowledge 

Atikamekw women’s history has been little or 
not recounted,  their role in their society poorly 
documented and their role in land governance 
practically ignored. 



Atikamekw people-Nitaskinan



Coconstruction of a data collection tool: 
A case study with Atikamekw women 

• Before the actual project started:

– Reflection on epistemological, methodological and 
ethical challenges 

– Discussion on the approach and on data collection 
tools with 3 Atikamekw women

– Consent form and interview guide redesigned in 
collaboration with Atikamekw women

Publication : 

Suzy Basile, Hugo Asselin & Thibault Martin, 
submitted to ACME - An International Journal 
for Critical Geographies



Results
• Great importance given to the consent form

– Changes were made

– Coconstruction

• Provided an opportunity for Atikamekw 
women to markedly influence the approach to 
the research they would participate in

• Confirmed the relevance of the research 
principles provided in the Guidelines for 
research with Aboriginal women (QNW, 2012).



Atikamekw women's perceptions of their 
role and place in the governance 

of land and natural resources
Methodology:

• 32 semi-structured interviews

• Between June 2012 and July 2013

– Idle No More and the Atikamekw road blockade

• 15/32 interviews conducted in the Atikamekw 
language

• Women approached and solicited beforehand

• Schedule respected

• 5 meetings to validate results 



Questions asked 
• What place takes the land in the lives of 

Atikamekw women?

• What are the perceptions of the historical role 
and the current place of Atikamekw women in 
the governance of land and resources?

• How are women affected by land 
development activities and what should be 
done to remedy the situation?

• What is the meaning of “land governance” for 
Atikamekw women?



Themes



Results

Atikamekw women…

• maintained a special link with the land

• are aware of the magnitude of changes on the 
land, which they describe as “losses”

• despite the upheavals sustained by Nitaskinan:
• have kept their knowledge

• developed meaningful and effective coping strategies

• are concerned with land use and the future of 
the Atikamekw culture

• feel a sense of insecurity 



Solastalgia

• Feeling of powerlessness felt by people who 
find themselves homesick while still being “at 
home” (Albrecht, 2006; Albrecht et al., 2007)

• Can be caused by natural (e.g. forest fires) or 
anthropogenic (e.g. logging) disturbances 

• Sense of territorial and cultural insecurity stems 
from the incapacity to remedy the situation



Results (cont’d)
• Notcimik : “Forest, woods, bush”, “Where I 

come from” 

– Common roots with Notcihaw (to do many things in 
the woods) whose meaning has been transformed 
by the priests ... refers to “make love”.

• Desire to “find balance” 

• Importance of place of origin and strong sense 
of belonging

• Before: Land management by family consensus 
with the participation of women (often out of 
meetings)



Decision making

• Women have been appointed responsible for 
the territory 

• Decisions taken after family consensus, 
including women’s participation

“I always heard my mother-in-law talk about 
the land with her husband. She participated in 
decisions and her decisions were respected” 



Changes to the land

• Logging, floods and installment of 
Emitcikocicak (“loggers”)

– Loss of wildlife habitats and medicinal plants

– Loss of land, resources and sacred places 

–Water contamination 

– Forced removals

–No respect for the principle of invitation -
Wicakemowin



Wicakemowin - Invitation

• Reciprocity and sharing in hunting, fishing, 
trapping and other collecting activities

• A family invites another family to hunt 
together on its territory

• Sharing of hunted animals, feasts

• Allows the invited person’s territory to rest

• Women thereby maintain family and 
friendship networks and share knowledge and 
experiences





Transmission of knowledge & values

• Knowledge transmission
–Grandmothers’ role 
– Through observation
– By Atisokan (stories)
– Importance of Mackiki (medicine)

• Respect for values
– Respect
– Sharing
– Mutual aid
– Harmony, love and balance



Women’s leadership
• Political system favoring men (women restricted to the 

domestic sphere)

• Interdiction to participate in public meetings, in 
decisions and in band council elections until 1951

• Increased political participation, but still room for 
improvement to enhance the well-being, quality of life, 
harmony, land protection and balance in the decisions 
taken by band councils

“I must do as my grandmother, say what I think for my 
children and my grandchildren”.



Akwatisiw
• Term almost vanished from the Atikamekw 

language

• Formerly used to designate men 
and women with a strong, assertive stance on the 
land, defending and protecting it

• Now with a negative connotation: a severe 
person, authoritarian

• Seems difficult to be a woman akwatisiw when 
there is no more land available or healthy 
enough to affirm its authority

Role of women in conflict resolution



Tciman – Representing balance



Adaptation

• Changes in the economy

• Application of colonial policies

• Quick settlement

• Major lifestyle changes

• Having to stay in the community when partner 
goes in the forest

• Atikamekw values are still alive



The land as a favored place for knowledge and 
value transmission by Atikamekw women

• Confirms particular attachment to territory

• Emerging themes

- Filiation

- knowledge and value transmission 

- Social organization (weddings, adoption, family)

– Pregnancies and births

– Midwives

– Place of birth

– Traditional name

– Education

– Residential schools 



Further results
• Knowledge of ancestors’ way of life

• Women’s role essential to spatial organization of 
traditional activities

• Pregnancies and births = spatiotemporal markers 

• Use of tikinakan

• Recover placenta

• Change in how place of birth is called after social 
and territorial upheavals 

• Traditional name still in use



Further results (cont’d)
• Education valued by women

• Residential schools episode = break

In short, Atikamekw women:

• asked to be consulted about Nitaskinan

• have experienced major changes

• show great resilience

« To manage the land is also to respect what our 
ancestors left us »

Short version submitted to Recherches féministes (Women Studies)



Conclusion

• Aboriginal women 

– take more place in governance

– consulted, listened to and heard, and want to 
participate more actively in decision making

– share concerns and aspirations

• Limits: 2nd round of interviews to explore 
emerging themes

• Future research: document unofficial 
governance and research laboratory to come



Kitci Mikwetc!
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