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Since contact, society has been witness to literally thousands of images 
of the First Peoples of this territory. Many of these images, some of wh ich 
have been falsely created, have become pall, if not all, of the status quo' s 
understanding of what it is to be " lndian"; and, more specificall y, what it 
is to be an Indian woman . Images resembling the serenity of the Victorian 
era can be seen featuring Indian women in orchestrated positions: photograpbs 
of women posing for studio photographers with "papoose"l; sketches of 
Indian women "serving" their men during the treaty-making process; and 
Lndian women, typically with children , sitting in front ofteepees.2 

Many of these stereotypical images have paved the way for what has 
come to be known as the "Hollywood Lndian Woman ." Hollywood westerns 
provide an example of this . For example, we can all , without much efroll, 
think ofa Western "classic" that features First Nations women - and even 
men - spoiling headbands : pall of the Indian "motif," perhaps?J However, 
it was only recently that I learned what the presence of the headband 
signified: it was not typical of traditional dress ; rather, it was needed to 
secure the actress ' s wig.4 Today, it is difficult to find a baby doll , Barbie 
doll, cartoon drawing or photograph that does not attempt to in corporate 
this infamous Indian headband. We have seen this image so many times that 
we, without question, accept it as real . 

What this suggests is that the popularisation and mass prod uction of 
" Lndian women" - or what we have come to know as " Indian women" - is 
ultimately the result of coloniaJism.5 These are the images that ha ve been 
manipulated, altered and, In some cases, created by others . These are the 
images that society has been left with - the images of colonized Indian 
women . The fraud becomes real , and the real becomes forgotten. 

However, deep beneath the endless stacks of "familiar" photographs 
exists a collection of pictures that, on second examination, clearly challenge 
the former stereotype . These are the photographs that show Indian women 
participating in activities other than serving their men in treaty negotiations 
and/or posing with "papoose" for studio photographers . These are images 
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of " rea'" Indian women . These pictures serve two separate yet interrelated 
purposes . First, they cha llenge the accuracy of these previously accepted 
images ~ they show Indian women, for eJl3mple, without headbands.6 

Second, the images show Indian women in "real" or "atypica l" activities .? 
They let us, for possibly the first time, begin to understand, at least 
historically. what it means to be an " lndian woman "8 As well, for these 
images in particular, they provide an opportunityto embrace each as a story 
of individual resistance. 

The images chosen for this essay may at first be deceiving. On first 
glance, these images seem to portray a commenta ry on the assimilation and 
colonization of Aboriginal women. However, on re-examination , it is easy 
to see that these pictures depict resistance. Rather than Aboriginal women 
becoming colonized, these pictures, if deconstructed in the right frame of 
mind, clearly detail decolonization - that is, the bringing of " Indian " into 
the White world . The women , and in some cases children, in these photos 
can be seen as forever changing the ru les, and roles, in non-Aboriginal 
society. 

For some time now, scholars ha ve embraced Aboriginal scholarsh ip.9 
That is not enough. It is crucial , just as we have begun to deconstruct 
mainst ream academia, to deconstruct mainstream images. We must re­
examine "old" pictures with a new outlook . We must understand the story 
around the photograph and the history of it. We must also bring these ideas 
to contemporary images: Who is responsible forthe image? For its promotion? 
For its distribution? 

This path can begin by examining the pictures in this essay. What is 
typical of these photos? What is not? What is missing? Whatarethe subjects 
doing? What story might the picture be telling? How does each image speak 
to resistance and decolonization ? 

Most important, though, it is time to accept the reconstructed images of 
First Nations, particularly of women, from First Nations themselves. 
Aboriginal photographers and artists are clearly cha Ilenging the stereotyp iea I 
images that have become "mainstream." Most certainly, it is clear that 
voices should be seen as well as heard. 

Notes 
I " Papoose" is an Algonkian term meaning baby. [ have learned recently, from my 

auntlcs, thaI Ihe piece Ihal Ihe baby IS wrapped in is referred to liS a mots bag 
Thaok you , Aunlie. 

2 These ,mageii can be seen anywhere - from sketched historical accounts 10 
modem-day greetmg cards. calendllfs and Illternet , ites. Even though the 
mediums on which Ibe images we.e di splayed have: change:d, the images have 
.emamed the: same. 
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31\ny I)plcal 'CO\\OOy5 and Inwans' film \\111 proYlde dOlenS of lInYleldmg 
I"dum female SierCOI) pes 

4 Dunng the ,ummcr of 1995. 1 bad the honour of takmg ao upper-year Nah¥e 
Studies elIUI. lit the UnI¥erslty of SIU1r.atehe ..... n. wIth lDstrlleto" DI Mana 
Campbell and MllrJone Beaucage II was truly all altenng e.'(pcnence 

5 I am defining colonialism as the mterferenee and Imposlllon of non-lndl8n 
cult lire on Fint NatLOns lind Flul Naholll cullure 

6 The absence of the headband eneouugu uS to ask the quesllon of the pluenee 
of the helldband III the firs t place 

1 By atYpica l aeh'llles, I am purposely reS/shng the '"t) pleal" aClLYlhe, of ladlan 
women depLcted LD popular photographs 

II Hele, of course, I am specifieall) emphaSLlLDg the sLDgl,llar term • "'oman ~ to 
also lesUI IdenhfYlng and recognLl..Lng groups of Indian "'omen 

9 B)' AOOngmal scholarship. I am specIfically lefemng to scholarship dODe b) 
FilS' Nahons people 
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Plate I : Irene Tootoosis of the Poundmaker First Nation Reserve at a 
homemaking tra ining session at Red Pheasant First NatIon 
Reserve, University of Saskatchewan Archives (date and 
photographer unknown), 
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Plate 2: Violet Thomas - Loon Lake First Nation Reserve. University 
of Saskatchewan Archives (date and photographer unknown) 
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Plate 3 
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Sewing machmes presented to Waterhen Lake First Nation 
Reserve, 1969 Umversity of Saskatchewan Archives 
(photographer unknown) . 
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Plate 4: Mrs . Ella Humphry assisting Mrs Lewis at the Loon Lake 
First Nation Reserve University of Saskatchewan Archi ves 
(date and photographer unknown) 
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plate 5: Two Indian children outside a miniature tepee, Pion-Era, 
Saskatoon , 1960. Saskatchewan Archives Board S8 6382 
(photographer unknown). 
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Plate 6: lndian chi ldren dancing at grandstand during Pion-Era, 
Saskatoon , 1969. Saskatchewan Archives Board SB 6038 
(photographer unknown). 
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Plate 7: Indian art - hand-painted ca rds, 1962 . Saskatchewa n An;;hives 
Boa rd SB 595 1, Saskatchewan Government photographer. 
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Plate 8: Toy Indian tepees and craft s made of moose hide by Cree 
Indians on Sweetgrass First Nation Reserve at the Saskatoon 
Arts and Crafts Society Show, 1951. Saskatchewan Archives 
Boa rd SB 2470 (photographer unknown). 
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Plate 9: Display of articles made in a knitting class, Waterhen Lake 
First Nation Reserve, 1969, University of Saskatchewan 
Archives (photographer unknown). 
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