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STANDING TRADITION ON ITS HEAD
ROLE REVERSAL AMONG BLOOD INDIAN COUPLES

JANET MANCINI BILLSON

The woman is the foundation on which
nations are built.

She is the heart of her nation.

If that heart is weak the people are wedk.
If her heart is strong and her mind is clear
then the nation is strong and knows its pur-
pose.

The woman is the centre of everything.

But equally, women must honour men;

If not, then everything is out of balance
and we can have nothing but chaos and pain.
These are the first elements that must be
put back together

or nothing, but nothing

can come Tight again. '

Oniginally from southern Ontario, Janet Mancini Billson
is professor of sociology and women’s studies at Rhode
Island College, Providence. The author of many books
and articles, she is now finishing a book on shifting gender
roles among women in several Canadian cultural groups,
including Blood, Iroquois, and Inuit.

[GPQ 11 (Winter 1991): 3-21]

’T;aditional gender roles among the Blood In-
dians (Kainai) of Alberta emphasized the man
as provider, the woman as sustainer, although
clearly both males and females were at times
producers, processors, and consumers as sut-
vival needs and circumstances varied. Males
typically hunted large game and spent long pe-
riods away from home; females processed food,
tanned buffalo hides, made clothing, main-
tained order and culture in the males’ absence,
and cared for the children and elderly.2

The Bloods (Kainai) are part of the Blackfoot
Confederacy, which also includes Peigan (Pi-
kuni) and Blackfoot (Siksika) Indians in Al-
berta and the Blackfeet in Montana. Many
studies of the Blackfoot groupings have empha-
sized the Peigan or the Blackfeet, both neigh-
bors and probably originally relatives of the
Bloods, but the Bloods have evolved distinctly
from their Blackfoot cousins in some important
ways.? As with other Plains Indians, the tra-
ditional division of labor among the Bloods was
fundamentally transformed by the move from
nomadic existence on the land characterized by
a subsistence/bartering economy to reserve life
dominated by early government efforts to create
an agricultural economy. Now, in a wage/wel-
fare economy, Blood women are increasingly
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taking on the role of chief provider for the fam-
ily; men are increasingly taking primary re-
sponsibility for child care, cooking, and
cleaning. This reversal of roles is not total, nor
is it without complications. Loss of balance be-
tween the genders is reported by Blood women
and men to be a critical source of frustration
and an important contributor to domestic vi-
olence.

The intensive interviews and field work with
the Blood Indians that I conducted between
1986 and 1988 provide data to illustrate the
trend toward role reversal and its impact on
male/female relations. Although this process has
occurred in other cultural groups, most notably
the African-American, the pattern emerging
among the Bloods is distinctive in that the per-
centage of households in which the female is
employed and the male is present but unem-
ployed or traditionally employed is higher than
in other groups. Also, the transition is occurring
contemporarily for Canadian Indian couples and
can be documented as it happens rather than
retrospectively or historically. This case study
of the Bloods will help elucidate the sources of
role reversal, as well as the stresses and strains
created by loss of balance in male/female rela-
tions.

Blood women and men served as informants
and helped arrange for interviews. All inter-
views were open-ended and tape-recorded. Ini-
tial contacts explicating the purpose and method
of the study were made by letter to the Chief
and Council members, who discussed the proj-
ect and referred me to appropriate community
leaders, most female, some male. Leaders in
turn referred me to women of various age, mar-
ital, educational, and employment status who
were willing to take part in the interviews. I
interviewed more than forty women individ-
ually and in small groups about traditional and
contemporary gender roles and problems facing
women on the reserve. As I formulated gen-
eralizations and hypotheses, I tested them with
subsequent interviewees until a commonly
agreed upon analysis was achieved. I also in-
terviewed several males in social service roles
who confirmed the perspectives of women re-

garding role reversal and problems with alco-
holism and battering. In addition I acquired
informal data through four weeks of living on
the reserve (over two years) and participating
in daily activities with a medicine woman and
economic development worker.

[t is important to note how Blood women
differ from other Native women, many of whom
historically were active food procurers. In Brit-
ish Columbia, for example, Carrier women
probably contributed equally to the food supply;
but I have found no evidence for the Bloods in
particular and the Canadian Blackfoot groups
in general either that women “procured” food
at an equal rate to men or that women were
horticulturalists. Blood women did accompany
men on the buffalo hunt in very early “dog
days,” but their role was a supportive one. Their
forte appears to have been not so much the
procurement but the processing of food, at which
they were highly skilled. Pool’s work on Wich-
ita women,* also Plains Indians, provides some
parallels with the Blood traditional socio-eco-
nomic base, but comparisons should be drawn
with caution: like tribes such as the Cherokees
and Kiowas, the Canadian-side Bloods (unlike
the Wichitas) were never serious horticultur-
alists. There is some evidence that one hundred
or two hundred years ago a little tobacco was
grown by men for spiritual or medicinal pur-
poses, but the Wichita women were “direct pro-
ducers” in a way that Blood women never were.
Thus, the status and role of Blood women was
quite different. In any event, it is difficult to
apprehend the “truth” regarding gender roles
and division of labor prior to the reservation
period, as all pasts come to us through the prisms
of not only recollection but the subjectivity of
those involved.

My purpose here is to present the views of
contemporary Blood women rather than to con-
duct a literature-based analysis, especially as most
of the literature based on field experience with
the Blackfeet emphasizes the Montana and/or
Peigan bands, which had in many ways quite
different experiences from the Alberta Bloods
because of differing U.S./Canadian policies re-
garding Native people. My purpose is to shed
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FIG. 1. Two women take a lunch break in the cafeteria of the reserve’s administration and social services center,

Shot-through-Both-Sides Building. Photo by J. Billson.

light on the contemporary situation; the pre-
reservation era is painted in broad strokes.

In the first section I present a brief overview
of the traditional role division as described by
Blood men and women and in the literature.
Then I explore the trend toward role reversal
among many contemporary Blood couples. The
persistence of women’s domestic roles (in ad-
dition to their new public roles) appears to have
provided some insulation against the social
pathologies that typically erupt with rapid social
change and that have marked men’s experience
of the move to reserve life. Finally, I examine
the impact of education in role reversal. In all
sections, interview data form the core of infor-
mation.

THE TRADITIONAL SOCIAL ORDER:
BALANCED ROLES

Prior to contact with European settlers, the
Bloods traveled freely between what are now
known as southern Alberta and northern Mon-
tana. Men were warriors and buffalo hunters,
both public sphere activities. Warfare was a
central part of male identity, as men protected
the camps from traditional enemies, Cree and
Assiniboine Indians. Male self-esteem derived
from courage and skill as a warrior; boys serving
as apprentices began to accompany the older
men on skirmishes at the age of twelve or thir-
teen. Equally, a male’s self-esteem derived from
his ability to provide for his family through par-
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ticipation in pony raids or buffalo hunting par-
ties. Bands moved and camped together.®

Blood women were not horticulturalists like
other, more southerly Plains women because of
the short summers and early frosts of the north-
ern Plains. They gathered berries or hunted small
local game, and occasionally in earlier times
they accompanied men on buffalo hunts in or-
der to help regulate herd movements and to be
present for initial processing of hides and other
animal products. Occasionally women were di-
rectly involved in the hunt. A Blood elder
quoted by Ewers describes a typical method of
hunting buffalo during the “dog days” prior to
acquisition of horses around 1730: After the
men had located the buffalo, women built a
semicircular fence with their travois. Shouting
women and barking dogs kept the herd back
while running men circled it until the hunters
could rush in and kill the buffalo. Women used
the travois to haul meat and hides back to the
encampment. Buffalo hunting was usually the
male preserve, however, as indicated by Grin-
nell’s report that “the man who was to call the
buffalo arose very early, and told his wives that
they must not leave the lodge, nor even look
out, until he returned.”® The women’s duty was
to pray for a successful hunt and to dress the
meat after the kill.

Women were responsible for making tipis,
taking them down, and reconstructing them with
each move. Women were also responsible for
moving camp using dog, and later, horse tra-
vois. In the “dog days,” women reportedly led
a particularly hard life. In addition to the duties
mentioned above, they were also known to have
carried heavy loads on their own backs. As
women became stooped and stiff with age, they
were sometimes abandoned to face death alone.”
Women contributed importantly to the security
of the camp in the men’s absence. They were
experts at drying and preserving berries, buffalo
meat and hides, and small game or fish. Women
sewed clothing and made utensils, cared for
children, the elderly, and pack dogs, and man-
aged the practical details of everyday life. Fe-
male self-esteem was centered in domestic duties:
“Women generally did not take part in tribal
affairs, but were a valuable and integral part of

Blood society.”®

During the height of the horse-hunted buf-
falo period in the late 1870s, women’s hide-
dressing and saddle-making skills brought con-
siderable wealth to the band. Blood women pro-
duced literally thousands of buffalo robes during
this period. Tanning hides became a critical and
demanding role for Blood women, one by which
“her worth and virtue were estimated,” accord-
ing to Wissler. The Blood women’s role in tan-
ning buffalo hides made a crucial economic
contribution, as noted by Lewis and Haines:
“[Women] never had enough time to care for
all the meat from the kills, and the piles of
untanned hides by the tipis grew and grew al-
though the women worked steadily on their tan-
ning chores every spare moment.” Even when
the primary source of sustenance was provided
by males, women’s skills and knowledge were
equally important to the survival of the band.
In fact Ewers argues that dressing buffalo hides
was more important to the fur trade and more
difficult than killing buffalo. One hunter could
keep several wives supplied; one woman could
dress twenty-five to thirty hides per winter. Lewis
points out that this role increased women’s eco-
nomic importance. But, as Medicine argues,
because the buffalo hide trade was in the hands
of men (both Native and Anglo-European),
women’s position actually became more de-
pendent during this period and their status de-
clined.’

In contrast to other groups, such as the Iro-
quois, in which women traditionally enjoyed
substantial political power (choosing chiefs and
council members who served at the pleasure of
the women), in traditional Blood culture, al-
though male and female roles were comple-
mentary and mutually respected, the male was
defined as the major “provider” and “boss.” This
is the perception of most women interviewed,
and is reported also in the literature: “Men were
the undisputed lords of their households”; “The
man had absolute power over his wife”; “Father
was the decision maker. . . .”1° All note that
certain women designated as “sits-beside-me-
wife” had more power and status than other
wives.

One of the problems emanating from “ret-



rospective” interviewing is that no women alive
today are old enough to remember “traditional”
toles prior to the reserve period. Even elders
were children during the early reserve period
(late 1890s to early 1920s). Thus their mem-
ories of gender roles are based on a period during
which the government was systematically and
openly attempting to impose Anglo-European,
gender-segregated, male-dominant values on
Native people. Even so, Blood women believe
that “a long time ago” the men still had a slight
edge in authority over women. The difference
is that in traditional Native male dominance,
females were respected and valued for their con-
tributions; in white, male, nineteenth-century
patriarchy, women were either placed on a ped-
estal or systematically devalued.

The Blood woman’s role as subordinate orig-
inated in a traditional patriarchal and patri-
lineal social order in which men had the final
say in major decisions, an order that was rein-
forced by contact with whites. But Blood women
observe that while it was true historically that
the male was dominant, the woman still had
considerable influence and power. For example,
women could own property, receive and exer-
cise medicine power, and give names.!! Rela-
tionships “balanced out.”

Even though these broad task delineations
were typical, Schneider, in her detailed com-
parison of male/female roles among various
Plains Indian tribes, cautions against overdraw-
ing gender role task differentiation. When men
were away from camp for long periods, they may
have worked on clothing, for example, and
women would have taken up some of the “male”
tasks. Furthermore, Plains women may have
played a more significant role in arts and crafts
than previously thought. Medicine discusses role
alternatives for Blackfoot women, including the
warrior and “manly-hearted woman” roles among
the Peigan of Alberta. She does not mention
the Blood women in this context except by
implication. Goldfrank, however, claims that
nine women on the Blood reserve were “manly-
hearted”—women who were ambitious, bold,
accorded special privileges, and respected. She
also argues that female independence and ag-
gressiveness among the Blood may have miti-
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gated the need for specially designating some
women as manly-hearted. Women also played
a major role in Blood religion, which centered
on the annual Sun Dance, a ceremony that was
held in fulfillment of a holy woman’s vow and
centered on the virtue of women as well as the
transformation of men into warriors. 'z Religious
power was passed through the women to the
men. They were considered to be “excellent
workers” and valuable wives.

Social and military societies were complex
organizations that created a strong tribal iden-
tity among the Blood people. Many of these
societies, some of them secret, persist today.
Core values were respect, caring, sharing, and
strength. Polygamy was not uncommon because
of the excess of women in the sex ratio, since
many men were killed in warfare. At times
women outnumbered men by two or three to
one; multiple wives became a status symbol and,
because of their centrality in hide production,
an indication of male economic success. Chil-
dren were not physically punished, but infidel-
ity was cause for cutting off a woman’s nose or
ear, or even her death, as male jealousy was
pronounced. 3

BALANCE THREATENED: CONTACT
wITH WHITES

The Bloods went from a nomadic hunting
and gathering society to a reserve-based agri-
cultural society in one generation. For the next
decades, as agriculture failed for various reasons,
they became heavily welfare-dependent and
moved into the post-industrial, techtronic stage
of civilization. 4

Economic circumstances changed drastically
with the coming of white people. Population
declined as Bloods were hit with the whiskey
trade and such “white” diseases as smallpox.'®
At the same time, buffalo were almost exter-
minated by over hunting. A Blood lamented in
1878, “This was the year the buffalo went out
of sight.” The government ignored reports that
game was running out; by the time it was willing
to start implementing farming provisions of the
treaty, starvation was imminent.!¢

With settlers encroaching on traditional



8 GREAT PLAINS QUARTERLY, WINTER 1991

Blackfoot lands, the Canadian government and
the Bloods signed Treaty Number Seven in 1877.
Five Blackfoot tribes controlled 50,000 square
miles; the Treaty reserved a total of 1433 square
miles for the Indians, less than 3 percent of the
land ceded. Each family received 2.56 square
kilometers of land; they were also given money,
seeds, and tools with which to begin farming.!?
Several attempts were subsequently made to take
some of the reserve land back for white settlers
and other government purposes, but tribal lead-
ers consistently refused to diminish their hold-
ings. Later many wealthier Blood men traded
ponies for cattle; in the 1890s, Parliament voted
to issue cattle to the Bloods under a loan system.

According to R. N. Wilson, who was the
Indian agent from 1898-1911 at the main Blood
reserve, the Bloods initially resisted the con-
straints of reserve life. Despite a short growing
season and droughts, they eventually adapted
well to the loss of lands and to the shift from
hunting and gathering to ranching and agri-
culture, in spite of traditional objections to
turning Mother Earth “wrong side up.” Tradi-
tional gender roles stood in the way of farming,
since authorities thought men should perform
the manual labor (the preserve of Blood women),
and leave women to do lighter housework chores.
This is a good example of the impact of white
culture on Native culture. Wilson reports that,
in spite of two disastrous winters in 1910 and
1911, the Bloods were “in the lead of all Ca-
nadian Indians engaged in cattle raising,” hold-
ing more than 4000 head of the “finest beef
cattle in the west.” Horses were also bred at a
rapid pace, with more than 3600 in 1918. Blood
wheat and oats production was second of all
reserves in the country. During this period, men
derived self-esteem and prestige from the heavy
outdoor work of farming, ranching, and breed-
ing. Women continued with their familiar roles
as caretakers and processors of the food provided
by men. Their role in farming was generally
limited, a reflection of white values. As Weist
points out, women lost not only their central
economic role as buffalo hide preparers but also
experienced declines in their ceremonial roles

in the Sun Dance because of missionary pres-
sures. '8

As of 1918, with changes in the leadership
of the Indian Affairs Department in Ottawa,
Blood prosperity was threatened by dogged gov-
ernment attempts to take back some reserve
land. Wilson documented the steady destruc-
tion of Blood farming and ranching over the
next few years. The conflict between a central
government’s agents and indigenous people is
a classic case of racial oppression.'® It also had
a shattering impact on male role and identity
and so deserves special attention here. Blood
leaders resisted surrendering land. The govern-
ment pressed its argument, denying them ex-
pansion of new farms until the Bloods sold part
of the reserve. Even during wartime, when prai-
rie farmers were being urged to increase pro-
duction, the Bloods “were not permitted to
respond to the greater production appeal, though
they had the land, machinery, horses, plenty
of willing men and the necessary capital to op-
erate their traction breaking plow outfits.”2°
Amidst charges of fraud and trickery, 6000 acres
were finally leased to white farmers, in the name
of “patriotism.” This resulted in a shortage of
hay for Blood herds the following year. Imme-
diately after this agreement, which was insti-
tuted through threats and strong arm methods,
the Indian Adffairs Department suddenly dis-
possessed the Bloods of 90,000 acres as a “war
measure,” leasing it to white men for stock graz-
ing. Many Indians were ordered to vacate their
homes; hay lands were lost. Overstocking de-
pleted the grass and threatened Blood livestock.

During the winter of 1919, because of ex-
treme weather and various government errors,
thousands of Blood cattle died, the herd de-
creasing from 17,000 in 1917 to 3742 in 1919
and to 1200 in 1920. Horses also starved to
death. Many farmers lost all of their work teams.
Wilson concludes: “Thus, the Indian Depart-
ment . . . sanctioned the destruction of a cred-
itable industry that had been painstakingly
fostered by” the Bloods. The Great Depression
of the 1930s finished the destruction the Indian
Department had started.?!



ANOMIE AND THE ESCALATION OF
SociAL PATHOLOGY

The Bloods found themselves by World War
Il in a state of economic instability and anomie,
experiencing the loss of norms and meaning
that has typified reserve Indians in North Amer-
ica. Three structural elements have contributed
to this anomie: residual values and organiza-
tional elements that persist from hunting and
gathering society have, in tandem with limited
acceptance of mainstream, Anglo-European
values created marginality; a veneer of “dispar-
ate ideological, technological and organiza-
tional elements” borrowed from or imposed by
post-industrial dominant, white society have not
always bonded with traditional elements; and
the location of meaningful political authority
and decision-making power in the hands of cen-
tral government bureaucrats has contributed to
the political as well as economic emasculation
of Native men.?

Goldfrank maintains that the stripping away
of old values and replacing them with new ones
was a conscious program instigated by the Ca-
nadian government, which “had no compunc-
tions about destroying any part of the old Blood
culture which conflicted with its own admin-
istrative aims or ethical standards.”?® As Zent-
ner argues, the negative consequences of contact
with whites did not become manifest until the
1950s when exceptionally high rates of social
pathology began to be recorded on reserves in
the form of suicide, alcoholism, drug abuse, fa-
tal accidents, divorce, desertion, spousal as-
sault, and murder. During a period of affluence
and upward mobility for mainstream, white so-
ciety, Indians—restricted by discrimination and
prejudice—were experiencing a downward spi-
ral of social and economic woes.?* The Bloods
were no exception to this pattern.

Anomie affects males and females alike. For
the Blood male, confidence in his ability to
make a major contribution to his family’s well-
being, as traditional values dictate, was under-
cut. For the female, having to rely solely or
primarily on herself for provision of food and
shelter for her family created added responsi-
bilities and dissonance.
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THE STRUGGLE FOR AUTONOMY

“From a wandering and independent exist-
ence in pre-reservation times to a dependency
on government largess and a sedentary life, the
Blood Indian needed the time to make the ad-
justment before he would make his next move.”?
The Bloods consider that that move began in
the late 1960s with their efforts toward self-
government and economic development. In the
1970s they established the townsite at Standoff,
expanded Blood Band Farms, and discovered
oil in one corner of the reserve. Without irri-
gation, however, Blood farms have yielded dis-
appointing crops and operated at a loss. Proceeds
from the oil sale were distributed on a per capita
basis instead of being used for future economic
development. Most of the land is leased to
whites. Kainai Industries (Fig. 2), a reserve-
based enterprise that produces modular homes
for export to other reserves and communities,
employs only forty to one hundred men an-
nually, as contracts require; few women are
hired. Economic underdevelopment, in spite of
Blood efforts to stimulate new enterprises, has
plagued this as well as other reserves.2

SHIFTING MALE ROLES: TOWARD
DEPENDENCY

Historically, then, a Blood man relied on
game and nature to provide sustenance for his
family. Now he has to depend on twentieth-
century means of earning a livelihood through
wage employment. His success as a provider
rests not on his cunning, strength, and knowl-
edge of terrain and animals, but on his ability
to adapt to a nine-to-five job in which he is
expected to follow rules and operate within a
knowledge base devised by someone from an-
other culture. Many men secure only seasonal
wage employment and find it difficult to hold
down steady jobs that pay enough to provide
for their families. The unemployment rate on
the Blood reserve is 60 to 70 percent; welfare
and other social assistance payments run in the
80 percent range, according to social service
workers.

As it is for other Native communities that
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are relatively distant from urban centers, eco-
nomic viability is a complex and frustrating
matter. Better education and training cannot
guarantee jobs on the reserve. Those who leave
for the cities, especially men, become depressed
and miss their families; many lack an adequate
support network. Kinship ties are very impor-
tant and create a dilemma: If men go for the
job, they lose touch with their families; if they
stay on the reserve, they lose job opportunities.
Institutionalized racism and open discrimina-

tion still are significant forces in determining
job opportunities in urban areas. This dilemma
results in many well-qualified people not utiliz-
ing their fullest potential. As Lithman points
out, Indians return to reserves because Cana-
dian, like American, society offers few mean-
ingful economic or social alternatives;
conversely, transfer payments continue to sup-
port them on the reserves.?’

The traditional division of labor reinforced
the balance of power between men and women.

FiG. 2. Two men outside the Blood band’s Kainai Industries production center. Photo by J. Billson.



Since the failure of agriculture and the shift to
service jobs and welfare dependency, the man’s
work has all but disappeared—but the woman’s
work remains.

SHIFTING FEMALE ROLES: TOWARD A
DOUBLE BURDEN

In the early twentieth century, Blood women
began to leave the home for wage-earning jobs
like stooking hay and working in canneries.
These were seasonal jobs that required their
husbands’ assent. Gradually, as the male roles
of hunter, warrior, pony raider, and breeder,
farmer, and rancher have one by one dissipated,
women have found themselves in positions of
increasing responsibility. In spite of discrimi-
natory practices favoring male power during the
earlier reserve period, women—who have al-
ways had more consistent attendance and per-
formance records in school—are moving into
roles in the public sphere.

Many Blood women have completed uni-
versity educations and have developed profes-
sional careers off the reserve. Many return as
professionals: most teachers and health clinic
workers are women; most social work and cler-
ical jobs are held by women, as is true in the
wider society. Lurie argues that many Native
American women are receiving increasing rec-
ognition because “girls were educated in teach-
ing, nursing and office work, and the work
experience of Indian women in cities exposed
them to the managerial side of white life. . . .
[Tlhey brought home skills that could be put to
real use on the reservation to help them cope
as an Indian community in a larger, white-dom-
inated society.”?® These roles are needed on the
reserve.

Women also hold some administrative po-
sitions, although discrimination has placed them
in a politically and economically inferior posi-
tion:

We were discriminated against in the sense
that we can’t own land unless we are legally
married to a man and he dies, then that is
your land. It is slowly starting to change. We
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have a little group, our Native women move-
ment. They have changed quite a bit on the
reserves, but I think in a sense we are still
being discriminated against.

Others agree that the situation is changing: “It
is not as bad as it used to be back in the old
days.” Now many are working and have career
goals, “where before it was just all men. Like
in the band office, the only women that you
would see in there were secretaries; all the men
would have the high positions, the director-
ship.”

Adds a homemaker: “Before it used to be just
male Council members. You would never see a
woman in there, but for the last fifteen, twenty
years, there have been women in the Council.
Before, you just never heard of it.” In fact, there
have been women Council members and direc-
tors of departments for about thirty years. This
is partly because all positions are filled by mem-
bers of the Blood band, which of course heats
up the competition between genders. A social
service department worker notes: “Our director

" is a woman; our computer trainer is a woman.

The only thing we haven’t had is a chief lady,
and there is a lady who is willing to take it.”

With increasing opportunity, however, Blood
women have not necessarily moved away from
their traditional domestic role, which creates a
double burden for them.

THE EXTENT OF ROLE REVERSAL

During the agricultural and ranching period,
occasionally a Blood man would help his wife,
but mainly he was too busy to tend the children
or the house. Now when a Blood woman works
her mother is likely to take care of the children,
but increasingly her male partner will take sig-
nificant responsibility for household and child
care. It is difficult to find exact statistics on the
extent of this role reversal because of consid-
erable part-time, seasonal, and sporadic em-
ployment for both genders. But both men and
women perceive the reversal as a persistent and
growing phenomenon. When [ asked the ques-
tion, “Who is more likely to be the major pro-
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FIG. 3. A young father and his son at Indian Village,
Cadlgary Stampede. Photo by J. Billson.

vider in the home!” most men and women
replied: “The woman.” She is more likely to be
educated, and, as one Blood woman hypoth-
esizes, “it seems like more men are alcoholic.”
The trend toward role reversal makes men feel
“mad” and “insecure,” the women believe. Some
men cannot seem to break out of alcohol and
drug abuse to get themselves into a position
where they could be competitive.

A Blood social worker in Calgary notes that
role reversal happens both on the reserve and
in the city, especially when the woman has
more education than her husband: “Some of
the married women who move to the city with
their spouses, I find their spouses more willing
to help at home. If they can’t find a job in the
city and their wife is going to school, they will
take care of the children and the household,
just so at least one of them will get ahead.”
Eventually the husband might upgrade his skills
or his grade level so that he can go to university.
When both members of the couple are in school,

there is some equal sharing of domestic work,
she observes.

A medicine woman cites the case of her own
daughter, Ellen, twenty-two, as an example of
role reversal. When Ellen married at sixteen,
her mother was concerned about whether she
was developing appropriate attitudes toward
children and child-rearing. Ellen’s husband was
doing poorly at the university and although El-
len was very happy, she did not seem to take
very good care of their baby or the house and
she wasn’t a good cook or attentive to her hus-
band. Her worried mother felt Ellen’s “maternal
instinct had something wrong with it.” When
her husband dropped out of university, Ellen
began taking classes and was often the best in
the class. Her husband takes care of the house,
though he doesn’t cook, and takes care of the
baby. He is “very happy—he likes doing it. He
is more loving and attentive to the baby than
my daughter ever was.” The medicine woman
sees this as an increasingly frequent occurrence,
especially among young couples:

The men are unemployed and more apt to
be the alcoholics, although women drink,
too. Then it may be that their role will be
to mind the children. They definitely resist
putting them in day care, although there is
a day care’center on the reserve. It’s not very
good and there is a crying need for more and
better ones, so that’s similar to mainstream
society for sure.

MALE REACTIONS TO THE
DOMESTIC ROLE

Those males who participate significantly in
the domestic sphere react with everything from
gratification to resentment. One Blood woman
explains:

My husband is watching my daughter be-
cause he is on unemployment. He likes it.
He is teaching her a lot of Blackfoot. They're
very close. When I go home and she falls,
she will run to her dad. But he’s getting tired
of it. He doesn’t like to stay at home. He is
getting really grouchy.



Her husband started drinking and realized he
had better find a job. Soon he will go back to
school for his diploma. His willingness to tend
house is limited: “He will thaw something for
supper. He will vacuum if I come home and
start doing dishes and making the bed. He will
take out the garbage if he sees me doing it.”
She holds a full-time job, participates in a train-
ing program after work, and runs her house at
the end of the day. She believes she is typical.
The men will take care of the children because
they love them, she says, but most dislike the
housework.

Another woman tells of her sister, whose
husband is “rare” in that he actually likes the
role reversal: “My sister’s husband is partially
disabled, so he stays home and babysits. She
went to school for her certification and teaches
here on the reserve. He cleans the house. When
she comes home, supper is waiting. He’s a really
good cook too.”

Some men like the domestic role—*"it’s fine
until some of the other men on the reserve find
out.” If a Blood man embraces the househus-
band role, other men may tease him, as a mar-
ried artist relates: “If an Indian man does that
for his wife—stays home, cleans house and takes
care of the children—then the other men start
humiliating him and calling him ‘Mr. Mom’ or
‘henpecked.”” Adds another woman:

As soon as they find out there is a lot of
teasing and put-downs. They put them down
for having things ready for when the wife
comes home. So the man says, “Well, [ don’t
need this.” He will quit doing that. Women
will say, “My husband used to help me at
home until the other men found out.”

Chances are that most Blood men will try
to find a way to drop the role in response to
male peer pressure: “He can’t enjoy it any-
more.” Men want to feel responsible for taking
care of their children and home, but are pe-
nalized for it. The constraints of the traditional
role are only very slowly being released.

Conversely, two health workers say that it
is difficult for men to adjust to a new female
role: “It seems like the men think that women
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should just stay home and take care of the house
and the family. Not even have a career or work.”
Men seem to be “jealous” of women working
outside the home: “Indian men are really in-
secure when it comes to that, and then that’s
where the problem starts, marital problems—
there are a lot of marital problems.” This echoes
the traditional valuation of female fidelity and
male jealousy.

The comments of a band clerical worker are
typical: “That is how my husband was raised—
to have the wife stay at home. He saw his mom
stay at home, but that is not the way | was
raised.” She and her family had to leave the
reserve because her father was an alcoholic and
her mother had to clean hotel rooms: “We saw
her do that.” At fifteen she held her first sum-
mer job. After marriage, with a limited budget
from her husband’s poorly paid job, she offered
to get a job: “I wanted to go and get a job as a
salesperson in a store or whatever, but my hus-
band didn’t allow it until we found ourselves
getting nowhere. We wanted things, so finally
he allowed me to go to work; it was his per-
mission, essentially.”

THE IMPACT OF ROLE REVERSAL

The impact of role reversal, like its sources,
differs for men and women, generating both
positive and negative consequences. For both
women and men, the reversal actually involves
an expansion of role repertoires. For example,
many men engage in farming and small game
hunting on a part-time basis while adding the
responsibilities of home and child care; many
women continue to sew and prepare traditional
food while holding down a full-time wage-earn-
ing job. Specific impacts on women include the
following:

1) Increased Power and Authority. Wages give
Blood women more power and authority, or so
they believe. Yet, because Native peoples tra-
ditionally shared whatever wealth and resources
fell to bands and families, there is still an ethos
that argues against increased power based on
mere earnings. If a woman brings money home,
it still belongs to the whole household and may
be controlled by her husband.
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Like women in many Native communities,
Blood women are taking on major responsibil-
ities in governance in addition to power that
emanates from wage production.

2) Confidence. Women who complete their
education and find rewarding extra-household
jobs or professions experience a boost to their
self-concept, confidence, and sense of accom-
plishment. Many of the women [ interviewed
expressed feelings of pride and self-satisfaction
in being able to function in the workplace and
help their families. A woman who has com-
bined raising her children alone with working
as a laboratory aide in a health clinic comments
on how going back to school improved her self-
confidence:

For me I think going back to school was the
most significant thing in my life. It really
helped me out because I got married at six-
teen, separated at twenty, and then I was
home with my kids. I tried going back to
school, but then I couldn’t because my kids
were too young. I didn’t want to leave them.
Now they're all older, I've gone back to
school. I feel like I am accomplishing a lot
more than | was before.

3) Stress. An obvious concomitant result for
women is increased stress and anxiety about
their future. They have heard about the super-
woman complex and feel that it applies to them.
Many worry about making enough money to
provide for their families; young girls worry about
finding a career that will enable them to play
the role of provider. In other words, they share
the stresses that males historically have had in
cultures in which they were defined as primary
breadwinners.

The impacts on men are also complex:

1) Closer Relationship with Children. The most
positive impact of role reversal for men is that
they have an opportunity to gain a special close-
ness with their children, who may also benefit
from learning traditional male knowledge and
skills. Some Blood men say they have a better
appreciation of the responsibilities facing
women.

2) Lowered Self-Esteem. A counselor hypoth-
esizes that role reversal may hurt the self-esteem
of men whose wives are taking on the major
provider role: “Maybe he feels that he’s not a
whole man because he’s not able to provide for
his family.” A Blood nurse concurs:

[ strongly believe that Indian men are really
insecure, and I think that is where the main
problems all start. There is a lot of jealousy
over anything. Everything that projects to
men when they are growing up is that the
man has to be strong, support the family.
You never see a man cry. That’s kind of sad.
They have to just have a front—they are
always putting up a front and that is where
their insecurity comes in.

3) Domestic Violence. Role reversal may con-
stitute the central, underlying reason for the
alarming rates of domestic violence that plague
Native communities. Men feel threatened by
their loss of status and identity, which is coun-
terfoiled by the increased power and status of
women. Abuse is one way a man can exert
power when he perceives his woman as the
dominant one, several divorced women ex-
plain. When their husbands are not working
and the women are, the men seem threatened
about even “little things.” Says a social worker:
“I find that a lot of the men will abuse their
wives because of lack of self-esteem or lack of
self-confidence that they can’t make it, but there
goes my wife going out to work and doing better
than [ am.”

ALCOHOL ABUSE, ASSAULT, AND
ROLE REVERSAL

Because of the blow to men’s pride and self-
esteem, rates of alcohol and drug abuse have
risen, affecting family life in a generally nega-
tive way. Native women frequently complain
that domestic violence and verbal abuse are the
products of male dissatisfaction. Interviewees
agree that the trio of alcohol abuse, domestic
violence, and broken marriages is often the di-
rect result of role reversal and, in turn, can



propel women into the primary breadwinning
role as single parent. A social worker describes
an all too familiar situation: “Husbands beat up
their wives because the wives seem to have
gained the higher position—she is the working
person and he probably can’t find a job.” A
Blood mental health worker observes the con-
nection between alcohol and assault: “There is
a real bad alcoholic problem on the reserve. |
think it is due mainly to lack of employment
for the males, so they are idle. That is the main
problem I would think.” Rates of domestic vi-
olence among Native people vary from com-
munity to community, depending on size,
relative economic prosperity, and the avail-
ability of alcohol. Larger, “wet” communities
with high levels of unemployment suffer from
higher rates of spousal assault. Smaller, tighter
communities, especially those that prohibit the
sale and/or consumption of alcohol, are less likely
to have severe problems in this area. Employ-
ment is not an antidote to assault, however;
many cases involve employed males.?

There are several AA chapters on the Blood
reserve, and an alcohol and drug treatment cen-
ter, but I heard nothing that indicated that se-
rious substance abuse problems are changing
significantly. A young Blood woman is dis-
mayed by the effects of alcohol on her marriage.
She is seriously contemplating divorce as the
only method of stopping the downward cycle of
their relationship. When asked who the most
significant person in her life is, she replied:

I guess my son. Considering right now there
are problems between my husband and I.
Right now he is on my black list. It’s alcohol.
I don’t know if I can live with it, and it has
been happening a lot. It seems like every
forty days he will go out on a real good binge.
It’s getting longer and longer. I see him as
an alcoholic. It's not my problem, and it’s
not my fault.

After broken promises that her husband would
cut down or stop drinking, she is ready to be
on her own: “I feel like I could take care of
myself and my son. | have been doing it the
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past two years anyway, supporting my own fam-
ily.”

Usually when a family separates, the children
go with the mother. They are rarely taken by
the father because of the alcohol or substance
abuse that has likely broken the family up in
the first place. The father is perceived as less
capable of taking care of the family. A Blood
homemaker expresses the feeling pervasive in
her community: “It is always the woman’s re-
sponsibility.” As it was traditionally, even today
the woman is expected to be responsible for
food, her children, and spiritual life. “So the
women are more aggressive. They are not too
proud to go to welfare, where a man won’t.”
She explains this through the example of her
brother, who does seasonal construction work.
During the winter, when his income dries up,
he refuses to go to the welfare office: “He is too
proud.” But his wife will go, because the family
must eat. She makes contacts through the social
service agencies and might end up with a job:
“That’s why the woman is more aggressive than
the Indian man.”

In a close community there is substantial
support for women going it alone. All of the
single parents expressed gratitude for being able
to talk to family members and other single
mothers. Women cite their own mothers—many
of whom were also single parents—as pillars of
strength; they respect their mothers and want
to be like them, as a Blood craftswoman, whose
father was a heavy drinker, explains: “We went
through a lot of hard times. She didn’t really
break down, while we were all really upset and
everything. She could really handle the situa-
tion, keep calm. That really helped a lot.” Her
mother always worked outside the home so her
six children would not be sent to foster homes:
“We could have got taken away. She tried real
hard when she was away from my dad, and she
felt safe. That’s what I really think of her. That
she kept us all together and tried hard.”

A colleague adds: “I think my story is about
the same as hers. My father was an alcoholic
and my mother left him and she went through
about the same thing. She supported us until
we got old enough to get our own jobs and
support ourselves.”
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ADAPTABILITY: THE MALE/FEMALE
DIFFERENTIAL

Blood women, on the whole, seem to have
adapted more easily and quickly to rapid social
change created by cultural contact with the
dominant culture and by being brought from
the land to reservations. Zentner reports this
finding for the Blood reserve: “girls are some-
what more mobile than boys. They more readily
and frequently leave the reservation to live else-
where than do boys for a number of reasons,
not least of which is the greater ease and facility
in adjustment to non-Indian behavioral stan-
dards associated with the female role.” The
Spindlers found that Blood women are more
homogeneous, more aspiration-oriented, less
“reality-centered,” and more ready to move into
white society than are men.3°

Other evidence for this more successful ad-
justment lies in rates of social pathology as well
as interview data. Native women have lower
rates of alcohol and drug abuse; lower rates of
death by suicide, accident, firearms, and mur-
der; lower rates of school dropout and invol-
untary unemployment. Beyond these objective
indicators are the subjective reports of women
and men interviewed for this study. When asked,
“Which gender is stronger?” most argue that it
is the woman—emotionally, socially, psycho-
logically. Men are perceived as being stronger
in one way only: physically. Blood women are
described as being tougher and having more
persistence and adaptability in the face of rapid
social change. This is not to deny that many
men adapt well and many women suffer from
problems similar to the men’s.

THE INSULATING VALUE OF WOMEN’S
DOUBLE ROLE

Perhaps the most interesting question at the
heart of role reversal is why women have adapted
more easily to the leap from a traditional hunt-
ing and gathering economy to a post-industrial
society than have men. Both genders experi-
ence the multiple low statuses of race and class.
Both have suffered the indignities of patriar-
chal, white domination. On the reserve, some

status distinctions have also emerged. A partial
explanation may lie in Louise Spindler’s hy-
pothesis that the persistence of the “manly-
hearted woman” image makes it easier for Blood
women to take part in public roles.>® Another
major factor, | believe, is the insulating value
of the domestic role. In addition to wage-earn-
ing jobs on the reserve, women work in the
domestic sphere at their traditional duties. Like
women in other groups, Blood women also con-
tinue to carry major responsibility for home-
making and child care: “You know, the house
still has to be run. The children still have to
be cared for . . . when we go away during the
day to work outside the home, for most of us
we still have to do the inside work too when
we come home.” Ironically, this double role and
double burden may be significant in preserving
female identity and insulating women from the
ravages of dramatic change that have created
such havoc among men.

For instance, one woman worked at nearby
Cardston Hospital for many years. Then she
took a teacher’s aide course and worked at the
kindergarten level. She explains how she man-
ages her time:

We still have to do our work at home. Some-
times I didn’t go to bed until eleven when
they were small, just to get my work done.
Now, [ put a wash in as soon as I get home,
and run upstairs and do the supper. Of course
they helped when they got old enough. But
there was still all those things we had to do.
It was difficult, but I was too busy to be
depressed about my divorce.

As Powers observes of the Lakota Sioux,
“women’s participation in what are regarded as
Euramerican occupations in no way impinges
on or detracts from their traditional roles, since
in Lakota culture maternal and managerial roles
are not regarded as antithetical.”’? Like the
Blood males, Oglala men have lost out on tra-
ditional and contemporary roles that have been
usurped by government officials. Lurie agrees
that “Indian women seemed to have held up
better under the stresses of reservation life than
men and are often in the forefront” of tribal



affairs. Men have in some ways suffered “greater
identity dislocation” than women. Warriors,
shamans, and hunters are obsolete, but moth-
ering and domestic tasks remain.*

The role of woman as heart of the family persists,
whereas the role of man as provider is dissipating.
The differential impact of domestic and public roles
creates a paradigm. Even when women engaged
in extra-domestic activities in traditional cul-
ture, their primary role was domestic and their
primary sense of identity derived from it; for
men domesticity was always, at best, a second-
ary source of identity or prestige. The domestic
sphere has remained consistent for women. Even
if she works outside the home, a woman can
still gain pleasure and prestige from being a good
mother, wife, and homemaker. On the other
hand, the major part of men’s role identity, the
public sphere, has changed entirely and rapidly.
For a woman, engaging in paid extra-household
work implies a liberating role-expansion. She
leaves the home, she begins to draw a paycheck,
which gives her more power and authority at
home, and she expands her social network. For
the man who can no longer compete in the
public sphere, however, intra-household work
implies a restrictive role-contraction. He is more
confined to the home, he loses his paycheck,
which usually means he must defer to his wage-
earning partner, and his social network dimin-
ishes to include traditionally lower status mem-
bers of his community—other unemployed men,
house-bound women, and children.

EDUCATION AS LEVERAGE AND
CATALYST

Increasingly women try to support their fam-
ilies, and they see education, both high school
and university, as the best way for them to get
into the job market and to make a substantial
income. Once they get that education and a
secure or well-paying position, “they are less
willing to put up with the drunkenness, beat-
ings, and lack of affection dished out by un-
happy men. They walk out.” In order to improve
their chances of securing employment on the
reserve, with its limited number of positions,
women have been willing to go to Calgary or
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Lethbridge. They eventually enroll in school or
university to improve the odds in their favor.3

They know that if they go back home with-
out sufficient education they will always get
menial jobs or no jobs at all. This way, if
they can reach a Bachelor of Education or
Social Welfare, they feel they are more com-
petitive.

Several women name education as the most
significant experience in their lives. Others re-
ported that Blood men are realizing that the
women are outpacing them and becoming more
aggressive. The women are not sitting back any-
more and letting the men dominate in class.
They are speaking up for themselves, letting the
men and their teachers know that they are aware
of the issues involved in politics and economics.
For the men, “everybody was trained more or
less in the same area when they left school, so
there is really no expansion in anything else.”
This restricts the jobs they can obtain. A Blood
employment counselor explains the root of male
frustration:

A woman could find a job as a secretary if
there is nothing else available; she can al-
ways find something that she could do with
her skills. She may have gotten skills from
high school typing, or secretarial classes, so
she could fit in right away. Men have only
carpentry or menial skills that don’t get them
jobs right away. There are jobs there, but
they are all filled. So there is no place for
them to go unless someone is fired or quits,
then maybe they will be next in line.

Now schools are training people in different
areas so they can compete more effectively. For
the men, that means training as electricians,
plumbers, welders, and bricklayers. Nonethe-
less, economic development and job training
workers point to a high population of unem-
ployed males who are looking for ways to be-
come employable.

When I asked Blood women what they would
like for their daughters, the answer was, invar-
iably and first, a good education. Education will
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provide them with independence; they will be
able to support themselves and their families.
Many also want their children to learn Black-
foot and to learn the ways of the traditional
culture. They do not want their daughters to
share the fate their generation experienced:
married at sixteen or seventeen, often to abu-
sive men whom they eventually left. As their
children grew older they decided to go back to
finish their high school, became interested in
university, then work. They want their daugh-
ters to do it the other way around and perhaps
avoid the pain and suffering of raising their chil-
dren alone and without adequate skills, jobs, or
income.

Blood males have for many years dropped
out of high school at higher rates than females.
The female surge toward university is possible,
of course, because of their higher rate of high
school completion. In addition, women seem
to see educational achievement as a challenge:

One woman will see another woman going
back to school. If she can do it, I can do it.
So I am going to give it a try and see what
happens to me. The men may be just a little
bit too proud to go back to school. They
think it’s just a lot of young kids, or they
seek the labor jobs. But there is no employ-
ment here unless you have an education. It
seems like anything you go apply for, even
if it is dishwashing, they’ll ask what grade
you come out of.

Finally, Native women are seen as superior to
men for trying to complete their educations; this
is a major source of respect for them, even from
the men:

When I was staying at home [ was just Jean-
nie. Now I am trying hard, and I get a lot
of respect from everybody, my uncles, my
grandmother, my family, my friends. I have
a lot of them in the doldrums, because I am
working and they are not. They just stay
home all day.

Education is seen as a way out of unemploy-
ment and welfare dependency; in fact, as one

Blood woman argues, “It’s the only way out.”
A Native person with a good high school record
is eligible for a university scholarship covering
tuition costs plus an allowance for living ex-
penses: “Everything is paid for—we are lucky
that way!”

Good fortune does not necessarily extend to
acquisition of a secure position, however. Many
of those who go through university study teach-
ing, social work, nursing, and counseling, but
when they return to the reserve, they find few
appropriate openings because isolated commu-
nities with small populations have a limited need
for professional workers and because of favor-
itism: “Probably you have to know the right
people to get into places you want to go.”

Women in their late teens reflect the con-
cemn of their generation: Will they be able to
complete the education and training suitable
for obtaining the kinds of jobs they need to
support their families? This pressure, which his-
torically has been on males, is shifting increas-
ingly to women. Although they say they want
their relationships to be “equal” when and if
they have them, they know this may not be the
case. Many of the women they know, including
mothers and aunts, support their families.
Younger women worry about whether they will
be able to get the kind of education and job
opportuniti€s necessary for giving their own
children a better life.

There is some evidence that the younger
generation is beginning to take steps to restore
gender balance. Males seem to be showing more
interest in post-high school training programs
and in completing their diplomas. At the Uni-
versity of Calgary, where many Bloods attend,
a Blood administrator observed that 1986 was
the first year in which an equal number of males
and females enrolled. In prior years females were
going to school but only a “handful of males.”

Now we are wondering if the males are re-
alizing that they need to get a higher edu-
cation so that they can compete, because the
women are coming back with Master’s de-
grees and they are no longer satisfied with
Bachelor’s. They are now reaching one step
higher, so for the men to gain back their



prestige or power that they once held, they
have to get a degree of some kind.

A university counselor points out that
whereas in the past reserve jobs were usually
open to men, because “men provided the in-
come, provided the security,” that is changing
as women return with superior qualifications.
“It just didn’t seem right because there are a lot
of single women who are parents and raising
their children who couldn’t get jobs.”

CONCLUSION

Blood Indians of southern Alberta experi-
enced successive waves of rapid social and eco-
nomic change after formal contact with white
institutions and the inception of reserve life in
1877. Women seemed to adapt more easily to
the new life. Today they are increasingly likely,
compared to men, to complete their high school
educations and to obtain and hold jobs—and
less likely to develop problems with alcohol,
drugs, and crime. The persistence of female par-
ticipation in the domestic sphere has provided
an insulation against the ravages of change.

The roles in a wage employment, consumer
economy are often reversed and the women,
especially younger women, are more likely to
be the major providers for their families. Many
men have lost their status and prestige, and
therefore their power, in the community. The
women seem to be achieving higher educational
and career goals. In turn, they are increasingly
less willing to tolerate alcoholism and assault.
Men are searching for new sources of self-esteem
and pride through education and economic de-
velopment.
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