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My English name is  Cherry  Smiley.  I  come 

from the Nlaka’pamux or  Thompson Nation from 
the Southern Inter ior  of  BC and from the Diné or  
Navajo Nation from the South West  United States .  
I  would l ike  to  acknowledge that  we are  on 
Mohawk Terr i tor ies  and to  thank the Mohawk 
people  for  a l lowing me as  a  v is i tor  on their  lands.  
I ’m here  today to  speak on behalf  of  a  mighty 
group of  women warr iors ,  the  Aboriginal  Women’s  
Action Network,  or  AWAN. We are  a  group of  
Native  women based out  of  Vancouver  BC on 
unceded Coast  Sal ish terr i tory.  Let  me ta lk  a  l i t t le  
b i t  about  what  “unceded” means,  because we hear  
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that  word thrown around occasional ly ,  sometimes 
a  lot .  “Unceded terr i tor ies”  means the land was 
never  surrendered,  abandoned,  t ransferred,  t raded.  
The same concept  appl ies  across  BC and Canada,  
lands were  never  legal ly  surrendered,  t ransferred,  
t raded,  or  g iven.  

Today,  when someone takes  something from 
someone without  permiss ion,  you cal l  that  
“steal ing.”  When Canada was s tolen from i ts  
r ightful  caretakers ,  i t  meant;  i t  means,  that  our  
ways of  l i fe ,  our  knowledge and experiences  and 
laws that  have served us  s ince t ime immemorial ,  
are  deemed to  have no value.  My way of  l i fe ,  my 
knowledge and experiences  and laws have no value 
–  i t  was decided that  I ,  we,  as  nat ive  women,  have 
no value.   And this  is  where  we wil l  s tar t  the  
discussion.  

AWAN was establ ished in  1995 in  response to  
a  press ing need for  an Aboriginal  women’s  group 
to  provide a  much needed voice  for  Aboriginal  
women’s  concerns regarding governance,  pol icy  
making,  women’s  r ights ,  employment r ights ,  
v iolence against  women,  Indian Act  membership 
and status,  and many other  issues  af fect ing 
Aboriginal  women today.  We are  an a l l -volunteer ,  
unfunded,  independent  feminist  group of  
Aboriginal  women from many nat ions that  share  
common experiences  as  nat ive  women,  and that  
share  an analysis  of  prost i tut ion as  inherent ly  
racis t ,  a  tool  of  colonizat ion,  and a  form of  
v iolence against  women.  Most  recent ly ,  we have 
taken a  s tand against  the  tota l  decr iminal izat ion 
and/or legal izat ion of  prost i tut ion.  

 

As Aboriginal  women,  we are  whole-heartedly  
invested in  the issue of  prost i tut ion;  this  is  not  
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s imply an “issue of  the  moment” for  us.  This  is  
not  something we s tudy on the way to  our  PhDs 
and then disregard,  this  is  not  something we wri te  
about,  and think about,  then forget  about.  We are  
women who have been prost i tuted,  we are  
daughters  and s is ters  and fr iends of  prost i tuted 
women,  we are  women who have never  been 
prost i tuted,  but  who accept  the responsibi l i ty  to  
speak out  for  and with those women we know and 
love and those women we don’t  know and love 
who are  being harmed as  we speak.  

The male  demand for  access  to  the bodies  of  
women and gir ls  creates  and fuels  the  market  that  
a l lows pimps,  brothel  owners,  and traf f ickers  to  
prof i t  of f  our  backs.   AWAN sees  the traf f icking of  
women and chi ldren for  sexual  exploi tat ion as  
inseparable  f rom prost i tut ion,  t raf f icking is  the  
process ;  i t  i s  the  forced movement of  women and 
chi ldren and prost i tut ion is  the  resul t  of  that  
movement and we know this  f rom our col lect ive  
experiences.  Our people  and our  women and 
chi ldren have been forced to  move from our 
t radit ional  homelands,  f rom our terr i tor ies  onto 
government-created reserves  and church-run 
res identia l  schools ,  now from and now from 
reserves  into c i t ies ,  white  foster  homes,  and ja i ls  
where  we continue to  s truggle  against  racism, 
sexism, and violence.  

We use the term “prost i tuted women”,  not  
“sex worker”.  Despite  what  some may say,  the  
term “sex work” does not  create  a  level  p laying 
f ie ld  where  men and women,  white  women and 
Native  women,  are  equal  economical ly ,  socia l ly ,  
or  otherwise.  “Sex work” degenders  prost i tut ion 
and s i lences  the experiences  and knowledge of  
Native  women and at tempts  to  hide the real  t ruth,  
the  inequal i ty  and hatred,  that  funnels  women and 
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g ir ls  into a  capita l is t  system of  prost i tut ion that  
puts  prof i t  f i rs t ,  a t  any cost ,  that  puts  men and 
their  interests  f i rs t ,  a t  any cost .  And this  
inequal i ty  is  real ,  i t ’ s  there  whether  we choose to  
acknowledge or  ignore  i t .  And we can see  i t  r ight  
now, I  can acknowledge i t  r ight  now, in  this  room, 
as  I  s tand here  before  you,  hundreds of  k i lometers  
and thousands of  miles  f rom my homelands,  
speaking to  you al l  in  a  language that  is  not  mine 
because I  am not  f luent  in  my own language.  I  
s tand here,  speaking to  you in  a  foreign language,  
a  product  of  res identia l  school .  And I  s tand here  
before  you,  having to  ask you to  please  consider  
my l i fe  and my knowledge and my s is ters ’  l ives  
and my s is ters ’  knowledge as  something that  is  
valuable.  

 

In  Vancouver,  Aboriginal  women are  over-
represented in  s treet  prost i tut ion.  We know this  is  
no accident;  this  is  not  s imply a  coincidence.  This  
is  because the racis t ,  patr iarchal ,  capita l is t  
colonizers  have created systems,  l ike  the Canadian 
government,  the  reserve system, the church,  the 
foster  care  system, the so-cal led “ just ice” system, 
and the educat ion system that  devalue us  as  
Aboriginal  women and that  work to  further  exploi t  
our  lands and resources.   These systems create  
condit ions where  Aboriginal  women and gir ls  
s t ruggle  in  and against  a  society  that  has  been 
trying for  the past  519 years  to  exterminate  us.  
These systems at tempt to  funnel  our  mothers ,  
s is ters ,  and daughters  into the inst i tut ion of  
prost i tut ion so we can be raped,  harmed,  and 
murdered systematical ly  by men.   Our lands and 
chi ldren have been s tolen,  we have been forcib ly  
removed from our terr i tor ies  and corral led onto 
reservat ions,  into res identia l ,  ja i ls ,  and foster  
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homes,  our  languages,  cul tures,  and tradit ions 
have been out lawed,  and we have been legis lated 
wards of  the  s tate ,  a l l  in  at tempts  to  take,  control ,  
and exploi t  what  r ightful ly  belongs to  us  as  
Aboriginal  women.  The system of  prost i tut ion is  
just  another  addit ion to  this  l i s t .  

There  are  some people  out  there,  most ly  white  
men that  want  to  legi t imate  prost i tut ion as  work.  
 They say,  “Never  mind the overwhelming rates  of  
physical  v iolence and murder,  johns are  good guys 
that  are  just  lonely”.   They say,  “Never  mind the 
verbal  abuse that  happens with every tr ick,  they 
real ly  are  just  d ir ty  squaws and whores”.  They 
say,  “Never  mind the woman that  go miss ing”,  as  
i f  my s is ters  just  d isappear  into thin a ir .   They 
say,  “Never  mind the average age of  entry  into 
prost i tut ion is  14 or  15 years  o ld”.  “Never  mind 
because they deserve i t  because they are  women 
and gir ls  and because they are  nat ive  women and 
nat ive  g ir ls” .  This  is  what  THEY say about  US.  
WE denounce those racis t  assumptions and say 
Aboriginal  women are  smart  and s trong and 
proud,  and we know what  we want.  This  is  what  
we demand and nothing less :  

•  Real  choices  for  women and gir ls .  A choice  
between unl ivable  welfare,  a  job that  pays an 
unl ivable  wage,  and the inst i tut ion of  
prost i tut ion on s tolen nat ive  land in  a  cul ture  
that  te l l  g ir ls  f rom bir th  that  our  bodies  are  for  
men’s  p leasure  is  no choice.  

•  We want men to  make bet ter  choices  and to  
s top the demand for  paid  sex,  because the 
systems that  work to  oppress  a l l  women and 
that  oppress  nat ive  women in  part icular  are  
created and sustained by individual  men.  
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THESE are  the people  that  have choice:  the  
men,  and they can choose not  to  buy a  
woman’s  body,  not  to  rape,  not  to  watch 
pornography.  

•  As Native  women we recognize the 
contradict ion but  g iven the choice  between 
negotiat ing with the s tate  or  unregulated 
capita l ism, we bel ieve pushing the s tate  to  
create  legis lat ion that  works towards harm 
el iminat ion,  not  harm reduct ion,  g ives  us  the 
greatest  chance of  not  only  survival ,  but  l i fe .   

When people  support  the  legal izat ion of  
prost i tut ion,  they te l l  us  that  we do not  matter .  **  
They te l l  us  that  being raped by s trangers  for  pay 
is  as  good i t  wi l l  get  for  us  and that  i t  does  not  
matter  i f  we die .   We do not  accept  this ;  AWAN 
women do not  and wil l  not  accept  this ,  despi te  a  
decis ion made recent ly  by an Ontario  court  in  la te  
September of  2010.  This  decis ion s truck down 
three  laws that  cr iminal ized prost i tut ion in  the 
province of  Ontario.  We know that  Canadian laws 
have not  a lways worked for  us  as  Aboriginal  
women and have been painful ly  s low to respond to  
our  needs for  l i fe ,  l iberty,  and dignity.   

Unfortunate ly,  Canadian laws are  the laws 
that  we have been forced to  contend with.  The 
rul ing by Just ice  Susan Himel  in  Ontario [Bedford 
v.  Canada September 28,  2010 *]  takes  away what  
l i t t le  protect ion women had from johns,  p imps,  
and brothel  owners  and instead a l lows these  very 
men the legal  r ight  to  abuse women without  
consequence and to  benef i t  f rom women’s  
inequal i ty .  The decis ion to  s tr ike  down the 
prost i tut ion laws e l iminates  laws that  could have 
been revised and advanced for  women’s  protect ion 
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by  decr iminal iz ing the se l l ing of  sex and 
cr iminal iz ing the buying sex,  a  model  of  
legis lat ion commonly referred to  as  the Swedish or  
Nordic  Model  of  prost i tut ion law. This  legis lat ion 
decr iminal izes  prost i tuted women and cr iminal izes  
the johns,  p imps,  and brothel -owners  with hefty  
f ines  and potent ia l  ja i l  t ime,  while  of fer ing 
prost i tuted women the services  they need to  get  
out ,  including housing,  l ivable  socia l  welfare,  job 
tra ining,  and counsel ing services.  A large-scale  
publ ic  educat ion campaign that  educates  the 
publ ic  about  prost i tut ion as  a  form of  v iolence 
against  women is  an integral  part  of  the  
legis lat ion,  and has been proven to  be  successful  
in  the 11 years  i t  has  been implemented in  
Sweden.  So successful  in  fact ,  that  other  Nordic  
countr ies  have fol lowed sui t .  Given this ,  we want  
people  to  educate  themselves  further  about  the 
Nordic  model  of  prost i tut ion law and we want  you 
to  support  that  model .  

 

•  We want you to  l is ten to  us  and speak with us,  
not  for  us.  

 
•  We want a  col lect ive  def ini t ion of  f reedom. We 

want  you to  know your f reedom is  t ied to  ours ,  
and ours  to  yours.  As Native  women,  we 
refuse  to  le t  the  patr iarchy separate  us  as  
women in  this  f ight  for  the  freedom and safety  
of  a l l  women,  worldwide,  and we ask you to  do 
the same.  

 
•  We want you to  organize and advocate  to  your 

government for  a  guaranteed l ivable  income,  
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safe  and af fordable  housing,  women-only detox 
and recovery centres  on demand,  and 
comprehensive medical  services.  

 
•  When defending the legal izat ion or  tota l  

decr iminal izat ion of  prost i tut ion,  we want  you 
to  consider :  What am I  defending? Because you 
are  defending a  hateful ,  v iolent ,  capita l is t  
industry  that  works to  devalue a l l  women but  
part icular ly  nat ive  women,  and why would you 
defend that?  We want  you to  consider :  Who am 
I  defending when I  advocate  for  the 
legal izat ion or  tota l  decr iminal izat ion of  
prost i tut ion? Because you are  defending johns,  
p imps,  t raf f ickers ,  brothel -owners  and their  
r ight  to  purchase women,  and you are  
defending men that  have no interest  in  
women’s  equal i ty  because they prof i t  d irect ly  
f rom i t .  

Our freedom and safety  as  women and as  
Native  women,  Indigenous to  this  land,  is  possib le  
and we won’t  be  to ld  otherwise.  We are  women 
who have survived over  500 years  of  a t tempted 
genocide and we know what  we want,  and what  we 
want  is  an end to  prost i tut ion.  

 
_____________ 
*  Edi tor ’ s  no te :  Ter r i - Jean  Bedford  had  been  a r res ted  fo r  
opera t ing  a  b ro the l  was  jo ined  by  Amy Lebov i tch  and  
Va le r ie  Sco t t  a rgu ing  in  a  cons t i tu t iona l  cha l lenge  to  
Canada ’s  laws  on  pros t i tu t ion  f i l ed  in  the  Super ior  Cour t  
o f  Ontar io  in  2007 .  The  de fendants  a rgued  tha t  the  laws  
o f  Canada  depr ive  “sex  workers”  the i r  r igh t  to  secur i ty  
by  fo rc ing  them to  work  in  sec re t .  The  Canadian  
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Cr imina l  Code  ( sec t ions  210 ,  212(1 ) ( j )  and  213(1 ) (c )  
p roh ib i t s  pub l ic  communica t ion  fo r  the  purposes  o f  
p ros t i tu t ion ,  opera t ing  a  bawdy house  or  l iv ing  o f f  the  
ava i l s  o f  p ros t i tu t ion .  Jus t i ce  Himel ’ s  dec i s ion  was  
a f f i rmed  on  appea l  re su l t ing  in  the  e f fec t ive  
decr imina l iza t ion  o f  p ros t i tu t ion  in  Canada .  

 

**  Edi tor ’ s  no te :  Suppor te r s  o f  p ros t i tu t ion  lega l iza t ion  
a rgue  tha t  ind iv idua l s  engaged  in  p ros t i tu t ion  choose  
the i r  cus tomers  and  the  sex  ac t s  p rac t iced  and  tha t  
p ros t i tu t ion  i s  a  k ind  o f  “sexua l  l ibe ra t ion .”  Researchers  
examin ing  the  consequences  o f  p ros t i tu t ion  a round  the  
wor ld  ho ld  a  d i f fe ren t  v iew.  One  s tudy  led  by  Dr .  Mel i s sa  
Far ley  conc luded :  

“None  o f  these  as se r t ions  was  suppor ted  by  th i s  
s tudy .  Our  da ta  show tha t  a lmos t  a l l  o f  those  in  
p ros t i tu t ion  a re  poor .  The  inc idence  o f  homelessness  (72  
percen t )  among  our  re spondents ,  and  the i r  des i re  to  ge t  
ou t  o f  p ros t i tu t ion  (92  percen t )  re f l ec t s  the i r  pover ty  and  
lack  o f  op t ions  fo r  e scape .  Globa l ly ,  ve ry  few o f  those  in  
p ros t i tu t ion  a re  midd le  c las s .  Pros t i tu t ion  i s  cons idered  a  
reasonab le  job  cho ice  fo r  poor  women,  ind igenous  
women and  women o f  co lor ,  ins tead  o f  be ing  seen  as  
exp lo i ta t ion  and  human r igh ts  v io la t ion .  Ind igenous  
women are  a t  the  bo t tom o f  a  b ru ta l  gender  and  race  
h ie ra rchy .  They  have  the  fewes t  op t ions ,  and  a re  l eas t  
ab le  to  e scape  the  sex  indus t ry  once  in  i t .  For  example ,  i t  
has  been  es t imated  tha t  80  percen t  o f  the  s t ree t  
p ros t i tu ted  women in  Vancouver ,  Canada ,  a re  ind igenous  
women.”  (Far ley ,  Mel i s sa .  I s in  Bara l ,  Merab  Kiremire  &  
Ufuk  Sezg in  (1998)  Pros t i tu t ion  in  F ive  Countr ie s :  
V io lence  and  Pos t -Traumat ic  S t res s  Disorder  (South  
Afr ica ,  Tha i land ,  Turkey ,  USA,  Zambia )  

About the author 

Cherry Smiley is  an abol i t ionis t ,  ar t is t ,  
act iv is t  and feminist .  She is  a  col lect ive  member of  
the  Aboriginal  Women's  Action Network,  an 
organizat ion that  is  an independent  voice  against  
in just ice  to  Aboriginal  women.  AWAN began in  
November 1995 as  a  resul t  of  concerns about  the 
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h ierarchical  and patr iarchal  power 
s tructures,  which can serve to  s i lence Aboriginal  
women.  Most  recent ly ,  AWAN has taken a  s tand 
against  the  tota l  decr iminal izat ion or  legal izat ion 
of  prost i tut ion.   "The Aboriginal  Women’s  Action 
Network (AWAN) was formally  establ ished in  
1995 in response to  a  press ing need for  an 
Aboriginal  women’s  group to  provide a  much 
needed voice  for  Aboriginal  women’s  concerns 
regarding governance,  pol icy  making,  women’s  
r ights ,  employment r ights ,  v iolence against  
women,  Indian Act  membership and status,  and 
many other  issues  af fect ing Aboriginal  women in  
contemporary society.  The founding members  of  
AWAN conceived of  themselves  as  sa lmon 
swimming upstream with determined vis ion to  
create  new l i fe ,  and therefore,  renewed hope and 
possibi l i t ies  for  our  chi ldren.  For  members  of  
AWAN the Salmon Nation’s  legacy of  survival  
depends on an unwavering commitment  to  future  
generat ions,  a  commitment  which serves  to  guide 
AWAN in our  pol i t ica l  involvement and quest  for  
socia l  just ice  for  Aboriginal  women and chi ldren."   

Contact information 

The Aboriginal  Women’s  Action Network  may be 
found on the World Wide WEB at :  
ht tp://www.awanbc.ca/ and 
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Aboriginal-
Womens-Action-Network/56634443935 
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