
Adapting to New Economies  
  

Traditional First Nations economies were based on extended families working together 
to provide for the whole group. Europeans brought a new economy based on the 
production of the individual. With the discovery of gold in the 1850s, thousands of 
newcomers entered the colony. By the early 1860s, mining, forestry, and fishing had 
replaced the fur trade to become the backbone of British Columbia's settler economy.  
 
In this chapter we will see how First Nations people applied their traditional skills to jobs 
such as fishing, logging, ranching, and other resource-based industries. By joining the 
wage economy; First Nations people were no longer working for the good of their 
communities but for the capitalist interests that operated these industries. This 
fundamentally changed the relationship between First Nations people and the non-
Aboriginal newcomers. First Nations people were no longer valued as trading partners. 
They were seen only as workers in a rapidly growing labour force.  
 
As they became integrated into these industries, control of the land and resources was 
taken away from First Nations through the combined powers of the companies and 
discriminatory laws. Without First Nations ever ceding their Aboriginal title, their 
resources were appropriated and their traditional way of life was made perilously 
difficult. How the division of work between women and men was allocated changed, and 
families underwent major stresses. As well, subsistence activities on the land became 
more difficult as habitats deteriorated.  

  

Colonialism and Resource Appropriation  
  

The relationship between non-Aboriginal newcomers and First Nations has revolved 
around the exploitation and appropriation of the natural resources of British Columbia. 
The fur trade economy allowed First Nations people a great deal of control; however as 
the fur traders gave way to settlers, First Nations people lost control over trade. In the 
Fraser Valley and the southern interior, many settlers arrived to introduce a new 
lifestyle, that of the farmer. They exercised their rights as British citizens to homestead 
large tracts of land, rights that were denied First Nations people. By the 1880s, First 
Nations' control of valuable land and resources was almost completely destroyed 
through laws and practices introduced by governments to provide for the Euro-
Canadian settlers.  
 
In the 1880s, under the provisions of the Canada Fisheries Act, specific laws were 
passed to create the legal category of "food fishing." This law said that under their 
Aboriginal fishing rights, First Nations people could use salmon resources for food and 
ceremonial uses only. The main effect of the law was to forbid the sale of fish caught by 
First Nations people within their traditional fisheries. As a result, First Nations lost their 
traditional and customary ownership of fishing resources. Ownership shifted into the 
hands of industrial capitalist fishing firms, in which First Nations people worked primarily 
as labourers.  
 



The struggle of First Nations people to regain control of their traditional land and 
resources continues to bring them into conflict with non-Aboriginals employed in 
resource extraction industries such as fishing, forestry, mining, and agriculture. For over 
a century the needs of a market economy based on resource extraction industries have 
taken precedence over First Nations Aboriginal title to the land and resources. For many 
non-Aboriginals, the prospect of settling land claims with First Nations sparks fears of 
loss of jobs and homes. In contrast, First Nations people look forward to a better 
tomorrow in which they again control their traditional territories. As we will see in 
Chapter 8, this fundamental issue remains unresolved.  
 

Impact of the New Economies  
  
The forces of the capitalist economy transformed First Nations economic and social 
structures. As businesses expanded in the province, they required First Nations, people 
to become assimilated as wage labourers. Hand to hand, capitalism and colonialism 
transformed First Nations economies from collective, independent production to 
dependent, single family subsistence.  
 
Becoming involved in the wage economy often meant that First Nations people had to 
move beyond their local region. Often, especially in the earlier colonial days, this was a 
seasonal move. Many left home for several months in the summer to work in salmon 
canneries or to harvest fruits and vegetables. One especially disastrous result of leaving 
home for work was the smallpox epidemic of 1862. Hundreds of men and women from 
northern tribes such as the Haida and Tsimshian made the long journey to Victoria to 
work following the influx of miners after 1858. Men often worked as carpenters, while 
women did domestic jobs in households. It was the large concentration of people living 
in close quarters that allowed the disease to take hold, and their eviction from the town 
back to their home territories that caused it to spread.  
 
As First Nations people became more involved in the wage economy, they often faced a 
difficult choice: to stay at home on the reserve or local community, or to move to an 
urban centre where there might be more economic and educational opportunity. This 
meant the population in rural and reserve communities declined. Those who moved to 
the cities faced challenges adapting to urban life.  
 
Families underwent many changes due to the demands of the new economies. Instead 
of the whole family working together on the production of food, roles of men and women 
often diverged. Sometimes husband and wife worked together on a fishing boat or in a 
hand logging operation. More often than not, men were occupied in the resource-
gathering side of industry, while women worked in processing or stayed at home without 
employment.  
 
Women had additional changes to make. They had the primary role of processing food, 
such as the cutting and drying of salmon. As they moved into wage labour in salmon 
canneries or on farms, the demands on their time changed. They had to spend most of 



the summer working for others and then had to try to maintain the same level of family 
food production when the work for their employers was done.  
 
Diet was also affected. For a variety of reasons, people moved away from their 
traditional diets to eat more Euro-Canadian foods. Since working for others cut into their 
time for food production, people found they had to spend the cash they earned at 
grocery stores to fill the gap. Those who moved to urban centres had little choice but to 
depend on the food they found on store shelves. 
 
GLOSSARY NOTES 
Capitalism: Capitalism is an economic system in which private wealth or capital is invested to produce 
and distribute goods at a profit. In order to accumulate wealth, owners hire labour to produce the goods. 
Market forces determine production and distribution.  
 
Appropriate (v): To appropriate something is to take possession of it, usually unlawfully or without 
authority.  


