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ESSAY

“We are a very large country, we have one of the longest standing democratic regimes, unbroken democratic
regimes in history. We are one of the most stable regimes in history. There are very few countries that can say, for
nearly a hundred and fifty years they have had the same political system without any social breakdown, political
upheaval, or invasion. We are unique in that regard. We also have no history of colonialism. So, we have all of the
things that many people admire about the great powers but none of the things that threaten or bother them about
the great powers. We also are a country, obviously beginning with our two major cultures, but also a country
formed by people from all over the world, that is able to speak cross culturally in a way few other countries are
able to do, at international forums.
All of these things, I have said this before, its kind of a bit of a joke but it is absolutely true,
Canada is big enough to make a difference but not big enough to threaten anybody.”
- The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, October 25 20091

NATIONHOOD
WRITTEN BY BECKA VIAU

N

ations are imagined communities, distinguished by the stories and myths they tell about themselves; stories and
myths constructed through narratives of shared experience,
sorrow, triumph, disaster and conquest. Nations are formal civil
structures, government institutions and processes. Their sovereign
borders are defined and maintained by regulations, treaties and
presentations of military strength. A sovereign nation displays the
ability to maintain and protect civil peace and security within their
borders and present and progress the will of the governed people
internationally through foreign relationships. Symbols, images,
landscapes, history, and ritual distinguish one national culture
from the next. Pageantry enacts and perpetuates stories of the
nation, shapes the communal identity of its citizens, and presents
its defining qualities on an international stage2.
Tolerance, multiculturalism and diversity are defining qualities
of Canada’s national character. The perception of a tolerant and
open Canada, a nation that actively integrates ‘other’ cultures into
its identity, differentiates the northern country from its closest
neighbor, the United States of America, and presents Canada internationally as a cross-cultural entity. Since confederation, Canada
has echoed the British approach to morality and justice by selfidentifying as a tolerant and benevolent country. Through its supposedly less violent approach to the First Nations, Inuit and Métis,
its compromises and inclusions of the French in Quebec, Canada
has painted itself as accommodating and compassionate. Canada
claims to stand for a higher moral code, one of sympathy and
understanding and is therefore more inclusive of otherness.
However, considering the attempted ethnocide and continued
legislative and bureaucratic violence3 against the First Nations,
Inuit and Métis along with the deportation and isolation of the
French speaking population combined with the repulsive treatment of Chinese residents through immigration regulations and
policies and the unlawful incarceration of Japanese people in work
camps and the seizure of their property during World War II,
Canada reflects more of a homogenous State than a fundamentally

diverse one. According to Bataille “the function of the State consists of an interplay of authority and adaptation. The reduction of
differences through compromise in parliamentary practice indicates all the possible complexity of the internal activity of adaptation required by homogeneity. Against forces that cannot be assimilated, the state cuts matters short with strict authority”4 Considering the head of State in Canada has remained the British Monarch
since Confederation it is fair to conclude that all Canadians continue to be assimilated into the homogenous, white, British-inspired
colonial culture. Through State policies, legislation and procedure,
what was once the British Empire still resonates through the political system and defines normative culture in Canada5.
As a strategy to evade international scrutiny and to avoid heavyhanded assimilation, Canada sustained its benevolent persona by
adopting the Multiculturalism policy in 1971 and the Multiculturalism Act in 1988.
The consolidation of multiculturalism and the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms, in section 27, asserted Canada’s sovereignty from the British Empire and distanced the nation from its
distasteful approach to minorities and its violent colonial history6.
According to S. Charbonneau from the Ministerial Enquiries Division of the Canadian Government, a multicultural Canada essentially calls for a focus on the positive aspects of tradition, creating
distance from historical blemishes. Diversity integrates minorities
as a means of progressing Canada forward as a unified Nation. He
states:
“Canada’s approach to diversity has traditionally balanced
two objectives: encourage integration and ensure the broader
society is welcoming and accommodates diversity. Multiculturalism is a critical part of our approach of supporting and encouraging all Canadians to participate to their full potential. The Canadian Multiculturalism Act, which sets out the Government of Canada’s Multiculturalism policy, calls on all Canadians, regardless of
origin or beliefs, to contribute to the continuing evolution of
Canada. Fundamentally, multiculturalism means celebrating
the best aspects of our respective traditions, building bridges
between communities and coming together on the basis of shared
values.”7

1 Harper, Stephen. "The G20 saved the global economy: Canadian PM Harper - YouTube ." YouTube - Broadcast Yourself. . http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gqTMbSrAnxQ&feature=related (accessed April 12, 2012).
2 Mackey, Eva. The House of difference: cultural politics and national identity in Canada. London: Routledge, 1999. P. 2-10
3 For more information about contemporary political and legislative violence against First Nations, Inuit and Métis visit the Assembly of First Nations website: http://www.afn.ca/index.php/en/about-afn/our-story
4 Bataille, Georges, and Allan Stoekl. "The psychological Structure of Facism." In Visions of excess: selected writings, 1927-1939. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985. 139
6 Government of Canada. "Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011 Part One: Multiculturalism in Canada." Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011.
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/multi-report2011/part1.asp (accessed April 18, 2012).
7 Charbonneau, S. Ministerial Enquiries Division of the Government of Canada, personal email, April 18 2012
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As a sovereign nation within the British Commonwealth, Canada
became a prototype in the development of western human rights. Placing
an emphasis on equality and inclusiveness for all veiled Canada’s connection to, and influence over, the development of apartheid8 policies in other colonial states along with its own internal segregation practices, which
include but are not limited to the creation and maintenance of the First
Nations Reserves. By asserting its identity as multicultural, Canada optically erased its problematic history and fashioned a new voice for itself on
the international stage. Canada became a global beacon of hope for cultural freedom9. Multiculturalism “depicts a nationalism that considers itself
non-ethnic and ‘culture-free’, presenting a government that function as
“an impartial coordinator and arbitrator” among many co-existing cultures.” Diversity acts as camouflage – a camouflage of beauty used to
attract immigrants from all over the globe, increasing the potential of
national prosperity. As a young country with an aging population and
decreasing birth rate, Canada relies on frequent and abundant arrivals of
immigrants to maintain the nation’s population, workforce and economic
influence. This reality complicates Canada’s open and inclusive character,
for a nation state must preserve a homogenous identity in order to maintain State control, ensure unity, and secure its sovereignty. Even if Canada’s sovereignty is partially defined by being open to a plurality of cultures, Canada itself must remain one entity with one national voice.
Yet the Multicultural policy fundamentally functions as a key part of
the nation’s international relations and immigration strategy rather than
a defining quality of internal procedure and cultural affairs. The Honorable Gail Shea, Member of Parliament for the riding of Egmont in Prince
Edward Island, describes the external perception of a diverse Canada and
its symbiotic relationship with immigration as essential to the nation’s
success:
“The fact that Canada is listed as the number two choice on the
most popular countries to immigrate to list indicates it [the multicultural
policy] has been [effective]. As to what the Multiculturalism policy means
in 2012, it means a policy that has been successful in helping to maintain
Canada’s stature on the world stage and making it the country of choice
for immigrants from around the world. This in itself may be one of the
most important aspects of the policy presently and into the future. With
the changing demographics of our population, which is reflected by an
aging workforce, while at the same time seeing a relatively low birth rate,
it is abundantly evident that the importance of immigration to our economy and our society will only increase. Without Canada being viewed11 as
an accepting, open multicultural country, this could not be achieved.”12
The multicultural narrative disguises the necessity of homogeneous
State functioning within Canada. Although the 2010-2011 Annual Report
on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act states “diversity in
Canada was built on three main pillars: the Aboriginal, French and British
peoples,”13 very little is said in the report about the ongoing struggles
fought by the non-British or ‘other’ founding cultures within the borders
of the sovereign nation. It confuses the cultural reality of a colonial history,
fought from three sides and conquered by one.
On the surface, Canadian multiculturalism seems like an inclusive and
accommodating guiding principle. It frames Canadian culture as varied, ahistorical and ever changing. According to the policy individuals define
Canadian culture for themselves. The scene for the narrative of a multi-culture nation is set by a plurality of otherness. On their web site the Canadian Government asserts that,
“Canadian multiculturalism is fundamental to our belief that all
citizens are equal. Multiculturalism ensures that all citizens can keep their
identities, can take pride in their ancestry and have a sense of belonging.
Acceptance gives Canadians a feeling of security and self-confidence,
making them more open to, and accepting of, diverse cultures. The Canadian experience has shown that multiculturalism encourages racial and
ethnic harmony and cross-cultural understanding… Multiculturalism
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has led to higher rates of naturalization than ever before. With no pressure to assimilate and give up their culture, immigrants freely choose
their new citizenship because they want to be Canadians. As Canadians,
they share the basic values of democracy with all other Canadians who
came before them. At the same time, Canadians are free to choose for
themselves, without penalty, whether they want to identify with their
specific group or not. Their individual rights are fully protected and they
need not fear group pressures.”14
Canadian multiculturalism promotes the notion of tolerance while it
conceals the historic and contemporary internal conflict between the federal government and the First Nations, Inuit, Métis and the French population. It asserts that the nation is built on ‘non-ethnic’ moral and ethical
standards, rather than a rich and vibrant Anglo-British history riddled
with colonial legislation. This notion of tolerance endorses the myth that
everyone who calls Canada home is a Canadian-Canadian; that everyone
is equally responsible for tolerating others at all social and political levels.
However, in reality, that is not the case, for “tolerance actually reproduces
dominance, by those with the power to tolerate. Because asking for tolerance always implies the possibility of intolerance. The power and choice
whether to accept or not to accept difference, to tolerate it or not, still lies
in the hands of the tolerators.”15 And in Canada the tolerators are part of
the normative unspoken culture, those who were born and raised white
and English speaking; those whose ancestors successfully colonized,
defined and continue to dominate the nation state as it functions today.
Canada’s people are not united under one banner. Rather, Canadian
identity is purposely ambiguous and flexible. Canadian citizens are purposely divided in order to maintain the dominant political system, and
ensure Crown authority. In Canada, non-Anglo-British people are encouraged to identify with their ethnic backgrounds and embody the hyphenated Canadian or multicultural Canadian. Unless born in Canada, white and
English, it is encouraged and normal to attach an otherness to one’s national identity. Within the social system, multiculturalism allows for a plurality
of culture to exist. As long as one still identifies as Canadian, be it IranianCanadian, French-Canadian, Aboriginal-Canadian etcetera, the expression
of one’s culture is welcomed. Especially if it can be commodified in the way
of delicious exotic food, elaborate costume, performance or tradition.
Minority cultures in Canada are showcased as enriching the national culture. Pageantry by minority cultures is celebrated as it personifies the multicultural-Canadian and defines the nation as unique and understanding.
Pageantry is surface beautiful and provides the nation with vibrant and
diverse imagery. “In this construction of culture we have a core Canadian
national culture as a ‘whole way of life’, and the ‘multi-cultures’ exist as
fragments of culture, only valued for the ways in which they contribute to
this ‘whole way of life’ of the national culture.”16 Hence the multiculturalCanadian exists within the nation of Canada as an image builder. One who
not only embodies a benevolent, tolerant and diverse country, but one who
is readily used by the federal government to fill the symbolic position of a
multicultural Canadian-Canadian; a necessity for a country that emblematically speaks across cultural borders and enables the progression of the
Western economic agenda on the international stage.
Declaring the nation’s culture as a ‘non-culture’ endorses the separation
of otherness from the dominant culture and cloaks systems of power. Multiculturalism in Canada is a form of soft and even sneaky assimilation. It
conceals the history and continuation of government structured ethnic violence, and veils racial, cultural and economic discrimination that is woven
intricately into the very foundations of Canadian policy, regulations and
government procedure. However, it has proved to be more profitable for
Canada to build, promote and perpetuate its new identity via the multicultural narrative rather than to declare outright that it must fundamentally colonize, assimilate and appropriate otherness, including that of the
other ‘founding cultures’17 , for the benefit of white Anglo-Canada and the
progression of the Western Capitalist agenda.18

8 Maria-Carolina, Cambre. “Terminologies of Control: Tracing the Canadian-South African Connection In a Word (maria-carolina cambre) - Academia.edu.” University of Alberta - Academia.edu. http://ualberta.academia.edu/mariacarolinacambre/Papers/264588/Terminologies_of_Control_Tracing_the_Canadian-South_African_Connection_In_a_Word (accessed September 16, 2012).
9 Mulcair, Thomas Member of the Parliament of Canada, personal email, April 26 2012
10 Deborah, Doxtator. “The implications of Canadian Nationaism for Aboriginal Cultural Autonomy.” In Curatorship: Indigenous Perspectives in Post Colonial Studies. Ottawa: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996. 61.
11 Emphasis added by me.
12 Shea, Gail Member of the Parliament of Canada, personal letter, May 14 2012
13 Government of Canada. “Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011 Part One: Multiculturalism in Canada.”
14 Citizenship and Immigration Canada. “Canadian Multiculturalism: An Inclusive Citizenship.” Welcome Page | Page d’accueil. http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/multiculturalism/citizenship.asp (accessed May 5, 2012).
15 Mackey, Eva. The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada. London: Routledge, 1999. P.69
16 Mackey, Eva. The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada. P. 67
17 Government of Canada. “Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011 Part One: Multiculturalism in Canada.”
18 Alfred, Taiaiake. “Aboriginal Perspectives.” Office national du film du Canada / National Film Board of Canada.
http://www3.nfb.ca/enclasse/doclens/visau/index.php?mode=theme&language=english&theme=30662&film=16933&excerpt=612357&submode=about&expmode=1 (accessed May 28, 2012).
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“Neither anarchy nor tyranny, my people.
Worship the mean, I urge you,
Shore it up with reverence and never
Banish terror from the gates, not outright.
Where is the righteous man who knows no fear?
The stronger your fear, your reverence for the just,
The stronger your country’s wall and city’s safety.”

1 Critchley, Simon. "crypto-schmittianism." State of Nature - An Online Journal of Radical Ideas. http://www.stateofnature.org/crypto-schmit.html (accessed September 17, 2012).

– Athena in Oresteia1
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“We must vigilantly stand on guard within our own borders for human rights and fundamental freedoms, which
are our proud heritage. The experiences of many countries whose citizens have flocked to our shores in recent
years -- and ours too -- make it clear that we cannot take for granted the continuance and maintenance of those
rights and freedoms. Those who have lived in countries in which human dignity has been denied know how closely
the assertion of these rights is linked with the struggle for peace among mankind.
Indeed, the fundamental difference between countries of the Free and the Communist worlds lies in this very matter of human rights and human dignity. Our half of the world believes that the individual has fundamental rights,
which must never be made subservient to government. The other half believes in the all-powerful state in which
fundamental individual rights can be denied at will.19
- The Right Honorable John Deifenbaker, Address on the nation’s business, June 30, 1960

ASSIMILATION
WRITTEN BY BECKA VIAU

C

anada implemented the Indian Act20 in 1876; from it grew the
Reserve System, the Indian Residential School system and the
omnipresent attempted ethnocide of First Nation, Inuit and Métis Culture. Due to the fact that the Act was to be adopted in accordance with
the tolerant and benevolent principals of the British Crown, Canada
declared that the inevitable absorption of the savage native race into
civilized white-Anglo culture would be peaceful and just. Yet the fact
of sovereign First Nations existing within the colonial State was, and
continues to be, an ever-present threat to the Canadian Government
and the maintenance of Canadian Sovereignty.
In a speech to the House of Commons in 1885, a few days before the
trial of Métis leader Louis Riel, Prime Minister Sir. John A. Macdonald
described the success of the benevolent approach to the First Nations
in the North West and the continued resistance to the Indian Act from
the native population.
“We acquired the North-West country in 1870. Not a life was lost, not a
blow was struck, not a pound nor a dollar was spent in warfare, in that long
period that has since intervened. I have not hesitated to tell this House,
again and again, that we could not always hope to maintain peace with the
Indians; that the savage was still a savage, and that until he ceased to be
savage, we were always in danger of a collision, in danger of war, in danger
of an outbreak. I am only surprised that we have been able so long to maintain peace - that from 1870 until 1885 not one single blow, not one single
murder, not one single loss of life, has taken place.”21
The Indian Act was and continues to be bureaucratically and politically violent, implemented to police and colonize the First Nations’
total existence.22 While the Indian Act has undergone numerous
amendments since it was first passed, it continues to regulate and
define the life of First Nations within Canada. Assembly of First
Nations National Chief Shawn Atleo stated recently at the Crown-First
Nations Gathering in Ottawa “We struggle under layer upon layer of
wasteful bureaucratic interference, useless and expensive controls are

piled upon our people squandering tax dollars and frustrating
change.”23 Not only is the Indian Act established to interfere with the
self-determination of First Nation people, it is a racist and colonial
document created to preserve the sovereignty of Canada. It remains
contradictory that Canada claims benevolence as a determining characteristic when it continues to economically subjugate the people
whom they describe as one of the founding cultures of the country.24
The goal, on paper, was to inhibit the political voice of the Native
population and assimilate them quickly and thoroughly into the dominant system and culture. In order for the Dominion of Canada to
ensure its sovereignty it had to settle the west and assert its presence in
the North. Almost all that stood in the way of Canadian advancement,
by means of natural resource extraction and the expansion of the
British Dominion, was the Native population and their rights to the
land. In 1877, 11 years after the ratification of the Indian Act, the Honorable Sir John A. Macdonald expressed the purpose of the Indian Act
legislation in an address to the House of Commons. He declared, “The
great aim of our legislation has been to do away with the tribal system
and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the other inhabitants of the Dominion as speedily as they are fit to change.”25
Canada required nomadic people to abandon their way of life and
Native Bands to sell or cede their land to the Crown. This released
prosperous land for colonial settlements to flourish, and allowed
British colonial sovereignty to be strengthened. Canada secured the
profits from the extraction of natural resources and the alienation of
the land through agriculture, by means of land acquisition. The First
Nations were in the way of colonial progress and continued to be
viewed as less intelligent, child-like savages. Yet, in British style they
were still to be treated with moral respect via the implementation of
legislative procedure and the development of Treaties combined with
the continued hope for higher civilization through assimilation.26 A
statement from the Canadian government’s Department of the Interior released in their annual report, June 1876 expresses such Canadian
benevolence.

19 Diefenbaker, John George. “Diefenbaker-Speeches-The nation’s business, June 30, 1960-First Among Equals.” Bienvenue au site Web Bibliotheque et Archives Canada / Welcome to the Library and Archives Canada website. http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/2/4/h4-4052-e.html (accessed April 13, 2012).
20 “Indian Act.” Justice Laws Website | Site Web de la legislation (Justice). http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/I-5/ (accessed May 24, 2012).
21 The Historica-Dominion Institute. “John A. Macdonald - Debate before the House of Commons on the Riel Rebellion.” Macdonald and Laurier Days. www.macdonald-laurier.ca/en/macdonald/macdonald-speeches-1822 (accessed April 13, 2012).
22 Hanson, Erin. “The Indian Act.” Indigenous Foundations. http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/government-policy/the-indian-act.html (accessed May 24, 2012).
23 Barrera, Jorge. “Atleo, Harper offer opposing visions on need to scrap Indian Act | APTN National News.” Aboriginal Peoples Television Network (APTN) - APTN.ca - Home Page. http://aptn.ca/pages/news/2012/01/24/atleo-harper-offer-opposing-visionson-need-to-scrap-indian-act/ (accessed May 28, 2012).
24 Government of Canada. “Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011 Part One: Multiculturalism in Canada.” Annual Report on the Operation of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 2010-2011. http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/publications/multi-report2011/part1.asp (accessed April 18, 2012).
25 Hanson, Erin. “The Indian Act.”
26 I am referring to the Royal Proclamation 1763, issued by the King George III to officially claim territory in North America after the British won the seven years war. The document clearly states: “Aboriginal title has existed and continues to exist, and that
all land would be considered Aboriginal land until ceded by treaty. The Proclamation forbade settlers from claiming land from the Aboriginal occupants, unless it has been first bought by the Crown and then sold to the settlers. The Royal Proclamation further sets out that only the Crown can buy land from First Nations.” This sentiment and legislative approach is considered by many to be the beginning of the process of developing Treaties. For more information about the Royal Proclamation refer to this
source: Hanson, Erin. “Royal Proclamation, 1763.” Home. Indigenous Foundations, University of British Columbia. http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/government-policy/royal-proclamation-1763.html (accessed May 28, 2012).
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“Our Indian legislation generally rests on the principle, that
the aborigines are to be kept in a condition of tutelage and treated as
wards or children of the State. ...the true interests of the aborigines
and of the State alike require that every effort should be made to aid
the Red man in lifting himself out of his condition of tutelage and
dependence, and that is clearly our wisdom and our duty, through
education and every other means, to prepare him for a higher civilization by encouraging him to assume the privileges and responsibilities of full citizenship.”27
Treaties were established between the Canadian government and
First Nations “to define, among other things, the respective rights of
Aboriginal people and governments to use and enjoy lands that Aboriginal28 people traditionally occupied.”29
Under the Treaties,30 First Nations “surrendered large areas of land
to the Crown… in exchange for reserve lands and other benefits like
farm equipment and animals, annual payments, ammunition, clothing and certain rights to hunt and fish. The Crown also made some
promises to the First Nation named in the treaties such as maintaining schools on reserves or providing teachers and educational. Treaty
No. 6 included the promise of a medicine chest.”31
The Treaties created and legally bound the Canadian Indian
Reserve system while the Indian Act defined, regulated and policed
the existence of the Native people who lived there. The governance of
the reserves described in the Indian Act “encouraged agriculture
labor and Christianity and discouraged Aboriginal cultural practices.”32
To become agriculturalists meant First Nations had to acquire
sedentary lifestyles, work the land and care for livestock. However,
more often than not First Nations were relocated to reserves outside
of their traditional territory or were “displaced to lands generally
unsuitable for agriculture, such as rocky areas with poor soil quality
or steep slopes.”
At the same time the Indian Act furthered economic discrimination
against the success of the First Nation population in the process of
assimilation by restricting the commodification of livestock that was
produced on reserve. These combined factors justified the government’s size reduction of unproductive reserves due to the perspective
that “white settlers would make better use of it [the land]– through an
ethnocentric view that defined “productive use” as resource extraction and agriculture.”33
Historian Keith Thor Carlson describes the creation of the reserves
system as “”the government’s attempt to skirt its political and legal
obligation to negotiate with Aboriginal people and to provide compensation for alienated land and resources. In effect, it was an effort
to extinguish Aboriginal title through administrative and bureaucratic means.”34
However, according to the government of Canada at the time,
attempts were made to ensure the assimilation of the First Nations
people would be comfortable and fair by giving seed rations, housing
materials and livestock herds to the reserves.
The government asserted it was rescuing the savage from barbarity with compassion and access to civilization. Again, in a debate
before the House of Commons on the Rebellion of Louis Riel, Sir John
A. Macdonald eloquently described Canada’s benevolence and the
First Nations resistance and ignorance to such kindness. He it stated,
“I have come to this House again and again and stated the

case of the Indians. I have said it was a case of hardship, and we
could not, as Christian men, allow them to starve. We have done all
we could to put them on themselves; we have done all we could to
make them work as agriculturists; we have done all we could, by the
supply of cattle, agricultural implements and instruction, to change
them from a nomadic to an agricultural life. We have had very considerable success; we have had infinitely more success during our
short period, than the United States have had during twenty-five
years. We have had a wonderful success; but still we have had the
Indians; and then in these half-breeds, enticed by white men, the savage instinct was awakened; the desire of plunder -- aye, and, perhaps, the desire of scalping -- the savage idea of a warlike glory,
which pervades the breast of most men, civilized or uncivilized, was
aroused in them, and forgetting all the kindness that had been
bestowed upon them, forgetting all the gifts that had been given to
them, forgetting all that the Government, the white people and the
Parliament of Canada had been doing for them, in trying to rescue
them from barbarity; forgetting that we had given them reserves, the
means to cultivate those reserves, and the means of education how to
cultivate them – forgetting all these things, they rose against us.”35
It cannot be overlooked that the Indian Act reflects the seemingly
unnoticed racist prerogative of Canadian Government. It not only
restricted and controlled the First Nation way of life and means for
sustainable living, it banned the making of totem poles, potlatch,
dancing, and other ceremonies and spiritual traditions. Section 141 of
the Indian Act was adapted in 1888 and remained in place until 1921
Judge Alfred Scow describes the residual impact of Section 141 in a
presentation to the Royal Commission of Aboriginal Peoples he delivered in Saskatchewan, 1992. He states,
“This provision of the Indian Act was in place for close to 75
years and what that did was it prevented the passing down of our
oral history. It prevented the passing down of our values. It meant
an interruption of the respected forms of government that we used
to have, and we did have forms of government be they oral and not
in writing before any of the Europeans came to this country. We had
a system that worked for us. We respected each other. We had ways
of dealing with disputes.”36
The Indian Act also directed the accessibility, the duration, and the
means of leaving the reserve. It required all Registered Indians37 It
defined who was and wasn’t an Indian38. It fundamentally isolated
and devastated First Nations by regulating their body and mind. In
its original state the Indian Act was a document that legislated and
legitimized ethnocide.
The Indian Act continues to legislate the quality of life of First
Nations in Canada. It controls how First Nations can participate in
markets if they prosper a yield from their land. It limits access to
loans, prohibits reserve residents from owning their land and even
owning their personal property.39
It still inhibits the political agency of the First Nations by “imposing governing structures on Aboriginal communities in the form of
band councils.”40 It often conflicts with and violates rights and agreements determined through Treaties41, and continues to decide who is
or isn’t to be considered a Status Indian. It determines how and when
those who are “entitled to a wide range of programs and services
offered by federal agencies and provincial governments” can access
them.42

27 Hanson, Erin. “Government Policy.” Home. Indigenous Foundations, University of British Columbia. http://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca/home/government-policy.html (accessed May 5, 2012).
28 Emphasis added by me. Aboriginal is a term that is not widely accepted in the First Nation, Métis and Inuit people but has been adopted by the Canadian Government to describes “the descendants of the original inhabitants of North America. The Canadian Constitution recognizes three groups of Aboriginal people—Indians, Métis and Inuit. These are three separate peoples with unique heritages, languages, cultural practices and spiritual beliefs.” For more government terminology regarding the First
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The Canadian Government remains committed to the notion that
the Indian Act is a necessary and mutual agreement between the
Nation of Canada and First Nations. Prime Minister Stephen Harper has affirmed that the Canadian Government has no intention to
dismantle or rewrite the Indian Act. At the Crowns’ First Gathering
in the winter of 2012 Stephen Harper declared, “The government
cannot rewire the Indian Act. Instead it must find creative ways to
consult with governments in providing options to work within or
around the Act.”43 This confirms that the Government of Canada
relies on the ongoing performance of the Indian Act to secure economic success through the extraction of natural resources and for
social wellbeing and sovereignty through the projection of a tolerant, multicultural, and benevolent Canadian Character.
The Canadian Department of Aboriginal and Northern Affairs
website home page emphasizes the benefits Canada receives from
maintaining paternal control over the First Nations. The website
says,
“Canada’s economic and social well-being benefits from
strong, self-sufficient Aboriginal and northern people and communities. Our vision is a future in which First Nations, Inuit,
Métis and northern communities are healthy, safe, self-sufficient
and prosperous – a Canada where people make their own decisions, manage their own affairs and make strong contributions to
the country as a whole.”44
Deriving a substantial portion of its mandate from the Indian
Act, the Department of Aboriginal and Northern Affairs’ key priority is to continue the assimilation of the First Nations people into
the dominant system by improving social well–being and economic prosperity, developing healthier, more sustainable communities,
and helping First Nations to participate more fully in Canada’s
political, social and economic development — “to the benefit of all
Canadians.”45 The mandate of this Government Department veils
the fact that Canadian sovereignty relies on the continued regulation and control of First Nations sovereignty and self-determination along with the bureaucratic hindrance of Treaty fulfillment. By
continuously attempting to assimilate and contain the First
Nations, Canada is able to endorse itself as nation with a unified
and economically secure voice while restricting First Nations political agency.
Although Canada is often successful in distorting its true incentive behind its legal and legislated relationship with the First
Nations, in 2008 the Harper Government admitted to and apologized for the disgraceful and terrorizing outcomes of the Indian
Residential School System. The Indian Residential School System
was implemented officially through an amendment to the Indian
Act in 1920.46
According to Prime Minister Stephen Harper, the Indian Residential School System was set forth to “remove and isolate children
from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures,
and to assimilate them into the dominant culture.”47 Although the
Canadian Government stresses their tolerance, compassion, and
mutual understanding with the First Nations, the fundamental aim
of the Indian Act has been asserted over and over again throughout
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the past century. In 1920, Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs from 1913 to 1922, described the Canadian position on what was deemed the Indian Problem.48 He stated,
“I want to get rid of the Indian problem. [..] Our objective is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been
absorbed into the body politic and there is no Indian Question and
no Indian Department.”49
Although Prime Minister Stephen Harper claimed, on behalf of
the Canadian Government the responsibility for the Indian Residential School System, the words we are sorry only scratch at the
surface of the 136 years of legally justified ethnocide in Canada.
The Indian Residential School System alone displaced over 150, 000
First Nation children by forcibly taking them from their homes and
placing them into the 132 federally operated schools. In these
schools the children were exposed to and experienced constant sexual, physical, emotional and psychological abuse, malnutrition and
dire living conditions.
The education delivered at the schools was not to the same standard as other Canadian schools. The design of the Residential
Schools were influenced by the American’s approach to their First
Nation populations,50 and focused on manual and agricultural
labour.
The children would most often be forced to attend Christian
based schooling for half of the day and during the second half they
would perform maintenance and janitorial duties to help the school
function or labour51 in the schools’ agricultural fields and livestock
barns. The majority of Indian Residential Schools turned out traumatized, malnourished children with a grade five education.
The Canadian Government acknowledged the dire conditions in
the Residential Schools in a report delivered by F.H. Paget, an Indian Affairs accountant, which stated that due to the cheap, federally
funded, fabrication of the school buildings they were most often in
disrepair.
However, the government didn’t do anything about the living
conditions the Native children were forced to endure. Duncan
Campbell Scott made the Governments reasons for ignoring the life
threatening conditions clear in a letter to the British Columbia Indian Agent General-Major D. MacKay, nineteen eighteen.
He gladly stated,
“It is readily acknowledged that Indian children lose their
natural resistance to illness by habituating so closely in the residential schools, and that they die at a much higher rate than in
their villages. But this alone does not justify a change in the policy
of this Department, which is geared towards a final solution of
our Indian Problem.”52
Although the last Federally funded Residential School wasn’t
closed until 1996,53 the Canadian Government portrayed the apology for the evil executed through the Indian Residential School
System as the closing of “a sad chapter in our history,”54 when in all
honesty the trauma of these schools continue to affect people liv-ing
today, even people most would consider to be youth. This real-ity
shows that the Indian Residential School system is not some-thing of
the past but continues to impact life today.
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“As part of our ongoing efforts to promote human rights, our Government will
create a new Office of Religious Freedom to help protect religious minorities and to
promote the pluralism that is essential to the development of free and democratic
societies.
We will also take action to strengthen our national sovereignty. Our Government
is committed to protecting the integrity of our immigration system. It will introduce
measures to address marriage fraud—an abuse of our system that can victimize
unsuspecting Canadians and vulnerable immigrants. Our Government will also
reintroduce legislation to combat human smuggling, which can place migrants in
dangerous conditions and undermine trust in Canada’s immigration system.”
Governor General David Johnston, 3 June 2011＊
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