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INTRODUCTION

Aanii, boozhoo, sago, waachay, tunngasugit, bienvenue, 
and welcome to the second volume of the University of Sudbury’s 
Undergraduate Journal of Indigenous Studies / Dbaajmowin.  As a 
publication of undergraduate papers relating to the discipline of 
Indigenous Studies, this journal is intended as a respectful and 
inclusive space of scholarly expression.  As well, we encourage 
submissions that engage with Indigenous knowledge and practice, 
and which are supportive of Indigenous movements towards 
sovereignty and resurgence, decolonization, and environmental 
protection. 

In keeping with this focus, the following twelve articles 
explore the tensions between ongoing colonization and efforts 
towards Indigenous resurgence and decolonization in the areas of 
political relations, land title, law and justice, education, and health 
and wellness.  In doing so, these articles contribute significantly 
to our understandings of the challenges of ongoing Indigenous – 
Settler conflict and suggest pathways towards reconciliation and 
Bimaadiziwin/good relations.  

In ‘Aboriginal Self-Government and the Need to Revisit the 
Canadian Constitution’ Lyle Corbiere provides an extensive review 
of Aboriginal Self-government policy and program development 
in Canada since the 1975 James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement.  Including a discussion of the four models of Aboriginal 
Self-government in Canada today, namely: municipal style, adapted 
federalism, trilateral federalism, and nation-to-nation governmental 
relations.  These models are reviewed in relation to policy objectives 
articulated in the Penner Report, the Charlottetown Accord, and 
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People.  The paper’s main 
argument being that a clear understanding of nation to nation, 
Aboriginal self-government must be included in the Constitution 
Act under Section 35 in order for there to be a timely and 
consistent process of negotiations that is meaningful to Aboriginal 
people and which legitimately meets longstanding demands for 
Aboriginal sovereignty and nation to nation relations.  
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In Twenty-first Century Imperialism: The Case of Latin 
American Indigenous People and the West, D’Arcy Gauthier 
argues that the traditional process of colonial oppression and 
land appropriation through discriminatory internal state policy 
and law has been supplanted by a neo-colonial global order 
whereby international institutions such as the United Nations, 
the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank function 
in the interests of Western countries to further extend their 
control over Indigenous populations and their lands globally.  
This process is critiqued in terms of the function of ideology and 
communication technologies in supporting the work of these 
international institutions through the proliferation of Western 
values of individualism, private property, and capitalism.  This 
paper also examines how the technologies of neocolonialism are 
being taken up by Indigenous peoples and their allies and are being 
increasingly used in subversive, anti-globalization and Indigenous 
rights advocacy movements. These tensions are examined within the 
context of Latin America and the movement of Indigenous people 
to reclaim their lands and cultures.

In Colonial Policy and Its Impact on Aboriginal People 
in Canada, Jade Noble examines the negative impacts associated 
with colonial policies on matrimonial real property, education, 
and standards of child care for Aboriginal people in Canada.  As 
a result of the jurisdictional confusion over on-reserve marital 
property, many Aboriginal women have been alienated from 
their communities following the separation from their spouses. 
This paper further looks at the family breakdown caused by 
the residential schools system and child welfare apprehension 
practices and the common assimilationist push from both of these 
processes to have Aboriginal children learn European knowledge 
and customs, while rejecting and de-valuing their own sources 
of knowledge and tradition. These colonial policies and practices 
are then linked to high levels of Aboriginal community violence 
and family breakdown among Aboriginal people. In spite of the 
devastation that these policies have had on Aboriginal communities, 
this paper further points to the many post-colonial trends, which 
are emerging such that Aboriginal people are assuming greater 
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control over these areas of their lives as part of the movement to 
self-government and community healing.

In ‘Jurisdictional Confusion: Federal and Provincial/
Territorial Jurisdiction Issues Faced by Aboriginal People in Canada’ 
Lea Britt builds on the themes raised in Jade Noble’s paper through 
a review of the constitutional separation of powers in Canada, 
relevant case law, and federal legislation for on-reserve property 
and possession.  This paper examines some of the challenges 
facing Aboriginal families and children living in First Nations 
communities due to long-standing uncertainty and tension relating 
to the federal government’s jurisdiction over “Indians and Lands 
Reserved for Indians” and the provinces jurisdiction over family law 
and child welfare.  As argued in this paper, this situation has been 
particularly challenging in the case of separation where Aboriginal 
women have not been protected under provincial family laws and/
or where Aboriginal customary adoptions have not been recognized 
by the government.  The paper looks to case law and federal 
legislation as a path forward to resolving these tensions in the 
interest of fair treatment for Aboriginal women.  

Jenna Passi’s paper ‘Aboriginal Overrepresentation in 
the Canadian Criminal Justice System’ looks at Aboriginal 
overrepresentation in the justice system as one aspect of 
colonization today.  Passi makes the connection between long-
standing policies of cultural assimilation and the intergenerational 
legacy of the Indian Residential Schools System in Canada and 
the key factors that contribute to involvement in crime, namely: 
poverty, unemployment, family violence, and alcohol and drug 
abuse.  The paper also draws upon a number of additional systemic 
factors that work against Aboriginal people and make them more 
susceptible to incarceration including: differential treatment by the 
justice system, the propensity to commit more serious offences, 
and systemic Anti-Aboriginal racism.  To move forward and to 
work to address the inequities of colonialism and Aboriginal 
overrepresentation in the criminal justice system, this paper points 
to an integrated and pluralistic approach to justice; which includes 
Gladue courts and Aboriginal-based community restorative justice 
practices as part of a larger conversation on reform that respects 
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Aboriginal processes of justice and which includes Aboriginal 
people.

In School Ties: The Residential School Experience in the 
Prairie and Western Provinces, Amber White draws on existing 
literature to critique early assimilationist policy in Canada that 
led to the Indian Residential School system.  She provides a 
detailed account of daily life in the schools and points to systemic 
abuses, underfunding, vocational training, and forced child labour 
as common aspects to all schools which she then links to the 
contemporary educational challenges of Aboriginal people.  The 
paper also points to Aboriginal personal and cultural resilience in 
being able to resist the intended affects of the schools and in the 
resurgence of Indigenous healing and governance.

In ‘Indigenous Education:  Steps to Achieving an Education 
System Relevant to Indigenous Students’, Brenda Pangowish 
offers a background context to recent debates concerning the 
federal government’s controversial First Nation Control of First 
Nation Education Act.  Beginning with an acknowledgment of 
the widespread, intergenerational harm and devastation caused 
by the Indian Residential School system, this paper then focuses 
on the Assembly of First Nation’s 1972 ‘Indian Control of Indian 
Education’ policy; which, although accepted by the federal 
government at the time, has never been fully implemented.  The 
author then goes on to answer the question of ‘what Indigenous 
people want in education’ through the articulation of a community/
culturally-based school model which is: grounded in Indigenous 
knowledge and ceremonial practice and which incorporates 
provincial curriculum, has a high degree of community input and 
control, and which intentionally seeks to decolonize mainstream 
knowledge and pedagogy.    

In ‘Freedom of Knowledge: Why the Incorporation of 
Indigenous Knowledge in the Canadian Education Systems 
is Vital’, Annette Laprise applies the Anishnaabe concept of 
debwewin in conversation with John Stuart Mill’s understanding of 
social freedom and equality in her argument against the erasure of 
Indigenous experiences and truths in provincial school curriculums 
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across Canada.  Instead, Laprise argues for the importance of 
diversity in perspective and experiential truths towards the 
development of inclusive and vibrant societies. The paper goes 
on to outline how certain truths concerning Aboriginal people in 
Canada have been concealed over the years and how this silencing 
has had a detrimental impact not only on Aboriginal people who 
seek respect and recognition, but on Canadian society as a whole. 
Incorporating Indigenous knowledge into the education system 
would not only provide the opportunity for a more diverse and 
thorough knowledge base, but would also create an environment 
that is more diverse and interesting for students and more beneficial 
for Canadian – Indigenous relations overall.  

In keeping with the Indigenous Studies department’s efforts 
to further develop courses in the French language, the journal 
is very pleased to include Mélanie Smits’ ‘Bimaadiziwin: La 
Spiritualite Quotitienne, Les examples de Practique de jour a jour, 
where she provides a broad review of Indigenous spirituality as it 
relates to the Anishnaabe concept of Biimaadiziwin, the good life 
in everyday living.  Exploring the impacts of colonization, creations 
stories, understanding of the sacred, ceremonial practice, and 
spiritual symbolism, this paper highlights common daily practices 
and teachings and suggests a growing renaissance in Indigenous 
spirituality.  

In ‘Healthcare and First Nations, Inuit and Métis People: 
From Contact to Today’, Karly Dudar examines the significant 
health inequities between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people 
in Canada.  She initially discusses traditional Aboriginal healthcare 
methods, which emphasize an integrated and preventative 
approach to health, but which lacked the experience of dealing 
with foreign pathogens introduced by Europeans at contact.  The 
devastating health affects of contact were then compounded by 
the social, political, and economic forces of colonization and the 
dispossession of Aboriginal people from their traditional lands 
and medicines.  This paper then highlights several governmental 
efforts made to restore health and implement disease prevention 
programs in rural and urban Aboriginal communities, such as 



10  UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN

improved and more accessible healthcare services, educational 
resources, targeted funding, and Aboriginal health programming.  
This paper concludes with an acknowledgment of the complexities 
of the Aboriginal health field and that resolving Aboriginal 
health inequities must be considered in terms of larger efforts at 
decolonization, land claims resolutions, and self-government.

Judith McComber’s ‘Indigenous Healing Journey: 
Decolonizing the Mind, Body and Spirit’ takes a holistic approach 
to the psychology of colonization.  McCombre applies a medicine 
wheel framework to help us understand both the negative affects of 
colonization as well as the positive choices that Aboriginal people 
can make to heal and to decolonize internal, community relations 
and those with non-Aboriginal Settlers.  This paper tracks the 
intergenerational transference of a deep Western negativity into 
Aboriginal communities that has fragmented and interrupted the 
flows of Indigenous laws, cultures, and knowledge.  The paper 
goes on to argue that decolonization is only possible through the 
reconstruction of Indigenous identities and societies through the 
going back and picking up the knowledge, practice, and language 
that was forcibly removed from daily Aboriginal living.  This paper 
further argues for the creation of alliances with non-Aboriginal 
people so as to work jointly against ignorance and colonial racism 
and towards understanding and reconciliation.

To conclude this volume, Michael Bourke’s ‘My Personal 
Self-care Plan Based on Teachings of the Medicine Wheel’ offers 
suggestions on how to live well and in balance in spite of the many 
pressures and challenges of student life.  Applying teachings on 
the integrated four quadrants (mental, emotional, physical, and 
spiritual) of healthy daily living, Michael discusses how he has 
been able to address physical and mental health challenges through 
a mindful, self-reflective practice of assessing existing patterns of 
behavior and working towards specific goals in these four areas.  As 
a continual working through the interrelated, four quadrants Mike 
has experienced some important personal successes which he was 
happy to share in this work. 
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ABORIGINAL SELF-GOVERNMENT AND 
THE NEED TO REVISIT THE CANADIAN 

CONSTITUTION

Lyle Corbiere

Abstract

This paper focuses on the need for Aboriginal self-
government to be entrenched in the Canadian constitution. 
Without a constitutional amendment, the current Inherent Rights 
Policy will continue to promote piecemeal limited deals, operating 
without a national framework. A constitutional amendment is 
required to clearly state which government has the jurisdiction to 
act, thus ending policy confusion. The lack of political will by the 
federal government to take the lead on entrenching Aboriginal self-
government in the Canadian constitution has resulted in limited 
agreements, none of which have resulted in meaningful nation-
to-nation relations. The various trends and types of Aboriginal 
self-government agreements being explored in Canada today will 
be examined, thirty years after the repatriation of the Canadian 
constitution when Aboriginal rights were first entrenched therein.
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In the 1980s, the concept of Aboriginal self-government 
emerged in Canada as Aboriginal leaders began advocating for 
self-governance based on inherent rights.  Their efforts culminated 
in 1992 with the proposed Charlottetown Accord, which would 
have entrenched Aboriginal self-government in the constitution. 
The lack of political will by the federal and provincial governments 
to constitutionally entrench Aboriginal self-government since that 
time has delayed and complicated the self-government process. 
A constitutional amendment is required so that the federal and 
provincial governments would be legally obligated to act; any future 
amendment would have to state clearly which government has 
jurisdiction over Aboriginal issues, thus putting an end to the issue 
of jurisdictional confusion. To date there have been several regional 
Aboriginal self-government agreements, such as those involving 
the Nisga’a in British Columbia and the Cree in Northern Quebec, 
as well as individual First Nations self-government agreements, 
such as that of the Sechelt First Nation. However, none of these 
agreements have produced a meaningful precedent for a nationally 
recognized framework. Without a constitutional amendment, the 
piecemeal approach of Aboriginal groups accepting limited deals 
could potentially result in dissension among Aboriginal leaders 
and people as some nations may get better deals than others. 
Furthermore, these limited deals will reduce the chances not 
only of negotiating a constitutional amendment  in the future, 
but also  of  establishing a better deal, such as nation-to-nation 
relations or a third order of government. This paper will examine 
the progress and developments of Aboriginal self-government over 
the past thirty years, including the various types of Aboriginal self-
governance models, the federal government’s policies, Aboriginal-
accountable government, urban and rural governance issues, the 
notion of fee simple title, and Nunavut and Métis governance, 
and various specific agreements will also be examined, including 
the James Bay agreement, the Sechelt agreement, and the Nisga’a 
agreement in order to demonstrate the need for Canada to 
constitutionally entrench Aboriginal self-government. 

The Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
(RCAP) states: “While the terms sovereignty, self-determination 
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and self-government have distinct meanings, they are versatile 
concepts, with meanings that overlap one another.” (Canada, Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). Indeed, some view 
self-government as complete control over land, traditional laws, 
customs and people while others may view self-government as 
the ability to deliver essential services such as education and child 
welfare to their members with autonomy from the federal and 
provincial governments. Since Aboriginal self-government is not 
entrenched or defined within the Canadian constitution, several 
models of self-government have emerged over time. The most 
widely accepted model is a “third order” of government, under 
which First Nations have full jurisdiction equivalent to a province, 
while still remaining a part of the Canadian polity. 

Urban Aboriginal people are currently exploring self-
governance within cities based on RCAP’s “community of interest 
model;” Abele and Prince note that a new form of urban Aboriginal 
self-government may emerge. Finally, some Aboriginal people may 
desire complete sovereignty and the creation of an independent 
Aboriginal nation–state or states, but according to Rand Dyck:

Some advocates would go further and speak of Aboriginal 
sovereignty. This option would involve being independent 
of the Canadian state. This is the ideal of those who feel 
that the (third order) option would leave Aboriginals in 
a ‘post-colonial,’ but still internal colonial relationship 
with the dominant non-Aboriginal authorities. They see 
all the trappings of self-government processes, land claims 
agreements, and Aboriginal right court cases as basically 
determined by the white society’s ways and needs. But 
while this option may be the underlying dream of many 
Aboriginals, only a few militants see independence as a 
realistic proposition (Dyck, 2011, p. 79).

Although the perspectives on the definition of Aboriginal 
self-government are diverse, a safe assumption is that most 
Aboriginal people would agree that the current system has 
failed them.  
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Being governed under the Indian Act for over one hundred 
years has eroded their customs, languages, traditions, and has 
ultimately created a system of government dependency. The Indian 
Act has been defined as: 

The legislation that has intruded on the lives and cultures 
of status Indians more than any other law. Though 
amended repeatedly, the act’s fundamental provisions have 
scarcely changed. They give the state powers that range 
from defining how one is born or naturalized into ‘Indian’ 
status to administering the estate of an Aboriginal person 
after death… the act gave Parliament control over Indian 
political structures, landholding patterns, and resource and 
economic development. It covered almost every important 
aspect of the daily lives of Aboriginal peoples on reserve. The 
overall effect was to subject Aboriginal people to the almost 
unfettered rule of federal bureaucrats. The act imposed non-
Aboriginal forms on traditional governance, landholding 
practices, and cultural practices. (Cannon & Sunseri, 
2011, p. 276)

Section 89 of the Indian Act prohibits the sale of First 
Nations lands as these lands are “owned” (held in trust) by the 
Crown for the use and benefit of all First Nations members. 
Therefore Aboriginal people with certificates of possession only 
have usufructuary title, meaning that they can use the land but they 
do not “own” it entirely. The most common type of land ownership 
in Canada is fee simple, meaning that land may be purchased, sold, 
inherited, mortgaged, and used as collateral for loans and mortgages 
(Etkin, 1986). Under the Indian Act, however, Aboriginal people 
often experience difficulties in borrowing from financial institutions 
because they cannot use their land as collateral. Hernando de Soto, 
a world-renowned economist, suggests that the lack of fee simple 
ownership in developing nations is the ultimate cause of poverty (as 
cited in Borrows, 2010). 

The 1980s was a decade of constitutional affairs in 
Canada; it was during this time that Aboriginal self-government 
first emerged. In 1982, the Trudeau government repatriated 
the Canadian constitution and entrenched sections 25 and 35 
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(Aboriginal rights) therein. Amid the constitutional negotiations in 
1982, Trudeau appointed Keith Penner, a Member of Parliament 
for Thunder Bay, as chair of a parliamentary committee on 
Aboriginal self-government. The report that resulted, the “Penner 
Report,” concluded that the federal government should develop 
a new relationship with Aboriginal peoples by creating a distinct 
order of government and establish a new fiscal arrangement 
for Aboriginal self-government. The report recommended that 
Aboriginal self-government be entrenched in the constitution and 
that key areas of Aboriginal governance include education, child 
welfare, membership, health care, law, and economic development 
(Belanger & Newhouse, 2008). The Penner Report, released after 
the repatriation of the Canadian constitution in 1982, concluded:

…the right of Indian peoples to self-government should 
be explicitly stated and entrenched in the Constitution 
of Canada. The surest way to achieve permanent and 
fundamental change in the relationship between Indian 
peoples and the federal government is by means of a 
constitutional amendment. Indian Natives would form 
a distinct order of government in Canada, with their 
jurisdiction defined… Virtually the entire range of law-
making, policy, program delivery, law enforcement and 
adjudication powers would be available to an Indian Native 
government within its territory (as cited in Belanger, 
2008, p. 10)

From 1983 to 1987 there were four significant federal–
provincial First Ministers’ Conferences, which focussed on 
Aboriginal rights and, most importantly, the definition of self-
government. Trudeau initiated the first conference in response 
to the Penner Report, and the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) 
and other Aboriginal organizations were invited to attend and 
participate in the discussions. At the 1983 conference, David 
Ahenakew, then-AFN Grand Chief, said: 

Our relationships continue to be with the undivided Crown. 
How you divide yourselves up internally, for your own 
purposes, is your own business. Our relationship is with 
Canada, rather than its parts. In respect to Indian issues, it 
is Canada’s business to  decide what advice it requires from 
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its parts. However, historically and under Section 91(24) of 
the constitution, our relationship is directly with Canada (as 
cited in Hall, 1986, p. 83).

Ahenakew was skeptical of the role of the Canadian Premiers 
at the conference, but overall there was renewed optimism from 
Aboriginal peoples regarding Aboriginal self-government. Upon 
becoming Prime Minister in 1984, Brian Mulroney decided 
to continue the federal-provincial First Ministers negotiations 
regarding Aboriginal self-government. At the 1985 conference, 
Mulroney said:

Canadians have rightfully objected to excessive intrusion 
of government into their lives. Governmental control is 
resented by us all. Yet the most regulated, controlled and 
intruded upon in Canada are the Aboriginal peoples. One 
of the changes which must be made in the current state 
of affairs is the removal of these excessive interventions. 
The alternative—which is our main agenda item—is self-
government (as cited in Hall, 1986, p. 78).

What was apparent in the self-government conferences led 
by Mulroney was how little the discussion focussed on a third order 
of government.  Rather, the Prime Minister and Premiers were only 
prepared to endorse a municipal style of government which operated 
under the jurisdictional control of the federal and provincial 
governments.  Essentially, provincial governments would be able to 
retain and apply the provincial laws of applicability (Hall, 1986). 

The ultimate goal of these First Ministers Conferences was 
to get the support of at least seven Premiers to pass a constitutional 
amendment entrenching Aboriginal self-government in the 
constitution. According to Tony Hall:

In his performance as Chairman, the Prime Minister failed 
entirely to uphold the federal government’s constitutional 
obligations to act as a trustee of Indian interests against 
the encroachment of the provinces. Instead, Mulroney 
entered the conference with a position which was absolutely 
unacceptable to the AFN, the most moderate of the Indian 
organizations (Hall, 1986, p. 84).



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   17

Unfortunately, at the final conference in 1987, the Canadian 
Premiers and Aboriginal leaders failed to reach an agreement 
recognizing the jurisdictional boundaries of self-government and 
the terms of a constitutional amendment. Aboriginal leaders viewed 
self-government as their inherent right, while several Premiers 
were reluctant to support the initiative since the concept was not 
defined in principle (Dyck, 2011). At the final conference, George 
Erasmus, then-AFN Grand Chief said: 

Nothing short of Aboriginal self-government will achieve 
our aspirations for survival as distinct peoples. Attempts by 
governments at integration and assimilation over the years 
have failed and we have rejected them. We must be able 
to control our lives on our own lands and using our own 
resources (as cited in Dyck, 2011, p. 91).

The AFN and other Aboriginal organizations rejected the 
limited offer of municipal governance from Mulroney and the 
Premiers. Mulroney, however, was not finished with his obsession 
with constitutional change; he failed to deliver on the Aboriginal 
First Minister Conferences and on his proposed Meech Lake 
Accord. Mulroney appointed former Prime Minister Joe Clark 
as his new Constitutional Affairs Minister in 1991, and they 
negotiated the 1992 Charlottetown Accord, but this time they 
invited Aboriginal leaders to the negotiation table. This was a step 
in a positive direction, since Aboringinal leaders were excluded 
from the Meech Lake Accord discussions. The Charlottetown 
Accord would have altered the Constitution Act of 1982 and 
entrenched Aboriginal self-government into a new Constitution 
Act. The Charlottetown Accord, under section 1.2(1)(B), stated: 

The Aboriginal peoples of Canada, being the first peoples to 
govern this land, have the right to promote their languages, 
cultures and traditions and to ensure integrity of their 
societies and their governments constitute one of three 
orders of government in Canada (Canada, Privy Council 
Office, 1992, p. 471).

The proposed Charlottetown Accord would have changed 
the dynamics of the Canadian polity including the Canadian 
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Senate and House of Commons. The Senate would have had 
elected representatives rather than those appointed by the Prime 
Minister. Under the Charlottetown Accord, Aboriginal people were 
guaranteed Senate seats, which were to be further negotiated after 
the ratification of the Accord (Canada, Privy Council Office, 1992, 
p. 4). The proposal also recognized that Aboriginal people should 
have representation on the Supreme Court and in the House of 
Commons (Canada, Privy Council Office, 1992, p. 8). If the 
national referendum on the Charlottetown Accord had passed, the 
inherent right of self-government for Aboriginal people would have 
been inserted in section 35. The new clause under section 35 would 
have stated:  

The exercise of the right of self-government includes the 
authority of the duly constituted legislative bodies of 
Aboriginal peoples, each within its own jurisdiction: (A) to 
safeguard and develop their languages, cultures, economies, 
identities, institutions and traditions; and, (B) to develop, 
maintain and strengthen their relationship with their lands, 
waters and environment. So as to determine and control 
their development as peoples according to their own values 
and priorities and ensure the integrity of their societies 
(Canada, Privy Council Office, 1992, p. 14).

However, on 26 October 1992, Canadians rejected the 
Charlottetown Accord in a national referendum (Dyck, 2011, 
p. 444). It must be noted that a survey following the defeat 
of the Accord indicated that 60% of Canadians supported 
Aboriginal people’s right to self-government (Belanger, 2008, 
403). The wording of the proposed constitutional amendment was 
considerably clearer than the Constitution Act of 1982. According to 
John Borrows:

The problem with this language (section 35 of Canadian 
Constitution, 1982) was that no one was quite sure what 
Aboriginal rights were, and therefore what, if anything, 
was being protected. After the failure to define these rights 
through four high profile First Ministers conferences, and 
a nationally negotiated Charlottetown Accord, the task of 
defining Aboriginal rights passed to the country’s highest 
Court. The Supreme Court of Canada’s definition of 
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Aboriginal rights in these cases fell far short of the large, 
liberal and generous interpretations of Aboriginal rights 
considered throughout the political process, and urged by 
previous court judgement (Borrows, 1998, p. 38).

In 1995, the Jean Chretien government passed a “Red Book” 
promise entitled the Inherent Right Policy, which acknowledged 
that Aboriginal self-government already existed under section 35 
(Belanger, 2008, 14). In August 1995, Indian Affairs Minister Ron 
Irwin released a statement outlining the principles of the policy: 

The inherent right is an existing Aboriginal right recognized 
and affirmed under the Canadian Constitution. Self-
government will be exercised within the existing Canadian 
Constitution. All federal funding for self-government will 
come from the reallocation of  existing resources.  Federal, 
provincial, territorial, and Aboriginal laws must work in 
harmony. Certain laws of overriding federal and provincial 
importance, such as the Criminal Code, will prevail. 
The interests of all Canadians will be taken in account as 
agreements are negotiated (as cited in Dyck, 2011, p. 92).

Then, in 1996, the RCAP Final Report was released; one of 
the key recommendations was the establishment of three orders of 
government (Aboriginal, Federal, and Provincial). RCAP explored 
self-government options for Aboriginal people with defined land 
bases (ie. First Nations) and those with no land base. RCAP 
concluded that most First Nations with defined territories lacked 
enough land and resources to support their existing membership, 
which was definitely problematic for future generations (Canada, 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). According to 
RCAP, existing First Nations with limited resources and land 
must be able to acquire more in order to become self-reliant and 
self sufficient. Without a proper land base to support economic 
development, First Nation self-government efforts are at risk of 
failing. If the Canadian state suggests that the goal of Aboriginal 
self-government is to become self-reliant and reduce government 
dependency, then First Nations must be able to acquire more 
of their traditional lands in order to develop their economies. 
RCAP stated:
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Aboriginal nations need much more territory to become 
economically, culturally and politically self-sufficient. If they 
cannot obtain a greater share of the lands and resources in 
this country, their institutions of self-government will fail. 
Without adequate lands and resources, Aboriginal nations 
will be unable to build their communities and structure 
the employment opportunities necessary to achieve self-
sufficiency. Currently on the margins of Canadian society, 
they will be pushed to the edge of economic, cultural and 
political extinction. The government must act forcefully, 
generously and swiftly to assure the economic, cultural and 
political survival of Aboriginal nations. (Canada, Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).

According to RCAP, in order for Aboriginal self-government 
to be feasible and realistic, it had to “have three basic attributes: 
legitimacy, power and resources” (Canada, Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). First, the general public had to 
have confidence in and support their government. Second, power 
had to be derived from agreements with federal and provincial 
governments, which would clarify jurisdictional authority and 
the ability to act legally. In order for “power” to be legitimized, 
Aboriginal self-government had to be entrenched in the Canadian 
constitution. Third, resources would include people, land, fiscal 
arrangements, and natural resources. 

RCAP outlined how Aboriginal self-government would be 
financed—because Aboriginal peoples signed treaties with the 
Crown, the federal government has a fiduciary obligation to act. 
According to Abele and Prince:

In addition to relying upon own-source or self collected 
revenues, however, virtually all Aboriginal governments in 
Canada will require transfers from the federal government. 
In this need they are no different from provincial and 
municipal governments. Even the richest jurisdictions in the 
country—the ‘have’ provinces of Alberta, British Columbia 
and Ontario—receive various transfer payments each year 
from the federal government. (Abele & Prince, 2008, p. 159)



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   21

The majority of financing would have to come from the 
federal government in the form of transfer payments to Aboriginal 
governments, and these Aboriginal governments would then be 
responsible to deliver services such as education, child welfare and 
health to Aboriginal peoples. In addition to transfer payments from 
the federal government, Aboriginal leaders would have to explore 
raising their own revenues.

Recent Aboriginal self-government agreements have included 
stipulations that Aboriginal people living on First Nations must 
pay income tax. Under section 87 of the Indian Act, status Indians 
who reside on First Nations are exempt from paying this tax. 
Theoretically, under Aboriginal self-government, First Nations 
members could be required to pay an Aboriginal tax or user 
fees to generate revenue for their Aboriginal government. While 
Aboriginal people residing in cities and rural communities are 
accustomed to paying income tax, the First Nation members on 
reserve would have to accept the fact that autonomy requires greater 
responsibility. 

In addition to financing recommendations, RCAP 
recommended both the creation of an Aboriginal Parliament and 
guaranteed representation of Aboriginal people in the House of 
Commons and Senate.  Each of those recommendations would 
require a constitutional amendment. However, the appointment 
of an Aboriginal judge to the Supreme Court would not require a 
constitutional amendment.  

Key concerns among many Canadian citizens, including 
aboriginal people, regarding Aboriginal self-government are 
accountability, transparency, taxation and funding. The Canadian 
media predominantly prefer to broadcast bad-news stories because 
they attract greater attention and provide higher ratings. Therefore, 
most news stories concerning Aboriginal governance refer to cases 
of fraud, mismanagement or corruption committed by Aboriginal 
leaders. According to Ken Coates and W.R. Morrison: 

The success of the Eel Ground school system in New 
Brunswick or the economic development arrangements 
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at Lennox Island, PEI, have created much less of a stir 
than the water crisis at Kashechewan, (housing crisis at 
Attawapiskat), or the perpetual problems at David Inlet. 
Stories of band governance corruption and mismanagement 
get many more headlines than major improvements in high 
school graduation rates, successful local health promotions, 
or the negotiations of a joint venture agreement with a 
mining company. Simply, bad news sells better than good, 
regardless of race (Coates & Morrison, 2008, p. 115).

There is often the argument that many First Nations and 
Aboriginal organizations are corrupt and that Canadians should 
therefore oppose Aboriginal self-government initiatives. According 
to Paul Martin, former Prime Minister of Canada,

Accountability is a critical issue… Yes, there have been 
problems of accountability in Aboriginal governance, just 
as there have been in all governments in Canada, not to 
mention other well established institutions, from school 
boards to some of North America’s largest corporations 
(Martin, 2008, p. 422).

Self-government must be designed to make Aboriginal 
leaders more accountable to their grassroots membership; this 
includes full disclosure of salaries and expenses. 

It must be noted that there are no cases of corruption 
in existing forms of self-governance. According to Coates and 
Morrison: 

If there is a pattern worthy of note, it is that there have 
not been major public scandals relating to the newly 
empowered self-governing communities. There have been 
challenges, to be sure … More generally, however, self-
governing Aboriginal communities have done a very good 
job of establishing responsive, accountable, and effective 
administrations, albeit ones charged with addressing some 
of the most formidable public government issues in modern 
Canada (Coates & Morrison, 2008, p. 119).

Thirty years after the entrenchment of Aboriginal rights 
in the constitution, several models of self-government have 
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emerged. According to Abele and Prince, there are currently four 
models of Aboriginal self-government in Canada, including “mini 
municipalities” (a municipal model); “adapted federalism” (a public 
model); “trilateral federalism” (a third order of government), and 
a “nation-to-nation” model (Abele & Prince, 2006, p 570–571). 
Under the mini-municipality model, First Nation governments 
have the same authority as municipalities and their service delivery 
is delegated from either the federal or provincial government. 
The mini-municipality model does not require a constitutional 
amendment, since it does not alter the existing Canadian 
federation. According to Abele and Prince:

Their powers and reach would be similar to those of cities 
in most Canadian jurisdictions; their size would likely 
be smaller than the average town—thus our use of the 
term “mini.” Like Canadian local governments, mini-
municipalities provide a range of services to relatively small 
populations, use a representative electoral system, possess a 
modest power of taxation, and own source revenues (Abele 
& Prince, 2006, p. 572).

Abele and Prince also note that currently no First Nation 
is seeking the mini-municipality model as their desire for self-
government is much greater and is based on their inherent rights. 

Interestingly, the Métis people in Alberta have made use of 
a mini-municipality model to govern their approximately 1.25 
million acres of land in northern Alberta. In 1989, the Métis 
negotiated a bilateral agreement with the province of Alberta called 
the Métis Settlement Accord (MSA). The accord was designed to 
recognize the Métis as self-governing, but remaining under the 
laws of Alberta.  The governing body of the Métis settlement is 
called the Métis Settlement General Council (MSGC), and the 
council has addressed accountability concerns by implementing 
a Métis Settlement Ombudsman (MSO) and a Métis Settlement 
Appeal Tribunal (MSAT).  The Métis received $310 million over 
17 years, from 1990 to 2007. In addition, the MSA is able to 
collect revenues from surface and sub-surface development (Bell 
& Robinson, 2008) along with “the ability to charge fees, dues, 
and levies on settlement and non-settlement members for services 
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provided, permits, licences, and other authorizations; and the 
ability to access federal and provincial grants available to other 
Aboriginal and municipal governments. Taxation powers over 
interests in settlements lands also exist” (Bell & Robinson, 2008, 
p. 262).

The Métis governance council has more authority than other 
Alberta municipalities, assuming responsibility for such issues as 
membership, housing, education, and economic development. In 
its first 15 years, the council primarily focussed on housing and 
infrastructure, but economic development remains the settlement’s 
main challenge. A positive sign is the level of educational 
attainment of the Métis population, as the Métis members now 
have a higher level of education and a higher employment rate 
than before the agreement came into effect in 1990. However, 
most Métis are employed off the Métis land base, which leaves the 
government with fewer revenues to become self-reliant. The Métis 
are unable to get loans to create businesses on the land base, since 
they are unable to use their land as collateral (Bell & Robinson, 
2008). A challenge faced by the Métis is that they require more 
land and this would require the political will of the province in 
which the Métis reside. Unfortunately, Métis nation in Manitoba is 
experiencing difficulties in their negotiations with the province.

Adapted federalism, a second self-governance model, involves 
the creation of a “public government; “Nunavut remains the only 
example of Aboriginal adapted federalism in Canada. On 1 April 
1999, Nunavut came into existence as the result of the largest 
comprehensive land claim deal in Canadian history. Nunavut 
consists of approximately 350,000 square kilometres of land, of 
which approximately 35,000 square kilometres (10%) include 
subsurface resources rights (Morse, 2008, p. 50).

According to Bradford W. Morse:

The financial portion of the agreement provided the Inuit 
with $580 million plus interest over 14 years and a share 
of the royalties from the future development of natural 
resources. In addition, the settlement confirmed Inuit 
hunting rights, and guaranteed involvement in decision-
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making bodies on wildlife issues, land-use planning, 
environmental impact assessment of potential development 
projects, parks, social, and cultural policies, and the 
regulation of water use (Morse, 2008, p. 51).

The Nunavut model of adapted federalism is unlike any other 
form of government in Canada. There are no political parties in 
Nunavut, and the general population (regardless of ethnicity) elects 
19 members to their legislative assembly. Once the 19 members are 
elected, they then vote to elect the Premier and Cabinet members. 
The Premier has the executive authority to appoint the newly 
elected cabinet members to their portfolios (Morse, 2008). 

The main reason why the Inuit pursued an adapted 
federalism model of government is that they represent 85% of the 
total population in Nunavut, which ensures they will control the 
Nunavut Legislature and government for the foreseeable future. 
The Nunavut government is therefore responsible for all citizens, 
Inuit or non-Inuit. Another reason why the Inuit pursued adapted 
federalism is that they still rely on traditional wildlife harvesting 
as their main food source. Unlike other modern day treaties in 
Canada, which often include exclusive ownership of small territories 
of land, the creation of Nunavut allows for hunting rights over 
a vast territory (Abele & Prince, 2006). It is likely that Nunavut 
will remain the only example of adapted federalism in Canada, 
given that First Nations lack the territory to establish a public 
model system. 

Yet, according to Abele and Prince:

Another adapted federalism model has been proposed. This 
is the creation of a single Aboriginal province as a means 
for representing Aboriginal peoples and nations within 
the federal system. The Aboriginal province would draw 
together all the disparate Aboriginal nations and peoples, 
in all their various political forms, into one body for the 
purpose of participation in the federation. The Aboriginal 
province would not enjoy a contiguous territory, and thus 
it would be a province unlike the others (Abele & Prince, 
2006, p. 575).
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According to Statistics Canada, in 2006 there were 
approximately 1.1 million Aboriginal people living across Canada 
(as cited in FitzMaurice, 2012), which is certainly enough of a 
population to establish a province.  Indeed, the organization of an 
Aboriginal province would be challenging given the vast differences 
among Aboriginal peoples; there are many different languages, 
customs, traditions, and other circumstances such as land bases, 
land claims, treaties, natural resources (economic development), 
and mobility among Aboriginal peoples. Consequently, the adapted 
federalism model would require the approval of an overwhelming 
majority of Aboriginal people to gain legitimacy.  In addition, 
every Aboriginal nation (Mi’kmaw, Cree, Ojibwa, Dene, Métis, 
etc.) would have to be equally represented and a formal agreement 
would have to be reached among the nations on objectives, 
priorities, and allocation of financing.  

According to Abele and Prince:

. . . the creation of an Aboriginal province would be seen 
by Aboriginal peoples as a reversal of gains already made, 
currently, the four major Aboriginal organizations have a 
“seat” at First Ministers’ conferences, only on invitation 
and usually only when an issue directly affects them, but 
on these occasions they do have three or four seats. Leaders 
of these organizations and the represented people surely 
prefer to press for more opportunities to participate as 
three or four “seats” than to advocate the reduction of 
their representation to a single seat, however constant and 
guaranteed (Abele & Prince, 2006, p. 575-576). 

In fact, five Aboriginal organizations were given seats at 
the last First Ministers Conference; in 1987, they included the 
Assembly of First Nations (representing First Nations), Congress 
of Aboriginal Peoples (representing urban and rural Aboriginal 
peoples), Métis National Council (representing Métis people), the 
Native Women’s Association (representing Aboriginal women), and 
Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (representing Inuit interests). Unless all of 
these organizations can unite and speak with one voice, the adapted 
federalism model will remain unlikely. 
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The third order of government or “trilateral federalism 
model” (Abele & Prince 2006) is the most widely accepted model 
and was recommended by the Penner Report, the Charlottetown 
Accord, and RCAP. Trilateral federalism means that First Nations 
would have jurisdiction equivalent to that of a province, while 
still remaining a part of the Canadian polity. According to Abele 
and Prince: 

The third-order governments would enjoy the same 
financial stability and regular access to common sites of 
intergovernmental decision-making as the other two orders. 
This immediately and significantly would improve their 
capacities for long-term planning, internal development, 
and cooperation with other levels of government in Canada 
(Abele & Prince, 2006, p. 579). 

Finally, the nation-to-nation or “dual federalism” model 
(Abele & Prince 2006) of self-government is based on bilateral 
alliances between First Nations and the Crown. The dual model 
recognizes that Aboriginal people never surrendered their ability to 
govern themselves; it is based on treaties between two independent 
nations. According to Abele and Prince:

The primary relations are between a sovereign Aboriginal 
nation or confederacy and the Crown in Canada; instead of 
joining the Canadian confederation, sovereign Aboriginal 
authorities establish a relationship with the confederation, 
defined by treaty. The second defining difference in 
the nation-to-nation approach lies in the way power is 
distributed. Rather than three sets of sovereign powers within 
the Canadian political system, the fundamental premise of 
the nation-to-nation model is that there exists a historically 
grounded set of Aboriginal nations, with distinctive 
traditions and practices of self-determination, including 
governance. These powers of self-determination, both the 
capacity and the legitimacy, derive outside of and prior to the 
Canadian state. Thus, there are two sources for the exercise 
of legitimate power in Canada, an Aboriginal basis and a 
Canadian basis (Abele & Prince, 2006, p. 579-580). 
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The Canadian Supreme Court has recognized that the right 
to Aboriginal governance was never extinguished. According to 
James Y. Henderson:

Aboriginal sovereignty and governance exist because First 
Nations had their own economies prior to the imperial 
treaties. These treaties, derived from the mutual consent of 
the First Nations sovereigns and the British sovereign, were 
independent, sui generis sources of transnational law…
The Supreme Court of Canada has affirmed that Aboriginal 
sovereignty and governance pre-existed and continued 
regardless of an imperial claim to Crown jurisdiction or 
sovereignty over their territory. These sui generis sovereigns 
are the ancient law of the land, and they are embedded 
in Aboriginal heritages, languages, and laws. (Henderson, 
2008, p. 20-21).

The premise of nation-to-nation governance is best illustrated 
by the Two Row Wampum. According to Robert A. Williams, Jr.:  

When the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) first came into 
contact with the European nations, treaties of peace and 
friendship were made. Each was symbolized by the Gus-
Wen-Tah, or Two Row Wampum. There is a bed of white 
wampum which symbolizes the purity of the agreement. 
There are two rows of purple, and those two rows have the 
spirit of your ancestors and mine. There are three beads of 
wampum separating the two rows and they symbolize peace, 
friendship and respect. These two rows will symbolize two 
paths or two vessels, travelling down the same river together. 
One, a birch bark canoe, will be for the Indian people, their 
laws, their customs and their ways. The other, a ship, will 
be for the white people and theirs laws, their customs, and 
their ways. We shall each travel the river together, side by 
side, but in our own boat. Neither of us will try to steer the 
other’s vessel (as cited in Borrows, 1997, p. 170).

Two Row Wampum agreements signified an equal 
partnership between autonomous parties, based on friendship, 
respect and peace. Aboriginal people who support the nation-to-
nation self-governance model are not advocating an independent 
sovereign nation–state. Rather they believe the Canadian state 
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should adhere to the principles of Two Row Wampum. According 
to Roger Maaka and Augie Fleras:

With few exceptions, Indigenous peoples are not seeking 
independent statehood or political independence with 
ultimate authority over all matters within a bounded territory. 
The intent is not to demolish the society in general, but to 
dismantle that part of the structure that denies them their 
rightful place as original occupants and contemporary co-
owners. (Fleras & Maaka, 2008, p. 77)

Unlike the municipal model, the public model or the third 
order of government model, there is no nation-to-nation self-
government agreement anywhere in Canada. According to Abele 
and Prince:

Implementing this model of self-determination will require 
three significant forms of institution building. First, there will need 
to be political and administrative institutions within Aboriginal 
nations and communities. Second, parallel institution within each 
of the Aboriginal and Canadian federations will require dealing with 
budgeting, and other policy and administrative activities. Third, 
shared institutions between Aboriginal and Canadian governments 
will likely be formed in recognition of actual interdependencies, 
shared jurisdictions over resources, and the practical benefits of 
cooperative arrangements (Abele & Prince, 2006, p. 583).

While the nation-to-nation self-governance model is possibly 
the most desired form of self-government among Aboriginal 
peoples, it would likely be opposed by most Canadians (Abele & 
Prince, 2006). 

Abele and Prince suggest that a new governance model may 
emerge to address the needs of urban Aboriginal peoples. Indeed, 
a significant challenge for Aboriginal self-government is the fact 
that most Aboriginal peoples no longer reside on the reserves. 
Urban Aboriginal people represent the largest demographic 
within the total Aboriginal population of approximately 1.1 
million. Approximately 300,000, or 26%, reside on First 
Nations, approximately 240,000 or 21% live in rural Canada, 
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and approximately 620,000 or 53% live in cities across Canada.  
Of the approximately 700,000 Status Indians, 300,000 or 43% 
reside on First Nations while 85,000 or 12% live in rural Canada 
and approximately 312,000 or 45% live in cities (FitzMaurice, 
2012). Urban Aboriginal service delivery (for example, housing, 
health, employment) organizations evolved primarily from 
Friendship Centres; today there are 119 Friendship Centres 
operating in the most populated cities across Canada (FitzMaurice, 
2012). Friendship Centres, health centres and other Aboriginal 
organizations deliver inclusive, culturally based services to 
Aboriginal people.  These organizations act as a form of community 
council, both social and political (FitzMaurice, 2012). According to 
Kevin FitzMaurice:

As a form of self-government, urban Aboriginal councils act 
as a forum for inter-agency program and service delivery 
cooperation and coordination, the building of equitable 
funding relationships with government partners, and the 
representing of the political interests of community members 
over all (FitzMaurice, 2012, p. 14).

Despite the significant progress in urban governance, 
important challenges remain, including how such Aboriginal 
councils will be financed when there are no legislative agreements 
with either the federal or provincial governments to guarantee long-
term, sustained funding (FitzMaurice, 2012). Another challenge 
to urban governance is that the emerging Aboriginal middle class 
in cities experiences “internal racism” from the disadvantaged class 
and thus the middle class are less likely to attend cultural events or 
to participate in the Aboriginal community (FitzMaurice, 2012). 
The lack of community cohesion among some Aboriginal peoples 
creates a major obstacle in the pursuit of urban Aboriginal self-
government. According to FitzMaurice:

The final challenge to urban Aboriginal governance, which 
may be considered as both internal, as well as external, is 
the political relationship between urban Aboriginal agencies 
and their governing councils and First Nations governments 
and their affiliated organizations… A significant proportion 
of urban Aboriginal residents maintain a diversity of 
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familial and cultural links to their communities of origins. 
(FitzMaurice, 2012, p. 36).

Indeed, many Aboriginal people have links to their 
home communities, and these Aboriginal people may prefer 
to be represented by their home communities. According to 
Evelyn J. Peters:

There has been some exploration of the possibility of 
providing opportunities for Aboriginal self-government 
to urban residents through extra-territorial responsibility 
and jurisdiction of land-based governments. Most of the 
proposals have involved Reserve based jurisdictions which 
would extend to all members regardless of residence, but 
the principle could be extended to rural non-Reserve 
communities as well (Peters, 1992, p. 8).

Tackling urban Aboriginal self-government without a 
legislative framework will indeed continue to be challenging, 
and problems may arise over jurisdiction. If urban Aboriginal 
self-governance gains legitimacy, it may be difficult to determine 
which government would have jurisdiction over the 85,000 rural 
Aboriginal people, who do not reside on a First Nation or near a 
city. Clearly, a constitutional amendment that addresses the rights 
of urban and rural Aboriginal peoples is needed and would ensure 
that federal and provincial governments are legally obligated to act, 
thus ending jurisdictional confusion. 

To date, there have been eleven self-government agreements 
in the Yukon since 1993, including the Nisga’a agreement in 
1999, the Tlicho agreement in 2003, Westbank First Nation self-
government in 2003, and the Labrador Inuit agreement in 2005. 
There are 72 cases of Aboriginal self-government being negotiated 
across Canada, involving 427 First Nations, 18 Inuit villages, 
and various Métis claims. There is no doubt that a constitutional 
amendment would expedite the process, but this would require 
the political will of progressive political governments in the future. 
Since the failed Charlottetown Accord, the Canadian state has 
been reluctant to amend the Canadian constitution to define 
and entrench Aboriginal self-government. According to Belanger, 
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“Despite such, pronouncements and the fact that contemporary 
Aboriginal leaders continue to advocate for the Constitutional 
entrenchment of the inherent right to self-government, the 
Canadian government has to date given no indication that 
Constitutional renewal is on its radar” (Belanger, 2008, p. 405). 
The Aboriginal leadership has also been indecisive in choosing 
a self-governance model to expedite Aboriginal self-governance 
nationally. According to Claude Denis,

The difficulty rests with the fact that local and regional 
negotiations are being conducted (and concluded) before 
a general framework has been established. In this context, 
being more radical than what many First Nations seek, 
the AFN position makes it difficult for these more limited 
deals to be achieved and it delegitimizes them—nations 
seeking limited deals are said to undermine pan-Canadian 
efforts. Conversely, when the leadership is weakened and 
governments go directly to individual nations to make 
agreements, it is the official position that is delegitimized 
(Denis, 2002, p. 45).

Indeed, local and regional self-government agreements 
have been concluded without national guidelines, which could 
potentially delegitimize other self-government agreements. 

The Sechelt First Nation mini-municipality model 
was unpopular in 1986 when it was passed by the Mulroney 
government, especially among Aboriginal leaders who were 
demanding greater autonomy based on their inherent right to self-
government (Morse, 2008). Yet the Sechelt First Nation accepted 
the limited offer in order to gain more autonomy from the federal 
Department of Indian Affairs. In 1986, Chief Stanley Dixon 
explained: “The Indian Act is like a prison, with four walls around 
you, and with a warden and guards” (Etkin, 1988). According to 
Coates and Morrison: 

Commentators claimed that (this) agreement did not 
liberate Aboriginal peoples and communities from 
government intervention. Instead the complex agreements 
bound Aboriginal communities financially, constitutionally, 
and administratively to the Government of Canada, 
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provided only limited, municipal-like powers, and did not 
recognize Aboriginal cultures (Coates & Morrison, 2008, 
p. 116).

After 25 years of municipal style self-government in Sechelt 
and, given the fact that no other First Nation is seeking a mini-
municipality self government agreement, it is safe to say that the 
mini-municipality model is not the preferred option for Aboriginal 
people. Aboriginal people desire autonomy, which includes at a 
minimum jurisdictional authority equivalent to a province, not a 
municipality. 

In 1975, the Cree and Inuit in northern Quebec signed a 
comprehensive land claim called the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement (JBNQA). Similarly to the Sechelt band agreement,  
there have also been grievances with this agreement and people who 
do not feel it is a valuable model for Aboringinal self-government in 
Canada. Gabrielle Slowey states:

A review of Cree self-government over the 30 years indicates 
that although the JBNQA set the stage for self-government, Cree 
governance has only begun to grow since the signing of the Cree-
Naskapi of Quebec Act in 1984 (CNQA) and the Paix des Braves 
in 2002. In fact, it was only very recently, in July 2007, that the 
federal government finally announced a deal with the Cree of 
northern Quebec that sets the stage for the realization of regional 
self-government (Slowey, 2008, p. 207).

Although the JBNQA was primarily negotiated by the 
Province of Quebec, and the Cree and Inuit people in that area, 
with the signing of the Cree-Naskapi of Quebec Act in 1984 the 
federal government agreed to remove aspects of the Indian Act and 
allow the Aboriginal people more autonomy from the Department 
of Indian Affairs. Hydro Quebec is a provincially owned Crown 
Corporation and the largest supplier of hydro-electric power in 
Canada. Because the Quebec government wanted more hydro 
development in Cree territory, the two parties struck another deal 
in 2002. According to Morse:
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The agreement includes the transfer of all provincial 
responsibility for economic and community development 
under the JBNQA directly to the Cree. The Cree received 
a $139 million from fiscal years 2002-03 to 2004-05, with 
subsequent years indexing $70 million base payment to a 
formula reflecting ‘the evolution of activity in the James Bay 
territory in the hydroelectricity, forest and mining sectors.’ 
The parties also agreed to adapt the provincial forestry 
management regime to involve the Cree more extensively in 
management processes so as to better reflect their traditional 
way of life and concern for sustainable development (Morse, 
2008, p. 45).

The new deal worth $3.5 billion to be paid to the Cree over 
a 50-year period (until 2052) was voted 70% in favour by the 
Cree nation voted 70% in favour of the deal. In remote northern 
communities, the costs associated with building and maintaining 
infrastructure are enormous and, although the Cree nation seems 
to be prospering, the reality is quite different. Since the original 
JBNQA in 1975 the Cree population has more than doubled; 
today approximately 16,000 Cree live in the territory. The Cree 
nation is now responsible for administering justice, including the 
construction and maintenance of courthouses; social and economic 
development including infrastructure costs associated with roads, 
community centres and administration offices. Ultimately this 
requires a highly skilled and trained staff; two First Nations recently 
(Whapmagoostui and Mistissini) cut back on service delivery and 
halted planned projects because of financial constraints and a lack 
of qualified workers. Skilled workers are critical to the success of the 
Cree Nation Government, and the JBNQA clearly states that the 
federal and provincial governments will assume the costs associated 
with training Cree workers. This has not been the case, as the Cree 
Human Resources Territorial program that was designed to fund 
unemployed Cree and train them for readily available jobs was 
cancelled by Aboriginal Affairs (Slowey, 2008, 206-213). According 
to Cree Grand Chief Matthew Mukash, “this decision by Ottawa 
has had a significant impact on the ability of Cree youth and 
workers to obtain training and certification in trades to work on 
new projects in the area” (as cited in Slowey, 2008, 213). 
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In 2000, the unemployment rate in the area was at 40%; 
clearly there remain many challenges to improve self sufficiency. 
The reality is that the Cree government has little money available to 
fund economic development as it is focussed on providing essential 
services for its 16,000 members, including health and education. 
The 2002 agreement has helped ease some economic stresses, 
and progress is forthcoming. The Cree believed that Ottawa had 
abandoned its fiduciary responsibility for Cree First Nations after 
the JBNQA in 1975 and, for decades, they accused the federal 
government of not honoring the treaty agreement. In 2007, the 
federal government and Cree reached a settlement for $1.4 billion 
to end the thirty-year dispute over fiduciary responsibilities.

Another regional Aboriginal self-government agreement 
came into effect on 11 May 2000. The Nisga’a Final Agreement 
is based on trilateral federalism or a third order of government. 
The tripartite agreement included the creation of a regional 
Nisga’a Lisims Government in accordance with the Nisga’a 
constitution and four local governments in Gingolx, Gitlaxt’aamiks, 
Gitwinksihlkw and Laxgalts’ap. Collectively, these governments 
function in accordance with the Nisga’a Constitution and possess 
primary legislative jurisdiction over matters concerning Nisga’a 
culture, citizenship, language, government structures, lands, assets, 
public works, solemnization of marriages, traffic and transportation, 
social services, health care, child welfare, adoption, education (from 
pre-school through grade 12 and post-secondary institutions), 
intoxicants, devolution of cultural property, policing and court 
services, and taxation (Morse, 2008).

The Nisga’a nation received $196.1 million in cash, 2,019 
square kilometres of land and annual funding (transfer payments) 
of $32.7 million from the federal government for education, health 
and other social services. The self-government model is greater 
than a municipal style of government. In 2010, the Nisga’a Lisims 
government agreed to the Landholding Transition Act, which allows 
for fee simple land ownership. The Nisga’a nation was the first in 
Canada to legislate fee simple, and their members are now able to 
purchase and sell land without approval from the federal Indian/
Aboriginal Affairs department (Findlay, 2010). 
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Enacting fee simple is controversial among Aboriginal 
peoples; some view the process as innovative and progressive, while 
others view it as both moving away from traditional Aboriginal 
worldviews and an act of cultural betrayal. 

Fee simple ownership in this case is designed to stimulate 
economic growth and success among the Nisga’a peoples. Indeed, 
the move will allow Nisga’a people to obtain bank loans more 
readily and increase approval rates by using their land as collateral. 
The goal therefore is to create an environment that allows Nisga’a 
entrepreneurs better business opportunities, thereby generating 
new jobs on their territory and ending or reducing the cycle of 
dependency and high unemployment rates that are rampant in 
many First Nations communities across Canada. Home ownership 
will also allow Aboriginal people to build equity, which will 
generate more wealth. The consequences can be devastating, 
however, if the borrower is unable to pay back their loan.  In that 
case, the bank that issued the loan will seize the land (and home) 
from the borrower and most likely sell the property, perhaps to a 
non-Aboriginal buyer. According to Gerald Taiaiake Alfred:

Does owning land help the people in Terrace or McKenzie 
these days where the economies are hurting? Really this is 
not an economic development issue; it’s a colonization issue. 
Everybody knows that the Nisga’a are going broke and they 
are being put in the position where they will have to sell 
their land. In my view, the Nisga’a are embracing their own 
assimilation (as cited in Findlay, 2010). 

A more comprehensive look at the financial statements 
reveals that the Nisga’a are financially responsible. In 2011, a 
comprehensive survey was conducted by the Frontier Centre 
for Public Policy on Nisga’a self-governance in order to assess its 
impact over its first ten years. The survey aimed to evaluate the 
self-government process and determine whether or not the Nisga’a 
are better off with self-government and without the Indian Act. The 
results of the survey indicate that the Nisga’a people “trust” their 
new Nisga’a governance model more than they do the provincial 
and federal government. The Nisga’a believe that their governance 
model is delivering higher standards of health and education 
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services, but some respondents believe that self-government did 
not erode old habits in their communities, “such as nepotism, 
family-related voting and lack of separation of business and 
administration from politics” (Quesnel & Winn, 2011, p. 4). The 
study concluded that the Nisga’a self-government model has not 
“harmed” the people, that  the people believe their government is 
more trustworthy and honest than ever before, but that more work 
needs to be done to ensure greater accountability and transparency. 
However, many interviewees said that they were not doing better 
than they were before the treaty (Quensel & Winn, 2011, 9).

“There is still family-style voting going on;” another said: 
“Certain families at the village government level will only allow 
certain people to get elected” (Quesnel & Winn, 2011, 11-12). 
There is a belief among many interviewees that self-sufficiency 
will take more time to realize. The more in-depth interviews also 
highlighted some concerns about the new government. One Nisga’a 
administrator said: “The biggest challenge is getting people away 
from the dependency that the Indian Act created. They don’t even 
realize they’re dependent. They say that it was better under the 
Indian Act. I’ve been trying to create self-sufficiency by encouraging 
parents to get involved in their children’s education” (Quesnel & 
Winn, 2011, 16). 

According to the study, some Nisga’a believe that their 
leaders “sold-out” and are moving away from their traditions, 
including clans and hereditary chiefs. For example:

A lot of young people are supporting the Landholding 
[Transition] Act. They’re excited. But, the whole concept of 
fee simple is seen to conflict with tradition. Our leaders, 
especially hereditary chiefs, have concerns. They say we 
should have never introduced  this law. The leaders say it 
conflicts with our traditions and culture. How do we blend 
culture with this legislation? It’s a huge struggle for us. A lot 
of our people are not well off. There is the temptation to sell 
their land for a dollar (Quesnel & Winn, 2011, p. 10). 

There remains considerable concern among Aboriginal 
people that the move to fee simple was a mistake that will lead 
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to further erosion of Nisga’a traditions and customs. However, in 
2010, Nisga’a President Mitchell Stevens proclaimed: “It’s very 
exciting to not be dependent on DIA or to always have to run to 
DIA for things” (Quesnel & Winn, 2011, p. 5). The Nisga’a nation 
has become more transparent and accountable, their website offers 
detailed financial statements, and there have been no allegations of 
fraud or government corruption. The Nisga’a have certainly made 
controversial decisions about their destiny and future but that is 
the ultimate goal of Aboriginal self-government. Aboriginal self-
government will not immediately solve all of the social problems’ 
facing Aboriginal people in Canada.  Economic development 
remains the primary challenge to overcome, although progress 
is forthcoming. It is too early to predict whether the move to fee 
simple will benefit the Nisga’a or erode their traditions and cause 
more social problems. 

Conclusion

The political reality is that ever since the failed Charlottetown 
Accord, no Canadian Prime Minister who has had a majority 
government has shown any desire to entrench Aboriginal self-
government in the constitution because such an amendment is 
incredibly difficult to pass. Until the time that a visionary Prime 
Minister is elected into office Aboriginal self-government will 
continue to be limited to piecemeal agreements with no national 
framework to clearly give Aboriginal governments jurisdiction 
over their peoples. Ultimately, the agreements will be limited in 
scope and will fail to offer meaningful nation-to-nation relations. 
If someday a progressive political government and leader are ready 
and able to entrench Aboriginal self-government in the constitution, 
Aboriginal leaders must be prepared to offer a united model of 
governance or at least be ready to negotiate. Clearly, Aboriginal 
leaders reject the mini-municipality model, preferring nation-to-
nation relations, which, unfortunately, the majority of the general 
population of Canada are not yet willing to accept.  Trilateral 
federalism is a realistic option, as is adapted federalism to a lesser 
extent. Any future amendment must define the rights of rural and 
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urban Aboriginal peoples to ensure the resolution of jurisdictional or 
policy confusion. Finally, a constitutional amendment is required to 
force the federal and provincial governments to act and expedite the 
self-government process. A constitutionally entrenched third order 
of government would allow Aboriginal people to have jurisdictional 
authority over education, child welfare, economic development, 
membership, and health services, among other areas. Aboriginal 
people would have control of their own destiny. The desire of 
Aboriginal people to end the cycle of dependency would create 
personal and cultural empowerment and would work to eventually 
alleviate many of the problems that Aboriginal people face today.
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TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY IMPERIALISM: 
THE CASE OF LATIN AMERICAN INDIGENOUS 

PEOPLE AND THE WEST

D’Arcy Gauthier

Abstract

Indigenous people have long suffered under colonial 
rule.  Contemporary forms of colonialism are increasingly 
being understood in a broader more global, economic context 
whereby international institutions, capitalism, ideology, and 
communication technologies now function as neo-colonial tools 
of political oppression and land and resource appropriation. These 
tools however, are also being taken up by Indigenous peoples and 
their allies and are being increasingly used in subversive, anti-
globalization and Indigenous rights advocacy movements.  This 
paper examines these tensions within the context of Latin America 
and the movement of Indigenous people to reclaim their lands and 
cultures using tools, which were not traditionally at their disposal.
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The quincentennial anniversary of Columbus’ arrival in 
the Americas affected people in very different ways. For the 
majority, it marked celebrations for the 500-year anniversary of the 
‘discovery’ of the Americas. For many other people, particularly the 
Indigenous people of the Americas, the anniversary was marked by 
a year-long protest against the consequences of European arrival, 
which are still being felt centuries later. From Tribal Village to Global 
Village: Indian Rights and International Relations in Latin America 
is Alison Brysk’s account of the Indigenous movements in Latin 
America. She explains the notions of Indigenous rights and social 
movement and how they have shaped the state of affairs in Latin 
America. Economic globalization has contributed to the dire social 
conditions of Indigenous people in Latin America. Nonetheless, 
through a range of adaptive strategies, the Indigenous people have 
managed to resist and even reverse some of the detrimental impacts 
of this colonization/globalization process. 

The object of this article is to examine the effects of economic 
globalization, why some people have been disadvantaged in this 
process, and what is being accomplished by the Indigenous people 
of Latin America. In order to better understand these various forms 
of Indigenous resistance/adaptation to globalization, this article 
will examine the theories of neo-colonialism and capitalism, as 
well as a number of sources of struggle, including drug trafficking, 
knowledge privatization, gaps in capital, international aid, 
international institutions, and communication. 

The Theory of Neo-Colonialism

According to Philippe Braillard (1977), international 
relations (IR) theories are a set of coherent and structured 
propositions that help to define social relations on an international 
scale. These propositions come together to provide an explanatory 
framework for determining the structure and evolution of these 
social relations. This can either help to determine the tendencies 
of the various actors or it can improve understanding of actions 
already taken (Braillard, 1977). Hans Morgenthau’s principle on 
IR theories states that political scientists and theorists must avoid 
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taking into consideration ideological motivation or emotion on 
behalf of the actors (Morgenthau, 1950).

With the emergence of critical theories such as feminism and 
constructivism, neo-colonial theories are still relatively new. Few 
critical thinkers or writers have written about neo-colonial theories in 
IR. Neo-colonialism, according to Ella Shohat (1992), is a different 
form of colonialism in which the global market economy becomes 
a tool of domination. It is therefore plausible to argue that the 
Western countries of the northern hemisphere (primarily in North 
America and Europe) possess much of the market power. These states 
control the terms of the market and the conditions tied to market 
participation. In addition, through financial institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, these 
states assign and dictate the terms of agreement for state loans.

The Washington Consensus, for example, is composed of 
ten very specific guidelines which address economic reform and 
development and is heavily influenced by international institutions 
located in Washington D.C. including the IMF, the World Bank 
and U.S. Treasury Department (Williamson, 1989). When 
speaking on economic guidelines, 

[It] can be argued that the best way to alleviate poverty is to 
foster conditions that encourage individual entrepreneurs 
and corporations to create as much wealth as possible as 
quickly as possible. It has been suggested that any restraints 
on entrepreneurs and corporations that inhibit them from 
pursuing competitive advantage are liable to restrict growth 
in wealth and income and act against the interests of the 
poor among others (Arocena & Senker, 2003, p. 16).

The Washington Consensus was intended to alleviate poverty 
through the liberalization of markets—this has not been the case. 
Since the 18th century, hegemony of the world market has had 
adverse effects, especially in developing or Third World countries 
(Quijano, 2005). 

Neo-colonial theory does not provide answers to dilemmas, 
nor does it offer any solution regarding the state of the developing 
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world. It does, however, serve to provide assistance in the 
understanding of international relations and in the inner workings 
of such relations in Latin America.

How the Global Village Controls the Tribal Village 
Understanding Globalism 

The term “globalization” is often used in discussions of 
corporate responsibility, government action or inaction, the 
widening inequality gap, social conditions in different parts of the 
world, and other topics related to social and economic relations 
between states and/or citizens of the world. It “has become 
a fashionable concept in the social sciences, a core dictum in 
the prescriptions of management gurus, and a catch phrase for 
journalists and politicians of every stripe” (Hirst & Thompson, 
2002, p. 98). Many scholars have attempted to define globalization 
and its consequences, but as of yet there is no clear, concrete 
definition. Globalization can take on very different meanings, 
depending on which angle of the debate is examined. 

Modelski (1972) explains that globalization is the history 
of growing engagement among the world’s major civilizations.  
He adds that it is modernity and the rise and global expansion 
of the West which has shaped the consequences of globalization, 
including the ever-growing systemic interdependence of states of all 
economic spectrums. Using Modelski’s definition of globalization, 
it can be argued that globalization is not necessarily a force of 
evil. Along with modernity, technology has enabled access of new 
communication tools, such as the Internet, in virtually all corners 
of the earth, including the homes of Indigenous populations 
(Quijano, 2005). 

Brysk (2000) stresses that the foundation of a successful 
movement requires awareness, information creation and distribution. 
Without the significant improvements in technology, which were 
brought about by modernity and the effects of globalization, this 
would not have been possible for Latin American Indigenous people 
or any social movement from across the globe (Brysk, 2000). 
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The Concept of Capitalism 

Much like globalization, capitalism is another concept that is 
used quite often; it too has become a popular term among activists, 
politicians and anyone who is trying to justify an argument 
regarding the hardships of the lower class or the need to acquire 
more capital. In short, capitalism is an economic system that is 
used on a global scale which has a goal of creating as much wealth 
and capital in as quickly as possible. The idea that there is a group 
of elite capitalists who come together to plot the exploitation of 
another given group is inconceivable; this elite group simply does 
not exist (Wintonick & Achbar, 1992). The gross inequalities that 
exist between the financial statuses of those within the population 
are an unforeseen consequence of capitalism, which takes its 
form through resource extraction and work force exploitation. As 
Worsley (1990) states, “We can find capitalism everywhere: even 
the communist countries are simply parts of the world economic 
system, while capitalism is also projected backwards into history as 
a dominant world-system, even as early as the sixteenth century” 
(p. 87). 

However, if this system has been around for centuries, if 
globalization is neither good nor evil, and if there does not exist 
a group of elites who control the progress of the lower financial 
classes, then how can the inequality between the rich and the poor 
be explained?

Maintaining the Status Quo: Ideology, Capital Control 
and Communication

Domination of one group over another begins with the 
idea that there exists a gap between the status and position of the 
groups. One of the groups believes their position is superior and 
attempts to fill the gap by the assimilation of what is believed 
to be the inferior group. Such ideological differences, often over 
religion or politics, lead to misunderstandings between groups, 
the reluctance of one group to work with the other, or a general 
unwillingness to compromise. 
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1 The term “timeless primitive” refers to the notion that Indigenous people are 
unadaptable and cannot change as the world changes. For example, Indigenous 
people in North America are still seen as living in the same types of homes as 
in the 16th century, using the same tools and eating the same diet. Many of the 
policies that have been developed in North America reflect this notion of the 
timeless primitive.

For decades and possibly even for centuries, Indigenous 
people have been seen as timeless primitives1 who must be 
educated, cultured and provided with the necessary skills to 
participate in today’s world and in a growing market economy. This 
ideology has existed since the 16th century when Europeans felt and 
truly believed that they were benefitting the Indigenous people by 
providing them with education in how to live as civilized citizens. 
Such policies of assimilation continue to exist today in one form or 
another in many of the colonial countries. Ideology, capital control 
and communication are a few of the ways of maintaining and 
continuing assimilation.

Ideology 

The increasing interdependence of world states and the 
creation of international institutions and systems have facilitated 
the formation of relationships between states and societies. These 
international institutions must remain unbiased and neutral while 
providing a necessary forum for cooperation in order to respect 
the distinctiveness of each culture and population. The Indigenous 
people of Latin America should not have to abide by the ideologies 
of the West simply because the IMF and the World Bank are 
located in Washington. 

Although many people are aware of the ideological 
domination of international institutions, some, particularly those in 
positions of power within the institutions themselves, continue to 
refute this idea (Brysk, 2000). 

Bolivia, for example, showed no interest in eradicating its 
coca trade. Bolivia’s mountain population cultivated coca leaves for 
thousands of years as a source of traditional medicine and 
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sustenance against cold and hunger at extreme elevations. In 
order to highlight the importance of coca leaves to the people of 
Bolivia, Brysk (2000) remarked that “87% of the country’s rural 
population uses the coca leaf traditionally, approximately 10% of 
Bolivia’s working population depends on coca for its income, and 
coca exports constitute between 22 and 43 percent of the country’s 
total income” (p. 117). Eliminating at least 22% of its income would 
likely be a poor decision by Bolivia. Yet, as one of the poorest Latin 
American countries, Bolivia is heavily dependent on international 
aid, primarily from the United States.  As a result, the country has 
had to adjust its policies in order to ensure it is in line with American 
policies on the trafficking of cocaine, which were developed as part of 
America’s longstanding “War on Drugs” (Payan, 2006, p. 23).  This 
shift, in direct response to American domestic policy, has contributed 
to Bolivia’s large economic problems. According to Brysk (2000), 
“studies show that the brunt of repression falls on (most Indigenous) 
peasant producers – not narcotraffickers” (p. 118).

Another form of dominating ideologies is the privatization 
of knowledge (Arocena & Senker, 2003). In this case, the notion 
of knowledge refers not only to acquiring education in some sort 
of establishment—secondary or post-secondary institutions or even 
on-the-job training—but also to the discovery of techniques that 
can be applied to improve the lives of people. These discoveries are 
dependent on the amount of time and money spent on research 
and development (R&D). However, it is the wealthy states that 
are responsible for 95% of the global R&D, which will better 
their own lives (Arocena & Senker, 2003). As a result, “the gap 
between industrial and developing countries in per capita incomes 
and standards of living will widen unless the corresponding gaps 
in knowledge and access to knowledge are successfully addressed” 
(World Bank, 2000, p. 34).

Capital Control

The gap in capital which currently exists between developed 
and developing states continues to grow, in part because the capital 
acquired by developed states (primarily the G20) is reinvested 
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into measures and policies that are designed to ensure the flow 
of capital back into their own pockets. While G20 leaders are 
not plotting to ensure that developing states will always be in 
a disadvantaged position, their actions tend to have that effect. 
“Contrary to the claims of liberalism, the logic of profit does not 
produce for the poor, because markets are neither neutral nor 
level nor even always accessible” (Brysk, 2000, p. 145). Thus, the 
presence (or the perceived non-presence) of politics and ideology 
within international institutions, which were established to provide 
a necessary economic boost to developing states, is preventing these 
institutions from realizing their intended objectives. 

In order to qualify for international aid, a state must abide 
by the rules and guidelines set forth by the lending institution. For 
example, when the IMF lends out large sums of money to fund 
the creation or maintenance of infrastructure or state projects, the 
state must agree to liberalize its trade policies in order to allow 
multinational corporations and companies (MNCs) to flourish, 
thus creating jobs and capital. One common scenario is the 
following: in order to alleviate state debt, the states are encouraged 
(or obliged) to extract and exploit natural resources, which are 
usually found on lands inhabited by Indigenous peoples. 

Now that these poorer states are coming under the tutelage 
of international institutions such as the IMF, and are also aligning 
themselves with the United States, whether through foreign or 
economic policies, as is the case in Bolivia,“neo-colonialism.” 
(Shohat, 1992).

Communication 

Modes of communication cover a wide array of tools such 
as television, Internet, and print. “Communication is not merely 
a transparent and transferable vehicle or resource, but a mode of 
domination” (Brysk, 2000, p. 50). The problem of domination 
occurs through the centralized dissemination of the communication 
content of the West. These outlets of communication are governed 
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by powerful people in the business sector whose interests are 
motivated by profits and the acquisition of more capital. 

When speaking about television, Ginsberg referred to it as 
the third invader—first there were white people, then there was 
alcohol and now there is television (Ginsberg, 1991). The use 
of the term “third invader” is pervasive. It implies that the West 
is now making its way, again, into Indigenous homes with the 
objective of total control and ideological domination through 
cultural assimilation. This is a bold accusation, but it may not be 
totally unwarranted. Communication is an important aspect of 
social relations. When taking a closer look at how information is 
disseminated, we must examine the speech used, the people who 
are sharing the information, the people with whom they are sharing 
it, and for what purpose it is being shared. 

It is important to look beyond the news anchor or the 
journalist who are disseminating the information. The decision 
of what information leaves the media outlet is controlled by the 
higher echelons, even beyond the editor in chief. These outlets 
have an obligation to their clientele as well as to those who fund 
their operations.  It is very easy to make viewers and readers believe 
that Indigenous media are controled by other Indigenous people. 
Unfortunately, this is often not the case, except perhaps in reference 
to localized media that do not draw in a lot of revenue. In order 
to give a more Indigenous “look” to their programming—a look 
which will attract more viewers or clients—outlets will often hire 
and train Indigenous people for jobs at the bottom of the corporate 
ladder, such as cinematographers, clip editors, journalists, and news 
anchors (Ginsburg, 1991).

Ideology, capital control and communication all come 
together to disadvantage the Indigenous people, not only in 
Latin America but throughout the world. Globalization is not a 
direct consequence or a plot by elite groups in finance, business 
or government; it is a state of affairs that is institutionalized by 
them (Gezerlis, 2002). Control of capitalism and globalization 
by state leaders and governments can manifest itself in different 
ways: from requiring direct representation (much like Canada’s 
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guarantee that a portion of the workforce must be composed of 
disadvantaged groups such as women, visual minorities, and those 
with physical disabilities), to re-establishing nation-to-nation 
relationships between the state and its Indigenous people or even 
by creating a fundamental recognition that these states have done 
harm to these nations and therefore must provide opportunities 
for the Indigenous people to heal and grow as a population and as 
a culture.

Same Circumstances, Different Outcome
Using the System to Change the Indigenous Groups’ 

Relative Position.

When on the topic of Indigenous rights, a cliché comes to 
mind:  “If you can’t beat them, join them.” This is precisely what 
has been happening in Latin America. The Indigenous people 
of Latin America are utilizing the tools that are typically at the 
disposal of Westerners. They do so to their own advantage in 
order to protect their human rights and their right to control their 
land and resources, as well as to promote self-governance. The 
result has been increased participation of both Indigenous groups 
and transnational organizations that have worked closely with 
the Indigenous people of Latin America. This has taken place in 
three vital aspects: at international institutions such as the United 
Nations (UN), with transnational actors such as non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and within the Western states themselves 
through actions such as civil suits.

Active participation in the UN has given various Indigenous 
groups credibility, and the pressure now lies on the states to 
fulfill their duties in order to ensure that the groups’ rights are 
respected: “UN access has increased the emphasis on Indigenous 
peoples in development and cultural programs, the international 
institutions have no binding power over the behaviour of states or 
even over transnational actors” (Brysk, 2000, p. 252).  The UN as 
an institution does not have any power over states, but it serves as 
a forum in which all states can come together in order to makes 
attempts at resolving any issues within those states. Typically, the 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   51

more “public” the group or groups become regarding the issues 
that they face, the more credibility they will have in the public eye 
across the world, and the quicker the issues might be resolved. The 
quickness or effectiveness of conflict resolution is debatable but any 
publicity or awareness of any issue is undoubtedly important.

Second, the notion that Western charity organizations or 
NGOs are idea bearers can be evaluated in two very distinctive ways. 
In one viewpoint, when Western charity organizations represent 
themselves as the care-giver of disadvantaged peoples, such a stance 
can have adverse effects: “One unintended by-product of well-
motivated Western charity organizations has been that they have 
to stir consciences in the West by depicting the Third World as a 
disaster-zone. The result is a stereotype of hungry children holding 
their hands out for food” (Worsley, 1990, p. 93). As a result, 
Westerners are led to believe that the solutions to the problems of 
people in developing countries are food and financial sponsorship. 
They donate to organizations that become flooded with money and 
are not able to manage it as properly as they should. In reality, what 
is needed is government action in order to try to correct the issues at 
hand. This action must be monitored and the government should be 
held accountable for their actions or lack thereof.

On the other hand, having Western charity organizations 
and NGOs who are advocating for the disadvantaged may 
not necessarily be viewed as a situation filled with corruption, 
misinformation and mismanagement. These organizations are idea 
bearers in the sense that they have gained legitimacy in Western 
states and are working to provide a profit2 somewhere for someone 
or some group. “In order for idea bearers to be granted control 
over some authoritative role, they must gain legitimacy with the 
host state: common goals, access to resources from home states 
and international institutions” (Brysk, 2000, p. 221). Some of 
these charities are religious organizations: “The Catholic Church is 

2 The use of the word “profit” is not meant to be in the sense of capital 
acquisition. Profit in this case means legitimacy: access to grants, tax breaks 
and social capital. It is not a purely holistic service that they are providing, but 
it is beneficial to both sides.
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more than just a social movement partner; it brokers, barters, and 
helps set the boundaries of political power” (Brysk, 2000, p. 209). 
Although these charities and organizations have made their own 
way in and have their own agendas, their credibility draws attention 
to an identifiable group with rights and needs.

The final forum in which the battle for Indigenous identity 
and rights is taking place is the legal institutions of the Western 
states. Governments and legal bodies find themselves having to 
account for their actions before the courts more often than ever. 
When a state signs an agreement, it is expected to keep those 
promises and follow good business practices. The same is expected 
of corporations. Therefore, when Texaco was taken to U.S. District 
Court over a violation of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment 
and Development and the hindering of the Andean peoples’ rights 
to a sustainable environment, it was evident that these Indigenous 
people had a legitimate claim (Brysk, 2000; United Nations 
Environment Programme, 1992). Texaco and many resource 
extraction companies are now being held accountable when doing 
business in states other than their own.

Creating New Spaces to Facilitate the Transition

If Indigenous rights groups must utilize non-traditional tools 
and methods that are at their disposal in order to seek answers to 
the issues they face, they must participate by creating new terms (a 
new language) and their own market space. In the past two decades, 
new terms have been created and used with authority in the debate 
over rights and land claims. The use of terms like “ethnocide,” the 
“Fourth World” and even “neo-colonialism” are all examples of the 
legitimacy of the movement. 

All over Latin America, Indigenous rights groups are finding 
new and innovative ways to attract investment and to take control 
of their own destinies. One way that these groups have been able 
to do so is through the formation of community capitalism, also 
known as cooperatives. These cooperatives are put in place in order 
to allow local farmers, growers and producers of goods to come 
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together and use their collective force to compete in the market. 
Although cooperatives are not large enough or as financially 
successful as their competitors, they have proven useful and 
beneficial for communities.  

The global trend to “think green” has also influenced market 
forces in Latin America and has ultimately led to ecocapitalism 
and ecotourism. This participation in the market “uses Indigenous 
groups’ links to their environment to promote alternatives to 
extraction, colonization and other ecologically destructive forms 
of development” (Brysk, 2000, p. 181). Whether it is boycotting 
products that come from the rainforests in Brazil or Ecuador or 
the creation of an ecotourism industry in these Latin American 
countries, many of these efforts are under the full control of 
Indigenous groups. Ecocapitalism and ecotourism are building the 
foundation for the success and preservation of these groups and 
their needs. 

Conclusion

The creation of new markets in Latin American countries 
and the uprising of many Indigenous rights groups, Indigenous 
rights recognition is quickly gaining steam in Latin America. This 
article has demonstrated that neo-colonial theory can help us to 
understand the social and economic relations between global and 
tribal villages. Indeed, it appears that colonialism is still very much 
alive today as it was five hundred years ago.  The difference is that 
the goals of colonialism have shifted from territory and assimilation 
to ideological and market domination over the Indigenous people.

Indigenous movements in South America, primarily in Latin 
America, have garnered much attention and support. However, 
with the growing use of international institutions, such as the 
UN, the World Bank and the IMF by Indigenous peoples, citizens 
from the more Northerly areas are also paying attention to such 
movements: 

While Canada and the United States in particular are 
frequently and accurately understood as colonial forces, the 
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rise of anticolonialism within these two [states] has been 
too often overlooked, despite the ongoing struggles of First 
Peoples for survival, autonomy, and justice which constitute 
the oldest social movements in both countries (Kempf, 
2009, p. 1).

It has become commonplace for North Americans to take 
sides in the ongoing struggles between Western civilization and 
the Indigenous people. It is easy to lose hope and even easier to 
consider the possibility that the Indigenous movements have 
already lost their battles. Much time has passed and there often 
seems to be little progress in such movements. However, if we 
focus on the realities facing Indigenous peoples centuries ago, and 
compare to the situations today, it is evident that the Indigenous 
movements have made enormous strides.  Nothing will change 
overnight. How could it? The changes that created these issues did 
not occur overnight—clearly the changes that need to happen to 
reverse the damage of colonization will take time as well.
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COLONIAL POLICY AND ITS IMPACT ON 
ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN CANADA

Jade Noble

Abstract

This paper examines the negative impacts associated with 
the combined colonial policies on matrimonial real property, 
residential school education, and provincial standards of child care 
for Aboriginal people in Canada.  As a result of the jurisdictional 
confusion over on-reserve marital property, many Aboriginal 
women have been left their homes with few options following 
family breakdown, often leading to the alienation from their 
communities. Residential school policies coerced Aboriginal 
children into learning European knowledge and customs, while 
rejecting and de-valuing their own sources of knowledge and 
tradition. This community and cultural estrangement has had 
many negative impacts including identity confusion, high levels 
of community violence, and family breakdown among former 
students. In cases where provincial standards identify Aboriginal 
children to be at risk, social workers now further remove children 
from their First Nations homes.  In spite of the devastation that 
these policies have had on Aboriginal communities, this paper 
further points to the many post-colonial trends, which are emerging 
such that Aboriginal people are assuming greater control over these 
areas of their lives as part of the movement to self-government and 
community healing.
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For many Canadians, Canada is regarded as one of the most 
desirable and peaceful places to live. However, for Aboriginal 
people, the same vision of Canada is often not shared. Nearly as 
soon as Europeans set foot onto what is now known as Canada, 
Aboriginal people began to suffer. For example, “one of the most 
devastating series of changes in Indian society was wrought not 
by the Englishmen themselves but the micro-organisms they 
transported to [North] America in their ships and lungs” (Axtell, 
1981, p. 248). Plagues and diseases like smallpox were deadly and 
easily communicable. Infections swept through Canada, devastating 
Aboriginal populations before they were even sure of the presence 
of newcomers. 

Once the colonizers were established in Canada, and “[b]
y the second decade of the 20th century, British colonial law had 
come to rely on the 19th century racist evolutionary theory as a 
basis for binary thinking and the exclusion of Aboriginal people. 
This division presumed that the world could be divided between 
‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ cultures” (Asch, 2002, p. 25).It was 
assumed that the more “civilized” cultures had a duty to enlighten 
the “primitive” Aboriginal people on how to live a proper life in 
a civilized manner. This attitude was reflected for generations in 
traditional textbooks on Canada’s history, which failed to recognize 
the distinct history of First Nations people prior to contact with 
Europeans (Dockstator, 2005). This mind-set also provided 
the foundation for Canada’s legal system. As demonstrated by 
regulations governing matrimonial real property, education, and 
child-care standards in Canada, colonial policies had negative policy 
objectives and practical implications for Aboriginal child welfare 
and family law. However, numerous resistance efforts to demand 
policies that are more equitable  for addressing the issues faced by 
Aboriginal people in Canada are increasingly apparent.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, powerful nations like England 
and France set their eyes on the horizon and their ships in the 
seas, with aspirations of gaining more land and more wealth. 
Asch (2002) cites four reasons used by colonizers to justify their 
colonization efforts: (1) the ruler wishes to extend permanent 
sovereignty over conquered land (2) the land has been formally 
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transferred from one ruler to another (3) the land has been annexed 
without military action or treaty or (4) the land in question is 
considered to be unoccupied. In Canada, it was first assumed that 
no one but themselves could inhabit the lands, and thus initially 
relied on the justification that the land over which they wished to 
extend permanent sovereignty was previously unoccupied. Upon 
further exploration of the new land, explorers encountered the 
Aboriginal people of Canada, who lived in a way that is closely 
connected to the Earth. Feeling as though the Aboriginal way of 
life was inferior, it became the duty of the State and the Church 
to educate the Aboriginal people who were deemed uncivilized 
(Oblate Services, 1958). The obvious implication of this attitude 
is that right from the beginning of contact between Aboriginal 
and European populations, Aboriginal people were viewed as 
subordinate. 

The British North America Act (BNA Act) of 1867  created a 
Canadian confederation of four provinces (Ontario, Quebec, Nova 
Scotia, and New Brunswick),  and produced federal and provincial 
governments. With this move, a colonial government was formed.  
The result was that the power to make decisions was vested in the 
European group; the culture of the Aboriginal group was rejected, 
resulting in the creation of dominant or subordinate roles for each 
party in the relationship (Johnston, 1983). This type of colonial 
relationship is evidenced in section 91(24) of the BNA Act, 
which gives the federal government jurisdiction over Aboriginal 
people and their lands. This was unmistakably detrimental to 
Aboriginal law as the government was viewed as “owner” of the 
land, and could thus designate where citizens of Canada should 
live. As a result, “reserves would be created merely by the fact that 
they lay outside the boundaries of surrendered lands” (Bartlett, 
1990, p. 22). These reserves were located in areas chosen by the 
government; in order to get there, many Aboriginal people had 
to disrupt their communities and move to these new designated 
locations. For a culture that had lived for generations by utilizing 
their surroundings in the lands of Canada, this was absolutely 
devastating and it continues to have impacts today.    
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Matrimonial Real Property

Placing Aboriginal people on reserves under the Indian 
Act forced new problems on Aboriginal peoples. While section 
91(24) of the BNA Act does provide for the federal government 
jurisdiction over Aboriginal people and their lands, it lacks 
clarity on what is to take place in regard to matters of provincial 
jurisdiction. As a result, the jurisdictional confusion over 
matters pertaining to Aboriginal people in Canada is substantial. 
The situation is further complicated upon Aboriginal marital 
breakdown because for people living off reserve the distribution 
of marital real property following a separation is a matter of 
provincial jurisdiction, yet matters relating to Aboriginal people on 
reserve falls under federal jurisdiction. The result is that neither the 
federal nor the provincial governments want to take responsibility 
in solving issues related to marital real property distribution on 
reserves. Consequently, Aboriginal women are often left with little 
recourse upon relationship breakdown, because the house is usually 
in the man’s name through an Indian Act Certificate of Possession 
(Mann, 2005). In this case it becomes apparent that the practical 
implications of the government’s colonial policies are negative for 
Aboriginal women. Aboriginal women are not being protected to 
the same extent as Canadian women in the general population. 

Education

Education policy implemented by government also affected 
Aboriginal people negatively. Sir John A. Macdonald is known for 
saying “[t]he great aim of our legislation had been to do away with 
the tribal system and assimilate the Indian people in all respects 
with the inhabitants of the Dominion as speedily as they are fit 
for change” (McKegney, 2007, p. 27). Because the European 
way of life was considered superior to the Aboriginal way of life, 
the government believed that assimilation would make life easier 
and better for the Aboriginal population. The European believed 
that children required a formal education; consequently, formal 
education was imposed on Aboriginal children as well. According 
to Oblate Services (1983), the education to be provided was 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   61

“aim[ing] at appraising more scientifically the true educational 
needs of present day Indians and at selecting the most appropriate 
pedagogical techniques, materials and situations for meeting 
those needs” (p. 5). The educational system that resulted was 
the Aboriginal residential school system, where attendance was 
compulsory by Aboriginal children. In  residential schools, “the goal 
of separating children from their cultural, spiritual and linguistic 
heritages was pursued and ensured that most of the children would 
experience a profound sense of disconnection. . . upon re-entering 
Aboriginal society” (McKegney, 2007, p. 29). This practice 
was deemed necessary because, “[i]n order to prepare them for 
integration, the school must literally switch them from the minority 
stream into that of the nation abroad” (Oblate Services, 1958, p. 
13). The government felt its policy would succeed in distancing 
the child from their culture, forcing the Aboriginal child to adopt 
a European disposition and then pursue it with enthusiasm. There 
is no doubt that this education system forced upon Aboriginal 
children had detrimental impacts throughout the years. 

Child-care Standards  

A third policy put forth by the government provided 
European social workers with the power to decide if Aboriginal 
children were in need of State protection. Although section 91(24) 
of the BNA Act gave the federal government jurisdiction over 
all Indian people and their lands, the 1951 amendments to the 
Indian Act included section 88, which provided that provincial law 
would apply to Aboriginal people unless inconsistent with federal 
legislation including the Indian Act. This amendment to the Act 
allowed provincially regulated social workers onto reserves, despite 
the fact that responsibility for reserves was a federal matter. The 
objective was to take Aboriginal children into state care if their 
quality of life was deemed inappropriate in the eyes of the state. 

Implications of Colonial Policies

There are many complications to the government’s idealistic 
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notion of assimilation. The policies put in place by the Canadian 
government were intended to assimilate the Aboriginal population 
as part of nation building, which did not respect the sovereignty of 
Aboriginal peoples.

The practical implications of colonial policies surrounding 
matrimonial real property, education and standards of child care 
differed significantly from their theoretical objectives. For example, 
off-reserve citizens of Canada are subject to provincial laws 
governing matrimonial real property upon relationship breakdown. 
However, these laws do not apply on reserve, and the obvious 
negative implication is that a wife may not be guaranteed the same 
legal rights as if they were living off-reserve. The fact that Aboriginal 
spouses are not afforded the same protection under family law 
as their non-Aboriginal counterparts is an obvious injustice for 
Aboriginal people. The impact on Aboriginal families and children 
can be immense.

A similar consequence has resulted from colonial education 
policies, which forced Aboriginal children into residential schools. 
Many people still question why the children were targeted for such 
victimization; the answer may be that “children were selected as 
the optimal audience… because they were deemed less culturally 
entrenched…” (McKegney, 2007, p. 18). The church and the state 
felt there was a greater chance of success in inculcating European 
culture in an Aboriginal child, as the child’s connection to his 
or her family’s traditions would have been relatively weak. It was 
thought that:

[b]y dictating when students would sleep, eat, work and 
play, that clothes they would wear, and what language 
they would speak, under the omnipresent threat of Jesuit-
style punishment, the government and church argued. . . 
they would metamorphose Aboriginal children. . . [to be] 
academically and economically prepared for entry into the 
capitalist work force (McKegney, 2007, p. 25–26).

This plan was not realized. The children often rejected the 
imposed culture and resisted the cruelty of the nuns and priests, 
and were left in a state of confusion and suffering. In Aboriginal 
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residential schools, the dormitory would be silent until it was 
“broken by the sobs and whimpers of boys who gave way to misery 
and sadness, dejection and melancholy, heartache and gloom. . .” as 
reported by a victim of the schools (McKegney, 2007, p. 26). 

When considering the accounts of those who attended the 
residential schools, it becomes even clearer that the colonial policies 
administered by the government were incredibly harmful:

Taught by the rigidity of the system that they were unfit 
to govern their own lives, that all important decisions 
must be made externally, survivors were seldom given the 
opportunity to develop senses of self-worth and personal 
integrity so crucial to empowered social interaction as 
adults. Further infected by institutionalized abuse and 
the enforced absence of parental nurturing, the wounds 
caused by lack of personal autonomy often emerged as all 
the more debilitating in forms of lateral violence and social 
dysfunction (McKegney, 2007, p. 27).

Unfortunately, this is the reality for many former residential 
school students. As a consequence of the internalization of such 
a brutal and uncompassionate system, many children grew into 
adults who could not adjust well to either mainstream or Aboriginal 
society. Many children who attended the Aboriginal residential 
schools failed to develop adequate parenting skills. This particular 
consequence clearly demonstrates the harmful and cruel nature of 
the government’s colonial policy on education, because it not only 
robbed Aboriginal children of being properly parented according 
to their own cultural norms, but it also failed to provide them with 
adequate parenting skills and training, which in many cases led to 
former students being robbed once again—only this time it was a 
loss of their own children to the state.

Similarly, the practical implications of colonial policy in 
regards to Aboriginal child welfare differed significantly and 
negatively from its objectives. As previously noted, the federal 
government amended the Indian Act to include section 88, which 
stated that provincial laws of general applicability would apply 
to reserves if the federal government had no specific legislation 
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governing a particular matter. In this instance, section 88 made 
it possible for provincial social workers to come on to Aboriginal 
reserves, which are under federal jurisdiction. Because social 
workers were already looking after the needs of all other children 
in the province, the theory was that they could help Aboriginal 
children as well. With these changes, the government “did not 
authorize additional funding to defray the cost of newly provided 
services, so over the ensuing years, only provincial child welfare 
systems were extended to residents of some reserves” (Johnston, 
1983, p. 3). In addition, the lack of knowledge about and respect 
for Aboriginal culture was evident among non-Aboriginal social 
workers. This resulted in some Aboriginal parents being deemed 
unfit to look after their own children simply because the social 
workers were not aware of Aboriginal parenting methods.  For 
instance, while European parents traditionally believed in strict 
supervision and scheduling of daily activities, this was contrary 
to the practices of Aboriginal parents who tended to allow 
children great freedom and opportunity to pursue many different 
endeavours each day. This discrepancy in parenting styles often 
led to the apprehension of Aboriginal children by social workers 
on the grounds that the children were in need of care due to lack 
of parental supervision. An employee of the Ministry of Human 
Resources in British Columbia coined the term “Sixties Scoop,” 
and “she admitted that provincial social workers would, quite 
literally, scoop children from reserves on the slightest pretext. . . [as 
they] believed what they were doing was in the best interests of the 
child” (Johnston, 1983, p. 23). Some scholars have argued that the 
acts committed by social workers under the authorization of the 
Canadian government can be depicted as “the forced removal of the 
children as an act of genocide, which was deliberately implemented 
upon the demise of the residential school system to perpetuate the 
governments’ assimilationist policies” (Sinclair, 2007, p. 67). The 
effect of the “Sixties Scoop” was that many Aboriginal children 
were adopted into non-Aboriginal homes, and many of these 
children suffered emotional trauma as great as those who attended 
Aboriginal residential schools. These children were similarly ripped 
from their homes and their culture and placed into a foreign culture 
where they were told they would be better off.
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Subsequently, because of their experiences in both cultures, 
many children felt they did not fully belong to either one. 
Researchers now find that transracial adoptions of Aboriginal 
children usually “start deteriorating relatively quickly and current 
statistics indicate a breakdown rate of 95%” (Sinclair, 2007, p. 65). 
A vivid depiction of this can be seen in the film “A Place Between: 
The Story of an Adoption,” directed by Curtis Kaltenbaugh (2007), 
in which a young Aboriginal man brings together his Aboriginal 
birth mother and his white adoptive parents, in order to encourage 
cultural awareness and understanding between both sets of parents. 
This was an attempt to bring balance to a life that spanned two 
different cultures, with parents who did not necessarily encourage 
embracing the opposite culture. For the Aboriginal man in the film, 
the experience of straddling two vastly different cultures challenged 
his sense of belonging in the world.

Colonial policy has had obvious negative effects on 
Aboriginal peoples, particularly in areas of Aboriginal child 
welfare and family law. Many Aboriginal families were torn apart 
and Aboriginal children were left in a state of cultural confusion 
regarding their heritage.  One culture cannot and should not decide 
what is best for another, as the two cultures have different interests 
and positions on how to live the good life. 

Post-colonial Empowerment

Great changes are being demanded in an attempt to 
correct the wrongs of the government’s colonial policies which 
have negatively affected Aboriginal people. There is currently a 
trend of decolonization that taking place across the nation. In 
accordance with this trend, numerous Aboriginal self-government 
strategies are being put in place.  Because they witness and 
experience the problems first hand, Aboriginal people are more 
knowledgeable about their needs than a third party.  Thus, it is 
appropriate for them to have control over their own people and 
land. The Spallumcheen Band of British Columbia serves as a 
great example to demonstrate this, as their band council passed a 
by-law pertaining to “exclusive jurisdiction over any child custody 
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proceeding involving an Indian child” in 1980 (Johnston, 1983, 
p. 106). In this case, then-Minister of Human Resources, Grace 
McCarthy, signed a deal that recognized the Band’s authority 
over Aboriginal child welfare, as long as they received adequate 
funding. They are currently the only band in Canada with such 
an agreement (Johnston, 1983). Effectively, this agreement made 
the Band a party to any child protection proceedings; the result 
is that child protection workers must contact the Band prior to 
apprehension, which should help in preventing many unjustified 
apprehensions. This is an excellent model, which builds on the 
reality that Aboriginal people know what is best for people of their 
own culture.  In most cases, Aboriginal people have had positive 
results with customary care and placement orders rather than 
placement of an Aboriginal child off-reserve with a non-Aboriginal 
family (Johnston, 1983, p. 141). The collective experience of 
Aboriginal people provides a deeper insight into the problems they 
face, and allows them to work toward building better solutions to 
these issues. 

For Aboriginal people not residing on reserve, the 
community of Sandy Bay in Saskatchewan provides a useful 
model for child protection services. The child neglect rates in 
this area were quite high until the community of both status 
and non-status Métis and Cree people came together in the late 
1960s and began a community-based child protection service. 
Many community members became involved in this effort, and 
eventually one member became “a child welfare officer and [was] 
vested with the powers and responsibility of the Child Welfare Act” 
(Johnston, 1983, p. 119). In addition, this community went on to 
develop many preventive systems to ameliorate their child welfare 
system, such as a foster home program and an emergency child 
care centre staffed by Aboriginal workers (Johnston, 1983). Sandy 
Bay should be recognized as an important example because it is 
not a First Nation and thus has a variety of cultural backgrounds 
to contend with, all of which are effectively handled. Similarly, 
urban Aboriginal populations could refer to this model as well. 
This is an appropriate approach to Aboriginal child welfare as it 
relies on Aboriginal workers who have better insight and solutions 
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to Aboriginal issues compared with workers that the government 
may impose. Another very important and extremely well thought 
out aspect to their approach are the preventive systems that they 
have put in place. Crisis-oriented models are never an efficient 
way to protect children, and a system that aims to prevent a 
problem before it happens is better able to serve the interests of all 
Aboriginal people. 

Post-colonial trends in Aboriginal education policy 
are also emerging. Aboriginal people have begun fighting for 
control over Indigenous education with great success. Some 
accomplishments include the “establishment of Indigenous 
education programs at numerous institutions of higher learning, 
the development of culturally sensitive curricula on and off reserves, 
the implementation of instruction in Indigenous languages and 
the establishment of the First Nations University in Regina, 
Saskatchewan” (McKegney, 2007, p. 28). Aboriginal teachings 
and culturally based courses will facilitate a greater respect for 
and understanding of the culture for everyone. By implementing 
a curriculum that focuses on Aboriginal culture, educational 
institutions will  allow society in general to learn about Aboriginal 
culture which would help to foster a more open and cohesive 
society.  A curriculum with this focus would help in refuting 
the myths and stereotypes surrounding Aboriginal people and 
culture. If Aboriginal people are given the opportunity to obtain a 
culturally appropriate higher education in a facility that recognizes 
and respects this culture, they will graduate with the knowledge 
necessary to move forward in improving the negative impacts 
experienced by Aboriginal people and to move toward healing. 

Conclusion

Colonial policies dealing with Aboriginal child welfare and 
family law had negative objectives and implications as illustrated 
by their application to issues surrounding matrimonial real 
property, education and standards of child care. The attitude that 
held Aboriginal people in lower esteem than European people 
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was the basis for these colonial policies, and was responsible for 
their negative consequences. The BNA Act of 1867 proved for the 
federal government jurisdiction over Indians and their land, and 
the amendment of Section 88 to the Indian Act gave provinces 
control where the federal government had not specifically legislated. 
In situations like matrimonial real property and Aboriginal child 
welfare, the views of government often conflicted with the views of 
Aboriginal people, in many cases leaving the Aboriginal population 
with no options for recourse. Aboriginal women continue to have 
difficulty in securing matrimonial property after relationship 
breakdown, and Aboriginal child welfare initiatives often have 
difficulty in being recognized as authoritative or in securing 
funding. Perhaps the most devastating policy on Aboriginal 
education is the residential schools, which prevented  many 
Aboriginal people from gaining the necessary social and parenting 
skills to succeed or, in some cases, to fit into Aboriginal society as 
adults. Consequently, many Aboriginal people continue to suffer 
from violence and the apprehension of their children by the state. 

Fortunately, attitudes are changing and society is attempting 
to address many of these injustices. The Spallumcheen Band and 
the Sandy Bay community are excellent steps in the right direction. 
Aboriginal people in Canada have a distinct culture with distinct 
needs, and there is nobody better suited to address these needs than 
Aboriginal people themselves. However, Aboriginal people and 
the government will have to work together to solve the identified 
problems. In order for the issues to be effectively resolved, members 
of the Aboriginal community need to be empowered to make 
decisions regarding issues that affect them. Additionally, adequate 
funding must be allotted to pay for the programs and services to 
be administered for Aboriginal people, by Aboriginal people. In 
dealing with issues, the government’s role should be that of helper, 
rather than that of problem solver. 

Axtell (1981) provides a very insightful quote: “[f ]or when 
two peoples meet, they invariably become part of one another, 
and their histories are henceforth intertwined” (p. 247). This is 
absolutely true for the stories of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
citizens of Canada; the only hope is that there can be a peaceful 
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and collaborative righting of the injustices committed against 
Aboriginal people. Given the positive post-colonial trends, it would 
seem that Canada is moving forward in a positive manner.  It is 
only with time, cooperation, and good communication that the 
healing can truly occur. 
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JURISDICTIONAL CONFUSION: 
FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL/TERRITORIAL 

JURISDICTION ISSUES FACED BY ABORIGINAL 
PEOPLE IN CANADA

Lea Britt

Abstract 

Through a review of the constitutional separation of powers 
in Canada, relevant case law, and federal legislation for on-reserve 
property and possession, this paper examines some of the challenges 
facing Aboriginal families and children living in First Nations 
communities.  Due to long-standing uncertainty and tension 
relating to the federal government’s jurisdiction over “Indians and 
Lands Reserved for Indians” and the provinces jurisdiction over 
family law and child welfare, Aboriginal families living on reserve 
have often found themselves in a place of legal ambiguity.  This 
situation has been particularly challenging in the case of separation 
where Aboriginal women have not been protected under provincial 
family laws and/or where Aboriginal customary adoptions have not 
been recognized by the government.  The paper looks to case law 
and federal legislation as a path forward to resolving these tensions 
in the interest of fair treatment for Aboriginal women.  
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The Canadian constitution provides for federal and 
provincial jurisdiction over specific areas of society in order to 
avoid jurisdictional confusion.  Under the constitution, the federal 
government has sole jurisdiction over “Indians and Lands Reserved 
for Indians.”  While this statement appears clear, the governance of 
Aboriginal issues in Canada is often quite confusing.  Matrimonial 
real property on reserves is currently not legislated by any provincial 
or federal laws, and cases such as Derrickson v. Derrickson (1986) 
highlight the challenges created by this gap.  Customary adoption 
has long been a practice in Aboriginal communities, but it has yet 
to be fully recognized as a legitimate form of adoption except when 
considered under some case law.  The recognition of customary 
adoption both under adoption law and as an inherent right 
could help to ensure its maintenance.  Aboriginal child welfare is 
currently under the control of provincial governments, even though 
the federal government has jurisdiction over Aboriginal people 
and reserves.  This contradiction has resulted in a high proportion 
of Aboriginal child apprehensions and a lack of resources for 
Aboriginal families.  Aboriginal people in Canada currently 
experience a jurisdictional vacuum in matrimonial real property, 
customary adoption, and Aboriginal child welfare.  This vacuum 
can be filled by changes to case law and the use of federal and 
provincial legislation.

Matrimonial Real Property

The division of matrimonial real property on reserves is 
currently not covered by either provincial or federal laws. This 
legislative gap stems from the provinces having jurisdiction over 
property, but not on Aboriginal reserves.  The Constitution Act of 
1867 gave the federal government sole jurisdiction over “Indians 
and lands reserved for Indians.”  A decade later, the government 
passed the Indian Act, which aimed to assimilate Aboriginal people 
into Canadian society.  The Indian Act also relocated Aboriginal 
people onto reserves, which have been under federal control ever 
since (Ruru, 2008).  Section 24 of the Indian Act prohibits anyone 
but the property holder and Minister of Indian Affairs from 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   73

dividing reserve lands, and Section 88 of the Indian Act prevents 
provincial law from applying on reserve if it contradicts any 
other part of the Act (Turpel, 1991).  The result is that Canadian 
courts cannot award possession of matrimonial real property 
during a divorce or separation, as provincial law does not apply 
(Alcantara, 2008).

Personal ownership of land on reserves can take two paths: 
customary rights and certificates of possession.  Customary 
rights allow for a person to be recognized by the band as having 
a right to a piece of land.  However, customary rights have yet 
to be recognized in Canadian courts.  A certificate of possession 
is awarded through band council allotment, and then must be 
approved by the Minister of Indian Affairs.  The certificate is more 
reliable under the law, as it recognized through the Indian Act.  In 
the event of a separation or divorce, the spouse seeking part of the 
property can appeal to the band council, but this does not ensure 
that assistance will be received.  In some cases, the band may even 
wish to repossess the property.  Holding a certificate of possession 
also does not automatically guarantee division of property, as 
courts cannot divide the property or award it to anyone but the 
person specified on the certificate.  Usually, these certificates 
are in the man’s name, so the only legal recourse available to 
an Aboriginal woman is to have the certificate issued solely in 
her name (Alcantara, 2008).  For non-Aboriginal women and 
Aboriginal women living off a reserve, property and asset division 
are covered under provincial laws. This therefore seems to be an 
unfair treatment of Aboriginal women living on reserve as a result 
of jurisdictional issues. 

The cases of Derrickson v. Derrickson (1986) and Paul v. Paul 
(1986) demonstrate the repercussions of the jurisdictional vacuum 
for matrimonial property.  Derrickson v. Derrickson involved the 
divorce of Rose Derrickson from her husband.  Under provincial 
law, Rose Derrickson claimed entitlement to the matrimonial 
home, as well as an order of divorce.  Under the Family Relations 
Act in British Columbia, a spouse is entitled to half of the property.  
The property, owned jointly by the couple, was on the Westbank 
Reserve, and the certificate of possession was held by the husband.  
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The trial judge ruled that provincial law did not apply to Aboriginal 
people on reserve, as it would contradict the federal government’s 
jurisdiction, as well as Section 88 of the Indian Act.  Ms. 
Derrickson appealed this decision and the Court of Appeal ruled 
that although provincial law does not apply to land ownership on 
reserve, it does allow for compensation to a spouse. The reasoning 
behind this conclusion was that compensation is not essentially tied 
to property.  The Supreme Court of Canada confirmed the ruling 
of the Court of Appeal (Turpel, 1991).

The case of Paul v. Paul also considered the issue of 
matrimonial property on reserve.  After leaving her abusive 
husband, Pauline Paul applied for temporary residence in the 
matrimonial home under the British Columbia Family Relations 
Act.  She wanted temporary residence in the home for her and her 
children, until another property owned by her husband could be 
made available.  The trial judge granted temporary residency as well 
as custody.  Her husband then appealed to the British Columbia 
Court of Appeal.  The Court of Appeal and the Supreme Court 
both rejected Ms. Paul’s application and arguments, as they decided 
that the order would contradict federal jurisdiction and the Indian 
Act (Turpel, 1991).

The Paul and Derrickson cases demonstrate that Aboriginal 
women are vulnerable to being left without an avenue for staying in 
their matrimonial home following a separation from their spouses.  
The matrimonial home has great significance for women, as it is 
located on the reserve that they may consider home, and where 
their language and culture flourish.  The value that Aboriginal 
people place on property through culture and spiritual conceptions 
is not recognized by the courts.  Indeed, the lack of protection for 
women in violent situations under the Indian Act is disregarded by 
the courts.  As a consequence of this, Aboriginal women often have 
to seek support off reserve. Many Aboriginal people do not consider 
this a viable option as their support system is located on reserve 
and they will therefore remain in abusive and negative situations 
without any alternatives (Turpel, 1991).
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The First Nations Land Management Act, passed by the 
federal government in 1999, offers one solution to the matrimonial 
property issue for Aboriginal women. The Act allows for First 
Nations signatories to develop their own laws and to opt out of the 
Indian Act.  The development of laws similar to those under the 
Indian Act would allow problems of matrimonial real property to be 
dealt with at the local level (Alcantara, 2008).  

In order to rectify the issues with matrimonial real property, 
the Indian Act should be amended and other provincial and federal 
laws related to the issue should apply to property on reserves. In 
addition, the Canadian Human Rights Act should be applicable on 
reserves, as it would help in protecting Aboriginal women from 
discrimination.  Currently, Section 67 of the Canadian Human 
Rights Act states that it does not apply to the Indian Act. This 
prevents Aboriginal women from claiming that a legal decision 
is discriminatory as described in the Act (Mann, 2005).  If laws 
dealing with matrimonial real property on reserve are not applied, 
then Aboriginal women will continue to endure a system that fails 
to recognize the issues they face.

Customary Adoptions

Customary adoptions have occurred for centuries and are an 
important part of Aboriginal culture; however, they have yet to be 
recognized by provincial or federal legislation.  An important part 
of customary adoption is that a child does not lose contact with his 
or her biological parents.  For many Aboriginal people, customary 
adoption is preferred over legislated adoption, as the biological 
parents know where the child is, and maintenance of cultural ties is 
recognized (Sinclair, Phillips, & Bala, 1991).

Since 1961, the court systems in the Northwest Territories 
have recognized customary adoption of Aboriginal children 
because of the importance such adoptions have in Aboriginal 
cultures.  In Re: Katie’s Adoption Petition ([1961] 38 W.W.R. 
100, N.W.T. Terr. Ct.), the judge argued that the laws governing 
adoption did not reflect the lifestyle and culture of people in the 
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Northwest Territories.  In Re: Deborah E4-789 ([1972] 3 W.W.R 
194, 6 R.F.L. 299, 27 D.L.R, N.W.T. Terr. Ct.), the judge argued 
that customs had consistently been recognized in common law, 
and that it should not exclude critical traditional laws.  There 
was recognition in Re: Tagornak ([1983] 50 A.R. 237, [1984] 1 
C.N.L.R. 185 N.W.T. S.C.) that a customary adoption can occur 
even if the adopting father is non-Aboriginal.  In this case, the 
judge stated that he was required to recognize the adoption because 
of Section 35(1) of the Constitution Act, 1982.  The applicant 
father, though not Aboriginal, was fully embracing Aboriginal 
culture and had been recognized as doing so.  These cases allow 
for acknowledgement of Aboriginal customs and possible 
accommodation of them under Canadian law (Pellatt, 1991).

The legality of customary adoptions is cemented in the 
Northwest Territories.  The courts in this territory have developed 
a procedure and a set of standards for customary adoptions to 
be legally sound.  In most cases, the adoptive parents must be 
of Aboriginal descent, but an exception can be made if one of 
the parents is non-Aboriginal and is recognized as having fully 
embraced the culture and lifestyle. 

In Ontario, customary adoptions are more easily recognized 
if the adoptive parents are related to the child.  The Ontario Child 
and Family Services Act allows for quicker and less complicated 
adoptions by family members (Morse, 1980).  Under its child 
protection proceedings and adoption sections, the Act ensures 
that the best interests of the child are maintained. Therefore, the 
Act requires recognition of Aboriginal culture when considering 
adoption placement for Aboriginal children (Pellatt, 1991). In 
the effort to ensure that the uniqueness of Aboriginal culture and 
heritage are taken into account throughout the process of adoption, 
Aboriginal child care agencies have developed protocols for 
placement of an Aboriginal child: the extended family is given first 
consideration, followed by Aboriginal community members, other 
Aboriginal persons, and lastly non-Aboriginal persons (Canada, 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).  
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Section 35(1) of the Constitution Act of 1982 provides another 
possible means of recognizing Aboriginal customary adoption.  
Section 35(1) provides for the recognition of Aboriginal and treaty 
rights.  Through cases in the Supreme Court, it is apparent that in 
order for an Aboriginal right to be recognized, it must be based on 
practices, rituals, and habits integral to Aboriginal culture at the time 
of contact with Europeans.  Section 35 rights are applicable only 
to those who hold Aboriginal and treaty rights, which are concepts 
very different from the concept of individual rights in the Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms (Christie, 2003).  In R v. Sparrow ([1990] 
1 S.C.R. 1075), the Supreme Court stated that any law having a 
negative effect on Section 35(1) rights must be justified by the Crown 
and cannot be overridden without just cause (Pellatt, 1991).  The 
recognition of Aboriginal customary adoption as a right could provide 
a basis for the acceptance of other Aboriginal rights and jurisdiction.

Aboriginal Child Welfare

Aboriginal child welfare is currently under the control of 
provincial governments, even though the federal government has 
jurisdiction over Aboriginal people and reserves.  This contradiction 
has lead to a high number of Aboriginal child apprehensions and 
a lack of resources for Aboriginal families.  When considering 
Aboriginal child welfare, the interests of Aboriginal families and 
those of the federal and provincial governments are often in 
conflict, creating complex issues. Since the passing of amendments 
to the Indian Act in 1951, the federal government has allowed the 
provincial governments to oversee responsibility for Aboriginal 
child welfare through Section 88, which states that provincial laws 
are applicable on reserves as long as they do not contradict the Act 
(Pellatt, 1991).  Thus, even though the Constitution Act allows for 
the federal government to enact child welfare laws pertaining to 
Aboriginal persons, this has never occurred.  In Natural Parents v. 
Superintendent of Child Welfare ([1976] 2 S.C.R. 751), the Supreme 
Court of Canada stated that provincial child welfare services on 
reserves are legally valid, even though they are interfering with a 
federal jurisdiction. 
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Under Section 88, in order for First Nations to gain 
jurisdiction over child welfare, they must receive approval from 
the provincial government.  Spallumcheen First Nation has been 
the only band to succeed in passing a bylaw in Canada for control 
over their child welfare; other attempts by First Nations have 
been unsuccessful.  Many Aboriginal groups have argued that the 
absence of federal legislation covering Aboriginal child welfare does 
not automatically grant the provinces the right to interfere with 
child welfare on reserves (Bennett, n.d.).

Before the 1960s, there was little interference by the 
provincial government in Aboriginal child welfare; services to the 
communities were only provided in emergency cases.  Then, in the 
1960s, social workers began entering Aboriginal communities and 
apprehending  Aboriginal children.  These children were removed 
from their families, community, and even the country in large 
numbers and placed in non-Aboriginal foster care—a traumatic 
event often referred to as the “Sixties Scoop.”  A lack of education 
on Aboriginal peoples and their culture and history by the social 
workers resulted in a misunderstanding of the circumstances that 
they observed on reserves. As a result, these social workers believed 
that they were doing the right thing by apprehending the children 
and taking them away from their families and communities (Pellatt, 
1991).  By not being informed about the cultural differences, social 
workers could not adequately take into account the best interests 
of the Aboriginal child or work effectively with the Aboriginal 
community.  The differences in the child-rearing practices of 
Aboriginal people from those of non-Aboriginal people led social 
workers to misunderstand Aboriginal family units and socialization 
methods.  It has been argued by Aboriginal people that they should 
have control over defining “neglect” in their community, so that 
cultural and community standards can be emphasized (Sinclair, 
Phillips, & Bala, 1991).

Some scholars have argued that child welfare practices 
concerning Aboriginal people have had a similar effect on 
Aboriginal populations and cultures as the residential school 
system. The removal of Aboriginal children from their communities 
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left many of the children with emotional issues and a feeling of 
detachment from their culture throughout their lifetime.  Some 
argue that the massive removal of Aboriginal children from reserves 
and their placement into non-Aboriginal foster care and adoptive 
homes represented a continuation of the attempts to assimilate 
Aboriginal people, thereby contributing to a cultural genocide 
(Sinclair, Phillips, & Bala, 1991).  

The placement of Aboriginal children in non-Aboriginal 
homes has required Canadian courts to deal with the issue of 
Aboriginal culture in adoptions.  The courts tend to recognize the 
psychological bond of a parent and child as more important than a 
cultural tie.  In Racine v. Woods ([1983] 2 S.C.R. 173), the Supreme 
Court concluded that breaking a child’s psychological bond would 
be more harmful than breaking community and cultural ties (Pellatt, 
1991).  The feelings of loss and identity confusion of apprehended 
children could be solved by placing Aboriginal children in 
Aboriginal homes.  The British Columbia courts have held in Re: 
C. and V.C. ([1983] 3 C.N.L.R. 58 B.C. Prov. Ct.) that a band 
member can apply for custody of a child with the support of the 
band if necessary (Sinclair, Phillips, and Bala, 1991).  Recognition 
of Aboriginal communities’ interests in child welfare has been 
beneficial, but it does not solve the issue of a jurisdictional gap.

Since the federal government has allowed provincial 
child welfare laws to be applicable on reserves, it does not take 
responsibility for funding.  Also, because it would be such a 
large financial burden, the provinces have been reluctant to 
extend services onto reserves. Both the federal and the provincial 
governments do not want to accept the financial responsibility, so 
there has been a lack of child welfare services provided on reserves.  
The result is that many families do not receive basic family support 
services, and children are removed when their situation becomes 
worse (Sinclair, Phillips, & Bala, 1991).  As a result of less support, 
Aboriginal governments have sought out agreements with the 
federal and provincial governments.

The issue of jurisdictional confusion has resulted in bilateral 
and tripartite agreements for child welfare services on reserves.  
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Under bilateral agreements, the federal government usually funds 
the services, which are then provided by the provinces or by the 
Aboriginal bands to the Aboriginal residents.  Tripartite agreements 
involve the federal, provincial and Aboriginal governments.  
The federal government funds all or most of the costs, with the 
provincial government agreeing to mandate the First Nation child 
welfare agency.  The First Nation is required to follow provincial 
laws on reserve and is often given the ability to enforce laws, but 
it cannot pass its own laws or enforce customs.  Such tripartite 
agreements could allow for the interpretation of provincial laws in 
a manner that reflects Aboriginal values.  Bilateral and tripartite 
agreements are only a temporary solution to the issue of Aboriginal 
child welfare (Sinclair, Phillips, & Bala, 1991).

In 1980, the Spallumcheen Band in British Columbia passed 
its own bylaw to take over control of child welfare on its reserve.  
The bylaw, “A Bylaw for the Care of our Indian Children,” gave the 
band exclusive jurisdiction over any custody proceeding for a band 
child, either on or off reserve.  After intensive lobbying, the federal 
government agreed to the bylaw and it came into effect in 1980.  
The British Columbia Minister of Human Resources then agreed to 
respect the authority of the band and its control over its children.  
The band agreed to develop necessary resources in negotiation 
with the federal government.  The bylaw stresses the importance of 
the Spallumcheen Band being able to care for its children without 
interference.  For child protection proceedings, the Chief, Band 
Council and other authorized people, are responsible for the 
apprehension and investigation as well as for judicial functions.  
Additionally, the bylaw gives priority for Aboriginal children to be 
placed with other Aboriginal families, preferably on the reserve.  
The bylaw also requires that the wishes of the child be considered; 
the British Columbia statues do not require this (Macdonald, 
1987).  The Spallumcheen bylaw provides one option for First 
Nations in gaining control over child welfare and solving the issue 
of jurisdictional confusion.
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Conclusion

Aboriginal people in Canada currently experience a 
jurisdictional vacuum concerning matrimonial property, child 
welfare, and customary adoption.  The Indian Act’s provisions 
dealing with the distribution of matrimonial real property during 
separation and divorce have left many Aboriginal women without 
a home.  To solve this problem, some First Nations have been able 
to use the First Nations Land Management Act to develop their own 
matrimonial real property laws.  Customary adoption has been used 
by Aboriginal people for centuries, and its recognition under the 
law would aid in ensuring that Aboriginal culture is maintained for 
adopted children.  Aboriginal child welfare on reserves has suffered 
severely because of jurisdictional confusion; many Aboriginal 
children and families lack the necessary resources to deal with 
issues, leading to a high number of child apprehensions by the 
state.  By giving First Nations the proper authority to deal with 
child welfare, more Aboriginal people could receive the support 
they require.  The Spallumcheen Band bylaw offers an example 
of a community that has regained control over its child welfare 
and could be used as a model.  It is essential for the well-being 
of Aboriginal people that the federal and provincial governments 
begin to work together to solve these jurisdictional issues.
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ABORIGINAL OVERREPRESENTATION IN THE 
CANADIAN CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

Jenna Passi

Abstract

This paper provides a detailed examination of Aboriginal 
over-representation in the criminal justice system in Canada.  It 
outlines the key factors that have been found to contribute to 
this significant social injustice including: experiences of poverty, 
unemployment, family violence, alcohol and drug abuse, 
differential processes through the justice system, more serious 
offences, and systemic discrimination.  Moreover, these factors 
operate within the context of long-standing, colonial policies of 
cultural assimilation; which includes the intergenerational legacy 
of the Indian Residential Schools System.  A meaningful sense of 
justice for Aboriginal people requires a decolonizing, pluralistic 
approach to law; which includes Gladue courts and Aboriginal 
community-based restorative justice practices.
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The overrepresentation of Aboriginal people in the criminal 
justice system is a well documented social justice issue in Canada.  
In order to effectively discuss this issue, it is important to first 
provide a working definition of the “disproportionate number of 
Aboriginals (men, women, and youth) going through the criminal 
justice system in relation to their proportion of the entire Canadian 
population” (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). The statistics 
are astounding; even though Aboriginal people represent only 2.8-
3% of Canada’s total population, they make up an average of 50% 
of the prison population with the highest percentages occurring 
in the western provinces (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 
Aboriginal women make up about one quarter of the female inmate 
population (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). A similar 
pattern is seen with Aboriginal youth, particularly those within 
the highest risk category of males aged eighteen to twenty-five 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). The overrepresentation of 
Aboriginal people is not specific to Canada; it is also experienced 
in the United States of America, New Zealand, as well as Australia 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 

This paper will delve into the factors that currently 
contribute to Aboriginal overrepresentation within the Canadian 
criminal justice system within an overall context of colonial 
oppression. Steps that have been made in order to improve this 
situation (such as Gladue) and some suggestions for further action 
to try and address this injustice will also be explored.

Part One: Contributing Factors

Aboriginal overrepresentation in the criminal justice system 
is understood to be caused by structures of oppression that 
create life circumstances leading to a higher risk of incarceration 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). By being marginalized 
by society, individuals tend to turn away from positive influences 
and embrace the negative options available to them, thereby 
increasing involvement in the criminal justice system.  Factors such 
as child abuse, parental drinking and alcoholism can contribute to 
negative coping skills and are found to correlate with low education 
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attainment levels, under employment and poverty. The above are 
often common experiences of those involved with the criminal 
justice system (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). These factors 
are often amplified because the individuals in these situations 
will often be in close proximity to others who are in similar or 
worse situations (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005).  When 
considered together, all of these factors support a justice system that 
increases the risk of crime within marginalized groups.  

Aboriginal people are very susceptible to this as they are often 
isolated from society through the reserve system (Dickson-Gilmore 
& La Prairie, 2005). Living in these circumstances can certainly 
impact personal development and result in individuals showing 
signs of anti-social behaviour (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 
2005). Unfortunately, even those living off-reserve continue to face 
many of the same issues (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 
Moving off-reserve can actually have further negative impacts; 
Aboriginal people off-reserve are still often segregated and isolated 
into groups where they learn anti-social behaviours, though these 
types of behaviours become more obvious in the public sphere and 
are easily detectable by police in urban centres (Dickson-Gilmore & 
La Prairie, 2005). 

When looking at this situation, there are factors that weigh 
against the Aboriginal population more so than they do the non-
Aboriginal population. Aboriginal people generally have less 
education and are more likely to be unemployed; in combination 
with the lifestyle factors listed above, they are in a situation 
surrounded by negative factors that increase the probability of 
entering the criminal justice system (La Prairie, 1987). Aboriginal 
people are also more likely to suffer from affects related to fetal 
alcohol syndrome (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). These 
are things that not only increase the chances of entering into the 
criminal justice system, but they also increase the likelihood of 
reoffending (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005).  When a 
person returns after they have been tried or after they have served 
a sentence, they often re-enter the same negative situations which 
greatly impact their ability to fit back into society in positive ways 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 
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The types of offences Aboriginal people are charged with 
also deserve some investigation. Although there are a fair number 
of serious offences there are also a number of other offences not 
typically seen when looking at non-marginalized groups (Dickson-
Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). These offences include unpaid fines, 
public order, and other minor offences; such offences are common 
within the Aboriginal population and amongst the homeless 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005).

In general, there are three potential causes that contribute to 
the overrepresentation of Aboriginal people in the criminal justice 
system. The first is the idea of a differential processing through 
the criminal justice system. This idea holds that outright racism 
and legal-culture clash contribute to overrepresentation (Dickson-
Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). This theory is based on the perception 
that the outdated and racist belief of an ‘Indian Problem’ persists 
in society and the systems that represent society (Dickson-Gilmore 
& La Prairie, 2005). There are issues with this line of reasoning 
because some quantitative research suggests that there is in fact a 
positive discrimination against Aboriginal people who are sentenced 
with more leniency (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). Even 
if this is the case, there are examples which show a lack of cultural 
understanding.  For example, different interpretations of eye contact 
within the two cultures demonstrate cultural misunderstanding 
(Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). Many Aboriginal people 
look away as a sign of respect but our justice system often perceives 
this as a sign of guilt, therefore placing Aboriginal people at a 
disadvantage (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 

The second factor that contributes to overrepresentation is 
that there are more offences committed by Aboriginal people that 
are more likely to result in sentences of incarceration (Dickson-
Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). According to studies done on 
victimization, it also seems that many of the offences committed 
against another person occur against Aboriginal people; they report 
more victimization than their non-Aboriginal counterparts (La 
Prairie, 2008).  Alcohol also frequently plays an active role in such 
offences (La Prairie, 2008). It is easy to see the difference in crime 
levels when looking at multiple studies done within this field; one 
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study in Saskatchewan found that Aboriginal crime rates were 
eleven times higher than the crime rates of non-Aboriginal people 
(La Prairie, 2008). 

The last factor that contributes to Aboriginal 
overrepresentation is the systemic discrimination that works against 
Aboriginal people. It is important to recognize the difference of this 
concept from the first; contrary to the first concept mentioned, the 
discrimination here is not outright racism, but is hidden behind 
policies and procedures (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). 
This relates back to the lifestyle considerations discussed earlier 
because these situations may be forced on the individual through 
systemic discrimination, making offending behaviours a logical or 
natural choice (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005). Another 
form of this type of systemic issue is that there is a clear lack of 
diversion programs for the offences most committed by Aboriginal 
people, so even though there is an alternative, it is out of their reach 
due to policy limitations (Dickson-Gilmore & La Prairie, 2005).

The manner in which Aboriginal people are treated by 
police may also fall under this category.  For example, many people 
suggest that the areas where Aboriginal people are known to gather 
are frequently over-policed which reinforces that Aboriginal people 
are routinely arrested for things that would normally be ignored 
(Neugebauer, 2000). In addition to the police, it is a frequent 
occurrence that defence lawyers want to speed up the process by 
accepting plea bargains– the unfortunate part is that the client, the 
Aboriginal offender, likely does not fully understand the process 
(Neugebauer, 2000).

Any combination of these factors will increase the risk of 
Aboriginal people coming into contact with the criminal justice 
system. It is unfortunate that Aboriginal people are often forced 
into types of environments and relationships which foster these 
negative factors. However, current events are not the only factors 
that Aboriginal people are trying to fight against in order to 
decrease the Aboriginal overrepresentation issue. They have seen 
years of damage due to colonization which contributes to an 
increase in the likelihood of these factors appearing in their lives.
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Part Two: Colonialism

Many of the current circumstances that Aboriginal people 
find themselves in can be linked to colonialism and the negative 
effects that have resulted, including the dependency of Aboriginal 
people on the Canadian government and the loss of their own ways 
of living (Menzies, 2009). This has led Aboriginal people down a 
path of unemployment and substance abuse and is worsened by 
the blaming Aboriginal people, a common misconception by the 
general population.    

The effects of colonialism, although detrimental to all 
Aboriginal people, have been particularly damaging to women 
because not only did it take away their culture, but it forced 
them into the typical western domestic role (La Prairie, 1987). 
By marrying outside of the Aboriginal community, many women 
lost their Aboriginal status (La Prairie, 1987). This denial of status 
isolated women from their family, community and enabled a cycle 
of violence and abuse (La Prairie, 1987). 

Possibly the most aggressive attempt of cultural removal was 
through the residential school system. The residential schools in 
Canada operated from 1892-1996 and spanned over numerous 
generations of Aboriginal people, severely crippling the culture and 
identity of these people (AHF, 2005). Some believe that this is most 
properly termed an act of genocide, and suggest that the dominant 
culture tends to write history in a way that appears to diminish the 
negative aspects which have affected Aboriginal people (Valandra, 
2005). The schools attempted to assimilate Aboriginal youth; they 
were removed from their homes and community and were brought 
to the schools (La Prairie, 1987). Abuse on multiple dimensions 
was rampant in the schools and the Department of Indian Affairs 
even attempted to cover up the instances of abuse in order to 
protect their image (AHF, 2005). Even though the goal of complete 
assimilation was not successful, the ordeal created numerous 
negative effects including an increase in the rates of conflict and 
abuse (La Prairie, 1987). The abuse experience in the schools led to 
emotions building up without any way for healthy release to help 
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with the traumas witnessed and experienced. These traumas create 
tension within the family dynamics of Aboriginal people and create 
a cycle of abuse (AHF, 2005). 

In addition to this, the reserves that many Aboriginals 
live on are ruled by government policies and many are severely 
underfunded. This has the danger of perpetuating stereotypes 
and discrimination against Aboriginal people within the general 
population (La Prairie, 1987). Since many people do not 
understand the true situation, blockades to healing and to repairing 
the relationship between both parties appear, making it difficult to 
move forward in a healthy manner (Valandra, 2005).  

Part Three: Moving Forward

One of the greatest strides made towards recognizing the 
damage done by the residential schools and colonialism was 
the decision given in Gladue. The judge in this case recognized 
that more needed to be done in utilizing alternatives to 
incarceration when considering Aboriginal offenders to assist 
in correcting overrepresentation in the criminal justice system 
(Roach et.al., 2010). However, this may not be as helpful as 
it sounds; as an alternative to incarceration, judges often give 
out fines. The problem is that many Aboriginal offenders face 
poverty and therefore face incarceration for not paying the fines 
(Neugebauer, 2000).

A major issue is discussed by Zion (2005); this is the issue 
that one law does not fit all people. Some people may even go 
as far as saying that law is used as an oppressive tool and is used 
to continue the colonization of Aboriginal groups (Zion, 2005). 
The idea of ‘one law for all’ hides nicely behind claims of equality 
and suggests that it will help integrate Aboriginal people into 
Canadian society (Zion, 2005). Valandra  (2005) raises the point 
that colonizers do not want to accept responsibility and side 
step the issues raised by colonization by attempting to place the 
different groups on equal footing. The opposite of ‘one law for 
all’ would be legal pluralism, which suggests the incorporation of 
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different systems that co-exist; this would allow the government 
to govern the general population of Canada and for Aboriginal 
communities to govern themselves and their own people (Zion, 
2005). This would be a step towards giving Aboriginal people back 
their sovereignty and autonomy that they had prior to colonization 
(Zion, 2005).    

In assessing what may contribute to improving the injustices 
faced by Aboriginal people, the answer may be as simple as no 
longer looking to master plans and so-called experts; which often 
ignore the importance of culture to Aboriginal people. Instead, 
the government and dominant culture should begin to recognize 
that Aboriginal people know what is best for their own people 
and for their own recovery from these injustices (Menzies, 2009). 
The ability for communities to deal with their own issues is shown 
in the documentary by Joe Macdonald (Producer) and Bonnie 
Dickie (Director) that followed the Hollow Water community as 
they worked through community-wide abuse; emotional, physical, 
spiritual and sexual. Before the community began restorative justice 
and healing initiatives, many members were simply serving their 
time and continuing in the cycle of abuse. The healing that the 
community worked on has been a large step toward ending violence 
within the community.  This suggests that perhaps the best type of 
sentencing may be at the community level and should determine 
the manner in which the community will deal with offenders 
(Roach et.al., 2010). It is possible that “[j]ustice, like beauty, is 
largely in the eye of the beholder” (Barsh, 2005 p.167) and that 
there may be different views in ways of sentencing and dealing with 
offenders between Aboriginal populations and the general Canadian 
population. The difference is clear; western culture sees justice as 
effectively reducing crime whereas the Aboriginal interpretation of 
justice focuses on harmony and repairing damaged relationships – 
this can be seen in the different forms of restorative justice they 
offer (Barsh, 2005). 
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Conclusion

The issue of Aboriginal overrepresentation within the 
criminal justice system will not fix itself and it cannot be fixed 
without efforts from both the Aboriginal population and the non-
Aboriginal populations of Canada. There are a number of factors 
which contribute to Aboriginal people being placed in a higher 
risk category for committing crimes and being involved in the 
criminal justice system. While many of these factors are within the 
home environment of Aboriginal people, the effects of colonization 
and residential schools are far spread and deeply rooted. That 
being said, it is a nationwide issue and we must come together to 
improve this situation as a society. Support for Aboriginal people 
in strengthening their culture and allowing them to decide on 
their strategies for dealing with Aboriginal offenders is needed. It is 
obvious that this does not come without hard work and some  risk 
taking, but it is illogical to expect that the Canadian government 
can come up with a better solution without acknowledging 
Aboriginal cultures and grasping all of its complexities through the 
engagement and dialogue with Aboriginal communities. 
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SCHOOL TIES: THE RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL 
EXPERIENCE IN THE PRAIRIE AND WESTERN 

PROVINCES

Amber J. White

Abstract

This paper critically analyzes the relationship between 
the assimilationist policies introduced and openly supported 
by the Canadian government beginning in the 1800s and the 
lasting psychological and cultural impacts on Aboriginal students 
who attended residential schools.  It examines primary sources, 
including first-person narratives, government documents and 
legislative and education policies as a way to highlight the 
relationships among students, teaching practices, and national 
Aboriginal policy. The cycle of trauma today has its origins in the 
imposition of the dominant culture onto Aboriginal children as 
part of forced cessation of Indigenous knowledge transfer from 
one generation to the next. Regardless of geographic location, the 
educational experiences of residential school students have more 
in common than not. As a result, many Aboriginal learners since 
the 1800s have struggled with educational barriers and have had 
limited success in a system that continues to marginalize their own 
culturally based knowledge. 
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In autumn of 1991, former Grand Chief Phil Fontaine 
spoke brave words that cast light on the atrocities endured in the 
Canadian residential school system and revealed that the Aboriginal 
community would no longer remain silent about on issue (as cited 
in Miller, 1996). Author Sam McKegney (2007) has argued that 
the motive behind Fontaine’s disclosure was to illuminate the need 
for non-Aboriginal public understanding of the increased suicide 
rates among residential school survivors, and other negative impacts 
which have resulted. 

This article examines the history of the residential school 
system in the western and prairie provinces. For the purposes 
of this article, the western provinces include British Columbia 
and Alberta, and the prairie provinces include Saskatchewan 
and Manitoba. Data from first-person narratives, government 
documents, and legislative policy will be examined and explored. 
The discussion will be limited to three major lines of thought:  first, 
the education policy as it relates to government initiatives; second, 
the demographics of residential schools across the prairies and the 
west; and third, the teaching practices as they relate to the abuse of 
the pupils in the residential school system. This article argues that 
similarities in the physical structure, policy and implementation of 
the residential school system across the Canadian west and prairies 
gave Aboriginal students a fairly uniform experience despite the 
cultural differences of each First Nation’s identity and traditional 
belief systems.  

The legacy of the residential school system may be traced 
back to sources quite distinct from the current Canadian landscape. 
Before the launch of the residential school system, numerous and 
ongoing encounters between Aboriginal peoples and European 
explorers created opportunities to exchange ideas, commercial 
goods, beliefs, cultural values, and norms, despite a certain degree 
of tension.  Among the examples of this tension are occasions when 
existing differences between each party were evident and had lasting 
effects. However, tension between the two groups did not always 
reflect a desire of one party to subjugate another. One statement 
that illustrates this point comes from the writings of Christopher 
Columbus.  In particular, authors John Friesen and Virginia Lyon 
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Friesen (2005) have cited Columbus’ reflections during his maiden 
voyage to what he believed to be India. To Spain, the financier of 
the exploration, Columbus’ letters reveal the explorer’s idealistic 
and naive impressions of the Aboriginal population he encountered: 
“So peaceful are these people that I swear to your Majesties that 
there is not in the world a better nation. They love their neighbours 
as themselves, and their discourse is ever sweet and gentle, and 
accompanied with a smile… their manners are decorous and 
praiseworthy” (Friesen & Friesen, 2005, p. 39).  These attributes 
lead to the impression of Aboriginal people as noble savages; 
submissive by nature and not willing to create or contest conflict, 
even at a personal loss.  Additionally, Milloy (1999) explains 
that the construct of the noble savage was designed to illustrate a 
comparison between the “civilized” and the “uncivilized.”

Despite Columbus’ best intentions, his observation endures 
to this day and the noble savage image echoed in the history of the 
Canadian residential school system. The ideal European model of 
social, cultural, economic, and family structure stands was in direct 
conflict with those of Aboriginal people. Columbus’ description of 
Aboriginal values, and the views of Aboriginal people that resulted, 
did not accurately or fairly represent traditional Aboriginal people.

In the case of the residential school system in Canada, the 
differences between each party are all the more prominent and 
more clearly articulated.  From shared equality within the family 
unit to the pedagogy of looking, listening and learning, the core 
values of many Aboriginal Nations conflicted with those enforced 
in the residential schools. The Aboriginal ways were viewed as 
being “uncivilized” or “savage” when contrasted with the dominant 
European model, and this was made clear to the Aboriginal 
students attending these schools. 

Education Policy

In June 1857, legislation entitled An Act to Encourage the 
Gradual Civilization of Indian Tribes in this Province, and to Amend 
the Laws Relating to Indians (1857, 3rd Session, 5th Parliament) 
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was enacted to fully assimilate and civilize Aboriginal people. The 
impact of this law was profound. Some thought it might be more 
efficient to “save” the children and ignore the conversion of adults 
from savagery to civilization. The Aboriginal children were believed 
to be the easiest to assimilate because they have spent less time fully 
immersed in the “savage” lifestyle of the Aboriginal people. 

In 1879, the Davin Report recommended the use of student 
manual labour to support the self-sufficiency of the residential 
schools. Since the Canadian government was still searching for 
the most efficient means of assimilating prairie and western 
Aboriginal children, it considered two options: conducting the 
industrial boarding schools by means of government contract 
or by government agency (Davin, 1879). It was revealed that 
the residential schools were operating at a great financial loss, so 
funding had to be supplied from a source outside the framework 
of the residential schools. Hence, as Schissel and Wotherspoon 
(2003) report, “the self-sufficiency of these schools did not come to 
fruition, the expense of maintaining them was downloaded by the 
government to the Christian churches” (p. 43).

In 1880, an amendment to the Indian Act of 1876 placed 
all social services under federal jurisdiction, making all Aboriginal 
people subject to federal laws governing education. This made 
them, in the words of Axelrod (2001), “wards of the State” (p. 
72).  Sir John A. Macdonald, then-Prime Minister of Canada, 
declared during a parliamentary speech that it should be the 
national goal of the federal government to “do away with the tribal 
system and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the 
inhabitants of the Dominion, as speedily as they are fit to change,” 
any doubt about the government’s goal was eliminated (as cited in 
Montgomery, 1965, p. 13).  There was no distinction among First 
Nations made in this declaration, and it was uniformly applied 
across Canada. The scope of the Indian Act was felt in all residential 
schools, regardless of location and in spite of a diverse enrollment 
of Aboriginal students in regular school systems.  According to the 
federal government, it was not until a change in the educational 
mandate in 1910 that the government revised the policy to reflect 
its new goals of a simplified curriculum (as cited in Barman et 
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al, 1986). The federal government also stated that “the practical 
instruction given is such as may be immediately of use to the pupil 
when he returns to the reserve after leaving school” (as cited in 
Barman et al, 1986). There were two basic strategies for achieving 
the government’s goal of assimilation through residential schools. 
Chansonneuve (2005) draws attention to these objectives, which 
consisted of “isolating Aboriginal children from mainstream 
society as schoolteachers and missionaries taught them the skills 
to effectively function within it and second, by placing Aboriginal 
children among European-Canadians to learn their behaviours, 
customs and social graces” (p. 34). 

After the Christian churches took control of the schools, it 
became clear that the “saving” of souls through the schools was a 
main goal. Even though some small changes in government policy 
were made to improve day-to-day living in residential schools, none 
of the changes reflected regional, spiritual or cultural differences, 
and the European ways continued to be taught to the children with 
no regard to Aboriginal lifestyle. The relationship between church 
and state was maintained in the functioning of these schools; 
assimilation occurred with the church running the daily routines 
and the government providing sanction and support. 

In the provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan there were 
thirty-seven residential schools. The Directory of Residential Schools in 
Canada (2007) lists the earliest built schools, including Emmanuel 
College (1865), located in Prince Albert, Sakatchewan, and St. 
Paul’s Industrial School (1886), in Selkirk, Manitoba. In the western 
provinces, there were fifty-six schools; the oldest school in Alberta was 
Blue Quill’s Indian Residential School (1862) and in British Columbia 
the Coqualeetza Indian Residential School (1861) in Chilliwack and 
St. Mary’s Indian Residential School in Mission (1861) were the oldest 
(Directory of Residential Schools in Canada, 2007).

Demographics

Residential schools included both boarding and industrial 
schools. Boarding schools were typically located on reserves, which 
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allowed for the best chance of recruiting the most students. In 
contrast, the industrial schools were situated far from the reserves, 
and contact with family and community was drastically limited. 
They tended to be close to large urban centres. The federal funding 
that supported the residential schools became an increasing strain. 
As a result of low student enrollment rates, high runaway numbers, 
and increasingly high student death rates, the government looked 
for ways to reduce their financial contributions. The schools were 
therefore expected to be funded from a source other than the 
government. As a result, Milloy (1999) found that spending per-
capita levels for the boarding schools had increased from $60 per 
student to $72. The financial reporting filed by all of the schools 
concluded that despite regional differences, expenses were rising. 
Economic shortfalls of $15-$85 per student were becoming the 
norm across the Prairies and the West, and it was the position of 
the government to maintain its fiscal educational policy. This would 
ultimately force the individual schools to practice more effective 
“economical management” (INAC, 1892).

Teaching Practices

The increased financial pressures experienced by the 
residential schools’ administration and the failures of the schools 
to break even or generate a profit led to similar problems in both 
the prairie and western provinces. The training that the Aboriginal 
children received contrasted sharply with the academic training 
received outside the residential school system. Some school 
administrators decided to use their students as slave labour. This 
was far different from what the children were accustomed to 
at home. Daily chores and general housework had always been 
expected at the residential schools, but after 1890 the schools of the 
prairies and the west both expanded their definition of “chores” in 
order to use the students as labour to make up for the economic 
shortfall.

Milloy (1999) conveyed daily conditions of student life in St. 
Paul’s Industrial School in 1893, citing  Hayter Reed who described 
the “tender young girls” to “set to work in the laundry” as “drudges 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   99

to the staff ” (p. 120). The situation can be best illustrated by the 
words of a former residential school student, Solomon Johnson 
(1991), who described the impact of labour activities: 

During the day we cut wood, picked stones—all the worst 
jobs. We didn’t learn anything. We didn’t know anything. I read 
only a little now. The only thing I know is how to survive and my 
dad taught me that, my dad and the old people (p. 55). 

Vocational training continued to be emphasized, in part due 
to reports that assimilation was not as successful as the Department 
of Indian Affairs had projected (Furniss, 1995). The daily schedule 
for most schools in the west and in the prairies followed a very 
similar pattern to the Qu’Appelle Industrial School. Barman et al 
(1986) offered a specific example of a residential school student 
time table as shown in Table 1:

TABLE 1. SAMPLE RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL STUDENT 
TIMETABLE*
Time of day Activity
5:30 AM Rise

6:00 AM Chapel

6:30-7:15 AM Bed making, milking, and pumping

7:15-7:30 AM Inspection to see children are clean and well

7:30 AM Breakfast

7:30-8:00 AM Fatigue (chores) for small boys

8:00 AM Trade boys at work

9:00 AM – 12:00 PM School, with a 15-minute morning recess

12:00-12:40 PM Dinner

12:40-2:00 PM Recreation

2:00-4:00 PM School and trades for older pupils

4:45-6:00 PM Fatigues (chores), sweeping, pumping, etc.

6:00-6:10 PM Preparing for supper

6:10-6:40 PM Supper

6:40-8:00 PM Recreation

8:00 PM Prayer and retire

*Source: Barman et al (1986, p. 92-93).
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The strict, regimented schedule promoted and reinforced 
the notion that absolute power lay in the hands of the teachers, 
clergy and government officials. Uniforms were also consistent with 
this military mentality. These efforts stripped the students of their 
individuality and autonomy in order to facilitate assimilation. The 
overall process was one of de-humanization.

The sentiments expressed by John Tootoosis of being 
forced in the middle of two cultures are widely shared among 
former students in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British 
Columbia:

On one side are all the things he learned from his people and 
their way of life that was being wiped out, and on the other are 
the white man’s ways which he could never fully understand since 
he never had the right amount of education and could not be part 
of it. There he is, hanging in the middle of the two cultures and 
he is not a white man and he is not an Indian. They washed away 
practically everything an Indian needed to help himself, to think 
the way a human person should in order to survive (as cited in 
Barman et al, 1986, p. 11). 

The first-person accounts of survival have made the abuse 
endured at the residential schools painfully clear to the public at 
large. The disciplinary tactics used by residential school staff are 
well documented. Many of the students who suffered physical, 
emotional, sexual and/or psychological abuse during their time 
at the residential schools survived to share their experiences.  
Haig-Brown (1989) cited reports regarding the Kamloops Indian 
Residential School, which indicated that “the strap was mentioned 
most frequently, but other forms of punishment including public 
humiliation, head shaving and bread and water diets were also 
reported” (p. 76). Like so many other schools, this example from 
the Kamloops Residential School demonstrates that various types of 
abuse often took place. Lasting trauma and many buried memories 
were felt by many. One episode that former student Allan Mitchell 
recalls was of children at play: “I always wanted to be the cowboy, 
Indians always lost” (as cited in Pilon, 2000, p. 99). Unfortunately 
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this personal narrative was an apt description of reality; Aboriginal 
people frequently found themselves in losing or inferior positions. 

Even when the students were in the most fragile of physical 
states, rarely would mercy be shown. Reprieves were rarely given 
within the residential school system. Student Pam Sickle recalls 
an event: 

… a fellow student was sick and she threw up in her plate 
and she was forced to eat it all. I can see the nun pressing 
the spoon against her lips and she was pushing so hard there 
was blood on her lips. I can see it still so clearly after all 
these years (as cited in Grant, 1996, p. 131).

This kind of abuse was so extensive throughout the prairie 
and western schools that the Department of Indian Affairs 
conducted three separate investigations into allegations of abuse 
at just one school, the Williams Lake Residential School.  Those 
investigations were carried out in 1899, 1902, and 1920 (Furniss, 
1995), but did not result in disciplinary action or changes in policy 
or methodology. With the passing of time, more people spoke 
out against the unacceptable treatment of the students in these 
schools. One such case occurred when an angry British Colombian 
protested anonymously by writing a letter that stated:

It’s a damn shame to let Gov’t [sic] schools be run as they are. 
You have a College [Emmanuel College, Prince Albert] here that 
is a disgrace to anybody. Ignorant teachers, pigsty boarding, poor 
clothing everything cheap and nasty, tax payers money is not paid 
for frauds of this kind. The whole business should be ventilated 
before Parliament. It should be inquired into now. There is enough 
boodling [sic] without allowing people to make money out of poor 
Indian lads (as cited in National Archives of Canada, 1902).

Milloy (1999) found other examples of concerned 
Canadians, such as government official, Minister Frank Oliver, who 
spoke out on behalf of residential school students, complaining 
that “the appalling number of deaths among the younger children 
appeals loudly to the guardians of our Indians. In doing nothing 
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to obviate the preventable causes of death, brings the Department 
within unpleasant nearness to the charge of manslaughter” (p. 77).  
Many years later, Phil Fontaine would make an announcement 
about the abuse he faced in residential school that would openly 
begin the public healing process for residential school survivors.

Concluding Comments

The fundamental question of why the residential schools 
were established may be answered by reviewing the Canadian 
government’s policy towards the Aboriginal peoples. With federal 
emphasis on “saving and civilizing” the Aboriginal population, 
cultural exchange was not a motive for the Canadian government. 
Aboriginal assimilation and cultural genocide were reflected in the 
following policies: The Act to Encourage the Gradual Civilization 
of Indian Tribes (1857), The Indian Act (1876), and The Davin 
Report (1879).  Furthermore, author Agnes Grant (1996) offers: 
“the Residential schools were highly successful in achieving their 
objectives. The expressed purpose from earliest times was to alienate 
children from their parents and their tribal customs and the total 
obliteration of First Nations languages” (p. 84). For generations, 
communications among government representatives, agencies and 
Aboriginal groups consisted of one-sided, oppressive and, at times, 
abusive intentions and results.  Shared by so many and relayed by 
Milloy (1999) are sentiments that describe the effects of the abuse: 
“the schools produced thousands of individuals incapable of leading 
healthy lives or contributing positively to their communities” (p. 
xxvii).

The overwhelming evidence is that the treatment of students 
enrolled in residential schools in the western and prairie provinces 
was consistently poor. The types of abuse were universal in both 
depth and scope across the west and the prairies. Slave labour, 
psychological, emotional, sexual and physical abuse was experienced 
by so many students.  More recently, papal and political apologies 
have been given but for many students and their surviving families, 
the effects of the residential school experience are everlasting. In 
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contrast to the vast amount of negative experiences, there is only 
limited evidence which suggests that some students benefited from 
their time at the residential schools. One student explained: “Look 
at my work! I am a university student and I am doing well. I can do 
this because I went to Residential school.  Write about the successes 
as well as the failures” (as cited in Grant, 1996, p. 22).

The lasting impression gathered from this research has led 
me to acknowledge the collective strength of Aboriginal people 
across Canada who have started the circle of healing in all affected 
families, clans, communities and Nations. Despite the abuse and 
trauma to the human spirit, “[residential school] also provides 
a legacy attesting to the resiliency, courage and strength of First 
Nations people” (Pilon, 2000, p. 9).  During the process of healing, 
one survivor may look to the future, and in so doing, may be able 
to repair some of the effects of the assimilation process, such as the 
loss of traditional teachings and languages. However, this is a long 
and difficult process. As Verna Kirkness, a Cree Professor Emeritus 
at the University of British Columbia, explains, 

We all know the right words; we sound like experts, but 
we fall short when it comes to putting our rhetoric into 
action…we say that culture is language and language is 
culture… yet we continue to teach our language for only 
a few minutes a day in our schools knowing that this 
approach is ineffective (as cited in Friesen & Friesen, 2005, 
p. 29).

In closing, healing, support, and the willingness to learn 
from each other is key to our success as an integrated nation. To 
illustrate the impact that the residential school policy has had on 
Aboriginal people and the need for cultural understanding and 
exchange, a parting thought from Mi’kmaq poet Rita Joe (1996) 
seems appropriate:

I Lost My Talk
I lost my talk.
The talk you took away
When I was a little girl
At Shubenacadie school.
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You snatched it away;
I speak like you
I think like you
I create like you
The scrambled ballad, about my word.

Two ways I talk
Both ways I say,
Your ways is more powerful.

So gently I offer my hand and ask,
Let me find my talk
So I can teach you about me.
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INDIGENOUS EDUCATION:
STEPS TO ACHIEVING AN EDUCATION SYSTEM 

RELEVANT TO INDIGENOUS STUDENTS

Brenda Pangowish

Abstract

This paper examines Aboriginal education in Canada 
beginning with the colonial / assimilative intentions of early policy 
as the basis for the establishment of the Indian Residential School 
System.  First acknowledging the widespread, intergenerational 
harm and devastation that these schools have inflicted upon 
Indigenous peoples, this paper then focuses on the Assembly of 
First Nation’s proposed ‘Indian Control of Indian Education’ 
policy; which, although accepted in principle by the federal 
government in 1972, has not been effectively operationalized 
over time.  The author then goes on to answer the question 
of ‘what Indigenous people want in education’ through the 
articulation of a community/culturally-based school model which 
is: grounded in Indigenous knowledge and ceremonial practice 
and which incorporates provincial curriculum, has a high degree 
of community input and control, and which intentionally seeks to 
decolonize mainstream knowledge and pedagogy.    
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We are slowly going back, even though it may be tomorrow, 
the day after tomorrow, or next year, it does not seem that 
way.  Look after the new generation, so they will know, so 
they too can see the richness of what we let go, what we 
threw away… we are going to have to go home someday 

–  late Dan Pine, Elder of Garden River First Nation

The Elders tell us we must go back to our culture; this has 
been their prophetic words for many years.  It has not been easy to 
fully understand these words, what the intent of the Elder’s words 
were, or even why these words have been said.  A friend once said, 
“the oppressed mind is the strongest tool for the oppressor.”  I 
explained, this was known as ‘colonialism’ in the academia world 
and the buzz word was ‘decolonization.’ Decolonization is what 
the Elders are imploring of our youth today with these very words.  
The decolonization of Indigenous children, their children’s children 
and the generations to come is critical to the preservation of the 
languages, culture and sovereignty of Indigenous people.  In order 
to understand and rightfully honour their ancestors in fulfilling this 
prophecy, the Elders continue to enforce the adage that Indigenous 
people must get back to their traditional ways. By engaging 
and reacquainting with traditional ways of living, Indigenous 
people will begin to remove themselves from the colonial or 
oppressed mind.  This can be achieved through understanding the 
pedagogy of the past, present, and future educational systems of 
Indigenous people.

Overview of education provided to Indigenous people

The manner in which the newly formed government was 
able to achieve such a drastic and deleterious assault on Indigenous 
ways of living was through policies enacted by a government 
premised in good faith for the benefit of the Indigenous people.  
These policies, however, were deceitfully written under paternalistic 
notions of the Canadian government accepting responsibilities of 
its Indigenous people as their ‘wards.’  It is these policies which 
have acted as the foundation of the education of the Indigenous 
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people that have perpetuated the demise of the cultural tradition.  
Plenty was promised to the Indigenous people when approached 
by the Canadian government asking to sign into treaties for the 
purpose of living in harmony, and one such promise emanating 
from the treaties was the education of the Indigenous children.  
Once it became clear to the Canadian government that attempts of 
assimilation of the “Indians” were not working, they turned their 
focus onto the children through the disguise of an education.  It 
was the very essence of traditional ways of living that was sought 
to be destroyed by the Canadian government.  Indigenous people 
were under the impression it was of benefit to have their children 
educated, however, what ensued was surely not what was transpired 
from this arrangement.

The Canadian government took on their responsibility of 
educating Indigenous people as stipulated in their Indian Act, 
which “became the all encompassing mechanism for fulfilling 
Canada’s obligations [including education] in all matters related 
to First Nations people” (Carr-Stewart and Steeves, 2009, p. 
4).  Through this policy, the Canadian government took their 
responsibility to task by deciding that they would ‘civilize’ the 
Indigenous population by way of integrating and assimilating into 
the Western culture and ideology.  In order for this ‘integration’ 
to be effective, the Canadian government affirmed their intent to 
remove the Indigenous children from their homes and bring them 
to the boarding schools that have notoriously become known as the 
‘Residential Schools.’ 

This was the first educational opportunity afforded to 
Indigenous children by the Canadian government.  Of course, 
many parents were pleased to have their children become 
educated in the ‘White man’s way’ for it meant that there would 
be opportunity for parity or level ground in interactions with 
the government and would contribute to further and better 
understanding of one another.  However, what Indigenous parents 
were not aware of and did not expect was the brutality that 
would be enacted upon their children at these schools with the 
deceptive and corruptive genocide-like objectives of assimilating the 
Indigenous people rather than educating them.  
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Residential schools, as set forth by the Canadian government, 
were actively trying to break the bond between family and child 
as they recognized that this was the strongest of tenets to cultural 
survival.  Residential schools were a form of social control forced 
upon the Indigenous people:

When the state decided to get involved in the task of 
“civilizing” the Aboriginal peoples, there was, for the most 
part, no consideration of their cultures as having any 
value; they were rather what needed to be eradicated. The 
major thrust of government endeavour was to make the 
Aboriginal person into a White man.  And “education” – 
Euro-Canadian schooling – was a fundamental means of 
accomplishing this (Ormiston, 2002, p. 4).

As the Canadian policy makers continued their objective 
to exterminate the Indigenous culture, the children were forcibly 
removed from their homes.  The quality of education was grim; the 
students received education that was barely at the “level established 
for Canadian children educated within the provincial school 
systems” (Carr-Stewart, 2006, p. 9).  Students at these schools 
typically only spent half of the day in class while the rest of the 
day was spent conducting manual labour for the maintenance, 
upkeep and daily-functioning of the schools.  Further, the schools 
were severely underfunded and lacked qualified teachers (Carr-
Stewart, 2006, p. 8).  Indigenous children were relentlessly abused 
physically, emotionally, spiritually and mentally. This continues 
to have negative consequential impacts within the Indigenous 
populations today.  

By the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, Indigenous people 
began to speak out in protest about how deplorable the education 
of their children was. Indigenous people demanded control 
over the education of their children.  The National Indian 
Brotherhood, now called the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), 
drafted up a policy paper titled Indian Control over Indian 
Education (ICIE) (1972) and presented it to the Canadian 
government.  The proposed policy was based on two principles, 
“parental responsibility and local control,” (Kirkness, 1999, p. 8) 
and the intent of the policy was to address educational objectives 
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which were more reflective of the traditional values, culture, 
and worldview of Indigenous people.  The response from the 
Canadian government was a supportive one in that they “gave 
official departmental recognition to the policy” (Kirkness, 1999, 
p.8). This was a tremendous victory for Indigenous people, 
however, devolving the process to Indigenous people proved to be 
problematic.

The problems stemmed from the bureaucratic and 
paternalistic arm of the Canadian government, which regulated 
the implementation of the ICIE policy.  Kirkness (1999) succinctly 
explains this when she states:

Sadly, the policy of Indian control of Indian Education has 
not unfolded as was expected.  Two factors have been at play 
which have negatively affected the process.  One was the 
manipulation of Indian Affairs to have us simply administer 
the schools as they had in the past.  The second was our own 
peoples’ insecurity in taking control and failing to design an 
education that would be based on our culture, our way of 
life and most important our world view.  For many of our 
communities  that have taken over their own schools and of 
the educational institutions much time has been lost either 
emulating the federal or public school systems or merely 
band-aiding, adapting, supplementing when they should 
have been creating unique and meaningful education.  At 
the base of this attitude is the difficulty to overcome colonial 
domination (p. 19).

This stance is also backed by the AFN.  In their 2010 
publication, “First Nations Control of First Nations Education: 
It’s Our Vision, It’s Our Time” (FNCFNE), they conclude that 
the federal government did not fully live up to their end of the 
deal in order to ensure a success of the ICIE policy.  The report 
indicates that the government did not support the policy in a 
meaningful manner by underfunding the initiative, by retaining 
authority through delegation and by transference of limited 
administrative control over education by First Nations (AFN, 2010, 
p. 8).  It is important to remember that the ICIE was limited to 
implementation to on-reserve schools. For Indigenous students 
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attending schools off reserve, the intent was to ensure that the 
education received through provincial curriculum would reflect 
cultural relevance in its delivery. Unfortunately, this did not occur 
either. As the AFN (2010) indicates “It is essential that the inherent 
Aboriginal and Treaty rights of First Nations learners to access 
relevant learning be supported and maintained while attending 
non-First Nations schools, as these Rights are portable” (p. 10).

Current situations of Indigenous education are far from what 
was originally envisioned.  Contemporary stories reiterate these 
troublesome issues; there are many news stories with headlines 
stating that Indigenous education is critically underfunded and 
that it is nowhere near parity with provincially-funded education.  
Cindy Blackstock, a member of the Gitskan Nation and co-founder 
of the First Nation Caring Society and the AFN filed a complaint 
with the federal court against Canada citing discrimination 
against First Nations children by failing to “provide equitable and 
culturally based services on-reserve” (FNCFCSC, 2012).  She 
has taken on the insurmountable responsibility of holding the 
federal government responsible for the inequity facing First Nation 
residents. This shows that there is still a strong need and urgency 
for continued advocacy of equitable services provided within First 
Nations, including education.  

What do Indigenous people want in education?

The AFN contends that it wants for the Indigenous people 
of Canada to exercise their right to a culturally relevant education 
steeped in Indigenous worldview, ideology, epistemology, and 
pedagogy.  The AFN’s vision of the ideal First Nation education 
system is stated in the mandate of the FNCFNE report: 

First Nations lifelong learning process of nurturing First 
Nations learners in linguistically and culturally-appropriate holistic 
learning environments that meet the individual and collective 
needs of First Nations and ensures that all First Nations learners 
have the opportunity to achieve their personal aspirations within 
comprehensive lifelong learning systems (AFN, 2010, p. 12).
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Indigenous people wish for the education of their young 
people to come from an Indigenous perspective and epistemology.  
The pedagogical framework must be imbued with Indigenous 
worldviews and beliefs, as this will be the cornerstone of attempts 
to ‘decolonize’ and return to the traditional forms of education.  
The traditional education system that was in place prior to contact 
with the European culture was very complex and balanced with 
nature and community.  Traditional education included storytelling 
that had teachings of “traditional values such as humility, honesty, 
courage, kindness and respect” (Kirkness, 1999, p. 16).  Traditional 
education was also an integral part of the family unit and of the 
community as a whole through observation, independence, and 
responsibilities at a young age.  Throughout the entire traditional 
education process, the youth were instructed through their rites 
of passage and engaged in ceremonies that fostered their roles 
within their families and communities into adulthood.  Traditional 
education was the root of unity for a collective cause for the future 
(Kirkness, 1999).  

The time has come where First Nations people want an 
education true to their history and beliefs.  As Kirkness (1999) 
states: “It is time for us to forget bandaiding; it is time for us to 
forget adapting; it is time for us to forget supplementing; it is 
time for us to forget the so-called standards, all of which have 
restricted our creativity in determining our own master plan” 
(p.18).  Kirkness proposes to do this by not following what was 
instilled by Euro-Canadian academics of the three “r’s”, reading, 
writing and arithmetic, but by returning to the Indigenous three 
“r’s” of “rediscovering (research), respect, and recovering the culture 
and traditions of Our People” (p.20).  This return to traditional 
education with experiential learning as the foundation of this 
educational pedagogy is desperately needed to accurately reflect the 
traditions and culture integrated into the educational curriculum 
(Kirkness, 1999). 

Indigenous people also want their children to become 
educated to deal with the ever evolving and changing society.  It 
was their wish to have their children educated to become better 
prepared for the future while dealing with the new people and 
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their new ways of doing things (Carr-Stewart, 2006).  Through 
the confederation and the treaties the federal government has 
an obligation to fulfill the educational requirement of First 
Nations people while for the rest of Canada it was delegated to 
the provincial authorities (Carr-Stewart, 2006).  This was the 
foundation of inequity for students on reserve and students 
off-reserve premised on the ‘division of powers’ over education.  
While the ICIE policy gave authority for the First Nations people 
to be able to address their educational wants and desires, it was 
ultimately limited and very inequitable in comparison to provincial 
educational systems. Indigenous people simply desire for the “same 
educational opportunities as Canadian students in general” (Carr-
Stewart, p. 11). 

An education system relevant for Indigenous students

There is the responsibility to ensure that Indigenous students, 
whether on-reserve or off-reserve, have the opportunity to access 
their cultural epistemology through curriculum and pedagogy 
offered by the educational system.  This kind of system can be 
achieved through the information found within the ICIE policy.  
Under this impetus, the intent was to give the control back to 
the community with the participation of the parents.  This goal is 
achievable through community-based education.  There are many 
benefits to having an education system built upon community and 
parental input; if people feel that they have a say in what is being 
delivered to their children within the education system, the parents 
and community would be motivated to ensure that something that 
they created would be successful.  However, before one could even 
anticipate such action, parents and community members need to 
understand why they are such an integral part of building their 
children’s educational framework. 

Many parents and community members have either been 
subjected to Residential Schools or the intergenerational effects 
of colonization. The process of assimilation and integration of 
Indigenous people into mainstream society has been so debilitating 
and crippling that it is proving to be a difficult recovery.  Parents 
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and community members are constantly inundated and infused 
with such notions of Eurocentric worldview, culture, and ideology. 
It is understandable that there will be hesitation to undertake the 
large task of reframing the educational curriculum. There are wishes 
in the Indigenous community for their children to receive an equal 
education to the education provided in non-First Nations schools. 
Ms. Blackstock is working hard to achieve this goal and states: “The 
federal government has failed to fully address the inequalities even 
after leading experts, including the Auditor General of Canada, 
have called for action” (Blackstock, 2009, p. 89).  

The fight for equality in education is a priority for 
Indigenous people. A recent article from the Globe and Mail news 
source cites: “There are two stark realities in Canadian education: 
The country’s provincial schools systems rank among the best in 
the world, while reserves struggle with chronic under-funding 
and soaring drop-out rates” (Hammer, 2012).  Ms. Blackstock’s 
fight for the equitable fiduciary responsibility by the government 
of Canada is to ensure that First Nations are given equal benefit 
and advantages as any other school across Canada.  Parents and 
community should begin to understand why it is so important that 
they participate in the creation and building of curriculum.

For those who are living their lives daily by Eurocentric 
values and beliefs, it is understandably hard to fathom why 
Indigenous people would want to return to traditional 
education. The answer is that this form of education is vital for 
the decolonization of Indigenous people.  Decolonization is to 
retrace traditional ideologies and the unconscious ways of being 
or thinking.  It is a way for Indigenous people to return to a 
place where their ancestors had such complex knowledge and 
sophisticated systems that were permeated in Indigenous world 
view, beliefs, and values.  It is to return to a way of thinking 
and seeing the world that occurred pre-contact with European 
people.  However, this does not mean a whole transformation to 
complete living pre-contact; decolonization is intended to be a way 
of merging the new world together with the values and beliefs of 
Indigenous traditional worldview.  The traditional way of life was 
taken away from Indigenous people without their consent and as 
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long as the oppressor continues to oppress the minds of Indigenous 
people, the objectives and goals of sovereignty, including education, 
will be difficult to achieve. 

Once the importance of decolonization is fully understood, 
then the work of bringing together community resources and input 
into the creation and delivery of a culturally relevant education for 
Indigenous children and future generations can truly begin.  The 
development of culturally relevant education is dependent on the 
people within the community, because each community has their 
own distinct values and traditions.  Initiating the creation of such 
a curriculum would entail a community consultation followed 
by community-based research to determine the feasibility and 
best methodology to undergo curriculum development.  Once 
the feasibility has been ascertained, work and input from the 
community to develop policy based on the community’s needs and 
values would be required.  It is vital that this process is truly put 
into the hands of the community and that their voices are heard 
by the educational authority and the community authority such as 
the Chief and Council in order to validate their efforts and hard 
work.  The real test as to whether their work has been validated is 
the actual enactment of the proposed policy that is developed by 
the community.  

There are basic elements that need to be met in order to 
ensure that the educational system that has been developed and is 
culturally relevant while still being intertwined with contemporary 
educational curriculum.  A framework that is constantly striving 
for an intricate and delicate balance between the contemporary 
education model and a traditional cultural education model is 
needed.  This balance would best suit the needs of Indigenous 
students and would require constant reassessment to ensure the 
maintenance of a good, healthy balance of both methods.  

This intermarrying of traditional and contemporary models 
would ensure that traditional knowledge is privileged in relation to 
the academic framework.  The traditional knowledge incorporated 
within the education system would include the stories, legends, 
history, teachings, ceremonies, values, and beliefs of the Indigenous 
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community.  With contemporary education comes the curriculum 
initiated by the provincial governments that is in line with current 
educational standards.  

In order to achieve a balanced educational system that is 
supported by the community, the members must feel welcome and 
pertinent to the system.  This means that it is very important that 
the school maintains an open door policy for the community.  One 
community-based education program was able to do so by opening 
a restaurant within the school which employed some parents and 
allowed others to feel welcome within the school: 

From the start, we had a policy that parents could come 
into the classrooms at anytime, providing the students weren’t 
writing a test or something like that.  That kept the kids on their 
toes and made them feel important.  Then we opened a restaurant 
at the school.  We put in a breakfast program, and had two prices 
at noontime: one for the kids at the school, and one for the 
community.  If a parent came in, I’d arrange for them to stay for 
lunch for free because I wanted them to feel comfortable and to 
know that their opinion counted.  Being able to eat there made 
them feel a lot more at home (Knockwood, 2003, p. 195). 

This type of setting not only helps the parents and 
community feel as if they are a part of the school, but it also is a 
motivating force for positive behaviour. The students recognize 
that their parents, or other family or community members can 
come walking the through the doors at any given time, and positive 
behaviour is exemplified.  

Community-based education requires not only the support 
of the community, but also the support of the administration and 
staff of the school.  Ensuring that the philosophy of the teachers 
and administrators match the community’s goals and objectives 
for the school is vital. The community must be part of the teacher 
selection process to ensure the integrity of their efforts and to 
ensure that the teachers are capable of incorporating their traditions 
and culture back into the curriculum.  In the case of the Indian 
Brook First Nation School, it was imperative to include the parents 
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and community members in every aspect of the school, which really 
enforced their involvement in the school and reaffirmed the pledge 
to “local control” as stated in the ICIE policy initiative.  Another 
aspect to ensuring a successful community controlled education is 
to ensure that the administrators have some very distinct qualities 
including the ability to work with a diversity of people while really 
validating their many opinions, caring and making others feel 
comfortable and at ease. They must be problem solvers and be 
passionate about the resurgence of traditional knowledge.  If an 
education administrator lacks any of the aforementioned qualities 
the success of a community-based education may be hindered.  

In addition to the duties of the community and 
administrators, there would need to be continuous re-evaluations 
and reassessment of the education system.  Many new teachers may 
be unprepared to work with such a community driven education 
project, which can sway the community-based education in the 
direction of a provincial curriculum which they are more familiar 
and comfortable with.  One way to avoid this issue would be 
either to continuously have evaluations and assessments of the 
staff and their commitment and motivation to working within 
the boundaries and guidelines of the school. Another way comes 
from more of a collective stance of Indigenous communities across 
Canada: requesting a teacher training program to better prepare 
teachers for diverse education programs such as community-based 
Indigenous education.  “For many of our communities that have 
taken over their own schools and other educational institutions, 
much time has been lost either emulating the federal or public 
school systems”(Kirkness, 1999, p. 11). Re-evaluations of existing 
community education initiatives and specialized teacher training 
programs may be useful in improving this situation. 

For Indigenous students’ off-reserve in provincial schools, 
there is a need for a grassroots level of advocating for culturally 
relevant education for children within public and/or private 
schools. Bridging and building relationships with parents and 
community could include the involvement of Elders and the 
creation of liaison partnerships Indigenous agencies. These 
organizations can make it part of their mandate to assist in ensuring 
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a healthy balance of the two models of traditional education and 
contemporary education within the schools.  As stated by the AFN 
(2010):

Provincial and territorial education systems must be 
accountable to First Nations governments, education 
authorities, parents, and caregivers for the learning outcomes 
of all First Nations learners attending their institutions.  
They also have a responsibility to provide quality, culturally-
relevant learning opportunities for all First Nations learners 
enrolled in their learning institutions (p. 10).  

Ultimately, the education of Indigenous students should 
include the epistemology of the Indigenous worldview and 
ideology.  Corbiere (2000), of the Ojibwe Cultural Foundation in 
M’Chigeeng, Ontario stated:

 Arguably, earning a living in modern society requires 
transactions with society at large, and thus some English 
proficiency is necessary.  In essence, then, we First Nations 
people want our languages and cultures to flourish, but 
we also want to participate in the economy which means 
speaking English,…, However recent research has indicated 
that a well-planned and well-executed bilingual education 
can enable these two types of competing goals to be more 
compatible (p. 113).  

The program itself should entail a holistic approach and 
should incorporate the intellect, spirituality, and the mental and 
physical being of each child in order to develop self esteem and 
positive self-image.  The best way to attain this holistic educational 
approach is through the mother tongue of the Indigenous group 
(Corbiere, 2000).  As Corbiere (2000) states: 

A Nishnaabe-based curriculum seeks to widen and 
strengthen the knowledge and traditions of Nishnaabe (or 
any First Nations) people by providing the young with an 
education that affirms and is congruent with the world view, 
belief and tradition of our ancestors (p. 116).

Three major aspects of traditional knowledge should be 
utilized within these educational frameworks: “the land, the stories 
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and the Elders” (Corbiere, 2000, p. 116).  These can be viewed as 
the tenets or a guide to a successful, culturally relevant education 
framework. Since the community would be responsible for the 
creation of the community-based school, the culturally relevant 
information would be reflective of that community’s own teachings 
and philosophies.  

There are many steps that must take place before a 
successful community-based school can be achieved.  Firstly, 
the community must recognize and accept that colonialism and 
oppression has occurred and a loss in their traditional ideology 
has resulted. They must be willing to work on decolonization 
and to honour their ancestors by searching for their traditions, 
culture, and language.  Another major part of the battle to 
achieving appropriate Indigenous education lies in negotiating 
with the federal government in a fair and just manner for the 
current and future generations of Indigenous people. A strong 
school administration must be willing and able to emphatically 
accommodate the unique needs and must be creative in order to 
successfully oversee such a project.  It is crucial that the community 
is involved with the education framework right from inception and 
that this involvement is maintained throughout the duration of the 
project.  It is the voice of Indigenous people of the past, present 
and future that will ensure the success of an ‘Indian controlled 
Indian education:’ “In order to effect cultural survival, First Nations 
epistemology must be reembedded and re-membered in First 
Nations education” (Corbiere, 2000, p. 118).

The wise words of the Elders have been and continue to 
say that we must return to our traditions. Unfortunately, these 
words have been muffled by the gregarious noise of colonialism, 
assimilation and oppression.  The Elders will not forget and will 
continue to remind Indigenous people of their journey home. 
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FREEDOM OF KNOWLEDGE: 
WHY THE INCORPORATION OF ABORIGINAL 

PERSPECTIVES IN CANADIAN EDUCATION 
SYSTEMS IS VITAL

Annette Laprise

Abstract

Based upon the Anishnaabe concept of debwewin in 
conversation with John Stuart Mill’s understanding of social 
freedom and equality, this paper explores the importance of 
diversity in perspective and experiential truths towards the 
development of inclusive and vibrant societies. It outlines how 
certain truths concerning Aboriginal people in Canada have 
been suppressed over the years and how this silencing has had a 
detrimental impact not only on Aboriginal people, but also on 
Canadian society as a whole.  It argues that the process of silencing 
Aboriginal voices in the mainstream education system thwarts 
the potential for Canadian society to benefit from Indigenous 
knowledge.  It is therefore suggested that incorporating Indigenous 
knowledge into the education system would not only provide the 
opportunity for a more diverse and thorough knowledge base, but 
would also create an environment that is better for students and for 
society as a whole.
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Philosophers of all eras have approached issues according to 
their principled beliefs.  John Stuart Mill (2006) is no exception as 
he discusses that penalties of opinion are a form of psychological 
coercion, resulting from knowledge being withheld from those who 
have the right to gain from the information.  Mill was an advocate 
in the promotion of certain liberties for people, and believed that 
people generally welcome “experiments in living” (p. xxix).  Mill 
defines people as progressive beings who hold genuine interest in 
experimenting, thus learning from various events of daily living.  
Events of daily living include communication and exchanges which 
hold the potential to provide knowledge. In turn, once freedom of 
speech has been liberated, these events could halt the occurrences of 
penalties of opinion.

Morality can be defined as a set of rules which aim to 
maximize human happiness.  Freedom of speech is included in 
these rules; there is no valid reason why anyone could stifle what 
someone else has to say based on this premise of protected speech.  
According to Mills (2006), evidence of damage or harm to others 
can be demonstrated if there is a imposed restriction on someone’s 
speech.  In other words, discourse exchange, whether in the written 
format or otherwise, does not justify the need to impose silence. 
Much knowledge can be gained from the opinions, the learned 
experiences, the experiments in living, and from the thoughts and 
ideas of others.  The Anishnaabe concept of debwewin parallels this 
approach to the valuing and respecting of divergent knowledge as 
it suggests the possibility and acceptance of many divergent, co-
existent, and subjective truths in spite of possible contradictions.    

However, along with the freedom of speech comes the liberty 
to pursue a singular understanding of absolute truth through the 
contradiction of the claims of others as well as the freedom to 
defend one’s own opinions and learned experiences.  Through the 
contradiction, the opinion; which is attempted to be disregarded, 
is denied its truth. But this choice of non-acceptance of an opinion 
does not erase the experiential, subjective truth or debwewin of the 
person who initially expressed the opinion; it is merely an action to 
suppress it. 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   125

It is in this way that certain truths in regards to historical 
accounts concerning the Aboriginal peoples of Canada have been 
suppressed.  For example, the omission of the factual happenings 
as they relate to the history of Aboriginal peoples continues. To 
this day, some school systems continue to omit the teachings of 
Canadian history from an Aboriginal perspective within their 
lessons. Unresolved political accounts which are rooted in historical 
events are hushed and silenced within the current lessons, as are 
events which are born of modern times. The relationship between 
learning and teaching is disconnected.  The school system, in its 
entirety within a nation, is the best positioned venue to successfully 
reach the masses.  It has the ability to deliver teachings to most 
individuals, but along with this, it also holds the ability to withhold 
information from that same population.

It is suggested that as a result of this omission in the school 
systems, other areas of daily living have also been affected for all 
people.  A person’s environment is clearly impacted by a lack of 
factual communications within a society.  The suppression of 
information of any quantity limits and encloses knowledge which 
a population could otherwise benefit from.  This same knowledge 
holds the potential for diversities within a population to understand 
other worldviews.  In essence, the action of withholding relevant 
information, whether historical or current, regardless of quantity, 
suppresses certain freedoms in people.  Those are the same liberties 
John Stuart Mill discussed in 1869.

Other sources of potential knowledge have also been the 
target of suppression, creating a disconnection in the network of 
cultural communal knowledge.  Several tactics have been employed 
over time to cease the communication amongst the different 
groups of people.  Oppressive methods such as residential schools 
come to mind; these schools served as the means to withhold all 
traces of cultural, including all of the knowledge contained within 
Aboriginal cultures.

Some of John Stuart Mill’s philosophical principles were 
founded on the belief that daily living provides a wealth of 
knowledge for everyone.  Family and community systems provide 
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every member with opportunities to learn from others.  Parents, 
communities and all the relations are encompassed within these 
unit systems. Lessons from others speak of the strengths, truths and 
wisdom held in the affairs of daily living, and is the result of such 
family and community systems.  Many opportunities to learn are 
thus centred on the liberties of speech within a society.   

The potential for the general society to gain from the 
experiments of life in the Aboriginal population is thwarted by the 
process of suppressing information.  This restriction to learning 
can be likened to a maze with a single opening that also serves 
as an exit; the journey can be long and frequent, but will lead a 
population back to the same point of departure every time.  Thus 
the gain of new knowledge is very limited.  In order to create 
an improved flow of information and knowledge, people must 
continue to press for new passages and doorways. This attainment 
of knowledge can occur and be accessible in the education system 
only when the freedom of speech is liberated and dutifully 
followed. This is because words represent power and the creation of 
more passages and doorways in this maze of information. Silence 
is also a form of power, albeit in a negative manner; withholding 
relevant knowledge from a population, which has been occurring 
in the education system for some time, is a representation of this 
unconstructive silence.

As a means of augmenting the knowledge accessible in 
society, the education system should facilitate the delivery of 
relevant teachings based on Aboriginal content within their current 
curriculum.  As part of their present delivery of religious teachings, 
some school boards in Ontario offer a component in addition to 
their Christian curriculum which teaches a pre-determined lesson 
plan on world religions.  Within this component are Aboriginal 
aspects of spirituality; however, the devoted time allotted for this 
equates to only 80 minutes two times throughout the four years of 
secondary school education.  It seems inadequate that centuries of 
Aboriginal knowledge and history would be limited to an average of 
only 13.3 minutes per school year over the twelve years a child is in 
the education system.
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For the moment, let us conceptualize an academic system 
which contains all of the current matters present in the curriculum, 
interwoven with Indigenous knowledge. The art of weaving consists 
of strands of thread which run parallel to each other for the width 
of the project.  For the purpose of visual understanding, let us 
assume this project is a blanket.  Using an academic perspective, 
visualize parallel and longitudinal threads, which are known as 
the warp, as scholastic subject matters, including political science, 
mathematics, language, religion or spirituality, and all other topics 
which form part of the present curriculum. These warp matters 
are then woven at a right angle with Indigenous knowledge.  The 
first weft strand begins over the first warp thread, then under the 
second thread; the over-and-under pattern continues until all of the 
warp threads have been included.  This process of weaving creates 
the sturdiness and durability required for a blanket of good quality. 
The pattern ensures that gaps are avoided. In essence, the process of 
weaving is a holistic and all-inclusive method of fabrication.  This is 
much like the education system incorporates Aboriginal knowledge 
as suggested herein. The Aboriginal knowledge in the weft strands 
are of the same nature as the current academic matters in the warp 
strands. All all topics of the universe have a relevant teaching of 
Aboriginal nature; not one current academic matter escapes this 
relational counterpart. For example, the political science teaching 
in a western perspective has an equal Indigenous counterpart. Both 
the warp and weft academic matters are equally relevant, factual, 
and truthful.  Although the blanket can be woven from a singularly 
Western paradigm or solely from Indigenous knowledge, this 
limits the knowledge gained by the learners.  Both paradigms are 
comprised of an abundance of teachings in a variety of topics that 
can be and have been constructed independent of each other, but 
two or more worldviews can be woven together in order to augment 
the knowledge contained in the academic plan. 

It is suggested that the process of incorporating both 
paradigms into the education system, would create a final product 
that is better for the student and for society as a whole. The process 
of weaving Indigenous knowledge within academia would provide 
the opportunity for a more thorough knowledge base. Aboriginal 
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teachings suitable for all ages and abilities have always been in 
existence but have been suppressed from the minds of Western 
society.  These teachings target the entirety of the self; the physical, 
mental, emotional and spiritual aspects within each individual are 
recognized as important. Aboriginal knowledge includes teachings 
for people impaired or limited in one or some aspects in order to 
assist in the realization of holism. The teachings incorporate the 
learning opportunities of others, which become useful to assist 
those in need; in the Aboriginal perspective, we can teach and learn 
from everyone, young or old.

Aboriginal teachings could be woven into the school system 
according to the age group and capacities.  Words and numbers, 
salutations, personal introductions, and place of origin could form 
part of the lesson plan for young children.  These could be built 
upon as the students mature and progress.  Other teachings from 
the Seven Grandfather teachings could be incorporated as part of 
religion and spirituality.  The potential benefits could be evidenced 
as a sense of appreciation and inclusiveness of other worldviews as a 
starting point.

In the 1800’s, John Stuart Mill advocated that knowledge 
creates freedom.  Current affairs which implicate and incorporate 
Aboriginal populations could be taught within the classroom in 
secondary schools, as part of many courses which form the current 
curriculum, including, but not limited to, civics, law, history, 
geography, and environmental studies. The French, English, Public, 
Catholic, private, and all other school systems would reap the 
benefits of incorporating the warp and the weft of issues within 
their society into their curriculum.  

There is also the probability that a greater number of students 
would choose electives within Indigenous studies during post-
secondary studies if they already possessed some familiarity of that 
worldview from a woven education model in their earlier years. The 
elements of fear of the unknown and ignorance of protocols would 
have already been removed , and  they would have already gained 
from basic teachings and foundational principles of Aboriginal 
knowledge during their earlier education.
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John Stuart Mill’s opinion is undeniable; penalties of opinion 
are the result of information and knowledge withheld from the 
nation.  The informed population that would result from a holistic 
and inclusive education system could evolve into future generations 
of scholars and workers in a myriad of industries who are capable of 
working together and expediting the processes of treaty settlements, 
medical breakthroughs, legal issues and so much more.  From 
the actions of weaving Indigenous knowledge into the realm of 
academia, a population that is informed in a holistic manner from a 
young age would ensue and could work together in order to benefit 
all of society. 

Freedom for the people would also result.  From an expanded 
knowledge, liberties would be created by finding solutions, 
questioning the current systems within society, and promoting 
change for a nation.  The freedom to make informed choices, to 
challenge injustices and opinions, and to promote certain reforms 
would be created and solidified.

Incorporating Aboriginal knowledge into lessons for only 
13.3 minutes per day, regardless of the classroom content it is 
delivered from, may make a major improvement. 13.3 minutes 
for 5 days a week for 10 months over a 12 year span amounts to 
7980 minutes of Aboriginal knowledge—133 hours of information 
that children would not otherwise receive. This would be a major 
improvement from the current 13.3 minutes per academic year that 
some schools are currently offering.

John Ralston Saul (2008) exemplifies these restrictions by 
insisting that obsessions to remove minorities and their ideas and 
languages is a linear approach which is inconsistent with what the 
country of Canada is portraying to the world and what it strives 
to achieve as a nation.  This current linear approach works in 
opposition to a school system which is inclusive of two or more 
worldviews. These limits imposed in the delivery of relevant affairs 
within the school system as well as in the media contradict the 
freedom to act and experiment with life—both of which would 
allow individuals to grow and learn. Saul further discusses that 
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social disorganization would result (or would continue to exist) if 
the nation of Canada continues to disregard the truths of targeted 
peoples and groups.  This denial of truths does not mean that the 
truths of the groups are invalid, but rather that they are merely 
suppressed as a result of the imposition of dominant thought.

It would seem a productive alternative for students of all 
ages to experience the evolution or the progression of particular 
matters from various perspectives, rather than those only from the 
dominant view.  Such a process holds the potential to expand the 
thinking and questioning abilities of students, whereas the silencing 
of different perspectives simply creates comfort in the dominant 
view and fear in questioning the unknown and unfamiliar 
(Alfred, 2005). 

Wayne Warry (2007) discusses that Canadians are 
unknowingly ignorant of Aboriginal cultures. A lack of knowledge 
is the result of the imposed silence upon the nation.  It is the 
result of scholastic and societal matters which are consistently 
silenced within the learning systems.  According to Warry (2007), 
Aboriginal voices are so often excluded from various media 
opinions—it is as if the issues are completely invisible.

Evidently, our education systems need to be redefined.  The 
aim of teaching should be to expand the learning potential within 
each individual. The freedom accorded to people also determines 
the extent of their learning potential.  Freedom of speech provides 
individuals with a number of tools to expand the learning fields. 
The suppression of Aboriginal knowledge has withheld this freedom 
from Canadians. The relationship between teaching and learning 
must be restored; ensuring to incorporate the various perspectives 
on historical and current events would accomplish this, and would 
in turn promote the process of making informed decisions and 
choices.  
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BIMAADIZIWIN: LA SPIRITUALITE 
QUOTIDIENNE, LES EXAMPLES DE 

PRACTIQUE DE JOUR PAR JOUR

Mélanie Smits

Résumé

D’un point de vue en Sciences religieuses, ce texte est une 
revue générale des thèmes dans les spiritualités amérindiennes 
dans l’Amérique du Nord.  On ne pourra jamais découvrir tous les 
concepts de la spiritualité amérindienne, mais ce travail analysera 
certains aspects, et sera divisé comme suit: les traditions avant et 
après contact, les histoires et prophéties, le sacré, les cérémonies 
et les symboles.  La première partie explique que les Amérindiens 
ont vécu un nouveau monde religieux à cause du contact et de la 
colonisation.  En second lieu, j’explorerai les histoires et prophéties 
qui expliquent les origines de divers peuples amérindiens.  
Troisièmement, j’aborderai la question du sacré.  Par la suite, 
certaines cérémonies seront expliquées en détails.  En dernier lieu, 
les symboles seront analysés.  Le terme « aborigène » inclut les 
Premières Nations, les Inuits et les Métis.  Malgré ce fait, on oublie 
souvent les Métis. Ainsi, ce texte fera de son mieux pour explorer 
aussi un peu le point de vue spirituel des Métis, malgré le manque 
de recherches à ce sujet et du fait qu’il y ait beaucoup moins 
de ressources d’appui, comparées aux documents des Premières 
Nations et des Inuits.  
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La spiritualité amérindienne n’est pas pratiquée une fois par 
semaine, sous un toit, à genoux et en n’utilisant que sa bouche 
et ses mains.  Elle est pratiquée avant même que nous soyons 
nés, jusqu’après notre mort, chaque jour, partout et avec tout 
notre corps.  Dès que le foetus est conçu, sa vie spirituelle débute 
et lorsqu’une personne meurt, son esprit est toujours dans les 
alentours.  Ceux qui pratiquent la spiritualité amérindienne ne vont 
pas à « leur messe » une fois par semaine, mais chaque jour.  

Il n’y a pas de terme pour « religion » dans les langues 
amérindiennes.  Les autochtones préfèrent plutôt définir leurs 
croyances avec le terme « bimaadiziwin », qui veut dire « vivre 
une bonne vie ».  Leur « religion » est donc associée à la santé et 
au bien-être, et l’on ne peut pas boire de l’alcool ni consommer 
des drogues.  Ils croient au « grand mystère » et d’ailleurs ils n’ont 
pas besoin de religion pour expliquer l’inconnu.  Pour eux, le mot 
« vie » est ce que la religion signifie, car toute vie est sacrée.  Pour 
les Amérindiens traditionalistes, la religion est un mode de vie et 
accorde une grande valeur à la découverte de la vérité dans cette vie, 
même si leur philosophie est que tout ne peut être connu. 

Le terme « aborigène » inclut les Premières Nations, les Inuits 
et les Métis.  Malgré ce fait, on oublie souvent les Métis. Ainsi, ce 
texte fera de son mieux pour explorer aussi un peu le point de vue 
spirituel des Métis, malgré le manque de recherches à ce sujet et du 
fait qu’il y ait beaucoup moins de ressources d’appui, comparées 
aux documents des Premières Nations et des Inuits.  

Comme nous le savons, l’humanité dépend de la nature 
pour survivre.  Pour cette raison, la spiritualité amérindienne 
est inséparable de la nature.  On vénère la nature, on lui donne 
des offrandes et on doit coexister avec elle.  On ne pourra jamais 
découvrir tous les concepts de la spiritualité amérindienne, mais 
ce travail analysera certains aspects, et sera divisé comme suit: les 
traditions avant et après contact, les histoires et prophéties, le sacré, 
les cérémonies et les symboles.  

La première partie explique que les Amérindiens ont vécu un 
nouveau monde religieux à cause du contact et de la colonisation.  
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Ceci veut dire que des changements ont dû survenir et c’est difficile 
de savoir exactement comment la vie autochtone était avant le 
contact avec les Européens puisque pour la société dominante, 
une histoire orale n’est pas suffisante sans preuves écrites. On verra 
ici une comparaison entre l’histoire orale à laquelle croient les 
Amérindiens et l’histoire contemporaine.  

En second lieu, j’explorerai les histoires et prophéties qui 
expliquent les origines de divers peuples amérindiens.  Ces histoires, 
mythes, prophéties, sont intimement reliés à la spiritualité, car ils 
expliquent d’où viennent ces peuples, leur passé, et où ils vont, leur 
futur.  Il est important de noter que ces histoires et prophéties sont 
pour les Amérindiens des vérités et non pas des récits fictifs.  Ces 
faits ont été préservés à travers les traditions orales des Amérindiens 
caractérisées par les valeurs de patience et d’écoute. 

Troisièmement, j’aborderai la question du sacré.  À travers 
l’Amérique du Nord, les peuples autochtones ont certaines herbes 
médicinales sacrées et certains objets sacrés en commun, mais 
ils en ont aussi qui les différencient.  C’est dans cette partie que 
l’importance de la nature est vraiment soulignée ainsi que la 
préoccupation des Amérindiens pour la protection et le bien-être 
de leur mère, la terre.  Certaines choses sacrées dont nous parlerons 
sont des éléments provenant de la nature.  On explorera également 
les rôles sacrés, les termes sacrés et les lieux sacrés.

Par la suite, certaines cérémonies seront expliquées en 
détails.  Cependant, il est important de savoir que les cérémonies 
ne peuvent jamais être complètement comprises par ceux qui 
n’ont jamais participé. Aujourd’hui, certains peuples autochtones 
pratiquent leurs cérémonies malgré que plusieurs d’entre elles aient 
été presque perdues à cause du fait qu’elles ont été illégales pendant 
longtemps.  Certaines cérémonies sont communes à différentes 
nations, avec quelques petites différences, et plusieurs sont propres 
aux différents peuples.

En dernier lieu, les symboles seront analysés.  De nouveau, les 
différences entre les diverses nations autochtones, elles ont aussi des 
ressemblances fondamentales.  Ainsi, certains symboles ou concepts 
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tels que la roue médicinale, les enseignements du cercle, le chiffre 
quatre, les ancêtres et les animaux, sont universels au « panindiens ».  

 Les traditions avant et après contact 

Les Amérindiens ont vécu un nouveau monde religieux à 
cause du contact avec les Européens et de la colonisation.  Ceci 
veut dire que des changements ont dû survenir et ils ne pouvaient 
pas rester dans le passé.  Le « vieux monde » a été changé et on ne 
peut pas comprendre les traditions avant le contact européen. Les 
Amérindiens sont entrés dans cette expérience de nouveau monde 
religieux.  Ils ont dû s’ajuster et s’adapter à d’un nouvelles valeurs 
religieuses. Un exemple de cette situation est que les quatre couleurs 
de la roue médicinale représentent les quatre couleurs des races, 
c’est-à-dire jaune, rouge, noir, blanc.

Il est difficile de savoir exactement comment la vie 
autochtone était avant le contact puisque pour la société 
dominante, une histoire orale n’est pas suffisante sans preuve 
écrite.  Ceci est problématique.  Ce n’est pas parce qu’une chose 
n’a pas été écrite que cela veut dire qu’elle n’a pas existé.  Lorsque 
les colonisateurs sont venus au 17e siècle, on ne peut pas croire que 
les shamans ont partagé tous leurs secrets avec les prêtres jésuites.  
Nous étudions seulement les effets après le contact, et ceci n’est 
pas aussi pur que nous l’imaginons. Donc, l’histoire que nous ne 
connaissons est partielle.  Cependant, on peut deviner l’impact de 
la colonisation avec l’émergence de l’État, les Amérindiens n’ayant 
pas toujours eu des « pays », des gouvernements, une perspective 
globale… La culture occidentale a évolué et a provoqué des 
changements dans l’environnement même des Amérindiens.  La 
révolution technologique a  pris le contrôle de la terre pour des 
raisons économiques et ceci a divisé ceux qui vivaient en harmonie 
avec la terre et ceux qui vivaient autrement.  Cet impact de la 
colonisation a changé toute la manière de vivre des Amérindiens 
qui, auparavant, considérait que la terre était sacrée.  

La colonisation a eu d’autres impacts à travers les églises, 
les écoles résidentielles qui ont changé beaucoup de choses pour 
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les Amérindiens. Les communautés ont dû se soumettre à l’Église 
elle-même, et la Bible a même été traduite dans certaines langues.  
Les chansons pour les animaux ont été qualifiées de diaboliques.  
Les rites spirituels étaient illégaux.  Il y a eu la conversion des aînés, 
qui ont perdu leur influence et n’étaient plus écoutés. En général, 
il s’agissait d’un énorme changement des styles de vie.  Beaucoup 
sont ignorants et pensent qu’ils savent ce que les Amérindiens ont 
vécu.  Mais si une personne n’a jamais eu l’expérience de ce genre 
de bouleversements, comment peut-elle réellement comprendre les 
effets sur le peuple qui les a subis?

Dans le livre de Joseph Epes Brown, intitulé L’héritage spirituel 
des Indiens d’Amérique, le second chapitre présente un échantillon de 
thèmes religieux des tribus de la région des Plaines.  Dans ce chapitre, 
l’auteur décrit en détail les événements historiques auxquels les 
Amérindiens de l’Amérique du Nord ont dû faire face depuis l’arrivée 
des colonisateurs.  Il souligne les dommages que la colonisation a 
causé : « En ignorant, et même en reniant l’héritage spirituel qu’ils 
nous ont laissé, nous avons contribué à leur appauvrissement, tout en 
nous privant de la possibilité d’un enrichissement dont nous avons 
désespérément besoin »3. L’auteur parle même de sa propre civilisation 
qui a perdu ses valeurs à travers la colonisation des « Indiens », décrits 
comme des « sauvages sans âmes ».  Miraculeusement, il reste encore 
aujourd’hui ceux qui ont survécu aux forces de la colonisation et qui 
adhèrent encore à certaines des croyances de leurs ancêtres. Brown 
parle de ses expériences personnelles avec le chef spirituel amérindien 
Élan Noir qui explique sa religion et ses traditions. Au début, 
l’anthropologue blanc n’y comprenait rien.  Tout ce qu’Élan Noir lui 
disait était relié aux animaux, tout ce qui fait partie de la nature étant 
au cœur de cette spiritualité. Finalement, Brown a compris qu’il lui 
expliquait sa religion. L’auteur parle aussi de la mentalité unique des 
croyances spirituelles des Amérindiens lorsqu’il explique que « pour 
eux le respect de la nature et de la vie se trouve au cœur même de leur 
religion : chaque forme du monde environnant porte en elle tellement 
de signification et de valeurs que, considérées tout ensemble, 

3 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, Le 
Mail, 1990, p. 51
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elles constituent ce que l’on pourrait appeler leur doctrine »4. Sa 
compréhension est évidemment redevable au chef spirituel Élan 
Noir, qui lui a tout enseigné et l’auteur fait constamment référence à 
son maître.  

Martin explique que la colonisation a précipité les 
Amérindiens dans ce nouveau monde religieux dans la citation 
anglophone qui suit. « Colonialism may have pushed, but even more 
important, the sacred pulled Native American peoples into a new 
religious world. »5 Il fait un lien entre la politique et la religion.  La 
colonisation a forcé les Amérindiens à apporter des changements 
dans leurs religions et leurs cérémonies.  Différentes tribus ont 
dû fusionner leurs traditions afin de préserver leur religion.  En 
regroupant plusieurs traditions, ces tribus sont devenues plus fortes 
pour lutter contre le christianisme et ceux qui ont essayé d’abolir 
leur culture.  Donc de ce point de vue, ce n’est pas un nouveau 
monde religieux qui a vu le jour puisque les Amérindiens tiennent 
encore aux choses sacrées du passé.  

Achiel Peelman explore ceux qui ont été totalement assimilés 
religieusement dans son livre intitulé « Le Christ est Amérindien ».  
Il explore une vue d’ensemble des cultures amérindiennes en 
expliquant aussi leur rencontre avec le christianisme.  Ici, on ne 
parle pas de l’histoire brutale de l’Église missionnaire, mais de 
l’accueil de l’évangile dans ce contexte historique. L’auteur présente 
un bref aperçu de l’entreprise missionnaire en commençant avec 
l’arrivée de Christophe Colomb.  Cependant, il insiste surtout sur 
la vitalité extraordinaire de l’expérience religieuse amérindienne.  
« L’univers spirituel des Amérindiens a résisté au formidable choc de 
la civilisation occidentale et du christianisme, même si cette mission 
s’est effectuée avec beaucoup d’agressivité culturelle. »6  Il s’agit 
donc d’une véritable renaissance culturelle puisqu’avant les années 
1980, on croyait réellement que les peuples amérindiens étaient en 

4 Ibid, p. 62
5 MARTIN, Joel. « Before and Beyond the Sioux Ghost Dance : Native American 
Prophetic Movements and the Study of Religion.» Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, Vol. 59, No. 4, Winter, 1999, p. 688
6 PEELMAN Achiel, Le Christ est amérindien, Montréal, Novalis, 1992, p. 20
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voie de disparition.  Ensuite, l’auteur explique le nouveau concept 
théologique d’inculturation qui est une approche nouvelle de 
l’évangélisation.  Cette nouvelle vision adapte le message chrétien à 
chaque culture en pratiquant une théologie accommodant différents 
groupes ethniques.  Cette expérience est nommée « théologie locale ». 

Peelman cite le pape Jean-Paul II qui, lors de sa visite en 
Ontario en 1984 déclara: 

« Il ne saurait être question d’affaiblir la Parole de Dieu 
ou de dépouiller la Croix de sa puissance, mais, bien au 
contraire, de placer le Christ au centre même de toute 
culture.  Dès lors, non seulement le christianisme est-il 
valable pour les peuples indiens, mais le Christ, par les 
membres de son Corps, est lui-même indien. »7  

L’auteur s’appuie sur des témoignages d’Amérindiens qui 
expliquent leur vision actuelle du Christ.  Ces données ont été 
recueillies par entrevues après 1982 à travers diverses nations 
amérindiennes au Canada.  Cette présentation tient compte des 
traits uniques de la théologie amérindienne, comme l’oralité.  
« La théologie amérindienne demeure donc largement une affaire 
d’expériences vécues dans le contexte immédiat de la tribu, du clan 
ou de la famille étendue, dont le contenu est rarement couché sur 
papier. »8  L’auteur souligne également le fait que diverses nations 
amérindiennes ont rapproché leurs cultures et croyances pour 
créer une spiritualité panindienne qui se répand très vite à travers 
l’Amérique du Nord.  L’arrivée du christianisme sur le territoire 
canadien a eu une approche totalement différente de celle du Pape 
en 1984.  Selon Peelman, l’invitation du Pape aux Amérindiens 
est vraiment une nouvelle et meilleure façon de convertir qui met 
fin aux méthodes de conversion forcée du passé.  Au lieu d’essayer 
d’effacer la culture amérindienne, l’Église change sa méthode 
d’évangélisation et respecte la culture des peuples amérindiens.

7 Ibid, p. 9
8 PEELMAN Achiel, Le Christ est amérindien, Montréal, Novalis, 1992, p. 15
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Beaucoup d’Amérindiens croient au message chrétien et à 
leurs traditions amérindiennes.  Parmi eux, on peut distinguer trois 
types: ceux qui tiennent fortement à leurs croyances anciennes, ceux 
qui incorporent le christianisme à leur spiritualité traditionnelle et 
ceux qui ignorent leurs racines spirituelles et se dévouent entièrement 
au christianisme.  De nos jours, plusieurs Amérindiens cherchent à 
retrouver leurs racines et leur spiritualité originelle.  Nous voyons les 
jeunes qui commencent à revenir aux traditions anciennes.  

Dans le livre de Brown déjà cité, un chapitre porte sur 
le renouveau des pratiques traditionnelles des Amérindiens 
d’Amérique du Nord qui se heurte à un obstacle majeur : notre 
société devient de moins en moins religieuse.  Cependant, 
en Amérique du Nord, il y a un grand intérêt pour l’héritage 
amérindien.  Brown explique qu’« Ainsi, les Indiens comme les non 
Indiens sont en quête de leurs racines et de leurs héritages oubliés, 
considérant de plus en plus qu’ils sont essentiels aujourd’hui 
pour réorienter notre culture et notre façon de vivre vers des 
valeurs exprimant la vraie nature humaine »9.  Dans ce chapitre, 
l’auteur invite des Amérindiens à parler pour enseigner ce qu’ils 
savent de leurs valeurs.  Leur survie ne dépend plus de l’effort de 
maintenir des traditions secrètes.  L’auteur explique davantage le 
« renouveau » : « Une partie du renouveau actuel représente donc 
simplement leur volonté de donner un meilleur éclairage sur leurs 
rites et croyances sacrées, lesquels ont été maintenues cachés au 
regard de ce monde matériellement dominant résolu à détruire 
ces traditions »10.  Ce combat contre l’assimilation continue 
aujourd’hui, et la revitalisation des langues et des traditions 
autochtones prouve que la lutte n’est pas perdue.  

Comme nous le voyons à travers plusieurs auteurs, il y a 
des aspects de la colonisation qui affectent les Amérindiens encore 
aujourd’hui.  Brown explique bien la situation à laquelle plusieurs 
tribus autochtones font face encore. « En effet, le problème 

9 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, Le 
Mail, 1990, p. 75
10 Ibid, p.76
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majeur auquel sont aujourd’hui confrontées les tribus concerne la 
restauration et la revitalisation des traditions oubliées ou négligées, 
et la prise en main de leurs systèmes pédagogiques afin de pouvoir 
répondre à leurs propres besoins culturels. »11  

Histoires et prophéties

Les légendes traditionnelles expliquent la spiritualité, les 
évènements historiques, le comportement et l’environnement. 
Elles disent comment ce monde a été créé et expliquent les rêves 
et la nature.  Ces histoires contiennent une sagesse que nous 
devons découvrir et elles ont plusieurs trésors à offrir.  Nous 
donnerons plusieurs exemples d’histoires orales et de prophéties.  
Les Amérindiens croient que leurs prophéties prédisent le futur et 
que le monde scientifique rationnel ne peut pas le prédire, donc les 
traditionalistes ne croient pas du tout au raisonnement scientifique.  
Les peuples indigènes sont guidés par l’environnement naturel, 
une mémoire culturelle transmise de génération à génération.  Les 
prophéties ont été enregistrées il y a longtemps.  Nous voyons souvent 
des relations entre les prophéties, la colonisation et le renouveau.

Dans le chapitre sur « L’immédiateté du message 
mythologique », Joseph Epes Brown reprend en détails le thème 
de l’unité à travers les messages des mythes.  Les Amérindiens qui 
demeurent proches de leurs traditions sacrées savent que les mythes 
ne sont pas des « histoires fausses ».  Les mythes véhiculent un 
enseignement. Brown explique les croyances des Amérindiens : 

« Ceux-ci trouvent dans leurs mythes et dans leurs traditions 
orales en général des modèles de comportement humain, 
des récits parlés, et souvent mis en scène, sur les origines et 
les réalités ultimes de l’existence, des exposés et des actes 
définissant le sacré et lui donnant vie instantanément dans 
tous ses mystérieux modes de fonctionnement »12 .

11 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, 
Le Mail, 1990, p. 13
12 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, 
Le Mail, 1990, p. 118
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Cela veut dire que les mythes ne sont pas fictifs, mais qu’ils 
révèlent réellement des vérités pour les peuples qui les produisent 
et qui s’en inspirent.  Brown souligne que les mythes et traditions 
orales ont des messages qui sont transmis à l’aide de divers moyens 
créatifs, la langue étant l’un des plus importants.  Les langues 
autochtones accordent beaucoup de pouvoir aux noms, souvent 
reliés à la spiritualité.  Ainsi, le nom d’une personne définit son 
identité et son rôle dans la vie.  Dans les mythes que l’auteur 
résume, nous voyons certains thèmes qui font surface, tels que la 
proximité entre le Créateur et sa création.  

Le monde est apparu de plusieurs façons d’après différentes 
traditions.  Plusieurs nations ont différentes histoires à raconter, 
et l’histoire de la création est toujours dite en premier, car c’est le 
début de tout ce qui est.  Les indigènes ont plusieurs récits de la 
création, et heureusement quelques-uns ont été écrits sur papier 
pour être préservés.  Ainsi, dans le livre de Basil Johnston, intitulé 
Ojibwe Heritage, on trouve un mythe qui décrit comment le dieu 
Ojibwe nommé Kitchi-Manido, a eu une vision et a décidé de créer 
la vie à partir du feu, de la roche, de l’eau et du vent.  Au début, il 
y avait de l’harmonie, mais petit à petit, l’harmonie s’est perdue.  
Puis il y a eu un déluge qui a entraîné la destruction de la vie. Par la 
suite, il y a eu une recréation.  La femme divine du ciel est tombée 
du ciel sur une tortue de mer.  La tortue n’était pas assez grande 
pour qu’elle puisse vivre sur elle.  Plusieurs animaux ont essayé 
de plonger pour la ramener sur la terre, mais le seul qui a réussi 
était le rat musqué.  Il y a plusieurs leçons à tirer de cette histoire, 
entre autres, le thème des cycles: la création, la destruction et la 
recréation.  On peut aussi y voir les quatre ordres de la création, qui 
sont tous dépendants l’un de l’autre: physique, végétal, animal et 
humain.13  

Un autre auteur, Tom Porter, un homme Iroquois, écrit lui 
même ses histoires traditionnelles dans son livre nommé « And 
Grandma Said… ».  Sa version de la création est similaire à celle 
de Johnston.  Cette fois-ci, la déesse du ciel est enceinte et c’est 

13 JOHNSTON Basil, Ojibway Heritage, Toronto, McClelland & Steward, 1976, 
p. 12-14
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pour cette raison qu’elle tombe du ciel.  Elle donne naissance à 
ses deux garçons sur Terre, mais perd la vie lors de l’enfantement.  
Leur grand-mère a dû les élever, mais les jumeaux se chicanaient 
toujours, donc elle les a rejeté dans le ciel, où l’un devint le jour 
et l’autre la nuit.  Ils sont toujours séparés pour éviter des conflits.  
L’auteur explique que la grand-mère, la lune, peut parfois visiter 
son petit-fils le soleil.14  Nous voyons dans cette version l’origine 
des forces oppositionnelles, mâles et les femelles.  Dans ces deux 
histoires, la femme joue un rôle important.  C’est étant la terre 
mère, avec une grotte comme une vulve.  La vie est créée lorsque la 
femme se mélange avec les forces mâles.  Les religions abrahamiques 
associent souvent le pouvoir aux mâles, contrairement à ces deux 
récits mythiques amérindiens.

On peut comparer les histoires spirituelles orales des 
Amérindiens à la Bible et à ses textes sacrés.  Que ces histoires orales 
aient été préservées pendant des siècles et mêmes des millénaires 
sans avoir été écrites.  C’est encore plus impressionnant.  Nous 
voyons des thèmes similaires à ceux de la Bible, tels que le déluge, 
très fréquent dans les mythes de fin du monde dans diverses 
cultures.  Cependant, le problème est que les études qui ont été 
faites par des non-Amérindiens sur ces histoires spirituelles ont 
souvent adopté un ton méprisant parce que les Amérindiens étaient 
considérés comme inférieurs.  C’est un exemple parfait de la 
relation de pouvoir entre les Amérindiens et la société colonisatrice.  
Avec la domination du matérialisme, les gens ne s’associent plus à 
la nature, mais aux choses.  La connaissance de la nature n’est plus 
intime, mais elle s’inspire de la science.  Le pouvoir des ordres de 
la nature qui ne sont pas humains doit être respecté, car certaines 
choses sont considérées comme des choses vivantes, par exemple 
certaines roches nommées des grands-pères.  Le thème du déluge 
est commun dans les récits mythiques.  Il signifie le changement 
dans le temps, tout en soulignant l’importance de l’eau.  Il y a 
une expérience universelle des changements des niveaux d’eau qui 
provoquent des catastrophes dans différentes parties de la terre et 

14 PORTER Tom, And Grandma Said… , United States of America, Library of 
Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data, 2008,p.40-54
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des déplacements de populations.  On peut donc supposer que 
ces histoires proviennent des souvenirs de ce qui s’est réellement 
passé.  Avec la mort, il y a de la recréation.  Le temps est cyclique, 
c’est enseigné dans les leçons de la roue médicinale. Pour les 
Amérindiens, ses récits ne sont pas mythiques mais sont leur réalité 
et des faits réelles de leurs histoires.  

Dans le livre The Sacred Pipe (1989), le premier chapitre 
explique que l’être suprême est « wakan », ce qui veut dire sacré et 
spirituel.  La prophétie du bison blanc affirme que c’est une femme 
« wakan » qui donna aux humains la pipe sacrée comme cadeau.  
Cette pipe est la voix de « Wakan Tanka » (le père, le grand-père).  
La pipe est liée aux grands-pères et aux grand-mères (lune, terre). 
Dans la prophétie du bison blanc, Élan Noir dit: 

“…it was the will of Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit, that 
an animal turn itself into a two-legged person in order to 
bring the most holy pipe to His people; and we too were 
taught that this White Buffalo Cow Woman who brought 
our sacred pipe will appear again at the end of this ‘world,’ a 
coming we Indians know is now not very far off.” 15   

Élan Noir parle du futur avant les années 1950 et il prédit 
que quelque chose va arriver, soit la fin de ce monde comme on le 
connaît.  La prophétie dit que lorsque le bison perdra ses cheveux et 
ses quatre jambes, le cycle finira.  On croit aujourd’hui que le bison 
est sur sa dernière jambe, et que la prophétie se réalisera bientôt.  

Une autre prophétie est celle des « sept feux ».  L’auteur 
Edward Benton-Banai l’explique dans le treizième chapitre de 
son livre The Seven Fires.  Le premier feu annonce que la nation 
Anishnabe va suivre les manières sacrées de la loge Midewiwin.  La 
loge Midewiwin servira comme endroit de rassemblement pour le 
peuple et ses traditions seront sa source de force. Le deuxième feu 
indique qu’il y aura une période où la hutte sacrée sera perdue.  Le 
feu suivant parle de mouvements aux terres où la nourriture pousse 
sur l’eau, par exemple le riz sauvage.  Le quatrième feu porte sur 

15 BROWN Joseph Epes, The Sacred Pipe: Black Elk’s Account of the Seven Rites 
of the Oglala Sioux, Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 1989, p.9
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la rencontre des Amérindiens et des Blancs.  L’auteur explique que 
selon ce feu, le peuple amérindien saura son futur d’après les faces 
que portent les peaux pâles.  S’ils portent la face de fraternité, un 
changement merveilleux se produira.  S’ils arrivent avec la face 
de la mort, les Autochtones perdront leur terre viendra et leurs 
rivières seront empoisonnées. Nous voyons que ce dernier point 
confirme la colonisation.  Le cinquième feu parle d’une grande 
lutte pendant laquelle les peuples amérindiens abandonneront 
leurs vieux enseignements traditionnels, et seront presque détruits.  
Ceci indique que ceux-ci abandonneront presque totalement leur 
identité.  Le sixième feu signifie que les petits-fils et petites-filles 
vont se retourner contre leurs anciens.  Ces derniers perdront 
leur raison de vivre, de nouvelles maladies accableront le peuple 
et l’équilibre de la vie sera perturbé.  Le dernier feu annonce un 
moment où le peuple retrouvera ses traditions.  Ses pas vont le 
mener vers les anciens qui le guideront sur le chemin de la paix, de 
l’amour, de la fraternité et de la solidarité enfin reconquises.  

La prophétie Ojibwa des « sept feux »  porte sur les thèmes 
de destruction et de renouveau.  On dirait que la prophétie des « 
sept feux » raconte l’histoire réelle des Amérindiens, surtout à partir 
du quatrième feu qui annonce le contact suivi de la colonisation.  
Cette prophétie n’a pas été écrite avant les années 1980, donc on 
peut voir ici que toutes les connaissances ne sont pas dans des 
livres. Il y a beaucoup de connaissances qu’on peut trouver dans 
l’histoire orale. 

Il y a deux chemins : la technologie et le spirituel.  Certains 
croient que nous sommes aujourd’hui les personnes du septième feu 
et que nous devons retrouver ce qui a été perdu. Il y a beaucoup de 
valeurs oubliées que la prophétie des sept feux ramène à la surface.  
Notre société n’accorde pas de valeur à cette forme d’information: 
les prophéties et croyances spirituelles ne sont pas admirées comme 
les certitudes du monde scientifique.  La vision scientifique du 
monde est si dominante qu’on dirait même que la science est la 
nouvelle religion.

La connaissance amérindienne a été très critiquée dans 
le passé.  On se demandait comment cette connaissance a pu 
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préservée pendant si longtemps.  Elle aurait du se perdue au cours 
de siècles de colonisation.  Étonnamment, cette connaissance a été 
conservée à travers des histoires orales.  Il y a tellement d’autres 
histoires et prophéties anciennes de plusieurs peuples autochtones 
qui sont tous uniques, mais qui ont des thèmes clés en commun, 
tels que la « Grande loi de la paix » qui a été créée entre les années 
1400av. J-C et 1000av. J-C.  Il y a une multitude de leçons à 
apprendre de ces histoires et prophéties qui donnent sens à la vie.  
Elles donnent une éducation historique et expliquent les valeurs 
de la culture, les relations humaines, la réciprocité, l’équilibre dans 
la vie, le respect du passé, etc.  Une des meilleures leçons est que 
l’on doit apprendre à écouter pour profiter de l’enseignement de 
ces mythes et prophéties.  Aussi, ce qui semble échapper à notre 
société aujourd’hui, mais qui est toujours fondamental pour 
les Amérindiens est que la nature est toute puissante, dépassant 
le contrôle humain.  Ceci est intimement lié à leur spiritualité 
exprimée à travers leurs prophéties et histoires.

Le sacré

La « religion » originelle des Amérindiens est inséparable 
de la vie quotidienne.  Puisque leurs « spiritualités » sont restées 
proches de leurs origines, il n’y a pas de structure théologique 
systématique pareille à celle des grandes religions de l’histoire.  Un 
aspect difficile à comprendre est que la religion autochtone n’est ni 
monothéiste ni polythéiste.  Elle se situe entre les deux et elle est 
un mélange complexe que la société dominante tend à dévaloriser 
en le considérant comme non civilisé.  Il y a un si grand nombre 
de concepts du sacré dans le monde spirituel des Amérindiens 
qu’il serait impossible de les aborder un à un.  La nature, toute 
puissance, au-delà du contrôle humain, est essentiellement sacrée et 
l’être humain ne peut trouver son identité que dans la nature.  C’est 
à partir de ce concept que l’on peut comprendre pourquoi les noms 
spirituels des Amérindiens, sont d’ailleurs associés à la nature.

Joseph Epes Brown, auteur du livre L’héritage spirituel 
des Indiens d’Amérique souligne  le fait que les grandes religions 
semblent avoir oublié le sens métaphysique de la nature.  C’est 
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évident qu’il y a un manque de conscience en ce qui a trait à 
l’environnement naturel puisqu’il souffre toujours des actions de 
la société dominante.  Un exemple du respect de la nature chez 
les autochtones est « la différence que nous faisons entre animé 
et inanimé, ou notre classification des animaux, des végétaux et 
des minéraux en catégories, qui n’a pas de sens pour l’Indien qui 
considère tout ce qui existe comme étant animé – chaque forme 
à sa façon –, de sorte que même les rochers ont leur propre vie et 
peuvent dans certains cas être capables de parler »16 .  La civilisation 
occidentale divise le monde en catégories sans en percevoir l’unité. 
En examinant toutes les considérations de l’auteur, il est clair que 
les modes d’action et de contemplation des autochtones sont perçus 
à travers leur environnement et leurs relations profondes avec la 
nature.  

Jacques Languirand et Jean Proulx expliquent bien le thème 
du « sacré » dans leur livre intitulé L’héritage spirituel amérindien.  
Les auteurs montrent que « le Divin » est désigné par une série 
d’expressions.  Par exemple; le Grand Esprit, L’Être Suprême, Le 
Créateur, Le Grand Mystère… La Terre Mère est le visage féminin 
du divin, car les peuples amérindiens ne croient pas qu’un genre 
est plus puissant que l’autre : les deux sont égaux et se balancent.  
Les auteurs expliquent que pour les Autochtones, tout être vivant a 
un esprit, et le Grand Mystère peut s’exprimer différemment pour 
chaque personne. Leur voie spirituelle passe par « une mystique de 
la nature » qui insiste sur la présence du Divin au cœur de la nature 
dont nous faisons partie comme êtres humains. Selon la spiritualité 
amérindienne, la nature communique avec l’être humain et nous 
avons des liens avec les animaux et les plantes. L’éthique porte sur 
les valeurs transmises de génération en génération par l’oralité.  Ces 
principes fondamentaux ont survécu pendant plusieurs millénaires. 
Ainsi, le rôle de « gardien de la Terre » est une responsabilité 
spirituelle et éthique des Amérindiens. 

Luc Bourgault, auteur du livre L’héritage sacré des peuples 
amérindiens parle lui aussi des liens de l’être humain avec les 

16 BROWN, Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, Le Mail, 
New York, 1990, p. 104
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éléments de la nature.  Selon l’auteur, « L’harmonie de la nature 
est un reflet de la perfection divine. »17  Il explique ce respect 
profond pour tout être qui fait partie du mode de vie traditionnel 
des Amérindiens.  Cette sagesse accumulée pendant des millénaires 
d’expérience communautaire a été partagée de génération en 
génération par la tradition orale, et est donc vraiment une sagesse 
antique. Pourtant, elle semble perdre sa valeur dans une société 
qui l’a appelée « sauvage » pendant des siècles. L’auteur met en 
garde le monde « civilisé » et prévient que l’humanité subira les 
conséquences de sa négligence si elle n’arrête pas de maltraiter la 
terre.  Il semble croire fermement qu’ « aimer le Créateur, c’est 
aimer sa création »18.  Son second chapitre parle beaucoup des 
liens entre l’Amérindien et la nature.  Bourgault affirme que « 
Le calme et la beauté du monde naturel aide celui qui cherche 
à comprendre son but et sa destinée sur la terre »19 . En tout, 
il insiste sur le respect pour toute création. Il inclut même un 
message au lecteur qui voudrait que la société change ses mauvaises 
façons afin d’arrêter la pollution de la nature.  L’auteur conclut en 
parlant d’une transformation que nous devons subir afin d’assurer 
notre futur sur cette planète, ce qui met en évidence qu’il croit en 
certaines prophéties amérindiennes.  

L’humanité dépend de la nature pour sa survie.  Les 
Amérindiens vénèrent à la nature et lui font des offrandes.  Tout 
ce qui provient de la nature est sacré, les herbes sacrées des 
amérindiens sont plus que des objets sacrés, mais sont intégrées à 
la vie quotidienne.  Niezen explique que toute chose vivante a le 
pouvoir de guérir si on croit en la guérison par la foi et qu’on sait 
comment utiliser les médecines 20.  Le mode de vie traditionnel est 
lui-même une sorte de médecine.  Les médecines aident à avoir une 
bonne vie « biimaadiziwin » et aide à la santé mentale, physique, 
spirituelle et émotionnelle.  L’Amérindien utilise traditionnellement 

17 BOURGAULT Luc, L’héritage sacré des peuples amérindiens, Montréal, 
Éditions de Mortagne, Québec, 1985, p. 13
18 Ibid, p. 15
19 Ibid, p. 43
20 NIEZEN, Ronald. “Healing and Conversion: Medical Evangelism in James Bay 
Cree Society.” Ethnohistory, Vol. 44. No. 3, Summer, 1997, p.463-491
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ses propres médecines sacrés comme remède au lieu des remèdes 
des blancs.  La spiritualité et la guérison chez les Amérindiens 
sont liées à la pratique de leurs traditions.  On doit du montrer 
respect au « Créateur » en s’adressant à lui comme il convient et 
en demandant la permission pour prendre de la « mère-terre » ce 
dont on a besoin et l’on doit remettre quelque chose en retour.  Par 
exemple avec une herbe sacrée comme le tabac (non commercial), 
nommé « semaa » en Ojibwe, l’on peut faire une offrande au 
Créateur pour ce que l’on prend de sa création.  En faisant cela, on 
montre qu’on est reconnaissant et que l’on a de la gratitude.  De 
plus, on peut fumer le tabac, mais pas pour nos désirs et habitudes; 
on fume le tabac en guise d’offrande durant la prière.  Jacques 
Languirand et Jean Proulx expliquent bien le concept de réciprocité 
dans leur livre intitulé L’héritage spirituel amérindien, en disant 
« Qu’ils soient chasseurs ou cueilleurs, tous expriment, à chaque 
fois qu’ils en ont l’opportunité, leur gratitude avec du tabac, signe 
de respect pour la vie qu’ils viennent de prendre pour se nourrir »21.  
D’autres médecines sacrées sont les feuilles de sauges, le cèdre et 
le foin d’odeur.  Ces quatre médecines sont les plus populaires 
parmi presque tous les peuples autochtones.  Elles sont chacune 
énormément respectées et les brûler est un acte spirituel. « Le cèdre 
et la sauge ont pour but d’éloigner les forces négatives […] Le foin 
d’odeur, synonyme de bonté, sert à appeler les bons esprits. »23 
Différentes nations ont d’autres plantes sacrées qui sont médicinales 
et uniques à leur région.  

Il y a une multitude d’objets sacrés, car toute vie et tout ce 
qui provient de la terre est sacré.  L’eau, les roches, le feu et le vent, 
sont pour les autochtones le cœur de la création, des choses très 
sacrées et des manifestations du pouvoir de l’univers.  Certaines 
roches sacrées sont nommées des « grands-pères » et donc reconnues 
comme des personnes.  Elles sont perçues comme des membres 

21 LANGUIRAND Jacques et Jean PROULX, L’héritage spirituel amérindien, 
Montréal, Le jour, 2009, p. 96
22 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 29
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de la parenté et la relation entre celles-ci et une personne en est 
une de réciprocité.  Elles détiennent un pouvoir non humain 
que l’on doit respecter.  Le feu, symbole de guerrier, mais est 
sous la responsabilité des hommes et c’est pour cette raison que 
les hommes sont toujours « gardiens » du feu.  La perception 
autochtone est que chacun d’entre nous a un « feu » en lui-même 
qui est sa voix et son esprit.  Le feu explique comment la vie est 
venue à l’existence.  L’eau est un symbole féminin et c’est le rôle de 
la femme d’en prendre soin.  L’eau est un symbole du pouvoir, car 
elle a la capacité de mettre fin à l’humanité par inondation.  C’est 
pour cette raison que l’on doit toujours respecter cette force.  Les 
déluges sont connus à travers diverses cultures, mais la perception 
amérindienne est différente car ce n’est pas seulement une 
destruction, mais une re-création et un nettoyage de la terre-mère.  

En plus d’être gardienne de l’eau, la femme est responsable 
du respect et du soin de la terre.  Il y a toute sortes d’initiations 
pour qu’une fille soit prête à devenir femme et prendre ses 
responsabilités.  Dans le livre de Black Elk, l’auteur affirme ceci: 

“She should realize that the change which has taken place 
in her is a sacred thing, for now she will be as Mother Earth 
and will be able to bear children, which should also be 
brought up in a sacred manner.  She should know, further, 
that each month when her period arrives she bears an 
influence with which she must be careful, for the presence 
of a woman in this condition may take away the power of a 
holy man.”23  

D’autres objets sacrés sont les tambours, tels que le tambour 
grand-mère, le tambour grand-père et le tambour de l’eau.  Ces 
tambours sont fabriqués à la main avec un tronc d’arbre creusé et de 
la peau d’un animal sauvage, éléments complètement naturels.  Les 
chansons que ses tambours jouent sont sacrées et sont des vaisseaux 
qui amènent l’harmonie chez les humains.  D’après Rajotte et 

23 BROWN Joseph Epes, The Sacred Pipe: Black Elk’s Account of the Seven Rites 
of the Oglala Sioux, Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 1989, p.116
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Théroux, le tambour est souvent joué « à l’intérieur des grand rites 
de passage que sont la naissance, le mariage et les funérailles de 
même qu’après un festin pour remercier les esprits des animaux de 
leur générosité et du don de leur vie dans l’intérêt des humains »24. 
Grâce aux tambours, il n’y a pas de séparation entre le spirituel et le 
physique.  La forme ronde du tambour représente l’univers entier 
et son battement constant et fort est le pouls, le cœur, battant au 
centre de l’univers. 

D’autres objets sacrés, sont les plumes d’aigles, car c’est 
l’aigle qui vole le plus près du Créateur.  C’est un grand honneur 
d’en recevoir une et l’on doit en prendre soin. Si les plumes d’aigle 
tombent par terre, on a une cérémonie entière pour cela.  Dans le 
petit livret intitulé « La spiritualité amérindienne », on explique 
ce phénomène de responsabilité des objets sacrées. « Quelqu’un 
vielle en permanence sur certain objets sacrées afin que personne 
ne s’en approche sous l’effet de l’alcool ou d’hallucinogènes. »25  
La liste n’est pas courte, et quelques autres choses sacrées sont le 
soleil, nommé « grand-père » et la lune qui est une « grand-mère ».  
Ces deux astres ont inspiré plusieurs histoires culturelles et des 
cérémonies où l’on pose des actes de dévotion.  Un exemple est la 
« Danse du soleil » et le calendrier des treize lunes.  Ces lunes ont 
chacune un rôle et nous influencent différemment de mois en mois.  
Elles durent chacune vingt-huit jours. 

Les lieux sacrés des Amérindiens sont souvent menacés.  
La technologie et les croyances amérindiennes ne se mélangent 
pas bien et il n’y a pas une bonne relation entre la technologie 
et la nature.  On affirme que la technologie est neutre, mais 
nous constatons qu’elle a des effets négatifs.  La technologie est 
au service du profit individuel et personnel.  On ne pense pas 
assez aux conséquences écologiques et sociétales.  Le choix de la 
technologie devrait considérer la santé de l’économie, la société 
et l’environnement.  Pour les Amérindiens, la technologie est en 

24 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 25
25 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 25
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une menace à la survie.  Par exemple, les Hopis et les Navajos ont 
été forcés de déménager pour qu’il y ait l’exploitation minière du 
charbon.  Les Lakota ont reçu 300 millions pour leurs Montagnes 
Noires sacrées.  Les Ojibwas des environs de l’île Manitoulin ont 
été offerts de l’argent eux aussi pour que leur « Dreamers Rock » 
soit minées. Le matérialisme est la philosophie dominante dans les 
sociétés occidentales et c’est pourquoi la vision du monde spirituel 
n’est pas impliquée dans ce processus.  L’opposition entre ces 
deux mondes est que les Amérindiens voient le temps comme une 
continuité entre le passé, le présent et l’avenir alors que la société 
dominante insiste sur le progrès technique.  Nous voyons donc la 
différence aussi entre l’éthique du partage et l’acquisition du bien-
être individualiste.  

Cérémonies

Les cérémonies expriment une expérience spirituelle et 
collective qui exige du respect pour soi même, pour autrui et pour 
les esprits. Il y a plusieurs types de cérémonies, où interviennent 
les chansons, la danse et l’usage des tambours.  C’est le cas quand 
les anciens remercient les esprits d’avoir fourni des animaux pour 
se nourrir. Il y a aussi des concepts spirituels qu’on retrouve dans 
toutes nations amérindiennes. Premièrement, il y a la croyance en 
un « grand mystère » et au fait que tout est interdépendant dans 
l’univers.  Ensuite, il y a la conviction que les actes de dévotion 
unifient, la communauté, par exemple le rite de purification du « 
smudge » et les prières.  Puis, le fait que les traditions transmettent 
la spiritualité à laquelle chacun doit se conformer dans sa vie.  
Enfin, l’humour est nécessaire dans la vie, car nous ne sommes pas 
parfaits et l’humour exprime l’humilité et la volonté de créer un 
rapport social pacifique.

Il y a une multitude de types de cérémonies dont plusieurs 
sont communs aux différentes nations mais répétons que certaines 
cérémonies sont propres aux différentes nations autochtones. Ces 
cérémonies font partie de toute la vie d’une personne, comme Brown 
le dit si bien: « À travers les rites, les cérémonies et les initiations, 
l’enfant devient adulte et en intégrant et en transformant tout 
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ce qu’il était en ce qu’il est maintenant »26.  Rajotte et Théroux 
ajoutent que « La musique, les chants ou les danses, lorsqu’ils 
sont utilisés durant les cérémonies ou rituels de guérison, peuvent 
être qualifiés de ‘médecines’ »27.  Il y a beaucoup de symbolisme 
durant des cérémonies. Par exemple, la loge utilisée pour certaines 
cérémonies symbolise l’univers, les roches symbolisent la terre, le 
sentier représente la vie et son chemin et le feu symbolise le pouvoir 
et l’éternel.  Les feux de cérémonies sont des feux sacrés et doivent 
consumer quatre sortes de bois. Les cérémonies représentent le 
pouvoir de l’univers et tout élément de la création est vu dans les 
cérémonies.  Les cérémonies ont des effets positifs sur les individus et 
aident les Amérindiens à se retrouver comme personnes autochtones.  

Certains personnages ont des rôles qui unissent la 
communauté.  Les chamans sont des spécialistes de la guérison et 
des hommes de médecine.  Ils sont officiants dans les cérémonies et 
unifient la société spirituellement et culturellement, car ils sont les 
gardiens de la tradition orale.  Le mot chaman signifie « celui qui 
sait ».  Rajotte et Théroux expliquent que « La fonction du chaman 
vise essentiellement à relier le monde réel à celui des esprits. »28 Ces 
hommes sacrés affrontent les problèmes sociaux, psychologiques, 
physiques et économiques des patients, et rétablissent l’harmonie 
vitale.  Ils ont recours à « l’utilisation des rythmes vocaux (chants, 
cris, paroles) associés au battement du tambour (selon les rythmes, 
il signifie à la fois le pouls du cœur de la Terre et celui du cœur 
de l’homme) créant un rythme qui vise essentiellement à ramener 
l’harmonie au sein d’un individu »29.  On croit que ce ne sont pas 
seulement les maladies physiques qui affectent une personne, mais 
aussi que le stress et les sentiments peuvent influencer la santé.  Ces 
concepts ne commencent qu’à être acceptés partiellement depuis 
le vingtième siècle.  La guérison amérindienne est très complexe et 

26 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, Le Mail, 
New York, 1990, p. 168
27 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 30 
28 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 22
29 Ibid, p. 33
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affecte tout aspect de la vie, tel que le spirituel, l’alimentation, le 
social, les rêves… 

La terre, vers laquelle on se tourne pour la guérison, est 
connue comme notre mère ou grand-mère.  La pipe est le père/
grand-père et est la voix du Créateur.  Les porteurs d’une pipe 
sacrée ont la responsabilité de faire des cérémonies de pipe.  En 
utilisant le foin d’odeur, on purifie toute chose utilisée durant la 
cérémonie.  Il y a aussi le tabac sacré qu’on fume dans la pipe, sans 
que la fumée entre dans les poumons.  La fumée est retenue dans 
la bouche et soufflée à l’extérieur pour créer un lien direct avec 
le Créateur ou l’être suprême. La fumée de la pipe signifie une 
connexion entre la terre et les cieux et, en fumant, et on célèbre la 
bonté de la vie.  De plus, la pipe est pointée aux quatre directions ; 
l’est, le sud, l’ouest et le nord, et aussi le ciel et la terre.  Durant 
cette cérémonie, on nourrit nos objets sacrés, et on laisse de la 
nourriture pour les trépassés. 

Dans le livre de Brown, le chapitre sur « La question du 
mysticisme » explique que pour les peuples autochtones, il est 
très important d’avoir une participation spirituelle par le biais de 
plusieurs rites incluant des formes d’art sacré, de chant et danse.  Le 
terme « mystique », que l’auteur oublie de définir pour le lecteur, 
est une « union directe de l’âme avec Dieu »30.  L’auteur utilise aussi 
les exemples des rites de la Danse du Soleil ainsi que de la Quête 
de Vision qui peuvent provoquer une expérience « mystique » 
et donner un sens à la vie.  Cependant, assister à une cérémonie 
amérindienne ne garantit pas l’accès à une expérience mystique. 
Souvent, ces expériences ne peuvent être atteintes qu’à travers une 
vie d’efforts spirituels.  Brown explique cette idée : « … on doit tout 
d’abord se préparer à ces expériences mystiques en participant toute 
sa vie durant à un langage parlé unique, lequel supporte le pouvoir 
sacré à travers son vocabulaire, sa construction et ses modes de 
pensée, et sert de véhicule pour beaucoup de traditions transmises 
oralement, dont les thèmes expriment eux aussi le sacré »31. 

30 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, Le Mail, 
New York, 1990, p. 145
31 Ibid, p. 150
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D’après l’auteur, on doit franchir plusieurs étapes pour atteindre 
l’expérience mystique, telles que la purification totale du corps, de 
l’âme et de l’esprit, l’expansion spirituelle qui met l’individu en état 
d’union avec tout ce qui existe.  C’est de ces concepts que vient la 
phrase populaire amérindienne « toutes mes relations ».  

Dans ce même livre, Brown fait une présentation poétique de 
la Danse du Soleil, un rite religieux des nations amérindiennes des 
Plaines.  L’auteur essaye de décrire l’expérience à travers les yeux des 
pratiquants, en abordant les thèmes de la dignité, de la beauté et de 
l’acte héroïque. La Danse du Soleil est nécessaire pour « s’identifier 
à la source de vie »32.  Ce rite exalte le pouvoir de la souffrance 
dans le sacrifice, un thème qui se retrouve dans plusieurs religions, 
mais que les anthropologues ont perçu comme une promotion 
de la torture.  Faut-il rappeler aux chrétiens que leur sauveur a 
posé ce même acte, et de façon encore plus extrême en donnant 
sa vie pour le bien de son peuple et des futures générations? Ces 
anthropologues semblent oublier que dans tout ce qu’ils font, 
les Amérindiens pensent aux effets que l’action aura sur les sept 
générations suivantes.  

Les traditions changent avec le temps, et ce ne sont pas les 
petits changements qui comptent, mais le fait qu’on continue 
une tradition.  Les « powwow » sont une autre manière de se 
rassembler socialement dans une atmosphère spirituelle.  Ce n’est 
pas seulement un événement pour chanter et danser, mais aussi une 
cérémonie sacrée. Le « powwow » est une expression indigène de 
la condition humaine.  Les danses indigènes évoquent les esprits, 
réunissent des familles, et préservent des traditions. Durant la 
« grande entrée » du powwow, les anciens, vétérans et dignitaires 
débutent à l’est du cercle et dansent la première chanson.  Les 
danses traditionnelles racontent des histoires, par exemple, le récit 
du passé du clan des danseurs.  Il y a plusieurs types de danses, telles 
que la danse de plume (influence des Plaines), la danse de l’herbe 
(écrasement de l’herbe afin de préparer les champs), la danse de 

32 Ibid, p. 139
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robe de tintements (danse de guérison Ojibwa), la danse du cerceau 
(influence des Plaines) et la danse de la fumée (danse iroquoise). 
Traditionnellement le powwow se situe dans un contexte religieux, 
cependant de nos jours, pour certains, ce n’est qu’une occasion 
de se rencontrer socialement et de célébrer sa culture. Rajotte et 
Théroux expliquent que « Les powwow, qu’ils soient traditionnels 
ou de compétition, rassemblent les gens de diverses nations autour 
d’une manifestation exemplaire de la Vie »33. Les « powwow »  ont 
aussi une dimension touristique, et souvent, l’aspect compétitif fait 
disparaître le sacré de l’événement. Cependant, cette cérémonie 
a dû subir une évolution afin de survivre. Durant ces types de « 
powwow », il y a un maître de cérémonie qui explique ce qui se 
passe aux touristes. L’authenticité peut être compromise, la culture 
étant toujours changeante alors que les non-autochtones veulent 
que les personnes autochtones restent dans le passé.  Le syncrétisme 
ou le mélange des traditions entraîne des critiques des « powwow », 
car les touristes cherchent l’ « Indien authentique » durant sa danse.  
Ils cherchent la vente de la culture ou un spectacle.  

La loge de sudation est utilisée principalement pour la 
prière et la purification.  Elle sert de lieu de guérison, de pardon 
et d’apprentissage. Les loges sont construites différemment selon 
les tribus, mais elles ont toutes moins de deux mètres de haut.  
Généralement, on marche à quatre pattes pour entrer dans la loge, 
comme dans le ventre de la terre-mère.  On est là aussi pour la 
remercier et pour lui offrir des prières. Au milieu de la loge sont 
déposées des pierres préchauffées dans un feu sacré à l’extérieur et 
elles sont aspergées d’eau durant la cérémonie.  Les auteurs Rajotte 
et Théroux racontent qu’ « Un portier ouvre quatre fois la porte de 
la loge pour apporter quatre nouvelles pierres chauffées.  Le chiffre 
‘quatre’ se répète ici pour rappeler les quatre directions sacrées »34. 
Lorsqu’on sort de la loge, on se sent comme un bébé, pur et humble.  

La spiritualité Métis est un sujet qui n’est pas souvent étudié.  
Cependant, les auteurs du livre Métis Legacy II : Michif Culture, 

33 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 43
34 Ibid, p. 45
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Heritage, and Folkways explorent ce sujet un peu.  Les Métis sont 
non seulement des personnes mixtes, mais aussi des personnes qui 
ont des croyances mélangées : ils conservent certains aspects de la 
spiritualité amérindienne combinés avec le christianisme. Les Métis 
ont toujours fait des efforts pour que l’église reste présente dans 
leurs communautés.  Par exemple, le « Lac St-Anne » au Manitoba 
est nommé en l’honneur de la grand-mère de Jésus et est devenu un 
lieu de pèlerinage pour les Métis depuis qu’un autel y a été construit 
pour elle en l’année 1887.  Ce lac était traditionnellement un site 
de réunion, mais il a perdu son importance lorsque les bisons ont 
disparu et lorsque l’influence du christianisme en a fait un lieu de 
pèlerinage.  Les auteurs de ce livre, Barkwell, Dorion et Hourie, 
expliquent comment les Métis ont reçu une chanson de la Danse 
du Soleil.  C’était durant une rencontre d’alliance, pour la survie 
de plusieurs groupes des plaines interreliés avec les Métis.  Plus 
récemment, le fondateur de la Nation Métisse de l’Ontario, Tony 
Belcourt, a reçu la chanson traditionnelle Michif dont l’alliance 
originelle a été faite au Buffalo Lodge Lake. Ils expliquent la 
signification de la chanson en disant « The central message of the 
song is that distinct and separate peoples are only made whole 
through the unity shared by all peoples who live by the tenets of love 
and respect »35.  Cette chanson a un pouvoir médicinal et existe pour 
l’union et l’alliance entre les peuples autochtones et les Métis.

Symboles

Il y a des ressemblances fondamentales entre les diverses 
nations autochtones.  Certains concepts et symboles sont universels 
et d’autres sont propres à chaque nation.  Malgré les différences 
entre elles, on trouve plus souvent des choses en commun. 
Symbole d’harmonie, la roue médicinale est l’un de ces symboles 
fondamentaux communs aux des Amérindiens.  Cette roue a de 
simples et petits changements de nation en nation, mais le sens 

35 BARKWELL Lawrence, Leah M. DORION and Audreen HOURIE, Métis 
Legacy II: Michif Culture, Heritage, and Folkways, Saskatoon, Gabriel Dumont 
Institute and Pemmican Publications, 2006, p. 190
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général reste pareil.  Elle se divise en quatre quadrants, égaux 
et signifie une vision cyclique du monde, qui s’oppose à la vue 
linéaire du monde dans la culture occidentale.  Rajotte et Théroux 
expliquent bien les valeurs du cercle :

« Tout en nous remettant en contact avec notre 
environnement immédiat, la roue de médecine, par sa 
forme cyclique, nous rappelle notre évolution tout au cours 
de notre existence et la découverte ingénue et progressive 
des diverses facettes de notre personnalité qui change 
continuellement.  La roue médecine évoque tout de suite 
le mouvement et la transformation, de même que notre 
participation active et dynamique à la magie de la vie.  
Le bonheur serait alors en notre pouvoir personnel : le 
symbolisme de la roue de médecine est une piste à suivre 
pour y arriver, mais il faut déchiffrer ce chemin qui nous 
appartient en propre. »36  

Ses enseignements sont infinis et on les saisit 
progressivement.  La roue de médecine comporte l’idée de cercle, 
du chiffre quatre, des clans, des directions, des éléments de la 
nature… et toutes ces significations visent à mettre un équilibre 
dans tous les aspects de notre vie.

Brown aborde aussi l’opposition entre les conceptions 
linéaire et cyclique du temps. Son chapitre intitulé « Le temps 
et son déroulement » souligne « les implications des principaux 
concepts modernes du temps linéaire et segmenté par opposition 
aux concepts de temps rythmique et cyclique universellement admis 
dans les anciennes traditions indiennes » 37.  La notion cyclique du 
temps des Amérindiens guide leur vision du monde.  La notion 
linéaire de la mentalité coloniale, a bouleversé les croyances 
traditionnelles des Amérindiens.  Brown explique que : « Dans 
le concept du déroulement temporel linéaire, une des notions 
essentielles allant de pair avec le problème humain est que la ligne 

36 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 27
37 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, 
Le Mail, 1990,  p. 15



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   159

de temps, d’extension infinie, n’admet pas l’existence – et a fortiori 
l’expérimentation – d’un centre »38. L’auteur donne des exemples de 
cette mentalité amérindienne cyclique en relevant notamment que 
les rites de leurs traditions sont saisonniers, donc cycliques.  

Le cercle est l’un de ces symboles traditionnels de tous les 
autochtones et il est présent dans la roue médicinale.  Bourgault 
explique pourquoi toutes les actions qu’un Autochtone traditionnel 
pose sont reliées à la spiritualité.  Par exemple, toute leçon est 
inscrite dans un cercle, le « cercle sacré de la nation »39.  L’auteur 
explique qu’il y a beaucoup de leçons qu’on enseigne à travers le 
cercle, et ces leçons influencent la manière dont chacun doit vivre 
sa vie.  Le « cercle de la vie » est un concept qui respecte le passé et 
les morts.  Les leçons du cercle impliquent que l’on doit écouter 
les anciens, qui sont réputés pour leur grande sagesse parmi les 
peuples autochtones.  Le symbolisme du cercle intervient dans la 
compréhension de la vie, du pouvoir et de la vision. Les peuples 
autochtones préfèrent s’assoir en cercle, les cérémonies sont faites en 
cercles et les mouvements sont faits en cercles.  Le symbolisme du 
cercle permet à l’Amérindien de saisir son identité et de donner un 
sens à son action.

L’autocompréhension de l’Amérindien passe aussi par 
les quatre aspects du soi : le physique, le mental, le spirituel et 
l’émotionnel.  Pour devenir adulte, on doit avoir travaillé sur tous 
ces domaines.  Rajotte et Théroux expliquent brièvement les quatre 
directions ainsi que les éléments principaux de la nature qui sont 
associés à ces directions.  L’est représente le printemps de notre vie 
et l’ouverture à l’illumination.  Il y a aussi correspondance entre 
le printemps et le végétal et la terre. Le sud est associé à l’été qui 
amène le chaud, permet la croissance de soi-même.  Il est aussi relié 
aux animaux et au feu.  Le temps de l’automne est représenté par 
l’ouest.  C’est une saison où l’on s’intériorise pour découvrir nos 
forces et nos faiblesses.  L’ouest représente les humains et l’eau. Le 

38 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, New York, 
Le Mail, 1990, p. 159
39 BOURGAULT Luc, L’héritage sacré des peuples amérindiens, Montréal, 
Éditions de Mortagne, 1985, p. 59
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nord correspond à l’hiver où l’on se repose et il représente la force, 
les minéraux et l’air.  

Le chiffre quatre est très important dans la vie des 
Amérindiens.  Nous l’avons évoqué dans les quatre aspects dans 
la roue médicinale.  Le chemin de la vie contient quatre collines 
: celle de l’enfant, celle de la jeunesse, celle de l’adulte et celle 
de l’ancien. Il y a des rôles et des responsabilités à chaque stade. 
L’enfant est associé à l’humilité et à la pureté, car les enfants sont 
plus proches des esprits que les adultes. C’est pourquoi les enfants 
ont souvent des amis «imaginaires », qui sont réellement des esprits. 
La jeunesse signifie pour les hommes la vision, pour les femmes la 
préparation, et elle est la colline la plus raide, car notre vision de 
nous-mêmes dans le monde est embrouillée.  Le rôle de la jeunesse 
est de rire et de découvrir ses émotions. Être adulte signifie avoir 
la vision entière de soi-même et perdre son rire, ce qui est associé 
aux défis de la vie.  L’ancien représente la sagesse.  Il joue un rôle 
d’éducateur et il est respecté par la communauté. Lorsque l’on 
atteint le haut de la colline, il y a une récompense. Selon Brown, à 
chaque étape de la vie, débutant dans le sein de la mère, correspond 
à un stade du développement spirituel d’une personne.  Dans une 
famille traditionnelle amérindienne, on devient un homme au sens 
religieux.  Il explique chaque étape de la vie spirituelle, et chaque 
période de changement est un moment sacré de transition.  Il 
explique aussi que la vie est dangereuse et qu’avoir accompli une 
longue vie est un cadeau précieux. 

On retrouve aussi le chiffre quatre dans la correspondance 
entre les élément célestes et la famille humaine : le soleil qui 
est mâle, la terre qui est femme, la lune qui est grand-mère et 
le tonnerre qui est grand-père.  Il y a aussi quatre ordres de 
la création : le minéral, le végétal, l’ animal et l’humain.  Et 
finalement, il y a les quatre races de l’humanité : jaune, rouge, blanc 
et noir.  Ces races sont égales et chacune est unique, mais elles ont 
besoin l’une de l’autre.

Dans la vision du monde des Amérindiens, les animaux 
occupent une place très importante.  Les sociétés animales sont 
très similaires aux sociétés humaines.  Elles vivent avec les lois du 
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monde et elles se comprennent l’une et l’autre.  C’est pour ces 
raisons que les Autochtones parlent des animaux dans touts leurs 
mythes et légendes qui soulignent notre dépendance envers eux.  
Les êtres humains sont dépendants des  animaux pour leur survie.  
Les Amérindiens croient que les animaux ont eux aussi un esprit 
et que lorsqu’on les tue, on doit respecter cet esprit.  Les animaux 
ont une connaissance de ce qu’il y avait dans le passé, et ont été sur 
terre avant nous, les humains. Ils ont donc plus de connaissances 
que nous et les Amérindiens les considèrent comme nos « grands 
frères », et les respectent comme des membres de la famille. Les 
clans animaux sont représentés dans la roue médicinale, mais ce ne 
sont pas toujours les mêmes animaux que retiennent les diverses 
nations autochtones.  Le clan animal est le « dodem » (totem), 
et il définit les rôles sociaux et politiques de la communauté. 
Comme Rajotte et Théroux l’expliquent, il est « comme une source 
d’inspiration dans la spiritualité amérindienne »40  Brown explique 
que les Amérindiens croient qu’ils ne sont pas distincts et séparés 
des animaux 41.  Dépendant de la nation, le clan est héréditaire et 
peut être passé de façon matrilinéaire ou patriarcale.  Le clan est la 
élargie qui transmet la connaissance et la pensée communautaire.  
Dans les communautés Ojibwa, les huards sont les leaders de la 
communauté, les poissons sont les intellectuels, les ours sont les 
guérisseurs, les chevreuils sont les médiateurs et les oiseaux sont les 
experts spirituels.  Rajotte et Théroux présentent d’autres exemples 
de ces traits caractéristiques, comme l’aigle qui représente le lien 
avec le Grand Esprit, car c’est lui qui vole le plus près de celui-ci, 
et la tortue qui représente la Terre-Mère et qui est aussi symbole 
de longévité et de prudence.  Le lynx quant à lui est le gardien des 
secrets, le loup est l’enseignant et représente aussi la fidélité et le 
bison représente la force et la sagesse.  

Pour les Amérindiens, ce que nous voyons dans nos rêves 
est une source de pouvoir et de sagesse.  Les Amérindiens, 
collectionnent leurs rêves jour après jour et s’en servent pour 

40 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 13
41 BROWN Joseph Epes, L’héritage spirituel des Indiens d’Amérique, Le Mail, 
New York, 1990, p. 165
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orienter leur vie.  Selon que Rajotte et Théroux les Amérindiens 
considèrent que la vie éveillée et les rêves se prolongent et que 
dormir n’est pas vraiment une pause, car dans le sommeil, la vie 
continue dans un autre monde. De plus, ils expliquent que le 
rêve constitue « un effet miroir qui vient des confins de notre 
inconscient afin de se saisir soi-même de manière profonde et 
authentique »42.  Les rêves sont une source de sagesse et permettent 
de communiquer avec le monde des esprits.  Aussi, on peut voir 
dans nos rêves une réalité alternative.  Un symbole universel des 
Amérindiens en rapport avec les rêves est le capteur de rêves.  
Celui-ci, en forme de cercle, piège les mauvais rêves et repousse les 
mauvaises pensées.

Évoquons en terminant les sept enseignements des grands-
pères qui sont communs aux tribus amérindiennes.  Ils portent 
sur les valeurs autochtones essentielles pour atteindre une bonne 
vie, désignée en Ojibwe par le terme « biimaadiziwin ».  Ces 
vertus sont : la sagesse, l’amour, le respect, le courage, l’honnêteté, 
l’humilité et la vérité.  Ces enseignements font partie des traditions 
orales sous forme de mythes de contes et de légendes. Rajotte 
et Théroux affirment  que « les contes et légendes constituent la 
mémoire vive qui, de génération en génération, transmet et élabore 
l’héritage laissé par les prédécesseurs » 43.  Nous voyons que ces 
histoires ont un but pédagogique.  Elles représentent le chemin de 
la vie qui suit des étapes pendant lesquelles ou on ne de doit pas 
céder à la tentation.  Le thème de « grands-pères » et de « grands-
mères » est toujours présent dans le monde autochtone, car ceux-ci 
représentent la grande sagesse.  Mêmes les grands-pères et grands-
mères humains sont de « précieux conseillers en tout temps »44.  On 
croit même aux esprits de nos ancêtres qui nous guident dans la vie, 
car le monde des esprits est un fait pour les Amérindiens. 

42 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, 
Québec, Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 36
43 RAJOTTE Patric et Yvon R. THÉROUX, La spiritualité amérindienne, Québec, 
Les éditions de La pensée, 2004, p. 49
44 Ibid p. 48
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Conclusion 

Les Amérindiens n’ont jamais été reconnus pour ce qu’ils 
avaient de meilleur.  Ils ont une expérience universelle et d’après 
moi, leur spiritualité est profonde et peut être comprise par tous 
sans recourir à des concepts compliqués comme dans certaines 
grandes religions.  Toutes les valeurs de cette spiritualité sont 
exprimées dans le vocabulaire de la vie de tous les jours.  Beaucoup 
de choses ont changé pour les droits amérindiens depuis cinquante 
ans, et les Autochtones connaissent un type de renaissance.  Le 
temps est cyclique : après le traumatisme vient la guérison. Après la 
destruction viennent le renouveau et la période de rétablissement. 
Les prophéties et mythes ne sont pas des histoires insensées mais des 
souvenirs provenant de l’expérience du passé, et préservés dans la 
forme de récit mythique à travers les générations. 

Puisque toutes les tribus amérindiennes du nord de 
l’Amérique ont été christianisées, ceux qui ont tenu à leurs 
traditions spirituelles ont dû pratiquer en secret.  Dans les 
années 1960, quand l’interdiction légale a été levée, les traditions 
spirituelles étaient presque disparues.  D’après moi, c’est 
énormément impressionnant que quelques éléments de ces 
traditions aient survécu et qu’il y ait des savants qui écrivent 
à ce sujet. J’aime encore mieux le fait qu’il y a parmi eux 
des autochtones.  Ces écrivains valorisent les enseignements 
autochtones qui ont été disqualifiés dans le passé à cause de la 
colonisation, et qui, aujourd’hui, commencent à être respectés.  
Selon une prophétie, sept générations après la venue des Européens, 
la terre est devenue malade par la faute de la gourmandise humaine.  
La septième génération, qui est supposément arrivée, va commencer 
des changements pour améliorer la vie de son peuple.  C’est un 
point tournant, un temps pour guérir, retrouver le pouvoir et 
retourner aux enseignements des ancêtres.  

La route rouge est une expression que les autochtones 
utilisent pour désigner leur spiritualité.  Les langues autochtones 
aident à mieux comprendre la spiritualité et les croyances 
amérindiennes.  Dans les mots des aînés, les enseignements 
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quotidiens ont une connexion avec les esprits. Il y a peu d’écrits 
sur la spiritualité amérindienne dans le domaine des études 
religieuses.  La perspective amérindienne est peu représentée, ce qui 
est dommage, car seuls les pratiquants de cette spiritualité peuvent 
réellement la comprendre entièrement.  
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HEALTHCARE AND FIRST NATIONS, INUIT 
AND MÉTIS PEOPLE:  FROM CONTACT TO 

TODAY

Karly Dudar

Abstract

Health is defined by the World Health Organization as a 
state of complete physical, mental, and social well being, not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity (Shiel, 2009). In contemporary 
Western societies, healthcare has proven to be one of our largest 
spheres of focus and funding. Not only is there much attention 
directed towards curative medicine (in which physicians aim to 
restore health), but also there is a heavy emphasis on preventative 
medicine (in which healthcare professionals strive to prevent illness 
through educational resources and services). Prior to contact with 
Western civilization, Aboriginal people had a strong understanding 
of their health concerns as well as established processes of 
healthcare. Upon initial contact with Europeans, Aboriginal people 
succumbed to disease and infection as a result of new pathogens.  
The social, political, and economic forces of colonization and the 
dispossession of Aboriginal people from their traditional lands and 
medicines soon compounded these devastating health affects of 
contact. More recently there have been several governmental efforts 
made to restore health and implement disease prevention programs 
in rural and urban Aboriginal communities, such as improved and 
more accessible healthcare services, educational resources, targeted 
funding and Aboriginal health programming. It is clear that 
Aboriginal health outcomes in Canada are complex and must be 
considered in terms of larger efforts at decolonization, land claim 
resolutions, and Aboriginal self-government. 



168  UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN

Prior to the influx of Western people and culture in North 
America, Aboriginal people exhibited few major health problems 
thanks to their developed processes for responding to health 
concerns. Aboriginal people had established ways to deal with 
medical illness and issues including chronic parasitical infections, 
broken limbs, arthritis and joint pain, deteriorating vision, other 
general minor health concerns as well as health issues related to 
environmental threats (Belanger, 2010).  Aboriginal people had in 
fact developed their own ways of healing, curing, mending, and 
preventing these health risks. They also looked beyond physical 
well-being and focused on health from a multifaceted viewpoint, 
promoting mental, emotional, and spiritual well-being along with 
physical well-being (Belanger, 2010). 

Health and well-being depended upon an optimal 
balance of mind, body, spirit and emotion.  Sickness was viewed 
primarily as an imbalance resulting from an individual’s failure 
to respect integrated community value systems (Belanger, 2010). 
Members within Aboriginal communities were specially trained 
in the medicinal properties of plants and animals and based 
their practices upon unique principles to restore equilibrium 
and general health (Belanger, 2010). Aboriginal communities 
strongly believed in and practiced natural forms of medicine. 
The traditional ways of using the land were paramount to their 
strength and healing. 

Aboriginal people utilized a variety of healing methods 
and remedies to maintain general health, including wild herbs, 
animal products, clay pits, charcoal, mud, minerals, steam baths, 
salt water, massages, string amulets, sacred chants and ceremonies 
(Belanger, 2010; Lake, 1991; Whale, 2008, 39). They had a solid 
grasp of health practices and maintenance pre-contact due to their 
well-developed remedies and healing strategies. However, much 
of this would change with the imposition of Western culture 
throughout the traditional lands of Aboriginal people.  
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Post-Contact Health Concerns in Aboriginal Communities 

The influx of Western people and culture brought with it 
several changes to the lives of Aboriginal people, including serious 
health problems. As European fur traders and explorers began 
to settle in North America, they introduced new infections and 
diseases such as colds, smallpox and influenza (Hackett, 2005). 
Many of these illnesses, which would be considered acute in present 
times, were often deadly and fast spreading. This was the result 
of the absence of previous immunity and the lack of appropriate 
remedies and know-how within Aboriginal communities to treat 
these “new” illnesses. 

Not only was exposure to new maladies an issue, but 
European settlement and land appropriation also created many 
political, social and economic challenges. Although early into their 
relationship, Aboriginal people and early fur traders and explorers 
did share and exchange their knowledge of survival and medicine, 
Western culture would quickly come to dominate the land and 
health discourses. By agreeing to share their land in exchange 
for all of the incentives promised within the treaties, Aboriginal 
people lost their power as Aboriginal landowners and inhabitants, 
and their economic status was lowered drastically in relation to 
the Europeans. The loss of their social standing lead to a complete 
disruption in their economic lives, since Aboriginal people relied 
on trading and their traditional economies while the Europeans 
had intentions of modernizing and colonial nation building. With 
a lowered economic status came poverty, and with poverty came 
more disease and illness due to malnutrition, environmental threats 
and inadequate resources. Aboriginal people were not treated as 
equals with Europeans; many suffered due to this neglect, and 
many Aboriginal families and communities were left devastated.  

Following the Second World War, many communities 
underwent an epidemiologic transition in which infectious diseases 
declined substantially thanks to government intervention (Hackett, 
2005). With the drop in infectious disease came a rise in chronic 
diseases related to the realities of modern lifestyles. Among these 
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chronic illnesses are diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular disorders, and 
cancer (Hackett, 2005). The post-war era witnessed an accelerated 
population increase prompted in part by newly imposed health 
supports, despite the continuing trend of high death rates among 
Aboriginal populations, both accidental and violent (Hackett, 
2005). Although Aboriginal health did improve for a time during 
the post-war era, Aboriginal communities have seen an overall 
decline in health post-contact because of the many viral and acute 
illnesses that were introduced in their communities and the lack of 
resources stemming from the loss of their land following the signing 
of treaties which resulted in Aboriginal people being at the lowest 
economic status.

Present Health Concerns in Aboriginal Communities 

Not only did Aboriginal communities experience many 
health issues post-contact with Western civilization, but many of 
these health issues are still present and are of concern in today’s 
society. According to Health Canada’s A Statistical Profile on the 
Health of First Nations in Canada: Self-rated Health and Selected 
Conditions, 2002 to 2005 (2009), 79.7% of First Nations on-
reserve report “good” to “excellent” health compared to 88.0% of 
the general Canadian population.  

Today, First Nations people experience premature mortality, 
a hospitalization rate that is over three times greater and a life 
expectancy several years lower when compared to non-Aboriginal 
people in Canada (Canada, Health Canada, 2009). The most 
common and persistent health concerns in Aboriginal communities 
include diabetes, obesity, cancer, prevalence of disability, 
asthma, emphysema, high blood pressure and hypertension, 
tuberculosis, human immunodeficiency virus, tuberculosis-
human immunodeficiency virus co-infection, hepatitis C virus, 
various sexually transmitted infections, suicide and drug addiction 
(Canada, Health Canada, 2009). Figure 2 illustrates the prevalence 
of these illnesses among First Nations in relation to the general 
Canadian population (Canada, Health Canada, 2009, p. 15):
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In terms of suicide rates, the statistical data is astounding. 
30.9% of First Nations adults on-reserve reported having suicidal 
thoughts, while 15.8% reported having attempted suicide at 
least once in their lifetime (Canada, Health Canada, 2009).  
The prevalence of suicidal thoughts or attempted suicide was 
significantly lower in the general Canadian population, at 13.4% 
and 3.2%, respectively (Canada, Health Canada, 2009). Much of 
these mental health statistics can be attributed to the devastating 
impacts of residential schools and other policies of colonization. 
Even tuberculosis is much more prevalent in Aboriginal 
communities; the incidence rate for tuberculosis among Status 
Indians in 2004 was considerably higher than the overall Canadian 
rate at 27.5 versus 5.0 per 100,000 population, respectively 
(Canada, Health Canada, 2009). 

There is also a strong prevalence of Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and substance abuse and 
dependence among Aboriginal populations. The overall infection 
rate of HIV among Aboriginal persons is estimated to be about 2.8 
times higher than among non-Aboriginal persons (Canada, Health 

Figure 2: Age-standardized prevalence of selected health conditions amongst 
First Nations on-reserve (2002-2003) and general Canadian population 
(2003), adults



172  UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN

Canada, 2009). In addition,  injection drug users accounted for a 
much higher proportion of new HIV infections among Aboriginal 
people than among all Canadians at 53% versus 14%, respectively 
(Canada, Health Canada, 2009). 

The data regarding suicide, tuberculosis, HIV and substance 
abuse are astounding, and these issues clearly demand attention and 
effective resolutions. Although many of these health concerns are 
not always curable or permanently preventable, there are definitely 
means and measures of improving the overall health and well-being 
of Aboriginal people in Canada. 

Improving Healthcare in Aboriginal Communities 

More recently, Health Canada has supported collaborative 
work in order to address the unique challenges that Aboriginal 
people face in accessing quality health care (Canada, Health 
Canada, 2011). Healthcare providers are now being educated in 
regards to Aboriginal history, culture and traditions in order to 
establish a proper and equal understanding between both parties.  
In addition, many Aboriginal people are now embracing a variety of 
healthcare professions and are therefore actively participating in the 
provision of healthcare. 

There have been targeted funding programs such as the 
Aboriginal Health Transition Fund (AHTF) which have acted as 
catalysts in seeking new approaches to healthcare service planning 
and delivery in order to improve access to care for the Aboriginal 
population of Canada (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). AHTF 
projects have had the potential to reach approximately 78% of 
First Nation communities as well as most Inuit communities 
(Canada, Health Canada, 2011). Since 2005, the AHTF has 
funded 311 projects across all Canadian provinces and territories 
and approximately 480 of 615 First Nation communities have 
been involved in AHTF projects (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). 
There have also been Métis-led projects in British Columbia, 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba, and Inuit organizations that equally 
participated in AHTF projects in all four major Inuit regions: 
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Inuvialuit (Northwest Territories), Nunavut, Nunavik (Northern 
Quebec) and Nunatsiavut (Labrador) (Canada, Health Canada, 
2011). These projects strived to integrate and adapt health services 
for mental health, substance abuse, chronic disease management, 
palliative care, e-health, health governance as well as child and 
youth health (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). The AHTF has 
provided some progress to Aboriginal health in Canada, including 
new means of working together, improved thinking and planning 
for delivering healthcare services, as well as enhanced access to 
healthcare services (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). 

Along with the initial implementation of the AHTF, the 
government also initiated the Health Services Integration Fund 
(HSIF)—a five-year, 80 million dollar Aboriginal health initiative 
that builds on past successes and lessons learned in the integration 
of federally funded services with those of the province and 
territory (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). The HSIF supported 
the collaborative efforts of multiple partners in Aboriginal health 
to improve the overall integration of health services for Aboriginal 
people in Canada (Canada, Health Canada, 2011). 

Together, these two major funds have made great 
improvements in providing much-needed healthcare in all First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis communities, thus improving the overall 
health of these populations. 

Conclusion

Colonization and land appropriation are clear contributors 
to Aboriginal poverty and have led to Aboriginal people in Canada 
exhibiting lower overall health when compared to the general 
Canadian population.  This has affected Aboriginal communities 
in numerous ways for decades and the impacts continue to be felt 
today; they are consistently found at the lower end on the scales 
for all of the major determinants of health. It is difficult to predict 
whether or not Aboriginal health will improve significantly in the 
near future, however the statistical data is astounding and points 
to a clear gap in services and a call for improvements. Although 
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government funding may never resolve all of the issues related 
to health in the Aboriginal population of Canada, recent federal 
initiatives represent a vital step towards restoring health and 
preventing illness in First Nation, Inuit and Métis communities 
across the nation. The government is strategizing by providing 
special funding in this area of need and aiming to improve overall 
health in many communities; the AHTF and HSIF are two major 
funds that have been implemented for this purpose. There is hope 
of seeing a decline in poor health and illness along with an increase 
in overall health and life expectancy in Aboriginal populations. 
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Indigenous Healing Journey: 
Decolonizing the Mind, Body and Spirit

Judith McComber

Abstract

This paper takes a medicine wheel approach to understanding 
the psychological impacts of colonization.  It argues that 
colonization has been a violent process of tearing apart Indigenous 
nations, communities, clans, families and personal identities.  
This systemic fragmentation has resulted in the transference of 
overwhelming negativity from the colonizer and the fostering 
of feelings of apathy, jealousy, inferiority, envy, and resentment 
within Aboriginal communities.  In application of medicine wheel 
teachings, this paper points to the reconstruction of Indigenous 
identities and societies through the personal engagement with 
Indigenous knowledge, language, and ceremonial practice as a path 
to resurgence and the decolonization of the mind, body, and spirit.  
And lastly, this paper argues for the creation of alliances with non-
Aboriginal people in order to jointly work against ignorance and 
colonial racism and towards understanding and reconciliation.
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Violence has been and is one of the great threats to our 
personal and collective survival. At times violence is 
expressed outward as in attacking someone or a group of 
people. There are times when violence is turned inward and 
we attack ourselves physically, emotionally, and/or spiritually. 
When violence is turned inward we suffer from sickness, 
addictions, sadness and spiritual emptiness (Duran, 2008).

Racism and colonization have been a large part of the 
history between Indigenous people and European settlers in North 
America.  The newcomers quickly deemed the land barren or empty 
wasteland and considered the original inhabitants to be uncivilized 
and inferior people who lacked any sovereignty. Tom Porter shares 
his understanding of colonization as a metaphor of nations being 
torn apart by the colonizer. As Indigenous people, we now have 
the task and responsibility of searching for these parts and putting 
them back together; our beliefs, values, teachings, ceremonies, 
and traditions must make a resurgence so as to heal ourselves, our 
families, our communities and our nations. 

Prior to colonization, our societies had a strong spiritual basis 
and a clear understanding of who we were as Indigenous people, 
where we fit in creation, and what our responsibilities within 
creation were. However, because Indigenous people did not believe 
in the same God as the newcomers, we were called pagans, heathens 
and infidels.  The ‘beast’ of colonization violently attacked our 
world view and lifestyle and attacked our connection to creation. 
The driving forces behind most of the acts made by the colonizer 
against Indigenous nations included greed, and individual and 
collective gain.

At the time of “discovery,” Indigenous people of Turtle Island 
lived, flourished and held sacred relationships with all of creation. 
The Indigenous world view included beliefs that other-than-human 
beings such as rocks, trees, plants, four-legged creatures, winged 
creatures, swimmers, and crawlers were vital parts of creation. 
These beings served as teachers because as human beings, we are 
dependent on all of creation to provide for all of our needs. 
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The Cree Medicine Wheel, seen below, teaches that we 
human beings can achieve balance within ourselves. There are 
two paths which we can choose to walk along; the dark path 
and the light path. The dark path includes the negative rascals of 
inferiority, envy, resentment, apathy and jealousy which can wreak 
havoc within a person. When a person, family and community are 
dominated by the dark side, social problems arise and dominate 
(Nabigon & Mawhiney, 1996).The opposites of the rascals, 
including good feelings, healthy relationships, respect, caring and 
listening comprise the light path—the path which we must strive 
to follow. In the centre of the wheel there is a spiritual fire; we must 
tend to this fire and nurture it in order to heal.

The Cree Medicine Wheel
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Eduardo Duran (2008) explains how the thoughts and 
feelings of the perpetrator can transfer to the victim. Hence, the 
negative rascals as experienced by the colonizer are transferred to 
the colonized throughout the process of colonization, resulting 
in various social problems. This can be seen in the figure below, 
which shows the rascals as experienced by the colonizer and 
the colonization tactics that were utilized to result in the same 
negativity becoming attached to the Indigenous people who 
experienced the colonization.

Prior to colonization, the four aspects of being were taken care 
of and Indigenous people existed in harmony with themselves, their 
families, their communities, their nations, and with all other parts of 
creation. The harmonious relationships that existed were maintained 
until the colonizer attacked and disrupted our Indigenous ways of 
being. The effects of colonization are numerous, far reaching and 
devastating. All four aspects of being have been negatively impacted; 
spiritual, physical, mental and emotional. High rates of suicide, 
alcoholism, accidental deaths, poverty, diabetes, child neglect, sexual 
and physical abuse and incarceration exist among the Indigenous 
populations of North America (Duran, 2006). 
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Creation stories contain “relationships that help to define 
the nature of the universe and how cultures understand the world 
in which they exist (King, 2003).” By looking at the Judeo-
Christian and Aboriginal creation stories, it is clear that these 
stories show major differences in these cultures which can shed 
light on the racism and superiority that has occurred. In a popular 
Aboriginal creation story, often called the Sky Woman creation 
teaching, human beings were not superior to all the other beings 
in creation and were in fact dependent on the animals, which were 
responsible for creating the land we live on. In the Judeo-Christian 
creation story, the earth, animals, plants, rivers, sun, moon and 
stars are made by God. God creates Adam and Eve and then gives 
man dominion over the earth and everything on it. This creation 
teaching places human beings in a position of superiority over the 
other beings in creation (King, 2003). The Judeo-Christians also 
have strong feelings of being “God’s chosen people” which may add 
to feelings of superiority to others.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) discusses the loss in value 
of Indigenous knowledge as a major issue that arose out of 
colonization of Indigenous people. At the time of ‘discovery,’ 
Indigenous people were quickly classified as unequal and inferior. 
As part of this negative process of classification, Indigenous 
knowledge has been undervalued and is generally recognized as a 
form of mysticism or spiritualism. It is often looked at as something 
less than or inferior to knowledge.  Smith refers to this way of 
thinking as “colonization of the mind,” where we no longer value 
the teachings and ceremonies of Indigenous people and the wisdom 
of Indigenous Elders, placing Western knowledge as the default way 
of knowing (Smith, 1999). 

Colonization tactics such as residential schools ensured 
that Indigenous knowledge became devalued. Within these 
schools, students were abused and assaulted mentally, physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually. They were not allowed to participate in 
any of their traditional Indigenous ways of live, including language. 
The European ways of living were enforced, including language, 
traditions, and beliefs. The children were not allowed to question 
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the teachers and learned by rote, which suppressed their creativity 
and self-esteem (Assembly of First Nations, 1994). 

Taiake Alfred (2005) believes that the way to change and to 
decolonize is to make a “living commitment to meaningful change 
in our lives and to transform society by recreating our existences, 
regenerating our cultures, and surging against the forces that keep 
us bound to our colonial past” (p. 19). He calls on us to awaken 
our warrior spirit and contends that the reason Indigenous people 
often endure unhealthy lives is not the result of governmental 
powers or money; the root of the problem is that Indigenous 
people are living through a spiritual crisis. This time of darkness 
has descended on our people as a result of becoming disconnected 
from our lands and from our traditional ways of life. Duran and 
Duran (1995) write, “The Western way of being in the world has 
been systematically forced upon Native Americans in such brutal 
proportions that there has been a wounding and severing away 
from the Earth” (p. 82). 

Duran (2006) explains that the negative thoughts and 
feelings of spirit of inferiority, depression and violence that 
Indigenous people carry within may have been passed from the 
unhealed ‘soul wound’ of our Indigenous ancestors. Trauma to the 
spirit, if not healed in the earlier generations, is passed down to the 
generations to follow. 

Indigenous people need to work toward decolonization of the 
mind, body and spirit. A process of ensuring Indigenous children 
are proud and comfortable with their Indigenous identities must 
be undertaken. This can be achieved through resurgence in the 
practice of our teachings, ceremonies, beliefs and values. Healthy 
Indigenous identities also requires that the soul would that resulted 
from historical trauma to be healed.  The broken relationships with 
the land and all of our relations must be repaired; this relationship 
will nourish and assist in the healing process for individuals, 
families, communities, and nations. 

Decolonization should include the Indigenous ways of 
healing such as sweat lodges, teachings and connecting with the 
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Elders. A main focus of this healing should be to develop positive 
feelings and thoughts about who we are as Indigenous people. 
This can be achieved through seeking the wisdom of Elders and 
attending ceremonies to heal from the trauma passed down through 
the generations. Seeking balance and peace in all aspects of our 
lives is an important guiding principle to successfully reaching 
decolonization. 

Warry (2009) believes that in Canada, the “denial of colonial 
actions… create a kind of accidental racism… and that the majority 
of Canadians are not only ignorant of Aboriginal culture, they 
are also ignorant of their ignorance.” We must demand that the 
truth about our histories be shared and work together as in these 
very important allies in our struggle to build healthy individuals, 
families, communities and nations. 

The knowledge I have gained from reading and learning 
about these ideas has helped me to seek healing as a reversal of 
colonization in my own life. I have been able to focus my efforts 
to mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual decolonization—
something my family has not done in three generations.  I am 
doing this in order to regain a strong cultural identity and to be at 
peace and happy with life. 

Personally, my father and grandfather were both survivors of 
the residential school system; they have told me the stories of their 
experiences, and explained many of the ways the administration 
of these schools attacked our Indigenous ways of being. Growing 
up in Sudbury as a fair-skinned Anishnaabe, I was not singled out 
by the racist behaviours and attitudes of others. However, when 
witnessing other Indigenous children be treated with such malice, 
I felt very powerless. My parents were unable to teach me to be 
proud of who I am as an Indigenous woman. I did not have a good 
sense of identity and pride in being Indigenous; these vital aspects 
of life were torn away from Indigenous people in the previous 
generations by the colonizer. 

It was not until pursuing University education that I began 
to use traditional methods and enrolled in some Indigenous studies 
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courses. By learning about Indigenous histories and knowledge, I 
feel that this is where I truly feel I began the process of decolonizing 
my mind. By fasting at Dreamer’s Rock, I have been able to mend 
my relationships with mother Earth and all of my relations. The 
healing I undertook in that fast encompassed all four aspects and 
truly changed the direction of my life. I feel that the harm done by 
colonization and intergenerational trauma is now balanced out in 
my life. Non-Indigenous people have begun to share with me the 
beauty of our Indigenous ways and it is for this reason that I believe 
our non-Indigenous brothers and sisters are important allies in the 
process of decolonization.

My final words are towards the people who have helped 
me along my healing journey, in the process of decolonizing my 
mind. Chi-Miigwetch to my teachers: Paula Wharton, Marja-
Liisa Kirkby, Frank Bishoff, Bill Leblanc, Herb Nabigon, Ray 
and Lila Kinoshmeg, Ron and Gloria McGregor, Frank and Julie 
Ozawagosh, Tom Porter, Ed Pitawantkwat, Cheryle Partridge, 
Taima Moeke-Pickering and Kevin Fitzmaurice. Chi-Miigwetch 
to the academic people who have enriched my min with great 
knowledge through their work: Taiake Alfred, Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
and Eduardo Duran. Chi-Miigwetch to my friends: Lesley Snake, 
Sandy Manitowabi, Susie Vaillancourt, Erin Vinkle and Bobbi 
De-silva. Lastly, I want to say Chi-Miigwetch to my family, my 
ancestors, Gze Mnidoo, Shkagamik-kwe and to all of my relations; 
it is for them that I will continue to do this healing work. I could 
not have accomplished what I have without the love and support of 
those who I have thanked here.
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MY PERSONAL SELF-CARE PLAN BASED ON 
TEACHINGS OF THE MEDICINE WHEEL

Michael Bourke

Abstract

This paper offers suggestions on how to live well and in 
balance in spite of the many pressures and challenges of student 
life.  Applying teachings on the integrated four quadrants (mental, 
emotional, physical, and spiritual) of healthy daily living, Michael 
discusses how he has been able to address physical and mental 
health challenges through a mindful, self-reflective practice of 
assessing existing patterns of behavior and working towards specific 
goals in these four areas.  As a continual working through the 
interrelated, four quadrants Mike has experienced some important 
personal successes which he shares in this work.
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In order to maintain balance in all four quadrants of the 
medicine wheel; mental, emotional, physical and spiritual, self-care 
must be an integral part of a one’s daily life.  We all have needs that 
must be met in order to maintain this balance within ourselves. 
The level at which we are able to meet and fulfill our basic needs is 
what determines our sense of self; the more needs met, the stronger 
our sense of self. A strong sense self in turn affects the level of 
self-confidence and self-esteem we possess (Antone & Hill, 1992). 
If we fail to meet our needs, we can enter into a state of “anomie” 
in which we lose faith and belief in our own institutions, values 
and existence.  We can enter into a state of powerlessness and 
hopelessness, thus creating a serious imbalance in our lives and a 
complete disruption in the four quadrants.

In order to maintain balance in my own life, I have 
developed a personal self-care plan that takes into consideration 
my school, job and personal responsibilities which all come with 
the possibility of stress, frustration and burnout. We sometimes 
face challenges and barriers that prevent us from attaining and 
administering self-care. However, with constant reflection around 
the four quadrants I have been able to create a self-care plan in 
order to find and maintain balance in my life. 

Self-care

Self-care may be thought of as anything that contributes 
to our emotional, spiritual, physical, and/or social rejuvenation, 
enabling us to create a healthy balance in our lives. It is the right 
and responsibility of every individual to care for one’s own well-
being (Salvucci, 2001). Often, we will put the needs of others 
before our own; we may try to convince ourselves that our own 
needs are less important than the needs of others. Becoming aware 
of this will help us to recognize that we are not doing enough for 
ourselves and reflection will ensure we are aware of what our needs 
are and how to attain them. Negative feelings such as guilt are 
the driving force that can cause us to ignore our own needs. The 
consequences of ignoring these needs over time may include anger 



UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS STUDIES / DBAAJMOWIN   187

and resentment which may be targeted or placed onto others in the 
workplace or in the home if personal need continue to be ignored. 
The anger and resentment may also turn inward onto ourselves, 
causing us to burn out or display self-destructive behaviors.

We each have our own methods of taking care of ourselves; 
ideally these methods maintain balance in the four quadrants.  
By taking stock of all of our activities and responsibilities and by 
recognizing the self-care activities that we have put in place to meet 
our personal needs, we can see how well we maintain a healthy 
balance between stressful responsibilities and activities which help 
us to maintain our health and quality of life.

Concepts of the Medicine Wheel

The medicine wheel has been a part of the daily lives, rituals 
and ceremonies of Aboriginal people for generations and is still 
be utilized to this day. The medicine wheel is used as a personal 
healing tool; individuals can incorporate its lessons in their daily 
lives to help bring balance and harmony. Mastering the knowledge 
of the medicine wheel and its teachings is a lifelong journey of 
learning and practice. Following the teachings of the medicine 
wheel can assist us in finding healing in the four quadrants of 
being; spiritual, emotional, physical and mental. 

The medicine wheel is an ancient tool with important 
teachings that help us to promote balance in our lives (Nabigon, 
2007). Each direction of the wheel has special teachings that can be 
learned from Elders or others who are knowledgeable about these 
specific teachings. The medicine wheel teachings focus on balance 
and equality. To achieve and maintain balance, one must first find 
where any imbalance may be. Each quadrant represents a different 
aspect of the self; the East represents the emotional self, the South 
represented the mental self, the West represents the physical self and 
the North represents the spiritual self. Medicine wheel teachings 
demonstrate that all parts of the wheel are connected and thus all 
quadrants are capable of impacting the other. An imbalance in life 
can create a “rascal” which Herb Nabigon (2007) refers to as envy 
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or resentment which can result in the inability to care for oneself 
properly. 

Applying the teachings of the four directions to a self-care 
plan creates a process of change that can balance daily life and 
assist in overcoming any stresses or frustrations that may arise. 
The teachings incorporate everything in life, with all of the aspects 
working together to create and maintain a dynamic balance of the 
four directions (Bopp & Bopp, 2006; Nabigon & Mawhiney, 1996; 
Morrisseau, 1998).  

A Personal Self-care Plan

I started my own self-care plan about five years ago and have 
been modifying it constantly throughout the years of my college 
and university education. Prior to this, I had never heard of self-care 
and I did not know the true meaning of taking care of oneself. As a 
student, classes, assignments and placements really become stressful 
and frustrating because the work never seems to end and often times 
we forget about our own needs. Finding balance can be a hard task 
to overcome during these times but by applying the teachings of the 
medicine wheel to our lives and finding correlations within the four 
quadrants to our own personal lives, we can start to find balance 
from within. I have certainly felt these stresses and frustrations, 
but after putting my self-care plan into action not only did I find 
balance but I also got to know myself better. 

In my experiences, constant reflection of my plan really 
helped because I began to see changes within myself. It took me 
time to find my balance and to truly believe in myself and the 
importance of following my self-care plan; it took discipline, self 
determination and courage for me to continue pursuing my plan. It 
has boosted my self-esteem and encouraged me to further my self-
care techniques. The four scared directions of the medicine wheel 
have helped me find balance within myself and feel comfortable 
with my place in the world. The following pages below will explain 
my use of the four directions and what I did to maintain balance in 
those quadrants. 
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Below is an illustration I created which provides a visual 
account of what my plan looks like when incorporating the 
medicine wheel. I have gathered information and teachings of the 
medicine wheel over the years and have created my own model 
that works best for my own life. For me, the medicine wheel is an 
integral part of my self-care plan. Should you decide to create and 
follow a self-care plan, perhaps this basic format may assist you in 
finding and maintaining balance in your life.

This model of the medicine wheel with current practice 
and new practice of self-care written in each quadrant is the basic 
format of my personal self-care plan. This strategy of visualizing 
self-care practices in the four quadrants of the medicine wheel 
helped me to pinpoint any imbalances in my life that needed to 
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be addressed in order to improve my wellbeing. There have been 
times where procrastination seems to get the best of me, but with 
self awareness and constant reflection I have been able to recognize 
and improve this before it causes havoc in my life. By discussing 
each quadrant of the medicine wheel in depth, I will show the 
key aspects that have helped me in creating a self-care plan that 
continues to work for me.

The Eastern Quadrant: Spiritual Self.

I consider myself a rather spiritual person; I pray and lay 
my tobacco down regularly, I smudge to cleanse my spirit and 
to bring good and healthy energy to my fire. I thank the Creator 
and recognize that everything has a spirit; I am only part of the 
intricate interconnection of all of creation.  Spending time outdoors 
connects be spiritually to Mother Earth and brings me back to 
creation. Whenever I can, I listen to the wise words of Elders. 

Prior to the creation of my self-care plan, I never partook 
in any of these activities. I did have spiritual beliefs and 
understandings, but in undertaking these spiritual behaviours I 
feel I have gained great knowledge. Through the literature that I 
have read and the quotes that I have reflected on in class and other 
places, my spiritual self has really been influenced; I have come 
to know the inner me by exploring my place in creation, and by 
exploring my beliefs and values. I am grateful that I have become 
more spiritual than I was previously. 

By continuing my spiritual practices I feel more aware of 
myself, my abilities, and of everything around me. Including these 
activities in my self-care plan has proven to help with balance 
and harmony in my life. I ensure to maintain balance in this 
area by continuing these practices. Prior to the exploration of my 
cultural background, I never felt a spiritual connection. However, 
after this cultural exploration and I feel I have found my identity 
but recognize that I have much more learning to do in this 
lifelong journey. 
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The Southern Quadrant: Emotional Self. 

When I speak to people I make sure to speak from the heart 
with my true feelings, ensuring to be honest and truthful. To 
maintain a healthy emotional self, I also ensure to regularly write 
in a journal, talk openly with my partner and with my family and 
friends, as well as debrief with my co-workers.  Spending time with 
my pet cat also seems to be emotionally healing. I noticed that 
ensuring to spend time relaxing and taking care of me assists in 
maintaining good relationships with everyone else in my life. I am 
not afraid to cry; it eases my emotions and feels as though a weight 
has been lifted from my heart. But not all cries are sad—some 
are filled with happiness and pride in how far I have come in my 
journey. Humour is another great concept for the emotional self; 
laughter brings us closer and releases emotions in a healthy way. 
Each of these practices tends to my emotional needs.

The Western Quadrant: Physical Self.  

In this area I have come a long way to achieve balance; I have 
made great strides in making improvements to my physical health. 
I met with a doctor regarding my weight and explored healthy 
options to reduce my weight and prevent high blood pressure and 
diabetes. I developed a plan to eat healthier; I learned to choose 
proper foods, read food labels and cut out the unhealthy options 
such as foods that are fried or high in salt content. I began to 
exercise regularly and took the initiative of meeting with a personal 
weight trainer. It took a lot of discipline, commitment and courage 
just to get into the gym and to continue eating healthy, but changes 
in my health were evident after I began these strategies for physical 
health, making it easier to continue on this healthy path. I have 
certainly come a long way; ten years ago I was three hundred 
and sixty pounds, four years ago I was three hundred and twenty 
pounds, and today I am two hundred sixty pounds. 
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The Northern Quadrant: Mental Self. 

In this area, I find activities such as reading and listening 
to music helps to keep my mind healthy. Activities such as board 
games and openly talking with my partner help to release tension. 
Sexual intimacy also assists my mental health by allowing me to 
connect with my own body and by allowing me a sense of closeness 
with my partner.  

Spending time outdoors and with wildlife allows me to 
maintain a connection with nature and to relax my mind—the 
outdoors allows me to take my mind off of the busy activities of 
everyday life. All of these activities allow me to stay grounded and 
maintain balance in my mental self.  

Conclusion

When I take the time to look back at my accomplishments 
over the years, I realize that much of what I have been able to do are 
the result of using my plan and refining it in order to adjust to my 
needs and my lifestyle. This method has assisted me over the years, 
but it is important to recognize that self-care plans may not work if 
you are not willing to fully commit yourself to them; you must be 
willing to take the initiative to follow your plan and to make and 
accept the changes in your life that may arise.  I chose this style of 
plan because it works for me; it is flexible to life adjustments and 
provides me with a visual account of what any imbalances in my 
life that I may need to address. Incorporating traditional medicine 
wheel teachings into my self-care plan has helped me create 
balance within the four quadrants and has helped me to make the 
necessary adjustments and tend to any areas of need. Hopefully, my 
experience of self-care can assist others. 
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