Racism and FNMI Peoples
In considering the changing nature of contemporary Canadian
society, we must also consider and respond to the impact of racism on
FNMI peoples. Historical accounts of FNMI people about community life,
governance, beliefs, and customs have lacked accuracy. Sadly, what has been
written historically has often been based on stereotypes or misconceptions
that reinforced the definitions and descriptions of “Indians” in legislation and
the Indian Act.
The original version of the Indian Act defined “Indians” as “non-persons under
the law.” The treatment of FNMI people historically and to this day reflects
the dominant cultural beliefs of “European superiority.” This resulted in
policies and practices that dealt with the “Indian problem” in very destructive
ways. For example, residential schools were used to “get rid of the Indian in
the Indian child” by forbidding the use of Indigenous languages, traditions,
spirituality, customs, and ways of knowing held by the generations of
Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island. This experience was cultural genocide
and has resulted in intergenerational physical, mental, spiritual, sexual, and
emotional trauma.
The information about this destructive and oppressive period in Canada’s
history has not been a part of the educational system and curricula until
recently. Generations of Canadians do not understand why Indigenous people
are not “just getting over it.” This statement is very commonly heard and made
by many Canadians, which is why teaching and learning about the true causes
that lie behind many of the social and family issues of FNMI peoples becomes
imperative.
It is important that all Canadians understand how and why racism
experienced by FNMI people is both similar and different from the racism
experienced by Canadians whose ancestors were from other countries and that
came and settled here long ago. Many of the people who have come to Canada
from other countries over the centuries did so for many reasons, but generally
they were seeking freedom, security of life, and opportunities to flourish, and
were to some extent welcomed, although that may have changed over time.
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How are the Experiences with Discrimination of Indigenous and NonIndigenous Peoples Similar?
The Changes in Citizenship and Rights in Canada from 1867–2016 timeline that
follows provides an overview of selected examples of how different groups,
such as women, Indigenous peoples, gays and lesbians, and people of different
religious, ethnic, and racial backgrounds, were discriminated against in
Canadian law and struggled for their human rights.
The discrimination that various groups experienced over Canada’s history was
similar in many ways. For example, citizenship and voting rights were denied,
given, and taken away at various times for certain groups including FNMI,
women, Mennonites, Japanese Canadians, black people, etc. For example, both
women and FNMI peoples of Canada were at one time for legal purposes
deemed not to be “persons” and therefore denied the right to vote. However,
in 1916 when women gained the right to the vote in Manitoba, Saskatchewan,
and Alberta provincial elections, this only applied to some women. Indigenous
women and women from some other ethnic groups were excluded.
It also shows how, over time, human rights and related legislation have evolved
to protect Canadians of various backgrounds and groups from discrimination.
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Section 38 of the
Immigration Act,
prohibits for one year
“any immigrants
belonging to the Negro
race, which race is
deemed unsuitable
to the climate and
requirements of
Canada.”

British Columbia and Ontario extend the vote to women whose ethnic group is not excluded.
The Military Voters Bill allows military personnel overseas to vote and have their votes
transferred to ridings in Canada as the government saw fit. The votes are used to change the
outcome in 14 ridings.
The Wartime Elections Bill allows women who are British subjects and have close relatives
in the armed forces to vote in federal elections. Civilian men who do not meet the property
requirement but who have a son or grandson in the army are temporarily given the right to
vote. Mennonite and Doukhobor men lose their voting rights along with all conscientious
objectors and all citizens naturalized since 1902 who were originally from “enemy alien”
(meaning non-English speaking) countries.

1883

1888

1880s–1996
1910

Alberta grants municipal
vote to widows and
“spinsters” but not to
married women.

1911

Ontario Schools Question
crisis sees French almost
banned in schools;
English becomes official
language of instruction.

More than 140 churchrun Indian residential
schools operate across
Canada. While most
schools were closed in
the 1970s, the last one
remained open until
1996.

Canada imposes a head
tax on immigrants from
China.

Chinese-Canadians are
denied the provincial
vote in Saskatchewan,
so they cannot vote
federally.

1913

1900

1876
1909

1908

War Measures Act declared in force.
“Enemy aliens” must register, their rights are limited,
and 8,500 men are interned in work camps.
First Nations enlisted military men gain the vote
(while in service only).
Immigration is effectively closed to Indians (people from India).
Saskatchewan prohibits Chinese businesses from hiring
white women.
Ontario prohibits “Oriental” businesses from hiring
white women.

Women whose ethnic group is
not excluded gain the right to
the provincial vote in Manitoba,
Saskatchewan, and Alberta.
The Manitoba government
legislates that English is
the official language of
instruction, effectively banning
instruction in French (and other
languages).

Practicing Indigenous
spiritual ceremonies is
made illegal.

In B.C., women who own
households are deprived
of the municipal vote,
and people identified
as Chinese, Japanese,
“Asiatic,” and First
Nations are also denied
it. [“Asia” is conceived
broadly, going as far west
as Turkey and Syria.]

1914

1875

1871
1907

”Hindus” are denied the
provincial vote in B.C.,
so they do not qualify to
vote federally (most of
those denied the right
were actually Sikhs from
the Punjab).

The Indian Act is passed
by the Government of
Canada.

1918

1916

Treaty #5 is signed
at Norway House.
The treaty and its
1908 adhesion cover
approximately the
northern two-thirds of
Manitoba.

Only people who have the right to vote in a provincial
election can vote in a federal election. Although
black Canadian men can vote and participate in local
government—if they meet income, property ownership,
and age (over 21) requirements—all women and many
people who belong to visible minorities, including most
Aboriginal persons, cannot vote.

Federal Immigration Act
allows the government to
deport immigrants if
within two years of arriving
they are deemed financially
burdensome, insane, infirm,
diseased, handicapped, or
they commit crimes of
“moral turpitude,” or they
are jailed or hospitalized.

The right to vote by
mail is granted to
military electors in
active service.

Treaty #1 is signed at
Upper Fort Garry. This
treaty covers much of
southern Manitoba.

1917

1906

People of Chinese and
Japanese heritage,
and First Nations
persons, are denied
the provincial vote in
British Columbia (so
are denied the federal
vote).

1902

First Nations men receive
the right to vote in
federal elections, but
only if they deny their
Aboriginal heritage
and renounce their
right to be considered
members of their home
communities.

1915

1867
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First Nations veterans
lose the vote. Women
aged 21 and over
whose ethnic group
is not excluded gain
the federal vote
across Canada and the
provincial vote in
Nova Scotia.
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Ban on conscientious
objectors having
the right to vote is
lifted. Doukhobors,
Mennonites, and
Hutterites gain the vote
across Canada.

1960

Chinese- and Indo-Canadians (“Hindus”) gain the vote in
B.C.; Doukhobors, Hutterites, and Mennonites are denied
provincial and federal voting rights unless they have
served in the armed forces.
The Saskatchewan Bill of Rights, Canada’s first general
law prohibiting discrimination, is passed under Tommy
Douglas.
Canadian women who marry non-Canadian men no
longer lose their citizenship.

Doukhobors gain the
vote in B.C.
Canadian immigration
laws include an
assessment factor of
“climatic unsuitability”
which effectively denies
black, Chinese, East
Indian, and homosexual
people entry to Canada.

1923

Ontario enacts the
Racial Discrimination
Act, prohibiting the
publication or display
of any notice, sign,
or symbol indicating
racial discrimination.

1947

1922
1944

1928

1929

Women whose ethnic
group is not excluded
gain the provincial vote
in New Brunswick.

Mennonites are once
again allowed entry to
Canada.

Canada and 25 other countries fighting the Rome-BerlinTokyo Axis decide to affirm their support by signing the
Declaration of the United Nations. This important
document pledged the signatory governments to the
maximum war effort and bound them against making a
separate peace.

Universal Declaration of Human Rights is adopted by the
United Nations; Canada, after showing some reluctance,
signs. Canadian John Humphrey plays a large role in
drafting the declaration, and Canada is among the
signing nations.
Race is no longer allowed as a reason to deny the right
to vote.

The Indian Act is revised
and some of the more
repressive features of
the act are removed.

Alberta passes the
Sexual Sterilization Act,
allowing the sterilization
of any person deemed
“mentally defective.”
Supreme Court decides
women are not “persons”
under the law and cannot
serve on the Senate.

1955

Japanese-Canadians
are interned as “enemy
aliens.”

1948

1920

England’s Privy Council
overturns the Canadian
Supreme Court ruling
and declares women are
legal persons.

1942

1938

Immigration of Hindus and Sikhs (Indians) is allowed.
The right to vote in federal elections is now established
by federal, not provincial, law. British subjects by birth
or naturalization are qualified to vote, but some foreignborn citizens continue to be excluded. (However, the
federal vote was not given to Aboriginal peoples, or to
visible minorities barred from provincial voters’ lists,
such as persons of Asian descent.)
Mennonites regain voting rights.

1953

1950

Inuit men and women
gain the vote.

1941

Women whose ethnic
group is not excluded
gain the vote in Quebec.

Japanese-Canadians
gain the vote in B.C.
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‘Race’ as a reason to
deny the federal vote
is re-protected by
legislation.

1951

1940

Chinese-, Japanese-,
Hindu-, or IndianCanadians are again
denied the right to vote
in provincial elections
in B.C.
First Nations men
serving in the military
gain the vote.

1939

Mennonites are denied entry into Canada. Ontario and the
Yukon Territory extend the vote to women not excluded on
the basis of their ethnicity.
Saskatchewan drops restriction on Chinese businesses’
hiring policies (with respect to white female employees).
Women whose ethnic group is not excluded gain the
provincial vote in New Brunswick.
Women in Canada gain the right to stand for the House of
Commons.

1949

1919
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Canadian Bill of Rights
is enacted.
All First Nations men
and women gain the
unrestricted right
to vote.
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Elijah Harper, an Aboriginal member of the
Manitoba Legislative Assembly, is instrumental
in the defeat of the Meech Lake Accord, as
it neglected to acknowledge Aboriginal
Canadians’ significant role in shaping Canada’s
future.
The Oka Crisis focuses attention on land claims.
The Sparrow case affirms that the constitutional
rights of Aboriginal people cannot be infringed
without justification.

1975

Quebec passes its
Charter of Human
Rights and Freedoms.

Canadian Human Rights
Act is passed.
The Immigration Act
removes all restrictive
regulations based
on “nationality,
citizenship, ethnic
group, occupation, class
or geographical area of
origin.”

1991

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
is enacted as part of the Constitution Act.
Section 15 allows Canadians to enforce their
equality rights by means of the Supreme
Court.
The Constitution Act specifically recognizes
Aboriginal rights and the Métis as an
Aboriginal people.

1982

As a result of the Calder
case involving the
Nisga’a, Native title to
land is proclaimed to
exist under English law,
predating colonization.
This is seen to be the
basis for contemporary
Aboriginal law in
Canada.

1969

Race formally withdrawn
as a criterion for
admission to Canada in
immigration legislation.

1977

Capital punishment in
Canada is limited to the
killing of on-duty police
officers and prison
guards.

1967

1966

1973

1972

Prime Minister Brian
Mulroney acknowledges
Canada’s wrongful
actions against Japanese
Canadians during the
Second World War and
offers a compensation
program.

Alberta’s Sterilization
Act is repealed. Before
this date, persons with
disabilities in Alberta
were routinely sterilized.

1990

1988

1986

Section 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
comes into force.
Bill C-31 changes the Indian Act to end some forms of
discrimination that had existed since the 1860s. Prior to
Bill C-31, Indian women who married non-Indian men were
no longer considered to be Indian, nor were their children.
They were now allowed to reclaim their status under the
Indian Act. Other First Nations people were also allowed to
reclaim their status as Indians under the act (e.g., people
who had lived outside of Canada for more than five years).
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The last segregated
school for black people
in Canada (Ontario) was
closed.

Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1968–69 decriminalized homosexual acts between men
over the age of consent of 21, among other changes to the Canadian laws.
The White Paper (officially entitled Statement of the Government of Canada on Indian Policy)
presented by Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and his Minister of Indian Affairs, Jean Chrétien. The White
Paper proposed to abolish the Indian Act, which the federal government viewed as discriminatory,
dismantling the special legal relationship between Aboriginal peoples and the Canadian state in favour
of equality, in accordance with Trudeau’s vision of a “just society.” The federal government proposed that
by eliminating “Indian” as a distinct legal status, the resulting equality among all Canadians would help
resolve the problems faced by Aboriginal peoples.

The Criminal Code makes it a crime to advocate
genocide or publicly incite hatred against
people because of their colour, race, religion,
or ethnic identity.
The federal government unveils its
Multiculturalism Policy, a commitment that
every policy decision of government, including
external affairs, immigration and citizenship,
takes into account the cultural diversity of
Canada.

The federal Employment
Equity Act comes into
force.

1965

Laws requiring separate
schools for black people
in Ontario are removed.

1985

1971

The Red Paper is
written by Harold
Cardinal in response to
the 1969 White Paper.

1964

“Racial” rules are
eliminated from the
immigration laws.
Ontario enacts Canada’s
first comprehensive
provincial human rights
code and establishes the
country’s first human
rights commission.

1970

1962
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The Aboriginal Justice Inquiry
is created by the Province of
Manitoba to investigate the deaths
of Helen Betty Osborne and
J.J. Harper.
The federally created Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples
begins its work. It becomes the
longest and most expensive royal
commission in Canadian history.
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12

The Indian Residential
Schools Truth and
Reconciliation
Commission is
completed in June 2015.
Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada
releases its Calls to Action
document.

Prime Minister Harper
holds a summit meeting
with First Nations chiefs.

1998
2012

The Canadian Human
Rights Tribunal on First
Nations Child Welfare is
implemented.

Canada signs the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples.
The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission holds its first public event
in Winnipeg.

2015

Prime Minister Stephen
Harper offers a formal
apology on behalf of
Canada over residential
schools.

2016

As a result of the Kelowna Accord, the Canadian
government announces a $1.9 billion compensation
package to benefit tens of thousands of survivors of
abuse at Indian residential schools.
Canada became the fourth country in the world to
legalize same-sex marriage nationwide with the
enactment of the Civil Marriage Act.

The Delgamuukw
decision of the Supreme
Court of Canada
confirms the existence of
Aboriginal title in B.C.
The Canadian Race
Relations Foundation, an
organization to promote
racial harmony, opens
its doors.

The Canadian government releases Gathering Strength:
Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan, which expresses regret
for damaging actions that have been committed against
Aboriginal people, and sets out a plan to fully implement
treaty terms, strengthen Aboriginal self-government,
and to provide resources to promote social, cultural, and
economic development for Aboriginal communities.
The Canadian government issues a statement of
reconciliation to residential school survivors and
establishes the Aboriginal Healing Foundation.

2010

Canada’s Extradition Act states that Canada will refuse to
forcibly return anyone to a country that wants to punish that
person because of race, religion, nationality, ethnic origin,
language, colour, political opinion, sex, sexual orientation,
age, mental or physical disability, or status.
Nunavut is created in the western Arctic, with lands set aside
where Inuit can live, hunt, and control sub-surface resources.
The Marshall decision of the Supreme Court of Canada
affirms treaty rights of Mi’kmaq to fish commercially.

1997

Sexual orientation is added as a grounds
for discrimination in the Canadian Human
Rights Act.
The Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples report is issued.
The Van der Peet, Gladstone, Smokehouse
decisions by the Supreme Court affirm
that Aboriginal rights existed prior to the
Constitution and are not extinguishable.

1999

1996

The Canadian
government establishes
a policy to move
Aboriginal selfgovernment policy
forward.

2008

2005

The Powley case
establishes that the
rights of a particular
Ontario Métis
community to hunt for
food were infringed by
provincial law.

1995

Some prisoners gain the
right to vote.
The Anglican Church
apologizes to residential
school victims.

2003

1993
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What are the Specific Forms of Discrimination that FNMI Peoples Have
Experienced—and Continue to Experience—in Canada?
Unfortunately, far too many FNMI people were deprived of the very same
things that the newcomers who were welcomed to Canada desired and often
were promised—such basic needs as land, freedom of religion, safety, and
security of life. For example, when the Russian government imposed intense
Russification in the late 1800s, Doukhobors and Mennonites experienced major
restrictions of their cultural and religious rights. As a result, many of them
sought opportunities to settle in other lands. From 1870 to 1914, Mennonites
and other religious groups were welcomed to settle in what is today Manitoba
and other parts of Canada. The Mennonites were attracted by the promise of
land and freedom to practise their religion and speak their language.
In contrast, as people from various nations were immigrating to Canada
seeking better opportunities, safety, and freedom, FNMI peoples were being
denied their access to land, freedom, spiritual beliefs, and language through
the many policies and practices of the same Canadian government that offered
refuge to the immigrants from other lands.
The United Nations Commission on Human Rights recognizes the unique
experiences with discrimination that Indigenous peoples in Canada and in
other countries experience.

“Indigenous peoples face many challenges and their human
rights are frequently violated: they are denied control over
their own development based on their own values, needs
and priorities; they are politically under-represented and
lack access to social and other services. They are often
marginalized when it comes to projects affecting their lands
and have been the victims of forced displacement as a result
of ventures such as the exploitation of natural resources.”
– United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner
The psychological, social, and multi-generational damage caused by
being marginalized and excluded in your own land, by having your land
appropriated, and by having your freedom and rights systematically denied
or restricted is immense, deep, painful, and long-lasting. The sovereignty
and freedom FNMI peoples enjoyed before the arrival of Europeans was
appropriated by the new colonial government. Their traditional education
and governance systems, their ways of life, their languages, ceremonies,
communities, and even their children were targeted for assimilation, and
became managed through oppressive federal policies.
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The repression of traditional FNMI spiritual beliefs, systems, and practices was
also much more extensive than the repression that non-Aboriginal religious
minorities experienced. For example, although some Christian groups
such as the Quakers, Mennonites, Hutterites, and Doukhobors experienced
discrimination because of their beliefs and ways of life or for being
conscientious objectors, largely they had the freedom to practise their religion.
Another example is with respect to Buddhist and Sikh immigrants in the late
1800s and early 1900s. While immigration policies and practices may have
discriminated against them, they had the freedom to practise their religions.

“Aboriginal people have a long and proud history that
includes rich cultural and spiritual traditions. Many of these
traditions, however, were altered or even taken away upon
the arrival of European settlers. The forced introduction of
European culture and values to Aboriginal societies, the
dispossession of Aboriginal lands, and the imposition of
alien modes of governance began a cycle of social, physical
and spiritual destruction. You can see the effects of this
today. Some effects include poverty, poor health, and
substance abuse. Underlying these problems is a loss of
identity and a learned helplessness from having their values
oppressed and their rights ignored.”
– Centre for Social Justice
FNMI peoples were systematically denied religious freedom. Starting with
the prohibition of the West Coast peoples’ Potlatches and the Prairie peoples’
Sun Dances, or the 1884 seizure of ceremonial pipes, drums, and other sacred
instruments, Indigenous peoples in Canada faced oppression with respect to
their spiritual and cultural practices.
With the passage of the Indian Act in 1876, the remaining self-government
rights for Indigenous Canadians were denied and they were essentially made
wards of the federal government. Historically, FNMI peoples’ resistance
and struggles to maintain their own cultural and spiritual traditions and to
exercise control over their traditional lands and resources were often branded
as treason or even “terrorism” (e.g., Oka crisis).
Some of the key events and developments with respect to the struggle of the
Indigenous peoples of Canada for justice and self-governance is provided in
Chart 2: Timeline of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Struggle for Justice and SelfGovernance. The timeline chart provides evidence of FNMI peoples’ long and
ongoing struggle since the imposition of the Indian Act to recapture their
inherent right to self-determination and self-governance, and the quest for
social justice.
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CHART 2: TIMELINE OF FIRST NATIONS, MÉTIS, AND INUIT STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE AND
SELF-GOVERNANCE
1613
The Kaswhenta or Two Row Wampum Treaty arises from the
Tawagonshi Agreement of 1613. The agreement is made between
representatives of the Six Nations of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) and
representatives of the Dutch government in what is now northern New York.
The Haudenosaunee use this treaty, which is built on the values of peace,
friendship, and mutual respect, as the basis for all of its subsequent treaties
with European and North American governments. The Kaswentha Treaty
commits both groups to an agreement that they will not force their laws,
traditions, customs, or language on each other, and that they will coexist
peacefully as each group follows its own unique path.

1701–1760
Treaties of Peace and Neutrality: European power struggles for control
of North America, especially between the British and the French, lead to the
formation of vital military alliances with First Nations peoples that bring
much-needed support to both camps. In some cases, First Nations agree to
sell lands of the Great Lakes to the British in exchange for their protection
and the continued right to hunt and fish, as in the 1701 Albany Deed.
In 1760, as victory over the French in Canada is apparent, the British seek a
treaty with the Seven Nations, who were allies of the French. In August, an
agreement is reached, ensuring the neutrality of the Seven Nations.
The conditions and rights of First Nations set out in the agreement include
the following:
• members of the Seven Nations will have access and right of free
movement throughout their traditional territories without interference
by British troops
• they will retain the same privileges as they had during the French regime
• the Seven Nations alliance with France will be forgiven and there will not
be any repercussions
• First Nations will continue to hold their lands, villages, and hunting
territories

1725–1779
Peace and Friendship Treaties: A “peace and friendship” treaty—the
1725 Treaty of Boston between the British and the First Nations peoples of
Maine, New Hampshire, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia—is intended to
provide security and safety for British settlers. Through the treaty, the First
Nations agree not to harm or attack the British.
Additional treaties follow in response to French attempts to obtain the
support of First Nations groups.
Between 1725 and 1779, the British and the Mi’kmaq, the Maliseet, and the
Passamaquoddy nations agree to several peace and friendship treaties with
each other.

1763

1781–1862

Upper Canada Land Surrenders: Following the end of the wars between
Britain and France and the Royal Proclamation of 1763, a series of treaties
result in land being ceded or surrendered. Treaty and first land cession under
the protocols of the Royal Proclamation is concluded between Britain and
the Seneca, a member of the Six Nations Haudenosaunee Confederacy. By
the time of Confederation, nearly the entire land mass of Ontario at the time
was ceded by a treaty.

The Bagot Commission recommends that the government establish
manual labour schools for First Nations children.

A Royal Proclamation issued by King George III recognizes Indigenous
peoples’ rights to their land. Only the Crown can acquire lands from First
Nations and only by treaty.

1831
The Mohawk Indian Residential School opens in Brantford, Ontario.

1844
1850
Robinson-Superior and Robinson-Huron Treaties: Anishinaabe of
the Upper Great Lakes in 1847 petition the Governor General, requesting
compensation for the lands they had lost to mining and other activities. The
leaders of First Nations living north of Lake Superior agree to the terms of the
treaty proposed by William Benjamin Robinson but not those with respect to
Lake Huron. The Robinson-Superior Treaty is signed on September 7, 1850.
Subsequently, the Ojibwa Chiefs sign the Robinson-Huron Treaty at Sault
Ste. Marie on September 9, 1950. In both treaties, the First Nations involved
retain hunting and fishing rights in the territory and lands are to be set aside
for each group as a reserve.

1850–1854

Douglas Treaties: William Benjamin Douglas negotiates a series of 14
land purchases from the Aboriginal people at Fort Victoria, Fort Rupert, and
Nanaimo on behalf of the Hudson’s Bay Company. The treaties include the
protection of reserved village sites and Indigenous people’s right to hunt and
fish in the ceded territories.

1857
The Gradual Civilization Act stipulates that all ”Indian” males over the age
of 21 who can speak, read, and write English or French will be “enfranchised,”
which requires them to renunciate their Indian status and become British
subjects.

Racism and FNMI Peoples
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CHART 2: TIMELINE OF FIRST NATIONS, MÉTIS, AND INUIT STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE AND
SELF-GOVERNANCE (continued)
1867
Canada is created under the terms of the British North America Act, which
gives the federal government responsibility for Indigenous peoples and their
lands.

1869
Louis Riel’s Provisional Government launches the Red River Resistance, which
ultimately leads to Manitoba’s entry into Confederation.

1870
Manitoba and the Northwest Territories join Canadian Confederation.

1871–1875
Numbered Treaties: The Crown negotiates 11 treaties between 1871 and
1921. These are largely based on the model established by the 1850 Robinson
treaties, but they are not all identical. The numbered treaties cover the area
from Lake of the Woods to the Rocky Mountains to the Beaufort Sea.
Similar to the Robinson treaties, the 11 numbered treaties promise reserve
lands, annuities, and the continued right to hunt and fish on unoccupied
Crown lands in exchange for Aboriginal title.
The treaties also hold clauses that are in keeping with “civilization” programs
undertaken in central Canada. As a result, all treaties include clauses for
schools or teachers to educate children and promise agricultural implements
to assist First Nations signatories in their transition to a sedentary and
agricultural lifestyle.
The first five numbered treaties deal with native lands in northwestern
Ontario and what is now southern Manitoba, southern Saskatchewan, and
southern Alberta. These treaties surrender land on a huge scale. A total of
11 numbered treaties are negotiated during this period, culminating with
Treaty 11 in 1921.

Prime Minister John A. MacDonald authorizes the creation of residential
schools in Western Canada in keeping with the Davin Report.

The Northwest Rebellion is a brief and unsuccessful fight by First Nations
and Métis for the recognition of land and treaty rights in Saskatchewan. Riel
and other leaders are hanged for treason. Poundmaker, Big Bear, and others
are imprisoned.

Agreement for Church-Run Residential Schools: The federal
government reaches accord with some Christian church groups to enter into
a formal agreement to operate residential schools.

Forced Relocation: Amendments are made to the Indian Act that allow
for the removal of First Nations reserves near towns with more than 8,000
inhabitants.

Restriction of Rights to Expression: An amendment to the Indian Act
requires western First Nations peoples to seek official permission before
appearing in traditional “costume” in any public dance, show, exhibition,
stampede, or pageant.
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1872
1876

1879
1883

The Dominion Lands Act promotes European settlement in the Prairie
provinces by offering title to 160 acres of land to any settler who will build a
homestead on the land and cultivate at least 40 acres.

The Indian Act is enacted, essentially extinguishing any remaining First
Nations rights to self-government and making them wards of the federal
government. The act gives the Canadian government the sole right to create
legislation regarding “Indians” and “Indian” lands. This act also defines
Indian status and related legal rights.

The Davin Report recommends the creation of a system of industrial
schools where children are to be intentionally separated from their parents
and communities to reduce the influence of the “wigwam.”

1884
Repression of First Nations Spirituality: Amendments to the Indian
Act are made that prohibit traditional First Nations ceremonies, such as
potlatches and the Sun Dance.

1885
1889

Allegations of physical and sexual abuse are raised at the Rupert’s Land
School in Selkirk, Manitoba.

1892
1896

Growth of Residential Schools: Forty-five residential/industrial schools
are open and operating in Canada.

1906
1907
1914

Medical Inspector for Indian Affairs Dr. P.H. Bryce reports that health
conditions in the residential schools are a “national crime.”
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CHART 2: TIMELINE OF FIRST NATIONS, MÉTIS, AND INUIT STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE AND
SELF-GOVERNANCE (continued)
1920
Compulsory Residential School Attendance: Residential school
attendance is made compulsory for children between the ages of 7 and 15 by
Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy Superintendant of Indian Affairs.

1923
Williams Treaties: The Williams Commission reveals that much of Ontario
is subject to First Nations land claims and that these lands had not been
ceded by earlier treaties. The government decides that new “surrender
agreements” are required. Two separate treaties, known as the Williams
treaties, result. One covers the lands between Georgian Bay and the Ottawa
River and the second covers the lands along the shore of Lake Ontario and the
lands up to Lake Simcoe.

1927
Restriction of Legal Rights: An amendment to the Indian Act restricts
First Nations’ rights to freely solicit funds for legal claims; doing so without
permission is made illegal.

1939
Inuit Covered by the Indian Act: The Supreme Court of Canada determines
that Inuit peoples are to be categorized as Indian and governed by the
Indian Act.

Removal of Some Discriminatory Aspects of the Indian Act: Major
revisions are made to the Indian Act, including allowing women to
participate in band elections and hold office, as well as the removal of
prohibitions on traditional Aboriginal practices and ceremonies.

Recommendation to Abolish Residential Schools: Regional inspectors
with Indian Affairs recommend the dismantling of the residential school
system.

Ending Church-Run Residential Schools: The partnership between the
government and churches for the running of residential schools is ended. The
federal government takes over the residential schools and begins to transfer
control of the schools to Indian bands.
Aboriginal Land Title Affirmed: The Government of Canada’s long
position of refusing to recognize Aboriginal title to lands begins to shift. The
Supreme Court of Canada’s landmark decision in Calder v. Attorney General
of British Columbia holds that Aboriginal rights to land exist, citing the Royal
Proclamation.

A New Approach to Settling Land Claims: The Berger Inquiry’s final
report recommends that no pipeline be built until existing land claims are
settled. These set a new precedent for relations between First Nations,
Métis, and Inuit peoples and the federal government.

Affirming the Rights of FNMI Peoples: Canada’s Constitution Act is
amended to recognize and affirm the rights of “Indian, Inuit, and Métis
peoples of Canada.”
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1940s

Standards for Residential Schools: The federal government begins to
apply provincial curriculum standards to residential schools and to integrate
First Nations students into regular schools.

1951
1955

Expansion of Residential Schools in the North: Government expands
the residential school system and student hostels for Inuit students in the
North.

1958
1961

Voting Rights Affirmed: Amendments to the Indian Act recognize First
Nations and Inuit peoples’ rights to vote without having to give up their
“Indian status” in federal elections.

1969
1972

Indian Control of Indian Education is a policy document written by the
National Indian Brotherhood advocating parental responsibility and local
control over First Nations education. The policy was accepted by the federal
government one year later.

1973
1975

The James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, a First Nations land
claim settlement, is approved in 1975 by the Cree and Inuit of northern
Quebec. In 1978, it is slightly modified by the Northeastern Quebec
Agreement, bringing Quebec’s Naskapi First Nations into the treaty. The
agreement has significant economic, social, and cultural implications, and it
opens the way for new hydro projects.

1977
1979
1982

12 Residential Schools Remain: By 1979 there are still 12 residential
schools in Canada with a collective enrolment of approximately 1,200
students.
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1984
Inuvialuit Treaty: The Inuvialuit peoples had never entered into a treaty
with the British or Canadian governments. The Committee for the Original
People’s Entitlement (COPE), acting as a collective voice for the Inuvialuit,
launch an initiative to do so in 1974 and enter into negotiations with the
Government of Canada. After a decade of negotiations, both parties sign the
“Inuvialuit Final Agreement” on June 5, 1984. At the time, it was the only
comprehensive land claim agreement signed north of the 60th parallel and
only the second such agreement in Canada.
In the agreement, the Inuvialuit agree to give up their exclusive use of their
ancestral lands in exchange for a number of specific guaranteed rights from
the Government of Canada. These rights cover land, wildlife management,
and money.

Oka Crisis: The need to deal with the long-standing grievances of
First Nations in Quebec and across Canada becomes more urgent following
the events at Oka. The crisis results from the response to the protest and
roadblock set by the Mohawk community of Kanesatake, who oppose the
plans of the City of Oka to expand the local golf course onto sacred
Mohawk lands.

Last Federally Run Residential School: The Gordon Indian Residential
School in Punnichy, Saskatchewan closes its doors. It is the last of the
federally run residential schools.
The Final Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples is
released. Among other recommendations, it calls for a public inquiry into the
effects of residential schools upon generations of First Nations peoples.

A Place Called Nunavut: Nunavut is formally created in the western Arctic
as per the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement.

1985
Removal of More Discriminatory Elements of the Indian Act: Bill C-31
brings changes to the Indian Act that extend formal Indian status to the
Métis peoples, all ”enfranchised” FNMI people living off reserve land, and
Aboriginal women who had previously lost their status because they married
a non-Aboriginal person.

1986–1994

Church Apologies: Several churches begin issuing formal apologies for
their participation in the residential school system; this includes the United
Church, the Catholic Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, the Anglican
Church, and the Presbyterian Church.

1990
1993

Nunavut Land Claims Agreement is the largest Aboriginal land claims
settlement in Canadian history. The agreement results in the Inuit of the
central and eastern Northwest Territories control over a separate territory
called Nunavut. The agreement recognizes Inuit land, economic, and other
rights. Legislation is also passed, leading to the creation of a new territory
called Nunavut.

1996
1998

Gathering Strength: Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan: The Action
Plan is launched by the Government of Canada “to renew the relationship
with Aboriginal people of Canada.” The Aboriginal Healing Foundation is
established as part of the plan and mandated to oversee a $350 million
healing fund over 10 years.
Negotiations are the Best Way to Resolve Outstanding Claims: The
Supreme Court hands down a unanimous decision on the Delgamuukw Case.
It rules that Aboriginal title to the land had never been extinguished. As a
result, the claim was sent back to trial, indicating that negotiations were the
best way to resolve outstanding claims.

1999

2000
Class Action Suit on Behalf of Residential School Survivors: Assembly
of First Nations Grand Chief Phil Fontaine announces a class action lawsuit
against the Government of Canada with respect to the lasting impact of
residential school survivors, their families, and communities.
The Kelowna Accord calls for spending $5 billion over five years to improve
native education, health care, and living conditions. Paul Martin’s minority
Liberal government falls before the accord can be implemented.

Apology and Truth and Reconciliation Commission: Prime Minister
Stephen Harper apologizes in the House of Commons on behalf of Canada to
survivors of the residential school system.
The Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission is
launched and members announced.
Difficulties between commission members arises and Justice Harry LaForme,
chair of the Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
resigns because of his perception that the commission is near paralysis and
doomed to fail.
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Nisga’a Final Agreement: A treaty is finally settled among the Nisga’a,
the government of British Columbia, and the Government of Canada.
This land claims settlement was the first formal treaty signed by a First
Nation in British Columbia since the Douglas Treaties in 1854 (pertaining
to the majority of British Columbia) and Treaty 8 in 1899 (pertaining to
northeastern British Columbia). The agreement gives the Nisga’a control over
their land, including the forestry and fishing resources contained in it.

2005

2006
2008

Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement (IRSSA): Court
approves the Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement (IRSSA)
among the federal government, legal representatives of former students,
the Assembly of First Nations, Inuit representatives, and churches. The IRSSA
is not supported by all and does not represent survivors of all schools. It is
the largest class action in Canada’s history and its implementation begins in
September 2007.
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SELF-GOVERNANCE (continued)
2009
Re-launch of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission: The Indian
Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission is re-launched by
then-Governor General Michaëlle Jean. Justice Murray Sinclair, an OjibwayCanadian judge and First Nations lawyer from Manitoba, is named as the
chair.

Catholic Formal Apology Lacking: The Canadian Conference of Catholic
Bishops continues to refuse to issue a formal apology, even though other
churches issued formal apologies between 1986 and 1994 for their part in
the residential school system.

The Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission:
The TRC’s final report of its findings is released at the closing ceremony in
Ottawa. The report includes the document Calls to Action, which proposes 94
actions intended to further reconciliation and attend to the lasting impact of
the residential schools system on Canada and FNMI peoples.
The Canadian Human Rights Tribunal on First Nations Child Welfare:
In 2007, the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society and the Assembly
of First Nations jointly file a human rights complaint against the federal
government of Canada. The complaint alleges that child welfare services
provided to First Nations children and families on-reserve are flawed,
inequitable, and discriminatory.
On January 26, 2016, The Canadian Human Rights Tribunal issues its decision.
The tribunal rules in favour of the plaintiffs, finding that First Nations
children were in fact being discriminated against as a result of underfunding
and other failures.

2010
Grandchildren Gain Status: Following the changes in 1985, Bill C-3
extends status under the Indian Act to grandchildren of Aboriginal women
who had previously lost their status through marriage to non-Aboriginal
men.

2011
2012

National Summit: Prime Minister Harper invites First Nations chiefs to a
summit meeting.
Truth and Reconciliation Interim Report: TRC‘s interim report highlights
the lack of cooperation on the part of the federal government and the failure
to provide full access to all documents requested by the commission.

2015
2016

Canada Signs United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples: Canada declares full support of the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Previously, Canada under
Stephen Harper had endorsed the declaration in 2010, but with qualifications
that gave Canada “objector” status at the UN with respect to the declaration.
The 2016 announcement removes this status. The Declaration recognizes a
wide range of Indigenous rights, from basic human rights to land, language,
and self-determination rights.
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Going Forward
It is time we collectively ask why the residential schools system was allowed to
occur, and time we share the knowledge of the Apartheid-like practices used
by Canada to get rid of or handle the “Indian problem.”
For as much that has been done to educate Canadians about racism, many
still don’t know or haven’t been taught the unique ways in which racism
has affected Aboriginal people in Canada. FNMI peoples need to know
and understand how systematic racism continues to affect them and their
children. This document is intended to support bridging this knowledge gap
so that we as Canadians may understand the impacts of systemic racism on
FNMI people. The hope is that it provides support to Manitoba educators
towards understanding how lack of knowledge can perpetuate the misery and
suffering of racism.
It is time to account for the tremendous sacrifice made by the FNMI people of
this country and to teach and learn about the powerful and positive aspects
of all peoples of Canada. As Canadians, it is important that we know and
understand the history of Canada’s treatment of FNMI peoples and how this
has affected and continues to affect them and all of Canadian society and its
institutions.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report has several Calls to Action
for Canada, some of which require education systems to address the impact of
systemic racism on Aboriginal people. It is incumbent upon school divisions,
schools, and their staff to be knowledgeable about the Calls to Action and how
they can influence positive change in their relationships with children, youth,
parents, and other staff, and teach in our schools that standing by and letting
racism continue to occur is not an option.
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