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Abstract 

A great tragedy has been present in Canada for over 200 years and is still, to this day, a 

very pressing and current topic within the major first-world country: The injustice that 

Indigenous peoples in Canada have had to face for a long time and that is still not being 

worked against sufficiently by the government. This pre-scientific paper examines in 

what way the occurrences of the past, with European settlers claiming Indigenous lands 

and trying to assimilate the First peoples to European culture, have shaped the 

Aboriginal population of Canada and their problems today. Through looking into the 

topic of residential schools in depth and putting it into relation with the present-day 

topic of the “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women” (MMIW), this paper aims at 

finding an explanation to which extent the well-being of Aboriginal peoples in Canada 

still depends on the occurrences of the past.  

Thorough literary research was carried out and a survey was conducted at a high school 

in Vancouver, Canada, in order to present hard facts but also support them with present-

day happenings and the opinions of students.  

 

 

Seit über 200 Jahren ereignet sich in Kanada eine Tragödie, die bis heute eine große 

Bedeutung für das ganze Land hat und ein sehr aktuelles Problem darstellt: Die 

Diskriminierung, mit der die indigenen Völker in Kanada seit Langem konfrontiert sind 

und der die Regierung bis heute nur unzureichend entgegen wirkt. Die vorliegende 

Arbeit untersucht die Situation der Eingeborenen Kanadas, seit europäische Siedler ins 

Land kamen und indigene Territorien beanspruchten. Die Maßnahmen der Siedler, die 

indigene Bevölkerung an die europäische Kultur anzupassen, hatten großteils 

dramatische Auswirkungen auf die Urvölker des Landes. Die gründliche 

Auseinandersetzung mit dem Thema der „Vermissten und Ermordeten Indigenen 

Frauen und Mädchen“ soll erklären, inwieweit das Wohlergehen der Ureinwohner 

Kanadas noch immer von den Begebenheiten der Vergangenheit geprägt ist.  

Im Zentrum der Arbeit steht eine Literaturforschung zur Thematik, die mit 

Umfrageergebnissen unter Schülern einer kanadischen High School ergänzt wird.  
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Preface 

In 2018 I spent the summer semester in Point Grey Secondary High School in 

Vancouver as an international student. Before going to Canada, I had hardly known 

anything about Indigenous peoples and was very excited to learn about them and their 

culture. However, when I arrived and had gone to school for a few weeks, I realized that 

the Indigenous culture is hardly present in the school curriculum. Even teachers could 

often not answer my questions and all the news were either about Brexit or Donald 

Trump. It seemed very odd to me how this country, that is known for its open people 

and well-integrated Aboriginal culture, did not seem to fit into the drawer that we, in 

Europe, usually put it in. At the time I was there, the only two contacts I had with First 

Nation peoples were firstly, marches in Downtown Vancouver where they demanded 

and fought for justice for missing girls and women and secondly, a walk through East 

Hastings, a very poor neighbourhood with high crime-, drug abuse- and suicide-rates. 

East Hastings has a dense Indigenous population who lives under dreadful conditions. 

The whole circumstance and the unwillingness of people to learn, talk or teach about 

this topic shocked but also intrigued me to start conducting research. After a few weeks 

I came to the conclusion of writing my paper about it in order to bring awareness about 

this incomprehensible situation to the people that read my paper here, where we know 

even less or simply nothing about it.  

I want to give thanks to the students at my school in Canada who answered my survey, 

to my tutor, Prof. Gerald Michael Schwarz, for supporting me through the process of 

writing, to my mother Elisabeth Stukenkemper and my boyfriend Elliott Ambrose for 

proofreading my paper.   
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1 Introduction 

Through this paper, I want to increase awareness about a great travesty that is 

happening now within a country that you would least expect it. A major first-world 

country which is known for its liberal immigration policy, good healthcare system, 

outstanding sporting achievements, friendly citizens, breathtaking landscapes and 

stunning cities. A country called Canada.  

Many minorities all over the world have been discriminated against since the beginning 

of time, however, the Indigenous peoples of Canada have in some way not been able to 

make it into the history books all around the globe. Ever since the first settlers arrived in 

the 15th century in North America, these Aboriginal peoples have been going through 

incredibly rough times and have had to deal with countless attempts of their culture 

being taken away as well as injustice on all levels. In order to get this dark topic out of 

its hidden cave, this pre-scientific paper deals with the question about how the 

challenges and discriminations these people have had to face in the past have impacted 

their well-being today. Furthermore, it attempts to answer the issue of why Indigenous 

peoples are not well integrated into the present-day society and the question of why the 

government has only recently started taking charges in order to counteract the current 

problems.  

A great deal of information for this paper has been gained from the findings of the 

National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation at the university of Manitoba. They have 

published numerous reports on the Indigenous peoples of Canada, leading from 

Indigenous culture over languages to conflicts, problems and reconciliation and have 

been fighting for Indigenous rights and justice for decades.  

In order to include the voices of high school students, I created and conducted a survey 

with the help of the online tool “Surveymonkey”, relating to issues in the Indigenous 

population of Canada. Via an online link, students at my school in Vancouver gained 

access to reply on their mobile phones. The 35 respondents are all between 15 and 19 

years of age and answered the survey anonymously. Throughout the paper there are 

going to be parts of the survey that correspond with the topic of the chapter.  
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Here are the results of the survey:  

 

 

 

school family and friends newspapers and
books

TV and social media

68 %

8 %
4 %

20 %

WHERE DO YOU GET MOST OF YOUR INFORMATION 
CONCERNING THE  ISSUES IN THE INDIGENOUS POPULATION OF 

CANADA?

never sometimes every week every day

8 %

72 %

12 %
8 %

HOW OFTEN ARE YOU CONFRONTED WITH INDIGENOUS ISSUES? (IN 
THE NEWS, IN SCHOOL, THROUGH PROTESTS AND MARCHES, ...)
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culture loss of
culture

reserves
and nations

first people aboriginal
languages

MMIW
(missing and

murdered
indigenous

women)

residential
schools

i don't know

48 %
60 %

68 %

44 % 40 % 40 %
48 %

4 %

WHAT WORDS COME TO YOUR MIND WHEN YOU THINK 
ABOUT CANADA'S INDIGENOUS PEOPLE?

They aren't doing
anything.

They are talking
about it but not
taking actions.

They are doing
something.

They are doing
everything that

needs to be done.

I don't know.

24 %

64 %

16 %
4 %

12 %

WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT THE WAY THE 
GOVERNMENT ADDRESSES INDIGENOUS ISSUES?

50 %

DO YOU BELIEVE YOU LEARN ENOUGH 
ABOUT INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN 
SCHOOL?
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Question: What in your opinion are the biggest issues in the Indigenous 

population of Canada? (Please note down at least one example.) 

 

Sample of answers:  

•  “Indigenous sovereignty/political self-determination (being recognized as 

its own sovereign nation), basic health issues like clean drinking water (not 

prioritized by government), not enough respect or knowledge about their 

lands and history among Canadians in general” 

• “Normalized racism and discrimination in everyday social interactions 

(there are a lot of prejudices against indigenous peoples)” 

• “Not being able to access clean drinking water (a basic human right!!) in 

many Indigenous reserves” 

• “Discrimination by both general population (eg. missing and murdered 

indigenous women) and government (eg. indigenous communities not 

having clean water)” 

• “Poor governmental grants of land and resources. Many indigenous 

societies are still living under boil water restrictions due to the government 

giving them terrible land” 

• “Indigenous women being targeted by rapists and murderers” 

• “Discrimination!” 
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2 Current Issues in the Indigenous Population of Canada 

2.1 Social Exclusion and its Consequences 

Indigenous communities do not need to be studied to death. We need to be empowered to 
make the changes that we ourselves see fit for our Nations, communities and families.1 

Melina Laboucan-Massimo (author of the foreword of “Stolen Sisters”) 

 Racial Prejudices 

Prejudice towards Indigenous peoples in Canada derives from a long history of 

discrimination and slavery. It all began in the 15th century when French and British 

settlers began claiming colonies in Canada. In the beginning, French and British 

colonizers as well as the Indigenous peoples managed to form a respectful and 

beneficial relationship for both sides. The settlers could benefit from the fur- and 

woodwork the Aboriginals provided, and they formed small treaties with each other in 

order to keep up a moral basis. However, when the French and the British started to 

claim more and more land, they began to see the Indigenous population as an 

impairment rather than a benefit. This was when the thought of assimilating them to fit 

into the western culture arose. The government started building residential schools and 

other educational facilities in order to teach the “Indians” the “right” manners or simply 

isolated them by making them move to rural places far away from any civilization. 

When it was convenient for them, they would make Indigenous people put on little 

shows at town fairs. However, this was not done with the intention to share their culture 

and show how integrated they are into the society but mostly as a kind of theatre that 

would remind people of the remainders of their existence. Furthermore, there was very 

little acknowledgement towards Indigenous people who participated in the First World 

War. In World War Two however, Indigenous soldiers started to come together and 

form groups to put pressure on the government in order to make amendments to the 

Indian Act as well as Indigenous rights altogether. The Indian Act came into effect in 

1876 and defined what Indigenous people were allowed and not allowed to do. Through 

these organised groups, they achieved small changes in the law and the Indian Act but 

were forgotten about very shortly after. It was only in 2003 when the government of 

 
1 Walter, 2014, p.4 
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Canada presented a public apology and proposals of a reimbursement for all the wrongs 

that had been done.2 Nowadays, more and more Indigenous people are finding the 

courage to speak up for themselves and their communities. However, The Indigenous 

society usually tackles challenges in a different way than other communities. Roger 

Obonsawin, Chair of the Aboriginal Peoples Council of Toronto: “There’s a victim 

mentality that still exists very strongly within the Native community. You blame 

yourself and you don’t want to bring attention to yourself.”3 

 Drug and Alcohol Abuse 

Childhood experiences and traumas in the early years can gravely impact an 

individual’s development gravely. Primarily children who grow up in a safe and loving 

household can go on to be understanding parents who can meet their children’s needs.4 

For numerous Indigenous peoples, social exclusion, colonisation, oppression and many 

other factors have brought serious consequences with them. For many, these factors 

have significantly impacted their health and well-being. PTSD (post-traumatic stress 

disorder) and traumas from childhood days can lead to depression and suicidal 

behaviour. Due to the lack of medical facilities in remote villages and Indigenous 

territories, the numbers of overdoses and death of excessive alcohol consumption are 

rising drastically. In a survey of First Nation communities from 2008 to 2010, 82.6 % of 

the respondents indicated that the primary concern for the wellness of their community 

was the misuse of alcohol and drugs on reserve.5 In the First Nation communities of 

British Columbia (BC) there was a 21 % increase in overdoses from 2017 to 2018. Even 

though the population of BC was estimated to be 5.020.302 in 2019 and only 200.000 of 

these people are Indigenous peoples, 12.8 % of all overdoses occurred in First Nation 

peoples.6 

 

 

 
2 Cf. Howard Palmer, 2011 
3 Cf. Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d. 
4 Cf. Chansonneuve, 2007 
5 Cf. Synopsis of First Nation Substance Abuse Issues, n.d. 
6 Cf. fnha, 2019 
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2.2 Canada’s Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Drawing of an Indigenous girl in front of the map of North America. 7 

 Survey 8 

For the topic of the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, I created an open-

answer question where the respondents could note down their first thoughts that come to 

their minds when thinking about the MMIW:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Picture: Gray, 2018 
8 Secondary, 2019 

Question: Note down at least two words that you associate with the MMIW 

(Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women). 

Sample of Answers: 

• “Countless, forgotten, innocent” 

• “Much too common and not talked about enough.” 

• “Highway of tears, police/rcmp” 

•  “Heartbreak, cruel, saddening, disrespect, careless (government doesn’t do 

enough), change required” 

• “Have not heard of it”  

• “Horror, ignored”  

• “misrepresentation; shameful”  
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 Facts 

• In 2010, 582 cases of MMIW (Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women) have 

been acknowledged by the NWAC’s Sisters in Spirit (an organisation that deals 

with the rights of Indigenous women and girls). More than half of the cases 

occurred in women and girls under the age of 31.9 

• Between 1997 and 2000 Indigenous women were seven times more likely to die 

as a result of homicide when compared to non-Indigenous women.10  

• About 88 % of the MMIW are mothers. 

• More than half of the cases (55 %) occurred in the western provinces (British 

Columbia and Alberta).11 

• In Saskatchewan Aboriginal women represent 6 % of the population, however 

60 % of the missing women are Indigenous.12  

• Almost 50 % of the cases have not been solved. 

• 84 % of native women have experienced violence in their lifetime. 13 

• About 47 % of the MMIW cases have remained unsolved whereas the 

percentage of unsolved cases in non-Indigenous women dwells around 16 %.14 

• More than 70 % of women and girls disappeared and were found murdered in a 

city.15 

• Over 24 % of Indigenous women have reported domestic abuse over their 

lifetime.16 

 Femicide 

Homicide and genocide are frequently used words in conversations, debates and news 

all over the world. Femicide on the other hand is a term most people have never heard 

of and it is happening right now in one of the biggest and most prosperous countries, 

Canada. Femicide is defined as the act of killing a woman or a group of women which 

 
9 Cf. Canada N. W., 2010 
10 Cf. Women in Canada: A Gender-based Statistical Report, 2015 
11 Cf. Canada N. W., 2010 
12 Cf. Persons, October 2007 
13 Cf. nativewomenswilderness, n.d. 
14 Cf. Canada N. W., 2010 
15 Cf.  Canada N. W., 2010 
16 Cf. Brammer, 2016 
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often come from minority groups.17 Since 1980, Indigenous women and girls are six 

times more likely to be killed than non-Indigenous women and girls.18 Over the last 

thirty years more than 1200 cases of MMIW (Missing and Murdered Indigenous 

Women) have been reported. Activists, however, say that the number is closer to 4000, 

due to the lack of hard facts.19 1.4 Million out of 37.4 Million people in Canada 

consider themselves as an Indigenous person. This makes about 3,7 % of the entire 

population aboriginal. In terms of proportion compared to population, this figure would 

represent approximately thirty-thousand Canadian women gone missing or been 

murdered. This significant number of white women going missing or being murdered 

would have presumably led to a dramatic commotion in the population with the 

government taking charges immediately.20 

 Reasons  

There are many assumptions on why the numbers of femicide in the Indigenous 

population are so high, the most common one being the lack of police presence in rural 

areas and the failure of the government to take charges and prosecute criminal 

offenders. The number of unsolved cases dwells between 20 and 50 % according to 

studies by the initiative of the “Sisters in Spirit” and the RCMP (Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police).21 Even after years of investigation the police and Indigenous activists 

have not been able to put together a profile of someone who kills and abducts 

Indigenous women. Murderers range from serial killers over psychopaths, rapists and 

often times even members of the victim’s family. Due to a past filled with traumatizing 

events such as oppression, hatred, residential schools and their long-term effects, the 

only trace all victims seem to have in common is their vulnerability. Numerous First 

Nation, Metis and Inuit women that come from remote reserves into bigger cities are 

very poor and as they cannot pay for a place to live, as a result, many resort to sex 

work.22  

 
17 Cf. Press, n.d. 
18 Cf. Audette, n.d. 
19 Cf. Tasker, 2016 
20 Cf.  Laboucan-Massimo, 2014 
21 Cf. femicideincanada, n.d. 
22 Cf. Brammer, 2016 
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 Victims 

Since the 1980s about 4000 murder or abduction cases have been acknowledged by 

Indigenous activist groups. Over the decades, thousands of families have been searching 

for their loved ones, however the success rates are dismal. Only around 5 % out of all of 

the cases have been solved. Every case is individual and personal and there is no way 

someone could tell all of these stories in only one book. Consequently, I picked three 

cases of MMIW to give an impression on how devastating their stories are. 

Maisy Odjick and Shannon Alexander 

     
     Figure 2:  Maisy Odjick 23             Figure 3:  Shannon Alexander 24 

 

Maisy was born on November 6, 1991 and Shannon on March 29, 1991. Together with 

their families they lived in a small town called Maniwaki, near the Kitigan Zibi First 

Nation in Quebec. The two girls were last seen on September 6, 2008 when they went 

out dancing and went back to Shannon’s house to sleep there. In the morning Shannon 

walked her father to the bus station whilst Maisy was still sleeping. Her father was the 

last person who talked to them. They left all their belongings including phones and 

laptops at Shannon’s residence and vanished without a trace. The next day Shannon’s 

father returned home and immediately reported the two girls as missing to the police. 

Volunteers searched the town’s surroundings and the banks of all rivers nearby later that 

year, but the search was unsuccessful. In April 2009, Laurie Odjick, Maisy’s mother, 

criticized the police service for not making enough of an effort in finding the girls. 

 
23 Picture: ilsontdisparus, n.d. 
24 Picture: findmaisyandshannon, n.d. 
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One year after Maisy and Shannon had disappeared, a few uncertain sightings of the 

girls were reported to the police in Ontario but again without any success. In 2011 their 

families founded a charity run that has been held annually ever since to raise money for 

further investigations. Altogether they raised over 30.000 $ that have mostly gone into 

private investigations. Although all news from the police and other people searching for 

the girls have been negative, the two families, friends and everyone in Maniwaki is not 

giving up and clinging to their last hopes of being able to get their daughters back one 

day.25 26 

Tina Michelle Fontaine 

 

 

 

 

 

                        Figure 4: Tina Fontaine 27 

 

Tina was born January 1st, 1999, in Winnipeg, Manitoba and raised by her great-aunt for 

the most part of her life. When she was 12 years old, her father was violently beaten to 

death. As a result of not receiving counselling after her father’s death, Tina began 

running away from home and her grades in school were dropping drastically. A month 

before she was killed, she visited her mother in Winnipeg and was immediately taken in 

by the “Manitoba Child and Family services”. On July 31, 2014 Fontaine was reported 

missing to the “Winnipeg Police Service”. A few days after, she called her CFS worker 

and was picked up by the Winnipeg police service. A week later, she was sighted by 

two police officers travelling in a car with a drunk driver, however they did not take her 

in, regardless of the fact that she was reported missing. The following day, she was 

found passed out in an alleyway, treated in a hospital and checked into a hotel which 

 
25 Cf. Aske, 2017 
26 Cf. Jacko, 2016 
27 Picture: postmediacanadadotcom, n.d. 
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she left shortly after and was reported missing again on August 9th. All Canadian 

systems that were supposed to protect the teenager had failed her. On August 17, 2014 

she was found dead on the riverbed of the Red River in Winnipeg, Manitoba, wrapped 

in a plastic bag and weighed down with stones. Police believed she had been killed 

seven days prior on August 10.28 

After Tina’s death there was a large outcry for justice in the Indigenous peoples. “It 

renewed calls by activists on the government to conduct a national inquiry into the 

issue.”29 On December 8, 2015 Raymond Cormier was charged with the murder of Tina 

Fontaine. Police investigated the man for three years before finding him not guilty on 

February 22, 2018. As there was not enough evidence to sentence Cormier with the 

murder of Tina, Indigenous peoples all over Canada were incredibly hurt and defeated 

by the verdict.  

 Criminal Offenders and Murderers 

There has never been and there will never be such a thing as a stereotypical murderer, 

rapist or criminal offender. Just like the cases of abducted women and girls differ, there 

is also a broad range of people who resort to violence in such an inhumane way. 

In 2014 the RCMP (Royal Canadian Mounted Police) published a report on MMIW 

which showed that about 70 % of all murdered Indigenous women and girls had been 

victims of Indigenous men. This discovery made it easy for the government and people 

all over Canada to blame this disaster on violence within families and tribes. Although 

many Indigenous communities declared these findings as untrue, it gave law 

enforcement agencies and the government a free pass on getting out of handling 

thousands of MMIW cases. About 20 % of all serial murder victims since 1980 are 

believed to be indigenous. Seen as Indigenous people only make up about 4.9 % of 

Canada’s population, this number should be taken far more seriously by authorities.  

There are several factors that make Aboriginal women more attractive to serial killers 

than non-Aboriginal women. Firstly, it is of general knowledge that the police, the 

government and the media are not very attentive towards Indigenous women being 

murdered. Secondly, these women and girls often live in remote areas far away from 

 
28 Cf. manitobaadvocate, n.d. 
29 Cf. Wikipedia, Death of Tina Fontaine, 2019 
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bigger cities what makes it easier for murderers to cover up any traces. Thirdly, due to 

the lack of infrastructure in these remote areas, many Aboriginal women are being 

forced to hitchhike in order to get to bigger cities. Some have to walk alone along 

highways for days in order to get to the next city what makes them extremely vulnerable 

and an easy catch for serial killers.30 These murderers do not deserve any sort of 

acknowledgement in the issue of the MMIW, however, they have to be held accountable 

and punished for their inhumane actions. There will never be a way of telling one story 

for all murderers of Indigenous women, consequently I chose to tell the story of one 

man who allegedly took the lives of more than forty innocent women in order to 

demonstrate how cruel some people can be, but also to explain that nothing comes from 

nothing. 

Robert William (“Willy”) Pickton  

Robert Pickton was born on October 24, 1949 in Port Coquitlam, British Columbia. He, 

his brother David and his sister Louise were brought up by their parents Louise and 

Leonard Pickton on a pig farm. Robert experienced several traumatic events in his 

childhood what may have contributed to his cold-hearted and brutal actions later in his 

life. When his brother had gotten his license, he took the family car out for a drive and 

ran over Tim Berrett, a neighbourhood boy. There is no evidence to whether this 

incident was an accident or whether it was done on purpose. However, when David told 

his mother about it, she immediately went to the place where the incident had taken 

place to find the fourteen-year-old boy laying on the street, severely injured and 

unconscious. She instantly started digging a hole in the ditch of the street where she 

later pushed the boy in and let him drown in the water that had accumulated in the hole 

due to rainfall. Another tragic incident for Pickton was when his father killed and 

skinned his pet and best friend, a little calf that he had bought for his own pocket 

money.31 When the parents died, the three siblings inherited the farm and all the land 

that came with it. Later they sold parts of the obtained land and earned over $5 million 

which Robert and David took to found a non-profit organisation called the “Piggy 

Palace Good Times Society“. The society’s events included wild parties and dance 

nights such as raves. Sex workers from Downtown Eastside Vancouver were always 

 
30 Cf. McCarthy, 2016, pp. 133-134 
31 Cf. Gavagan, 2019 
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present and there was never a shortage of drugs and alcohol. Over the years these 

gatherings became very popular and sometimes attracted over 2000 people. On March 

23rd, 1997 Robert Pickton was charged with his first attempted murder. He had stabbed 

sex worker Wendy Lynn Eistetter several times during an argument on the farm but was 

released from the police the same evening after paying a $2000 fine. The following year 

he and his brother were sued by the officials of Port Coquitlam for violating the city’s 

regulations on parties in private spaces and the society lost its non-profit status. Over 

the next three years, some guests at the parties noticed women having gone missing or 

not leaving the farm when the party had ended. People had also reported illegal firearms 

at the property and when police came to investigate the farm, they found items that 

belonged to missing women. The police charged the Picktons with weapon offences but 

released them later that day. The possessions of the missing women were sealed off and 

forgotten about. A week later Robert was arrested for two charges of first-degree 

murder and this is when one of the biggest serial-killer investigations in Canada began. 

When police searched the farm, they found freezers filled with the cut-up bodies of 

more than five women. This finding led them to a further investigation including the 

digging up of the land around the property and the sifting of soil. After years of 

investigation, the police were able to identify the remainders of 27 women however 

Robert confessed to an undercover officer in prison that he had killed 49 women. He 

also admitted to having fed ground up human flesh to his pigs and mixing it into the 

meat he sold to public supermarkets. Since February 22nd, 2002 Robert Pickton has been 

imprisoned with the sentence of life imprisonment.32 33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 Cf. Butts, 2017 
33 Cf. Wikipedia, Robert Pickton, 2020 
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 The Highway of Tears  

The Highway of Tears is a segment of Highway 16 

in British Columbia. Its length is 725 kilometres and 

it is located between the two towns Prince George 

and Prince Rupert. As the region is known for its 

poverty, lack of infrastructure and accommodation, 

many people are forced to hitchhike along the 

highway in order to get to larger cities, seek medical 

treatment or visit friends and relatives. The West 

Coast of Canada is known for its beautiful 

untouched landscapes, remote wilderness and wild 

animals such as bears and lynxes, but the isolated areas of BC carry a horrifying secret 

with them. Dark lonely forests, with floors covered in soft soil and carnivorous mammals 

to finish off any human remains, can create the perfect crime scene for murderers that 

want to go unknown. From 1969 to 2006, 18 abductions and murders within a mile of 

Highway 16 have been acknowledged by the RCMP. In British Columbia however, the 

numbers of MMIW are believed to be higher than 40. Since 2007 no more cases have 

been added to the investigation by the RCMP. In the past 13 years many governmental 

investigations and also private investigations took place but, in the end, only two of the 

18 cases could be solved.34 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34 Cf. thecanadianencyclopedia, Highway of Tears, n.d. 

 

Figure 5: Map of the Highway of Tears 
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3 Residential Schools - Looking Back to Move Forward 

 
 

Figure 6: Indigenous children praying in a residential school. 35 

3.1 The History  

When the school is on the reserve the child lives with its parents, who are savages; he is 
surrounded by savages, and though he may learn to write and read his habits, and 
training and mode of thought are Indian. He is simply a savage who can read and write. 
It has been strongly pressed on myself, as the head of the Department, that Indian 
children should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental influence, and the 
only way to do that would be to put them in central training industrial schools where they 
will acquire the habits and modes of thought of white men. 36 

First Canadian Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald (House of Commons) 

 

From the beginning of the country on the 1st of July 1867 to the late 20th century the 

main goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy were to get rid of Aboriginal rights and 

overturn all Aboriginal governments. In order to make the entire Aboriginal tradition go 

extinct and keep Indigenous peoples from existing as social, religious, racial and legal 

entities in Canada they were put through assimilation which is “the process of adapting 

or adjusting to the culture of a group or nation.”37 Indigenous tribes were forced to leave 

their reserves which were built on resourceful land and move to remote areas with hard, 

often frozen grounds that they could not use for agriculture. They were seen as savages, 

 
35 Picture: wherearethechildren, n.d. 
36 Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, p. 4 
37 dictionary, n.d. 
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barbarians, as unclean and sometimes even as magicians or evil witches. Nothing about 

them seemed acceptable for the non-Indigenous culture so they saw it as their duty to 

make them fit into their newly formed culture even if it brought inhumane and cold-

hearted decisions with it - such as residential schools.  

 Survey 38 

For the topic of the residential schools of Canada, I created an open answer 

questionnaire where the respondents could note down the first thoughts that come to 

their minds when thinking about the term “residential schools”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
38 Secondary, 2019 

Question: Note down at least two words that you associate with residential schools: 

Sample of Answers: 

• “atrocity, cultural genocide, intergenerational trauma, settle colonialism, 

“white Canada”, missionaries”  

• “Loss of culture and reconciliation”  

• “cultural genocide, truth and reconciliation” 

• “Cruel One of Canada’s worst times “Genocide”” 

• “Unrepresentative of Canada and stripping of rights”  

• “Shameful and truly inhuman”  

• “-horrific -devastation -unforgiving -unforgettable -disrespect” 

• “Abuse, religion, horror” 
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 Chronology 

1831 Opening of the first residential school in Canada. The “Mohawk Institute of 

Brantford”. 39 

1857 Due to “The Gradual Civilization Act”, all male citizens of Canada over 21 

are required to speak either English or French and choose a governmentally 

approved last name.40 

1860 First residential school opens in Saskatchewan (Beauval school (Ile-a-la-

Crosse)).41 

1863 First residential school opens in British Columbia (St. Mary’s School).41 

1863 First residential school opens in Alberta (St. Alberts School).41 

1867 First residential school opens in the Northwest Territories (Sacred Heart 

School).41 

1867 The Constitution Act assigns the federal government jurisdiction over 

“Indians, and Lands reserved for the Indians.”39 

1876 The Indian Act takes place and becomes the basis for regulation of the 

residential school system.41 

1884 

 

Church organizations and the government are now prohibited to create and 

fund residential schools.39 

1884 All traditional Indigenous ceremonies are banned. 

1888 First residential school opens in Manitoba (Birtle Residential School).41 

1894 Indian agents are now allowed to take children away from their homes if in 

their perception the parents seem “unfit or unwilling to provide for the child’s 

education”. If parents did not return their runaway child to the residential  

school, they would be prosecuted.39 

  1896 Forty-five residential schools are taking in children. The schools are taking in 

money for every student which results in overcrowded classrooms and a large 

increase in illnesses.39 

1907 A report by the Indian Affairs Chief Medical Officer Dr. Peter Bryce shows a 

mortality rate in residential schools that could amount to 42 %.40 

 
39 Cf. thecanadianencyclopedia, n.d. 
40 Cf. Historic Canada, n.d. 
41 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 17-20 
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1910 Church organizations and Indian Affairs increase funding and standards in 

the schools.43 

1920 According to the Indian Act, all First Nation school-aged children (from 7-16 

years) have to attend a day school or residential school.43 

1930 In the thirties about 17,000 children were enrolled in 80 to 90 residential 

schools all over Canada.42 

1955 Residential schools are spreading to the very north and starting to take in 

Inuit students.43 

1960 Many residential schools are closing by this time and due to the “Sixties 

Scoop” Amendment, officers are starting to take Indigenous children from 

their families and placing them in foster families which are mostly non-

Indigenous.43 

1969 Church run residential schools have come to an end. From now on only 

governmentally run schools are allowed to take in students.44 

1980 Twenty-two schools with 1200 pupils are still in operation.44 

1990 Phil Fontaine, a residential school survivor, opens up about his history and 

abuse in interviews with the media.43 

1996 The last residential school, the Gordon Residential School in Punnichy, 

Saskatchewan closes.44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 17-20 
43  Cf. Historic Canada, n.d.  
44 Cf. thecanadianencyclopedia, n.d. 
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 The Intent of Residential Schools 

It was in 1834 that the first residential school, the Mohawk Institute in Brantford, 

Ontario began taking in students. At that time, Aboriginal people were viewed as lower 

in status and inequal due to their isolation from the new world that was being formed all 

around them. There were two primary intents that residential schools had. The first 

intent was to isolate and take Indigenous children away from their hometowns and 

families. The second, to get them adjusted to a life, which they would have to live 

suppressed and dominated by white men. It was even said to “kill the Indian in the 

child”.45 

 Statements from Survivors 

A survivor nowadays is defined as someone who made it through a challenging 

situation alive. In Canadian history the nametag “Survivor” has a deeper meaning than 

just surviving. It means “taking everything that is thrown at you, seeing injustice and 

wrong being done and coming out on the other side standing, with an unbowed head 

and pride in your heart” as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission put it. The TRC 

believes that the stories and voices of former residential school students should be given 

a central place in Indigenous history and therefore interviewed thousands of survivors. 

In the statements, the students talk about their lives before, during and after their stay at 

a residential school and give insight into a part of history that has been kept hidden for a 

long time.46 These statements, taken out of a report by the TRC called “Survivors 

Speak”, are supposed to give an overview on how the children lived their lives in the 

schools. It is not possible to write one story for all the lives of the children that went 

through this system, so the following quotes serve as examples for the stories of 

thousands of victims. 

 

 

 

 
45 Cf. indigenousfoundations, 2009 
46 Cf. The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 12 (preface) 
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3.1.4.1 Life before the Residential School 

In her statement to the “Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada”, Delores 

Adolph (born 1951) talks about her life before she was taken to a residential school. In 

her culture, learning was always connected to living as they had to make and grow 

everything themselves. There was no infrastructure in remote areas like the one she and 

her family lived in, so they had to depend on the nature around them. 

Working closely with wood, fire, water and ice was on the agenda every single day as 

well as thanking all of the powers of nature for allowing humans to interfere with them. 

Everyone would work together to form a small, functioning society. Elders would pass 

on their wisdom, culture and sense of community and everyone else worked hard to 

achieve strength and sovereignty. Delores’ statement strongly depicts how different the 

upbringing of Indigenous and non-Indigenous families was in the residential school era 

and can be an eye opener for what tremendous change this upbringing must have meant 

to the students.  

Here is what she shared about the time before she was taken away from her family by 

the RCMP: 

Before I came to residential school, our, our families fished and hunted for our food. Our 
mother, she grew our own vegetables, because we were quite a ways from the stores, and 
because we lived in the remote area where, where there is no stores. And you know there 
was, our means of travel was canoes, so that’s how we travelled. And our, our home life, 
it was not the greatest, but what our parents were trying to teach us how to, how to be, to 
keep busy, and then, and for us not to say there’s nothing to do. So, we, we packed water, 
and we packed, we packed our wood. Sometimes we had to roll our wood up, up the dike, 
and then roll it down the other side, and, and we had to learn how to cut our, our wood, 
and make kindling for the fire, and that was our way of life. And, and my grandfather was 
busy trying to teach us how to build canoes. Build, make paddles. Build a bailer, to bail 
water out of our canoe. And, and then they were trying to teach us how to, how to race on 
those old fishing canoes, and we always beat the boys. And they didn’t like that, because 
we, we beat them all the time. So, that meant that we were, that we were strong at that 
point, before we came to residential school. And my life has been upside down since I 
came to residential school. 47 
       

 

 

 
47 TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, pp. 8-9 
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3.1.4.2 Being taken away from Home  

Lynda Pahpasay McDonald from Sydney Lake, Ontario was taken from her family by 

plane when she was only five years old.48 In her statement to the TRC she gives insight 

on how her departure from home took place and all the emotions that she is connecting 

to that moment even now, about 70 years later.  

This is a part of Lynda Pahpasay McDonald’s statement to the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada: 

I looked outside, my mom was, you know, flailing her arms, and, and I, and she must have 
been crying, and I see my dad grabbing her, and, I was wondering why, why my mom 
was, you know, she was struggling. She told me many years later what happened, and she 
explained to me why we had to be sent away to, to residential school. And, and I just 
couldn’t get that memory out of my head, and I still remember to this day what, what 
happened that day. And she told me, like, she was so hurt, and, and I used to ask her, 
“Why did you let us go, like, why didn’t you stop them, you know? Why didn’t you, you 
know, come and get us?” And she told me, “We couldn’t, because they told us if we tried 
to do anything, like, get you guys back, we’d be thrown into jail.” So, they didn’t want to 
end up in jail, ’cause they still had babies at, at the cabin. 49 

Many aspects can be taken out of Lynda Pahpasay McDonald’s quote. Firstly, there was 

the lack of understanding on the child’s side. Lynda was only a Kindergarten child at 

the moment and when she was in the plane flying away from her old life, seeing her 

parents crying and screaming, she did not even know how to react. She was certain that 

it was just a trip she was going on and when her parents did not come to pick her up 

even after weeks and weeks she fell into deep sadness and anger. Secondly, there was 

the feeling of helplessness on the parents’ side. They did not get even the slightest 

chance in getting their children back from the schools as the police was always 

threatening them with sending them to jail or punishing the kids for their actions; 

actions of love and despair, actions of hope of getting their old life back. On the one 

side there was tremendous longing for each other but on the other side there was the 

parents’ fear of punishment by the police and the children’s fear of neglect and never 

seeing their parents again. In hindsight many survivors and parents of survivors see the 

event of being taken to residential school as one of the most traumatic in their lives.  

 
48 Cf.  TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 15 
49 TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 15 
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3.1.4.3 The Journey to the Schools 

Larry Beardy was taken from her hometown Churchill, Manitoba to residential school 

in Dauphin, Manitoba by train. It was a 1200-kilometer-long journey and it took her 

about three days to get to the school. Larry as well as many other children were feeling 

very excited about going to residential school. For several students this was their first 

trip without their parents, and it felt exciting and new as well as terrifying. Larry calls 

the train, she and her siblings went on, the “Train of Tears”. 

Here is a part of what Larry Beardy shared in her interview with the TRC:  

I think it was two days and one whole day of travel on the train to Dauphin. So, it was 
quite a, it was quite a ride. And when we boarded the train, I was very excited. It’s like 
going on a journey, going for a, a travel. It’s not my first time going on a train, but I was 
going alone. I was going with my sister and my other older siblings. And, and the train 
ride was okay for the first half hour or so, then I realized I was alone. My mother was not 
there. And like the rest of the children, there was a lot of crying on that train. At every 
stop if you understand the Canadian National Railway, families lived in sections every 
twenty, fifteen miles, and children will get on the train, and then there’d be more crying, 
and everybody started crying, all the way to Dauphin, that’s how it was. So, there was a 
lot of tears. That train I want to call that train of tears, and a lot of anger, a lot of 
frustration. I did that for several years.50 

Shortly after leaving her family and seeing children being ripped away from their 

parents every time the train would stop, the feeling of excitement faded away and she 

started to understand that this was not going to be just a short weekend trip to a fun 

boarding school. Certainly, the issue of concentration camps and the holocaust was a far 

larger one with millions of people being killed and it cannot be compared to this 

tragedy. Nonetheless, it is extremely incomprehensible how this grave chapter of history 

with over 150.000 children being put through these schools and over 6000 not having 

come out alive could for so many decades simply be forgotten about. As a matter of 

fact, it has only been about ten years now since the government and other authorities 

have started to even talk about this topic.  

 

 

 
50 TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 26 
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3.1.4.4 Arrival 

Rachel Chakasim and her friends were taken to residential school by plane. Up to the 

point of their arrival they were thrilled of the thought of going to a boarding school 

together. However, when they landed in what would be their new hometown, they were 

taken to the school by a garbage truck and all the excitement faded away very quickly 

as Rachel arrived at “that big stone building”. 51  

This is a piece of what she shared in an Interview with the TRC: 

And I can still recall today the, the quiet, the quiet, and all the sadness, the atmosphere, 
as we entered that big stone building. The excitement in the morning was gone, and 
everybody was quiet because the ... senior students that had been there before knew the 
rules, and us newcomers were just beginning to see, and we were little, we were young. I 
remember how they took our clothes, the clothes that we wore when we left, and they also 
cut our hair. We had short hair from there on. And they put a chemical on our hair, 
which was some kind of a white powder. 52 

An easy method of killing someone’s culture is to strip them of their individuality. This 

can be achieved by taking away everything that makes someone look different to the 

demanded stereotype at that point in time. In Indigenous culture, hair did not only have 

an impact on one’s individuality but often also had a special significance in someone’s 

life. In many tribes, uncut hair was seen as something powerful, long open hair as a 

symbol of freedom and simple braids as a unity with the infinite. To many it was an 

extension to someone’s mind and spirit. The only time someone was allowed to cut their 

hair was when they lost a relative as a symbol of grief and longing. Often one’s hair was 

even compared to the grasses growing on the earth, and for many, cutting it would mean 

destruction of a part of nature. The cutting off of Indigenous children’s hair was one of 

the most traumatic moments of their time at residential school as it often was the highest 

prized possession anyone could have.53  

 

 
51 Cf. TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 34 
52 TRC, The Survivors Speak, 2015, p. 34 
53 Cf. Rubio, 2016 
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3.2 Schooling  

What we may reasonably expect from the generality of children, is certainly not to make 
great scholars of them. Good and moral as they may be, they lack great mental capacity. 

Wikwemikong, Ontario, Principal R. Baudin, 1883 

 

 

Figure 7: Government officials took these staged photographs to show that it was possible to make the 

“beneficial” impact the schools had on the children and that change was possible.54 

 Education 

Most Indigenous families were very anxious to give their young ones good education 

and were easily persuaded to send their children away to a residential school when the 

RCMP (Royal Canadian Mounted Police) knocked on their door and promised them a 

better education than any of their small rural schools could ever provide for them. They 

assured to turn them into hard working and smart young adults that would be a perfect 

fit for the newly formed world. Most parents although were very disappointed when 

their children returned to the reserves not able to write a letter let alone accomplish 

ordinary business. Due to all the work and chores the pupils had to keep up with, 

overcrowded classrooms and poorly trained and paid staff, residential schools were 

 
54 Picture: facinghistory, n.d. 
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often classed as very dreadful educational institutions.55 Sue Caribou, a residential 

school survivor even stated in an interview with “the Guardian” that all she learned 

during her time at the school was the national anthem and a prayer. She had to have her 

children teach her how to read and write and has been working as a housekeeper all her 

life as she never had the chance to compensate for all the education she had missed.56  

“In 1903, Brandon, Manitoba, principal T. Ferrier wrote that “while it is very important 

that the Indian child should be educated, it is of more importance that he should build 

up a good clean character in order to counteract the tendencies of the Indian nature.”57 

 Work 

Students were expected to raise or grow most of the food they ate, to make and repair 
much of their clothing, and to maintain the schools.58 

Aimée Craft (author of “A knock on the Door”) 

Because the government had claimed the schools as self-sufficient, meaning there 

would be no cleaning staff, cooks, etc., the “half-day system” was introduced. It 

resulted in the children being in school for half the day and receiving occupational 

training for the other half. However, the training which was supposed to prepare the 

students for their further lives was mostly very easy repetitive jobs that were needed to 

maintain the school. As this system was not formally mandated by the government, the 

schools that used it changed it, so it would fit their own rules. This resulted in all 

students working rather than, how it was implemented in the rules of the system, just the 

older ones working. The children would be working at every free minute of their day, 

before and after and, if it was needed, during school. Some residential school survivors 

even claimed that they had to work all the time and did not receive any education at all. 

Furthermore, the work was often poorly monitored and the machines the children were 

working on had not been serviced in a long time. This resulted in a lot of students 

getting hurt whilst working.59 In the 1950s the half-day system was banned by the 

government, however many schools made use of it until the late 1990s.  

 
55 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 47-54 
56 Cf. Paquin, 2015 
57 Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, p. 50 
58 Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, p. 55 
59 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 54-59 
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 Food 

Coming from native reserves most children were used to a very rich diet with large 

amounts of meat and fish being consumed. At residential schools they were mostly fed 

dull, watery soups, porridge and other dishes which were easy to produce in bulk. As 

the funds the schools received per child from the government were so low, they were 

not able to purchase high quality meals. Oftentimes students had to pay for bread that 

they had made themselves. Students even started stealing from the kitchens so they 

would not starve.60 According to a paper published by the University of Toronto’s 

Department of Anthropology on August 14th, 2017, the children were often served 

rotten food and the average calorie intake on a daily basis was approximately three 

times less than what would be the norm. For many, these shortages resulted in obesity 

and diabetes type two in adulthood. Furthermore, it could also carry reproductive effects 

with it such as stillbirths, premature babies and complications in child development. 

Many experts believe that the ever-growing numbers of obesity and type 2 diabetes in 

the Indigenous population of Canada can be seen as the aftermath of a dismal nutrition 

thousands of children had to experience in residential schools.61 

 Health  

From 1880 up until the 1950s a tuberculosis crisis was making its way through 

Canada’s residential schools. It was responsible for around 50 % of all recorded deaths 

and claimed the lives of thousands of children. In 1950 tuberculosis cases decreased 

drastically due to an effective treatment. For many however, the infection resulted in a 

very weak immune system which led to other infectious diseases such as smallpox and 

measles. Other frequent causes of death were illnesses such as influenza, pneumonia 

and a general lung disease. These diseases were able to break out rapidly because the 

sanitary standards of the schools were so low. Another threat on the students’ lives was 

posed by fires which could easily break out in the faulty construction of the school 

buildings. Oftentimes air ducts, ventilation and fire escapes were built too small or were 

completely forgotten about and the students would be trapped in the poorly built 

schools. At one point the churches actually thought about changing residential schools 

 
60 Cf.  Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 67-72 
61 Cf. dlsph.utoronto, 2017 
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into day schools in order to gain control over the inhumane situation. This and many 

other solutions were immediately declined as they were seen as too expensive.62 

 Abuse 

In residential schools there was a very fine line between punishment and abuse, and it 

was crossed on a daily basis. Because all the terrible behaviour was kept secret, many 

teachers and other staff regularly exploited their students physically as well as sexually. 

Many schools believed that the children’s spirit had to be broken in order for them to be 

good people in the new society. Often this “breaking the spirit” was taken literally by 

the custodians and they would give the students whippings when they did not follow the 

school’s regulations. Other kinds of punishment were humiliation, the cutting of hair, 

restriction of freedom and physical and mental abuse.63 Sometimes teachers and staff 

would even go so far as to give benefits to the children who let themselves be abused 

like getting bigger portions at the school canteen or having to do less demanding work. 

Despite the government knowing about the abuse at the schools, most of the cruel 

actions were not being criminally investigated. Criticism and complaints by children 

and parents were often overlooked. Staff and teachers put their own desires above their 

students’ and some even believed they had all right to abuse them because most of the 

time they were not even seen as human beings. Until the closing of the residential 

schools in the 1990s, the matter of mistreat and harm at residential schools was not 

really taken seriously. It was only in 2015 that the actual amount of abuse came to the 

surface. The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA) had 

accumulated 37,951 accusations of physical and sexual abuse of residential school 

students to their teachers and staff. This number of students represents about 48 % of all 

students that went through the school system and does not contain abuse on students 

that died before 2005.64 

 

 
62 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 72-84 
63 Cf. facinghistory, Punishment and Abuse, n.d. 
64 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 91-94 
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 Resistance 

In order to keep the children out of residential schools, parents and students invented 

many different tactics and plans like refusing to give the children away and refusing to 

send escaped students back. When the parents realized they would not be able to get 

their children back, they would form groups that called on the government to renovate 

schools, enrol better trained teachers and staff, to increase the quality of food and health 

standards at the schools. The government however rejected any kind of enquiry from 

them as they were seen as the biggest “enemy” to the state and the evolving new 

culture. Before 1920 parents were able to keep their children in the reserves by simply 

not allowing the police to take them, however when the Indian Act was altered in the 

1920s, the RCMP was even allowed to put parents into prison if they refused to give 

their children up.65 In the schools the students also tried to oppose the system. Many 

tried to run away every time they were not being looked after. They would give the 

teachers nicknames in their languages which these were not able to understand and 

speak their language to each other even when they were not allowed to. Through small 

acts of defiance like these they were able to keep a little bit of their culture and language 

alive even in the darkest of times. Other ways of rebellion were refusing to do 

homework, not participating in lessons and refusing to pray in the assembles before 

school. Some students started stealing food from the kitchens and hid it in their 

bedrooms. Mostly although, this was less an act of defiance and more a natural instinct 

to keep them from starving to death as they were often not fed sufficiently. A few 

students even resorted to more radical ways of opposing like setting their school on fire 

in the hopes of setting everyone free. These forms of resistance gave the parents and 

children a way of finding a voice, even if it was only a small one, against this inhumane 

system.  

 
65 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 103-115 
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4 Reconciliation 

Reconciliation is an ongoing individual and collective process and will require 
commitment from all those affected including First Nations, Inuit and Metis former Indian 
Residential School (IRS) students, their families, communities, religious entities, former 
school employees, government and the people of Canada. Reconciliation may occur 
between any of the above groups.66 

Truth and Reconciliation Mandate (2015)  

4.1 Cultural Uprooting  

To the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, reconciliation is the act of 

forming and maintaining a healthy relationship between Indigenous and non- 

Indigenous peoples all over Canada. It is about bringing awareness to everyone and 

acknowledging the wrongs that have been done over the past few centuries. The TRC 

believes that it is possible to achieve and maintain this mutual respect and they have 

been working on it for many years now. In order to achieve this shared respect and to 

start taking steps in the same direction, Canadians have to understand what 

reconciliation means to the traditional Inuit, First Nation and Metis peoples. Many 

Indigenous tribes deal with sorrow, harm and conflict by having spiritual, holy 

ceremonies and by telling ancient stories about their ancestors and their culture. 

Regardless of the dreadful effects of colonialism, despite of everything that has been 

taken away from them, every Indigenous nation in Canada was able to keep most of 

their traditions and practices of forming peace alive. For many of them these customs 

and rituals are what kept them going and kept them alive through rough and unbearable 

times. Because of their deep roots and meaningful traditions, because of these 

incredibly strong men, women and children we still, to this day, get to learn from these 

inspiring peoples. If it was just for us, for the colonizers, for the churches that tried to 

“kill the Indian in the child” and take the ancient traditions away from the Indigenous 

nations, these important people would not be here today.67  

 
66 Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, p. 154 
67 Cf. TRC, Reconciliation, 2015 
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4.2 Actions and Apologies by Governments and Churches 

I think all Canadians need to stop and take a look and not look away. Yeah, it’s 
embarrassing, yeah, it’s an ugly part of our history. We don’t want to know about it. 
What we want to see from the Commission is to rewrite the history books so that other 
generations will understand and not go through the same thing that we’re going through 
now, like it never happened.68 

Former residential school student Daniel Elliot (to the TRC) 

 

For the topic of reconciliation, I created a question with five different possible answers. 

Every respondent could only tick one box: 

 

Since the shutting down of the last residential school in 1996, many church and 

government officials have issued public apologies towards the survivors of the 

residential school system. From 1986 to 1998 all churches involved in the system came 

out with an apology on behalf of their role in the issue of the schools. The Settlement 

Agreement Churches as well as the Anglican, United and Presbyterian Churches, had 

committees, priests, nuns and many other individuals who were enrolled in significant 

positions, issued apologies to the public.69 In 2007, the Indian Residential Schools 

Settlement Agreement, a contract that offers benefits like psychological therapy as well 

as money for every year attended at a residential school, came into effect. However, 

 
68 Elliot, 2012 
69 Cf. TRC, 2015 
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some schools and certain groups of Indigenous peoples were not included in this 

agreement. In 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized on behalf of the 

Canadian Federal Government to all survivors of the Indian residential school system.70 

He promised a positive outlook on the future and a new society in which non-

Aboriginal and Aboriginal people will work hand in hand. To many Indigenous peoples 

this day is also known as the “Day of the Apology”. For the first time in their lives, they 

felt like their voices had been heard and the words “we are sorry” were able to ignite 

sparks of hope in them. However, Harper did not acknowledge thousands of survivors 

of the residential schools in Newfoundland and Labrador as they were not being run by 

the government. Nine years later, on November 24th, 2017, the new Prime Minister, 

Justin Trudeau, publicly apologized on behalf of the whole country to all former 

residential school students and also tried to make up for Stephen Harper’s speech 

through acknowledging all Indigenous Nations. He also launched the first inquiry in the 

issue of the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women in 2016, which conducted 

thorough studies and gathered information by interviewing 1400 witnesses. In 2017, the 

government put $50 Million into funding healthcare and support services for all those 

affected by the MMIW crisis.71  

In 2009 Phil Fontaine, Chief of the Assembly of First Nations at the time, set up a 

meeting with Pope Benedict XVI in the Vatican to acquire an apology from his side on 

behalf of the Catholic Church. The pope expressed his condolences and sorrow in a 

private meeting to Fontaine and shortly after followed an official statement by the 

Vatican representing their grief and shame to have been part of the school system.72 

Pope Francis, however, refuses to apologize for the matter of the residential schools and 

does not see himself responsible for what minor local churches somewhere in Canada 

have done. He believes that it is their own responsibility to stand up for their wrongs 

and issue apologies themselves. Many Indigenous peoples and political leaders were 

really hurt and disappointed by the Pope’s reluctance to put out a public apology, as the 

Catholic Church has yet also failed to pay the compensation of $25 million for their 

position in the issue of the Canadian residential schools, promised in 2006.73  

 
70 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, p. 10 (chronology) 
71 Cf. canada.ca, 2019 
72 Cf. news, 2009 
73 Cf. Drimonis, 2018 
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4.3 Organisations 

During and after the residential schools were running in Canada, thousands of people 

came together in order to establish organizations which would fight for justice and 

Indigenous rights. Through these societies, many people found the courage to speak up 

for themselves. The newfound communities created a safe space for people who had 

lost their hopes and allowed new friendships to form and long forgotten traditions and 

ceremonies to be performed again.  

These are two of the most important organisations in Canada and they are serving as a 

representative for thousands of others. The biggest organisation in all of Canada is the 

National Centre of Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR). It was founded in 2007 within the 

Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement which established an archive for all 

the documents gathered by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) during the 

time of the residential school system. In 2015 the TRC was closed. The NCTR gained 

access over all the records and has since been trying to keep the vision and concept of 

the TRC alive: A system in which all Indigenous people have access to a database of 

their own history and ancestors and elders can share their stories with future 

generations. A concept within which the matter and harm of residential schools is 

brought to the surface and can therefore be talked about and gain attention all over the 

country.74 Another important organisation is the National Women’s Association of 

Canada (NWAC). It was founded in 1974 and has since been representative of the 

opinions, needs and political voice of Indigenous girls and women, Two Spirit People 

and LGBTQ+ people all over Canada. The NWAC has been working on employment, 

health, justice, violence and environmental issues for decades and has been able to 

shape Indigenous laws and governance structures by their dedication and large number 

of followers.75 

 

 
74 Cf. NCTR, n.d. 
75 Cf. NWAC, n.d. 
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4.4 Calls to Action 

As the government is still failing to start making drastic changes in the way they are 

interacting with Indigenous people and integrating them into the Canadian society, 

many organisations have come up with “calls to action”. In 2015, the TRC published its 

final report on residential schools and their impact on the Indigenous population of 

Canada. Within the report they released 94 “calls to action”. These are supposed to urge 

the government to make changes at all levels. The TRC insists that all governments: 

provincial, Aboriginal, territorial and federal, work together closely in order to establish 

a healthy relationship within which all Canadians can feel accepted and heard. The 94 

calls are split into two large topics. Legacy and Reconciliation. The calls to action 

concerning legacy touch upon the topics child welfare, education, language and culture, 

health and justice, whereas the calls concerning the reconciliation in Canada include 

governmental changes, youth groups, apologies by churches, business, media and 

missing person and burial information.76 After the publication of the report, the group 

“Beyond 94” was founded. Since 2015 they have been monitoring the progress of the 94 

“calls to action” and documenting them on a public, interactive website. Up to now 

seven calls within reconciliation and three within justice have been completed. 21 

projects are happening at this time but have not been completed yet. 39 are being 

planned and 24 have not been started yet.77 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
76 Cf. Aimée Craft, A knock on the door, 2015, pp. 163-188 
77 Cf. Beyond 94, 2018 
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5 Conclusion 

At first sight, Canada makes a very good impression in the news and history books all 

over the world.  It is often portrayed as a sacred piece of the world where everything 

seems to be going right. However, despite having a liberal government, despite being 

the 7th happiest country in the world78, Canada carries this dark secret of its past and has 

only just started bringing it to light.  

The first inhabitants of Canada, the Indigenous peoples, learned how to use and live 

together with nature in a balance that would preserve the beauty and richness of the 

country but that they could also live off and grow out of as cultural beings. The 

Aboriginal peoples were living in peace and harmony with nature and one another until 

the first settlers arrived in the 15th century and started claiming Canada as new land they 

had “discovered”. These colonizers were certain that the European customs, that they 

were used to, were the only appropriate ones and started, in the mindset of simply doing 

what is right, to assimilate the Indigenous peoples to their traditions and culture. 

However, when we look back on those times today, we can say with all certainty that 

what they did was in fact the opposite of the “right thing”. It is a fact, that over the 

years, thousands of First Nation, Inuit and Métis peoples have lost their traditions, 

rituals, languages, lands, loved ones and sense of being. Assimilation processes, such as 

residential schools, already tore away their culture when they were only children. Due 

to this happening to people at such young ages, traumas were formed which they would 

carry with them for the rest of their lives. These traumas have led numerous Indigenous 

people into lives filled with sadness and anger which many try to compensate with 

resorting to drugs, alcohol and violence.  

It is sad to say that the government has only started making changes and bringing the 

topic to the surface at the beginning of the 21st century, however, it can also be seen as 

the beginning of a new era of finally giving this topic the attention it deserves even 

though it almost seems too late.  

After dealing with the problems the Indigenous peoples of Canada have had to face for 

hundreds of years and that are still to this day rooted so deeply into their everyday lives, 

 
78 Cf. Abedi, 2018 
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it is so incomprehensible how Canada and the entire world have failed to acknowledge 

the extent of this crisis. Through this paper I hope to bring awareness to those who read 

it and I want to plead to you to talk to your friends and families about what you have 

learned through it so that together, we can finally start pulling this dark part of history 

out of its hiding spot.  
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7 Appendix 

7.1 Survey 

Issues in the Indigenous population of Canada 
 
Hey, I'm Ella, from Austria and I went to Point Grey in Vancouver in 2018 for half a 

year as an exchange student. Right now, I am writing a paper about "the situation of 

Canada's Indigenous people, their problem areas and conflicts in the past two hundred 

years" and thought it would be interesting to get the opinions of people my age about 

the topic. I would be really happy if you would do me the favor and sat down for a 

couple minutes to answer my questions.  

Thank you so much, greetings from Austria, Ella :) 

 

1. Where do you get most of your information concerning this topic? 

o school 

o family and friends 

o newspaper and books 

o TV and social media 

o other (please explain) 

2. How much in your opinion do you know about the Indigenous people of 

Canada? (in percentage) 

o 0 – 100 % 

3. What in your opinion are the biggest issues in the Indigenous population of 

Canada? (please note down at least one example) 

hlvdfjhdsvfljsdhgfkjashdfbk 
4. How often are you confronted with Indigenous issues? (in the news, in school, 

through protests and marches, ...) 

o never 

o sometimes 

o every week 

o every day 
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5. What words come to your mind when you think about Canada's Indigenous 

people? (more than one answer possible) 

o culture  

o loss of culture 

o reserves and nations 

o First people 

o Aboriginal languages 

o MMIW (Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women) 

o residential schools 

o I don't know. 

6. What do you think about the way the government addresses Indigenous issues? 

(only one answer possible) 

o They aren't doing anything. 

o They are talking about it but not taking actions. 

o They are doing something. 

o They are doing everything that needs to be done. 

o I don't know. 

o other (please explain) 

7. Note down at least two words that you associate with the MMIW (Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women)? 

hbvfjhvjdsfvaksjdhfvskjdhfs 

8. Note down at least two words that you associate with residential schools? 

hlvdfjhdsvfljsdhgfkjashdfbk 

9. Do you believe you learn enough about Indigenous people in school? 

o We don't learn anything about them.   

o We learn some things about them.  

o We learn a lot about them.  
 
10. Is there anything that's still on your mind that you would want to add?  

Hlvdfjhdsvfljsdhgfkjashdfbk 



 

  51 

 

7.2 Selbstständigkeitserklärung 

 
 
 
Ich erkläre, dass ich die vorwissenschaftliche Arbeit eigenständig angefertigt 
und nur die im Literaturverzeichnis angeführten 
Quellen und Hilfsmittel benutzt habe. 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________ 
Ort, Datum             
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________ 
Unterschrift 
 
 
 


