
 

 

Shared Communities:  Intercultural Dialogue between 
Newcomer, Multicultural, and Aboriginal Peoples 

A Project Report 

Krista McFadyen   
Aboriginal Commission on  

Human Rights & Justice  
December , 2013 

Page 3 

 

 



 

 
2 

Shared Communities  December 2013 

Aboriginal Commission on Human Rights & Justice 
201, 10812 - 178 St. Edmonton, Alberta T5S 1J3 

Phone: 780-479-8195  Fax: 780-471-2169 
website: www.aboriginalhumanrights.ca  email: aboriginalrights@gmail.com 

The Aboriginal Commission on Human Rights & 
Justice (ACHR&J) advocates for Aboriginal People 
in Alberta, researches human rights issues and 
initiates public education on human rights from the 
unique legal and historic position and relationship of 
Aboriginal people in Canada.  



 

 
3 

Shared Communities  December 2013  

Acknowledgements 
The Aboriginal Commission on Human Rights & Justice give thanks to the numerous individuals, groups, 
funders, and communities. 
    
ACHCR&J Board and Staff 

 Muriel Stanley Venne, Chair 

Lewis Cardinal, Co-chair 

Marggo Pariseau, Treasurer 

Roy Louis, Member 

Krista McFadyen, Project Manager, Writer 

 
Funding Provided by:  
 
Alberta Human Rights Education Multiculturalism Foundation, Alberta Justice 

 

Institute for the Advancement for Aboriginal Women 

 

Of the many participants throughout the project, we would like to thank the following organizations for their 
special contributions:   

Alberta Human Rights Commission 

Amigas Canada 

Canadian Multicultural Education Foundation 

City of Edmonton 

Edmonton Interfaith Centre for Education and Action 

Public Interest Alberta 

Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund 



 

 
4 

Shared Communities  December 2013 

 

Executive Summary 
 In January 2013, the ACHR&J commenced a one-year 
community-based project entitled Shared Communities: 
Intercultural Dialogue between Newcomer, Multicultural, 
and Aboriginal Peoples.  

 Recognizing that urban communities are increasingly diverse 
with few opportunities for intercultural learning that limits 
prospects for collaboration, the project’s goals were to invite 
dialogue to explore issues, tensions, or opportunities for 
collaboration in our shared communities.   

The mandate of ACHR&J presented an opportunity to diverge 
from typical intercultural sharing curriculums – such as those 
cultural competency or cultural display forums - to address 
intercultural dialogues from its mandate of justice and rights.     

Some of the themes emerging from the project included lack of 
exposure to Aboriginal people, culture and history that 
propelled us to explore conceptions newcomers bring with 
them upon arrival in Canada and how their awareness of 
Canadian peoples and cultures are shaped.  

We explored two avenues, the Discover Canada Curriculum 
Guide for Newcomers as well as media portrayals of 
Aboriginal issues to suggest that the image and story of Canada 
can instill limited, even negative, perceptions of Aboriginal 
people.  One of the most frequent questions was how to 
recognize the unique position as first peoples which requires 
understanding that Aboriginal people are not multicultural 
and can have different definitions and applications of identity 
and social justice.   

The Shared Communities project explored some of the 
effective dynamics when cultural groups act as advocates for 
each other to suggest some parameters for respectful 
engagement.  Part of the collaboration initiated by the project 
was a commitment to live together differently -- to help 
change Canadian hearts and minds to view Aboriginal rights 
and justice as part of a collective celebration of Canadian 
identity. 
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Introduction 
The Aboriginal Commission on Human Rights and 
Justice (ACHR&J), a not-for-profit organization that 
advocates for Aboriginal People in Alberta, researches human 
rights issues and initiates public education on human rights from 
the unique legal and historic position and relationship of 
Aboriginal people in Canada.   

In January 2013, the ACHR&J commenced a one-year 
community-based project entitled Shared Communities: 
Intercultural Dialogue between Newcomer, Multicultural, and 
Aboriginal Peoples.  Recognizing that urban communities are 
increasingly diverse with few opportunities for intercultural 
learning, that there is little understanding between cultural 
groups and few opportunities for collaboration, the project’s 
goals were to invite dialogue to explore issues, tensions, or 
opportunities arising in our shared communities.  The mandate of 
ACHR&J presented an opportunity to diverge from typical 
intercultural sharing curriculums – such as those cultural 
competency or cultural display forums - to address intercultural 
dialogues from its mandate of justice and rights.     

Throughout the project, the ACHR&J facilitated public 
presentations, information sessions, and dialogue circles, and 
met individually with community leaders and other interested 
people.  Most adult participants were from the multicultural or 
newcomer groups such as community groups that addressed 
issues of multiculturalism, faith-based education and action, 
women’s legal issues, or settlement services.  There were 
participants from levels of government that explored 
employment, diversity and Aboriginal issues, or administered 
citizenship processes and ceremonies.   

There were opportunities for feedback and participation at all 
events and, in one of the final public meetings, main themes 
were presented to confirm a synopsis of final themes.  Finally, 
ACHR&J hosted a conference with invited panelists to speak 
to some of the main issues that arose during the project.    

 

Sun and Moon Visionaries, located in the heart of the Pehonan 

Shared Communities Conference, 2013 

Elder Myrtle Calahasien 
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Lack of Exposure to Aboriginal 
People, Culture and History 
One of the most consistent messages coming from multicultural 
communities, from both recent arrivals to Canada and from 
those who could remember their arrival process, was a lack of 
knowledge and limited exposure to Aboriginal people and 
issues.  Many had no idea about Indigenous people in Canada 
upon their arrival, and once in Canada, limited exposure was 
through mainstream media portrayals of “bad news” stories or 
the visible presence of Aboriginal people on the streets of 
downtown Edmonton.  An example that occurred at the time of 
the project was the RCMP fatal shooting, then tazering, of an 
Aboriginal man.  The news story focused extensively on the 
criminal history of the victim without much attention to RCMP 
conduct that could only be described as brutal, that swayed 
public sentiment in support of the RCMP actions.   

Another participant suggested that newcomers often strive to be 
absorbed as quickly as possible into Canadian society and 
typically assimilate, then reflect mainstream perceptions of 
Aboriginal people.  Another shared story was of a man who  
was told by colleagues in an industrial work setting not to trust 
Aboriginal people, but was later surprised to meet an 
Aboriginal man who was “actually a really nice guy.”   With 
limited exposure to Aboriginal people or positive messaging 
regarding Aboriginal issues, many newcomers adopt negative 
stereotypes about Aboriginal people and issues.   

 

 

“The only Aboriginal people I saw were 
on the streets downtown” 

Shared Communities Participant 

In the literature… 
A review of literature reflecting newcomers’ learning 
about Aboriginal people presents consistent messages.  
In a thesis that explored Aboriginal-Newcomer 
relations in inner city Winnipeg, Gyepi-Gabrah (2010) 
noted that newcomers are often not prepared for the 
Aboriginal people they see living in poor conditions in 
what they consider a “land of opportunities” (p. 64).  
Madariaga-Vignudo’s (2012) study of immigrant and 
Aboriginal interactions in Winnipeg comments on the 
felt competition for resources such as limited jobs or 
subsidized housing, but also notes a sense of shared 
camaraderie in a struggle against the dominant 
mainstream.  Finally, after arriving from Pakistan, Syed 
(2010) expected to see Aboriginal people treated with 
respect “as the ‘hosts’ for colonial and immigrant 
populations” (p.72), but was struck by the absence of 
Aboriginal voices in any media or educational program 
and, after actively seeking Aboriginal literature, she 
eventually came to understand Canada’s history of 
“injustice and intolerance” (p. 72) toward Aboriginal 
people.     
 

Bill Moore-Kilgannon, 
Public Interest Alberta 

Earl Choldin, Edmonton 
Multicultural Education 
Foundation 

Jenna Weber, University of 
Alberta 

Lewis Cardinal, ACHR&J 
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Because socio-economic indicators for Aboriginal people have not improved in the 
last decade, new understandings around programming and funding are required.   
During this project, we created Aboriginal Funding Factsheet to provide some 
clarity.  The full document can be viewed at www.humanrights.com. 

Increased Understanding Questions arising during 
the Shared Communities 
Dialogue 

“Who is the Aboriginal 
Community?” 

“What organizations are 
legitimate?” 

“Should I fund this 
Aboriginal initiative?”  

 

Some factors to consider: 

Is the initiative lead by 
Indigenous people?  

Does the initiative or 
organization maintain the 
integrity of Indigenous 
knowledge?   

Are the Indigenous people 
working within their 
experience and mandates?   

Do the motivations and 
results benefit Indigenous 
communities?   

 

Aboriginal programming 
and funding needs to be 
channeled to peoples and 
organizations that 
acknowledge and practice 
the unique processes of 
Indigenous knowledge, laws, 
and customs.   

Aboriginal organizations 
need to be funded to address 
Aboriginal issues within 
their organizational 
mandates.  

Excerpts from the Aboriginal Funding Factsheet 

Myth:  Aboriginal people have been given more than enough money to meet 
their needs.   
 
Reality:  Aboriginal population has grown by 51% between 1996 and 2006, 2.7 
times as fast as the entire population with a 70% population increase in urban 
centres.  It is clear that Aboriginal people face disproportionate disadvantages in 
our society.  Aboriginal people have unemployment and poverty rates that are 
more than double the national average, a lower life expectancy, greater incidence 
of illness and alarmingly high suicide rates.  
• Aboriginal women make up 45% of the overall prison population but 

represent only 3% of the Canadian population.  80% of incarcerated women 
are there for poverty-related crimes.   

• Alberta has the highest rate of children in “care.”   
• Aboriginal people are disproportionately targets of racism, hate and bias, 

but do not report.  A recent study of 330 Aboriginal people, 100% reported 
discrimination in employment, education, or from the police (McFadyen, 
2009).   

Funding to Aboriginal organizations from the total funding for Edmonton Family 
& Community Support Services, United Way, or Community Initiatives Program 
is between 0 – 6% (IAAW, 2013). 

Myth:  Big Service Organizations, that are often determined to be “stable” or 
“low risk,” by current funders are the best organizations to offer Aboriginal 
programming and are accountable for service outcomes.   

Reality:  The evaluation criteria for “stable” or “low risk” does not account for 
Aboriginal values or standards for community service.  Because of the lack of 
funding by existing service providers, Aboriginal organizations often do more than 
what is contracted because of the high needs.  Staff are over-worked, underpaid, 
and burn-out is common.  If funding for Aboriginal programming would be 
channeled to Aboriginal organizations, they would be more stable and present as a 
low risk to funders.     

Evaluation of program or service outcomes has been completed and approved by 
people with little or no experience in the Aboriginal community and do not 
account for cultural engagement or knowledge preservation.  Many Aboriginal 
organizations are involved in and support their communities in ways that are not 
captured through reporting and not valued by cultural-outsiders.    
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Discover Canada: A Curriculum for Newcomers 
Discover Canada is the curriculum for newcomers to Canada 
that is used for the citizenship test.   

The Shared Communities group to queried the curriculum that provides the first 
exposure to the “official” story of Canada, discover Canada.  It hit news 
headlines when the Conservative government introduced a new guide in 2009 
and with it a new vision of Canada.  We studied the guide to compare  our 
observations with those in the literature to evaluate its messaging about 
Aboriginal history and people in Canada.   

The Discover Canada guide was observed to significantly reduce the reality of 
Canada’s multifaceted history and, though it has to be accessible for newcomers 
who may not be fluent in English, its simplistic portrayal of Aboriginal people 
and issues can be viewed as political.  The guide makes little distinction between 
Aboriginal people and other ethnic groups in Canada through its narrative of 
“three founding nations” in which it suggests an equal partnership between French, English, and Aboriginal people to 
create the new nation of Canada.   

While the narrative of “a common past” may create an upsurge of patriotism, it fails to mention the “conflict, 
exploitation and war” (Jones & Perry, 2011, p. 18) that more accurately captures the building of Canada.  Discover 
Canada makes little mention of Aboriginal peoples’ distinct position of being Indigenous to the land, even to the point 
of suggesting that Aboriginal people are also immigrants who migrated from Asia a few thousand years ago.  In 
addition, with exception of the brief mention of the residential school legacy, the guide fails to mention the colonial 
mentality of the era with its genocidal effects on Aboriginal people.  Absent from Discover Canada is mention of 
historical decisions that significantly affect Aboriginal people today and our relationship with the Canadian state.  
Examples include treaty negotiations and the struggle to have treaty rights honoured, the 1876 Indian Act, the reserve 
system, or the entrenchment of Aboriginal rights in the 1982 Constitution.   

Without acknowledgement of status and rights of Aboriginal people, new      
Canadians would be unaware of the historical promises made to Aboriginal people   
and to assume the inaccurate belief that the Canadian government generously grants 
special privileges to Aboriginal people out of benevolence.   The Discover Canada 
guide fails to distinguish Aboriginal people from either the French or the English at 
Canada’s founding or from other ethnic minorities in contemporary society.  This 
cursory and inaccurate information results in flawed understanding of the unique 
place Indigenous people within Canadian politics and society.   

ItI lmmigrationCanada lmmigrationCanada

STUDY GUIDE

C,anad?i

1?.
/

ffilr

:lI

Discover Canada
The Rights and Responsibitities of Citizenship

Citizenship Ceremony, Edmonton, 2013 
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Reaction to Discover Canada  

ACHR&J considered opportunities to address the potential 
knowledge deficit about Aboriginal issues in Discover Canada guide 
and invited conversations with Edmonton’s Citizenship Judge Laurie 
Mozeson.  In the lively conversations that ensued, ACHR&J was 
invited to consider hosting a citizenship ceremony.  We welcome the 
opportunity to provide a warm welcome and positive exposure of 
Aboriginal communities for new Canadians and is planning to host 
this in an Aboriginal location in spring, 2014.   

 
This, in brief, is Stephen Harper's, Jason 
Kenney's and the Conservative 
Government's Canada. A country that: 
does not value peace and tolerance; 
measures its history by armed conflict; 
does not encourage its citizens to work 
for social justice; is not concerned with 
protecting the environment; reveres the 
monarchy; is mostly Christian; warns 
immigrants to tame their savage ways; 
and emphasizes obedience to authority. 

Blogger laura k (2010) in her 
critical comparison of the current 

and previous citizenship guides.  

The Canadian government requires a long list 
of things from people who are applying for 
citizenship, including a test of their 
knowledge of Canada.  But much of the 
‘Canada’ on which this test is based reflects a 
nationalistic, militaristic, and racist view of 
Canada and its history. 

People’s Citizenship Guide: A 
Response to Conservative Canada 

Jones & Perry (Eds.) (2011, p. 5)  

 
Inclusion of key decisions and 
policies of the past such as the 
Aboriginal treaties and rights, the 
Indian Act, and Aboriginal peoples’ 
involvement in the 1982 Constitution 
would give future Canadian citizens 
“a better understanding of today’s 
dynamics.   

Ghislain Picard 
2008 Chief of Quebec and Labrador  

Assembly of First Nations,  
(in White, 2008, p, 8). 

The guide does not acknowledge that 
there was a society in place with 
governance and territorial limits for 
thousands of years before “white men 
came” (in White, 2009, p. 8).  He 
suggests this reflected a calculated 
effort by the government to integrate 
Aboriginal people into a mainstream 
that disregarded Aboriginal rights 
such as land or fishing rights.  

Konrad Sioui, 2008 Chief of Quebec and 
Labrador Assembly of First Nations 

(in White, 2008, p. 8)  

Praise is granted to CIC for its 
historically accuracy that promotes a 
“forceful statement of the expectations 
of Canadian values” and a  “healthy 
nationalism” improved from the 
previous “utopic” version of Canadian 
identity from the old guide  

Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/department

/media/backgrounders/2011/2011-03-
14b.asp 
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Aboriginal People are not 
Multicultural 
Perhaps the most prevalent query throughout the project is 
why we deliberately separate Aboriginality from 
multiculturalism.   

Many rationalized that Aboriginal people are often 
categorically defined – even by our own members - as a 
cultural group.  So why, they asked, in our title and 
throughout the project, did we make an intentional 
distinction between “newcomers, multicultural, and 
Aboriginal people” and, as a related question, why did we 
take exception to Discover Canada’s placement of 
Aboriginal people as another ethnic group among many 
that make up the fabric of Canada?  Also noteworthy is that 
some of the participants came from offices that housed an 
“Aboriginal file” or “portfolio” under a larger umbrella of 
“Multiculturalism” or “diversity” and under leadership that 
was not Indigenous.   

With this issue emerging in nearly every forum for 
dialogue, the ACHR&J developed a more thorough 
explanation of the historical development of both 
multiculturalism and Aboriginality to reinforce the point 
that Aboriginal people occupy a unique status as being 
Indigenous. Any oversight or dilution of this status 
maintains Canada’s long history of derogating Aboriginal 
people and issues and, for this reason, Aboriginality is 
looking to get out of rather than fit into political 
arrangements of multiculturalism (Fleras, 2005).   

Multiculturalism 

Multiculturalism can be a tricky term.  It can be 
accused of maintaining “white man’s dominance” 
while also protecting the cultures and identities of 
diverse ethnic and cultural groups currently calling 
Canada home.  The rubric of multiculturalism comes 
from a political and social history to become 
entrenchment as a fundamental Canadian value.  This 
history is explored. 

Multiculturalism came to Canada after the explosive 
growth and political entrenchment of the colonial 
societies.  In its earliest days, the Dominion of 
Canada focused on population expansion to the west 
and industrialization propelled by an influx of new 
immigrants.  As the nation transformed from colony 
to colonizer, a new sociological category of 
“immigrant” became distinct from the colonizer.  
Individuals and families of immigrants joined an 
existing Dominion of Canada but nevertheless fit 
into the same sentiments of movement --of arriving 
and becoming a new world (Paine, 1999).  The rubric 
for the sentiment was multiculturalism, fitting for 
both colonial subjects and immigrants, though not 
without differences of opinion on its full meaning 
and effects.  Continued on page 12 

Aboriginality 

Aboriginal people can support the rights and values 
of multiculturalism without including ourselves 
within the rubric. For example, Aboriginal people 
can disparage Quebec’s charter for reducing 
multiculturalism in Canadian society while also, in 
the same breath, condemn multiculturalism for 
reducing Aboriginal people to one of many ethnic 
groups.   

Aboriginality is distinct from multiculturalism and 
requires different paths to conciliation (Paine, 1999).  
Aboriginality may have emerged as a bestowal of the 
Euro-imperialists, though contemporary applications 
present an undoing of earlier colonial definitions by 
naming Canada’s genocidal treatment, reclaiming of 
a pre-colonial history, and asserting Aboriginal self-
determination.  Continued on page 13  

 
Krista McFadyen, ACHR&J 
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Advocates for Each Other    
Based on the perception of common experiences of 
exploitation between newcomer, multicultural and 
Aboriginal people, another view that emerged from the 
Shared Communities Project is that there should be 
increased collaboration to address it.  One participant 
remarked that in Canadian society marginalization is 
rampant for any visible minority.  She cited the “two 
Canadas” – one of privilege and the other of 
marginalization and discrimination, with race being the 
most profound marker for difference.  This struck a cord 
with a mostly multicultural group that then provided 
personal examples of bullying in the workplace and other 
institutions.  Reduced participation in society contributed 
to low self-esteem and persistent and debilitating self-
doubt.   

There seemed to be two different suggestions for resolve.  
The first probed strategies to inspire change in attitudes 
and behaviors by people within dominant systems.  There 
were suggestions on how to “move” those who may be 
already comfortable in their positions of privilege through 
“disorienting” experiences such as those provided through 
cultural competency or sensitivity curriculums.   

Others suggested that more “sensitive” leadership would 
not change structures of privilege and power and 
marginalization of select ethnic minorities would continue.  
Because some ethnic people or groups seem to have easier 
access to positions of power, one person suggested “we 
need to be advocates for each other.”  Strategies suggested 
included working to strengthen the voices of the 
marginalized, establishing a critical mass and accessing 
some of the current spaces of privilege.  One participant 
suggested that the effects of this approach can be profound, 
citing the grassroots movements in the Philippines to 
remove then-dictator Marcos.   

One of the challenges for the Shared Communities Project 
was to explore possibilities for socially just collaboration.  
Continued on page 14   

 

A contractor replaces siding sprayed with racist slurs and swastikas on a 
south Edmonton home. 
 (http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/ 
racist-grafitti-on-house-focus-of-hate-crimes-probe-1.1399697) 

We critically reviewed the commentary around a current initiative:  
Hobbema, a “troubled community”  hopes to turn the page on its 
problems through recent immigrant “Manesha’s” library that will 
improve literacy and keep residents from a life of crime.   

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/librarian-hopes-to-
open-hobbema-s-1st-public-library-1.1320919 

“Edmonton is lacking a forum to make strong 
collective statements that we will not tolerate 
racism in our communities.”   

Shared Communities Participant 

“Respectful collaboration is not about 
speaking for or about other communities – 
especially in simplistic terms.”   

Shared Communities Participant 
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Multiculturalism continued from page 10   

Since our dominion in 1867, Canada has allowed successive 
waves of immigrants and refugees from all corners of the globe, 
while quietly acknowledging the First Nations, Métis, Inuit 
populations within our borders.  Canada has reluctantly become 
a diverse mix of races, cultures, languages, beliefs systems, 
socio-economic class, genders, and abilities.  This movement of 
peoples and ideas brought substantial social and economic 
changes to alter Canadian identity and values.  Many 
marginalized groups rejected their differential treatment and 
presented a vision of a broader and more inclusive Canadian 
state and initiated social movements to articulate women’s rights, 
worker’s rights, racial and sexual equality, and a push for social 
programs for individual and families (Jones & Perry, 2011).  The 
political elite in Canada had a new challenge to “hold it all 
together” that is, to safeguard the French/English dominance 
in Canadian society while also acknowledging they could not 
afford to lose the ethnic contributions to the Canadian 
economy.  The policy responses included the Canadian Human 
Rights Act (1977) and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
(1982) passed because of social unrest due to a diverse but 
unequal society.     

What also resulted was Canada’s official policy directive of 
multiculturalism that had a policy history starting with the Royal 
Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism established in 
1963 to substantiate the “equal partnership between the founding 
races, taking into account other ethnic groups to the cultural 
enrichment of Canada” (in Wright, 2000, p. 60).  While this 
protected the stronghold of English and French as dominant 
identity, The Commission regarded cultural diversity as 
economically necessary.  The struggle, however, was to find a 
workable policy to accomplish these goals, knowing they could 
not return to the assimilation policy of recent history that implied 
total absorption into the dominant linguistic and cultural group, 
the English.  Instead, the Commission came up with a policy 
proposal for multiculturalism with its hopeful view that unity 
could be achieved through recognition and tolerance of diversity 
(Wright, 2000).  The federal government, under Prime Minister 
Pierre Elliott Trudeau, declared an official policy of 
multiculturalism in 1971, followed in 1988, by the Canadian 
Multiculturalism Act passed under Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney. 

The social response to multiculturalism was varied and not 
seamlessly embraced to become a normative social value.  
Canadians have been polarized over multiculturalism issues, and 
critique comes from multiple angles and perspectives including 
both ethnic minorities and “dominant” cultural groups.  Some 
question the metaphoric foundations of the mosaic which seems 

to advocate preservation of “home” identities and 
separateness rather than togetherness.  Others see it as 
coercing newer immigrants and Aboriginal people alike to 
embrace a doctrine of two founding nations, the French and 
the English, while others fear that it wrongfully undermines 
this doctrine (in Wright, 2000).   

In general, at first, most “minority” cultural groups were 
thankful for some progress multiculturalism brought to 
acknowledging their presence in Canada and recognizing 
their contributions.  It allowed for immigrants to retain some 
distinct cultural ways, which had been an important glue for 
peaceful coexistence.  However, as Howard’s research 
(2007) indicates, Canadian multiculturalism celebrates 
diversity but within the limits of common citizenship.  That 
is, though diversity is celebrated, the political stronghold of 
the “white man’s country” remains.  Cultural groups may 
be distinct, but they must abide by their “Canadian” 
ground rules.   

By the 1980s, communities began to point out the limitations 
of multiculturalisms in making Canadian society more 
inclusive (Wright, 2000).  The message of intergroup 
harmony was not enough to address the bias, prejudice, 
discrimination that created concrete socio-economic and 
political inequalities.  Immigrants and ethnic minorities set 
the goal of overcoming subordinate minority status within 
the normative system of the state.  A new language of racism 
emerged to describe discrimination and its effects.  Systemic 
racism expanded the definition from the views or actions of 
individuals to structures and institutions.  Structural racism 
asserts that racism exists within the structures of daily 
life such as in our institutions, political systems, and 
communities, thereby suggesting each Canadian holds 
the burden of responsibility for its existence (Wright, 
2000).  Minority groups have outlined barriers to inclusion 
that includes individual actions and structural mechanisms 
and cited strategies to overcome these barriers.   

Multiculturalism emerged as a state sponsored project first to 
reconcile the English and French divide and later to include 
minority groups within that fabric of Canadian life without 
significantly altering the structures of a dominant Canadian 
society.  Minority-group response to multiculturalism 
suggested that their cultural recognition by the state is an 
important step, yet they still do not have opportunities to 
participate equally its structures and institutions.  The section 
on Aboriginality presents responses to the political and 
social dimensions of multiculturalism to reveal tensions and 
suggest that Aboriginality is a concept more representative 
of the rights and aspirations of most Aboriginal people.  ! 
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Aboriginality Continued from page 10 

Canada’s history is etched with brutality and wars that 
involved and divided Aboriginal people and degraded 
lands and livelihoods.  The colonizers used deliberate 
and systematic tactics, many of which are now being 
named as genocidal, to increase vulnerability to sickness 
and starvation while also undermining Indigenous 
knowledge systems and cultural integrity.   

Examples include the epidemics of small pox, 
characterized as “a European disease with European 
immunity” that wiped out entire communities.  
Documentation of intentional exposure, such as in 1763 
when British distributed smallpox-infected blankets to 
subdue Pontiac’s resistance (Spaulding, 2012), indicates 
tactics of germ warfare to conquer the Indigenous.   

Other examples include the intentional slaughter and 
demise of the buffalo as a direct insult to their social, 
economic, and spiritual value for many Indigenous 
groups (McHugh, 2004).  The official policy “to kill the 
Indian in the child” was implemented through the legal 
imperative for children to be removed from their homes 
and sent to residential schools where many suffered 
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, and more died of 
sickness (Barman, 1996).  The removal of children 
disrupted the entire fabric of Aboriginal communities.  
Similar abuse was also prevalent in other institutions 
such as hospitals and orphanages.   

An example of a Eugenics program enacted locally 
through the Alberta Sexual Sterilization Act 
disproportionally assigned Aboriginal people the status 
of “mentally defective” to enable their sterilizations 
without consent (Keith, 2011).  Many were also forced 
into reserves under federal laws, such as the Indian Act, 
that subjugated every aspect of their lives.  The laws 
made it difficult, sometimes impossible to assert 
sovereignty as nations and hold Canada accountable for 
the promises it made.       

These conditions in which many Aboriginal people 
were brought into confederation outlines the problem 
of subsuming Aboriginal people under a Canadian or 
multicultural identity and demonstrates why some 
Aboriginal people want to free themselves from 
compulsory conditions of citizenship.   

Aboriginality is now about creating a vision of 
reconciliation that recognizes and supports Aboriginal 
people and rights.  While one of the most important 
aspects of Aboriginality is about reinvigorating 
Indigenous knowledge and re-establishing strong 
communities, another part of contemporary 
Aboriginality is about the disruption of ongoing 
subjugation and to hold Canada accountable for direct 
acts of genocide, breaches of land claims and 
governance promises, and to clarify Canada’s “story” 
as protective, just, and peaceful.   

The Canadian state was, perhaps, left with little choice 
but to respond by realigning its policy direction from 
conquest and assimilation to recognition and 
reconciliation (Isaac, 2012).  A new era of Aboriginal 
rights was affirmed by the Constitution Act of 1982.  
Section 35 provided affirmed Aboriginal constitutional 
status and treaty rights by acknowledging pre-contact 
occupation and providing a legal framework for 
distinctive elements of Aboriginal culture.   

A national identity that derogates Aboriginal 
history and rights and consumes Aboriginal 
identity within ethnic minorities whispers an 
attempt to strengthen Anglo-Canadian dominance 
and legitimacy and erase the politics of Aboriginal 
rights. ! 

Dr. Phyllis Grace Steeves, U of Calgary 
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Advocates for Each Other Continued from page 11   

If multicultural and Aboriginal communities share 
common experiences of exploitation then ways to combat 
them must be similar too, right? 

The perceived commonality of discrimination is real 
but, nevertheless, falls short of the breadth, depth, and 
duration of exploitation experienced by Aboriginal 
people in Canada.  The ACHR&J has heard the story of 
one Aboriginal woman, who had worked in her place of 
employment for over 20 years then recently experienced 
acts of sabotage to push her out of her job by a forceful 
group of workers employed under the Temporary Foreign 
Worker (TFW) program.  This Aboriginal woman knew 
that her employer was overlooking Canadian applicants in 
favour of foreign workers.  While the TFW program has 
had recent media coverage and policy change because of 
the vulnerability of the foreign workers, this example 
illustrates that Aboriginal people are often pushed below 
what is perceived to be the lowest “rungs of the ladder” 
and remain the most vulnerable in Canadian society.    

Multiculturalism and structural racism provides a focus for 
minority groups to identify their difference and exclusion 
from the dominant players and structures of Canadian 
society.  This stream seeks to identify and overcome 
factors that maintain minority status within a majority 
system such as discrimination.  It also provides a path of 
conciliation through policies and practices of inclusion to 
reduce the barriers and provide a more equal participation 
and opportunity.  Many suggest that though these systems 
may privilege the “dominant” Canadian cultures and 
values, their diversity message and policy allows for 
sufficient inclusion and accommodation to function as 
acceptable models.   

If Aboriginality provides parameters for how to identify 
and name our “difference”, the path to conciliation, also 
through Aboriginality, includes cultural dignity and 
sovereignty.  Cultural dignity involves asserting 
Indigenous knowledge within structures, processes and 
institutions in all aspects of informal and formal 

community life.  Sovereignty includes the ability to 
preserve and protect knowledge through congruent 
models and sustainable infrastructure.  There is no 
template for this engagement as these strategies and 
goals need to be defined within community contexts. 

One of the challenges for the Shared Communities 
project is to explore possibilities for socially-just 
collaboration.  As mentioned, collaborative efforts to 
advocate for each other can be promoted as a boost for 
the cause because it can instill wider support that, 
according to some social movement theorists, is 
required for substantial change (Ramos, 2008).   

However, even the best intentions of some 
collaboration can promote the wrong message and 
have an unexpected or limited outcome for 
vulnerable groups.   For example, a local news story 
at the same time as the Shared Communities Dialogue 
sessions was the story of Manesha’s Library.  
Manesha, a recent immigrant (in Canada for about two 
years), started a campaign for book donations to 
Hobbema, an Aboriginal community in central 
Alberta, described in the media as “troubled” that 
hopes to “turn the page” on its problems and keep 
residents from “a life of crime” through improved 
literacy (Stevenson, 2013).  It becomes noteworthy 
that now a very recent immigrant is speaking for 
Aboriginal people by defining their problems in very 
simplistic terms and articulating solutions that may not 
align with Indigenous knowledge and culture as the 
rubric and strategies of Literacy is does not align with 
methods and goals of Indigenous knowledge, culture, 
or experience.   

Other factors for consideration include funding, 
participation and leadership by Aboriginal people 
working within their mandates, ownership and 
acknowledgement of efforts and data, preservation and 
reinforcement of Indigenous knowledge, and efforts 
that contribute to substantial change for the lives of 
Aboriginal people.   ! 

NDP MLA Deron Bilous 
City of Edmonton Councillor Amarjeet Sohi 
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The Royal Commission on Aboriginal People 1996 Report 
suggests that Aboriginality constructs a culturally vibrant 
future through sovereignty that also presents a strong moral 
basis for multiculturalism in Canadian society.   

The political dimension of conciliation requires that 
Canadians understand that a history of violence and trauma 
created severe legal breaches that are only now being 
addressed.  Canadians will have to understand that access 
to resources, occupation of land, and establishment of its 
governance being challenged and won within Canadian and 
international courts.   

While the terms multiculturalism and Aboriginality may 
spark irreconcilable differences regarding methods and 
patterns of exploitation, we suggest that Aboriginality can 
exist alongside Canadian Multiculturalism in ways that 
respect the dignity of both.   

[Aboriginal people in Canada] entered the twentieth century 
uprooted, fragmented and dispirited.  They are determined that, 
as the next century unfolds, they will regain their rightful place 
as self-governing self-sufficient, culturally vibrant Aboriginal 
people living in a more egalitarian Canadian society.  

The tasks we have laid out for renewing the relationship between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people are huge – but they pale in 
comparison to the task of changing Canadian hearts and minds so 
that the majority understand the aspirations of Aboriginal people 
and accept their historical rights.  

Royal Commission on Aboriginal People, 1996 
(Quoted in Paine, 1999, p. 329) 

The political dimension is synchronous with social 
dimensions that require personal questions about 
values, morality, and contributions to humanity.   

What should any person or Peoples never have to 
give up?  How will our decisions, actions and 
relationships shape a stronger a moral basis for our 
membership in shared communities?   

Canadian scholar Paine (1999) considers what 
values are irreconcilable as we ask not just how do 
we live together? but “how do we (we of the West) 
let go and live together with them?” (p. 339).  
Canadian sociologist Fleras (2005) suggests that we 
must find ways to support “living together 
differently” (p. 301). 

Living Together Differently 

Jason Madden on the 2013 Supreme Court Ruling on Manitoba Métis Land Claims: 

Canadians should be excited about this ruling…this is our history as a country. Riel and the Métis wanted to 
become a part of Canada.  They brought Manitoba into Confederation based upon certain deals that need to be 
upheld.  Those nation-building promises underlie our country…that’s where our national integrity and honour lies. 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xy24hj_interview-with-jason-madden-legal-counsel-for-the-metis-nation-of-manitoba_news 
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The 2013 project Shared Communities: Intercultural 
Dialogue between Newcomer, Immigrant, and 
Aboriginal Peoples, the Aboriginal Commission on 
Human Rights & Justice facilitated opportunities for 
dialogue between cultural groups.   

One of the key findings was that newcomer and 
multicultural groups lack knowledge about Aboriginal 
people or issues to suggest that the increasing 
concentration of newcomer and Aboriginal 
populations in urban areas such as in Edmonton does 
not automatically result in intercultural understanding 
and relationship building.  Much of the project 
explored current forums for learning about Aboriginal 
aspirations and rights such as the citizenship guide, 
Discover Canada, media portrayals of Aboriginal 
people, and public exposure about Aboriginal people 
and events. 

Dispelling some of the myths and 
misconceptions, such as Aboriginal people are 
not multicultural, contributes to a fuller 
recognition of the historical relationships between 
Aboriginal people and others in Canada and 
highlights aspects of the original Indigenous 
cultures within the larger fabric of Canadian 
geography and culture.   

By exploring emerging patterns of Aboriginality, 
part of which includes increased articulation and 
substantiation of Aboriginal aspirations and 
rights, our dialogues also navigated future 
challenges and opportunities for cross-cultural 
collaboration.  Part of the vision created during 
the Shared Communities Project is one of living 
together differently to include Aboriginal people 
and issues within our collective moral standards 
for rights and justice that underlie our national 
integrity and honour.   
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