
DECOLONIZING & 
INDIGENIZING 

RECONCILIATION



• The Doctrine of Discovery & terra nullius

• Occupied lands verses “ownership”

• The “civilizing mission” = belief in racial & cultural 

superiority

• Scientific racism

• 1880 “Pass System” created with no legal 

authority

• Children removed from families and communities



• The Royal Proclamation of 1763 ”ruled that any 

future transfer of ‘Indian’ land would take the form 

of a Treaty between sovereigns”

• Relationship-building was a primary purpose

• Treaties considered as Nation-to-Nation 

agreements

• Treaty of Niagara (Summer 1764)

• Numbered Treaties



• There were numerous schools operating pre-

Confederation

• National program administered by various 

church organizations from 1883-1969

• Post-1969 administered by government  



• Seven generations of children were removed from their 

families and communities

• Children were not allowed to speak their languages, 

practice cultural beliefs, or maintain familial bonds with 

siblings and cousins

• The schools operated in tandem with legislation 

preventing Indigenous communities to engage in 

traditional cultural practices, which were deemed illegal 

• Canada estimates at least 150 000 children

• Last schools did not close until the late 1990s 



• Thousands of children died in the schools

• Thousands of unmarked graves were located on 

former school sites 

• Schools were sites of experiments ie: the impact of 

nutritional deprivation on health

• Physical, psychological, and sexual abuse were regular 

occurrences for children at the schools 

• Children as young as three were taken from home 



“Canada denied the right to participate fully in Canadian 

political, economic, and social life to those Aboriginal 

people who refused to abandon their Aboriginal identity.

Canada outlawed Aboriginal spiritual practices, jailed 

Aboriginal spiritual leaders, and confiscated sacred 

objects.

And, Canada separated children from their parents, 

sending them to residential schools. This was done not to 

educate them, but primarily to break their link to their 

culture and identity.”
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Executive Summary, ” Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future,” at p. 2



Grandpa Jack, Papa, and Lil



Grandpa Jack’s Fiddle



Intergenerational trauma is the 

transmission of historical oppression and its 

negative consequences across generations. 

There is evidence of the impact of 

intergenerational trauma on the health and 

well-being and on the health and social 

disparities facing Aboriginal peoples in 

Canada and other countries.



The Survivors Speak – should be 

mandatory reading for anyone 

interested in the work of 

reconciliation in the future



In this volume, Survivors speak of their pain, 

loneliness, and suffering, and of their 

accomplishments. While this is a difficult story, it is 

also a story of courage and endurance. The first 

step in any process of national reconciliation 

requires us all to attend to these voices,

which have been silenced for far too long. 

We encourage all Canadians to do so.



When I think back to my childhood, it brings back memories, really nice 

memories of how life was as Anishinaabe, as you know, how we, how we lived 

before, before we were sent to school. And the things that I remember, the 

legends at night that my dad used to tell us, stories, and how he used to show us 

how to trap and funny things that happened. You know there’s a lot of things that 

are really, that are still in my thoughts of how we were loved by our parents. They 

really cared for us. And it was such a good life, you know. It, it’s doing the things, 

like, it was free, we were free I guess is the word I’m looking for, is a real free 

environment of us. I’m not saying that we didn’t get disciplined if we got, if we 

did something wrong, we, you know. There was that, but not, but it was a 

friendly, friendly, like a loving discipline, if you will.

— Bob Baxter, Statement to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 

Thunder Bay, Ontario, 24 November 2010
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “Life Before Residential School: ‘We Were Loved By Our Parents’”, at 

p. 3



In the 1940s, Paul Stanley grew up speaking Kootenai 

(Ktunaxa) in the interior of British Columbia. As he told 

the Commission, he learned the language from his 

father. “When you’re in bed with Papa, and he tells you 

about your first story, and it’s about how the chipmunk 

got his stripes, and it was so funny to me, you know 

that I asked him every night to say it again.”

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “Life Before Residential School: ‘We Were Loved By Our Parents,” at 

p. 4



“My parents were told that we had to go to the 

residential school. And prior to that, at times, my dad 

didn’t make very much money, so sometimes he would 

go to the welfare to get, to get ration, or get some 

monies to support twelve of us. And my parents were 

told that if they didn’t put us in the residential school 

that all that would be cut off. So, my parents felt forced 

to put us in the residential school, eight of us, eight out 

of, of twelve.” -Vitaline Elsie Jenner 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors’ Speak, “Life Before Residential School: ‘We Were Loved By Our 

Parents’”, at p. 14



Howard Stacy Jones said he was taken without his parents’ knowledge 

from a public school in Port Renfrew, British Columbia, to the Kuper

Island school.I was kidnapped from Port Renfrew’s elementary school 

when I was around six years old, and this happened right in the 

elementary schoolyard. And my auntie witnessed this and another 

non-Native witnessed this, and they are still alive as I speak. These are 

two witnesses trying, saw me fighting, trying to get away with, from 

the two rcmp officers that threw me in the back seat of the car and 

drove off with me. And my mom didn’t know where I was for three 

days, frantically stressed out and worried about where I was, and she 

finally found out that I was in Kuper Island residential school.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “The Journey: ‘The Train of Tears’”, at p. 14



Alan Knockwood recalled being strapped for speaking his 

own language at Shubenacadie.

“Just for saying thank you to someone who gave me 

something in the school. I was caught by a brother or one of 

the workers, and I was strapped so severely that when we 

went to supper my cousin Ivan had to feed me because my 

hands were so swollen from the straps. And I remember 

sitting at the corner of the table and the guys got up and hid 

me, stood up and hid, so Ivan could feed me a few mouthfuls 

of food.”
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “Language and Culture: ‘How am I Going to Express Myself’”, at p. 51



Richard Kaiyogan also attended the Coppermine tent hostel.

“But over the years, if you talk in your own language you get 

strapped, and later on, I had to learn the hard way but myself, I 

think over the years I earned that, we earn it, take this education. 

One time I got strapped and I didn’t want to get strapped any-

more so I said to myself, I said, “What am I here for?” You know, 

education, I guess. Anyway, my culture is going to be—my 

language will be lost in the way. Okay, why not think like a white 

man? Talk like a white man? Eat like a white man, that’s what, so I 

don’t have to get strapped anymore. You know, I followed their 

own rules.”

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “Language and Culture: ‘How am I Going to Express Myself’”, at p. 51



There are also reports of students being forced to eat soap if they were 

caught speaking an Aboriginal language. Pierrette Benjamin said this 

happened at the school at La Tuque.

“They put a big chunk, and they put it in my mouth, and the principal, she 

put it in my mouth, and she said, “Eat it, eat it,” and she just showed me 

what to do. She told me to swallow it. And she put her hand in front of 

my mouth, so I was chewing and chewing, and I had to swallow it, so I 

swallowed it, and then I had to open my mouth to show that I had 

swallowed it. And at the end, I understood, and she told me, ‘That’s a 

dirty language, that’s the devil that speaks in your mouth, so we had to 

wash it because it’s dirty.’  So, every day I spent at the residential school, I 

was treated badly. I was almost slaughtered.”

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, The Survivors Speak, “Language and Culture: ‘How am I Going to Express Myself’”, at p. 51



“The whole part of the residential school was a part 

of a bigger scheme of colonization. There was 

intent; the schools were there with the intent to 

change people, to make them like others and to 

make them not fit.

And today, you know, we have to learn to 

decolonize.”

—Shirley Flowers, Statement to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada



“The criminal prosecution of abusers in residential schools and the 

subsequent civil lawsuits were a difficult experience for Survivors. 

The courtroom experience was made worse by the fact that many 

lawyers did not have adequate cultural, historical, or psychological 

knowledge to deal with the painful memories that the Survivors 

were forced to reveal. The lack of sensitivity that lawyers often 

demonstrated in dealing with residential school Survivors resulted, 

in some cases, in the Survivors’ not receiving appropriate legal 

service. These experiences prove the need for lawyers to develop a 

greater understanding of Aboriginal history and culture as well as 

the multi-faceted legacy of residential schools.”

Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Executive Summary, ” Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future,” at p. 215 



• Truths vs. “facts”

• Story-telling as truth-telling

• Questioning what we “know” & that we are not 

“experts”

• How do we listen and learn in order to convey the 

histories and stories of Indigenous peoples in Canada to 

the courts or other institutional bodies of the Canadian 

state when appropriate in a way that does not simply re-

traumatize and re-stigmatize 



4 Areas of Cultural Competency 
for Lawyers

1. Truth-telling

• Address continued barriers and the legacy of 

colonialism embedded in the Canadian legal 

system 



“Law has been 

weaponized against 

Indigenous people.” 



2. Looking inward at ourselves as legal 

practitioners

• Admitting biases and how / why these are 

replicated through law and legal processes 

and policies



Indigenous peoples have 

been…. 

“criminalized, marginalized, 

and problematized, but not 

supported.” 



3. Acknowledging and committing to 

change…

• Choosing reconciliation

– law is not neutral and it is a powerful source in 

our society 

- making a choice to consciously use the law for 

change



4. Expanding our view of what law is to 

include Indigenous law

• Indigenous peoples have the right to be 

protected by our own laws

- laws that reflect our cultures, values, and legal 

structures



ressentiment:

a psychological state arising from suppressed 

feelings of envy and hatred that cannot be acted 

upon, frequently resulting in some form of self-

abasement

resentment:

bitter indignation at having been treated unfairly



Ultimately, non-Indigenous Canadians must 

look to their own responsibility to learn the 

history of Indigenous-settler relations in this 

country. Without a purposeful commitment to 

acknowledging the truth and working through 

processes of decolonization, reconciliation will 

remain impossible. 


