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Land Acknowledgment

The Canadian Studies Association of Undergraduate Students (CSAUS) recognizes that
McGill University is located on unceded Anishinaabeg and Kanien’kehá:ka territory. The
Kanien’keha:ka or Mohawk Nation are considered the stewards of the lands and waters on
which we gather, although Tiohtià:ke, colonially known as Montréal, has historically been a
gathering place for many First Nations. The Kanien’keha:ka are the Easternmost Nation of the
Haudenosaunee or Iroquois Confederacy, and are known as the Keepers of the Eastern Door.
We want to recognize that the Department of Canadian Studies at McGill has only
been made possible as a result of the colonization, subjugation, and genocide of Indigenous
peoples on Turtle Island or so-called North America. Most of the land that makes up Canada
is unceded—despite the Canadian Crown claiming jurisdiction to 89% of the surface area of
the country, they did not acquire legal jurisdiction over these lands through respectful treaties
with Indigenous peoples. Rather they have, and continue to, violently and forcefully displace
and dispossess Indigenous peoples from their lands and resources in favour of Canadian
interests—confining them to only 0.2% of their traditional territories. This has enormously
devastating cultural and material impacts on Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island. We
recognize that Canada’s existence, and the existence of McGill University, relies on this violent
legacy of ongoing colonialism.
We also want to recognize the clear tension between studying the history of Canada and
acknowledging that our studies as such can only exist due to the violence faced by Indigenous
peoples at the hands of the Canadian state. This is Canada’s oft-untold history, and as a journal
focused on studying Canada through various disciplines, we hope to reflect our commitment
to righting these wrongs—namely by recognizing the need for material repatriation of
Indigenous lands and lifeways, and the internal unlearning of harmful colonial constructs.
This land acknowledgement is not an end in itself for reaching these decolonial goals, but an
acknowledgement of the work that must continue to be done beyond these pages. We hope
our journal contributes in some ways to the unlearning that must be done to reconcile the
atrocities committed by Canada, and respect the lives of various different peoples that live on
these lands we all call home.
This land acknowledgement is not meant to shame settlers for the actions of their
ancestors, but to ask settlers to recognize how we benefit from the oppressive systems that have
defined Canada’s existence, which were borne at the expense of the Indigenous stewards of
this land. We are further asking you all to join us in committing to work towards dismantling
them. Together, we can work towards a better world for us all to live in—which requires facing
Canada’s colonial history head on and acting in solidarity with the Indigenous peoples in
Canada who continue to be resilient in the face of centuries of colonial violence on these very
lands from which we write today.
As a settler myself, writing this land acknowledgment has been an exercise in humility
and respect for the histories of the Indigenous peoples here in Canada and on Turtle Island.
We must take the time to recognize our own roles in the ongoing colonial relationship in
Canada today, and commit ourselves to cultivating generative relationships in solidarity
with Indigenous peoples. We must redress the injustices caused by interconnected systems of
oppression which continue to thrive in Canada today. We hope our journal can provide some
(albeit non-exhaustive) history and insight as to how we may go about this.

Notes on Contributors
Author Biographies
Sara Brizio is a U3 double-major in Art History and Organismal Biology at McGill University.
Originally from Rye, New York, USA, she intends on returning to the United States to pursue
a law degree and a career in human rights advocacy. Through her research, Sara hopes to bring
attention to intersectional issues in art history.
Victoria Flaherty graduated from McGill in 2020 with a degree in honours Political Science
and History. She is currently pursuing her Master of Arts in Political Science and Environmental
Studies at the University of Toronto and will be starting law school in 2021. She is passionate
about Canadian politics, feminist history, and protecting the natural world. Originally from
Edmonton, Victoria has spent time living in several Canadian provinces (and has loved each
one!) and now resides in Victoria, BC. In her free time, she enjoys hiking, playing beach
volleyball, hunting down chocolate croissants, and spending time with her loved ones.
Isabel Klassen-Marshall is a fourth-year student finishing her joint honours History and
Political Science degree with a minor in Indigenous Studies. She is interested in questioning the
foundations of Canada’s imposed settler legal system and understanding the multiplicity of legal
orders that exist on this land. She is especially interested in learning more about Indigenous legal
orders and their significance in creating a safe and fair existence for everyone. She is currently
writing a thesis on her own Russian Mennonite ancestry through the lens of understanding
discrepancies between Canadian land policy and legal benefits afforded to Mennonite settlers,
compared to those denied to the Métis and the Haudenosaunee. She is also involved in the
community organization Meals For Milton-Parc, and will be continuing her studies at law
school next year.
Francis L. has graduated with an Honours Political Science degree with a minor in Canadian
studies at McGill University. A recent immigrant from South Korea, they aspire to follow their
own Canadian dream and chart their own destiny in a place that can accept them for who
they truly are. Their commitment to being true to themself led them to specialize in Canadian
politics. Their research interest is the growing role of visible minority immigrants in the country’s
political system, and they hope that what they learn will not go to waste as they dedicate their
life to helping future generations of immigrants find their future here.
Gillian Smith is a U3 Honours Canadian Studies student with a minor in Indigenous Studies.
They come from Kelowna, British Columbia and are an avid fan of the West Coast mountains.
They are currently working with the non-profit JusticeTrans as a Project Assistant.
Inez Wirawan is a third-year student pursuing a Bachelor of Arts, with a major concentration in
Langue et littérature françaises (traduction) and minor concentrations in History and Hispanic
Studies. Upon completion of her studies, she hopes to teach at the secondary school level to
shine a light on minority francophone literature and pertinent Canadian social issues that often
go unaddressed in the education system.

Jack Wittmann is a fourth-year student double majoring in Political Science and History
from Ottawa, Ontario. He is passionate about the history of the Canadian Far North, which
he hopes to continue studying during his last semester at McGill. Additionally, Jack hopes to
visit this part of Canada sometime in the future. After graduation, Jack plans on doing either
a masters in International Relations, or a law degree, which he hopes will prepare him for his
future endeavors.

Artist Biographies
Juliana Castañeda, originally from Bogota, Colombia, is double-majoring in Sociology and
Hispanic Studies with a minor in Religious Studies. She enjoys travelling around the world as
a way of learning about different cultures, societies and time-periods. Juliana hopes to focus
her work and research on literature, media, religion, and education.
Andy Chugh is currently a U1 student at McGill University pursuing a double major in Political
Science and Economics. Having been raised in Prince Rupert, a port city near the southern
tip of the Alaskan panhandle, Andy has a strong appreciation and love for nature. The rugged
landscape of the northwest coast is the perfect backdrop for Andy’s hobby, photography. Andy
can frequently be seen capturing the beauty of nature and carries his love of photography on
his adventures across Canada.
Aidan Gerkis is a U2 Electrical Engineering student. He enjoys spending time in the outdoors
skiing, hiking, and canoeing. He always makes sure to bring his camera with him on his
adventures. His love for the outdoors has driven his interest in renewable energy technologies
and green transportation, and he hopes to find work in these industries after graduation.
Tessa Groszman is in her final semester of her B.A. at McGill University. She is particularly
interested in looking at contemporary politics and culture through the lens of history, and
she enjoys watching films and working out. With gyms having been closed this entire winter,
she paints to take her mind off of her studies. Born and raised in Montréal, her work depicts
Canada’s natural landscapes.
Meera Raman (she/her) is in her final semester at McGill University studying Gender,
Sexuality, Feminist, and Social Justice Studies with a double minor in English Literature and
Political Science. A passionate advocate for social justice, Meera intends to pursue a graduate
degree in journalism in order to further educate herself on how to effectively amplify and
uplift the voices of those who are marginalized.
Jeannie Wen is a U0 student from California planning to pursue Psychology. She has always
had an interest in photography and is looking forward to moving to Montréal so she can explore
and take more photos. Jeannie especially likes taking landscape and nature photography; you’ll
often find her in botanical gardens, taking pictures of the flowers. She is excited that this is her
first published work, and hopefully, it won’t be the last!

Studying and Tackling Inequalities in a PostPandemic Canada: A Foreword by Daniel Béland
As the Director of the McGill Institute for the Study of Canada, I am excited to preface this Spring
2021 issue of Canadian Content, the McGill undergraduate journal associated with the Canadian
Studies Association of Undergraduate Students (CSAUS). Taken together, the articles featured in
this issue stress the vital importance of marginalized histories, cultures, and politics in Canada.
These contributions emphasize the experiences of ethno-racial minorities and Indigenous
peoples in Canada, and the issues that have become more urgent in our post-pandemic world.
There is growing evidence that, in addition to older people, COVID-19 has
disproportionately affected disadvantaged minority groups, including members of both
visible minorities and Indigenous nations. This is the case in part because minority status
typically intersects with patterns of occupational, gendered, and income inequalities that
are a source of disadvantage and greater exposure to social and public health risks. For
instance, among essential workers employed within the long-term care system, visible
minority women are disproportionately represented and, therefore, especially vulnerable
to COVID-19. Caregivers employed in long-term care facilities can face harsh and risky
conditions while receiving rather meager wages that are seldom proportional to the
importance of their contribution to society and to the care of Canada’s most vulnerable people.
The above remarks also allude to the enduring nature of gender inequality in Canada,
which the pandemic exacerbated. This is due to the fact that the rapid economic downturn
triggered by public health measures beginning in the spring of 2020 had a particularly
negative impact on occupational groups in which women are overrepresented, a situation
particularly dramatic in the fine arts, catering, entertainment, tourism, and hospitality sectors.
Simultaneously, the dramatic and sudden shift to working from home and online teaching
for children has increased family and care-related pressures on women across the country.
This situation has erased, at least temporarily, some of the progress that had been made in
recent decades of female labour market participation, which is key to promoting gender
equality. Moving forward, such a situation requires greater investments in childcare and other
institutions that favour a better balance between work and family, even when parents work
from home. What the pandemic suggests is that accessible, quality childcare is essential for
gender equality and for the economy even when parents, especially mothers, work from home.
Beyond this discussion about ethno-racial minorities, Indigenous peoples, and women,
it is clear that fighting major forms of inequality, including occupational and economic
inequalities, is necessary to build a more cohesive society in Canada. The need for major public
sector investments to tackle the inequalities both stressed and exacerbated by the pandemic
is tied to the issue of fiscal extraction and redistribution through our tax system and social
programs. Crises, though difficult, are windows of opportunity for change and should not be
wasted. The situation of COVID-19 forces us to look at ourselves in the mirror and acknowledge
the deep inequalities facing Canada in order to implement concrete policy measures to
tackle them. Fighting prejudice and discrimination is important—addressing their economic
and social roots should be prioritized as we move forward. As a source of interdisciplinary
knowledge about our country, Canadian Studies can help assess the challenges we face through
historical and cultural context, but also to think about concrete policy solutions that can
address the deep social and economic challenges Canada faces in a post-pandemic world.
Daniel Béland is the Director of the McGill Institute for the Study of Canada and a James McGill
Professor in the Department of Political Science at McGill University.

Letter from the Editors

This edition of Canadian Content marks the second volume to be released under the
unprecedented conditions of today’s global pandemic. With that in mind, it is also the second
year that we have strived to put together a volume of Canadian Content that challenges the
myths of Canadian exceptionalism and innocence. The identity of a country is often reflected
in and comprised of the stories that it tells. By telling a set of stories that has often been left at the
margins, we aim to unsettle the mythologized identity of Canada in favour of a multifaceted,
representative history.
Canada has perpetuated structural inequalities and settler-colonialism in complex and
subtle ways. For instance, Sara Brizio narrates the life of nineteenth-century photographer
Hannah Maynard while exploring how Maynard’s success as a woman was possible in part
due to her being a white settler in socially-stratified British Columbia. Further, Jack Wittman
discusses how the construction of the Alaska Highway across the Yukon revitalized their faltering
economy and increased the settler population, thereby contributing to the colonization and
marginalization of the Inuit and First Nations communities living in the territory. We also want
to recognize the agency that marginalized populations have in resisting or transforming these
hegemonic structures. This can include working within more formal structures of government,
as Francis L. presents in their article on the electoral dominance of East Asian and South Asian
Canadians, as well as their article on the “promise in progress” of Indigenous self-government
in Nunavut. As Isabel Klassen-Marshall demonstrates in her article on the challenges of
recognizing Indigenous sovereignty within the Canadian constitutional order and judicial
system, however, working within the system frequently brings much disappointment. So it is
that marginalized groups often organize in more radical and horizontal ways within their own
communities, as Gillian Smith argues in terms of the powerful legacy of the Black Caribbean
diaspora organizing systems of mutual aid in Canada. The unfortunate implications of the
Canadian identity being defined in terms of whiteness have meant that some racialized groups
have had to demonstrate resistance in even the most mundane realms, as Inez Wirawan reveals
in her paper on the Canadian misconstruction of the South Asian arranged marriage, which
a new generation of South Asians in Canada have learned to work around in pursuit of their
own cross-cultural identity.
One of our longest editions yet, our editorial team is proud to also present this critical
study of Canada in artistic terms: through the poetry of Victoria Flaherty, and the many artists
who have lent us images of Canada in their eyes, as captured by Juliana Castañeda, Andy Chugh,
Aidan Gerkis, Tessa Groszman, Meera Raman, and Jeannie Wen. We hope this collection of
histories, analyses, and artistic visions of Canada’s diverse peoples and landscapes presents a
realistic, and in many cases troubling, picture of Canada as it exists today. We tell these stories
not simply to uncover those sentiments that are often hidden by Canada’s representation of
itself, but to encourage those who live in Canada to recognize and take action to reconcile
Canada’s often tenuous history. Working in solidarity with the Indigenous nations and other
marginalized communities in Canada will offer a brighter future for everyone. We hope this
journal may provide a basis of analysis for such world-changing work. We would also like to
give a special thanks to our editorial team—Tiffany Chénier, Ana-Maria Dumitrache, Alua
Kulenova, Samuel Moir-Gayle, and Jack Zimakas—for their hard work during such a trying
semester, without which this journal would not have come to life.
Sincerely,
Simona Bobrow and Arimbi Wahono
Editors-in-Chief

“Black Lives Matter, Worldwide”
By Meera Raman

Acknowledging Black Organizing: Visibility and
Mutual Aid in the Canadian Caribbean Diaspora

T

Gillian Smith

he organization of social help into systems of mutual aid has deep historic and cultural
roots. Mutual aid emerges to combat exclusion, disaster, and poverty, and it is a powerful
tool for communities to gain resources and build relationships. It is particularly
common in Black communities around the world. Its strong roots in African traditions have
changed to fit the various contexts of the many countries Black people have dispersed to.
In the Caribbean, mutual aid evolved to combat slavery and colonization, to help Black
people survive as individuals, and to help Black communities grow. Caribbean immigrants
brought these mutual aid systems with them to Canada, and these structures continue to play
an important role in Black and Caribbean communities in Canadian cities. Mutual aid is an
important organizational tool that needs to be acknowledged for its role in the social economy,
in a way that centres the Black organizers who make mutual aid possible. This paper examines
the history of mutual aid networks in the Caribbean and Canada as well as how those histories
influence mutual aid today, before examining the role mutual aid plays in the Canadian social
economy and the problems it faces as it rises in popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Definitions
The concept of mutual aid includes a large variety of programs and organizations focused
on helping one another through the sharing of resources. The definition used in this paper
comes from Dean Spade, who defines mutual aid as “a collective coordination to meet one
another’s needs, usually from an awareness that the systems we have in place will not meet
those needs.”1 Mutual aid projects have three key elements: working to “meet survival needs
and build shared understanding about why people do not have what they need”;2 mobilizing
people, expanding solidarity, and building movements;3 and being participatory, or “solving
problems through collective action rather than waiting for saviors.”4 This definition, along
with the three key elements to mutual aid, allows us to understand the practice as a radical act
of grassroots organizing to help one’s own community.
It is important to contextualize mutual aid in terms of the social economy more
generally. The social economy includes any organizations with social objectives central to
their mission which also generate economic value.5 This is also known as the third sector of
the economy— the other two sectors being the public sector and the private sector—which is
the term that will generally be used to refer to the social economy as a whole in this paper.6
Charity, also referred to as nonprofit or not-for-profit work, is the most recognized form of aid
within this sector. While the line between charity and mutual aid is blurred, and groups can
cross between the two throughout their lifetimes, charity is generally characterized by being
hierarchical, professional, focused on grants and fundraising, and bureaucratic.7 Different
charities have varying levels of these characteristics, but the fundamental distinction between
the two is that charity focuses on giving to other communities, while mutual aid focuses on
helping within one’s own community.

Histories of Mutual Aid
Mutual aid in Canada is not unique to Black communities, and though this paper will focus
on mutual aid within Black communities, it is useful to briefly look at how other communities
use mutual aid. Indigenous communities across Turtle Island practice unique forms of mutual
1

aid as a way to resist colonialism, and their mutual aid practices have continuously evolved
alongside their cultures.8 Indigenous approaches to mutual aid have some similarities to Black
approaches to mutual aid, in that they both resist similar structures of colonial rule and racism.
European settlers practiced mutual aid as well to a lesser extent. For example, among white
farmers in Upper Canada, systems of mutual credit were commonplace until the Bank of Upper
Canada used the chaos that followed the 1837 rebellion to take control of credit systems.9
British immigrants in the 1800s also brought their own forms of mutual aid, known as friendly
societies, which were more based on gift giving than the mutual aid systems seen throughout
Caribbean history.10 While some mutual aid groups did exist among settlers in Canada, the
strongly individualistic nature of the European and particularly British immigrants who made
up the new country prevented a strong culture of mutual aid from forming.11 These examples
were largely the exception, rather than an established cultural norm.
Mutual aid organizing practiced by Black women dates back to at least the 1500s in
Africa and the African diaspora that followed the Atlantic slave trade.12 Among enslaved people
in the Caribbean, mutual aid allowed for systems of rotating credit that gave people access to
markets they were otherwise excluded from.13 After the abolition of slavery in the nineteenth
century, colonial powers remained opposed to Black participation in Caribbean businesses,
and made it difficult to access their banking institutions.14 Collective lending systems, known
as partner banks, were an alternative to open businesses or participate in the economy.15 These
lending systems developed unique names and features in each Caribbean culture, and remain
prevalent as a way of escaping the economic oppression of neocolonialism.16 Such partner
systems allow Caribbean people to collectively participate in the economy in ways that would
be impossible individually, by accessing larger sums of money in quicker amounts of time than
a commercial bank would ever allow.17 These partner banks have been so popular that colonial
commercial banks such as Scotiabank often offer imitation “partner programs” to gain new
customers.18 The co-opting of partner programs by commercial banks speaks to how effective
these programs are at organizing communities and providing access to streams of credit.
Informal partner lending systems, formally known as rotating savings and credit
associations (ROSCAs), continue to be highly prevalent in both the Caribbean itself and
in Caribbean communities globally, often as a measure against these same historic colonial
economic forces. In Caribbean cities, women known as “Banker Ladies” often run ROSCAs to
counteract the deliberate exclusion of residents of urban slums from formal banking.19 They
do so to meet the cash needs of their communities, often with minimal formal training or
resources of their own.20 Women often organize these activities, by building on existing social
networks among women and out of a desire to improve the conditions of their communities.21
This organizing is inherently political, rooted in the desire to avoid the control of commercial
banks, politicians, or Dons.22 Other sources of income, such as micro-financing, are often
controlled by partisan or political influences, while ROSCAs are free from negative politics.23
They do not intend to be outside of the political sphere, but rather to be outside of the control
of the political world that is tied to money and credit. By doing so, those who use them can
build lives not controlled by anyone but themselves.
Meeting cash needs of the community through ROSCAs is a political action in
opposition to those in control of other economic forces.24 The community building inherent
to this mutual aid work is in itself political as it works to counteract social exclusion.25 In
participating, many Black women in particular become aware of the political nature of
their social exclusion and form powerful community links and organizing strategies.26 This
organizing is often profoundly effective, as exemplified by the mutual aid focused United Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) in company towns throughout the Caribbean.27 Most of
the population of these towns worked for United Fruit and the UNIA’s organizing helped
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them protect their rights to housing, benefits, and employment stability from the company.28
The philosophical underpinnings of self-reliance and a need for Black organizing in the face
of oppression fed the creation of mutual aid projects, and the community-building of these
informal projects propelled formal political organizing and political thought.29 Actions such as
these create a cycle where informal and formal organizing contribute to one another’s growth.
Similar mutual aid groups grew in Canadian Black communities alongside the
Caribbean and African-American diaspora. The large migration of freed Black loyalists to the
Maritimes after the American Revolution coincided with the establishment of strong mutual
aid networks among Black communities in the Maritimes.30 These mutual aid associations
were established in the face of a strongly anti-Black political sentiment, and helped maintain
community links and support networks to resist the re-enslavement of freed Black peoples
and the general brutalities of racism faced by the community.31 In Montreal and Toronto,
different Black communities brought with them their own traditions of mutual aid, and it
became ingrained in the culture of the Black communities that grew in these cities as a way to
bring everyone together.32 Mutual aid grew within Montreal’s St. Antoine community in the
early twentieth century, as residents pooled their resources to cover one another’s funeral and
health costs and pay for community meeting places.33 This mutual aid was not just informal,
but also organized through fraternal and cultural organizations, or among workers like the
Black railway porters.34 This fits with a pattern of strong mutual aid among communities of
Caribbean immigrants globally, particularly in organized contexts such as through freemasonry,
other fraternal societies, or churches.35
ROSCA groups are particularly common in Black communities in Montreal and
Toronto, often for similar reasons as in the Caribbean.36 Commercial banking often excludes
Black people, particularly Black immigrants, and three percent of Canadians report not
having any access to financial services.37 Elitism at commercial banks can prevent Black people
from obtaining loans or even accessing everyday banking services.38 Credit unions, a more
ethical option for many than commercial banks because of how they distribute profits among
members, are rarely located in low-income or predominantly Black neighbourhoods, making
them highly inaccessible.39 Other options, such as payday lenders, charge high fees and high
interest, often relying on the inaccessibility of other banks to prey on those seeking loans.
Not only do these factors often push Black communities away from formal banking,
but ROSCA systems have numerous advantages that make them an attractive alternative.
They give a unique agency to the Black women who run them, many of whom lack agency in
other parts of their lives due to being undereducated,40 so that they can counteract the social
exclusion they face daily. ROSCAs also give these women access to funds that are their own,
which can be hidden from abusive partners,41 and they make the most out of any amount of
money to help the entire community as much as possible.42 These groups are also essential
in immigration networks, as they give new immigrants a strong social network and provide
cycles of support to new migrants.43 ROSCAs show people considering immigration that
a community is there to welcome them when they arrive, and often help fund the costs of
immigration. In return, new immigrants give back by helping others with the process and the
costs of immigration.44 ROSCAs, along with mutual aid more generally, provide fundamental
support to all aspects of life for Canadian Black communities.

Mutual Aid in the Canadian Social Economy
Mutual aid has many advantages when compared to the formal third sector of nonprofit and
charity work, and it fills many of the gaps in this sector. Despite this, it is often overlooked
in academic research and policy making. The mutual aid that is discussed in such circles is
often removed from its roots and whitewashed, particularly when it comes to Black-organized
3

mutual aid. For example, online crowdfunding platforms have taken off as a mechanism for
twenty-first century activism; in response, the dominant literature has treated the concept
of crowdfunding as a novel invention, ignoring its roots in the mutual aid networks of Black
diaspora communities.45 Despite the strong history of mutual aid in Canada, particularly in
Black communities, it is left out from the official narrative of the Canadian social economy.46
Globally, scholarship focusing on the rise of the third sector, particularly in the context of
increased neoliberalism and government spending cuts, has centred on organized volunteer
and charity work.47 Academic discussions of mutual aid view it as a new phenomenon because
of its newfound popularity among white activists,48 and even when the global history of mutual
aid is discussed, the contributions of Africa and the African diaspora tend to be left out.49
The primary concern in ignoring Black-run mutual aid in discussions about the third
sector is that these groups fill many of the holes left by formal charity and volunteer work. The
formal third sector in Canada and globally has largely been characterized by white hegemony,
as a result of existing power structures within many organizations. Part of this can be seen
in the highlighting of work done by white people in the field.50 When the spotlight of charity
work shines on white people, it advances their careers and helps them secure grants and
funding, perpetuating a cycle that privileges white charity work. This cycle means that power
is strongly correlated to whiteness in Canadian charity work.51 This creates organizations with
primarily white staff, particularly in well-paid high-level roles, that work in Black, Indigenous,
and racialized communities.52 Black, Indigenous, and racialized people are often overlooked
for roles even when highly qualified, have their ideas dismissed, or are put in positions that
do not allow them to use their skill sets.53 These racial dynamics are uncomfortable, and this
discomfort is often washed away in colour-blindness (the practice of ignoring racial differences)
and efforts to avoid the topic of race, which makes the issue even harder to address.54 Black
people being overlooked for jobs with charities also hurts those charities’ ability to fulfill their
mission statements, as lived experience working in Black communities could be a strong asset,
and racialization is a key factor to recognize in discussions about inequality and poverty.
The grant-based funding structure and formality of charity work can also perpetuate
anti-Blackness in the third sector. By tying their funding to grant applications, there is a
requirement for charities to follow a certain set of rules. This includes both the rules set out
in the outline of each grant’s specific requirements, but also expands to a set of norms that
charities follow in an effort to look better to reviewers of future grant requests.55 This mainly
works against any proposals that would make an organization seem overly radical, which often
includes the same ideas that would actually make the biggest impact in Black communities.56
Discouraging overly radical ideas also continues the effects of colour-blindness in these
workplaces, as acknowledging anti-Black racism is often seen as overly radical or as something
that could work against funding requests.57 This can perpetuate existing racism in charities,
and ensures that Black mutual aid networks are written off as left-wing extremists and excluded
from third sector spaces.
These unwritten rules that charities follow in order to appeal to their funding sources
also tend to extend to the highly professional and formal atmosphere they create. This formality
is seen in paperwork and bureaucracy, “professional” language, requirements tied to aid, and
more. This formality makes aid inaccessible to many who would benefit from it but are unable
to work through the networks of paperwork and requirements, and also alienates many Black
workers with an interest in nonprofit work.58 Formal language makes many Black people feel
uncomfortable communicating with white charity workers, and makes the space feel actively
less safe.59 These misunderstandings make it harder for communities to get what they need,
and they make charities an uncomfortable space for Black people to share their experiences.60
This is not to say that the charity side of the third sector is inherently negative or
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harmful out of a desire to improve the conditions of their communities—in fact, it does a
significant amount of good work in helping communities. However, it has noticeable gaps
which particularly affect Black people. Mutual aid work, particularly ROSCA-style groups, are
able to fill these gaps. In doing so they are often hurt by their delegitimization and exclusion
from the third sector. Black-run mutual aid groups centre Black voices in their organizing to
counteract their social exclusion, overcoming the white-centred nature of other parts of the
third sector.61 These groups rely on the talent and skills of Black women rather than overlooking
them, as Black women are central to their organizing structures.62 This also means that central
organizers understand the links between race, exclusion, and poverty, and do not mask them
behind the rhetoric of colour-blindness that can often be seen in other spaces.
Mutual aid organizing is also separate from the funding structure of charities, which
provides the freedom to spend money as each organization chooses. This makes funding from
ROSCAs more accessible than other forms of aid, with less requirements and limitations.63
It also means that every dollar can be used effectively in the community, with less wasted
on bureaucracy.64 Funding comes from the community and can be used as the community
decides, without conditions or rules limiting those decisions. Being removed from the funding
structure enables radicalism in mutual aid organizations, which often associate with other
forms of radical leftist organizing.65 Mutual aid spaces also tend to be less formal because of this
disassociation from fundraising and contrastingly hold closer associations with communities.
Informality makes them into a safer space for Black people where they can access resources
without artificial limitations created by language or paperwork.66
When much of the journalistic and academic focus on the third sector looks at charity
work while ignoring mutual aid, it delegitimizes it as a part of the third sector. This makes it
difficult for mutual aid networks to grow and build larger bases, because of an ingrained culture
that sees grassroots collective organizing as impossible and instead relies on the powerful and
the wealthy.67 Mutual aid’s exclusion from the rest of the third sector means that when large
efforts around mutual aid appear, other actors can use the stories for their own gain. This
tends to coincide with large-scale disasters, as mutual aid is often one of the fastest types of
aid to respond and offer disaster relief.68 Themes in this messaging include: ignoring the rise
of mutual aid altogether, especially ignoring Black mutual aid groups and focusing more on
mutual aid-inspired groups that follow a more traditional charity leadership structure; folding
mutual aid groups in with individual heroic acts and using them as an example of volunteerism
and not third sector organized aid; co-opting newfound popularity of mutual aid groups for
political attention; and using mutual aid as an excuse to surveil and criminalize marginalized
people, particularly Black community organizers.69
Mutual aid has expanded greatly since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,70 and
these themes in media coverage are visible in how recent mutual aid initiatives have been
covered. Local coverage tends to look at mutual aid as a feel-good story in the midst of a crisis,
which inherently characterizes it as individual heroic actions rather than organized aid.71 This
continues to delegitimize mutual aid as a form of organizing against systems of oppression,
and characterizes it instead as something that only happens as needed alongside major crises.
This focus on volunteerism also enables mutual aid to be co-opted by neoliberal projects
looking to reduce funding on social services and rely further on external organizers.72 Because
mutual aid is formed out of exclusion from existing systems,73 it is easy for actors looking to
exclude more people from those systems to look to it as an example of why these systems are
unnecessary. However, the goal of these actors is to exacerbate the inequalities mutual aid
attempts to alleviate in individuals’ lives, which makes their use of mutual aid for that goal
inherently malicious.74
This coverage also tends to focus on white-run mutual aid groups, characterizing
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mutual aid as a spontaneous good idea of benevolent white communities, and ignoring the
ongoing work of Black organizers.75 By doing so, media coverage tends to ignore the facets of
mutual aid that make it distinct from other types of charity. Mutual aid is instead treated as
a new term for volunteering or charity work, taken out of its history and radically different
organizational structures. Because one of the benefits of mutual aid is its ability to fill holes in
the formal charity system, when mutual aid is treated like any other charity work it can start
to replicate those holes instead of filling them. This narrative also further marginalizes Black
contributions, by ignoring their Black roots and treating them as a novel idea created by white
people. In doing so, Black organizers are pushed out and not credited for work they have done
for generations. In many cases, this particularly hurts the Black women who tend to be most
involved in mutual aid projects, who are already doubly affected by anti-Black racism and
sexism in their daily lives.
Mutual aid has power as a tool to organize communities, and governments and police
forces are aware of that fact. Black-organized mutual aid in particular—which is rooted in
resistance to oppression—is a powerful political tool because it unites communities, frees them
of the burdens of focusing on everyday survival, and politicizes Black experiences. The power
of this organizing in Canada can be seen as far back as the Black railway porter unions of the
early twentieth century, who organized around mutual aid and used that organizing to fight
for their rights as workers.76 Black organizers understand this power, and as a result mutual aid
has been used for political organizing in Black communities globally. One of the most notable
examples of this is the Black Panther Party’s (BPP’s) Breakfast for Children Program (BCP).77
The BCP was just one of many facets of the BPP’s mutual aid organizing, which helped solidify
support for the Party while providing the basic needs that allowed people the free time to
participate in the cause of Black Power.78 The power of these programs was such that the police
raided and destroyed all the food intended for the children.79 The United States Department
of Agriculture also built a free breakfast program for children to decrease demand for the
BCP,80 showing that mutual aid can also be a powerful tool in pushing for more government
investment.
Governments understand the power of community organizing through mutual aid,
and they will exercise the full extent of their force to suppress it where possible, particularly
against Black communities. For governments that see Black organizing as a threat, Black-run
mutual aid is included in that threat, and it will always be surveilled and policed as such.
The Canadian government has a documented history of criminalizing and surveilling Black
organizers. This history is often ignored because of the myth of Canadian innocence when
compared to the American surveillance system. This myth is the common idea that Canada is
innocent of major human rights abuses, because those abuses are ignored in favour of focusing
on similar issues in the United States of America. Declassified RCMP memos written prior to
the Congress of Black Writers in Montreal in 1968 revealed fears of any coming together of
large numbers of Black people in one place.81 The RCMP surveilled Black leftists alongside
any other left wing or otherwise marginalized groups throughout the 1960s, prompted by a
fear that the Black Power movement could come to Canada.82 Mutual aid is another form of
gathering politically aware Black people together in one place, and it has the potential to be
treated as a political gathering space by police. In fact, mutual aid networks likewise have a
history of being surveilled and criminalized by police, and their goal of providing aid does not
shield them from the brutality of the state.83
When mutual aid comes about in times of crisis, such as after Hurricane Sandy in
the United States, governments often see it as a threat and use it as an excuse to expand
surveillance.84 When disaster strikes, communities often come together to help one another
through mutual aid. In many natural disasters, such as Hurricane Sandy, this means taking
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food that would be destroyed by flooding from stores and distributing it to the hungry before
it goes to waste.85 This organizing is often characterized as looting, particularly when done by
Black survivors.86 In these cases, already criminalized populations are particularly vulnerable,
despite being the most at risk and thus in need of community and aid. While mutual aid
groups do important work to help criminalized groups such as sex workers, drug users, and
the homeless, governments can use this as an excuse to criminalize those involved with a
mutual aid organization, with the goal of shutting down this instance of Black organizing.87
The exclusion of Black mutual aid from the third sector in journalism and academia further
enables this criminalization and surveillance, as it casts mutual aid outside of the protections
offered to charities by the public perception of the selflessness of their actions. If mutual aid
was cast as similarly good-natured and important work, there would be more public scrutiny
towards the state-sanctioned criminalization and surveillance of mutual aid organizers.

Conclusion
To include Black-run mutual aid groups as a legitimate and essential part of the third sector
in academic and journalistic analysis would give these groups more legitimacy in the eyes of
the public. This counteracts the ability of malicious actors to use sudden rises in mutual aid
for their own gain, and gives Black organizers credit for their accomplishments. In a world
that is increasingly isolationist under late stage capitalism, mutual aid has a powerful ability to
bring communities together to resist systematic oppression. It is a powerful organizing tool,
and the Black women throughout Canadian cities who have championed it for generations are
being ignored as the idea itself gains notoriety. As we continue to cope with COVID-19, it is
important to uplift Black organizers and Black-run mutual aid in our cities, and to push for its
inclusion in our common understanding of the third sector.
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A Marriage Between Two Families: Constructions of
the South Asian Arranged Marriage through a Modern
Liberal Canadian Lens

T

Inez Wirawan

here was a time when arranged marriages were practiced all over the globe; however,
Western progressivity has given rise to its considerable decline. As a result, the plurality
of conjugal love is one that is often overlooked and racialized in cross-cultural exchanges.
In South Asian culture, marriage is seen as a union of two families, thus favouring the role
of the family in the marriage process.1 The practice of arranged marriages has remained a
common practice in both South Asia and its diaspora, of which India’s is notably the largest
in the world. South Asian migration to Canada increased dramatically after 1962, when
Canadian immigration policy was modified to eliminate overt racial discrimination from its
amendments. This surge in immigration meant that arranged marriages would inevitably
make its way to the Western world. The practice did not exactly conform to the Canadian
notion of love, which consisted of a conjugal union between man and wife. In conjunction
with Canada’s preexisting xenophobia, the liberal feminist agenda of the time criticized
the patriarchal roots of the traditional practice, as well as its perceived violation of human
rights and its glorification of purity. Thus, the use of generational, gendered, and racialized
discourses have formed the Canadian construction (or rather, misconstruction) of the South
Asian arranged marriage, resulting in its inaccurate depictions in the media, discriminatory
prejudices in the legal system—especially when pertaining to immigration and divorce—and
racial discrimination in social life.
First, this essay will define the South Asian arranged marriage and apply the practice
to the making of an immigrant identity in Canada through intergenerational accounts. To
illustrate, the basis of an arranged marriage lies in the principles of longevity and compatibility
between spouses and their families. Unlike “love marriages,” an arranged marriage is designed
to have spouses fall in love with their partner after marriage.2 Farahad Xama, a contributor
to the Modern Love column in the New York Times, reveals that with lower expectations and
knowledge of a partner comes a great sense of compromise: the key to a successful marriage.3
Meanwhile, the qualities taken into consideration when searching for a lifelong partner
include but are not limited to education, occupation, height, physical appearance, religion,
political belief, caste, and age, as can be seen in Netflix’s Indian Matchmaking series, which
follows Sima Taparia, a world-renowned matchmaker whose modern approach to the ancient
tradition has produced countless successful marriages both in the homeland and its diaspora.4
With this in mind, it is safe to say that the practice of arranged marriages has faced
a great deal of challenges in the midst of a Western society; it is known to be a “point of
revulsion, outrage, curiosity, and even envy.”5 While many immigrant families have ultimately
decided to abandon the custom, others defend it: Gurdip Singh Chauhan, a Sikh editor of
Perdesi, a Toronto-based Punjabi publication, states that:
Indians believe in permanence. They see white people get married and it only
lasts one year. In India after Partition, girls started entering the workplace.
Sometimes they fell in love. This was very disruptive to society. The marriages
fell apart. Now they want to return to the traditional way.6
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Here it is evident that conservative immigrants demonstrated an apprehensive attitude toward
Westernization in the pursuit of preserving their cultural identity, which can give rise to
intergenerational tensions. As an illustration, in Dr. Amita Handa’s book Of Silk Saris and
Mini-Skirts, she tells the story of Alka, a sixteen-year-old Hindu upper-middle-class girl living
in Toronto: Alka’s tension with her parents led her to flee from her semi-arranged marriage
to a youth hostel in the suburbs,7 demonstrating the opposing views between herself and her
traditional parents. Similarly, the process of courtship in a modern South Asian-Canadian
arranged marriage is displayed in an NFB documentary titled Some Kind of Marriage, which
follows the lives of three South Asian-Canadian bachelors in search of a spouse, all of whom
vary greatly in terms of their traditionalism.8 In this vein, Director Ali Kazimi captures a small
sample of individuals whose views and experiences in soulmate searching are identified by
their immigrant identities; among them is Preety Patel, a Toronto-born woman who was once
opposed to the idea of an arranged marriage, leading to the eventual shock on her friends’
faces when they discovered that she would be partaking in the so-called “archaic” tradition.
Preety had submitted an advert to the “Matrimonial Classifieds” in which she described herself
as well as her preferences in a partner, and found herself a spouse in Dinpo, a fellow PunjabiCanadian. As a visible minority group, the South Asian diaspora has facilitated the courtship
process through the establishment of a “Matrimonial” heading in newsprints on both local,
national and international levels: namely, the Indo-Canadian Times, Montreal’s Pragati,
Toronto’s Perdesi Panjab, and most notably NOW! Magazine, a mainstream publication.9 After
having rejected several prospective husbands, Preety’s mother claimed that her daughter had
been spoiled by the good characters in her family and now had to learn how to “adjust to
a man’s flaws.”10 Overall, this story highlights Preety’s agency in the decision to partake in
an arranged marriage. While her family was involved in the selection process and wedding
planning, she was ultimately making a conscious decision to commit herself to an arranged
marriage in search of stability, longevity and cultural compatibility: all vital pillars of the South
Asian arranged marriage.
In a Canadian context, the discord between parents and children on the subject
of arranged marriages has become a focal point in its depiction by Canadian media. As an
illustration, a 1989 Globe and Mail article titled “Scenes from an Arranged Marriage” is
accompanied with the subheading: “The children are Canadian, living comfortable Western
lives in suburban Toronto. But when it comes to choosing a mate, parents and tradition still
call the shots.”11 Much of the article proceeds to shed light on the perceived absurdity of the
practice through describing—in great detail—the nervous sensations of the author’s subject,
Suinta Sharma, prior to meeting Nilesh Shreedhar, a potential spouse, as opposed to educating
readers on the tradition through an objective lens. This partial portrayal of arranged marriages
can be problematic because it imposes a singular notion of a South Asian-Canadian identity on
its readers. All the while, second-generation South Asians find themselves all over the WesternEastern spectrum as they seek a healthy middle ground between their cross-cultural identities.
For instance, Rajni Kurichh, a second-generation Punjabi woman living in Ottawa, privileges
cultural compatibility in her search for a partner: “A big part of me is Indian even though I have
been raised here,”12 she reveals. This same dual-culture balancing act is exemplified in Some
Kind of Arrangement, where Hajni of Toronto was interrogated by her sister for having agreed
to enter into an arranged marriage given that she is not “overtly Indian,” to which she replied,
“I’m more Indian than you.”13 With the practice of arranged marriage being synonymous to
“Old World” culture, South Asian-Canadians often find themselves questioning where they
stand on the spectrum of old and new cultures.
The liberal Canadian feminist approach to arranged marriages views the practice
as the antithesis of female freedom,14 thus failing to recognize the traditional values of the
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Indian subcontinent distinct from its own agenda. In a 1996 Globe and Mail article titled
“‘Frozen in Time’: Arranged Marriages riskier in New World, experts say,” Vincent argues
that arranged marriages are not as effective in North America as they are part of the “Old
World.” Specifically, she asserts that “progressive attitudes about the role of women are
paradoxically more advanced in South Asia than they are in the immigrant communities
in the New World”15 because immigrants are ‘frozen in time’ upon their arrival. The article
then goes on to illustrate the massacre of a family in Vernon, British Columbia as a direct
byproduct of a failed arranged marriage. This article is one of many subjective and unfaithful
representations of the South Asian community in Canadian media that fail to comply with the
South Asian understanding of gender roles. Mary Gergen, a social psychologist specializing in
feminist studies, declares that “one of the central tenets of feminist research is the critique that
it is impossible for research in the social sciences to be value-free and for the scientist to be
objective, neutral and uninvolved.”16 The impartial approach articulated by Gergen is too often
disregarded in liberal Canadian feminist works, Vincent’s article serving as a prime example.
Likewise, in her text “Mating, Dating and Marriage: Intergenerational Cultural Retention and
the Construction of Diasporic Identities among South Asian Immigrants in Canada,” Lina
Samuel argues that “the experiences of South Asian women in Canada need to be examined
and understood within the larger context of the dominant gender ideology in Indian society.”17
The Western liberal feminist construction of arranged marriages assumes the obedience and
self-sacrifice of South Asian women, when in reality, this is not always the case. For example,
in spite of self-identifying as a traditional thinker, Hajni sought an egalitarian companionship
in her “lifelong quest” for marriage, hence her disappointment when one of her potential
partners—who claimed to be open-minded—insisted on driving due to it allegedly being a
role to which a man should be assigned.18 Hajni’s story asserts that partaking in an arranged
marriage is not indicative of a woman abandoning her agency, especially among cross-cultural
female identities. While it is true that the question of patriarchy also remains ever-changing
in the developing world, one must consider the cultural significance of patriarchy in a South
Asian context to truly provide a faithful representation of their community. After all, the stark
contrast in family values between the homeland and Canada is one that is highly susceptible
to misrepresentation when viewed from the outsider’s point of view.
False constructions of the South Asian marriage are additionally often a byproduct
of a racialized discourse dating back to the early years of the South Asian diasporic history,
and extending to more contemporary manifestations. South Asians first arrived in Canada
in the early 1900s, mainly in the Canadian West, though numbers remained few due to
the Continuous Journey Regulation of 1908, an amendment of the Immigration Act which
“prohibited the landing of any immigrant who did not come to Canada by continuous journey
from the country of which they were natives or citizens.”19 This amendment served as a
major obstacle for South Asians wishing to enter the country, as most trips from the Indian
peninsula—that is, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka—
required multiple stops in its process. The presence of South Asian migrants conduced various
discriminatory practices such as the establishment of the Asiatic Exclusion League and antimigrant riots in Vancouver.20 Later, the anti-discriminatory changes made to the Immigration
Act in 1962 and 1967—in which immigrants were “accepted on a basis of equality” through a
point system—brought in a great deal of South Asian professionals into the country,21 though
quotas were maintained in family reunification cases.22 By 1996, the South Asian population
in Canada numbered 600,000,23 and reached 917,000 in 2001.24
As a consequence, the moral panics fueled by increased immigration constructed
misconceptions of the ethnic “other” as “backward, inferior, or unsuitable,” in turn solidifying
the intrinsic link between whitehood and Canadian nationhood.25 This nationalistic outlook
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on minority cultures has been applied to the practice of arranged marriages, to which Jat-Sikh,
a divorcé living in Canada, argues, “Don’t you think that in upper-class Canada, marriages are
also arranged? Do you think the Eatons, or Mister Conrad Black or Mister Thomson are going
to come down and marry their daughters to ordinary Canadian kids?”26 Here it is suggested
that cultural practices such as arranged marriages were (and are) depicted in a bad light due
to perceptions of it being rooted in racist tendencies, rather than due to the practice itself. For
instance, a common misconception of arranged marriages portrayed in mainstream media
is its presumed link with forced or child marriages, both of which are outlined in Bill S-7:
The Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act.27 This discourse of terror rampant in
Canadian media was primarily targeted at Sikhs and Muslims following the tragic events of the
Air India Bombing by Sikh separatists in 1985 and the September 11 attacks in 2001,28 though
it has ultimately affected South Asians of all religions. As a result, there has been a growing
focalization on forced marriage or immigration fraud.29 In particular, the discourse of terror
popularized in the early 2000s was centralized around violence towards South Asian women
and domestic abuse tied to immigration fraud; this sentiment is exemplified in press headings
like “Women ‘Victims’ of Arranged Marriage: They tell of being beaten, robbed, abandoned
by men using marriage to gain entry into Canada.”30 The media directed its attention on these
marriages of convenience as an anti-immigration rhetoric in the pursuit of attaining racial
purity.
Immigration policies likewise show the racialized bias of Canadian nation-building.
When a Canadian of South Asian origin marries a non-Canadian citizen, the individual must
file a sponsorship application on behalf of their partner in hopes of residing in Canada as a
collective entity. This process, however, completely disregards the principles of an arranged
marriage and prioritizes a singular notion of conjugality rooted in “love marriages.” For
instance, newlywed couples are interviewed prior to obtaining permanent residency, during
which they are to respond to questions pertaining to how they met, how long they dated
before marriage, or where they went on outings. This serves as an example of systemic racism
in the Canadian immigration system. Furthermore, “sponsorship spouses” face great injustice
as their dependent status denies them of certain forms of socialization, prohibitions against
seeking employment or English as a second language education, threats of cutting off financial
support, threats of deportation, and emotional and physical abuse.31 Therefore, while Canada
has worked toward establishing non-discriminatory immigration policies, it has yet to revise
its prejudiced spousal sponsorship program to meet the needs of South Asian diasporic
communities.
The opposing views on conjugal love understood in a traditional South Asian framework
as compared to that of modern Canadian society has resulted in various misrepresentations
when interpreted in the “New World.” While intergenerational conflict is common, Canadian
narratives tend to dwell on the dissonance between generations of immigrants with regards
to arranged marriages, which further strains the establishment of a South Asian-Canadian
immigrant identity through the generalized image of the conservative parent and the
culturally ambiguous offspring. Additionally, the liberal feminist construction on arranged
marriage often overlooks the South Asian understanding of conjugal love and the set of values
that accompany the notion. In addition to existing xenophobia, the racialized discourse on
arranged marriages derive from the false conceptions of “the other” in the name of nationbuilding, resulting in a discourse of terror in Canadian media as well as systemic racism in the
immigration system, more specifically in the spousal sponsorship program. In spite of the lack
of faithful representation and support in parts of Canadian society, arranged marriages have
evolved into a thriving practice in North America, where it has since been adapted to fit the
needs of a modern lifestyle.
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A Tale of Two Visible Minority Communities:
The Dominance of East Asian and South Asian
Canadians in the National Political Landscape

T

Francis L.

he past five years have undoubtedly witnessed a rapid surge in the political influence
of visible minority Canadians in the national political landscape.1 In the 2015 federal
election, an unprecedented number of racialized candidates were elected to serve as
a member of Parliament (MP), and this record was broken immediately afterwards in the
following 2019 election. Especially compared to its peers in the Anglosphere and the Western
world at large, Canada appears to demonstrate a uniquely high degree of competence in
managing the integration of its non-white population into the country’s political process,2
arguably even crossing the threshold required to adequately represent its racialized citizens in
its legislature, at least in symbolic terms. In 2015, visible minority citizens made up about 14%
of the House of Commons and about 15% of the population; in 2019, they comprised about
15% and 17%, respectively.3
Canada’s reputation as a model for an inclusive democracy is fairly recent. First
emerging out of the Pearson government’s adoption of a points-based immigration system and
Trudeau’s vision of multiculturalism in the latter half of the twentieth century, the nation-wide
consensus on immigration and diversity gave recent immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin
America a distinct advantage with regard to political integration when compared to other
“nations of immigrants”—especially the United States.4 Furthermore, the political influence of
these new immigrant groups is expected to only grow with time: not only has Canada been
accepting over 300,000 immigrants for the first time in over a century, but also about 80% of
all newcomers arriving between 2011 and 2016 were not white, according to the latest 2016
Canadian census.5 In fact, the proportion of foreign-born citizens will reach shy of a quarter
of the entire electorate in the coming years with increasing arrivals from outside Europe, and
the number of racialized voters is expected to only grow in the following decades, perhaps
reaching as much as a third of all Canadians by 2036.6
As the political influence of non-European Canadians continues to climb with their
numbers, Canada’s image as a self-proclaimed champion of pluralism and inclusivity has
come under considerable scrutiny. For instance, Samantha Wright Allen criticizes the Liberal
government for sidelining the Black Canadian members of its caucus when selecting its Cabinet,
pointing to the necessity of recognizing the visible minority community as a heterogeneous
bloc of voters and interests.7 As an analysis of more narrowly defined sub-groups of racialized
Canadians is often found to be lacking in the Canadian political science literature,8 I will seek
to address this gap by comparing the political behaviour and integration of different visible
minority groups in Canada.
Using a riding-level analysis of constituencies where at least a third of the eligible
voting population belongs to a single visible minority group categorized by region of origin,
I discovered two main findings. First, two of these voter blocs have been especially dominant
in the Canadian political landscape: East Asian Canadians and South Asian Canadians. Not
only are they the only two racialized communities to live in ridings where they have the
numbers to sway an electoral outcome on their own, but also most of the non-white MPs
who served in the last two sessions of Parliament were of East Asian or South Asian origin.
In fact, the political influence of two ethnic groups, in particular, overshadowed all the rest:
Chinese Canadians and Punjabi Indo-Canadians. This speaks to the imbalances of political
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power within the Canadian visible minority community at large. In other words, only two
visible minority communities have the means to successfully mobilize large enough political
networks to determine individual contests in several constituencies. As a result, the rest of the
non-white Canadian population is relatively sidelined in the political process.
My second main finding suggests that the two communities exhibit noticeable
differences in their political preferences—namely, in the propensity to support the Liberal
Party of Canada (LPC) and racialized candidates.9 Specifically, South Asian Canadians have
been more likely to do both than East Asian Canadians over the past five years. However, it
remains the case that both groups still tend to vote for Liberals and non-white individuals
more than the rest of the country. Arguably, the general disposition to elect Liberals and visible
minority MPs that is often attributed to the entire bloc of racialized voters may be masking the
electoral behaviour of smaller segments of the visible minority population. In turn, this may
imply that the political integration of Canadians of non-European descent may be uneven
across ethnicity.

Literature Review
Existing research on the political preferences and electoral behaviour of visible minority
Canadians has tended to focus on their vote choice—particularly their relationship to the LPC
relative to the rest of the population. Although there appears to be disagreement as to why this
is the case, the general academic consensus suggests that racialized voters have consistently
exhibited a robust and significant degree of Liberal support compared to the rest of the country.10
Such a deep connection to the Big Red Machine from this growing segment of the population
is increasingly becoming key to forming a Liberal government. Not only are racialized voters
Blais refers to as “new Canadians” concentrated in key urban ridings,11 where their ability to
determine an electoral contest in a given constituency is considerably magnified,12 but they
are also integrated well enough into the country to meaningfully participate in the political
process.13 This is especially the case as support from other historically Liberal bases of support
(i.e., Quebeckers, Catholics, and white immigrants) has faded in recent decades.14
In turn, this may suggest that the unique experiences felt by all Canadians of nonEuropean origin have translated into real impacts on the national political landscape,
especially as their numbers have grown rapidly in just the last two decades alone. Many visible
minority Canadians, most of whom arrived in the country relatively recently, may feel deeply
insecure about their place in the country as “suspect minorities,”15 in turn perceiving a need
to blend in with the rest of Canadian society.16 In fact, research by Antoine Bilodeau and his
colleagues found that “members of visible minority groups as a whole have a stronger sense
of loyalty to the federal government than to provincial governments, express greater support
for Canada’s national policies, and are less inclined to endorse historical grievances about the
Canadian federation.”17 Unsurprisingly, they have also been found to care more about issues
related to race, immigration, and refugees than other voters,18 even engaging in transnational
politics by lobbying the Government of Canada to influence the country’s foreign policy and
by maintaining political links with their home country.19
Such a high degree of political incorporation may be the consequence of Canada’s
unique relationship to immigration facilitated by its relative geographic isolation and its
economic reliance on a generous immigration policy.20 As a result, a nation-wide cross-party
consensus on multiculturalism appears to have become institutionalized, driven by both
electoral and economic incentives,21 and was gradually accepted by the Canadian public at
large.22 In fact, even the Canadian right has made efforts to appeal to visible minority voters.23
What follows from a national commitment to pluralism and diversity is an interventionist
approach by the state to the political incorporation of racialized Canadians,24 as well as lower
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barriers to political participation for recent immigrants. They include the relative ease of
acquiring permanent residency, the right to run for office shortly after naturalization, and
even non-citizens’ right to vote in party nomination contests.25 In turn, this has facilitated
the election of many racialized Canadians to the House of Commons, although their political
success has mainly been found to be confined to constituencies with substantial portions of
non-white voters, most likely due to the incumbency rates of white politicians.26
Such a rosy picture, however, understates the continued presence of nativist and racist
opposition to multiculturalism. Not only has the political success of the Reform Party (a rightwing populist party that gained prominence in federal politics in the 1990s) demonstrated
that a sizeable voter coalition can be built around a rejection of collective rights for visible
minority groups and an interventionist approach to their political integration,27 but a more
nuanced examination of public attitudes towards multiculturalism also reveals the importance
of framing. Specifically, policies that are perceived as giving special treatment to specific
ethnocultural groups or too financially burdensome have been found to lack support.28 As a
result, divisive “wedge politics” can potentially bring high political rewards to a party,29 and
indeed the Conservative Party of Canada (CPC) has acted on this incentive by politicizing
anti-Muslim sentiment, in particular.30
Unsurprisingly, Muslim voters have consistently rejected the CPC in the ballot box,31
demonstrating that the political activation of new Canadians may differ across ethnicity. For
instance, Japanese Canadians were interned by their own government in World War II. This
experience inflicted a profound trauma on the collective psyche of the community that led to
their efforts to assimilate into Canadian society at large by actively avoiding ghettoization and
later drove their political mobilization in pursuit of redress from the Mulroney government
in the 1980s.32 Similarly, unique political behaviour may stem from the construction of Sikh
Punjabi Canadians from India,33 Tamil Canadians from Sri Lanka,34 and Muslim Canadians as
suspect minorities and potential threats to the country’s security.35 Given that the discrimination
encountered by non-white Canadians may differ based on ethnicity and origin, the political
ramifications of experiences unique to a particular sub-group of visible minority Canadians
may entail divergent patterns in political preferences and behaviour within the broadly defined
racialized voter demographic. Comparative studies into the political participation across
the diverse range of the visible minority Canadian population have found that substantial
differences do distinguish racialized voters by ethnicity and country of origin.36
One would expect, then, that while Canadians of non-European descent may, by
and large, support the LPC and are more likely to vote for other visible minority Canadians,
marked differences in the degree to which this tendency in electoral preferences holds will
vary based on their region of origin.

Data and Methodology
My comparative analysis of the political integration of different racialized minorities in
Canada will comprise two parts: vote choice and representation. Firstly, I will inspect the
varying electoral tendencies exhibited by ridings with a significant proportion of voters in
each sub-group, setting the threshold for this study at 33.3%. This follows from the local
effective number of parties found by Richard Johnston,37 which currently sits at around 3 since
2015.38 If three parties are expected to be competitive in an electoral district, then winning
over a third of the vote should be a sufficient condition for taking the seat in a single-member
plurality electoral system (SMP). In turn, if any one voter bloc comprises at least a third of the
entire constituency, it can be reasonably expected that the winning candidate is likely to have
drawn considerable support from this particular group. Using a dataset compiled by Andrew
Griffith,39 I found only two visible minority sub-groups that satisfy this condition: 13 ridings
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for East Asian Canadians and 8 for South Asian Canadians.40 Unfortunately, no federal ridings
where at least 33.3% of the constituents are of Middle Eastern, Latin American, or African
descent were found, and only one was found for Southeast Asian Canadians. This indeed
demonstrates that most visible minority Canadians originate from East and South Asia. The
disproportionate influence of citizens of East Asian and South Asian origins relative to other
racialized Canadians, then, would have been masked by a treatment of the non-white vote as
a homogeneous voting bloc.
Specifically, I will analyze the winning party in these ridings over the past five years as
a proxy for the party preferences of visible minority communities, testing for whether Liberal
dominance among racialized voters holds across the two sub-groups of new Canadians and
inspecting the differences in the degree of Liberal support between them. I will also investigate
the number of visible minority MPs elected in the ridings.
Secondly, I will explore the records in visible minority representation achieved over the
last five years in greater depth by tracing the descent of racialized MPs elected and conducting
a breakdown of party affiliation.41 A total of 62 individuals of non-European descent held a
seat in the 42nd or 43rd Parliaments (the last two sessions of Parliament). Interestingly, this
number comprises over half of all 121 visible minority Canadians ever elected to the House
of Commons.42 I will also determine how many of these MPs were elected in visible minoritymajority ridings (i.e., ridings in which the proportion of non-white constituents is at least
50%).
I have chosen to solely focus on the last two elections in 2015 and 2019, given that they
saw the highest numbers of non-white MPs ever elected and that the proportion of visible
minority Canadians has increased substantially in the past decade alone. Furthermore, the
2012 federal electoral redistribution, which added many new ridings with significant numbers
of racialized Canadians,43 makes it difficult to do a riding-level analysis covering elections
before 2015.

Addressing the Ecological Fallacy
As a point of caution, however, it is important to note that the preferences of individual visible
minority voters cannot be extrapolated from my research, which would constitute an ecological
fallacy. Instead, this study builds from the logic of SMP, whereby a concentration of a relatively
small voting bloc in key districts can have a disproportionate influence in determining the
outcome of an election and the success of a given party.44 Phrased differently, what matters in
the Canadian political context is less the choices of individual members belonging to a given
voting bloc and more the group’s aggregate influence in geographical constituencies where
they comprise a high enough proportion to potentially sway a contest and hold the balance of
support.
Of course, it is possible that in ridings with large numbers of racialized voters, there
could be considerable heterogeneity of party preferences among this voter demographic, leading
to vote-splitting. Alternatively, their aggregate electoral support may not yield a favourable
outcome for their preferred party, being drowned out by the rest of the constituency. The
political incentives, however, may make this unlikely to be the case—especially in competitive
seats where contests are decided at the margin. If indeed, as surmised from the literature
review, the visible minority population in Canada has a common group interest, they would be
most likely to consolidate their support behind the one party perceived to best represent them
in precisely the ridings where they are best poised to make a significant electoral difference,
which would be facilitated by community organizations with deep roots and sizeable influence
in the riding.45 In turn, these seats may attract the attention of all major parties and become
arenas of the fiercest interparty competition, each party seeking to capture the visible minority
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vote by positioning itself as the best choice for racialized voters. This logic would be reinforced
by narrowing the group of interest down to two smaller visible minority groups, namely East
Asian and South Asian Canadians—both being groups who would share more narrowly
defined interests and have the means to pursue them in districts where they constitute at least
a third of all voters on their own.
Nevertheless, if no discernible relationship between a significant concentration of
racialized voters and electoral outcome exists, one would expect for no clear pattern of support
to be found—such as a more or less even split between the Liberals and Conservatives, or
across the three major parties, and a similar incidence of success among visible minority
candidates to the rest of the country.

Findings

Vote Choice of Visible Minority Canadians
Overview of All Visible Minority Canadians
A cursory overview of ridings where at least a third belong to any visible minority group reveals
the extent of Liberal dominance across the broadly defined racialized voter demographic in
both elections. Of these 77 ridings (almost 23% of all federal constituencies),46 the Grits took
61 (over 79%) in 2015 and 56 (almost 73%) in 2019.47 Not only did the party win over twothirds of all seats with significant numbers of non-white constituents across the previous two
elections, but also these seats comprised around a third of their caucus since Justin Trudeau
became the Prime Minister. The extent of Liberal dominance becomes even starker when
examining only visible minority-majority constituencies. In these 41 ridings, the party won 35
(over 85%) in 2015 and 32 (about 78%) in 2019.
The tendency of visible minority voters to follow the “simplest shortcut of them all”
and send a non-white MP to Ottawa, however, is not as clear.48 Racialized candidates were
elected in 31 (about 40%) of the 77 constituencies in 2015 and in 36 (almost 47%) in 2019.
Since most candidates who run for federal public office are white, most ridings with significant
proportions of new Canadians instead elected a white candidate, which is in line with the
literature on Canadian electoral behaviour.49 When examining visible minority-majority
ridings, though, a more discernible pattern emerges: racialized candidates won in 25 out of
these 41 ridings (over 32%) in 2015 and 28 (over 36%) in 2019. On one hand, this suggests
that visible minority candidates are disproportionately elected in the few ridings where white
Canadians comprise less than half of the eligible voting population, when viewed from the
perspective of the ridings themselves. On the other hand, this may signal that new Canadians
indeed exhibit a higher propensity to support other new Canadians, relative to the rest of the
country, in districts where their electoral influence is greater and their support for racialized
candidates counts for more. Perhaps, this speaks to the confidence of visible minority
individuals in putting themselves forward as candidates for these seats or the determination of
visible minority community organizations to send one of their own members to Ottawa.
These conclusions, however, leave much to be desired, as diverse visible minority
community organizations may compete for greater influence. A lower-level analysis may yield
more meaningful implications for the electoral behaviour of new Canadian voters.
East Asian Canadians
As shown in Table 1, out of 13 ridings that cross the 33.3% threshold, the Liberals won 9
seats (about 69.2%) and 7 seats (53.8%) in 2015 and 2019, respectively. In general, then, new
Canadians originating from China, Korea, or Japan do prefer the LPC. The Conservatives,
however, still took 2 and 3 of these seats in 2015 and 2019, respectively, while the New
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Democratic Party (NDP) took 2 seats across both. Also, in 2019, one seat was held by Jody
Wilson-Raybould, the former Minister of Justice who had been kicked out of the Liberal
caucus. Interestingly, however, the two ridings where East Asian Canadians comprised the
majority of the voting population voted for the CPC in both elections, while the constituency
with the third largest proportion of East Asian Canadians (49.9%) switched from red to blue
in 2019. This suggests that in districts where East Asian Canadians comprise a majority or
close to it, East Asian Canadians vote differently, and a positive correlation may exist between
East Asian descent and Conservative support. Perhaps, East Asian Canadians may even feel
secure enough in ridings where they constitute most of the eligible voting population to have
an entirely different set of political preferences. Canadian voters of East Asian origin appear to
split somewhat more evenly across the major parties when examined separately from the entire
racialized Canadian vote, and the Liberals do not appear to have the same clear monopoly of
support they do among all visible minority voters.
A total of 13 visible minority MPs were elected in these 13 ridings—8 and 11 in 2015
and 2019, respectively—and all but four of them were affiliated with the LPC.50 Also, all but
two ridings have been represented by a non-white MP at some point in the last five years.
Furthermore, these constituencies tended to send an East Asian Canadian in particular to
Ottawa, 8 out of 13 being Chinese Canadians—meaning over half of the visible minority MPs
elected in these ridings did mirror the demographic background of a sizeable portion of the
constituency. A more interesting finding, though, is the degree to which the East Asian Canadian
community is dominated by citizens with full or partial Chinese heritage. Because there are
so many more Chinese Canadians in the country relative to other East Asian Canadians, the
political influence of Korean Canadians and Japanese Canadians appears drowned out in
this broader analysis of East Asian Canadians as a whole, especially since no ridings crossing
the 33.3% threshold were found when examining Canadians of Korean or Japanese descent
alone.51
These findings suggest that East Asian Canadians largely support the LPC and tend
to elect racialized MPs, but differences in magnitude may exist with the other large visible
minority group—namely, South Asian Canadians.
South Asian Canadians
There are 8 ridings where South Asian Canadians comprise at least a third of the constituency,
and their inclination to support the LPC appears to exceed that of East Asian Canadians. As
Table 2 demonstrates, all of these constituencies supported the Big Red Machine in 2015,
and only one—Calgary Skyview—switched to the CPC four years later. Arguably, the Liberals
may have retained even this riding in Alberta, one of their few gains in the Tory stronghold
four years prior, had the Liberal incumbent not resigned from the party caucus before the
election.52 He did not seek re-election, and his riding was then flipped by a Conservative
woman, Jag Sahota (also an Indo-Canadian), after 2019. This marked difference in Liberal
support demonstrates the heterogeneity of party preferences across the two different visible
minority sub-groups.
A total of 10 visible minority candidates were elected in these 8 ridings across both
elections, and all of these districts have been represented by a racialized MP throughout the
entirety of the last five years. In fact, not only were all 10 MPs of South Asian descent, but
they were all also Indo-Canadians of Punjabi origin. Canadians tracing their ancestry to
other parts of the Indian subcontinent, then, appear masked by this broad analysis of South
Asian Canadians as a whole, revealing the degree to which Canadians from only one country
and ethnocultural group dominate due to their large numbers—at the expense, perhaps, of
Canadians originally from Pakistan or Bangladesh, or even other Indo-Canadians belonging
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to Tamil or Bengali Canadians. Nevertheless, the trend of Liberal support persists even among
the South Asian Canadian candidates elected in these ridings: all MPs except one were affiliated
with the party when elected.
Clearly, ridings with significant numbers of South Asian Canadian voters demonstrate
a pattern of Liberal support across the board—much more so than East Asian Canadians.
Furthermore, the fact that all of these ridings sent Punjabi Indo-Canadians to Parliament two
elections in a row may point to their community’s unparalleled success in political mobilization,
not just compared to East Asian Canadians or other visible minority groups, but also relative to
other South Asian Canadians. In light of this, the disproportionate representation of Chinese
Canadians and Punjabi Indo-Canadians in ridings where they would be expected to have the
greatest electoral advantage may translate to greater political influence in the entire country,
perhaps even helping candidates of Chinese and Punjabi Indian descent win in other ridings,
as well.
Representation of Visible Minority Canadians
As mentioned earlier, the last two elections were watermarks for visible minority representation
in the House of Commons, and a total of 61 individuals with full or partial non-European
descent served in the previous two sessions of Parliament—48 in 2015, and 50 in 2019.
Interestingly, 37 (almost 61%) of these MPs won in visible minority-majority ridings, and
44 (over 72%) in districts where at least a third of the constituents belong to any visible
minority group. This finding is in line with the consensus in the literature: many racialized
candidates found political success running for seats with a significant number of non-white
voters. However, it is worth noting that 17 visible minority candidates have broken through
ridings that are predominantly white; the continuation of this trend of racialized MPs finding
political success in ridings with few new Canadians may signal greater political integration
of non-white Canadians at large.53 The breakdown of party affiliation is likewise telling: 45
of 61 visible minority parliamentarians (almost 74%) were elected under the Liberal banner,
while 12 and 4 were Conservatives and New Democrats, respectively. While all major parties
do tend to run similar numbers of racialized candidates,54 the significant overrepresentation
of the LPC in this slate of MPs provides credence to the robust relationship between the party
and new Canadians.55 The mobilization of political networks with deep roots in competitive
battleground constituencies may profoundly impact electoral outcomes to such a degree that,
despite the best efforts of its challengers, the self-proclaimed party of multiculturalism has
retained, if not expanded, its monopoly on both the visible minority vote and visible minority
representation. Especially since South Asian Canadians demonstrated a perfect record of
electing another South Asian Canadian to federal public office over the past five years, it may
be likely that the dominance of the two visible minority groups studied in the paper may carry
over to an investigation of all visible minority MPs who served in the last two sessions of
Parliament.
Table 3 breaks down this list of racialized parliamentarians by region, ethnicity, and
nation of origin. A cursory overview reveals that almost half of all visible minority MPs elected
over the last five years were of South Asian descent—all but 4 of them from India, and all but
7 also Punjabi. The next largest demographic to be represented in the House of Commons
over the same period are unsurprisingly East Asian Canadians: Canadians elected 11 East
Asian Canadians to Parliament, and all but one of them were of Chinese descent. While visible
minority individuals tracing their ancestry to Latin America, Africa, and the rest of Asia did
find some degree of political success in the last two elections, two racialized communities
in particular have an overwhelming degree of influence in the Canadian political landscape.
In fact, Chinese Canadians and Punjabi Indo-Canadians together comprise a majority of all
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visible minority MPs ever to have sat in the last two sessions of Parliament—a testament to
how large numbers in key districts can translate to considerable political power. Arguably, the
story of the racialized Canadian vote is mostly about East Asian and South Asian Canadians,
about Chinese Canadians and Punjabi Indo-Canadians, in particular.

Discussion
Earlier in the paper, I recounted why the mobilization of visible minority voters will grow more
critical to understanding the country’s politics: their growing size as a proportion of the entire
electorate due to increasing immigration. According to the 2016 Canadian Census, almost a
third of all immigrants arriving between 2011 and 2016 originated from East Asia or South
Asia, and by 2016, East Asian and South Asian Canadians comprised about 24% and 25%
of the entire visible minority population, respectively.56 Though there are some differences
in electoral behaviour and political preferences across these two groups, it is telling that the
common narrative about the racialized voter is mostly a story about new Canadians from
China, Korea, Japan, and the Indian subcontinent—and arguably just Chinese Canadians and
Punjabi Indo-Canadians.
The country’s racialized population, then, is not as diverse as one might expect, at least
when viewed through a political lens. The smaller size of the other non-white communities
decorating the kaleidoscope of Canadian multiculturalism may be rendered politically invisible
and insignificant by the same SMP-driven forces sustaining the disproportionate influence
of East Asian and South Asian Canadians. Black Canadians, Latin American Canadians,
Southeast Asian Canadians, Arab Canadians, and other Canadians of non-European descent
are effectively erased in a discussion of the entire visible minority electorate as a single
homogeneous entity. This may point to an internal hierarchy further dividing new Canadians
into disparate classes, with the two largest and most influential groups on top.
Exploring the voting behaviour of other visible minority groups in Canada and
breaking down the monolithic non-white voter into more meaningful blocs of ethnocultural
communities may require a smaller unit of analysis, such as the individual voter.57 The limitations
of the riding-level analysis used in this study, then, prevent the thorough investigation needed
to address this oft-noted gap in the literature. On the other hand, especially in the context
of an electoral system that benefits geographically concentrated support,58 it may simply be
the case that, without sufficient numbers, even the savviest ethnic community with deep
roots in the district and considerable means for political mobilization cannot break through
to significantly influence the electoral outcome of a given constituency. Electoral contests in
Canada may indeed be titans’ arenas, and smaller visible minority communities may need to
find more powerful allies to make a political difference.
Another implication of my findings resembles the chicken or the egg dilemma. While it
is true that both giants of the visible minority population largely voted for the Big Red Machine,
does this necessarily mean that they are Liberal partisans? Could they simply be voting for
whichever party they expect to win (which the LPC accomplished in the past 2 elections)?
Turning this question on its head, though, perhaps Trudeau won precisely because of support
from East Asian and South Asian Canadians. Such an ambiguous direction of causality may
point to the self-reinforcing nature of Liberal dominance, whereby the “Government Party”
finds the votes to form government from voters who expect it to.59
In turn, such a self-fulfilling narrative buoying, to some degree, the Liberal monopoly
on the visible minority vote, may suggest that the “big shift” predicted by Darrell Bricker and
John Ibbitson—the migration of racialized voters from the Grits to the Tories—is unlikely
to occur.60 Rather, the burgeoning base of East Asian and South Asian Canadians (Chinese
and Punjabi Indo-Canadians, in particular) may sustain the “natural party of government”
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long after its original core support in Québec has faded.61 Perhaps, even a changed politics
of brokerage may emerge, as all parties strive to straddle changing political equilibria and
accommodate new interests.
Prime Ministers have often made use of the representative function of Cabinet to
achieve precisely such a balancing act,62 and over the past five years, visible minority MPs
have made up at least 15% of the 29th Canadian ministry. At the beginning of the Liberals’
second mandate, 8 of the 34 members of Cabinet (almost 24%) were of Asian or African
descent: four Punjabi Indo-Canadians, one Chinese Canadian, one Afghan Canadian, one
Somali Canadian, and one Argentinean Canadian.63 However, as Allen (2019) points out,
only two were given significant portfolios (Mary Ng to Trade and Harjit Sajjan to Defence),
which begs the question: does the symbolic representation of visible minority Canadians lead
to the substantive representation of their interests? This is not to mention, of course, that
whereas several Western democracies, such as the US and Ireland, have elected politicians
of non-European descent as their heads of government, Canada has never had a racialized
Prime Minister. In fact, there has only been one visible minority leader of a major federal
party and only three visible minority premiers in two provinces.64 Though Canada may
have demonstrated a unique immunity to the politics of nativism in 2019, when the People’s
Party, departing from the national consensus on multiculturalism and immigration in the last
election, lost its one seat in Parliament, the country still faces a long path ahead to attaining
it aspirations of integrating its newest immigrants and becoming a truly multicultural polity.
While achieving population-based parity in the House is unlikely to lead to the end of
racial discrimination in Canada, existing research does seem to suggest that visible minority
MPs tend to address issues affecting non-white Canadians.65 However, as more racialized
parliamentarians will be elected in years to come, the extent to which non-white MPs differ
from their white colleagues may prove to be a fruitful subject for future research.
Another potentially interesting study may involve the investigation of other differences
among visible minority voters. The intersectionality of race and gender has often gone under
the radar,66 and the common narrative of unprecedented visible minority representation in
Parliament often masks the underrepresentation of visible minority women. Women made
up less than a third of all racialized MPs elected in 2015,67 and this proportion increased
slightly to about 39% in 2019—far from the 50% threshold required for parity.68 Another key
question meriting research may be related to class; given there is more than one category of
immigrants admitted to Canada, including economic immigrants and refugees, wealth and
income disparities may play a profound role in affecting the political behaviour of many nonwhite Canadians.69 The persistence of both the gender gap and socio-economic stratification
in the political integration of visible minorities will undoubtedly contribute more nuanced
perspectives to the Canadian political science literature.
The greatest limitation of this paper, due in part to both its scope and unit of analysis,
may be an explanation of why East Asian and South Asian Canadians exhibit different voting
patterns. Only a qualitative study that explores in depth each group’s unique history of
immigration and resources for political mobilization may be able to uncover the forces driving
East Asian Canadians to have been less supportive of the Liberals than South Asian Canadians
and even support the Conservatives where they make up the majority of the constituency, as
well as the causal relationship between the effectiveness of South Asian political communities
in consistently sending one of their own to both Parliament and Cabinet. One possible untested
theory may be the experience of the Indian subcontinent under the British Empire: because
South Asian Canadians have been fellow subjects of the Crown for almost a century since
1867, their exposure to the dominant language, culture, and institutions may have allowed
them to better integrate into Canadian society at large than immigrants from China, Korea,
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or Japan. Furthermore, belonging to the British Empire may have made it more difficult
for the Government of Canada to restrict immigration from South Asia than East Asia.70 In
turn, this may have given South Asian Canadians a leg up in developing deeper and more
interconnected social networks in individual constituencies and perhaps even across the entire
country, allowing them to develop a closer relationship to the “natural party of government”
and consistently send a fellow Canadian of South Asian descent to Parliament.
Nevertheless, this study has attempted to address the dearth of literature on the voting
behaviour of diverse visible minority groups. Not only have I found noteworthy differences
when comparing two distinct racialized blocs of voters, but I have also discovered that East
Asian and South Asian Canadians have been overrepresented relative to the rest of the country’s
non-white population. In the last two elections, the narrative of the racialized vote may have
concealed the true tale of just two visible minority communities.
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Appendix
East Asian
Proportion

Riding

Province

2015 MP

2019 MP

65.5%

Markham-Unionville

ON

CPC visible
minority

CPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

61.4%

Richmond Centre

BC

CPC visible
minority

CPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Chinese Canadian (Han Cantonese, Hong
Kong)

49.9%

Steveston-Richmond East

BC

LPC

CPC visible
minority

2015: White
2019: Chinese Canadian (Han Cantonese, Hong
Kong)

46.8%

Scarborough-Agincourt

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015: Chinese Canadian (Han Cantonese)
2019: Chinese Canadian
(Han Cantonese)

45.3%

Scarborough North

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Chinese Canadian (Hakka)

43.9%

Burnaby South

BC

NDP

NDP visible
minority

2015: White
2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

42.1%

Markham-Thornhill

ON

LPC

LPC visible
minority

2015: White
2019: Chinese Canadian (Cantonese, Hong Kong)

40.6%

Vancouver South

BC

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

38.2%

Vancouver Kingsway

BC

NDP

NDP

36.5%

Willowdale

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Iranian Canadian

LPC visible
minority

2015: Chinese Canadian (Han Mandarin)
2019: Chinese Canadian
(Han Mandarin)

MP Ethnicity

2015-2019: White

36.0%

Don Valley North

ON

LPC visible
minority

35.0%

Vancouver Granville

BC

LPC

Independent

2015-2019: Indigenous

34.7%

Richmond Hill

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Iranian Canadian

Table 1: List of Canadian Federal Constituencies
with a Proportion of East Asian Canadians Greater than 33.3%
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South Asian
Proportion

Riding

Province

Party 2015

Party 2019

MP Ethnicity

65.9%

Brampton East

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)
2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

60.7%

Surrey-Newton

BC

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

43.4%

Brampton West

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

41.5%

Brampton North

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

41.5%

Brampton South

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

41.4%

Mississauga-Malton

ON

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

37.2%

Calgary Skyview

AB

LPC visible
minority

CPC visible
minority

2015: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)
2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

35.1%

Surrey Centre

BC

LPC visible
minority

LPC visible
minority

2015-2019: Indo-Canadian (Punjabi)

Table 2: List of Canadian Federal Constituencies
with a Proportion of South Asian Canadians Greater than 33.3%
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Origin

Total Number of MPs

MPs Elected in 2015

MPs Elected in 2019

31

24

26

27

21

22

Punjabi

24

18

19

Gujarati

2

2

2

Kannada

SOUTH ASIAN
Indian

1

1

1

Pakistani

3

0

1

Sri Lankan

1

2

3

EAST ASIAN

11

1

1

Chinese

10

6

9

Mainland Cantonese

7

6

8

Mainland Mandarin

2

4

6

Hakka

1

1

1

1

1

1

11

0

1

Lebanese

4

11

8

Syrian

3

4

3

Iranian

2

3

1

Egyptian

1

2

2

Afghan

1

1

1

6

1

1

Afro-Caribbean

4

4

5

Somalian

1

3

3

2

1

2

Argentinian

1

1

1

Chilean

1

0

1

1

1

0

1

1

0

61

0

1

Korean
MIDDLE EASTERN

BLACK

LATIN AMERICAN

SOUTHEAST ASIAN
Vietnamese
TOTAL

Table 3: A Breakdown of Visible Minority MPs by Region, Nation, and
Ethnicity of Origin
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3. There are several discrepancies across the articles cited throughout this paper about the
29

number of visible minority MPs elected in the past few elections, and the dataset I compiled
occasionally contradicts the information reported elsewhere. For instance, Andrew Griffith
claims that 46 MPs of non-European origin were elected in 2015, but I found 48. This may
be because I used a broader definition of the visible minority identity when counting the
number of racialized candidates elected. Specifically, after cross-examining the lists, I found
that I included Alain Rayes (an Egyptian-Canadian) and Tony Clement (a Syrian-Canadian),
whereas Griffith did not. See Griffith, “Visible Minorities Elected to Parliament Close to
Parity, a Remarkable Achievement,” Hill Times, October 22, 2015, https://www.hilltimes.
com/2015/10/22/visible-minorities-elected-to-parliament-close-to-parity-a-remarkableachievement/33852; and Andrew Griffith, “House of Commons Becoming More Reflective
of Diverse Population,” Policy Options, November 5, 2019, https://policyoptions.irpp.org/
magazines/november-2019/house-of-commons-becoming-more-reflective-of-diversepopulation/.
4. Jerome H. Black, “Immigrant and Minority Political Incorporation in Canada: A Review
with Some Reflections on Canadian-American Comparison Possibilities,” American Behavioral
Scientist 55, no. 9 (2011): 1173-76, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0002764211407843; Irene
Bloemraad, Becoming a Citizen: Incorporating Immigrants and Refugees in the United States and
Canada (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006); and William Kymlicka, “Marketing
Canadian Pluralism in the International Arena,” International Journal 59, no. 4 (Autumn
2004): 829-52, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F002070200405900407. See also John C. Harles,
“Immigrant Integration in Canada and the United States,” The American Review of Canadian
Studies 34, no. 2 (Summer 2004): 223-58, https://doi.org/10.1080/02722010409481199.
5. “150 Years of Immigration in Canada,” Statistics Canada, accessed May 10, 2020, https://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2016006-eng.htm; and “How Many
Immigrants Come to Canada Each Year?” Immigration Canada, updated May 10, 2020,
https://www.immigration.ca/how-many-immigrants-come-to-canada-each-year. Given the
potential for confusion, it is worth noting that immigrants and visible minority Canadians
are not interchangeable, as Canada still receives a sizeable number of white immigrants, and
many racialized Canadians are native-born citizens.
6. “Immigration and Ethnocultural Diversity: Key Results from the 2016 Census,”
Statistics Canada, accessed December 5, 2019, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/dailyquotidien/171025/dq171025b-eng.htm.
7. Samantha Wright Allen, “‘Disappointing’ Cabinet Picks Show Trudeau Still Needs to
Address Diversity ‘Blind Spot’, Say Advocates,” Hill Times, November 27, 2019, https://www.
hilltimes.com/2019/11/27/cabinet-diversity-disappointing-missed-opportunity-for-trudeauto-prove-blind-spot-is-being-addressed/226070.
8. In fact, Thompson argues, “It is both surprising and disturbing that while race has so clearly
been implicated in the practice of politics in Canada, English Canadian political science
remains cautiously silent.” Unfortunately, the scholarship on the broader issue of race in
relation to Canadian politics is sorely lacking, perhaps explaining the dearth of research that
breaks down the visible minority demographic into smaller groups based on region of origin.
Debra Thompson, “Is Race Political?” in Essential Readings in Canadian Government and
Politics, ed. Russell et al., 2nd ed. (Toronto: Emond Montgomery, 2016), 486. See also Jeffrey
G. Reitz and Rupa Banerjee, “Racial Inequality, Social Cohesion and Policy Issues in Canada,”
in Belonging? Diversity, Recognition and Shared Citizenship in Canada, ed. Keith Banting,
Thomas J. Courchene, and F. Leslie Seidle (Montréal: Institute for Research on Public Policy,
2007), 489-545, HathiTrust.
9. To avoid repetition, the terms, “Grits,” “natural party of government,” and “Big Red Machine”
refer to the LPC.
10. Antoine Bilodeau and Mebs Kanji, “The New Immigrant Voter, 1965-2004: The Emergence
30

of a New Liberal Partisan?” in Voting Behaviour in Canada, ed. Cameron D. Anderson and Laura
B. Stephenson (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2010), 65-85; Karen Bird,
“The Political Representation of Visible Minorities in Electoral Democracies: A Comparison
of France, Denmark, and Canada,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 11, no. 4 (2005): 42565, https://doi.org/10.1080/13537110500379211; André Blais, “Accounting for the Electoral
Success of the Liberal Party in Canada: Presidential Address to the Canadian Political Science
Association, London, Ontario, June 3, 2005,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 38, no. 4
(December 2005): 821-40, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25165882; R. Kenneth Carty, Big Tent
Politics: The Liberal Party’s Long Mastery of Canada’s Public Life (Vancouver: University of
British Columbia Press, 2015); Elisabeth Gidengil, Neil Nevitte, André Blais, Joanna Everitt,
and Patrick Fournier, Dominance and Decline: Making Sense of Recent Canadian Elections
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012); Allison Harrell, “Revisiting the ‘Ethnic’ Vote:
Liberal Allegiance and Vote Choice among Racialized Minorities,” in Parties, Elections, and
the Future of Canadian Politics, ed. Amanda Bittner and Royce Koop (Vancouver: University
of British Columbia Press, 2013), 140-60. Richard Johnston, The Canadian Party System:
An Analytic History (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2017); and Stephen
E. White, “Canadian Ethnocultural Diversity and Federal Party Support: The Dynamics of
Liberal Partisanship in Immigrant Communities,” American Political Science Association 50,
no. 3 (July 2017): 708-11, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096517000464.
11. Blais, “Electoral Success,” 825; and Besco and Tolley, “Does Everyone Cheer?” See also
Daniel Hiebert, “Ethnocultural Minority Enclaves in Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver,” IRPP
Study, no. 52 (August 2015), Montréal: Institute for Research on Public Policy. https://irpp.
org/research-studies/ethnocultural-minority-enclaves-in-montreal-toronto-and-vancouver/.
12. Alan C. Cairns, “The Electoral System and the Party System in Canada, 1921-1965,” Canadian
Journal of Political Science 1, no. 1 (1968): 55-80, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3231695/.
13. Black, “Minority Political Incorporation”; and Vic Satzewich, “Multiculturalism,
Transnationalism, and the Hijacking of Canadian Foreign Policy: A Pseudo-Problem?”
International Journal 63, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 43-62. See also Elisabeth Gidengil et al., “What
Do Canadians Know about Politics?” chap. 3 in Citizens (Vancouver: University of British
Columbia Press, 2004), ProQuest Ebrary.
14. Carty, Big Tent Politics; Gidengil et al., Dominance and Decline; and Johnston, The
Canadian Party System.
15. Evelyne Massa and Morton Weinfeld, “We Needed to Prove We Were Good Canadians:
Contrasting Paradigms for Suspect Minorities,” Canadian Journal for Social Research 3, no. 1
(2010): 15-27.
16. Harles, “Immigrant Integration,” 245-47.
17. Antoine Bilodeau et al., “Seeing the Same Canada? Visible Minorities’ Views of the
Federation,” IRPP Study, no. 56 (November 2015): 1-27, https://irpp.org/research-studies/
seeing-the-same-canada/.
18. Jerome H. Black and Bruce M. Hicks, “Electoral Politics and Immigration in Canada:
How Does Immigration Matter?” Journal of International Migration and Integration, no. 9
(2006): 241-67, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-008-0069-5; and Black, “Minority Political
Incorporation.”
19. Jack Lawrence Granatstein, “Multiculturalism and Canadian Foreign Policy,” in The
World in Canada: Diaspora, Demography, and Domestic Politics, ed. David Carment and
David Bercuson (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 78-91; and Satzewich,
“Multiculturalism.”
20. Kymlicka, “Marketing Canadian Pluralism”; and William Kymlicka, “The Uncertain
Futures of Multiculturalism,” Canadian Diversity 4 (1): 82-85. See also Black and Hicks,
“Electoral Politics and Immigration.”
31

21. Emma Ambrose and Cas Mudde, “Canadian Multiculturalism and the Absence of the Far
Right,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 21, no. 2 (2015): 213-36, https://doi.org/10.1080/135
37113.2015.1032033.
22. Keith G. Banting, “Is There a Progressive’s Dilemma in Canada? Immigration,
Multiculturalism and the Welfare State: Presidential Address to the Canadian Political Science
Association, Montreal, June 2, 2010,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 43 (4), Cambridge
University Press: 797-820, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423910000983; Besco and Tolley,
“Does Everyone Cheer?”; and Bilodeau et al., “Seeing the Same Canada.”
23. Darrell Bricker and John Ibbitson, The Big Shift: The Seismic Change in Canadian Politics,
Business, and Culture and What It Means for Our Future (Toronto: HarperCollins, 2013); Inder
Marwah, Triadafilos Triadafilopoulos, and Stephen E. White, “Immigration, Citizenship, and
Canada’s New Conservative Party,” in Conservatism in Canada, ed. James Harold Farney and
David M. Rayside (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 95-119, EBSCOhost; Marci
McDonald, “Is Jason Kenney Too Extreme for the Conservatives?” Walrus, May 2014, https://
thewalrus.ca/true-blue/; and Peter Woolstencroft, “The Conservatives: Rebuilding and
Rebranding, Yet Again,” in Canadian Parties in Transition: Recent Trends and New Paths for
Research, 4th ed., ed. Alain-G. Gagnon and A. Brian Tanguay (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press), 146-67.
24. Kymlicka, “Marketing Canadian Pluralism.”
25. Besco and Tolley, “Does Everyone Cheer?” 19.
26. Black, “Minority Political Incorporation”; and Tolley, “Who You Know.”
27. Steve Patten, “The Reform Party’s Re-Imagining of the Canadian Nation,” Journal of
Canadian Studies 34, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 27-51, https://doi.org/10.3138/jcs.34.1.27.
28. Besco and Tolley, “Does Everyone Cheer”; Stolle et al., “Religious Symbols, Multiculturalism
and Policy Attitudes,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 49, no. 2 (June 2016): 335-58,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423916000561.
29. Steve Patten, “The Evolution of the Canadian Party System: From Brokerage to MarketingOriented Politics,” in Gagnon and Tanguay, Canadian Parties, 3-27.
30. David H. Laycock and Steven Weldon, “Right-Wing Populism, Conservative Governance,
and Multiculturalism in Canada,” in Political Ideology in Parties, Policy, and Civil Society:
Interdisciplinary Insights, ed. David H. Laycock, (Vancouver: University of British Columbia
Press, 2017), 61-90.
31. Erin Tolley, “Political Players or Partisan Pawns? Immigrants, Minorities, and Conservatives
in Canada,” in The Blueprint: Conservative Parties and Their Impact on Canadian Politics, ed.
J.P. Lewis and Joanna Everitt (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017), 112, EBSCOhost.
32. Thomas R. Berger, Fragile Freedoms (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company, 1981); Massa
and Weinfeld, “Good Canadians”; and Roy Miki, Redress: Inside the Japanese Call for Justice
(Vancouver: Raincoast Books, 2004).
33. Rita Kaur Dhamoon, “Exclusion and Regulated Inclusion: The Case of the Sikh Kirpan
in Canada,” Sikh Formations 9, no. 1 (2011): 7-28, https://doi.org/10.1080/17448727.2013.7
74709; and Doris R. Jakobsh, “The Sikhs in Canada: Culture, Religion, and Radicalization,”
in Religious Radicalization and Securitization in Canada and Beyond, ed. Paul Bramadat and
Lorne Dawson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 164-200, EBSCOhost.
34. Kalyani Thurairajah, “Canadians under Suspicion Sri Lankan Tamil Diasporic Community
as a Suspect Minority Group,” in Revisiting Multiculturalism in Canada: Theories, Policies and
Debates, ed. S. Guo and L. Wong (Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, 2015), 171-85.
35. Uzma Jamil, “The Impact of Securitization on South Asian Muslims in Montreal,” in
Religious Radicalization and Securitization in Canada and Beyond, ed. Paul Bramadat and
Lorne Dawson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 145-63, EBSCOhost; and Uzma
Jamil and Cécile Rousseau, “Challenging the ‘Official’ Story of 9/11: Community Narratives
32

and Conspiracy Theories,” Ethnicities 11, no. 2 (2011): 245-61.
36. Black, “Minority Political Incorporation”; and Reitz and Banerjee, “Racial Inequality.”
37. Johnston, “Polarized Pluralism in the Canadian Party System,” in Gagnon and Tanguay,
Canadian Parties, 65-68.
38. The local effective number of parties measures the average number of parties that are
competitive in a given constituency. Contrary to the expectations of Duverger’s Law, Brian J.
Gaines found that individual contests in federal Canadian ridings still exhibited considerable
multipartyism and have not been following a trend toward two-party competition over time,
instead hovering around 2.5 since 1935. Competition across several parties in a given electoral
district has generally been the norm for the country for almost a century. Gaines, “Duverger’s
Law and the Meaning of Canadian Exceptionalism,” Comparative Political Studies 32, no. 7
(October 1999): 844-51, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0010414099032007004.
39. The dataset is available on Andrew Griffith’s website, “Multicultural Meanderings” (https://
multiculturalmeanderings.com/riding-profiles/top-ridings-by-group/). His source for the
dataset is the 2016 Canadian Census, which contains the most accurate information on federal
Canadian ridings with respect to the elections examined in this paper (i.e., the 2015 and 2019
federal elections).
40. The sub-groups have been defined so broadly to increase the number of observable cases
and make the comparative study as meaningful as possible. Had I chosen to examine visible
minority voters by each different national/ethnic origin, there would be too few ridings to
analyze for most sub-groups, other than Chinese Canadians and Indo-Canadians—even
with the threshold set as low as 33.3%. South Asian Canadians include Canadians of Indian,
Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Sri Lankan, Nepalese, or Bhutanese descent. East Asian Canadians
comprise Chinese Canadians, Korean Canadians, and Japanese Canadians. I considered
lowering the threshold down to as low as 10%, but I found it difficult to justify this choice,
as a tenth of the eligible voting population in a given district is unlikely to hold considerable
political influence, even in the most competitive ridings. Furthermore, as Hiebert found,
most racialized Canadians prefer to live in mixed neighbourhoods with a high degree of
ethnocultural diversity (except for South Asian and Chinese Canadians, who instead prefer to
live in enclaves dominated by a single ethnic group, especially in Toronto and Vancouver): this
means that it is difficult to isolate the preferences of a smaller visible minority group through a
riding-level analysis of electoral outcomes. Hiebert, “Ethnocultural Minority Enclaves.”
41. This information can be found on the biographical pages of the MPs.
42. If we include visible minority individuals elected in 2011, the number goes up to 84
(almost two-thirds of all new Canadian MPs ever elected); many of these parliamentarians
were Conservatives and New Democrats who were not re-elected in 2015. In fact, only 12
Canadians of non-European origin were ever elected before 1990, meaning 108 (90%) of the
120 new Canadians to have ever served in the House of Commons (over 90%) were elected in
the past three decades alone.
43. Tolley, “Political Players,” 118.
44. Cairns, “Electoral System.”
45. See Harrell, “Revisiting the ‘Ethnic’ Vote”; Tolley, “Who You Know”; and White,
“Ethnocultural Diversity.”
46. The provincial breakdown is as follows: 39 in Ontario (i.e., more than half), 17 in British
Columbia (i.e., over a fifth), 10 in Québec, 8 in Alberta, and 3 in Manitoba. These ridings
include 14 of the 30 new seats added to Parliament after the 2012 federal electoral redistribution,
9 of which are in the Golden Horseshoe.
47. This net loss of 5 seats was due to a loss of 6 (4 to the CPC, 1 to the NDP, and 1 to
the Independent MP Jody Wilson-Raybould) and a gain of 1 from the CPC. Given that the
LPC was reduced by 27 seats from 184 seats in 2015 to 157, however, Liberal losses were
33

disproportionately felt in ridings where over two-thirds of the constituents were white. The
number of seats with high proportions of visible minority voters won by other parties is as
follows: the CPC won 10 in 2015 and 14 in 2019, while the NDP won 6 each in both elections.
48. Fred Cutler, “The Simplest Shortcut of All: Sociodemographic Characteristics and Electoral
Choice,” The Journal of Politics 64, no. 2 (May 2002): 466-90, https://doi.org/10.1111/14682508.00135.
49. See Erin Tolley, “Visible Minority and Indigenous Members of Parliament,” Samara Blog,
November 26, 2015, https://www.samaracanada.com/samarablog/blog-post/samara-mainblog/2015/11/26/visible-minority-and-indigenous-members-of-parliament; and Tolley,
“Who You Know.”
50. This discrepancy may be due to multiple factors. Visible minority incumbents might not
seek re-election and be replaced with another visible minority MP. New racialized MPs can
win seats previously held by white MPs, and visible minority incumbents may also lose to
white challengers.
51. Arguably, this paper could have examined only the Chinese Canadian community, who
make up at least a third of the constituency in 9 ridings. Including Korean and Japanese
Canadians only adds 4 more districts to the analysis.
52. See Scott Dippel, “Investigation Finds Calgary MP Darshan Kang Violated Harassment
Rules,” CBC News, March 2, 2018, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/darshan-kangharassment-mp-investigation-1.4558619.
53. See Black, “Minority Political Incorporation,” 1179-80.
54. Andrew Griffith, “House of Commons Becoming More Reflective of Diverse Population,”
Policy Options, November 5, 2019, https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/november-2019/
house-of-commons-becoming-more-reflective-of-diverse-population/; Tolley, “Members of
Parliament”; and Tolley, “Who You Know.”
55. Bird, “Political Representation,” 437. See Bilodeau and Kanji, “The New Immigrant Voter”;
Blais, “Electoral Success”; and Harrell, “Revisiting the ‘Ethnic’ Vote.”
56. Statistics Canada, Data Tables, 2016 Census: Visible Minority (15), Immigrant Status and
Period of Immigration (11), Age (12) and Sex (3) for the Population in Private Households
of Canada, Provinces and Territories, Census Metropolitan Areas and Census Agglomerations,
2016 Census - 25% Sample Data, Catalogue number 98-400-X2016191 in Statistics Canada
[database online]. Accessed May 10, 2020, http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census01/
products/standard/profiles/ListProducts.cfm?Temporal=2001&APATH=1&RL=3&FREE=0.
57. Given the small number of many of these visible minority groups relative to the Canadian
population, most sample surveys may not contain enough observable cases to make an
individual-level analysis meaningful, or even possible.
58. Cairns, “Electoral System.”
59. Carty, Big Tent Politics, 17.
60. Bricker and Ibbitson, The Big Shift.
61. See Carty, Big Tent Politics; Gidengil et al., Dominance and Decline; and Johnston, The
Canadian Party System.
62. See Brenda O’Neill and Melanee Thomas, “‘Because It’s 2015’: Gender and the 2015 Federal
Election,” in The Canadian Federal Election of 2015, ed. Jon H. Pammett and Christopher
Dornan (Toronto: Dundurn, 2016), 305-26; and Donald Savoie, “Primus: There Is No Longer
Any Inter or Pares,” chap. 4 in Governing from the Centre: The Concentration of Power in
Canadian Politics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999).
63. Unsurprisingly, a majority of visible minority Cabinet ministers are of East Asian or South
Asian origin. It may be worth noting that there have only been 22 visible minority members of
the Privy Council for Canada, over a third of whom were appointed in the last five years alone
by the incumbent Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. While this list of visible minority members
34

of Cabinet is more representative of the diverse range of the Canadian racialized population,
14 (almost 64%) were still of East Asian or South Asian descent.
64. Jagmeet Singh, the current leader of the NDP, is of Punjabi Indian descent. Joe Ghiz (a
Lebanese Canadian) became the first visible minority first minister in Canada by forming a
Liberal government in the Legislative Assembly for Prince Edward Island in 1986, and his son
Robert Ghiz would also become the Liberal Premier of the province in 2007. Ujjal Dosanjh
(a Punjabi Indo-Canadian) briefly served as the NDP Premier of British Columbia in 2000,
before losing all but two seats in a landslide election to Gordon Campbell’s Liberals a year later.
Afterwards, Dosanjh entered federal politics as a Liberal, briefly serving in Martin’s Cabinet as
the Minister of Health from 2004 to 2006.
65. Black, “Minority Political Incorporation,” 1181.
66. See Tolley, “Who You Know,” 78.
67. Tolley, “Members of Parliament.”
68. Griffith, “House of Commons.”
69. See Black, “Minority Political Incorporation.”
70. Mabel F. Timlin, “Canada’s Immigration Policy, 1896-1910,” The Canadian Journal of
Economics and Political Science 26, no. 4 (November 1960): 517-32.

35

“Cerulean Among Mountains”
By Juliana Castañeda

“ Tracks or River”
By Juliana Castañeda

36

A Snapshot in Time: Socially Stratified Experiences
of Womanhood in Nineteenth Century British
Columbia Through the Lens of Hannah Maynard’s
Photography

A

Sara Brizio

fter profiteering gold miners settled in Western Canada, British women and children
traveled to meet them. This influx of colonizers rapidly shifted the racial and social
dynamics of British Columbia, as emerging classes of white women perceived
racialized ‘others’ as a threat to the social order.1 While earlier historiography has focused on
the experiences of male settlers in Western Canada, more recent scholarship has redirected
this focus to the lives and impact of upper-class white women in these same spaces. The
commissioned portraits and experimental photographs taken by Hannah Maynard—the only
professional female photographer in nineteenth-century Victoria, British Columbia—offer
evidence for the development of increasingly racist social structures and new experiences of
white British motherhood in the region as these women colonized the land.
Hannah Maynard and her husband, Richard, first established a home in Southern
Ontario after moving to Canada from England in 1852. Seeking to prospect for gold, Richard
left for the West in 1858, leaving Hannah behind to care for their three children.2 After some
success he later returned to Ontario to find her studying professional portrait photography.
Hannah, capitalizing on her newfound expertise, established her photographic studio upon
the family’s move to Victoria, British Columbia, making her the first professional female
photographer in the city.3 Reversing typical gender norms, Hannah taught her husband
various photographic techniques, and he became a successful photographer in his own right.4
The Canadian government later hired him to capture the Western landscape, while Hannah
remained with the children in Victoria, working at her photographic studio.5 With her husband
traveling so often, Hannah formed close bonds with her children, all the while photographing
those of other women. As a woman who attended to the “management of [both] her business
and household,” Maynard was presented as an example for settler women.6 Through her
techniques of self-promotion, her portraits became increasingly popular with middle- and
upper-class women, who displayed Hannah’s work in their parlours to flaunt their wealth and
the social status associated with commissioning family portraits.
For settler women, portraiture commemorating familial milestones became a
“household necessity” due to its role in charting upward social mobility.7 Not only were these
photographs on display in homes, but they were also sent out in correspondence with family
and friends abroad, advertising the family’s success in their frontier settlement.8 Additionally,
Indigenous women in high society employed portraiture as a powerful response to antagonisms
from racist white women in their social spheres. Many families of high status in these colonial
settlements were descendants of Indigenous peoples, as it was customary for the earliest of the
Hudson Bay Company’s traders to have relations with Indigenous women.9 After the arrival of
white British women to the colonial outposts of Western Canada, colonizers increasingly saw
the children of these interracial couples as reminders of the disintegration of class and racial
distinctions that had occurred in early settlements.10 One mixed-race family, that of Governor
James Douglas, was especially criticized by upper-class white women. The governor’s wife,
Lady Amelia Connolly Douglas, was the daughter of Irish-French fur trader William Connolly
and Miyo Nipiy, a Cree woman. As the Governor himself was the son of a Scottish man and
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a free Barbadian Black woman, his daughters were high-status women of African, European,
and Indigenous descent who defied white social norms.11 Hannah Maynard’s portrait of Lady
Amelia (fig. 1) highlights her sophistication and social standing, as she sits in an ornate,
stuffed chair, with her hands gloved and head bonneted. The setting around her is simple,
though traditional, and her gaze drifts to the right of the viewer. She does not confront her
audience, as that would diminish her respectability. Unfortunately, despite the influential
positions held by these Indigenous women, the scrutiny of upper-class whites forced them to
conform to British notions of womanhood. Thus, the racial hierarchies that had been blurred
in early settlements were reinforced by the sponsorship of white female immigration to British
Columbia by British societies and later cemented by the federal Indian Act of 1876.12
Through her work, Hannah Maynard likewise furthered settler-colonial ideas of
‘whiteness’ in British Columbia, as seen in her later omission of non-white or non-‘whitepassing’ people from the photographic records that she publicly advertised. Beginning in
1881, Maynard employed photo collage and composite montage to create images she called
The Gems of British Columbia.13 Each Gem was composed of portraits of the children she had
photographed that year, with Gems from previous years being featured in new editions (fig.
2).14 At the end of each year, she would send the Gems to the families who had commissioned
portraits—in addition to professional publications such as the St. Louis Photographer—so
only those who could afford a portrait came to embody the growing population of British
Columbia.15 Therefore, Maynard’s Gems misrepresented the racial diversity of the region by
replacing it with an expansive population of British and white-passing children.16
The Gems succeeded in appealing to Maynard’s main clientele: white middle- and
upper-class women. These elitist women thought of themselves as socially and culturally
important due to their contributions to the growth of Euro-American populations in colonial
outposts, and thus commissioned family and baby portraits as testaments to their valuable
role in society.17 While the Gems recorded Maynard’s productivity throughout the year, they
also recorded the productivity of child-bearing women in the settlements, as the growing
population of children could be tracked from year to year. These recordings also noted the
deaths of a few of those depicted; disease and danger raised mortality rates in the West, and
photography captured moments in time before children passed on so that the Gems and
portraits later became a sort of memento mori for the living to remember their loved ones by.18
The creation of the Gems marked Hannah’s descent into photography as a medium for
her meditations on death, which was influenced by her status as a mother in the colonies and
therefore only hastened by her youngest daughter’s passing in 1883. Lillie Maynard, Hannah’s
only child born in Victoria, died of typhoid fever at the age of sixteen.19 Soon after, Hannah
reportedly attended a seance in order to communicate with her daughter in the interstitial
space promised by practitioners of spiritualism, a religious movement that rose in popularity in
the Americas in the nineteenth century—at the same time as the emergence of photography.20
The belief in communication with the dead through a living medium required visible proof,
which came in the form of the new photographic technology that could immortalize the living.
According to the supporters of “spirit photography,” it could even capture the spirits of the
dead.21 Though Hannah never attempted spirit photography herself, the spiritualist movement’s
principles and practices would certainly have been commonplace in society and well-known to
her, especially since photographic records prove that she attended a convention of spiritualists
in 1886.22 Certain aspects of spiritualism can be identified in her later experiments with multiple
exposure self-portraits. These photographs, taken in her studio, are set against the backdrop of
the “cult of domesticity”—a deliberate choice, possibly influenced by the centering of spiritualist
practice around tables in domestic settings.23 Though the representation of domestic tasks may
be interpreted as a parody of societal norms, the purpose of these experimental photographs
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seems to have been an exploration of Maynard’s meditations on familiarity and death, rather
than a commentary on society’s view of womanhood.24
The harsh conditions typical of colonial life brought premature death to many families,
paining British mothers especially, as they were new to the circumstances. The years after
Lillie’s passing would bring more sorrow to the Maynard family, and with the additional deaths
of Hannah’s daughter Emma in 1888 and daughter-in-law Adelaide in 1892, Hannah began to
photograph herself and her grandson, Maynard Macdonald, in complex polypose images.25
In these images, two or more representations of the same figure appear on a single plate. One
of these polypose photos centres around both her and Maynard gazing upon their doubles,
with Hannah’s two representations wearing the same fashionable dress, hat, and gloves (fig. 3).
Maynard’s double, however, is in the form of a “photo sculpture” impaled on a decorative side
table. The photographic effect, which she called a “living statuary,” was created by whitening
people’s faces, hair, and shoulders with rice flour and capturing their portraits in front of a black
velvet background before scratching away at them until they resembled more classical busts.26
Maynard stares up at his “marble” apparition in amazement, a sentiment doubly reflected by
Hannah’s double on the left of the image. In the piece, Hannah examines the scene before her
through a lorgnette (a pair of glasses on a handle) as if she needs the aid of technology to truly
reaffirm what she is seeing.27 A framed portrait of Lillie hangs on the wall behind Maynard’s
bust. Photographs of Emma and Adelaide separate the left representation of Hannah from the
other living figures in the photograph, who stand beside an empty wicker chair—a symbolic
reminder of the painful void left behind by the deaths of their family members.28 Overall, this
work highlights Hannah’s brilliant experimentation with photography—not just in technology
and technique, but in the definition of the photographic medium itself as an instrument of
documentation and memory. As Salahub writes: “The remaining family members in this
photo want to be remembered as remembering.”29
Hannah continued to explore remembrance and mortality in her photography as she
experimented with capturing multiples of herself in various domestic spaces. Her multiples
are often connected by threads or lines that reference the spiritualist idea of the unbroken
“chain” that links the living and the dead. In a simpler self-portrait from 1895, taken against
a plain black backdrop, a continuous flower garland connects the multiple Hannahs (fig. 4).
Another image from that same year, set in a tea parlour, features four Hannahs, with a skein
of wool connecting the two “selves” that bookend the scene (fig. 5). The overall coherence of
the images—in tone, colouring, and as connected by these lines that cross the composition—
contradicts their assumed status as collaged, constructed images, challenging the viewer’s
notion of reality.
While Hannah may have parodied so-called “women’s work” in her experimentations
with photographic technology, she was well-aware of her status as a woman in a maledominated society—and especially of the ideologies of the women who made up her clientele.
Many of Hannah’s publicly displayed works, such as her Gems, take the compositional form of
crafts created by women in the domestic sphere. Her Composite photo of children superimposed
on a jug (fig. 6) was certainly meant to be visually associated with the gendered practice of
china painting.30 In order to maintain the favour of the traditionalist middle- and upperclass women commissioning her portraits, Hannah balanced highlighting her professional
accomplishments with emphasizing her status as a woman. This strategy allowed her to
proclaim herself a “Photographic Artiste” and promote her new photographic gallery in the
Daily British Colonist at a time when the only jobs advertised to women were those of a nurse
or “general work[er] in a small family.”31
The emergence of classes of British women in Western colonies solidified the social
and racial divisions that targeted lower-class and non-white settlers, while also allowing
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white women such as Hannah Maynard to transgress social norms. Hannah’s photography
documents the notions of white settler society while simultaneously defying and reinforcing
these expectations. Her photography captures the euphoria and melancholy of motherhood in
a region characterized by simultaneous population growth and high rates of mortality, which
had tremendous psychological effects on the settlers of these colonial outposts. Further studies
on the varied experiences of women in British Columbia during this time of great demographic
shifts, oppressive federal policies, and discriminatory social norms can continue to shed light
on the gendered experience of Western expansion and colonization.
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Appendix

Fig. 1: Hannah Maynard, Amelia, Lady Douglas, wife of Sir James Douglas, 1870s, glass plate
negative, BC Archives Collection, Royal BC Museum, Victoria, Canada.
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Fig. 2: Hannah Maynard, Gems of British Columbia; 1891; photo made from the children’s
portraits taken the previous year and all other years; version “B”, 1892, glass plate negative, BC
Archives Collection, Royal BC Museum, Victoria, Canada.
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Fig. 3: Hannah Maynard, Hannah Maynard and grandson Maynard MacDonald, ca. 1895,
glass plate negative, BC Archives Collection, Royal BC Museum, Victoria, Canada.

Fig. 4: Hannah Maynard, Hannah Maynard, multiple exposures, ca. 1895, glass plate negative,
BC Archives Collection, Royal BC Museum, Victoria, Canada.
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Fig. 5: Hannah Maynard, Multiple exposure of Hannah Maynard; two having tea, one holding
a skein of cotton, one taking it up into a ball, ca. 1895, glass plate negative, BC Archives Collection, Royal BC Museum, Victoria, Canada.
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Fig. 6: Hannah Maynard, Composite photo of children superimposed on a jug; done in the style
of “The Gems of British Columbia”, ca. 1880, photograph, BC Archives Collection, Royal BC
Museum, Victoria, Canada.
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“Misty Morning on Banks Lake”
By Aidan Gerkis

“ Waiting for the Tide”
By Aidan Gerkis
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Western Alienation
Victoria Flaherty

This poem, inspired by the author’s upbringing in Edmonton and time spent living in Calgary,
laments the rampant extractivism and colonial structures in the beautiful province of Alberta.
The dismay regarding the true-blue conservatism that colours much of Alberta’s social climate
and its impacts on citizens, namely in terms of the pandemic, the heteropatriarchy, and the
impacts of climate change, swirls with the author’s congruent fondness for her loved ones on
the prairies to form this love letter to her home province. Feminist, anti-capitalist, and anti-colonialist themes permeate this work, criticizing the policing of peoples’ behaviour and bodies in
prominent public life. The author poses questions about whether corruption and colonialism will
result in a doomed future that consists of oppression, inaccessible health care, environmental
disasters that amounts to the experience of an ancient Pompeiian citizen.
Where’s the inspiration in industry?
Four tires and ten toes brave winds, ever blist’ry
Flames don’t come from anywhere, but everywhere
And my hometown, but I can’t still my shivers there
Raised up on the Land of Opportunity
Like the penman of Tom Joad’s ghost in Jersey
Dogs greet us with the verve of radio city as we search for moss
To love thy neighbour is to bear a featherlight cross
Pockets of beauty require a car lease to go
No breaths were held, waiting for Vesuvius to blow
A heart sad to go would be happy to stay
Sneaking out the backdoor at the matinee
Cherished land changes hands to people with a penny
The be-all-end-all can’t be in a chevy
But I don’t hate these people,
They look like my parents.
Where’s the inspiration in steel-toed boots?
Bending backs eclipse curls tucked into suits
To run fingertips through gold, gold fields,
Unfurl them from the gold rush of steel
There have always been fears, but none quite so frantic
Follow the manual or we’ll make like the Atlantic
And if water becomes commodified,
Will my tears be auctioned before they’ve dried?
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Hands scrubbed, scrubbed, scrubbed, but they’re still red
Brushing by red lipstick on their way to break bread
I scream, scream, scream until my blood
runs
down
the mountaintop,
Hoping their covered heads turn ouest at the July chop shop
Stolen land changes hands to men who lie
I hope my final moments include a pink-cheeked goodbye
I don’t like these people,
They look like my friends.
Is inspiration a necessity?
Or is la vie en rose mere conceptual levity?
When the water rises around our ankles weights,
Maybe we’ll realize that money can’t medicate
My phone is stuck on Pacific time, but mountain standard reigns
Dreaming of being barefoot and barren on the fruitful plains
A system ridden with crises can’t be the holy doctrine
But we’re almost worse off if the system is made of caution
Everyone can’t be backwards, it must be me
They’re running ahead, around the bend—so what do they see?
The radical zealot wants his kids to b r e a t h e,
to resist a destined correctness before they teethe
Withered land changes hands to ghouls with wealth
With cracking breaths, I’ll pay for my health
I don’t get these people,
they don’t get me (What a treat!).
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“ The Horseshoe Falls”
By Andy Chugh

“Mont Tremblant for the Day”
By Meera Raman
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Highway of Gold: The Impacts of the Second World
War and the Construction of the Alaska Highway on
the Yukon
Jack Wittman
“It’s the great, big, broad land ’way up yonder,
It’s the forests where silence has lease;
It’s the beauty that thrills me with wonder,
It’s the stillness that fills me with peace..”
-Robert W. Service, 19071

Fig. 1: The Alaska Highway, Alaska Highway Archives
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iterary and historical narratives surrounding the Yukon share common motifs of its vast
size, emptiness, beauty, isolation, ruggedness, and wilderness. This seemingly barren
and desolate landmass which encompasses a large portion of Canada’s North is, however,
rich with an understated history. In fact, the Yukon is home to the earliest signs of human
presence on the North American continent, with evidence dating back to 11,000 BC.2 More
recent Yukon history has been marked by a few key events such as the Klondike Gold Rush in
1897 and the construction of the Alaska Highway beginning in 1942. Notwithstanding these
two major events, the presence of the Yukon and Northern Canada in Canadian history has
been overshadowed by developments that affected Central and Western Canada, such as the
First World War and the Great Depression. As a result, there is a general lack of understanding
of what occurred in Canada’s North during this transformative period.
This paper seeks to examine Yukon society between 1914 and 1945 and answer the
question: what was the impact of the Second World War on the Yukon? I will argue that
the Second World War reinvigorated the Yukon’s economy while upsetting the social and
political structures as a result of the construction of the Alaska Highway. This highway
essentially rebooted the faltering Yukon economy which both eased and disturbed various
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segments within the social organization of the Yukon; the settler population increased and
therefore stabilized, while Inuit and First Nations communities experienced a second wave
of colonization. Politically, the Second World War increased the overall importance and
relevance of the Yukon within Canada: federal-territorial relations were reshaped and new
policies which actively sought to ameliorate conditions in the Yukon emerged.
In order to understand how the war impacted Canada’s North, it is necessary to
comprehend the state of the Yukon between the end of the First World War and the start of the
Second. This will entail an analysis of its social and economic context, along with the political
debates surrounding the construction of a highway. Following this, I will discuss how and why
the Alaska Highway was built, and the immediate and lasting impacts of the construction of
the highway on Yukon society.
By the beginning of the Second World War, the Yukon was in a sorry state. It was
experiencing a population low of approximately 4,000 people, which was half of its size in the
Canadian Census of 1911, and a sixth of the population recorded in the 1901 Census.3 This
number would not change significantly until the beginning of the construction of the Alaska
Highway in 1942, when the population of the Yukon would start to grow again. This low can be
attributed to the collapse of the territory following the end of the Gold Rush at the turn of the
century, when over 40,000 people would leave in search for gold elsewhere.4 This had major
implications for the economy of the Yukon, which was composed primarily of metal mining
and fur trading.
By the end of the First World War, economic prospects in the Yukon were dismal.
Capital investments left with the gold seekers and government spending to facilitate economic
diversification was absent. Additionally, private companies in the Yukon were struggling
to make profits. For example, the largest dredging company in the Yukon, the Yukon Gold
Company, was running a deficit of over $1.1 million, with a net operating income at an all time
low of $508,890 compared to the millions it was earning in the early 1900s.5 The territory that
had once produced 80 percent of Canada’s gold in 1900 was now producing only 1.5 percent.6
However, the decline of the gold market coincided with the rise of silver, copper, and
lead production in the Yukon. This led to a relative degree of economic stability, albeit less
prosperous, which resulted in more permanent, smaller settlements in small towns such as
Mayo and Keno City.7 Wage labour was the lifeblood of the Yukon mining industry, accounting
for about 80 percent of the Yukon economy.8 Mining companies were able to set low wages due
to the high demand for employment among the Yukon residents. Workers were either transient
or permanently settled in one of the many small mining towns in the Yukon.
Another noteworthy industry is the fur trade, which accounted for approximately 10
percent of the Yukon economy in the interwar years.9 This was a significant industry, as it
employed the majority of the 1,500 Indigenous people living in the Yukon.10 The stability of
the fur trade depended largely on the global demand for fur, which surprisingly increased
in the interwar years to the extent that the federal government had to implement trapping
regulations.11 This allowed for a degree of stability and continuity for Indigenous communities
in the Yukon, who did not have to alter their ways of life dramatically to engage in the fur trade,
since hunting was already an integral practice in their lifestyle. Consequently, Indigenous
communities in the Yukon did not experience the effects of the Great Depression as significantly
as other populations in Canada, as they were able to sustain themselves through traditional
methods of living off of the land.12 It should also be noted that the fur trade was a seasonal
occupation for the various Indigenous communities in the Yukon. During the winter months,
some resorted to wage labour in the few mining dredges that would hire Indigenous people,
however they would remain largely on the periphery of the Yukon mining economy.13
Between the two World Wars, Yukon society was relatively stable and disconnected from
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the rest of Canada, which marked a sharp break from the days of the Gold Rush. This was most
noticeable with the disappearance of the vices associated with the Gold Rush, which had once
characterized the territory. Among the vices that left with the masses of people at the turn of the
century were gambling, prostitution, and even murder. This was bolstered by the efforts made
by missionaries, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), and the Church in small Yukon
towns to pacify and ‘moralize’ Yukon society. Prohibitions on gambling, prostitution, alcohol,
and even dance parlours were among the measures adopted by the territorial government
which would be enforced by the RCMP to pacify Yukon society.14 This is not to say that the
Yukon was lacking sources of disorder. Disruptive events in interwar Yukon society included
outbreaks of sickness, especially among the Indigenous communities, and fires which ravaged
the wooden towns with poor fire suppression systems. For example, the town of Mayo was
practically levelled because of an uncontrollable fire in 1925.15 However, these disruptions and
epidemics would pale in comparison to those associated with the construction of the highway.
Political control of the Yukon was largely centralized in the federal government through
a territorial commissioner and council.16, 17 Patronage was the mechanism through which the
federal government exercised this control, as the commissioner would be appointed by the
government of the day in Ottawa, and the council would be appointed by the commissioner.18
Between the wars, the issue of transportation was a central political debate which preoccupied
Yukon territorial politics. The economic shift from gold to silver and lead in the 1920s bolstered
the need for inter-town transportation in the form of roads, and a more robust system for
transporting mined metals outside of the territory.19 Despite this, the federal government was
reluctant to subsidize the development of transportation infrastructure because of opposition
to overspending in what was perceived to be an irrelevant territory. During this period,
debates surrounding the construction of a Northern highway to Alaska also began as a result
of the proliferation of the automobile.20 International Highway Associations were formed in
Fairbanks, Alaska, and Dawson City in order to promote the idea of a highway connecting
Alaska to the Northwestern United States through British Columbia and the Yukon.
Throughout the interwar years, various proposals and plans would be drawn up by
many parties including an advisory committee established by U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt,
the Premier of British Columbia Simon Fraser Tolmie, and the U.S. Army. Prime Minister
Mackenzie King, in his typically parsimonious and overly-cautious style of governance, was
skeptical about costly proposals; it was estimated that Canada would have to contribute $12
million for the construction of this highway. Additionally, King’s reservations about such an
expenditure was bolstered by the isolationist stance that he and the Head of External Affairs,
O.D. Skelton, pursued as Canada’s foreign policy.21 King would have to compromise on this
isolationist policy in 1938 when pressure from America and British Columbia would lead
him to establish the British Columbia-Yukon-Alaska Highway Commission headed by Charles
Stewart.22 Progress was slow in this Commission, and considerations were not taken with any
sense of urgency or seriousness until December 7, 1941.
The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour sent the United States into a frenzy. In the
immediate aftermath, military studies on the viability and strategic importance of a highway
to Alaska were reopened since there was a legitimate threat of a Japanese invasion (which
materialized in the Aleutians in 1942).23 American military and political leadership deemed it
essential for North America’s western flank in Alaska to be protected from a future Japanese
attack, which was believed to be possible as a result of the perceived Japanese naval and aerial
superiority. Additionally, the construction of a land route would enable defence materiel such
as oil, machinery, and weapons to be transported without hindrance, as air and sea routes were
jeopardized by the proximity of the Japanese attack on the United States.24 Additional rationale
behind this conclusion was that the highway followed the Northwest Staging Route, which was
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a series of airfields in Northern Canadian and American territories that transported critical
Lend-Lease materials to the Soviet Union.
The highway was approved by President Roosevelt on February 11, 1942, and by
Prime Minister King and his Cabinet on March 6, with the United States to assume the $30
million financial burden.25 In the same month, seven U.S. Army Engineer Corps regiments
totalling to about 11,000 soldiers along with 19,000 civilian personnel and contractors would
begin the construction of the highway and its passage through the Yukon.26 Geographically,
the road was divided into three sectors that would traverse the territory from Lower Post
through Whitehorse to the international boundary with Alaska (fig. 1).27 Logistically, the
construction of the highway was essentially a large procession of land surveying parties,
followed by tractors to clear the way, then bulldozers to level the terrain, proceeded by
ditching and culvert crews, and then a finishing crew.28 Construction of the 2,237 kilometer
highway was completed in a short period of 18 months. Civilian usage of the highway would
not begin until after the war, since it was used for transportation of defence materiel up until
1945.
The consequences of the massive influx of soldiers into the Yukon and the construction
of the Alaska Highway were significant; it essentially opened up the Yukon to the rest of
Canada and the United States on economic, social, and political levels. The highway redefined
the Canadian North, which (re)constructed the social structure of the Yukon, while reducing
Indigenous populations and diminishing their traditions. It introduced the Canadian North
to new forms of economic activity such as tourism while expanding the existing mining
industries, resulting in a more stable, permanent population. Additionally, because the
territory was more accessible and populous, new political attention was given to the territory.
The immediate impact of the influx of soldiers created an economic boom similar to
that of the Gold Rush, which had an unexpected yet beneficial effect on the town settlements
in the Yukon. Whitehorse, which was only accessible by rail, river, or air, became the central
(and eventually the capital) city of the Yukon because of its location along the highway. The
influx of people was overwhelming for the town’s communication, hospitality, sewage, and
electrical services, which were under-developed and outdated from the Gold Rush days. As
a result, all of the settlements through which the highway passed received substantial public
infrastructure improvements such as proper water and sewage systems, telephone lines, and
better roads from the auxiliary components of the American military which utilized the
towns.29 Further necessities for the construction of the highway such as additional access
routes, connective highways, improved airfields, oil pipelines, and telephone networks,
established a foundation for the more isolated towns in the Yukon to develop economically,
resulting in an overall ‘modernization’ of territorial infrastructure.
When the need for the Alaska Highway diminished after the threat of Japanese invasion
was negated, the economic potential of the territory began to materialize. The infrastructure
networks implemented by the Americans made the Yukon more accessible, and easier to
administrate, settle in, and exploit economically.30 This is a result of the highway itself, as
well as the rail, sea, air, and land networks that were established in its construction. Mining,
forestry, and agriculture corporations began to expand because of the increased trade with
the United States following the war, and their demand for precious metals and timber. This
in turn attracted both Canadian and American capital investments, which brought new
attention and resources to the mining sector of the Yukon economy. As a result, settlers in the
Yukon increased in number and permanency; by the beginning of the 1950s, there were just
over 9,000 people in the Yukon who were there to stay.31 The underdeveloped regions of the
Yukon began to be mined and surveyed, which was also bolstered by the federal government’s
new approach to resource development and social administration overall.32
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The emergence of the welfare state following the Second World War benefitted the
Yukon along with the rest of Canada, which was a first for the territory since governmental
policy had typically neglected it. Government policy directed towards the amelioration of social
standards emerged across Canada, including the Yukon, whose growing population required
better services for conducting livelihoods and economic activity. The need for a more developed
North also became a crucial instrument for the federal government to assert sovereignty in the
region, which was inflamed by Cold War dimensions of continental defence.33 The Yukon
would receive increased regional representation and attention through the expansion of
the Department of Mines and Resources in 1947; welfare, Indigenous, mining, and ‘special
projects’ branches were added in order to administer new governmental services across the
Canadian North.34 New services would include the proliferation of healthcare, expenditures
on infrastructure, hydroelectric development, and the administration of Indigenous services.
The war had the most adverse effect on the 1,500 Indigenous people living in the Yukon,
beginning with epidemics that spread as a result of the influx of soldiers. Diseases such as
measles, jaundice, and tuberculosis doubled the death rate of Indigenous peoples living in the
territory.35 The popularity of hunting among the masses of soldiers also decreased local wildlife
populations, which was the primary source of food for the Kluane First Nation in Southern
Yukon, causing temporary shortages.36 Diseases also impeded the ability for Indigenous
peoples to carry out their way of life, which was compounded by the virtual extinction of the
fur trade market following the war and government welfare policy which sought to assimilate
Indigenous people into the Canadian economy and society.37 Government policy struggled
to incorporate Indigenous peoples into the Northern economy and society following the war,
resulting in more aggressive assimilatory tactics such as residential schools and communal
housing, which also increased Indigenous dependence on the market economy and wage
labour in addition to eroding their traditional ways of life.38 However, with the expansion of
primary industry in the Yukon and increased access to transportation, members of the Kluane
First Nation were able to acquire wage jobs in Whitehorse or in arterial towns of the highway.
The expansion of the market economy and the welfare state in the Yukon thus contributed to
a dismantling of traditional Indigenous ways of life.
To conclude, the Second World War had a significant impact on the Yukon primarily
because of the construction of the Alaska Highway. Prior to the war, the Yukon was experiencing
a period of economic stagnation, as well as a population low. The decline of the gold industry
prompted a decline in the population, as well as a reduction in capital investment and
economic diversification. While this was occurring, other precious metals such as copper,
silver, and lead were beginning to occupy economic efforts in the Yukon. This allowed for
relative stability in the territory, albeit smaller and less prosperous than the Gold Rush days.
Society in the interwar years for wage labourers was relatively stable, compared to the earlier
days of rowdiness and lawlessness. For the Indigenous communities in the Yukon, the interwar
years were a period of continuity with traditions of living off of the land, as well as material
prosperity from the fur trade.
The hasty construction of the Alaska Highway in 1942 reversed this trend for the Yukon.
The highway created an economic boom which, along with the establishment of infrastructure
networks, set the Yukon on a new trajectory. Increased trade with the United States, as well
as capital investment expanded the mining industry, which in turn created the conditions
for more workers to settle in the Yukon. The augmented economic importance of the Yukon,
coupled with the proliferation of the welfare state, led to an increase in political attention
of the territory and governmental policies which sought to ameliorate social conditions in
the Yukon. This entailed healthcare and infrastructure spending, economic diversification,
and the establishment of hydroelectric power supplies. This also had a detrimental effect on
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the Indigenous communities in the Yukon, who were forcibly incorporated into the market
economy as well as Canadian society. Additionally, Indigenous cultures and traditions were
devastated through Canada’s settler-colonial assimilation tactics of forced communal housing,
residential schools, and commercialization of the Yukon.
“There are strange things done in the midnight sun
By the men who moil for gold;
The Arctic trails have their secret tales
That would make your blood run cold;...”
-Robert W. Service, 190739
Like many people of his time, Robert W. Service, the “Bard of the Yukon,” was fascinated
by the Gold Rush in Canada’s far north. In my opinion, the aforementioned excerpt from his
poem, “The Cremation of Sam McGee,’’ rings true to this day. Little is known of the strange
things that occurred in this territory at all and especially of any of the Arctic trails’ secret tales.
It is hard to say what anyone who experienced the Gold Rush days in the Yukon would have
thought of the onslaught of American soldiers and the construction of the Alaska Highway in
the context of the largest and deadliest armed conflict in world history. Like Robert W. Service,
my blood runs cold not only when thinking about what occurred, but by the idea that this
Arctic tale could never be told.
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Nunavut, A Promise in Progress:
A Partial Success Story of Indigenous
Self-Government in Canada
Francis L.

W

Introduction: Nunavut as a Success Story?
hen asked about the issue of Indigenous rights and reconciliation facing Canada,
Canadian Ambassador to the United Nations Bob Rae offered an optimistic
outlook of what has been accomplished so far: “We’re making progress if you
look at things like completion of secondary school among Indigenous youth and the steps
that have been taken to increase the opportunities for self-government—the creation of
Nunavut, the land-claims agreements that have taken place” (emphasis mine).1 Indeed, the
federal government shares this public perception of Nunavut as a remarkable success story:
“Different forms of governance or self-government have been negotiated in Canada. One
example is the Nunavut Agreement, a modern treaty (comprehensive land claim agreement)
where the self-government aspirations of Inuit are expressed through public government.”2 A
dominant narrative seems to have emerged within the national consciousness—or at the very
least, among non-Indigenous Canadians—depicting Nunavut as a noteworthy and successful
implementation of Indigenous self-government and a source of national pride, perhaps even
a potential model for other Indigenous groups seeking self-determination in Canada and
abroad.3
Certainly, this hopeful perspective of what Nunavut could be was expressed by many—
Canadians and Inuit alike—in the 1990s, when the project was negotiated, developed, and
finally implemented. Inuit especially felt that the beginning of their journey of self-government
on April 1, 1999 would profoundly benefit their community and personal lives.4 Despite the
widespread sanguine sentiment surrounding the prospect of innovative governance structures
combining a public government with Inuit ways of being, some scholars of Indigenous political
autonomy were more apprehensive as Nunavummiut (“the people of Nunavut”) celebrated
their victory.5
As 21 years have passed since then, it is worth evaluating the success of such an innovative
project of self-government. In this paper, self-government is defined as an instance wherein a
community with a limited jurisdiction has the capacity to manage its domestic affairs with little
interference while remaining a part of a larger nation-state. In this case, self-government in
Nunavut would entail an arrangement that entitles Nunavut to full administrative control over
its territory while still constituting a part of the larger Canadian political system. Inuit living
in Nunavut and outside observers have both acknowledged the profound difficulty of moving
past the continued imposition of settler colonialism and achieving a prosperous political
destiny on Nunavummiut’s own terms. Indeed, according to a recent Maclean’s article, “the
initial euphoria among Inuit for Nunavut has faded... Many aspects of the ambitious project
remain unfulfilled, leading many Inuit... to doubt they can still realize their aspirations through
the territorial public government.”6 Social and economic problems have continued to vex the
Government of Nunavut (GN) and afflict Inuit to a disproportionate degree; even a cursory
glance at the numbers, the facts, the research, and the anecdotes on the ground expose the
harsh political reality entailed by governing the country’s largest geographic jurisdiction.
Thus, I pose the question of whether the experiment of self-government has actually
succeeded: How should we understand the impact of the Nunavut Act and the Nunavut Land
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Claims Agreement Act (NLCA) on Nunavummiut and especially Inuit living in Nunavut? Is
it possible to reconcile the accepted political consensus that the exemplary achievement Inuitdominated public government represents and the persistence of its administrative challenges
and human suffering? What more can be done to address such a politically uncomfortable
reality?
This paper primarily explores the first question of whether the experiment of
Indigenous self-government in Nunavut has been successful since its creation in 1999. Given
that over twenty years have passed since the implementation of Nunavut’s innovative and
unprecedented form of governance, the benefit of hindsight engendered by the passage of time
can inform whether Nunavut has indeed lived up to its original political aspirations and the
Canadian government’s expectations.
I will argue that self-governance in Nunavut has only been partially successful when
measured against three thresholds of success: political integration, cultural resurgence, and
socio-economic prosperity. Briefly, these thresholds will consider whether Nunavut was
able to exist as a self-governing political entity within the larger framework of the Canadian
state, promote the values defining Inuit ways of being, and improve the living conditions of
Nunavummiut, respectively. I will first provide a brief history of Inuit relationships with early
European settlers and eventually the Canadian state leading up to the division of the Northwest
Territories (NWT) and, ultimately, the creation of the territory of Nunavut. Afterwards, I will
discuss why I chose to use these barometers of success, before moving on to examine how well
Nunavut has satisfied each. I will begin by showing that the first threshold of success, political
integration, has been partially met: though some degree of autonomy and considerable
decentralization through a public government has allowed for Indigenous self-government
to function within the structural constraints of the Canadian political system, the lack of full
devolution of power over lands and resources, as well as administrative difficulties due to
the high demand for bureaucratic labour, has prevented Nunavut from achieving its aim of
domestic independence from the Canadian state. I will then turn to my second threshold of
success, cultural resurgence, and argue that this was also only partially met, as there has been
a substantive integration of Inuit traditional knowledge in the administrative and governing
processes of the Legislative Assembly of Nunavut, as well as the state protection of Inuit
languages, through official status—albeit limited by the Euro-Canadian logics inherent to
Westminster governance structures and undermined by its lacklustre public education system.
Moving on to the third threshold of success, socio-economic prosperity, I will make the case
that despite the best efforts of the Nunavut legislature, it has hitherto failed to rectify the
settler-colonially inflicted suffering and economic marginalization of Inuit—as reflected in the
high rates of illiteracy, poverty, crime, illness, and suicide in many Inuit communities across
the territory.
Given the scale of the challenges Nunavut and Canada face, I will discuss the road that
lies ahead: I believe the onus falls on the federal government to help Nunavummiut achieve
their dream of prosperity and sustain their ways of life on their own terms. I will conclude by
suggesting potential avenues for further research and possible challenges on the horizon for
Nunavut and Canada, concluding by presenting a more hopeful case about how transformative
work in the Arctic can continue, embodying the same inspirational ideals of self-government
and reconciliation Nunavut has always represented.

Background: The Historical Context of Nunavut
Inuit life in North America predates the arrival of the earliest Europeans by thousands of years,
with archaeological evidence tracing their history up to 2000 BCE.7 It is worth mentioning that
Inuit, both pre-contact and certainly today, have been far from homogeneous, encompassing a
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large ethnic group spread across what is now known as Russia, Alaska, and Greenland.8 In fact,
not all Inuit in Canada live in Nunavut, residing also in northern Québec and Labrador.9 Inuit
were generally able to survive in the cold climate through their traditional lifestyle of hunting
and fishing and for the most part lived undisturbed, prospering for most of their history.10
Although the first Europeans arrived in the 1000s CE—namely, the Scandinavian
Vikings, and later European fishing ships and explorers from around the 1400s—it would not
be until the mid-1800s when their impact began to be felt by Inuit communities resulting from
the introduction of lethal European-borne diseases.11
The Canadian state entered the picture in 1870, when it acquired Rupert’s Land—
which included much of the land where Inuit lived—from Great Britain. However, being
excluded from the 1876 Indian Act, Inuit were able to mostly avoid the disastrous policies of
the early Canadian settler-colonial state, especially the Macdonald administration.12 It was,
in fact, over half a century later in the 1940s when the Canadian state began implementing
its integrationist project in the Arctic, which roughly coincided with the last major wave of
white settlers from the South—missionaries and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, as well
as teachers and public servants.13 Disruption of Inuit ways of living accelerated in the 1950s
and 1960s: families were relocated to “communities” run by non-Inuit government officials,
children were forcibly separated from their parents to attend missionary residential schools,
large-scale capitalism and wage labour eroded their traditional economies, and there were
efforts to assimilate Inuit and other First Nations living in the High Arctic.14 As Légaré argues,
“The social welfare system installed by the Canadian government, while designed to help
Inuit, shattered or disoriented a society that had been previously socially stable. A rash of
social problems emerged from the dramatic changes in lifestyles and livelihood... Inuit lost
control over their daily affairs. They had become wards of the State.”15
In the 1970s, as the federal government increasingly prioritized the devolution of
the NWT,16 which included current-day Nunavut before 1999, Inuit began to resist Ottawa’s
colonial efforts.17 They did so by creating the pan-Canadian organization, Inuit Tapirisat
of Canada, to push for land claims in the Eastern Arctic and pursue the “Nunavut Project”,
which sought to carve out an Inuit-majority self-governing political jurisdiction from the
NWT. Facilitated by the Supreme Court’s 1973 Calder decision recognizing unextinguished
Indigenous title to land, the proposal to create what would become Nunavut would be achieved
after three referenda, ratified through the Act to Divide the NWT and Create the Territory of
Nunavut, and officially created through the Nunavut Act in June 1993, shortly before the end
of the Mulroney government.18 Inuit organizations, joint Inuit-government co-management
bodies, and a public government were officially institutionalized through the Nunavut Political
Accord and the NLCA19—the latter of which “enjoys constitutional status under section 35 of
the Constitution Act” and “sets the framework for governance throughout Nunavut.”20

Methodology: Explaining the Thresholds
A common thread running through the project of Indigenous self-government is the need to
ensure that Indigenous peoples gain the capacity to pursue their political destiny on their own
terms and address the needs of their communities using traditional knowledge rooted in their
ways of being. One of the objectives outlined in the preamble of the NLCA is “to encourage
self-reliance and the cultural and social well-being of Inuit.”21 From this, I draw the three
thresholds of political integration, cultural resurgence, and socio-economic prosperity from
a broad interpretation of self-reliance, cultural well-being, and social well-being, respectively.
These three key goals are, of course, necessarily interrelated. The first threshold of political
integration concerns the practical constraints inherent to the existence of Canada as a nationstate sovereign within its territorial bounds: self-government, in the case of Indigenous
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peoples in Canada, would entail a considerable degree of compromise with the country at
large, to the extent required to meaningfully allow a given Indigenous political community
to govern themselves without interference from or dependence on the federal and provincial
governments. The second threshold relates to the Indigenous peoples’ struggle for cultural
survival in the context of a changing world, their restorative project of reclaiming their identity,
land, and ways of being, and their larger pursuit of healing from the traumatic consequences of
settler-colonialism. The last threshold addresses the immediate social and economic challenges
confronted by the GN, as demonstrated by the inequalities between Inuit and Indigenous
peoples in Canada and settler Canadians in terms of various metrics of human development,
as well as the continued disproportionate suffering of Indigenous peoples from crime, poverty,
sickness, and depression. This paper considers an experiment in Indigenous self-government
successful if the Indigenous nation as a political entity can function autonomously within the
larger framework of the Canadian state, has restored their traditional ways of being in their
communities, and is effectively addressing their people’s legitimate concerns related to health,
welfare, and safety.
Canada’s complex political structure makes it difficult to completely integrate
Indigenous traditional knowledge into the governance structures of whatever self-governing
Indigenous political jurisdiction is feasible22; the more pragmatic avenue of “Indigenizing”
pre-existing Western administrative structures and Westminster governance (as opposed to
building entirely new political systems) will necessarily impede the creation of an Indigenous
government, especially in areas where Indigenous and Euro-Canadian worldviews conflict.
Similarly, due to the unbalanced nature of Canadian federalism wherein Ottawa exercises
considerable fiscal power relative to the provinces and territories, a trade-off exists between
political autonomy and the improvement of socio-economic conditions on the ground: only
the federal government has the financial capacity to invest in Indigenous communities’ public
and social infrastructure. Unfortunately, the massive levels of expenditure required to alleviate
human suffering and liberate Inuit from spiralling cycles of unemployment, poverty, crime, and
depression can only be undertaken by a political entity with access to the resources and tax base
of the entire Canadian economy; an unprecedented level of inter-jurisdictional cooperation—
far outpacing the efforts of a relatively small self-governing Indigenous community—may be
required.
Given these trade-offs, any Indigenous government would necessarily be forced to be
selective about the initiatives it can pursue and is limited in the political choices it can make;
either cultural vitality or community well-being may need to be prioritized at the expense
of the other, especially without considerable financial support from the entire country. For
instance, the development of mineral resources and the extraction of fossil fuels could be a
potential solution to GN’s current fiscal problems, but the untold environmental damage this
causes would likely violate Inuit’s sacred relationship to their land and traditional ways of life.
This discussion demonstrates the difficulty of constructing a self-governing Indigenous polity
within the Canadian state. Yet it should, in theory, still be possible through a delicate balance
of external assistance from the federal government and internal administrative competence,
to succeed on all three indicators. For instance, a self-governing Indigenous jurisdiction
could certainly thrive if it could benefit from a resurgence of collective Indigenous cultural
consciousness and a self-sustaining, prosperous society.23 Given the progress that selfgovernment in Nunavut has already accomplished, there may be reason to investigate how
remarkable of a success story Nunavut has actually been in the past two decades, perhaps
yielding insights into how exportable this model may be and how the intergenerational legacy
of Canadian settler-colonialism can be further dismantled.
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Threshold 1: Political Integration
The main reason why most Indigenous communities do not enjoy a significant degree of
self-government has been the difficulty of navigating the complexities inherent to Canadian
sovereignty, Canadian federalism, and the Canadian Constitution. In this regard, the
very existence of Nunavut—considering both its size and the wide-ranging powers of its
government—is already impressive. On paper, at least, the Legislative Assembly of Nunavut
has political jurisdiction over the administration of criminal and civil justice, hospitals,
the management and sale of land, direct taxation, licensing, property and civil rights,
education, and “all matters of a merely local or private nature in Nunavut.”24 Furthermore, the
establishment of the Nunavut Consolidated Revenue Fund gives the GN considerable fiscal
autonomy in its spending power,25 and the territory has its own judiciary with substantial
jurisdiction—the Nunavut Court of Justice and the Court of Appeal of Nunavut, whose justices
are appointed by the Premier of Nunavut.26 Finally, additional provisions explicitly mention
that any inconsistency or conflict between the NLCA and any other law is resolved in favour
of the NLCA.27
Such a high degree of political autonomy, power, and jurisdiction certainly makes
Nunavut an exceptional case, made possible by the territorial status of the Eastern Arctic28:
all the federal government had to do was enact a statute to create Nunavut. Although this
does technically mean that the Parliament of Canada could dissolve Nunavut and that the GN
cannot amend its own constitution,29 there is de facto self-government in Nunavut due to the
constitutional power of norms and conventions in Canada. The power to unmake Nunavut
is unlikely to ever be used by the federal government—Liberal or Conservative—as this
tool is “arguably as dead a constitutional letter as its nominal power … to disallow provincial
legislation”30, and Parliament would likely agree to amend the Nunavut Act on Nunavummiut’s
behalf much the same way as the UK would have done for Canada before patriation.31 In this
sense, being a “creature of statute” has been more of an advantage than a liability for Inuit,32
allowing them to bypass the obstacles of federalism that most other First Nations face.
The biggest issues thus far have concerned the political and administrative aspects of
self-government. Labour shortages have also been a consistent challenge for the GN since
1999, as vacancies in essential bureaucratic positions abound and very few Inuit are qualified
to work in the territorial public service due to an insufficient level of formal education and
skills. The few Inuit with formal education are often drawn to employers other than the GN,
who can offer higher wages. Meanwhile, hiring experienced public servants from the South
encounters other obstacles—namely, the unappealing nature of working in a place so remote
with few opportunities or amenities. Compounded further by a high turnover rate, the lack of
administrative capacity has considerably hampered the ability of the GN to effectively govern
its political jurisdiction. All of the GN’s powers to determine Nunavut’s political destiny on
Inuit terms mean little if there is an ineffective bureaucracy able to adequately enforce the
legislation.33
Bureaucratic vacancies have had a domino effect on many other administrative areas.
Efforts toward decentralization, with the opening of over 400 positions and the transfer of
over 700 public employees outside of the provincial capital, Iqaluit, have had mixed success,34
but due to the inability of hiring staff from the local community,35 the policy quickly became
controversial and is no longer pursued as an explicit goal of the GN.36
In fact, the bureaucratic incapacity of the GN was cited as the main reason why the
federal government refused to continue devolution negotiations: the federal government’s
perception that the GN lacked sufficient human resources to adequately govern itself is unlikely
to end any time soon.37 A major implication of this, in turn, is the heavy economic reliance of
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the GN on block grants from Ottawa. As there is no industry—agricultural, manufacturing,
commercial, or otherwise—and little modern infrastructure in the territory, and since hunting
is no longer sufficient to support an entire regional economy on its own, the GN does not
have enough tax revenue to sustain itself and would go bankrupt without federal funding.38 In
fact, Nunavut is “the most fiscally dependent jurisdiction in Canada” with 90% of its budget
effectively paid by Ottawa,39 and the GN is currently spiralling into deficit spending.40
The general lack of economic development, public infrastructure, and human resources
due to settler-colonialism has impeded the realization of self-government in Nunavut and Inuit’s
dream of attaining meaningful self-determination. While Inuit should celebrate achieving the
difficult task of implementing a system of government that can function within the Canadian
constitutional structure on paper, it appears that a long journey remains before Nunavummiut
can take advantage of this power to pursue their own political destiny. The first threshold
of success, then, has only been partially met: for now, the next challenge is to find talented
individuals who can fill the many vacant bureaucratic positions and perhaps request that the
Government of Canada begin developing their territory through infrastructure investments in
the near future.

Threshold 2: Cultural Integration
A major driver of the project of Nunavut was, naturally, the notion of creating a government
of Inuit, by Inuit, and for Inuit—that is, on Inuit terms, in Inuit language, and for the
promotion of Inuit culture.41 In that regard, Inuit traditional knowledge, also known as Inuit
Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), plays a crucial role in the political process of Nunavut. Literally
translated as “that which has been long known by Inuit,”42 IQ is arguably “the idée fixe of
Nunavut politics” and the foundational principle of the GN,43 if not the entirety of public life
in Nunavut. Comprising eight core principles—most notably, Inuuqatigiitsiarniq (“respecting
others, relationships and caring for people”), Aajiiqatigiinniq (“decision making through
discussion and consensus”), Piliriqatigiinniq (“working together for a common cause”), and
Avatittinnik Kamatsiarniq (“respect and care for the land, animals and the environment”)44—
IQ starkly deviates from Western norms and approaches to governance.
As a result, it has been an onerous challenge to incorporate broadly defined Inuit
societal values—often interpreted differently by each Nunavummiuq (resident of Nunavut)
and difficult to translate into policy.45 Rather impressively, however, the system of government
in place in Nunavut today, referred to as “consensus government,” is almost completely
different from those found elsewhere in Canada, especially from the federal and provincial
governments. As there are no political parties, all candidates run as independents. The premier
is selected through a secret ballot of the elected members and only has the power to shuffle
and assign portfolios. There is little cabinet solidarity and no party discipline, whipping votes,
or opposition in the legislature. Instead, committees have considerable political influence and
function much more smoothly than in more conventional Westminster systems. The legislature
sits in a circle, and debates are very civil, with little heckling or other disrespectful behaviour.
Perhaps akin to deliberative democracy that emphasizes consensual decision-making, the
democratic process embedded in the GN is certainly innovative,46 and its very existence within
the greater Canadian political framework is laudable—especially given the context of public
government, wherein all residents of Nunavut, including non-Inuit Canadian citizens, are
given a political voice.47
However, the fact remains that the incorporation of IQ into the institutional
framework of the GN has been far from perfect, being “very much a Westminster parliament,
modified in important ways to be sure, but its essence lies in the operative principles of British
parliamentarism not in Inuit culture.”48 The concentration of power in the hands of the first
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minister—albeit not to the same degree described by Savoie49—and the limited power of nonministers, the confidence convention, the single-member plurality electoral system, and the
cabinet’s control over all appointments and spending still characterize Nunavut’s political
system.50 The same can be said about the territorial bureaucracy, which continues to be
influenced by modern Weberian structures of organization:
The rigidly hierarchical, command-and-control structure, the emphasis on office-holding
rather than personal authority, the formal rules, the demarcation of the private from the public,
the aspiration to neutral analysis, the expectation that ideas will be routinely and aggressively
challenged, and other essential elements characteristic of Euro-Canadian government
administration sit uneasily with the precepts of IQ.51
Such incompatibility between the structures directly responsible for realizing policy
initiatives on the ground and the fundamental political principle supposedly undergirding
Nunavut’s democratic process only compounds the administrative problems confronted by
the territorial bureaucracy discussed earlier.52
Another aspect of cultural resurgence is certainly the revival of Inuit languages in
everyday life53—perhaps, in some ways, akin to the efforts of René Lévesque’s Parti Québécois
government to empower the French language in Québec. On paper, there is a substantial
degree of protection enjoyed by Inuit language, considering its official status alongside English
and French by the Official Languages Act.54 Specifically, two languages in the Inuit language
family—Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun—have been explicitly promoted by Inuit Language
Protection Act since 2008.55 As a result, Inuit languages have generally not been as threatened
or in decline relative to other Indigenous languages.56 However, the use of Inuit languages
has unfortunately dropped in the time span between the last two censuses (2011 and 2016):
the proportion of Nunavummiut who spoke Inuktitut as their mother tongue declined from
67% to 62%, while the proportion of Nunavummiut who spoke Inuktitut most often at home
from 52% to 49%.57 This may be due to the limited teaching of Inuktitut in schools, currently
being taught from grade one to four, after which English becomes the primary language
of the curriculum.58 As a result, the education system fails to teach younger generations of
Inuit effective language skills in either the English or Inuit languages—an effect undoubtedly
compounded by the low graduation rates and the dearth of Inuit teachers.59 In turn, given
the shortage of high-skilled Inuktitut speakers, the English language has continued to be the
primary mode of communication in the territorial bureaucracy.60
It appears, then, that the attainment of Inuit cultural vitality remains a challenge
for Nunavut society. The endurance of Euro-Canadian governance structures throughout
the political and especially the administrative institutions of Nunavut, as well as an
underperforming public education system, appear to have substantially obstructed potential
breakthroughs for Inuit cultural values into territorial politics and life at large. However, the
remarkable adjustments made to the Westminster system, undoubtedly shaped and inspired by
Inuit worldviews, should not be understated: Nunavut’s distinct political process demonstrates
that Inuit have come a long way in making their government truly their own. Therefore, the
second threshold has only been partially met: a distinctly Inuit political culture has yet to
completely embed itself into Nunavut society and Inuit languages have yet to become the
working language of everyday life in the territory.

Threshold 3: Socio-Economic Prosperity
Perhaps the most pressing issue facing the GN—and arguably, carrying the greatest moral
imperative—is the systemic marginalization and suffering of many Inuit in the Eastern Arctic.
Though Nunavut has one of the highest GDP per capita levels among the provinces and
territories of Canada,61 it is far behind the rest of the country across multiple metrics of human
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development. As aforementioned, the rate of high school graduation is low, as is the literacy rate;
in fact, the proportion of university graduates among Inuit is only around 2%. Infant mortality
is much higher and life expectancy much lower than the national average. The living costs are
incredibly high, made worse by the shortage of housing in the Eastern Arctic. Furthermore,
the rates of unemployment, poverty, crime, incarceration, family violence, violence against
women, sexual abuse, drug addiction, and welfare dependency have consistently been much
greater than the national average. This, in turn, may be related to health issues such as alcohol
consumption, lung cancer, dental decay, and clinical depression. In fact, the suicide rate has
actually increased since 1999, with Nunavut having the highest suicide rate in the country—80
per 100,000 compared to only 12 for the whole country. Young men, especially, are prone to
deaths of despair, the suicide rate being over ten times higher at 824 per 100,000. Given such
an imbalance of human development in Nunavut relative to Canada at large, Nunavut’s socioeconomic indicators are similar to those of a less developed country like Egypt or Romania.
Perhaps the most tragic aspect of all this is the reality that conditions have not significantly
improved for Inuit since the creation of Nunavut and are unlikely to substantially change in
the near future, especially given the federal government’s current priorities in handling the
current public health crisis and the economic recession.62
Undoubtedly, this speaks to the long-lasting intergenerational legacy of settlercolonialism and the project of cultural genocide and assimilation, as evidenced by similarly
low scores on human development indicators among First Nations peoples in general. Kral
and his colleagues argue that kinship, the foundational core of Inuit ways of being and living
for thousands of years, has been eroded by the actions taken by the federal government
over the last century.63 The forced relocation of countless Inuit families onto settlements far
from the land they had been connected to for countless generations and the separation of
children from parents through the residential school system has profoundly disrupted Inuit
society. Sadly, the impacts of such heartless colonial policies are still being felt today—perhaps
even compounding over time through the staggering prevalence of diseases of despair and
an epidemic of mental illness reminiscent of the viral spread of tuberculosis and smallpox a
century ago.
Clearly, on this benchmark, there has been little to no success: in fact, what has unravelled
since 1999 was far from a source of pride for the country, but a shameful tragedy that Canada
should have absolutely done more to prevent. There has arguably been little the GN could
have done given its lack of financial means and resources to alleviate the economic conditions
trapping so many Inuit in a spiral of untold suffering. The federal government should take
greater responsibility for the role that it played in harming Indigenous communities throughout
the country, if not for much more. The onus of redress falls to Ottawa, to Parliament, and to
the Cabinet of Canada: there can be no effective self-government—wherein a government of
Inuit, by Inuit, and for Inuit pursue their political destiny on their terms—without the federal
intervention required to rectify the impact of its settler-colonial policies.

Discussion: Where Should We Go from Here?
The sheer magnitude of the challenges that lie ahead is certainly intimidating, if not bleak and
disheartening. Even two decades after the great experiment of self-government in Nunavut
began, Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s words still ring true: “Whether it is educating your
fast growing population, alleviating poverty and social breakdown or building the capacity
within your own government to address these challenges, you have your work cut out for
you.”64 Clearly, much progress remains to be achieved on all of these fronts, and it is difficult to
suggest what can be done to alleviate the conditions of life among Inuit Nunavummiut.
There are several measures that the GN could consider. One of the most immediate
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concerns is the vacancies in the public service that prevent the territorial administration
from functioning at full capacity. Better education, training, and pay, which could resolve this
issue to a considerable extent, all require better leadership and bureaucracy—not to mention
smarter spending. In turn, such a cycle of impaired governance only exacerbates the suffering
of Inuit communities who need state assistance the most. One possible means of escaping this
loop is a resurgence of Inuit ways of being that can bring the territory together through a spirit
of solidarity and hope. The role of inspirational leadership in motivating a population toward
a common political goal cannot be understated, and history has shown that societies with a
high sense of political purpose have accomplished what previously appeared to be impossible.
In this regard, phasing out Euro-Canadian processes of governance that may alienate Inuit
from their own government and entrenching a Charter of Inuit Rights that more explicitly
articulates IQ (beyond the symbolic vision it currently represents) may be the first steps to
unlocking the emancipatory political potential of self-government in Nunavut.
Perhaps the best way to begin is to reassess the original conception of Inuit selfgovernment in Nunavut and what it intended to accomplish. Taking a second look at Chrétien’s
words, the people of Nunavut may have fared better had there been a realization in the country
that “we have our work cut out for us”: The Governments of Canada and Nunavut should
have worked together to tackle the daunting obstacles to Nunavummiut’s political integration,
cultural resurgence, and socio-economic prosperity. The amount of financial assistance granted
by the federal government to the territorial government has been demonstrably inadequate,
and until a self-sustaining economy with a reliable degree of self-sufficiency is actualized, there
appears to be a substantial need for greater investment into the Eastern Arctic.
Two possible means of transforming Nunavut into a self-reliant jurisdiction, for
instance, involve large-scale state-funded projects: the expansion of the welfare state and
the construction of modern public infrastructure. With regard to the former, Ottawa could
potentially help develop a sovereign wealth fund for Nunavummiut tied to its abundant natural
resources—especially precious metals and minerals65—and even aid in the implementation of
a basic income program for Inuit to offset the high costs of living in the Far North and increase
their purchasing power.66 Alternatively, the Government of Canada could consider subsidizing
the price of food and other basic necessities to improve the health of Inuit communities. Such
a massive inflow of capital should be complemented with federal initiatives toward building
affordable public housing, electrifying the region, linking the isolated population through a
network of modern roads and highways, ensuring universal access to high-speed internet to
Nunavummiut, and eventually connecting the disparate communities through high-speed rail
(i.e., a better alternative to airline travel). Obviously, this would require an extent of expenditure
far exceeding current spending on block grants to the GN, but investing the effort—difficult
as it may be—into developing an economy that can stand on its own feet may be worth it in
the long run, being cheaper than recurring bailouts of a jurisdiction perpetually on the verge
of bankruptcy without external fiscal aid. Teaching the GN how to fish in a new economy, as
opposed to simply giving them fish every year, is a better approach that may even pay for itself
in the future.
However, such interventionist policies could re-entrench a new form of colonialism,
fostering an even greater degree of dependence on the settler-colonial Canadian state and
precipitating a situation of greater subordination and oppression. Certainly, if the end goal
of self-government in Nunavut was Inuit sovereignty in the Arctic—one upheld by a radical
resurgence of Inuit ways of being—then any action taken by the Government of Canada to
pursue projects in the Far North, even if to improve the conditions of Inuit, would encounter
ethical dilemmas and may be considered a (neo-)colonial imposition of Euro-Canadian
thinking. Yet given the apparent need to draw on the public pool of resources at Ottawa’s
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disposal to correct for the failures of the free market in the Arctic, self-government must be
reimagined all the more as a partnership built on mutual trust. Echoing the Summary of
the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, I believe that the innovative
project of Nunavut can succeed only through the spirit of cooperation in good faith: “To
the Commission, reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful
relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country. In order for that
to happen, there has to be awareness of the past, acknowledgement of the harm that has been
inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change behaviour.”67 This requires that the
Government of Canada avoid the racist, controlling paternalism that has historically defined
its treatment of First Nations Peoples and instead embrace a reparative approach of justice and
redress moving forward. The onus is on Canada to embrace a truly transformative vision of
Indigenous rights and self-government.

Conclusion: A Reason for Hope
In 1999, the GN published the Bathurst Mandate,68 which outlined the objectives it aspired
to realize by 2020. It set out four broad interconnected goals: healthy communities, simplicity
and unity, self-reliance, and continuing learning. Unfortunately, as the year 2020 has come
and gone, a considerable amount of work remains to be done before this hopeful vision of
Nunavut can be achieved.
Much of the difficulty appears to stem from the interconnected nature of Nunavut’s
problems, each compounding the effect of the next. For instance, the lack of economic
development in the Far North severely reduces the size of the tax base the GN must work with,
which in turn depresses its fiscal capacity. As a result, the GN cannot afford to hire skilled
public officials it desperately needs or even pay high enough wages to reduce its turnover rate.
Impaired by its many vacancies, the bureaucratic administration cannot as effectively address
the needs of Inuit who most feel the impacts of the struggling Arctic economy. Widespread
despair among Inuit communities that stems from unemployment, high living costs, and
housing shortages only exacerbates the destructive intergenerational legacy of settlercolonialism—namely, the disproportionate levels of crime and incarceration among Inuit, the
breakdown of Inuit structures of family and kinship, and the staggering rate of suicide among
Inuit young men, in particular. As a result, success across all three thresholds of political
integration, cultural resurgence, and socio-economic prosperity remains out of reach at the
moment.
Certainly, the relatively low scores across multiple indicators of human development,
health, and well-being are shared across all colonized people in North America. Although
the diverse experiences of colonialism make it difficult to meaningfully compare Inuit in the
Eastern Arctic with other First Nations, it has generally been the case that the traumas of settlercolonialism continue to harm Indigenous communities in Canada, slowing their efforts to heal
from the wounds inflicted on them over several centuries. Even today, the restorative progress
of Inuit (and all First Nations at large) is threatened by the continued interest of the Canadian
state in the extraction and exploitation of the resources in their lands (and perhaps even
their human labour). Truly, capitalism has always been a profoundly disruptive force in Inuit
traditional ways of being, and it appears that the challenges faced by the GN may only grow.
It is difficult to predict to what degree neoliberalism, reactionary populism, and the politics
of white resentment may adversely impact Inuit communities. Rapidly rising temperatures
in the Arctic are also bound to create obstacles that the GN cannot overcome without an
unprecedented level of federal assistance, which is not guaranteed given the rightward shifts in
the national political climate. In the long term, as climate change is a collective action problem
requiring international cooperation on a global scale, the Government of Canada itself can
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only do so much on its own to alleviate the damaging effects of the steadily melting Arctic ice
caps, although it certainly could be doing more.
As will be discussed in the next essay in this journal, the role of the federal government
and the Supreme Court in the realm of Indigenous self-government is also worth considering.
Without the willingness of Mulroney and Chrétien in the 1990s to embark on the innovative
project Nunavut represented and the Calder decision recognizing unextinguished Indigenous
title,69 the Nunavut Act and the NLCA may never have passed and the territory never created.
Given that the Progressive Conservative Party collapsed in 1993 and has since been absorbed
into the Conservative Party of Canada in 2003, there likely exist substantial differences in
policy preferences between the Liberals and the Conservatives with regard to issues affecting
First Nations—as the Idle No More movement in 2012 against Harper’s majority government,
Indigenous mobilization against the Conservatives in the 2015 election, and recent comments
about residential schools by the current Conservative leader, Erin O’Toole, demonstrated.
While Nunavut may not be an exportable model for Indigenous self-government in
other parts of Canada, let alone the world, due to the distinct history and culture of Inuit—not
to mention their ability to bypass the complex constitutional structure of Canadian federalism
as residents of a territory—certain conclusions can be drawn about how Canadian conceptions
of sovereignty may be reshaped in the decades ahead. Instead of understanding sovereignty as
indivisible, the existence of Nunavut as a self-governing territory within the Canadian nationstate may point to the possibility of recognizing that sovereignty can be both divisible and
shared, wherein both Inuit and Canada can both have a claim to sovereignty in the Eastern
Arctic. Indeed, this may have further ramifications for how we conceptualize multiculturalism,
as the integration of non-European governance structures may test the limits of Canada’s
interpretation of cultural pluralism. These are all subjects worth investigating by political
theorists and scholars as more time passes for Nunavut to mature into a polity in its own right.
Although self-government in Nunavut has been argued to have only been a partial success at
best, I believe that the failure to realize the entirety of Inuit’s original vision does not discount
the work that was already done: the perfect should be the enemy of the good. Challenges that
remain should inspire greater political action, and it should be noted that attaining any selfgovernment at all within Canada—let alone one recognized by the federal government—is a
victory worth celebrating. Given the obstacles Inuit confronted in achieving as much as they
did, it speaks to the incredible resilience of Inuit community to have survived the destructive
project of settler-colonialism, retain their ways of being and dignity as an Indigenous Nation,
and successfully negotiate Canada’s largest settled land claim agreement.70 Furthermore, it
cannot be overstated how impressive it is that the GN has not completely collapsed under
the weight of its onerous fiscal and administrative dilemmas, but has instead managed to find
some success in negotiating a considerable degree of political power within its own jurisdiction
through the Nunavut Act and in integrating IQ into its governance structures. Indeed, Nunavut
arguably does live up to its name, which means “our land” in Inuktitut,71 truly belonging to
Inuit in a way that upends the original colonial intent of settler Canadians past.
Embedded within the preamble of the NLCA is perhaps a deeper willingness to
pursue a redemptive project of restorative justice, not just on the part of Inuit in the Eastern
Arctic, but also Canadians at large. It is worth remembering, though, that such ambitious
aspirations will take time to attain, and perhaps the Bathurst Mandate may have been too
optimistic when imagining Nunavut society in 2020; even in provinces, it took several decades
before achieving a self-sustaining modern economy and substantial administrative capacity.72
Arguably, the have-not provinces in the Maritimes are still highly dependent on equalization
transfer payments from the federal government.73 All Nunavut may need is a couple more
decades to mature as a political community and nation, and the exceptional commitment of
69

Inuit political leaders to fulfilling their dream of self-government gives us a reason to hope.
IQ, if interpreted as “the combining of the traditional knowledge, experience and values of
Inuit society, along with the present Inuit knowledge, experience and values that prepare the
way for future knowledge, experience and values,”74 can lead the way forward for Inuit as they
wisely navigate the perilous future ahead and pragmatically adapt to a changing world, as they
always have for several millennia.
In retrospect, there is still merit to the national pride many Canadians express,
including the Government of Canada itself, about the landmark achievement Nunavut
represents, potentially beginning a new chapter in the country’s history. Inuk politician Aluki
Kotierk recently told Macleans, “It was Inuit who changed the map of Canada, all in a peaceful
manner. ... When you look at how maps are changed around the world, it often involves war
or civil strife. Yet we were able to do that within Canada with no war. It’s important that we
remember that—particularly that it was young Inuit that got together to have this big dream.”75
The spirit of peace and cooperation, from which the idea of Nunavut could emerge, convinces
me that the promise of Nunavut already in progress—though partially fulfilled now—can
be realized the rest of the way through, transforming the ways of being of Inuit and settler
Canadians alike.
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Not Within but Between:
The Dilemma of Adjudicating Aboriginal and Treaty
Rights within the Canadian Constitution
Isabel Klassen-Marshall
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Introduction: Why not Within?
ollowing years of tireless advocacy by multiple Indigenous Nations, the constitutional
entrenchment of Aboriginal and treaty rights in the Canadian Constitution through
the inclusion of section 35 was seen as a success in the movement for the recognition
of Indigenous sovereignty. The purpose of section 35 is to recognize and affirm Aboriginal
rights, yet, since its repatriation in 1982, the constitution and section 35 court cases seem
to have accomplished little in recognizing and enacting Indigenous sovereignty and selfdetermination. This paper seeks to explore why section 35 has failed to affirm Aboriginal and
treaty rights, despite its intention to do so. 1 Specifically, this paper asks: Why has the Canadian
constitutional order and judicial system not been able to affirm and adjudicate an expansive
version of Aboriginal and treaty rights? Through an overview of Canadian Supreme Court
cases regarding section 35 of the Canadian Constitution, I will demonstrate that the Court
lacks consistency in their definition of Aboriginal and treaty rights, and rarely understands
these rights as deriving from a foundation of Indigenous sovereignty. Consequently, the
Court’s consistent assumption that the Crown has title to and ultimate jurisdiction over socalled Canada limits the Supreme Court’s ability to adjudicate in a manner that truly affirms
Aboriginal and treaty rights.
This paper will begin with a brief historical exploration of the concepts of Indigenous
and Crown sovereignty as well as treaty-making. I will then progress into three arguments
concerning why s. 35 and the Canadian Constitution are presently incapable of ensuring
expansive Aboriginal and treaty rights. The first argument, inspired by Anishinaabe legal
scholar Aaron Mills, is that the Canadian Courts are internal to a constitutional contract and
lifeworld that many Indigenous Nations have not consented to be a part of, yet they continue
to be defined and limited by this lifeworld via Court decisions such as R. v. Van der Peet and
R. v. Sparrow.2 The second argument is that even when Indigenous practices are procedurally
incorporated into the Canadian Courts, Indigenous lifeworlds are generally subjugated to
a dominant Canadian liberal lifeworld, and are thus generally unable to be translated and
adjudicated upon in a manner that is consistent with their original purpose. I am limited
in terms of my understanding of Indigenous lifeworlds, due to my position as a settler and
a student who is still in the process of unlearning the liberal lifeworld. Nevertheless, I will
attempt to expand this argument through a brief analysis of Six Nations’ land disputes. The third
argument is more practical and less conceptual than the first two. I argue that the infringement
on sovereignty and disproportionate impacts that Indigenous Peoples face within the justice
system go beyond s. 35 cases, due to the inherently reactive and incremental structure of
the Courts, the structural challenges of an individually-based legal system to accommodate
community representation, and the overcriminalization of Indigenous people in Canadian
prison systems. A brief counter argument about the possibility of the inclusion of Indigenous
sovereignty within the Canadian Constitution will be considered and rebutted on the basis of
the argument’s entrenched liberalism.
Based on these arguments, I will ultimately assert that the fundamental challenge to an
expansive and consistent understanding of Aboriginal and treaty rights on the part of Canada
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is the continued insistence of viewing treaty relationships and the rights they imbue within a
domestic constitution. This leads to the implication that treaties, if truly understood as Nationto-Nation agreements, must be understood within the framework of international political
negotiation rather than within the Canadian constitution.

Understanding Treaty-making and Indigenous and Crown Sovereignty
Prior to contact with European colonizers, the diverse Indigenous Nations that lived on Turtle
Island (so-called North America) were organized by robust political systems. These political
systems are created and maintained by constitutional orders, and are operationalized in
teachings, laws, philosophies and jurisdictions.3 Each of these constitutional orders consists
of documents or sources of some kind, and often include oral records.4 The fact that these
constitutional orders and their associated systems of government and law were not subject to
the authority of another nation did not change with colonization.5 Even after Canadian efforts
to assimilate them through the Indian Act,6 Indigenous constitutional orders remain intact and
operative to this day, including the Haudenosaunee Great Law of Peace, Mi’kmaq teachings of
the Seven Nations, Anishinaabe constitutionalism and Aadizookaanan, and the Adwaak and
Kungax of the Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en Nations to name a few.7
As the persistence of Indigenous legal orders and lifeworlds demonstrates, Indigenous
Nations are sovereign nations. Although the concept of sovereignty originated in Europe, the
idea of authority over a jurisdiction is applicable in the governance of Indigenous Nations.
However, the nature of this authority is often understood more collectively than resting
in the figure of one individual, as it is understood in most European conceptions.8 Many
Indigenous Nations in so-called Canada asserted their sovereignty through treaty-making
with representatives of the British Crown. Through treaty-making, Indigenous constitutional
orders have been recognized in their authority by the British Crown and its successors.9
Whether or not treaties were signed with Indigenous Peoples, their constitutional orders
persist, and Indigenous rights and responsibilities are vested within them.10
An example of treaty-making can be seen through the Treaty of Niagara in 1764, when
multiple Indigenous Nations in the Great Lakes region engaged in diplomacy with the British
Crown. According to scholar John Borrows, the need for the Treaty of Niagara as a ratification
of the Royal Proclamation of 1763 is a strong indicator of Indigenous political power and
sovereignty.11 When the treaty is understood through its oral sources in combination with
its written form, it is clear that Indigenous ratifiers of the treaty, such as Chief Minavavana,
understood the treaty to affirm an interdependent Nation-to-Nation relationship.12 This
relationship came with obligations to be fulfilled on both sides in order to maintain a peaceful
coexistence, and was not understood by Chief Minavavana to denote any form of surrender of
Indigenous sovereignty or acceptance of British domination.13
However, this understanding and persistence of the sovereignty of Indigenous
Nations has been denied and continues to be avoided by British and Canadian settler society
and institutions, including the Canadian Courts. Despite the document’s recognition of
Indigenous political power, the Royal Proclamation of 1763 is founded upon and describes
an assumption of British sovereignty on Turtle Island.14 The original British assertion of
sovereignty over Turtle Island continues to be founded upon the Christian supremacist
Doctrine of Discovery which stipulated that Christian explorers could legitimately claim title
to any land not occupied by Christians. This religiously-justified approach to colonization
continued throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as British law, Canadian law
and “Indian policy,” including the Indian Act, was influenced by social Darwinism and white
settler supremacy.15 These notions assumed that Indigenous Nations “had neither the requisite
law nor intellectual inclination to have possessory interests in the territories they occupied,”
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thus denying Indigenous sovereignty and its exercise via treaty-making.16 This denial can
be seen in judicial decisions such as St. Catharines Milling and Lumber Co. v. R.17 in which
the connection between Indigenous occupancy of land and title to that land was severed, as
“tenure of the Indians was a personal and usufructuary right, dependent upon the good will
of the sovereign.”18 The idea of a benevolent sovereign power positions settler society as the
adjudicator of Indigenous “rights,” despite these rights deriving either from treaties between
two constitutional orders, or simply the prior existence of Indigenous constitutional orders
and sovereignty. As long as the underlying title of the Crown is not questioned, treaty rights
will not be able to be affirmed and adjudicated exclusively within the Canadian constitutional
order.

Contracting Without Consent
Although Canadian institutions generally understand treaties as static contracts from
which rights can be generated, Aaron Mills asserts that treaties are not contracts, but rather
constitutional associations that coordinate different political communities.19 The relationship
between the interdependent parties to the treaty is what should be prioritized and must be
generally upheld, and the exchanges of rights within that relationship are to follow.20 The
Canadian liberal order and its adjudication via the Courts is based on European notions of
the social contract. Mills understands the social contract as vesting protection in a sovereign
ruler or state in order to assure mutual security, with the threat of violence acting as the reason
for ultimate sovereign authority over the population As such, society loses the need for actual
relationships and severs accountability to one another.21 Thus, Mills argues that the deliberation
of treaties as “contracts” by the Courts, within the enforced Western social contract is vested
in a wider structure shaped by the threat of violence.22 When this version of a social contract
is imposed upon Indigenous Nations without consent, the attempt to prevent one form of
violence instead commits itself to another: violence against Indigenous constitutional orders
by subjugating them.23
Since treaties do not negate Indigenous sovereignty and exist between constitutional
orders, not within a single one, a constitutional model based on the Crown’s underlying title
assimilates Indigenous people into the Canadian liberal lifeworld and its social contract,
violating the terms of these treaties. Even if treaties are to be understood as “contracts,” the
partner in these treaties changed without the consent of Indigenous Nations. For example, in
R. v. Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, English Justice Lord Denning’s
decision stated that the Crown’s obligations to Indigenous Nations under the Royal Proclamation
of 1763 and other treaties were now owed by the Crown in the right of Canada, rather than its
original right of the United Kingdom.24 According to Lord Denning, the Crown had become
divisible “through constitutional use and practice” and thus the Crown’s treaty obligations
were no longer binding on the Crown in the right of the United Kingdom as they were “applied
and confined to their territory.”25 The consequences of this decision meant that treaties were
now understood to be between First Nations and Canada rather than First Nations and the
Crown, erasing a complex relationship that had existed for centuries. It is worth noting that
another justice, Justice Kerr LJ, offhandedly reduced treaties to intra-constitutional documents
by stating that “they were not treaties between sovereign states” thus demonstrating the
continuing denial of Indigenous nationhood that is central to the British and Canadian social
contract.26 Both Justices’ idea that the Crown’s sovereignty became divisible with the British
North America Act of 1867, or at least the Statute of Westminster of 1931, was not one that was
ever communicated to the Indigenous parties of treaties with the Crown, nor was it necessarily
evident to the majority of settler society at the time. As a result of court decisions such as this,
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once again, First Nations were placed into a new “contract” without their consent.
Treaties continue to be litigated in the Canadian Courts in such a way that only the
rights deriving from them, and not the treaty relationships themselves, are being litigated.
The adjudication of Aboriginal and treaty rights within the Canadian constitutional order
means that these rights are being defined, limited and infringed upon according to the values
of a constitutional framework that does not understand the multiplicity of Indigenous legal
orders and their ways of being and knowing.27 This is demonstrated in the court case R. v.
Van der Peet, which created a test to determine Aboriginal rights that saw treaties and the
rights deriving from them as historically-rooted, and thus having existed prior to contact with
European colonizers.28 The “integral to a distinctive culture” test put forth in R. v. Van der
Peet [1996] means that a panel of non-Indigenous justices operating within the Canadian
constitutional order have the ability to define what it is to be Indigenous as they define a
“distinctive culture” and what is integral to it. This definition includes that “to be integral,
a practice, custom or tradition must be of central significance to the Aboriginal society in
question” and that “the practices, customs and traditions which constitute Aboriginal rights
are those which have continuity with the practices, customs and traditions that existed prior to
contact with European society.”29 Anishinaabe lawyer and legal scholar Sara Mainville points
out how this emphasis on pre-contact rights and activities “challenge[s] the goal of protecting
the inherent right to self-government of Aboriginal societies.”30 This temporal, fixed-in-time
emphasis is contrary to Indigenous understandings of their own continuous constitutions
since time immemorial, and the rights and obligations deriving from them. The “integral
to a distinctive culture” test relies on teleological understandings of societies that relegate
Indigenous cultures to the past, allowing the Canadian courts to define Indigenous Nations
and their cultures and rights within a Western understanding that ignores the lack of consent
of Indigenous Nations.
Not only have they created a test to define and limit Aboriginal and treaty rights,
but the Canadian Courts have also maneuvered a method for the Canadian government
to infringe upon these rights. In Sparrow v. the Queen [1990], the Court created a test to
determine what constitutes a justifiable infringement of an Aboriginal right. In order to justify
the infringement of an established Aboriginal or treaty right, the infringement must have a
“valid legislative objective” and must be done with “the honour of the Crown,” allowing for
the possibility of treaty violations and essentially changes to “contracts” without Indigenous
consent.31 This ability to define Indigenous rights and then infringe on these rights ultimately
derives from the unfounded Canadian claim of Crown sovereignty and title to land across
Turtle Island. In Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia, the Court stated that “at the time of
assertion of European sovereignty, the Crown acquired radical or underlying title to all the
land in the province.”32 Thus, Canada’s assertion of sovereignty impedes Canadian Courts from
productively activating concepts that are at least discursively meant to aid and affirm Aboriginal
and treaty rights. For example, legal concepts such as the “honour of the Crown” or the “duty
to consult” are framed as acting in service of the aforementioned rights. Yet the concepts never
afford any veto power to Indigenous Nations, and thus do not allow for Indigenous Nations to
unilaterally uphold their sovereignty, as there can be no consent without the option to veto.33
This assertion of Crown sovereignty along with the assimilation of Indigenous Peoples in the
contract of the Canadian Constitution allows the Courts to litigate Aboriginal and treaty rights
through concepts that deny Indigenous sovereignty. In R. v. Van der Peet, the Courts defined and
limited Aboriginal rights, and in R. v. Sparrow, they allowed them to be infringed upon. This
demonstrates that, in every s. 35 case, the Courts fail to fully recognize and affirm Aboriginal
rights, such that one lifeworld has ultimately decided the definition and regulation of another.
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Subjugating Lifeworlds and Translating Law
Many legal scholars and some Supreme Court Justices have advocated for the inclusion of
Indigenous legal practices and concepts within s. 35 court cases to allow for more balanced
rulings in favour of expansive understandings of Aboriginal and treaty rights. However,
incorporating Indigenous legal practices into the Canadian judicial system will not lead to
harmonious results, as the inclusion of Indigenous legal concepts within this system requires the
subjugation of Indigenous lifeworlds to the Canadian lifeworld. For Aaron Mills, Canadian law
and its adjudication and concepts exist within the liberal contract-oriented lifeworld in a way
that directly opposes Indigenous lifeworlds that are grounded in “rooted constitutionalism.”34
Rooted constitutions, according to Mills, are grounded in the land on which they operate and
prioritize the earth and relations to all living beings within their lifeworld.35 Alternatively,
the Canadian Constitution comes from a history of alienation from the earth as shown by its
ability to be transplanted from its European origins onto Turtle Island. This opposition can be
seen in the function of Indigenous legal orders versus the Canadian legal order, as the function
of Indigenous systems of law is to “maintain the relationships that hold creation together,”
whereas the function of Canadian law is to contract in order to prevent violence.36 		
This conceptual opposition manifests itself in how the meaning of Aboriginal and treaty
rights is interpreted in the Courts. As explained above, many Indigenous constitutional orders,
and thus treaties made through and with them, were recorded orally and through material
culture such as wampum belts, meaning that the content of treaties are never exclusively
textual. Although the Courts have begun to recognize the necessity of including extra-textual
evidence in their adjudication of Aboriginal and treaty rights, they are still constrained by the
common law lifeworld in general. Anishinaabe-Métis lawyer and legal scholar Aimée Craft
argues that even when employing the method of “statutory interpretation” when deliberating
on treaties, an approach which is meant to include the context and intentions present during
the creation of an act of Parliament, the Court still privileges Crown understandings of treaties
on the whole.37 This is because Indigenous understanding and concepts must be translated
into common law concepts. In R. v. Van der Peet, for example, the Court stated:
In assessing a claim for the existence of an aboriginal right, a court must take
into account the perspective of the aboriginal people claiming the right... It
must also be recognized, however, that that perspective must be framed in
terms cognizable to the Canadian legal and constitutional structure.38
This qualification of being “cognizable to the Canadian legal and constitutional structure”
requires the translation of Indigenous legal concepts into Canadian terms, a practice that, if it
does not outright deny Indigenous legal concepts, often negates their original intention.
Perhaps the most blatant example of misunderstanding Indigenous legal constitutions
and practices is demonstrated in Delgamuukw v. British Columbia [1991].39 Chief Justice Allan
McEachern of the Supreme Court of British Columbia dismissed the argument of the Gitxsan
and Wet’suwet’en peoples for title to their land based on what he considered to be a lack of
adequate documentary evidence. This case demonstrates that how societies practice history—
an integral part of creating a lifeworld—is put on trial in the courtroom. For example, Gitxsan
and Wet’suwet’en lifeworlds convey their constitutions and histories through material and oral
mediums such as the Adwaak and Kungax.40 In his judgement, Justice McEachern distrusted
these mediums due to their embeddedness in culture and matrilineal kinship, as well as
their oral form. McEachern demonstrated his misunderstanding and lack of respect for these
legal practices in his dismissive statement “this is a trial, not a performance,” and ultimately
privileged written sources over these oral sources.41 These comments and decisions fit with
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Mills’ assertion that when the Canadian liberal lifeworld attempts to include Indigenous
lifeworlds, it subjugates them and denies or translates away the original significance of
Indigenous concepts.
The naturalization of the Canadian liberal lifeworld is demonstrated by McEachern’s
stance that sees colonial documents and evidence as “objective” accounts, and Gitxsan and
Wet’suwet’en understandings of the past as “too emotional and too political.”42 These notions
of objectivity are codified into legal language through liberal lifeworld concepts such as the
hearsay rule, which dismisses evidence that does not come directly from the witness, thus
dismissing oral history.43 In what could be considered as an opening to a new possibility
for affirming Indigenous sovereignty, when Justice McEachern’s decision was appealed, the
Supreme Court of Canada came to the conclusion that McEachern did not give sufficient
weight to oral evidence, partially due to it failing the Van der Peet test, and judged that the case
should go back to trial. The very structure of court challenges as the site for adjudication of
Indigenous rights and sovereignty within the Canadian lifeworld, however, require enormous
amounts of time and resources in which Indigenous nations are forced to explain their lifeworld
within another. Over twenty years later, the case has yet to go back to trial.
Moreover, the division between the public and private is another element of the liberal
lifeworld that influences court decisions, as what is seen as public can fall under the Crown’s
purview, whereas what is understood as private often does not. It is not a division that was
agreed upon in most treaties, yet Indigenous Peoples have once again been anachronistically
contracted into this facet of the Canadian liberal and capitalistic lifeworld without their consent.
This structural mechanism of the Canadian lifeworld is focused on resource extraction and
land alienation which undermines Indigenous sovereignty and even Canadian concepts of
Aboriginal rights. For example, the Canadian legal fiduciary theory and one of its derivatives,
the “duty to consult,” cannot be imposed on non-state actors, including natural resource
institutions whose interests undermine Indigenous sovereignty.44 This separation of private
interests and public adjudication, as well as the disconnection from the earth, can be seen in
Quebec (Attorney General) v. Canada (National Energy Board) decision:
While there is a fiduciary relationship between the federal Crown and the
aboriginal peoples of Canada, the function of the Board in deciding whether
to grant an export licence is quasi-judicial and inherently inconsistent with
the imposition of a relationship of utmost good faith between the Board and a
party appearing before it. The fiduciary relationship between the Crown and
the appellants thus does not impose a duty on the Board to make its decisions
in the appellants’ best interests, or to change its hearing process so as to impose
superadded requirements of disclosure.45
A “fiduciary” relationship, one of unequal power imbuing certain obligations from the more
powerful party to the less powerful, is contradictory to the treaty relationships of equal partners
entered into between Indigenous Nations and the Crown. Similarly, making public land
private changed the terms of treaties without Indigenous consent and prevents the possibility
of Indigenous legal concepts operating on Indigenous land.
At a more conceptual level, Cree lawyer Mary-Ellen Turpel argues that the entire
human rights paradigm within the Canadian constitutional discourse creates tension with
Indigenous lifeworlds.46 These rights are developed individually, whereas many Indigenous
lifeworlds understand values and responsibility in a more collective system of mutual aid.47
Once again, the Indian Act, in what could be considered a manual of the Canadian lifeworld
in its relationship with Indigenous people, imposed the representation of Indigenous Nations
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through the colonially constructed institution of the elected band council.48 Band councils
were created through the Indian Act and are not created or maintained by, nor derive authority
from, Indigenous constitutional orders, inhibiting traditional community representation and
preventing the successful translation of Indigenous law into the Canadian system. 49
In a Nation-to-Nation relationship, the Canadian lifeworld cannot achieve justice if it is
always the one adjudicating Indigenous lifeworlds, regardless of whether it tries to understand
the Indigenous lifeworld in question. Mary Ellen Turpel explains this concept in a way that
makes one consider the individual power justices have in the Canadian judicial system:
If choices are personal (and therefore cultural), can the judge weigh a value
system which is culturally different? Can a judge know a value which is part
of an Aboriginal culture and not of her own? The extent to which anyone can
know the basic differences as opposed to identifying difference, especially when
functioning in an institutional role defined as deciding the supreme law of a
state is a fundamental problem for constitutional analysis.50
Turpel’s fundamental intervention exposes the space between being able to identify difference
versus the ability to know—and understand—the significance of that difference. Canadian
Supreme Court justices are able to identify that all Indigenous legal orders differ significantly
from the Canadian legal order, and that these differences should be accommodated in some
way. However, justices have not framed their decisions in a manner that demonstrates an
understanding that Canadian law is not sufficient for this accommodation. In essence,
affirming treaty rights requires negotiation between two lifeworlds, or else risks subjugating
the lifeworld that is being accommodated and thus not fully respected on its own terms.

The Courts Beyond Section 35: Criminalization and Organization
Canadian Courts are unable to properly affirm and adjudicate Aboriginal and treaty rights in
part because of the way they are organized as an institution. Canadian Courts only respond
to and adjudicate upon injustices once they have been committed, demonstrating how the
judicial system is inherently reactive. This reactive structure facilitates the breach of underlying
treaty relationships and their associated obligation, in a way that undermines both Indigenous
understandings of treaties and rights and Canadian conceptions about Indigenous rights.
Courts recognize Indigenous rights incrementally case-by-case, and also overcriminalize
Indigenous people through criminal cases external to s. 35 constitutional cases.
A historical and current example of overcriminalization and the futility of the Canadian
courts in affirming Aboriginal and treaty rights can be seen at 1492 Land Back Lane resistance
in Caledonia, Ontario. The land that is currently under dispute at 1492 Land Back Lane was
promised to the Six Nations in the Haldimand Grant of 1784. The Haldimand Deed has
not been taken as precedent in multiple relevant judicial decisions despite the fact that, as
Haudenosaunee historian Susan Hill demonstrates, the Crown, the Mississaugas, and multiple
government representatives and committees affirmed support for Haudenosaunee land title in
the Grand River area. They agreed that “it was the duty of the Crown to confirm what Haldimand
had promised.”51 Shortly after its inception, subsequent colonial administrator General Simcoe
ignored the precedent of both the Haldimand Deed and the general understanding of the
responsibilities of a continuing Nation-to-Nation Crown-Haudenosaunee relationship, an
erasure that Six Nations denounced via leader Joseph Brant.52
This early misinterpretation of the Haldimand Deed set the precedent for future
settler understandings of Haudenosaunee land tenure, allowing for decisions that stripped the
Haudenosaunee of their rightful title, such as Davey et. al. v. Isaac et. al.53 and John Voortman
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& Associates Ltd. v. Haudenosaunee Confederacy Chiefs Council [2009].54 Today, land that was
once promised to the Six Nations people is being developed by a private company. What’s
more, resistance by Six Nations to this project is seen as illegitimate by the Canadian Courts,
unless it is done through a court system that has a history of relying on dubious precedent.
Moreover, the prolonged duration of the court process means that a judicial decision about
land ownership will only be made after the land has begun to be developed, negating the
reason for protecting it in the first place. Finally, the cases above demonstrate examples
of settlers reneging on their own precedent when it suits them. They also show that when
Canadian Courts only recognize Aboriginal and treaty rights incrementally and on a case-bycase basis, they are adjudicating the rights rather than the relationship itself. Most importantly,
they are doing so after the treaty relationship is irreversibly breached rather than negotiating
proactively in a way that acknowledges the sovereignty of each party.
The participation of Indigenous peoples in the Canadian judicial system, often without
Indigenous consent, goes far beyond s. 35 cases and their constitutional implications. In terms
of criminal law, Indigenous peoples are overrepresented in the Canadian carceral system.55
A full explanation for this overrepresentation is out of the scope of this paper, but the main
sources can be traced to colonialism and its interconnections with systemic discrimination,
socio-economic marginalization and “culture clash,” which can also be interpreted as a clash
of lifeworlds.56 Evidently, efforts to incorporate Indigenous constitutional orders cannot only
touch on s. 35 cases. Furthermore, some Canadian judges have taken the disproportionate
incarceration rates for Indigenous people as an opportunity to reframe treaty relationships,
and to argue that Indigenous peoples should face justice within their own constitutional
order whenever appropriate. Criminal adjudication within the Canadian system leads to
overrepresentation, denies sovereignty, and furthers systemic inequalities within so-called
Canada. The Honourable John Reilly addressed this conflict in reference to his adjudication
over Indigenous “offenders”:
My jurisdiction over this offender is an anomaly. He should be answering to
his own judicial system. The process of attrition by which Canada has assumed
jurisdiction over him is contrary to the legality of the historic relationship
between Euro-centric Canada and Aboriginal Canada. I only assume jurisdiction
by reason of necessity. I find that in doing so I must give recognition to his
traditional laws.57
In trying to emphasize Indigenous laws, Reilly states that he will “emphasize healing and
teaching in passing sentences and only resort to imprisonment (the equivalent of banishment)
as a last resort.”58 Conversely to Judge Reilly’s statement, Canada’s current judicial system
is not necessarily equivalent to “traditional” banishment, demonstrating how the issue of
including and translating Indigenous legal orders goes beyond s. 35 cases. It is thus clear that
infringements on Indigenous sovereignty exceed disputes covered in s. 35 cases, and affect
Indigenous peoples individually and collectively. The Canadian judicial system as a whole,
not just the Constitution or s. 35, is ill-equipped to adjudicate on issues involving Indigenous
peoples due to its structure, participation in systemic discrimination, and subjugation of
Indigenous lifeworlds.

Counterargument: The Possibility of Dual Sovereignties?
There are multiple possible counterarguments, from many different political perspectives,
that reject my claim that the Canadian constitutional order and its judicial system is unable
to affirm an expansive version of Aboriginal and treaty rights. If an individual holds an
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unshakeable belief in Canada’s unfounded and settler supremacist assertion of sovereignty
over Turtle Island, then this paper has no chance of convincing them otherwise. However,
the more substantial counterargument that I will address is that the multiple sovereignties of
Canada and Indigenous Nations can be reconciled within the Canadian Constitution, as it is
itself multi-jurisdictional in terms of French and English legal traditions that span both civil
and common law.
This insistence on the multi-jurisdictional nature of the Canadian legal system often
implies a lack of belief in the feasibility of a Nation-to-Nation relationship outside of the
Canadian constitutional order. For example, legal scholar Richard Stacey argues that “we
should embrace constitutional Indigenous rights as a vehicle for Indigenous sovereignty,
because it brings federalism and Indigenous rights together as a theoretically coherent
foundation for Indigenous self-government in Canada.”59 Stacey’s emphasis on sovereignty and
the goal of Indigenous self-government is contradicted by the phrase “in Canada,” as Canadian
federalism necessitates that Indigenous self-government operates within the Canadian system
rather than alongside it. Stacey states that federalism “allows regional differences in political
ideology to be reflected in the governments that provincial electorates choose.”60 Although the
numbers of Indigenous elected officials at the provincial and federal level is growing, effective
self-government would not be possible to most Indigenous Nations, except perhaps Inuit in
Nunavut, due to demographics preventing this type of recognition through Canada’s electoral
system. Even if demographics allowed for stronger Indigenous representation, Indigenous
constitutions would be reduced to “political ideologies” and would still be forced to exist
within the federalist Canadian liberal constitutional order without their consent, rather than
through a Nation-to-Nation relationship.
Stacey himself uses liberal political theory to argue for Indigenous representation.
He uses individualistic liberal political theory concerning the rights of “morally autonomous
creatures” to argue that Indigenous peoples should be able to define themselves, rather than
basing this claim in pre-existing Indigenous sovereignty. In the same liberal vein, Stacey also
calls on Canada’s commitment to liberal equality and “the multicultural heritage of Canada”
in order to argue that Indigenous peoples have a claim to collective political recognition.61 The
absorption of Indigenous sovereignty into Canadian multiculturalism is another attempt at
assimilation, in which Stacey translates Indigenous sovereignty into a liberal understanding
and thus continues the subjugation of Indigenous lifeworlds to the Canadian lifeworld.62 The
recognition of Indigenous Nations as cultural groups rather than sovereign Nations further
allows for the subjugation of lifeworlds and the breaking of treaties, demonstrating how a
diversity of legal thought in the Canadian liberal lifeworld can undergird the dispossession of
Indigenous Nations.

Conclusion: Calls for a Nation-to-Nation Relationship
This paper has argued that the fundamental challenge to the Canadian judicial system
affirming an expansive understanding of Aboriginal and treaty rights is their adjudication
within the Canadian constitutional order and judicial system. Beginning with a brief historical
overview of the Indigenous and Crown sovereignty and treaty-making, I demonstrated that
Canada’s unilateral assertion of sovereignty and jurisdiction over Turtle Island necessarily
denies Indigenous sovereignty and thus commitments made in treaties. I then argued that
Indigenous Nations and their rights continue to be defined and limited by a Court that should
not have jurisdiction over them. This structure does not afford an expansive understanding
of these rights because the Canadian Courts have operated within a constitutional order and
contract that many Indigenous Nations did not consent to be a part of. Secondly, I argued
that even when Indigenous legal concepts have been included in the Canadian Courts, they
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have often been subjugated to the Canadian lifeworld and are thus unable to be translated and
adjudicated upon in a manner that is consistent with their original meaning.
Finally, this paper argued that the infringement of sovereignty and disproportionate
impacts that Indigenous Peoples face within the Canadian justice system go beyond s. 35 cases,
due to the inherently reactive and incremental structure of the Courts, the structural inability to
accommodate community representation, and the overcriminalization of Indigenous peoples
across so-called Canada. A counterargument about the viability of recognizing Indigenous
sovereignty within the Canadian Constitution was considered and rebutted on the grounds
that the argument, like the Courts, was grounded in liberal ideology and concepts. These
concepts can only recognize Indigenous Nations and their legal orders as cultural groups
within a Canadian lifeworld, rather than as sovereign Nations and constitutions negotiating
with Canada, and thus cannot effectively affirm and strengthen Aboriginal and treaty rights.
The overall implication of this argument aligns with what many Indigenous Nations
and scholars are calling for today: the adjudication of disputes within a Nation-to-Nation
international negotiation framework rather than within the Courts. The Six Nations land
defenders at 1492 Landback Lane are one such example. 63 Although this paper has not
addressed how this negotiation would be conducted, Indigenous legal scholars such as Sara
Mainville and John Borrows have respectively suggested the possibility of returning to treaty
tables or councils, and returning to the Royal Proclamation of 1763, including its ratification
at the Treaty of Niagara, as the most fundamental agreement between First Nations and the
Crown.64
The injustices that Indigenous peoples continue to face across Canada, both
as individuals and Nations, will continue as long as their Aboriginal and treaty rights are
adjudicated within a single domestic framework rather than through the international treaty
relationships that ground them. However, there is hope for a renewed international relationship
between Indigenous Nations and Canada, as Indigenous leaders and scholars continue to map
this way forward, and some settler Canadians are beginning to realize the necessity of such a
relationship to ensure a safe and healthy future for all people living on this land.
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