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Doris J. MacKinnon 
Assignment 2 

 
 

Literature Review 
 
This literature review seeks to answer the question… 

What can settler allies do to work collaboratively and effectively with Indigenous 
communities towards reconciliation?  

 
This is a question that I have returned to many times, as I forge my own path to 
reconciliation. That path has led me to a study of the history of Canada’s Indigenous 
people, as I seek to understand where we have been as a divided country — and where 
we might go as a united country. 
 
During a presentation in Alberta in 2015, Justice Murray Sinclair, Chair of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, explained the challenges experienced by residential school 
survivors very poignantly and, interestingly, very simply. According to Justice Sinclair, in 
the Indigenous journey to self-actualization one must answer 4 questions: 

 
Where do I come from? 

Where am I going? 
Why am I here? 

Who am I? 
 
These are very basic questions that most human beings, whether consciously or not, 
seek to answer. For Canada’s Indigenous peoples, however, when their relationship 
with Euro-North Americans evolved from trading partner, to military ally, and finally to 
ward of the government by way of increasingly prohibitive legislation, their freedom to 
discover their own distinct answers to these 4 critical questions was thwarted.  
 
Throughout this review, the theoretical will be balanced with the practical application of 
theory. Within this framework, the review is structured along broad themes that are 
currently at the centre of debate and activism, both in Canada and internationally, on 
matters of post-colonial reconciliation with Indigenous peoples.  
 
Before beginning the discussion, it is necessary to provide explanation for some of the 
terminology that will be used in this literature review.  
 
Indigenism: This term refers to several different ideologies associated with Indigenous 
peoples. It can be used in a political context or descriptively. In this document, it rerfers 
to the political activism that Indigenous theory and history generates.  
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Indigenous: The dictionary definition of this term is “originating or occurring naturally in 
an area; native.” There has been a recent shift in scholarly work and in some segments 
of Canadian society to this term from the term Aboriginal; while this term is not 
universally acknowledged by Indigenous people as their preferred term, in this 
document Indigenous is used to discuss Aboriginal people.  
 
Non-Indigenous: When referring to those in North America who are not Indigenous, 
many use the term non-Indigenous. However, that term strikes me as implying “non-
person.” In historical writing, I prefer to use the term Euro-North American. However, 
in present day that term is no longer accurate as so many newcomers do not come 
from Europe. Thus, for the purposes of this review, the term non-Indigenous will be 
used to refer to any person who is not Indigenous.  
 
Mainstream: In discussions about Indigenous history, culture, epistemology and 
leadership the descriptive term for these categories in the non-Indigenous world is 
often mainstream. While I don’t fully agree with this categorization as it privileges non-
Indigenous categories, I have chosen to continue with this term for this literature 
review because, quite frankly, I have not yet identified a more appropriate term.  
 
 

Indigenism 
A term that has emerged in recent history is “Indigenism.” Like feminism, Indigenous 
activism is inspired by those who seek to right the relationship between non-Indigenous 
and Indigenous people. This activism often attracts a broad and diverse group of 
people. Like other human rights movements, Indigenism relies on international 
organizations to resist the incursions of individual states (Niezen 2000; Battiste 2004; 
Niezen 2003; Garroute 2003). Radical Indigenism relies on the theories of post-
colonialism (to a point) in asserting that non-Western people all over the world have 
(and had) intellectual traditions. There are those who think that post-colonial theorists 
are still mired in the theories of academic colonialists, and that Indigenous knowledge is 
viewed as “primitive” whereas western knowledge is “factual” (Garroute 2003). While 
Indigenous theory requires that researchers work with assumptions drawn from 
Indigenous philosophies, the practical applications of Indigenism seek to right the 
relationships between treaty people (both Indigenous and non-Indigenous) by drawing 
attention to the broken agreements as we consider the “politics of recognition” 
(Dombrowski 2002).     
 
One of the most recent practical examples of Indigenism in Canada is the Idle No More 
movement. The manifesto of Idle No More states that “The state of Canada has 
become one of the wealthiest countries in the world by using the land and resources. 
Canadian mining, logging, oil and fishing companies are the most powerful in the world 
due to land and resources. Some of the poorest First Nations communities (such as 
Attawapiskat) have mines or other developments on their land but do not get a share of 
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the profit” (http://www.idlenomore.ca/manifesto; National Post 2013). In its simplest 
form, what the Indigenism of Idle No More is seeking is to mobilize the politics of 
recognition.  
 
Realistically, even if not justifiably, proponents of Indigenism and the supporters who 
demonstrated in the Idle No More movement walk a fine line in Canada. Mainstream 
Canadians do not like to entertain, or to recognize, the idea that they may harbour 
racism and that the privilege of colonialism still persists for mainstream Canada, and 
that the harshness of colonialism still persists for Indigenous people. Furthermore, 
mainstream Canadians are uncomfortable with demonstrations that threaten our image 
as a peace-making nation. Perhaps it is this “uncomfortableness” that prevents many 
Canadians from becoming informed about Canada’s history in its entirety.  
 

Indigenous History 
At the core of every positive relationship is the fact that the parties have knowledge of 
each other’s history, values and culture. If a relationship is damaged, it cannot really be 
reconciled if the parties do not have a clear understanding of the issues that caused the 
damage.  
 
Given that Indigenous history has for the most part not been viewed as an integral and 
valid component of Canadian history, and therefore not often included in provincial 
curriculums across the country, it is a reasonable conclusion that the majority of 
Canadian residents have only superficial understanding of that history.   
 
It was not until the 1970s that historians sought to understand the history of North 
America’s Indigenous peoples from their perspective. Until that time, historians had 
largely believed that Indigenous culture was static and that, because theirs was an oral 
history, it was not equal to western history. In fact, most believed that Indigenous 
people were a commodity of the fur trade and would not survive beyond that trade 
(Giraud 1986; Morton 1973; Innis 1970). However, increasingly, Indigenous history is 
being recorded either by Indigenous people themselves, or as told by them (Ahenakew 
1973; LaRocque 1975; Dion 1979; Erasmus 1999; Dickason 2002 – 3rd edition; Carter 
2011; Mountain Horse 1979).  
 
More recently, scholars have also been exploring aspects of Indigenous culture and 
identity in ways that have served to expand the depth of knowledge about Indigenous 
peoples in North America. This broadened understanding has increasingly been 
incorporated into mainstreams classrooms (Kermoal 2016; Chartrand 2002; Devine 
2004; Adams 2013; Garroutte 2003; St-Onge, Podruchny and MacDougall 2012; 
Racette 1996).  
 

A practical example of initiatives that aim to ensure that all students have an 
understanding of Indigenous history is that announced by the government of Alberta 
recently (2016). That government acknowledged the Calls to Action of the Truth and 

http://www.idlenomore.ca/manifesto
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Reconciliation Commission by announcing that it will invest $5.4 million over the next 
three years to ensure that all Alberta teachers have access to professional development 
training in First Nations, Metis and Inuit history and culture.  
 
As the news report states, this new initiative will complement the government of 
Alberta's "ambitious agenda" of reworking the Alberta curriculum over the next six 
years. Teams of experts and resources will be accessed from the National Centre for 
Truth and Reconciliation in order to meet the goals of professional development for 
teachers. Their mandate will be to highlight resources and history from Alberta, which 
historically had the highest number of residential schools of any province in Canada.  
 

Colonizer – know thyself  
In order to fully achieve the status of reconciled nation, Canada must first know itself in 
its entirety. This means that all Canadians should have access to all aspects of Canadian 
history, including the ideology of colonialism.   
 

John Milloy speaks of an ideology in which Euro-North Americans believed that the 

“Indian” could not be expected to be civilized because he had not progressed through 

the stages of “white civilization” which were pastoral → agricultural → manufacturing → 

commerce → trade. This ideology inspired the peasant farmer policies of the 

Department of Indian Affairs that are explored by Sarah Carter, and which are 

discussed in the next paragraph (Milloy 1999; Carter 1990).  

 

More to the point of Milloy’s book, the ideology held that the best way to ensure that 

Indigenous people would “progress” quickly to the stage of productive citizens in a 

commercialized economy was to “kill the Indian.” In order to achieve this transition, 

many grew to believe that children had to be physically removed from the influence of 

their parents. As Milloy notes, the supremacy of “whiteness” in the colonial psyche was 

not only threatened by Indigenous people but by immigrants from places such as the 

Ukraine or the lower classes of England, or as he refers to them “the white savages of 

slum wigmams” (Milloy, p33).     

 
In her pivotal publication, seen as such for the pioneering work on the obstacles placed 

in the way of Indigenous success in agriculture, Sarah Carter discusses the regressive 

policies that forced Aboriginal farmers on the prairies to give up mechanized farming to 

return to “shovel and plow” farming. The belief was that this would instill in Indigenous 

people the civilized behavior necessary. Policy makers pointed to European history in 

which peasant farmers progressively moved to industrialized agriculture when they 

argued that Indigenous people had not progressed to the stage of their Euro-North 

American neighbours. Thus, Indigenous farmers were forced to surrender their 

mechanized equipment and return to peasant farming techniques, all the while 

watching their neighbours increase their production aided by modern techniques.  

http://edmontonjournal.com/news/local-news/plan-to-educate-all-alberta-teachers-about-indigenous-history-first-of-its-kind-in-canada
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In a sense, Indigenous children are still forced to watch their neighbours increase their 

production aided by modern techniques, while their production continues to be 

hindered by lack of resources and meaningful and consistent support from societal 

machinations. As noted in the 1967 Hawthorne Report, the statistics of Indigenous 

educational achievement were dismal at the time, in part because parents wanted proof 

that the mainstream education system could successfully teach their children, and they 

wanted a say in the education of their children. The 1967 report noted something that 

was reiterated by Justice Murray Sinclair in his discussion of the findings of the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, specifically that when Indigenous children engage with 

mainstream pedagogy, they are engaging in a narrative that is not inclusive of their 

own culture and knowledge (Hawthorne 1967; Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

Report 2015).  

  

A practical example of the necessary path to reconciliation through education that was 

identified in the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission are Canada’s 

First Nations post-secondary institutions. Truly, if we are to prepare sufficient numbers 

of Indigenous educators to meet the need in the primary and secondary school 

systems, then we should begin to address this need through post-secondary education. 

One practical application of this truth is Alberta’s Blue Quills University, which recently 

reclaimed its Indigenous name and reclaimed its history when it re-purposed the former 

residential school that stood on its grounds.   

  
 

 

Knowing thyself means moving to a shared understanding of our Canadian history, so 

that true reconciliation can occur. Often, when statistics are cited about the low 

completion rates for Indigenous children in comparison with non-Indigenous, education 

for Indigenous students is cited as the key.  In a report written for the Alberta School 

Boards Association in 2001, Sig Schmold noted an achievement gap in the educational 

achievement of Indigenous children in Alberta. The Aboriginal population of Alberta is 

growing twice as fast (23% growth since 2001) as non-Aboriginal Albertans (10%) 

meaning that, as these children enter the labour market, Indigenous students will make 

up the larger proportion of the working population (Schmold 2001). The report carried 

on to explore how the provincial school boards could address the education needs of 

Indigenous children. This is indeed a valid concern and initiative.  

 

However, most would settle on education of Indigenous children to address the 

problems in the current education system, when in fact it is equally critical that all 

children in Canada have equal access to Indigenous history, culture, ways of knowing 
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and knowledges. Not only will this equal access provide opportunity for reconciliation, 

but it is my argument that Indigenous knowledges can enhance mainstream pedagogy.   

 

Indigenous Knowledges 
In her report for the Working Group on Education and the Minister of Indian Affairs, Dr. 
Marie Battiste notes the irony of producing a literature review about Indigenous 
knowledge, given that much of that knowledge has not been documented as we know it 
in western tradition, but rather it is embedded in traditional and cumulative knowledge 
(Battiste 2002). As she points out in this report, Indigenous knowledge “compris(es) the 
rural and the urban, the settled and the nomadic, original inhabitants and migrants” 
(Battiste, p7).   
 
Thus, it is important to acknowledge, as does Dr. Battiste in this article, that Indigenous 
knowledge is not static, while also acknowledging that it is not identical for all 
Indigenous peoples in Canada. As she argues, Indigenous knowledge integrated into 
the Canadian education system can empower Aboriginal students, and that “Indigenous 
knowledge should be targeted toward current First Nations students and to the next 
generation.” (p14) Dr. Battiste makes a valid argument, both in regards to targeting 
current and future students, and in regards to the distinctness of Indigenous 
knowledge. In a review of Indigenous initiatives at post-secondary institutions in 
Canada, and subsequent reports, the need for acknowledging this distinctness was clear 
(Association of Community Colleges, Environmental Scan 2010; Partnering for Future 
Generations 2012; Colleges Serving Aboriginal Learners and Communities, 2010).  
 
Yet, the attention to Indigenous knowledge raises the concern about the “hierarchical 
relationship between Western and Indigenous knowledge.” This is specifically so if we 
are seeking to integrate Indigenous knowledge into the Western knowledge system in 
“bite-sized chunks” that are seen as “quick fixes” to incorporating Indigenous 
knowledge (Altamirano-Jiménez and Kermoal, p6). As is the case with culture, not only 
is Indigenous knowledge not static and unchanging, but men and women’s knowledge 
is not identical in any society. There were historical differences in the activities and 
responsibilities of men and women in Indigenous societies, therefore they were keepers 
of their own specific knowledge (Altamirano-Jiménez & Kermoal 2016; Hodgson-Smith 
and Kermoal 2016).  
 
In a practical application of this theory, the Métis Nation of Saskatchewan undertook an 
occupancy mapping and land use study in Northwestern Saskatchewan in the year 
2000.  This community-based research project also included conducting interviews with 
elders and senior traditional resource users, as well as a genealogical study and a 
specific study on the work and knowledge of Metis women. The land use and 
occupancy study was conducted using the languages of Michif, Cree, Dene and English 
(Hodgson-Smith and Kermoal, 2016).  
 

Language Immersion 
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As John Milloy noted in his book discussed earlier, colonizers knew that they must “kill 
the culture” if they were to “save” the child, and an integral part of any culture is 
language. This is why so many Indigenous children were punished for continued use of 
their language as they were submerged into a foreign language. As early as 1967 with 
the Hawthorne Report, Canadians were beginning to realize that Indigenous people 
wanted to control the education that their children were receiving. In 1972, the National 
Indian Brotherhood Assembly of First Nations argued that “Indian children will continue 
to be strangers in Canadian classrooms until curriculum takes into consideration Indian 
culture, history, languages, values & contributions” (p26). This policy paper called for 
First Nations control of funding and curriculum, representation on school boards where 
Indigenous children attended, the elimination of standardized testing and the use of 
performance and effectiveness rather than degrees and diplomas when hiring educators 
(National Indian Brotherhood 1972; Milloy 1999). 

 
In 2010, the Assembly of First Nations restated the policy statement of the National 
Indian Brotherhood, noting that, when once education was a tool for oppression, it 
could now be a tool for liberation. While noting statistics for completion still below those 
of non-Indigenous students, the Assembly’s report noted that there were at that time 
518 on-reserve schools in Canada using Aboriginal pedagogies and that many teachers 
and administrators were at that time Aboriginal.  The report continued that 60% of First 
Nation students attended First Nation elementary and secondary schools, while there 
were 45 locally controlled Indigenous Institutes of Higher Learning with 10,000 
students. In 2009, 80,000 First Nation students were attending First Nation controlled 
schools and institutions (p 6-7). 

 
While some may have seen the federal government’s introduction of Bill C-33 in 2014 

as a realization of the calls put forward by the policy papers of 1972 and 2010, in effect 

the proposed legislation fell short of the calls for Indigenous control of education. As 

Lindsay Morcom explains in her subsequent publication, there is a disconnect between 

the First Nation view of language and cultural education and that of the government as 

it is articulated in this proposed legislation (Morcom 2014; Government of Canada 

2014). Succinctly stated, the federal government at that time viewed language and 

culture as objects of study as a component of the broader existing curriculum in 

mainstream culture, while the Assembly of First Nations views education in which 

language and culture are at the heart of all learning activities (Morcom, p11).    

 
While the policy paper of the Assembly of First Nations noted in 2010 that there was 
still a long road ahead in order to ensure that Indigenous people controlled their 
educational destiny, there are some real examples of success. As Morcom noted, 
positive results in education are best achieved when there is cultural continuity between 
the community and the education system. It is her argument that language immersion 
and culture are inseparable in the sense that language is linked to identity. Cultural 
pride leads to improved self-confidence, key to success in education.  That is why 
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culturally responsive education and immersion programs offer the best hope of 
providing equal opportunity to Indigenous children in Canada.    

 
Two very practical examples of successful culturally responsive education are Whitefish 
Lake First Nation and Onion Lake First Nation. In a case study of Pakan School at 
Whitefish Lake First Nation #128, it is clear that the leadership of the school and 
community have realized positive change in the engagement of their students with the 
education system. The school is in the First Nation community and, while by 
agreement, the curriculum aligns with that of the provincial government, this particular 
community has a strong economic base and thus can approach negotiations about 
education from a position of more authority than many First Nation communities who 
struggle with resources. The strong position at Whitefish Lake First Nation led to 
community consultation in school and curriculum design. While there are still challenges 
in recruiting Indigenous teachers, the teaching assistants at the school are drawn from 
the community. This ensures the cultural integration of Indigenous knowledge into all 
aspects of the curriculum (Bell 2004; http://www.wfl128.ca/dept14.html).  

 

In regards to Onion Lake First Nation, there have been significant resources invested in 
the development of extensive Cree language curriculum and resources. As stated in 
their curriculum document, “the Onion Lake Gift of Language Project reflects the values 
and beliefs of the Cree worldview.” It further states that “We believe that children 
should grow:  

• respecting Mother Earth  
• with knowledge to respect themselves and others and an ability to take care of 
themselves  
• knowing their individual skills and talents  
• able to relate to those around them  
• taking pride in who they are and where they have come from” (Onion Lake 
First Nation 2015). 

 
The curriculum developed by Onion Lake First Nation serves as a model for other 
Indigenous communities who seek to develop their own language immersion programs. 

  

Leadership 
These examples of Onion Lake Cree Nation and Whitefish Lake First Nation demonstrate 
the positive results in education when there is effective leadership in both the 
Indigenous community and in provincial government. According to Harvey McCue, since 
the 1950s the federal government has not demonstrated effective leadership in the 
management of Indigenous education, and has abdicated that responsibility to the 
provinces. While his report focused on Ontario, the lack of leadership means that 
initiatives in regards to establishing culturally responsible schools and Indigenous 
control of education have not been consistent across the country. Perhaps one of the 
challenges for the federal government is the great diversity in First Nations communities 

http://www.wfl128.ca/dept14.html
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in Canada. This diversity should lead to the inevitable conclusion that leadership in 
education of Indigenous students will have to be divested to Indigenous peoples 
(McCue 2004; Bell 2004) and that the current funding model will have to change.  

 
In her article in which she discusses her journey to assuming the position of education 
director and principal at the Mi’kmawey School in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, Dr. Marie 
Battiste demonstrates a leadership style that is adaptive, servant-oriented, situational 
and culturally focussed. This is a leadership style that is very grounded in the distinct 
community in which she serves. It is a leadership style that is incredibly difficult to 
implement in a federally controlled education system that is subject to changing 
governments and ideologies, potentially every four years. Yet, it is a leadership style 
that presents the best potential for success in reconciling the relationship between 
Indigenous people and the mainstream education system with which they must work 
collaboratively. It is the leadership style that has proven successful in Whitefish Lake 
First Nation, and in many other Indigenous communities across Canada (Battiste 2013; 
Bell 2004)   
 
 

So, how does this relate to my personal/professional experience? 
This literature review brings me back to the beginning of my journey, specifically the 
question that I identified at the start: 

 
What can settler allies do to work collaboratively and effectively with Indigenous 
communities towards reconciliation?  

 
I chose this question simply because it has been an important question for me since 
1995 when I first decided to return to post-secondary studies after working in the 
private and public sectors for almost 20 years. I was drawn to Canadian history in 
general, but more specifically to Indigenous history when I realized that I knew very 
little of that history. My limited knowledge was despite the fact that I had spent the first 
eighteen years of my life in an area of Alberta where there were many First Nation and 
Metis communities.  
 
Although Indigenous people were my neighbours, I was always conscious of a great 
divide in the communities, and sadly, of many examples of racism. It was only when I 
began to study Canada’s history that I started to question the origins of that racism, 
and, really, to appreciate my own origins. How could I truly “know thyself” if I did not 
fully appreciate every aspect of my country’s history? Although I did not know it at the 
start of my journey, the question that I was really trying to address was the one that I 
have identified in this literature review. What can I, now that I believe myself to be a 
settler ally, do to work effectively towards reconciliation?  
 
From my perspective and, given the opportunities that I have had and the skills that I 
developed, I could learn as much as possible about the history of Indigenous people. 
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Then, I could commit to sharing that history with as many as possible – either one 
conversation, one newly developed course, one Tweet or Facebook post, one blog, or 
one publication at a time.  
 

My recommendations to improve education in my own 
personal/professional context 
I recently had the opportunity to participate in the development of policy to engage 
more Indigenous students on a college campus. Some believe that the priority in 
moving forward on this initiative in any post-secondary environment is to focus on 
recruitment.  
 
I disagree with this priority because I think that any recruitment effort will fall short of 
desired results if, when Indigenous students arrive on any Canadian campus, they do 
not encounter a culturally responsive environment. My position is that any post-
secondary institution is best advised to proceed through the following initiatives: 

1) demonstrate respect for the location of the institution in traditional treaty 
territory through visible displays of Indigenous culture and history in every school 
 

2) strive to research and develop educational initiatives that can be implemented 

coherently and holistically throughout campus rather than independently  

 

3) support a Centre for Teaching and Learning as it develops initiatives to provide 

guidance for instructors in course design that integrates Indigenous perspectives 

and removes materials that misrepresent Indigenous perspectives or that 

demonstrate bias against Indigenous perspectives 

 

4) seek out experts from the Indigenous community to assist in developing 

assessment tools that measure learning outcomes when instructing Indigenous 

knowledge and content with a long-term goal to allow students alternative ways 

to demonstrate knowledge and learning 

 

5) provide professional development opportunities for all management, 

administrative support staff and faculty that includes instruction about 

Indigenous history, culture, knowledge and educational philosophies 

 

6) support a research commons that serves students and faculty by respecting 

Indigenous ownership, control, access and possession (OCAP) of research data 
 

7) actively recruit support staff who can serve as community liaisons with 
Indigenous communities 
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From my own perspective, I can continue to commit to a journey of lifelong learning. I 
fully believe the words of one of my favourite quotes: 
  

Develop a passion for learning. If you do you’ll never cease to grow. 
             Anthony J. D’Angelo 
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