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The Darkest Chapter in Canadian History.


Within this assignment, consideration will be given to the human rights violation that materialised in the Canadian Residential School System during the latter part of the 1870’s. This period of history become known as the “darkest, most troubling chapter in Canadian history.” Canada, (2015). 

The assignment will include, an overview of what happened within these Residential schools, the influence that the Canadian Truth Commission had when dealing with such wrong doings and why it was relevant to this particular case. It will also include implications and recommendations for forgiveness.

Operating from the late 1870’s until the late 1990’s for a period extending over one hundred years, the residential schools involved the collaboration of the federal government and the four main churches of Canada, which included the Anglian, Catholic, Presbyterian and the United, (Niezen, 2017). 

The indigenous children of Canada some as young as four years old, (Nagy, 2013) were forcibly taken from their homes and separated from their parents, sometimes for years at a time, either by police or by Indian agents, (Regan, 2010) as a result of legislative requirements which were put in place to control most aspects of an indigenous person’s life. 

 The first act which was called an Indian Act which was first known as the Gradual Civilisation Act which was passed in 1857. This act aimed at assimilating Indigenous people to the Canadian society, it was then amended to gradual enfranchisement Act in 1869 and was later on again amended in 1876. This 1876 Indian Act which was introduced and passed in government gave the federal government control over almost every aspect of an indigenous person’s life (Getty & Lussier, 2000). 

However, In 1894 the Indian Act was amended and was now compulsory for all aboriginal children to attend Residential Schools, despite the opinion of their parents.  By 1930 there was an estimate of eighty Residential schools across Canada, (Marshall, 2016).

The purpose of these Acts was to assimilate the indigenous population into a non-indigenous society. Such power included control over the indigenous peoples identity, political structures, governance, cultural practices and education, (Parrott, 2018). 

The introduction of such legislation was intended to assimilate the indigenous population of Canada into western ideologies and religions by systematically erasing aboriginal cultures and removing what was known by the government as the “Indian problem.”(Nagy, 2013).

Nagy (2013) estimated that out of the one hundred and fifty thousand children that attended these schools between1879 - 1996 over six thousand died. However, Puxley (2015) proposes that these records are incomplete and the figures could actually be considerably higher than those recorded. 

From the estimated six thousand deaths suggested by Nagy (2013), Coletta (2018) had identified from investigations undertaken since the Canadian residential school system that many of the children suffered from tuberculosis and typhoid due to poor sanitation and lack of care by the staff. This view supports a previous article by (Jones, 1996) whereby Dr P H Bryce, who was the Chief Medical Officer for the Departments of Indian Affairs released a report in 1907 which claimed that 24% of all residential school students had died from tuberculosis due to the overcrowding and poor health conditions in this schools.

Within this article he also postulated that the state was ultimately responsible for allowing the indigenous children to live in such atrocious conditions and that the state had also failed to address these issue despite being aware of the situation. This assertion is supported by Milloy, (1999) who also proposes the state knew about the conditions the children were living in and the neglect and abuse that was taking place but did nothing to ease their plight.

The conditions and suffering experienced by the children were not the only hardships they endured as many others also died from committing suicide or died as a result of being exposed to the cold weather when they fled the residential school. (Truth and Reconciliation, 2015). 

The names and number of deaths of the children within these schools are difficult to substantiate as many of the records had either been destroyed or nothing was recorded, (Canada Truth and Reconciliation report, 2015). What is known is that these children consisted of first nation, inuit and metis children, (Miller , 2018).

As stated in the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) the Residential schools had a negative impact on the former first nation, Inuit and metis students. 

This school system interrupted and destroyed the lives of seven generations of indigenous children. It is also evident within this report that what happened within these schools damaged the native culture and language across Canada by the severe abuse that occurred. Regan, (2010) states that a number of children who attended these schools had implied that not all staff were abusive and that some staff had spoken out about the abuse inflicted on the children by other colleagues after they had arrived at the school.

On arrival at the schools, children were often stripped of their identity and culture. They were forced to have their hair cut, were assigned new clothes and given a number instead of a name. This was done in an attempt to assimilate the indigenous children in to the Canadian culture by removing any ties they had with their own culture, (Miller, 2018).

Additionally, gender segregation was enforced upon arrival, the children were separated and siblings within the same school would rarely be allowed interact with one another. Tasks were also divided upon sex of the individual. These were strict rules which the children had to adhere to, if any sort of contact with the opposite sex occurred, punishment would be administered to the alleged offenders, (Nagy, 2013).
Regan, (2010) further states that children who attended these residential schools were forbidden to speak their own language or practice any native traditions. If these children did not comply with such rules then they would again be severely punished (Miller, 2018).

As postulated by Miller (2018) the language used in the Canadian Residential schools was taught through a medium of English or French, a language in which these indigenous children did not speak. This was done in an attempt to assimilate the indigenous children into the Canadian Society often by staff who were neither qualified to teach or care for them. Despite the institution being severely mismanaged and underfunded a small percentage of children did say that they had caring teachers and good education, although still suffered loneliness, a lack of personal freedom, (Nagy, 2013).

Abuse of the indigenous children of Canada continued for one hundred and twenty years until people during the 1960’s and 1970’s started to discover the practices at the schools. During this period the Federal Government started to close the Residential schools with the last one closing in 1996.

In 1998 Jane Stewart the Minister of Indian Affairs issued a formal written apology on behalf of the Government to the Grand Chief of Indian Affairs. This followed earlier apologies made by churches and the publication of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal people in 1996. (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996).

The apology issued by Jane Stewart acknowledged the suffering of children within the Residential Schools and was recommended by the royal commission. This apology was called the “statement of Reconciliation” and was an apology for the physical and sexual abuse that occurred. (Depalma, 1998). Following the apology, a $350 million healing fund was created and an additional $250 million fund was made to help aboriginal people re-establish themselves and their culture.  
However, some Native people did not find the apology sincere as they felt it did not address issues such as the damage to the Native cultures and it could be argued that there was a significant loss to family life and emotional difficulties which were not addressed and apologised for within this “statement of Reconciliation.” (Canadian History.CA, 2018).

As a result of feeling aggrieved by the apology, the Truth Commission in Canada was formed by thousands of survivors of the Indian Residential Schools. 
A Truth and Reconciliation Commission is a form of Transitional Justice as they aim to uncover the truth of such historic events and in doing so allow countries to come to term with past human right violations, whilst in addition allow the victims to gain closure and peace. They are tasked with discovering any past wrong doings which have been committed by the government and includes war crimes, human right violations or any other serious abuses, (Hayner,2011). 

The Indian Residential School System Agreement also known as (IRSSA) came in to practice after the shocking amount of claims made by the victims of the residential schools, Nagy (2013). The IRSSA started to look at the claims made by thousands of former students of these schools in 2005. In 2006 the IRSSA was finalised and by 2007 this was accepted by courts in every province in Canada, (Regan, 2010). 

The IRSSA was put in place to help guide reconciliation and help the healing process. This is an agreement between approximately seventy thousand former IRS students, the federal government and the churches who were all involved (Marshall, 2016).

Following its acceptance in Court, the Truth Commission which was established in 2008 and had a five year mandate and is the only Truth Commission to date that focuses on the victimisation of the children and does not follow legislation (Niezen, 2017). 

They started the process by gathering all written and oral history of these Residential Schools in Canada and hearing testimonies from thousands of victims, (Canada, 2015). The Commission wanted to work towards reconciliation between the former students of the Residential Schools and the rest of Canada.

The establishment of the Truth Commission in 2008 continued through into 2009 with different members to ensure the Commission achieved its aim of documenting the truth of former victims of the IRS and educate Canada on what happened within these schools (Regan, 2010).

These new commissioners consisted of Justice Murray Sinclair who chaired the commission and was supported by two other commissioners, namely Chief Wilton Little child and Marie Wilson, (Regan, 2010).

Their aim was to bring out the truth of the hardships endured by the victims of the Indian Residential School System and there is scope to argue that they were successful in doing so, which is primarily evidenced by the ninety four calls to action which were centred around key areas such as education, language and culture, health and child welfare, (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2012).

These ninety four calls to action were put in to place by the Commissions in order to help guide reconciliation between Canada and the Indigenous people who had been part of such a dark time in Canadian history, (Canada, 2012). However, to date, only ten out of the ninety four calls to action have actually been completed showing that there is still a tremendous amount of work to be done in order to guide reconciliation. (Carreiro, 2018).

This is a similar view offered by The Truth and Reconciliation report (2015) whereby it is suggested that there has been many conflicts between the federal government and the aboriginal people since the closing of the residential schools over areas such as education and child welfare, and there is no progress in amending their relationship therefore reconciliation has not yet occurred. 

Despite the efforts of the Canadian Truth Commission, it has not yet shown reconciliation between the former students and the rest of Canada. There are more aboriginal children in care now than there was in residential schools, showing that the legacy of the residential schools still has a tremendous impact today and the indigenous population are still suffering (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015).

This view is further supported by Carr, et al., (2017) whereby ten former residential students were interviewed in order to determine the effects which the school system had on them. Even though there has been a conscious effort in documenting the former students lives, it is apparent that there are still severe implications to this very day. 

Within this study it shows that they are still suffering from emotional, physical and mental health problems following on from what happened inside these schools and that they are unable to forgive the abuse suffered. 

Enright, (1991) suggests that forgiveness has two aspects. Firstly, the offender seeking forgiveness and secondly the victim embracing the forgiveness. In order to achieve total forgiveness, an individual must accept the concept of forgiveness in its entirety and therefore, not dwell on past wrong doings. 

Forgiving somebody for their wrong doings helps the victims reduce their anger, gain closure and come to peace with what has happened. As stated by Helmick & Peterson, (2008) through being able to forgive such unethical behaviour and immorality helps to open up the way to reconciliation. 

The Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission express reconciliation as establishing a respectful relationship between the aboriginal and non-aboriginal people of Canada. For reconciliation to occur, it is suggested that everyone must be aware of what happened within the Canadian Residential Schools and the harm that was inflicted upon the aboriginal children, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, (2015).

In the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Volume 6 (2015) it is asserted that in order to gain reconciliation between the former students of the IRS and the rest of Canada, there must be an understanding of the past and the harm that was inflicted on the former students.

Even though the Truth Commission has given compensation to those who were victims of the IRS and there has been foundations established to help guide reconciliation and help the healing process a significant amount of work is required.  In order for the Commission to have achieved what they set out to do people must understand what happened within these schools and work together in order to overcome such a dark time in Canadian history, (Niezen,2017). 

However, as stated in the Truth and Reconciliation report (2015) many people still do not know about the legacy of the Residential School system and attitudes towards what happened are profoundly negative and racism is still presents a significant issue.

Following closure of the last residential school in 1996, past students have petitioned for recognition and restitution, which resulted in the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement in 2007 and a formal public apology by Prime Minister Stephen Harper in 2008, (Miller, 2018).

Following the initial apology issued by the minster of Indian Affairs Jane Stewart in 1988, Stephen Harper, the Prime M,inister of Canada issued a later apology on behalf of the government in 2008 to the former students of the residential schools.

The statement issued by Stephen Harper recognised a number of additional apologies which had not been previously recognised by the federal government in 1988. These included the unethical separation of children from their families, cultures, traditions. The apology also included recognition of the abuse and neglect that these aboriginal children suffered. (Harper, 2008).

[bookmark: _GoBack] It is evident that the Residential Schools in Canada has had a very negative, long lasting effect on the aboriginal children and even today it has had a severe impact on the aboriginal culture, heritage and language,(Regan, 2010). 

By taking away any human rights aboriginal people had, and destroying the language and culture through a process of enforced assimilation it can be seen as cultural genocide. Cultural genocide is described as “a deliberate destruction of the cultural heritage of a people or nation for political, military, religious, ideological, ethnical or racial reasons.” (Kingston, 2015).

 Through the children being a part of such a dark chapter in Canadian history has irrupted lives and families even today, many children died due to the abuse and neglect of these Residential schools, many were traumatized by such a horrifying experience as each individual were deprived of their dignity and pride, Canada, (2015).
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Comment on the achievement of the task:
This is my first assignment of third year, I enjoyed doing this assignment as I found the Canadian Residential Schools very interesting. 
Areas in which you have performed well:
I feel I covered majority of the information and I enjoyed writing about the history and background of the schools.
Areas that would benefit from development/improvement:
I need to work on my time management in future essays. I did not allow enough time when writing this assignment as there was so many different aspects to cover. Therefore, I feel I have not covered some of the more important key points in sufficient detail.
 I feel I rushed the references and did not have time to properly look through them. I also feel I should of referenced more credible peer reviewed journals.
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