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The very phrase itself is loaded with emotion and contempt.  Residential Schools.  Upon 

hearing members of indigenous communities speak concerning this very dark chapter in 

Canada’s history, one cannot fail to sense the powerful effect it has had on these individuals and 

their ancestors.  It was an ill fated and wrongfully carried out event, one that had immense 

consequences for our fellow human beings which we call original peoples, or more formally, 

First Nations.  This drawn out, dark project conceived by the government of Canada in the 

1870’s, is a shadow of other attempts in different countries by colonialists to convert and totally 

erase the rich traditions and cultures of our ancient brothers and sisters.  Around 132 of these 

schools are reported by the Canadian government to have existed.  The phrase “divide and 

conquer” comes to mind when thinking of Residential Schools, for that is exactly what 

happened.  According to the government of Canada, 150,000 children were taken forcibly from 

their homes, often far away, and put in these masqueraded concentration camps.  This figure may 

be incorrect and incomplete.  At the Residential Schools, the children were subject to 

unspeakable abuses, which involved such disgraces as sexual abuse, physical abuse, verbal abuse 

and many others.  They had their long hair cut by men and women “of god” and were forced to 

discard their given birth names for serial numbers which were used to identify them.  They were 

punished severely if their original language was spoken.  The profound traditions that these 

young children would have been raised in were usurped by the teachings of Anglican, Catholic, 

Presbyterian and United churches.  It should be mentioned that the teachings these religious 

institutions perpetuated is but a modern ill directed attempt to disseminate a kind of spiritual 

education, one which First Nations peoples already possessed in their traditions par excellence.  

The traditions of First Nations peoples are so meaningful and profound that they are seeing a 
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most definite resurgence in today’s society not just with native people but also with non-native 

people.  The later feel a certain inadequacy in their own traditions and oftentimes find a depth 

and quality in the teachings of First Nations peoples that is absent from the aforementioned 

modern religious institutions.  It is truly amazing that so much was lost yet much still remains 

upon reflecting on the immense attempts by the government of Canada to erase such traditions.  

The resilience of First Nations people’s culture cannot be denied.   

 

One of the greatest losses that any human being can have is the ability to communicate.  

Language makes up our reality.  We name everything and upon so doing we feel we have 

completely understood it.  A tree is not just a “tree”, it is an extremely complex organism with 

divers processes.  The English language has been said to be mechanic and devoid of depth which 

more ancient languages had.  Ojibwe, along with many other languages of North American 

indigenous peoples has been said to have a quality that English and other modern tongues do not 

possess when describing the natural world around us.  Many languages were lost in the atrocious 

acts of the colonialists.  Although some languages do remain, the loss of language is a significant 

loss of one’s humanity.  We can be thankful towards the elders and those individuals that have 

helped to keep certain languages alive such as Ojibwe.  There are very few fluent speakers of this 

language today but these numbers are steadily rising due to proper educational programs, which 

have been disseminated in certain institutions of higher learning across Canada.  It is most 

hopeful to see this occurring.   

 

I have had the privilege to have been able to attend not only Pow Wows, which are inter-

tribal gatherings involving traditional First Nation’s music and dance, but also Midewiwin 
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Initiation ceremonies which take place every summer season in a particular secluded area of 

Wisconsin.  The word Midewiwin is sometimes translated as meaning ‘The Way of the Heart’.  

This is a society that was made to safeguard the teachings and traditions Anishnaabe peoples.  

My first time being there was like a trip back in time, for the members of this society dress in 

certain traditional colors and regalia.  In my time there I was able to help with the construction of 

the initiation lodge, which is where said initiations take place.  The men do certain types of work 

while the women are assigned to do others.  After witnessing the initiations take place I can 

confidently say that this experience was one of the most beautiful I have ever encountered in this 

life so far.  To be there and observe as these peoples sang their songs in their Ojibwe language 

and still carried out their traditions after all they have been through was something that made me 

at that moment when I was there, cry uncontrollably.  The emotions I felt upon reflecting of the 

great loss these peoples encountered upon the hands of colonialism and seeing them still to this 

day performing their sacred rites and ceremonies were powerful indeed.  Such strength showed 

me the power that their traditions possessed.   

 

The government of Canada issued a statement of apology on June 11th, 2008 at 3 p.m to 

First Nations peoples concerning the issue of Residential Schools.  It is extremely disheartening 

that this apology took approximately 138 years to occur since the inception of these schools 

around the 1870’s.  Upon reading the apology, someone as myself with deep emotions of respect 

towards the indigenous peoples of Canada cannot hope to feel a particular resentment.  Actions 

speak louder than words.  The government of Canada showed its colors for more than 100 years 

in their treatment of indigenous peoples.  The letter of apology is empty.  Time will tell to see 

what great lengths this government will go through to attempt to rectify their mistakes. 


