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Introduction 

The theme of this conference is important for several reasons. Indigenous languages in 

contemporary African society commemorates and points directly to the vast changes 

that have taken place in South Africa over the last 25 years, and it reminds us that Africa 

is not alone: 2019 is United Nations Year of Indigenous Languages.  

The role of Indigenous languages in many countries, including Canada, brings forth a 

stark awareness of human migrations, settlements, histories, and sense of belonging in, or 

excluded from, place. Indigenous languages are integral to the knowledge systems of 

particular ethno-linguistic groups, situated within specific human and physical 

geographies. In Canada as well as in South Africa there is an urgency associated with the 

quest for truth and reconciliation, for attention to, if not acceptance of, the languages and 

cultures of still-dispossessed peoples, for peace between the dominant and non-dominant 

languages and cultures of society. We need to ask: How did we get to this point in time, 

and where do we go from here? 

 In this paper I take an historical and socio-linguistic comparative perspective to talk 

about the shifting situation of Indigenous languages in Canada, where truth and 

reconciliation is also, now, at the forefront of the Canadian mind.  In this, we join South 

Africa. While there are some important differences between the two settings, there are 

also some parallels.  First, I will remind us where we are on this globe and try to clarify 
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differences in the use of terms in Canada and South Africa. Then, I will tell you a story2. 

Finally, I will turn to the topic of Indigenous peoples’ language and cultural rights in light 

of some hints of progress and ideas to consider for moving ahead.  

 

 

Part 1: LOCATION AND CLARIFYING SOME TERMS 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 I am indebted to Dr. Carol Rowan for her help with this paper and for her in-depth 

understanding of the issues at hand. Among the many sources, I draw especially on Ball and 

McIvor’s 2013 chapter, Canada’s Big Chill: Indigenous Languages in Education. The chapter 

appears in Benson & Kosonen, language issues in comparative education. Rotterdam: Sense.  
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Canada – 10 provinces, 3 territories 

 

 

African Continent 

 

Indigenous language  

 

An Indigenous language may be defined as a language that originated in place, not 

brought there from somewhere else: a local means of communication; and spoken as a 
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mother tongue3 (the first learned language) by some of its people.  

 

Indigenous languages are not only methods of communication, but also extensive and 

complex systems of knowledge that have developed over millennia. They are central to 

the identity of indigenous peoples, the preservation of their cultures, worldviews and as 

expressions of self-determination.4  

 

Indigenous knowledge 

Indigenous knowledge is rooted in tradition as a body of knowledge that is transmitted 

or passed on within a society or social group in specified ways, systematically and 

explicitly (orally, visually, written, practically – in the doing). That is, while indigenous 

knowledges may or may not be written down, they are organized, often providing 

directions relating, for instance, to gender, age, economy, environments, materials and 

socialization of the young. 

 

In the more anthropological sense of the term, an indigenous knowledge reflects the 

dynamic way in which the residents of an area organize local knowledge, cultural beliefs, 

and history to enhance their lives (Semali & Kincheloe, 1999). To this, we add the 

wisdom of elders, and oral and other cultural modes of knowledge transmission to the 

young (Nsamenang & Tschombe, 2011; Serpell, 2007).  

 

Indigenous knowledge refers to a body of knowledge associated with long-term 

occupancy of a certain place…to traditional norms and social values as well as to mental 

constructs that guide, organize, and regulate a people’s way of living (Dei, Hall & 

Rosenberg, 2000, p. 6; Souza Santos, 2008).  

 

In the words of Battiste (2008, p. 499),  

 

Indigenous peopleôs epistemology is derived from the immediate ecology: from 

peopleôs experiences, perceptions, thoughts and memory including experiences 

shared with others; and from the spiritual world discovered in dreams, visions, 

inspirations, and signs interpreted with the guidance of healers or elders.  

 

Through stories, rituals and legendary archetypes and daily dialogue relationships are 

preserved but also contained within the language structures.  According to Weenie 

(2008), word order and structure in Indigenous languages reflect a particular 

worldview. 

 

Indigenous Peoples  

 

Indigenous peoples may be defined as the first peoples of a colonized land (Ball & 

McIvor, 2013), e.g. North America, Africa, New Zealand, Australia. Indigenous peoples 

                                                             
3 See note 22 page 18. 
4 In public discourse the word Aboriginal still tends to be used somewhat interchangeably with 

the word Indigenous. 
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are thought to originate from the geographical place in question as opposed to coming 

from outside, as with the migration today of many groups from one place to another 

through immigration, or as refugees.5  

 

In Canada, the term Indigenous Peoples refers specifically to three types of groups: 

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. 

 

First Nations are Indigenous peoples who are not Métis or Inuit. In 2011, there 

were more than 1.3 million people in Canada who identified as being of First 

Nations heritage. There are 614 First Nations groups speaking more than 50 

distinct languages. First Nations people are original inhabitants of the land and 

were the first to encounter sustained European contact, settlement and trade. 

 

 

Métis are people of mixed European (mostly Scottish and French) and Indigenous 

ancestry. Section 35(2) of the Constitution Act, 19826 recognizes ‘Métis peoples’ 

as Indigenous peoples under Canadian law, yet despite several Supreme Court of 

Canada decisions, Métis Aboriginal rights —  who may possess these rights — 

remain controversial, and precarious. 

Recent research by those who self-identify as Métis confirm the common 

ancestral connections to the Red River in the west of Canada (Fast, 2019). The 

Red River is designated as a Canadian Heritage River due to its cultural and 

historical value as ‘the home land’ of the Métis people (Newton, 2018).  That is, 

                                                             
5 The term ‘Indigenous’ is sometimes used in a derogatory manner to point to ‘the other’ such as 

the San in southern Africa, the Saami in northern Scandinavia or a person assumed to be a native 

‘Indian’ in Canada.   

 
6 The Constitution Act introduced amendments to the British North America Act, 1867, re-naming 

it the Constitution Act. In addition to patriating the Constitution, the Constitution Act of 

1982 enacted the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms; guaranteed rights of the Aboriginal 

peoples of Canada; provided for future constitutional conferences; and set out the procedures for 

amending the Constitution in the future. 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/article/metis/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/article/inuit/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/constitution-act-1982/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/aboriginal-rights/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Charter_of_Rights_and_Freedoms
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there is a distinct Métis Nation with common historical and cultural roots.7 Today, 

those who fall within the definition of “Métis Nationhood” might have very 

diverse backgrounds, family relationships and cultural knowledges.  

Inuit — Inuit is the plural term in the Inuktitut language for “the people” — an 

Indigenous people, the majority of whom inhabit the northern regions of Canada. 

One person is known as Inuk, three or more - Inuit. The Inuit homeland is known 

as Inuit Nunangat, which refers to the land, water and ice contained in the Arctic 

region.8 (See map of Canada, repeated here for reference to Inuit Nunangat - 

homeland). 

 

 

 

                                                             
7 Métis, like other Indigenous people may well be dispersed throughout Canada but still 

have a sense of belonging to the Métis Nation….a concept with ties to the Red River, 

rather than a particular place.  
8 Carol Rowan’s doctoral dissertation was sub-titled: Thinking with land, water and ice.  
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Indigenous Peoples Treaties 

Indigenous treaties are constitutionally recognized agreements between the Government 

and Indigenous peoples in which Indigenous groups agree to share some of their interests 

in their ancestral lands in return for various payments and promises. Treaties may be  

understood by Indigenous people as sacred covenants that establish a relationship 

between those for whom Canada is an ancient homeland and those whose family roots lie 

in other countries. Treaties therefore form the constitutional and moral basis of alliance 

between Indigenous peoples and Canada (The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2011, 2017; 

Montreal Gazette, May 29, 2019). Treaty relationships in the Canadian context are 

complex, especially in reference to Indigenous rights to self-determination and land 

possession.  

 

In the process of settler colonialism, land is remade into property and human 

relationships to land are restricted to the relationship of the owner to his property. 

Epistemological, ontological, and cosmological relationships to land are interred, 

indeed made pre-modern and backward -- made savage (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 

5). 

 

Imagine the consequences of a powerful ideology that positions one group as 

superior and gives away Indigenous peoples’ lands and resources and invites 

churches and other administrative agents to inhabit the homeland, while negating 

their very existence and finally removing them from the Canadian landscape to 

land no one wants (Battiste, 2013, p. 23) 

 

Reserves  (Canada) 

A Reserve is a "tract of land, the legal title vested in the Crown, that has been set apart 

for the use and benefit of a band”.9 The Indian Act first passed in 1876 was an Act of 

Parliament concerning registered Indians, their bands, and the system of Indian reserves. 

The Act is still in force, with many amendments, and defines how the Government of 

Canada interacts with the 614 First Nations communities and their members. The Act 

covers governance, land use, healthcare, education, and more, on Indian reserves and is  

recognized by scholars, politicians, and community leaders to be the key legislative 

                                                             
9 A ‘band’ was a legal and administrative unit as referred to by Indigenous and Northern Affairs 

Canada. Terminology in Canada is still shifting: e.g. the words Indian, Native, Aboriginal, 

Indigenous, with Indigenous increasingly becoming the preferred term.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Band_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Act_of_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Act_of_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Register
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_reserve
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_Canada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_Canada
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Nations
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device used to dispossess First Nations and Métis people of their lands, and limit their 

movement through inequitable provision of government services (Manuel & 

Derrickson, 2017).  

Homelands (South Africa)  

In contrast to Indian reserves, the Bantustans or homelands, established by the apartheid 

government, were areas to which the majority of the black population was moved to 

prevent them from living in the urban areas of South Africa and remove them from the 

political system under the laws created by apartheid. The idea was to separate Blacks 

from Whites, and give Blacks the responsibility of running their own independent 

governments, with inequitable provision of government resources, while denying them 

protection and any remaining rights they could have in South Africa.  

 

Urban Canada  

The urban landscape of cities in Canada is changing. As one walks along a street in 

downtown Montreal, Toronto, Winnipeg, Edmonton or Vancouver, it is evident that First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit people are no longer invisible, living only on reserves or in the 

far North.  One can now identify neighborhoods where Indigenous people reside. The 

number of Inuit living in the cities is increasing, with just over 27% of the Inuit 

population (17,695) now residing outside the traditional territories of Inuit Nunangat 

(Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2018). In Montreal, many Inuit come to the city for health 

reasons.10 Since very little is known about the health of Inuit in urban Canada, a 

community-based study of southern Quebec Inuit health and wellbeing, ‘Qanuikkat 

Siqinirmiut’ was launched June 1, 2019. The aim of the project is the reduction of 

problems in urban living: limited access to health services, petty crime, prejudice, 

mistreatment by police and inappropriate housing11.  

 

Urban South Africa  

In South Africa, the term township refers to the less-developed racially 

segregated urban areas that, from the late 19th century until the end of apartheid, were 

reserved for non-whites, namely Asians, Blacks and Coloureds. Townships were usually 

built on the periphery of towns and cities. More recently the term high-density suburb 

seems to be preferred to the term township due to the absence of legal (racial) boundaries. 

The urban landscape of South Africa is thus changing too: public schools are integrated 

and in 2016 people of all races were observed to be shopping in grocery stores and dining 

in restaurants in a town in the Western Cape.12 

 

Part 2: A STORY WITH A COMPLEX HISTORY 

                                                             
10 An estimated 12 % of homeless people in Montreal are Indigenous, though they represent less 

than 2% of the population (Montreal Gazette, May 25, 2019). 
11 Dr. Christopher Fletcher, a medical anthropologist at the University of Laval in Quebec City, is 

directing this Federally-funded study. 
12 Schools were still segregated informally due to the racial uniformity of former homelands or 

townships, now high-density neighborhoods.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Township
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Underdevelopment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racial_segregation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racial_segregation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_area
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apartheid
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coloureds
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From the early 1800s until the establishment of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission in 2008 there are several stories to tell, all pointing to the ambivalence if not 

the power of Canada’s federal, provincial and territorial governments over the lives of its 

Indigenous peoples. The saddest story of all concerns the lives of Indigenous children.  

Residential Schools 

Between 1831 and 1996, residential schools for Indigenous children operated in Canada 

through arrangements between the Government of Canada and the Roman Catholic, 

Anglican, Methodist, United and Presbyterian churches. This partnership ended in 1996, 

with the Government of Canada taking over the management of residential schools and 

beginning to transfer control of education and social services to Indigenous communities. 

The last federally-run residential school, Gordon Indian Residential School in Punnichy, 

Saskatchewan, closed in 1996. One common objective defined this period — the total 

assimilation of Indigenous children. 

In 2012 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada published They 

came for the children: Canada, Aboriginal Peoples, and Residential Schools.13 This 124 

page report begins with a quote on the title page by the then Public Works Minister of 

Canada, written in 1883: 

In order to educate the children properly we must separate them from their 

families. Some people may say that this is hard but if we want to civilize them we 

must do that. 

 

A quote from Duncan Campbell Scott, responsible for residential schools in the early 

1900s establishes the genocidal intent of the schools. Scott did not believe education was 

enough to assimilate the children.  

  

I want to get rid of the Indian problem. [é] Our objective is to continue until 

there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body 

politic and there is no Indian question, and no Indian Department, that is the 

whole object of this Bill. (National Archives of Canada) 

 

Still, in 1963, the Minister of Indian Affairs of Canada at that time, wrote: 

The prime condition in the progress of the Indian people must be the development 

of themselves of a desire for the goals which we think they should want. 

In 1969 under Prime Minister P.E. Trudeau, the Minister of Indian Affairs proposed 

abolition of the Indian Act (first passed in 1876): rejection of land claims and the 

assimilation of Indigenous peoples into the Canadian population with the status of 

other ethnic minorities (new Canadians, immigrants), rather than as distinct 

peoples.  

                                                             
13 The authors of the report were: Justice Murray Sinclair, Chief of the TRC, Chief Wilton 

Littlechild (commissioner) and Marie Wilson (commissioner). Justice Sinclair was a member of 

the Ojibway nation and first aboriginal judge of the Manitoba Supreme Court.  
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By 1972 there had been several responses from the Assembly of First Nations including a 

policy paper Indian Control of Indian Education which asserted the inherent treaty rights, 

local control of education and the importance that Indigenous language, cultures and 

histories be taught in schools (David-Cree, 2005) 

In 2007 Article 14 of the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was 

endorsed by 143 countries and rejected by four, including Canada (which signed in 

2010).14 

Article 14 stated that ñIndigenous Peoples have the right to establish and control their 

educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a 

manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning.ò 

This Declaration promotes Indigenous peoples’ full and effective participation in all 

matters that concern them, as well as their right to remain distinct and to pursue their own 

visions of economic and social development. 

Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

The TRC was established in 2008 by the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 

Agreement. The agreement was reached in response to numerous class-action lawsuits 

that former students of residential schools had brought against the federal government 

and the churches that operated those schools for well over 100 years.  

 

The TRC was mandated to inform all Canadians about the government residential 

boarding schools. The Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 

(They Came for the Children) final version published in December, 2015 is a 

detailed account of what happened to indigenous children who were physically and 

sexually abused, where an estimated 3,200 children died from tuberculosis, malnutrition 

and other diseases resulting from poor living conditions.15 It is accompanied by 94 Calls 

to Action (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 

 

As noted, residential schools were established for the purpose of assimilating children of 

First Nations, Metis and Inuit ancestry into the Canadian white and mostly Christian 

majority with the ultimate aim of wiping out Indigenous peoples. The prevailing attitudes 

of those in power at the time were, by today’s standards, incredibly racist, harsh and 

ignorant.16 For example, some parents were imprisoned for refusing to send their children 

to those schools.17  

                                                             
14 A complicating factor lies in the independence each of the ten provinces has over its own 

government and education system. The territories, however, do not enjoy such independence from 

Federal control.  
15 In May 2019 the Canadian Centre for Human Rights in Winnipeg used the term genocide to 

refer to Canada’s past actions towards Indigenous people.  
16 On 21 June 2017, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau announced plans to change the 

name of National Aboriginal Day to National Indigenous Peoples Day, reflecting a national and 

international preference for the term Indigenous, rather than Aboriginal. 
17 Another dark era was the pass system, begun in the late 19th century and in effect for 60 years 

on reserves across western Canada. A First Nations person who wanted to leave the community, 
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Until the findings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission were published and made 

broadly available through the media, the majority of Canadians knew nothing of this 

history. It has only recently become a regular topic in the media and press, but ignorance 

is still rampant. Less than five years ago, not a single student in one undergraduate course 

had heard of residential schools or the Commission for Truth and Reconciliation. The 

majority of these 50 students were new Canadians or second-generation Canadians of 

European, East European, Asian, South American and Caribbean immigrant families. To 

be fair, this was not their history, however it is of note that this aspect of Canada’s history 

had not found its way into their social studies or history books at school. While the 

reporting of history everywhere not only tends to lag but to be selective in the telling, we 

need to ask, Why?18 To what extent are current governments, those in positions of power 

and members of the dominant majority, complicit in denying and thus perpetuating the 

damage done? 

 

For over a century, generations of Indigenous children were separated from their parents 

and raised in overcrowded, underfunded, and often, unhealthy residential schools across 

Canada. They were commonly denied the right to speak their language and told their 

cultural beliefs were sinful. Some students did not see their parents for years. Others—the 

victims of scandalously high death rates—never made it back home. Even by the  

standards of the day, discipline often was excessive. Lack of supervision left students 

prey to sexual predators. To put it simply: the needs of tens of thousands of Indigenous  

children were routinely neglected. Far too many children were abused far too often. But 

this story is about more than neglect and abuse. Those painful stories rightfully have 

captured national headlines.  There is more to tell. 

 

This is a story about linguistic and cultural genocide. Residential schools disrupted 

families and communities. They prevented elders from teaching children long-valued 

cultural and spiritual traditions and practices.  

These were not side effects of a well-intentioned system: the purpose of the residential 

school system was to separate children from the influences of their parents and their 

community, so as to destroy their culture. The impact was devastating. Countless students 

emerged from the schools as lost souls, their lives soon to be cut short by drugs, alcohol, 

and violence. The last of the federally supported schools, of which there were at least 

150, closed in 1996. 

Residential schools severed languages across generations, while the Reserve system and 

other colonial policies divided communities from others with shared languages and 

traditions. The aftermath includes on-going, widespread language loss and injury to 

culture, personal identity and community health. Of Canada’s approximately 1.5 million 

Indigenous people, just 15 per cent speak their heritage languages at home. The legacy of 

the residential schools can be seen in statistics today: 50% of the children taken into 

                                                                                                                                                                                      
for any reason, had to have a pass approved by the reserve's Indian agent that they would carry 

with them, stipulating the leave's purpose and duration.   
18 This was the question underlying the Masters thesis of Linda David-Cree, an Elder in the 

Kanestake Mohawk community near Montreal and a senior policy analyst at Concordia 

University. She graduated in 2005.  
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care are Indigenous, yet Indigenous people represent about 5% of the total 

population of Canada.  

This story is also a tribute to Indigenous peoples’ resilience: a determination not just to 

endure, but to flourish. The residential schools were intended to bring about the end of 

Indigenous people as distinct groups within Canadian society. That effort failed. 

See Insurgence/resurgence Winnipeg Art Gallery 2017 

https://www.wag.ca/art/exhibitions/upcoming-

exhibitions/display,exhibition/206/insurgence-resurgence  

 

 

Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples - 1991 

While the TRC brought the situation of the residential schools to light, there had long 

been other efforts to encroach on the identity, lives and lands of Canada’s Indigenous 

Peoples. 

In 1991 Canada created the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP). Its 

mandate was to investigate and propose solutions to the challenges affecting the 

relationship between Indigenous peoples (First Nations, Métis, Inuit), the Canadian 

government and Canadian society as a whole.  

In 1996 the RCAP published a comprehensive plan to address systemic inequities 

between the First Peoples and the Crown. The RCAP was an immediate result of an 

uprising in 1990 between an Indigenous community and the federal police at Oka, a 

First Nations (Kanien'kehá:ka/Mohawk) Reserve just outside of Montreal. The 

dispute was about encroachment on the lands of the reserve, including a sacred burial 

ground, for the development of a golf course and condominiums. There was bloodshed 

and one police officer was killed. In the end, the development projects were cancelled.  

The Oka crisis was not the first development project to encroach on Reserve lands, 

protected by treaties as referred to above. During the construction of the St. Lawrence 

Seaway in 1958 several Indigenous villages that spanned the Canadian/US border were 

flooded and affected by power dams causing pollution and loss of access to traditional 

fishing grounds. A final settlement was reached 60 years later in 2018 when the 

Akwesasne Mohawk council agreed to a 45 million dollar compensation from the federal 

government for damages caused by the project.  

The James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement of 1975 is referenced as a modern 

day aboriginal lands claims settlement. In 1971 the James Bay Development 

Corporation was created by the Quebec government to pursue the development of 

mining, forestry and potential hydroelectric resources, starting with the James Bay 

Hydroelectric Project. This massive undertaking which invaded Indigenous (First Nations 

and Inuit) territory and lands, was opposed by most of northern Quebec's Cree and Inuit. 

Their association won an injunction in the Quebec Superior Court blocking hydroelectric 

https://www.wag.ca/art/exhibitions/upcoming-exhibitions/display,exhibition/206/insurgence-resurgence
https://www.wag.ca/art/exhibitions/upcoming-exhibitions/display,exhibition/206/insurgence-resurgence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Bay_Project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Bay_Project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cree
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inuit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quebec_Superior_Court
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development until the Cree Nation and Inuit community representatives, provincial and 

federal governments had negotiated an agreement, financial and other, which included 

surrender of title to the land. The Inuit part alone includes about 1/3 of the total land mass 

of the Province of Quebec. 

Tensions between First Nations Peoples and Provincial/Territorial and Federal 

Governments continue today, 2019, to foment throughout the country. A current political 

hot spot concerns the development of an oil pipeline in the west of Canada.19 

There is hope  

On June 11, 2008, former Prime Minister Stephen Harper issued an apology to residential 

school students on behalf of all Canadians. His statement recognized that the primary 

purpose of the schools had been to remove children from their homes and families in 

order to assimilate them into the dominant culture. Such a policy, he said, was wrong, and 

had no place in this country. As mentioned earlier, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) was formed in 2008.  

 

In 2015 the TRC issued its Call to Action. The 94 points of the Call to Action are 

divided into two parts: Legacy and Reconciliation. Legacy includes 42 points on child 

welfare, education, language and culture, health and justice. The 52 points under 

Reconciliation include, rights, settlements of claims, equity in the legal system, 

professional development for public servants, church apologies, youth programs, missing 

children and burial information, commemoration, and information for newcomers to 

Canada. Soon, the citizenship pledge by new Canadians will include respect for the 

treaty and other rights of Indigenous peoples (Montreal Gazette, May 29, 2019).  

Kanehsatà:ke is a Mohawk settlement about 30 miles west of Montreal (the site of the 

1990 Oka crisis mentioned above). As of 2014, the total registered population was 2400, 

with about 1350 persons living on the territory. Both the people of this reserve and those 

of the Kahnawà:ke reserve, located across from Montreal, have control of their hunting 

and fishing rights. There is a bilingual Mohawk/English/ French language immersion 

school whose intention is to revive the language. With their children learning it, parents 

and other family members are taking language classes, too. 

                                                             
19 The argument in development disputes is that ‘the good of the majority of people’ tends to win 

out. This position denies the distinct status of Indigenous peoples, as if they are simply a 

minority within the larger population, like immigrants and refugees. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mohawk_nation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kahnawake,_Quebec
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Statistics can look grim, but a richer, more nuanced story is hidden within the numbers, 

says Onowa McIvor, associate professor of Indigenous education at the University of 

Victoria and an expert in language revitalization. She was an adult learner of 

nehîyawîwin (Swampy Cree), the language of her maternal grandparents in northern 

Manitoba. She says, “In my lifetime, I’m seeing new generations born and raised as first 

language speakers because their parents took it upon themselves to learn their language.”  

The most recent Statistics Canada census data reveals the country’s Indigenous linguistic 

landscape, the places where 60 languages belonging to 12 overarching families — Inuit, 

10 First Nations and Métis — are being used now. Most of these have been spoken, and 

have been evolving, for thousands of years — far longer than Canada’s two official 

languages, English and French. 

Also on a positive note, an Aboriginal Children’s Survey revealed that children in multi-

generational homes are speaking indigenous languages at a more fluent level than 

previously thought20 (Statistics Canada, 2017). And, Algonquin scholar Norris (2018) 

states that – “A rich diversity of First Nation, Inuit and Métis languages are spoken in 

Canada today, representing a variety of distinctive histories, cultures and identities” (p. 

22). 

 

 What is the influence today of the TRC?  

Increasingly in Canada there are examples of institutional and community commitments 

to Indigenous languages. In addition to the now long-term Mohawk immersion school 

mentioned above, several universities across Canada are indigenizing curricula and 

making efforts to de-colonize attitudes and foster Indigenous perspectives among faculty, 

students and hiring personnel (Weenie, 2008).  

¶ On June 6, 2019, 26 Indigenous students graduated from Concordia University.  

¶ McGill University, in partnership with First Nations and Inuit groups offers a 

teacher education certificate program.   

¶ On Thursday May 16, 2019, William Lyndsay who is a member of the Cree 

                                                             
20 Inuit especially, are reported to have a cultural preference for living in multigenerational 

homes, yet homes provided by the government in the north are small, allowing for small nuclear 

families, resulting in overcrowding. This cultural fact has implications for future housing policy.  
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nation, talked at Concordia University of UBC and Simon Fraser and Manitoba 

Universities’ development of mandatory undergraduate courses that inform 

students about their own, up to now, rather silent history.21  

¶ The University of Winnipeg has a huge archive available for researchers and 

planners to inform themselves about Indigenous education, language and cultural 

issues. 

¶  In 2015 the Deans of Education in Canada published a book of principles of 

Indigenous education and in 2016 Resources Canada published information about 

the role of universities in reconciliation.  

¶ The University of Victoria is home to nationally renowned undergraduate and 

graduate programs based on Indigenous language revitalization.  

¶ Individual research initiatives have been on-going for some time22: Carol Rowan 

partners with Elders on Inuit children’s development and early learning in the 

North, and Onowa McIvor points to numerous examples of success across the 

country: on-reserve and urban-centre adult language societies, grade-school 

immersion and bilingual programming, and ‘language nests’. 

¶ Direction for educators to become aware of the systemic challenges for 

overcoming Euro-centrism, racism, and intolerance, comes from Marie Battiste.23  

 

Part 3: INDIGENOUS PEOPLE’S LANGUAGE AND CULTURAL RIGHTS 

 

Indigenous Languages at Risk 

 

Ninety-six per cent of the world’s approximately 6,700 languages are spoken by 3 per 

cent of the world’s population. Although Indigenous peoples make up less than 6% of the 

global population, they speak more than 4,000 of the world’s languages (Crystal, 1999).  

Conservative estimates suggest that more than half of the world’s languages will become 

extinct by 2100. Other calculations predict that up to 95 per cent of the world’s languages 

may become extinct or seriously endangered by the end of this century. The majority of  

languages that are under threat are Indigenous languages.  

 

When Indigenous languages are under threat, so too are Indigenous peoples and 

their knowledges. The threat is the direct consequence of colonial practices. Through 

policies of assimilation, dispossession of lands, discriminatory laws and actions, 

Indigenous languages in all regions face the threat of extinction. This is further 

exacerbated by globalization and the rise of a small number of culturally dominant 

languages: English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Chinese. Increasingly, Indigenous 

languages are no longer transmitted by parents to their children, rather an increasing 

                                                             
21 William Lyndsay holds a senior position as advisor to the President of Concordia in light of 

this university’s commitment to respond to the Calls for Action of the TRC. 
22 Carol Rowan lived in Nunavik in Northern Quebec and the Northwest Territories for many 

years where she raised her three Inuit children with husband Jobie Weetaluktuk, a documentary 

film-maker and Inuttitut language teacher.  
23 Battiste (2008, p. 498) says that by incorporating cultural concepts in their work educators are 

“reversing the effects of being marginalized. Aboriginal thought embedded in Aboriginal 

languages is what must be cultivated and nurtured”. 
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number of the world’s children are being taught in English, a second or foreign language 

for most (Benson & Kosonen, 2013; UN, 2002, Permanent Forum on Indigenous issues).  

 

Turning now to the province of Quebec24 one finds 12 original groups, that is, federally 

recognized Indigenous peoples (First Nations and Inuit). Each group has its own or 

several mutually intelligible, related languages (such as the three groups of Algonquin 

peoples). These languages are portrayed in the map below. For comparison, see the map 

of South Africa with its 11 official languages, some of which may also be at risk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
24 Quebec: approximately 1,542, 000 km2, population 8,164, 360 (2016) 

 South Africa: 1,219, 912 km2, population 54,956, 900 (2015) 
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Abenaki (2 groups) 

Anishnabee/Algonquin (3 

groups) 

Attikamek 

Cree (4 groups) 

Huron/Wendat 

Inuit 

Wolastoqiyik Maliseet 

Mi’kmaq/Micmac (3 groups) 

Kanien’kaha:ka:Mohawk 

Innu/Montagnais 

Naskapi 

Ojibway 

 

 

 

 

 

South Africa Languages Map 

 

http://www.native-languages.org/cree.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/inuktitut.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/maliseet.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/innu.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/naskapi.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/ojibwe.htm
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  Afrikaans 

  English 

 Northern Sotho 

  Sesotho 

  Southern Ndebele 

  Swazi 

 
  Tsonga 

  Tswana 

  Venda 

  Xhosa 

  Zulu 

  None dominant 

  

The precarious state of many of Canada’s Indigenous languages is well documented. The 

UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger (2010) reports that three-quarters of 

Canada’s Indigenous languages are “definitely,” “severely” or “critically” endangered. 

The rest are classified as “vulnerable/unsafe.” Today, only Cree, Inuktitut and Ojibwa are 

thought to have enough speakers to be sustained indefinitely, though as mentioned 

earlier, Mohawk has received serious attention. 

Canada’s Indigenous languages are at risk of extinction because of government policies 

that have actively opposed or neglected them. A few positive government steps include 

investments in Aboriginal Head Start (Health Canada, 2004), a culturally based early 

childhood program, as well as a federal Aboriginal Languages Initiative (Government of 

Canada, 2018). Overall, however, provincial education systems and public schools have 

yet to demonstrate serious support for Indigenous language revitalization, through 

comprehensive policy initiatives and serious well-funded programs (Bear-Nicholas, 

2011).  

Part 3: Language and cultural rights 

The last section of this paper comes back to the issue of language and cultural rights since 

there is still much to be done. Progress can come to a halt in the face of new pressing 

concerns, climate disasters, massive human tragedies, fake and real news that cross our 

digital borders. While there are glimmers of hope we need to think about the way ahead.  

 

Article 13 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) 

states that Indigenous peoples have the right “to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to 

future generations their languages, oral traditions, writing systems and literatures”. 

Further, the declaration requires that governments take effective measures to protect this 

right, in political, legal and administrative proceedings. Articles 14 and 16 state: 

Indigenous peoples’ rights to establish their educational systems and media in their own 

languages and to have access to an education in their own language. Indigenous peoples’ 

language rights are also guaranteed under the 2009 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 

Convention (No. 169) of the International Labour Organization. 

 

 Indigenous peoples are inheritors and practitioners of unique cultures and ways 

of relating to people and the environment. Their social, cultural, economic and 

political characteristics are distinct from those of the dominant societies in which 

they live. Despite their cultural differences, Indigenous peoples from around the 

world share common problems related to the protection of their rights as distinct 

peoples (ILO, 2009). 
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Indigenous peoples have for years sought recognition of their languages, identities, ways 

of life and their right to traditional lands, territories and natural resources, yet throughout 

history, their rights have been violated. Indigenous peoples today, are arguably among the 

most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of people in the world. The international 

community now recognizes that special measures are required to protect their rights and 

maintain their distinct cultures and way of life (UN, 2007). 

 

A basic Canadian value is that regardless of where children live, programs for promoting 

their optimal development should be accessible, available, and linguistically and 

culturally appropriate to them (Canadian Centre for Justice, 2001). Yet, despite being 

party to innumerable universal declarations and policy documents enshrining the rights of 

Indigenous peoples to practice and perpetuate their cultures and languages, including 

children’s right to both learn and be educated in their mother tongue (United Nations, 

2007), Canada’s snail-paced efforts to implement these commitments leave one 

wondering: Less than one-fifth of Aboriginal children in Canada are learning their 

ancestral languages, and this number is dwindling (Statistics Canada, 2006). The forecast 

for preserving and revitalizing Canada’s Indigenous languages is gloomy (Norris, 2007; 

2018): All are at risk of extinction within this century because of government policies 

that have actively opposed or neglected them, by failing to adopt what Benson and 

Kosonen (2013) refer to as a multilingual habitus, or frame of mind.   

 

Ball and McIvor (in Benson & McIvor, 2013) describe how Canada has arrived at the 

current state of Indigenous language devastation and how schooling has been used to 

pursue a national policy that recognizes only two colonial languages – English and 

French – to the detriment of Indigenous language maintenance and of Indigenous 

children’s school success. Language-in-education policies and a host of other threats 

undermine Indigenous languages. Immediate threats include the (unofficial) promotion of 

mono-lingualism through a lack of official support for a multilingual society and the 

global expansion of English. Another set of risk factors is the plethora of other competing 

and urgent concerns facing Indigenous communities due to past and present effects of 

colonization: poverty, addictions, mental and physical health issues, protracted treaty 

negotiations, (re)building self-governance, and conflicts between Indigenous 

communities and various levels of government over the rights concept of inter-

culturalism to empower people to address the power differential between dominant and 

non-dominant languages and cultures25. 

 

Parents have a right to intergenerational transmission of their values and languages.  In 

the words of Weenie (2008) we decolonize ourselves when we speak our language26. 

As already mentioned, the word order and structure in Indigenous languages reflect a 

particular worldview. Language, culture, customs and traditions have to be lived, 

acquired and taught. “If children are not surrounded by at least some adults and elders 

from their own group who (are allowed to) teach them their own languages, stories, 

                                                             
25 Despite former Prime Minister Trudeau’s 1971 Multicultural policy: The Government of 

Canada would recognize and respect its diversity in languages, customs, religions. In 1982, 

multiculturalism was recognized by section 27 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 
26 This thought is reminiscent of Wa’Thiongo’s book on the colonization of the African mind. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Section_27_of_the_Canadian_Charter_of_Rights_and_Freedoms
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customs, traditions, not only at home and in the community but also in the school, these 

will not be learned proficiently” (Skutnabb-Kangas & Dunbar, 2010 p.10).  

Turning back to southern Africa for a moment, on 1-2 June 2005, over 130 education and 

language experts from around southern Africa met in Gaborone, Botswana to discuss 

both practical and theoretical aspects of the development of marginalized languages. This 

Regional Mother Tongue Conference represented a turning point in the discussion on 

minority education, ushering the movement for mother tongue education into a new phase 

of priority and collaboration27. 

 

Only two months after the meeting in Gaborone, another group of language and 

education experts met in Windhoek, Namibia from 3-5 August 2005: The Regional 

Conference on Bilingual Education and the Use of Local Languages in the African 

Education Systems. There was unanimous agreement at the conference that the economic 

and social benefits of mother tongue education far outweigh the costs, and that African 

governments should work to both increase access to mother tongue education, and to 

provide it up to much higher levels than is currently the norm (Hays, 2006). The same 

argument applies to the context of Canada.  

 

Policy conflicts constrain ‘mother tongue’ (Indigenous language) education 

 

The assumed costs of mother tongue education are many and pervasive, having the 

power of myths. They seriously constrain the implementation of global or international 

language policies despite solid research evidence of what is best for Indigenous peoples 

and their children. The ‘reasons’ for not implementing sound policies include parental 

attitudes and policy makers’ political interests. It is widely believed, though not proven, 

that parents want early and full access to English; some languages need development; text 

materials in ‘other’ languages are too costly; teachers need more training and cannot 

possibly know so many languages; whose language is going to ‘win out’ when there are 

many to choose from?  

 

All these constitute challenges which a few researchers have tackled well. What is needed 

argues Benson (2013, p. 286-287), is the multilingual habitus cited above. Benson 

observes that  

 

…educational approaches in low-income multilingual countries are pervaded by a 

monolingual habitus, a fundamental myth of uniformity of language and culture. 

This habitus is evidenced in transitional bilingual approaches and unrealistic 

expectations for native-like proficiency in second or foreign languages. Northern 

biases have made research methodologies imperfectly suited to multilingual 

settings with dominant languages other than English. […] there are new terms, 

approaches and research that support a multilingual habitus more appropriate to 

linguistically diverse contexts of schooling and have great liberatory, 

transformative potential. 

                                                             
27 The idea of ‘mother tongue’ is rightly debatable. It is used here to refer to the first learned 
language from the mother or primary caregiver. Many of the world’s children acquire two or 

more languages simultaneously, early in life.  
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In addition to the pervasiveness of a monolingual habitus, conflicting policies almost 

guarantee  ’no action’ on what ought to be done, as suggested by studies that include 

parents’ voices. A forthcoming chapter (Matengu & Cleghorn, 2019) based on Matengu’s 

study of education policy conflict in Namibia, Whose African education is it? notes how a 

national and globally defined ‘national standard’ collides with the need for local, 

contextual solutions, as advocated by teachers working at the local level in a severely 

marginalized, Indigenous community.  

 

Matengu’s interviews with Indigenous parents showed that parents want their children to 

be educated so that they may retain their identity while also being fully prepared to take 

part in the modern and globalized world. In this way the article sends a call to education 

planners for education policy that ceases to be discriminatory, by being inclusive and 

promoting social justice – for all. Earlier, in 2009, parents attending a focus group in 

Inukjuak stated that they would like their children to know as much about the land as 

their grandparents and equipped to make healthy choices (Rowan, 2009). And a similar 

finding comes from the Evans and Cleghorn (2014) study of parental school choice in 

urban South Africa. The parents first and foremost wanted a school with a good 

reputation and English language instruction for their children, but they also strongly 

favoured the idea of some learning of, or in, home languages, should that be feasible.  

 

In a slightly different vein, Nyambe and Wilmot (2012) also point to policy 

contradictions in their discussion of ‘forked-tongue’ discourse in Namibia. On the one 

hand teacher educators are advised to shift to a learner-centered pedagogy, however, on 

the other hand there is still official clinging to traditional pedagogic structures that are 

seen as remnants of the authoritarian apartheid era.  

 

Policy conflicts provide an important focus for more research on language issues and 

teaching. Similar phenomena can be seen in Canada’s collision between its stated support 

for Indigenous language revitalization and the policy of Multiculturalism that enshrines 

English and French as official languages at the national level while declaring, 

ambiguously, that Canada has no official culture.  

 

At the core of each of these examples we find power at play between a multilingual and 

monolingual habitus, national policies and local practices, knowledge generated in the 

south as contrasted to knowledge generated in the north. As Shalyefu and Cleghorn 

(2018) ask, when will knowledge generated in the South (‘Indigenous knowledge’) be 

better integrated with, rather than assimilated by, the knowledge system of the North? 

When will attitudes towards Indigenous languages and cultures be aligned with dominant 

languages and cultures in an equitable manner so that schooling promotes justice along 

with Education for All.  
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Appendix A 

 

Figure 1 

 

Indigenous 

languages 

spoken in 

Canada 

No. of 

speakers 

Mother 

tongue 

Home 

language 

Cree 99,950 78,855 47,190 

Inuktitut 35,690 32,010 25,290 

Ojibwe 32,460 11,115 11,115 

Montagnais-

Naskapi (Innu) 

11,815 10,970 9,720 

Dene Suline 11,130 9,750 7,490 

Oji-Cree 

(Anishinini) 

12,605 8,480 8,480 

Mi'kmaq 8,750 7,365 3,985 

Atikamekw 5,645 5,245 4,745 

Algonquin 2,685 1,920 385 

Mohawk 3500 Unknown Unknown 

Atgangmuurngniq 

Inuit sign 

47[49]   

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cree_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inuktitut
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innu_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innu_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chipewyan_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oji-Cree_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oji-Cree_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mi%27kmaq_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atikamekw_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Algonquin_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mohawk_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inuit_Sign_Language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Languages_of_Canada#cite_note-AmsterdamLing-53
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