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A Settler’s Journey to Understanding

Each year on June 21 we acknowledge ‘National Indigenous Peoples Day’. Why should we care? 
We should care because we are all Canadians and because we are all God’s children. I submit 
this article from the perspective of a third-generation settler with ancestral roots in England, 
Ireland, and Scotland. From my life experience, is has often been true that Indigenous people 
are judged harshly. When I do not understand, judgement can become the path of least 
resistance. However, we have all heard the phrase, ‘walk a mile in another’s shoes’, and 
nothing could be truer. 

Before the arrival of European explorers and traders, North America was occupied by 
Indigenous Peoples living and thriving with their own distinct cultures, languages, and ways of 
knowing. We can assume they thrived because their continued existence spanned thousands of 
years. 

First, we tend to throw words around, and assume that everyone understands their meaning. 
So, taking if from the top, what is colonialism? As a definition, “In Canada, colonization occurred 
when a new group of people migrated to North America, took over and began to control 
Indigenous Peoples. Colonizers impose their own cultural values, religions, and laws, make 
policies that do not favour the Indigenous Peoples. They seize land and control the access to 
resources and trade. As a result, the Indigenous people become dependent on colonizers.”1

Many historians have written that initially the European traders and Indigenous Peoples 
developed a strong mutually beneficial relationship. However, as the immigrants adjusted to 
the Canadian land and weather, the immigrants needed less help and needed more land to 
settle.

The governments in the settlers’ mother countries and the settlers themselves saw Canada as 
an empty space, waiting to be settled, this is commonly known as the “Doctrine of Discovery”. 
They ignored the fact that Indigenous Peoples had been living on these lands for thousands of 
years. As the ‘discovered’ land was settled, history was rewritten; old names were lost and 
renamed for home countries or prominent settlers. This has occurred around the globe 
wherever there were indigenous people.

Over time, the growing population of immigrants took complete control and increasingly the 
indigenous people were forced to become dependent on the colonizers. To quote Pulling 
Together: Foundations Guide, ‘The colonizers thought they were superior to all those of non-
European descent, and some did not consider Indigenous Peoples to be “people” at all. They did 
not consider Indigenous laws, governments, medicines, cultures, beliefs, or relationships to be 
legitimate. They believed that they had the right and moral obligation to make decisions 
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affecting everybody, without consultation with Indigenous Peoples. These beliefs and prejudices 
were used to justify the acts and laws that came into being as part of the process of 
colonization.’2

The secondary issue was disease. Indigenous peoples had their own traditional medicines and 
other means and ways of healing their people.  However, as Europeans arrived, new diseases 
were introduced to which there was no immunity amongst the indigenous population. Again, to 
quote Pulling Together: Foundations Guide, “It has been estimated that as many as 90%–95% of 
the Indigenous population died from these introduced diseases.”

Then circa 1880, intent on absorbing the indigenous people into what was then mainstream 
Canadian society, the federal and provincial governments introduced residential schools, 
separating children from their families, stripping them of their language, traditional braids, and 
clothing to become indoctrinated into Euro-Canadian and Christian ways. Due to lack of 
immunity and overcrowding, diseases swept through these schools with high mortality rates. It 
is also true that some schools, often run by Christian churches, were based on strict rules and 
severe punishment. It is further true that some abuse did occur within this system and abused 
children suffered loss of self-esteem, severe emotional trauma, and sometimes death.

The cost was great. Residential school students experienced a loss of culture, the loss of family, 
the loss of self-identity, the loss of language and had little opportunity to learn skills to raise 
their own families. The families left behind were also traumatized.

People have asked, “When do we get to move on? When do we get to reconciliation?”. Perhaps 
a better question would be “How do we reconcile?” I believe we get to move on when we reach 
the point of understanding. In this hope, I encourage everyone to take in any and every 
opportunity to increase your understanding. Let us all reflect on how we arrived at this place. 
Let us move on together.
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P.S. I encourage those who want to learn more to participate in the learning and awareness 
events coming up over the next several months starting with the 'Doctrine of Discovery' on 
March 28, 2023.
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