Essential reading: 21 Things You May Not Know About the Indian Act. | Vancouver Sun

2018-06-24, 9+03 PM

Bob Joseph's new book a perfect
primer for today's Indigenous
discussions
DANA GEE (HTTP://VANCOUVERSUN.COM/AUTHOR/DANAGEEPROVINCE)
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Bob Joseph's new book, 21 Things You May Not Know About the Indian Act, offers up insights into a policy that still
affects today's Indigenous Peoples. S U B M I T T E D
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Bob Joseph has spent decades working as an
Indigenous-relations trainer. He helps everyone
from non-profits to government to Fortune 500
companies with Indigenous awareness.
In 2015, the Gwawaenuk Nation member and former Royal Roads University
professor turned a critical eye to the Indian Act in a post on his Working
Effectively with Indigenous Peoples® blog. That post went viral and the
Coquitlam writer soon learned there was an appetite for further discussion of
the 1876 document. That led him to write the book, 21 Things You May Not
Know About the Indian Act.
“The Indian Act is the root of the majority of issues Indigenous Peoples deal
with on a daily basis such as poorer health, lower levels of education, lower
income levels, overcrowded and unhealthy housing, higher levels of
incarceration and higher rates of suicide,” said Joseph.

In this time of reconciliation, a book like this becomes a much-needed guide to
understanding the past and what we need to do to create a better future.
Joseph’s plan is simple: He wants people to have a deeper knowledge of
Indigenous history and the punitive policies of the federal government, policies
the government didn’t want the country to know about.
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Postmedia News caught up with Joseph just as his book was being released.
Q: What was your mandate for the book?
A: I wrote the book for many reasons.
I wrote it because I firmly believe this information is vital — it has to become
common knowledge.
ADVERTISEMENT

I wrote it because as a future hereditary chief I have obligations to make the
world a better place for people.
I wrote it because my personal and professional mandate is to change the
world, one person at a time. With this book, I hope to change the world one
reader at a time.
I wrote it because if there is going to be reconciliation in Canada, then the past
needs to be understood. If you don’t understand what’s wrong, you can’t fix it.
I wrote it because there wasn’t anything out there that provides Canadians with
digestible information about this significant, yet largely unknown, aspect of the
country’s history. The Indian Act has been around since 1876 — it’s an
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overwhelming topic, but that shouldn’t prevent people from learning about it —
it just has to be presented right.
And, I wrote it because I am morally compelled to contribute to reconciliation. I
need to contribute what small part I can to the creation of a better Canada for
my kids, for everyone’s kids, for all of our futures.
Q: You first looked closer at the act on your Working Effectively with
Indigenous Peoples® blog. What was the common response and
feedback you received?
A: The intensity of the response and feedback completely took us by surprise.
As a blogger I have been publishing articles since 2012. Some get some
attention, others not so much. I never imagined publishing a blog post that
would go viral — that’s the dream of every blogger. The first month on
Facebook alone it was shared 55,000 times, and, as of this week, the article
had been read by over 193,700 people since 2015. That’s a lot of interest.
To me that indicates there is an honest desire on the part of Canadians to
understand this part of our history. There’s a thirst for knowledge. The majority
of Canadians want to support the calls to action of the truth and reconciliation
commission. They want to know the history that was denied to them when in
school. Many are ashamed and horrified that they grew up not knowing what
was happening to fellow Canadians. Some feel we should get over it, which is
what the truth and reconciliation commission will help us do. And there is
gratitude. I am awestruck and heartened by the gratitude people express that
this information has been brought into the light.
Q: What is it non-Indigenous people need to know the most about the
Indian Act?
A: They need to understand how the Indian Act has contributed to perceptions
about Indigenous Peoples and how those perceptions don’t match reality. For
example, there is a perception that Indigenous people are lazy and don’t want
to work. The reality is that under the Indian Act there was a permit system,
which didn’t allow Indigenous farmers to sell their products. It’s hard to get
involved in the economy when you can’t sell your products. The Indian Act was
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designed to assimilate. Indian Affairs believed if they were successful farmers
then they wouldn’t want to leave the reserves.
They need to know that there’s a direct line between the Indian Act and the
events that have led to Canada having a missing and murdered Indigenous
women and girls inquiry. Right from the beginning, colonial laws devalued and
denigrated Indigenous women. Not only were they not “people,” but also they
were also not equal to men. If they married a non-status Indian or a nonIndigenous person they became invisible — they had no rights, no access to
housing, no health care. When the invisible disappear, no one, outside of their
families and friends, notices.
Before 2008, Indigenous Peoples were denied full access to human-rights
protection because the Canadian Human Rights Act did not apply to those
under the jurisdiction of the Indian Act. Again, recent history.
They need to know that the Indian Act ripped families apart, tore people from
their land and traditions, and attempted to destroy their culture. It was labelled
“cultural genocide” by the former chief justice of Canada.
They need to know that before the Indian Act, Indigenous communities were
self-reliant, self-determined and had effective self-government.
If it weren’t for the Indian Act I firmly believe we would have a different country.
It was designed to assimilate, but had the exact opposite effect.
Q:What is it Indigenous people need to know?
A: They need to know that there is light at the end of this very long, dark tunnel
we have all been struggling through. The current federal government is
implementing changes that are going in the right direction.
They need to remember that before the Indian Act Indigenous communities
were self-reliant, self-determined and had effective self-government. They
need to know that without the Indian Act there can be a return to selfdetermination — no one in Ottawa can tell them who their people are. That
their communities can socially and economically heal and return to selfreliance and not be reliant on the federal government for housing, education,
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health care, etc. And that a return to the form of accountable and transparent
self-government that was in place before European contact and interference is
possible, and will benefit the whole community.
Q: Why haven’t we got rid of the Indian Act? Wouldn’t that make it clear
that the government is serious about reconciliation?
A: The main challenge is that in 1867 Canada made the constitutional
commitment to “look after Indians and lands reserved for Indians” under
Section 91 (24) of the British North America Act. The challenge is to remove
Section 91 (24) commitments in an acceptable way to the people it affects.
The Nisga’a Treaty was able to accomplish this when it changed the
relationship with the Nisga’a Nation.
There have been attempts in the past, such as the “Statement of the
Government of Canada on Indian Policy,” otherwise known as the White
Paper, in 1969. It was a ham-handed attempt that was unacceptable and
rejected by Indigenous Peoples for its paternalistic and accusatory tone.
I think the current government is moving in the right direction. What worries me
is what happens if there is a change in federal leadership, and how that could
impact the progress.
Q:How do you feel about the current state of affairs?
A: I am optimistic. There have been recent events that have caused many to
say that reconciliation is not possible, but I don’t agree. It just means we have
to work harder. I know we can do it. The ongoing interest in the article, the
website with over 80,000 visitors last month, and now this book, sustains my
optimism that as a country we are not only capable of change but desire
change.
dgee@postmedia.com (mailto:dgee@postmedia.com)
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Is there more to this story? We’d like to hear from you about this or any other
stories you think we should know about. Email vantips@postmedia.com
(mailto:vantips@postmedia.com) .</p
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