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Part One: 
Setting the Stage



On January 22 2015, Maclean's magazine declared Winnipeg the 
most racist place in Canada. 

There can be no doubt that anti-Aboriginal racism is a serious prob-
lem in Winnipeg, in all of Canada. It may be one of the most serious issues 
facing Canada. Maclean’s writer Nancy MacDonald quite rightly pointed to 
the many indicators of the problem, even though she focused just on Win-
nipeg: the many incidents of overt individual racism, name-calling, unoccu-
pied rentals suddenly becoming not available; the large proportion of people 
who would not be comfortable living next to an Aboriginal family or having 
a romantic relationship with an Aboriginal person; the deep and unrelenting 
poverty; the overincarceration; the huge numbers of Aboriginal kids in the 
care of child welfare; the deaths of Tina Fontaine and Brian Sinclair.

The Maclean’s article focused mostly on this overt individual racism. 
There was some discussion of the deeper institutional basis of anti-Aboriginal 
racism. Colonialism, accomplished through appropriating the land, through 
residential schools, through over-policing Aboriginal people, through appre-
hending Aboriginal children, seen in the violence and drug abuse in Aborigi-
nal communities, makes a brief appearance in the article. It is this institution-
al side of white privilege that sustains it and racism over the long haul.

To its credit the magazine article also at least hinted at the other side of 
the racial divide – Winnipeg is also home to many innovative and effective 
strategies for undoing the effects of anti-Aboriginal racism. Most evident in 
the myriad Aboriginal individuals and organizations working to change Ab-
original lives. Non-Aboriginal people in Winnipeg, and all across Canada, 
need to do their part in undoing racism – there isn’t enough of that happening, 
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and it will take more than sports team logos to achieve equality. White people 
need to change their individual behavior, to change the institutions that they 
now control and walk beside Aboriginal activists as allies. Admitting that there 
is a problem is the first, tiny, step.

The Maclean’s article provided the impetus for a renewal of an on-going, 
though at times muted, conversation (in Winnipeg) about anti-Aboriginal 
racism. While we don’t see any productive results coming from trying to de-
cide who is the most racist, we think the conversation is absolutely necessary 
and want to be part of it. So, we at Fernwood do what we do – publish books 
– to be part of the conversation. With thanks to the authors who agreed to let 
us use their work, we offer here some of the thinking and writing about these 
issues taken from Fernwood books published over the past 8 years.



I was having lunch with a new acquaintance who had recently 
started a position as a professor in a social work faculty. She was teaching a 
graduate course addressing clinical social work and, wanting to include an 
Aboriginal perspective, she had asked me to present on the topic to the class. 
From our first meetings to arrange this presentation I had become aware of 
her desire to learn more about Aboriginal people, the issues we face and our 
perspectives on how to address these issues. During our lunch we were dis-
cussing my interest in completing a doctoral degree, and she was sharing her 
experiences of women being treated oppressively in some of these programs. 
She highlighted these experiences to raise awareness of what I may experi-
ence as a Cree man.

We also continued our previous discussion of the issues Aboriginal peo-
ple face, including colonization, oppression and social work’s role in these 
destructive processes. I explained how I tried to incorporate these topics in 
every course I taught when I was working as professor in a program in which 
the majority of the students were Aboriginal and explained my perspective 
that social work education needs to address these issues not only as a dis-
tant, theoretical concern occurring in Aboriginal communities but also as 
they exist in universities, classrooms and curricula. She was aware of and in 
agreement with these points, and I identified several authors, such as Vine 
Deloria Jr. and Patricia Monture-Angus, who have and are addressing these 
issues. I said that Aboriginal people have their own theories, approaches and 
practices of helping, and I began outlining to her the explanations of Cree 
Elder Eddie Belrose of how Aboriginal people see the relationship between 
individuals, families, communities and nations. I began drawing the diagram 
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Eurocentricism, Colonization and Resistance
by Michael Hart

(from Seeking Mino-Pimatisiwin, pp. 23–28)
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of four circles, one inside each other, that I had seen in various books. In the 
centre circle I wrote the word “individual” and put in brackets the word “me” 
beside it. In the next surrounding circle, I wrote the word “family.” In the 
third circle I wrote the word “community.” As I was writing the word “nation” 
in the final outer circle, she interrupted with, “Oh, the ecological approach.”

My heart sank. I realized that, despite our several conversations and my 
presentation in her class, she was still maintaining the Amer-European view 
of society. She was not able to see, nor would she take the time to see, this di-
agram for what it was, a teaching from one of our Elders. My disappointment 
was compounded by the fact that the first time this teaching had been shared 
with me was in the early to mid-seventies, when I was a boy. During his many 
visits to my family, Eddie had taught my mother, and me indirectly, about 
our people’s holistic understanding of the universe and how people related 
to one another. He had also explained that he’d been taught this a long time 
before by an old man he referred to as “grandfather.”

From my experiences with Eddie and many other Elders, it is clear to 
me that our teachings have existed for a time longer than I can imagine. So, 
when someone who is responsible for teaching upcoming social workers 
about Aboriginal helping perspectives, theories and practices interprets one 
of our basic long standing teachings as the ecological approach, a new-born 
Amer-European perspective, I am disheartened and left wondering what it 
will take in order for our ways to be respected as our ways.

Like so many other Aboriginal people who do not want to jump to con-
clusions about cultural expropriation, I shook off these thoughts and con-
sidered this to be an isolated incident. Regretfully, I went through a similar 
experience with another professor who had included cross-cultural studies 
as part of her focus. During an informal meeting, I opened a book on Na-
tive womanhood by Kim Anderson to show this professor a diagram which 
was an adaptation of the one explained by Eddie Belrose. This diagram had 
concentric circles with the words “individual,” “family,” and “community/
nation” written in the first three circles. The final circle encompassed all the 
others and had the word “creation” written in it. Upon seeing this diagram, 
the second professor also called it the ecological approach. Again, the pro-
fessor could not see it for what it was, even though she knew she was seeing 
a book on reconstructing Native womanhood. Again, I was disheartened. 
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Once again I was faced with a reflection of the colonial processes that our 
people have been facing for generations … and I hated it.

Colonization from an Aboriginal Perspective

Aboriginal nations were once independent nations whose people relied 
upon and utilized the land in all aspects of our lives. Colonization is driven 
by a worldview that embraces dominion, self-righteousness and greed. These 
ideas affect all aspects of the relationship between the colonizers and the 
colonized—the Aboriginal peoples. The effects occur on all levels—nation, 
community, family, and individual.

On a national level, Aboriginal peoples were once autonomous and 
self-determining economically, politically, culturally and socially. Coloni-
zation involved the destruction of Aboriginal peoples’ economic systems 
through the introduction of a foreign hierarchal system of economics that is 
based upon greed. With the imposition of this system, the colonizers develop 
and maintain the upper echelons of the system and use the profits gained to 
reaffirm this position for their own benefit. Through this process, colonizers 
develop the initial power over the colonized people. With this upper hand, 
the colonizers are able to manipulate and direct Aboriginal peoples’ politi-
cal processes. This is achieved by the colonizers recognizing only the leaders 
they prefer and offering agreements, such as treaties, where the well-being 
of the Aboriginal people is promised in exchange for access to the land. The 
leaders preferred are those ones who, at least, do not contradict the coloniz-
ers, and at best, actively support the systems established by the colonizers.

As the economic and political control over the people forms and in-
creases, the colonizers introduce their worldviews to oppress Aboriginal 
peoples’ cultures and act to destroy Aboriginal social institutions. The col-
onizers’ desire to oppress Aboriginal cultures is based primarily upon two 
things. First, they hold a self-righteous stance that their views and actions are 
the proper and best ones to be held by all peoples of the world. In turn, Ab-
original peoples’ worldviews are trivialized, our histories are rewritten from 
the eyes of the colonizers, and our values are demeaned and manipulated. 
The second reason lies with the colonizers’ need to legitimize their dominion 
over Aboriginal peoples’ land. If the Aboriginal peoples’ cultures keep them 



7

tied to the land, then this connection needs to be severed so that the coloniz-
ers’ claim over the land and its resources can be confirmed.

To make such a separation requires control over the peoples’ cultures. 
Overt expressions of Aboriginal cultures, such as spiritual and recreational 
institutions, are desecrated and degraded. Aboriginal spiritual ceremonies 
are labelled as devil worshipping. Aboriginal gatherings and activities, such 
as feasts, give-aways, singing and dancing, are deemed sinful and are stopped 
when witnessed by agents or religious leaders of the colonizers. The peoples’ 
connection to the land is considered an expression of our primitiveness. This 
cultural oppression is coupled with action that destroys Aboriginal peoples’ 
social systems, such as our education, health and judicial institutions. Ab-
original methods of education, such as cooperative learning, are ignored or 
seen as inferior and are replaced by industrial and residential schools. Ab-
original peoples’ ways to wellness and use of herbal remedies are deemed 
to be witchcraft and therefore evil. Our systems of justice, including teach-
ing alternative or restorative behaviours, are considered ineffective. In these 
processes of oppressing the cultures and destroying the social institutions, 
along with economic and political exploitation, the colonizers continue and 
further develop their dominion, legitimize their self-righteousness, and es-
tablish and maintain greed.

These processes also tear apart Aboriginal communities and families. 
The people are forced to follow the leaders defined by the colonizers in or-
der to access the promises made by the colonizers in their agreements. The 
people are also required to reside on particular tracts of land—reserves or set-
tlements—with other families with whom they may or may not have aligned 
themselves otherwise. While the agreements to establish these communities 
promise support for the livelihood and well-being of the people, the reality is 
that they serve to move Aboriginal people off the land desired by the coloniz-
ers. These newly made communities are ultimately governed by agents of the 
colonizers who, with the support of the colonizers’ army and police force, are 
able to control and restrict the mobility of the people. This method of divide 
and conquer, along with laws which make particular gatherings illegal, also 
serve to limit the peoples’ ability to organize politically.

Families are directly attacked by the colonizers and are forced to fit the 
colonizers’ expectations and belief systems. At one point, Aboriginal families 
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were well defined by extended family relationships, which crossed generations 
and bloodlines. These relationships established intricate balances between 
the genders, generations and assigned responsibilities, and were the weave of 
Aboriginal communities. These relationships are torn apart and replaced by 
imposed structures, which mimic the colonizers hierarchy and ideas of domin-
ion, self-righteousness and greed. Our children are removed from our families 
and re-educated in the colonizers institutions, while the colonizers’ agents 
attack Aboriginal family beliefs and structures through propaganda and ma-
nipulative force, such as withholding food rations. Disparities in the family are 
created where men are supported and encouraged to rule the home through 
the oppression of women and children. Our peoples’ spirituality, which in-
cludes respecting all life, the importance of both genders and the sacredness of 
children, is oppressed by the colonizers’ religions, which degrade views differ-
ent from their own by labelling them as primitive and evil.

Colonization attacks individuals on the emotional, physical, mental and 
spiritual levels. Aboriginal persons are seen as savages, incapable of living up 
to the virtues of the colonizers. On the emotional level, colonizers consider 
Aboriginal people as unreasonably angry, depressed and ungrateful, since they 
are unable to appreciate the benefits bestowed upon them by the colonizers. 
Indeed, the colonizers demonstrate their self-righteousness through their be-
lief that they have freely handed Aboriginal people benefits such as homes, 
schools and health systems and by remaining ignorant of the broken promises 
and the price paid by our people through the land, resources and lives. The 
colonizers contemptuously ridicule Aboriginal peoples’ physical appearance, 
referring to it as dark, ugly and dirty. The view that we are dangerous is con-
firmed by the colonizers’ erroneous rationalization processes. For example, 
the eugenics movement, where hereditary and physical characteristics were 
thought to determine a person’s abilities socially, was used to justify the op-
pression of people who were different than the colonizer. Thus, the colonizer 
feels, at best, sympathy—“poor Indian”—or worse, contempt—“get out of 
my face, you’ve caused your own problems.” On a spiritual level, Aboriginal 
people are torn by the contradiction imposed upon us by the colonizer. We 
are told that to be accepted by God, we must give up all that defines us as 
Aboriginal people. Yet, we are constantly reminded through ridicule that we 
can never give up the colour of our skin, hair or eyes; nor can we give up our 



9

heritage. In terms of our mental capacity, we are thought of as incompetent, 
unreasonable and incapable of learning the colonizers’ ways when we speak 
out for our ideas. The knowledge held by Aboriginal people is not recognized 
until it is presented as new knowledge created by the colonizers. 

Once Aboriginal persons internalize the colonization processes, we feel 
confused and powerless since we are pressured to detach from who we are 
and are left with no means to alleviate the pressure. We may implode with 
overwhelming feelings of sadness or explode with feelings of anger. Some 
try to escape this state through alcohol, drugs and/or other forms of self-
abuse. We may ignore our health, ridiculing our traditional diet and eat only 
junk food that is made easily accessible by the colonizer. Thoughts of suicide 
even flow through us as a means out of the confusion and impoverishment. 
Aboriginal people start to believe that we are incapable of learning and that 
the colonizers’ degrading images and beliefs about Aboriginal people and 
our ways of being are true. Following such beliefs, we too call down Aborig-
inal peoples and ways without taking the time to reflect on the colonization 
processes and who these beliefs serve. Aboriginal people try to follow the 
colonizers’ religions and condemn anyone who reflects any aspect of Aborig-
inal ways.

Aboriginal families who have internalized the colonization processes 
and adapted to the hierarchal system are shells of violence, objectification and 
isolation. Relationships between emotionally isolated individuals are based 
upon their attempts to attain the lost sense of belonging and love. Yet, there 
is little giving without the expectation that something will be given in return. 
The more powerful family members seek physical gratification through sex-
ual exploitation, a sense of worth that is based upon the degradation of other 
members, and slave-like services through threats and abuse. Thus, incidences 
of women being beaten by men, children being emotionally, physically and 
sexually abused by older family members, and men facing isolation become 
frequent as all family members are confronted daily with the pains of coloni-
zation. Individuals who try to overcome this pain through maintaining their 
sense of identity as Aboriginal persons and/or who attempt to educate them-
selves are scorned by other family and community members who have in-
ternalized the colonization process. Our communities remain divided since 
there is little support for one another to move ahead.
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The internally colonized nations are torn apart as well since there is 
little unity. Leaders, following the examples of self-righteousness and greed 
demonstrated by the colonizer, rule by self-interest first and foremost. Pow-
er is used over the people, especially members of other families. Economic 
gains are also based upon self-interest. Those interested in establishing laws 
and governing forces which address these abuses are quickly disempow-
ered—through covert force, such as stopping individuals and their families 
from accessing the limited resources available, or overt force, such as threats 
and violence. Other individuals would rather be governed and ruled by the 
colonizers and look to them for answers.

As Aboriginal people move further into internalizing the colonization 
processes, the more we degrade who we are as Aboriginal people. All of these 
internalized processes only serve the colonizers, who then are able to sit back 
and say “see, we were right.” In colonizers’ eyes, the usurpation is justified.



The Canadian government’s deliberate strategy from the late 
nineteenth and most of the twentieth century with respect to Aboriginal peo-
ple was assimilation, which required the destruction of Aboriginal cultures. 
The justification for what can only be seen as a strategy of state-sanctioned 
violence against an entire people was that Aboriginal cultures were inferior 
to European-based cultures, and therefore the attempt to destroy Aboriginal 
cultures was a “civilizing” mission. Aboriginal people resisted this process 
and have clung tenaciously to their traditional ways of life, but the damage 
to individuals and to families from this campaign of cultural destruction has 
been massive.

Aboriginal people refer to the residential schools as their most pain-
ful encounter with colonialism. Those we interviewed expressed to us in a 
variety of ways that residential school was based on the idea that anything 
to do with Aboriginal people — knowledge, education, family, communi-
ty, spirituality, language, their very way of being — had to be transformed. 
The residential schools did not prepare them for the outside world but put 
down their culture, broke their family ties and, worst of all, instilled a sense 
of shame. Former students rightly call themselves “residential school survi-
vors.” Residential school was a transformative experience for many Aborigi-
nal people. Joseph tells us:

It produced individuals with new personalities. You never know who 
you are, there was a lost identity, and I speak really about myself, I 
didn’t know who I was… consequently I was in no-man’s land when I 
came out of residential school.

3.

Construction of Aboriginal People as the “Other”: 
Colonization and Its Impact

by Darlene Klyne, Joan Hay, Parvin Ghorashi, Jim Silver

(from In Their Own Voices, pp. 135–136)
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Jean spent fifteen years at the Pine Creek Residential School. She had 
been orphaned and went to the school at age three, with her five-year-old sis-
ter. When she left:

There was nothing, no training, no preparation whatsoever in the school 
to prepare you for the outside world, so when I turned eighteen the princi-
pal said, “here’s a dollar, and here’s a change of clothes, now hit the road.” 
That was the exact word, “hit the road”…. I never went to a store, I never 
had a dollar in my hand to go and buy myself something, and I didn’t 
realize until after I left there that I knew nothing of the outside world.

This process did not stop when Aboriginal people began to arrive in the 
city in the 1960s and 1970s. Charles, who is in his late forties, describes the 
role of the church in defining Aboriginal families and cultures when he was 
growing up in Winnipeg’s North End:

There was a bus that used to drive around every Sunday and pick kids 
up early in the morning and take them to different, sort of, ministries 
or churches, and I remember one, it used to be a Zion Church on El-
gin. They would pick us up, and they would feed us, right, you know, 
feed us kinda snacks and stuff like that… and then they would take 
us into a room…. The minister or priest or whoever the person was 
then put down our families, eh, say all kinds of things, who our parents 
were… say they were drunks, they were lazy… and it was all Indian 
kids, eh, all Aboriginal kids… in that room…. I remember little kids, 
you know, just crying, literally crying, not just mildly crying, break-
ing-into-tears-crying, but emotionally breaking down.

Racism

Racism is an almost inevitable product of this process of colonization. All 
participants talk about racism and how it has affected, and continues to af-
fect, their lives. Charles states: “I remember as a child, there was a lot of rac-
ism, eh, and like more openly…. We grew up in a really heavily racist time, 
and it was like, openly, you know.” He describes the use of language:
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common phrases like… called us Indians, call us things like “Chief,” 
but like Indian was used like a swear word, it wasn’t really used to de-
scribe a nation of people, it was used to describe, you know, people who 
were drunk, lazy, you know, all the sort of false images.

Racism continues to be a daily experience for Aboriginal people in Win-
nipeg. One of the things that most aggravates them is that non-Aboriginal 
people are so frequently oblivious to this. Maggie describes a recent high-lev-
el civic meeting, where an important city figure said, “I have tried everything 
for Aboriginal students just to stay in the programs, I think they just need to 
be encouraged.”

And I just looked at her… and I was just like, speechless, and that 
doesn’t happen often, but I didn’t even know what to say other than 
to look at her, like, “are you for real? We just need to be encouraged?” 
How insulting…. It’s all across the board, like, racism is very much 
alive in this city.

Destruction of Identity and Self-Esteem

The belief that Aboriginal cultures are inferior was constantly expressed 
by non-Aboriginal people. Some Aboriginal people have internalized those 
colonial beliefs, and they carry the pain of their supposed inferiority. It 
weighs them down because one needs a positive sense of oneself to cope 
with the world. Charles tells us:

There was a lot of garbage that was going on around us, you know, like 
I said, a lot of violence, a lot of discrimination, a lot of racism…. What 
I sort of done, feeling and experiencing this racism and this discrimina-
tion and this violence…. I chose to, there was no help growing up for 
me… you know, getting things in life, eh, there was no major, major 
help…. There’s no venue to talk about them…. You just see inequality 
all over the place…. And I don’t know at what point, you know, growing 
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up around here, that we began to sort of recognize that, you know, we 
were different…. Eventually these things really weigh heavy on a lot of 
people, they turn to drugs, they turn to alcohol… some of them become 
extremely violent, like extremely violent…. I remember being really vio-
lent as a kid. I just chose to sort of fight… but in a different way. I kind 
of fell on Main St. for a long time, you know, given up.

Joseph comments:

I hated people, I hated white people, I hated churches, I hated God, I 
hated government. These things I hated because they destroyed my life, 
brought it to a standstill…. No hope, a useless existence with no future 
in mind and all I had was bitterness and anger.

For some, the burden of internalizing colonialism manifests itself in 
a lack of self-esteem and self-confidence. Ethel remembers when she was 
young and carrying “lots of shame.” Another woman, Ingrid, describes her 
teenage years as feeling “very ashamed of who I was. I couldn’t look anybody 
in the eye, you know, I walked half my life with my head down, very ashamed 
of who I was.”

These are typical examples of the difficulties that these exceptionally 
gifted inner-city community leaders have experienced at different stages of 
their lives. Despite these difficulties, they have made remarkable changes in 
their lives and in their communities.



Understanding Race and Racialization

The notion of race is not as straightforward as it might first 
seem. Its meaning has changed over time. When the term first appeared in 
the English language in the early sixteenth century, it was used primarily to 
distinguish between different nation-states, such as England and France. In 
the English case, for instance, Anglo-Saxons were described as a “race” of 
people (Miles 1989: 31; Banton 1987). With the growth of scientific inqui-
ry in the nineteenth century, race came to be understood as a means of de-
marcating different groups on the basis of their phenotypic characteristics 
(especially their skin colour). Science was used to demonstrate “not only the 
number and characteristics of each ‘race,’ but also a hierarchical relationship 
between them” (Miles 1989: 32). These biologically based categorizations 
soon extended to include a range of intellectual, physical, and social capabili-
ties of each group (such as intelligence, industriousness, and criminality). … 
These supposed innate or essential “differences” between groups of people 
provided the basis for establishing a hierarchy of races, each having a variable 
capacity for “civilization” (Miles 1993: 2). Typically, white Europeans were 
positioned at the top of this racial hierarchy … Black people [were] con-
stituted an “inferior race.” Because they supposedly had not advanced as far 
along the evolutionary continuum, Black people were considered to be more 
prone to the “savagery” represented by criminal activity.

During the first half of the twentieth century, advances in scientific 
knowledge demonstrated conclusively that the world’s population could 
not legitimately be categorized into distinct, biologically based racial groups 
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(Miles 1989; Miles and Torres 2007). Nonetheless, the idea of race contin-
ued to hold strong purchase in public discourse. …

Several writers argue that because the concept of race has been so 
soundly disproven to be a distinct, biologically based entity — that is, that 
there are no “races” per se — then our focus should be on the meanings that 
are attached to it. In other words, race is not a biological category but a social 
construction. Viewing race as socially constructed — in effect, as a discourse 
or way of making sense — draws attention to its variable social meanings and 
to the social relations reproduced in the process. … The idea of “race,” then, 
is one of the ways (gender is another) in which individuals are differentiated 
from each other. 

… Differentiating between people on the basis of ‘race’ is to engage in a 
process of racialization … Racialization … involves the production of differ-
ence; it is the process of constructing racial categories, identities, and mean-
ings. With its root in a verb as opposed to a noun, racialization has the advan-
tage of shifting the focus from the people being racialized to those doing the 
racializing. As George Dei (2009: 237) explains, “The process of racializing 
is thus external and strategic, and it is not the responsibility of the person 
who is targeted.” Emphasis is on the doing or making of difference rather 
than the categories of difference in and of themselves. …

Engaging in racialization, recognizing difference between people, does 
not in and of itself constitute a problem. Difference can be acknowledged 
and celebrated without imposing hierarchy. Rather, it is the attachment of 
negative meanings to this difference that is problematic. In these terms, the 
idea of race becomes ideological when it is used as a rationalization for the 
dominance of one racial group over another (Miles 2000: 137); in other 
words, when it is used to promote racism.

Racism and Othering

It is when racialization involves “Othering,” that racism occurs. At its core, 
this process of Othering entails establishing a binary between Us and Them. 
As Stuart Hall (1997: 258) elaborates, the practice “facilitates the ‘binding’ 
or bonding together of all of Us who are ‘normal’ into one ‘imagined com-
munity’; and it sends into symbolic exile all of Them — ‘the Others’ — who 
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are in some way different — ‘beyond the pale.’” Othering, therefore, is the 
exercise of a particular form of power by those who are racially privileged. …

Drawing attention to racial privilege — to the ability to make judg-
ments about Others “stick” — showcases how those on the privileged side 
of the “Us versus Them” dualism are able to avoid such markings. In other 
words, in societies in which white people are the dominant group, whiteness 
goes unmarked. Whiteness becomes the unacknowledged norm or standard 
by which all Others are measured. As Richard Dyer notes:

Research… repeatedly shows that in Western representation whites 
are overwhelmingly and disproportionately predominant, have the cen-
tral and elaborated roles, and above all are placed as the norm, the 
ordinary, the standard. Whites are everywhere in representation. Yet 
precisely because of this and their placing as norm they seem not to 
be represented to themselves as whites but as people who are variously 
gendered, classed, sexualized and abled. At the level of racial represen-
tation, in other words, whites are not of a certain race, they’re just 
the human race. (Dyer 1997: 3; emphasis added)

According to this viewpoint, racism comes to be understood as a partic-
ular discourse or ideology that offers an explanation of how the world works. 
Racism organizes, preserves, and perpetuates the power structures of a so-
ciety (Henry et al. 2009); it rationalizes, legitimizes, and sustains patterns 
of inequality (Barrett 1987: 7). Hall explains, racist ideas are “not a set of 
false pleas which swim around in the head. They’re not a set of mistaken per-
ceptions. They have their basis in real material conditions of existence. They 
arise because of concrete problems of different classes and groups in society. 
Racism represents the attempt ideologically to construct those conditions, 
contradictions, and problems in such a way that they can be dealt with and 
deflected in the same moment” (Hall 1978: 35).

Racism, therefore, involves more than just holding particular negative 
beliefs or attitudes about certain groups in society or acting towards indi-
viduals on the basis of racial stereotypes. Racism has a systemic basis. Racist 
discourse not only has its basis in material conditions but is also supported 
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by — and reinforces — institutional and social practices in society that priv-
ilege certain racialized groups over the Others. …

One of the more powerful prevailing racial projects in Canada involves 
the discourse of multiculturalism. Canada has often been described as a “na-
tion of immigrants.” Historically, the country was built up by means of large 
influxes of immigrant groups, including the Prairie settlers who populated 
the West and workers of various kinds who took up positions in the urban in-
dustrial centres. Unlike our American neighbours to the south, characterized 
as a “melting pot,” Canada has been called a “mosaic,” in which diverse racial 
and ethnic groups have been able to make the country their home while re-
taining their unique cultural traditions and heritage.

This image of Canada as a diverse, multicultural — indeed, racially 
tolerant — nation has readily inspired national pride. It could be described 
as the “official version” of Canada’s racial history. In both official state dis-
course and the public imagination, our society is represented as the “Great 
White North,” the “True North Strong and Free,” the “land of opportunity” 
in which democracy and “equality of all” prevails. As Carl James (2008: 380) 
notes, “This paradigm of cultural democracy holds that in Canada race does 
not determine how groups or individuals are perceived and treated; hence, 
minority and/or immigrant people can expect to have lives devoid of racism 
and discrimination.”

The discourse of multiculturalism has been formally imbedded in Ca-
nadian law. Canadian Parliament enacted the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 
in 1988, which includes the declaration that multiculturalism is “the policy 
of the Government of Canada” and in particular that it is the government’s 
policy “to ensure that all individuals receive equal treatment and equal pro-
tection under the law, while respecting and valuing their diversity” (par 3[1]
[3]) and that all federal institutions shall “generally carry on their activities 
in a manner that is sensitive and responsive to the multicultural reality of 
Canada” (par 3[2][f]). These statutory commitments are consistent with 
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms enacted in 1982. Section 15 
of the Charter declares: “Every individual is equal before and under the law 
and has the right to equal protection and equal benefit of the law without dis-
crimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age 
or mental or physical disability.” Section 27 provides: “This Charter shall be 
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interpreted in a manner consistent with the preservation and enhancement 
of the multicultural heritage of Canadians.” Moreover, sections 25 and 35 of 
the Constitution Act 1982 are designed specifically to recognize and protect 
the rights of Aboriginal peoples (Stenning 2003a: 15–16).

This emphasis on multiculturalism supports Canada’s claim to be what 
David Goldberg (cited in James 2008: 381) terms the “raceless state”; a na-
tion-state, unlike the United States, in which race is not considered to be a 
problem or an issue. As Goldberg argues, “This claim to ‘racelessness’ masks 
the historical conditions that account for the contemporary issues and prob-
lems related to racism, and simultaneously contributes to the silencing of 
voices about racism” ( James 2008: 381). It also makes any claims of racism 
and discrimination an individual matter; if racism is recognized at all, it is 
understood as an individual expression of overt feelings or actions (Henry 
et al. 2009).

Despite the official version of Canada as a raceless state — a racially ac-
cepting, peaceful, and civilized country — it is not difficult to find evidence 
to the contrary. As Rick Ponting (1998: 270) notes, “Like the tap root of the 
common dandelion, racism’s roots extend deep below the surface of Canadi-
an society.” For example, the depiction of Canada as a “nation of immigrants” 
often fails to acknowledge that Canadian immigration law was historically 
informed by a “White Canada” policy that was “racist in orientation; assim-
ilationist in objective” (Elliot and Fleras 1996: 290). To this extent, Canada 
was consciously and deliberately populated quite literally as the “Great White 
North.” Intent on preserving the British character of the nation, the Canadi-
an state devised policies and practices that excluded certain people from en-
try while encouraging “preferred” immigrants: white immigrants who were 
considered to be of “superior stock.” Section 38(c) of the Immigration Act of 
1910, for instance, enshrined in law a class of immigrants considered to be 
“undesirable.” Among those who could be denied entry were:

any nationality or race of immigrants… deemed unsuitable having re-
gard to the climatic, industrial, social, education, labour [conditions]… 
or because such immigrants are deemed undesirable owing to their pe-
culiar customs, habits, modes of life, methods of holding property and 
because of their probable inability to become readily assimilated or to 
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assume the duties and responsibilities of Canadian citizenship within 
a reasonable time after their entry. (Cited in Jakubowski 2006: 100)

While the state required a ready supply of cheap labour for the great proj-
ects of industrialization and nation-building, it only allowed certain groups 
entrance to the country when their labour was required. Chinese labourers, 
for example, were brought to Canada under labour contracts during the pe-
riod of the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway (1800 to 1885). In 
1885 a head tax of $50 was imposed on all Chinese labourers entering the 
country as a way to stem the tide of their immigration. The tax was increased 
to $100 in 1900 and $500 in 1903. In 1923 the Canadian government passed 
the Chinese Exclusion Act, which effectively prohibited all Chinese immi-
gration until its repeal in 1947. Selective and racist immigration practices 
were also directed at Japanese and East Indian people during this period of 
Canadian history (see Jakubowski 2006; Comack 1986; Ward 1978).

The characterization of Canada as a “nation of immigrants” makes it 
easy to forget that Canada is also a “white settler society” whose origins lie 
in the displacement and dispossession of the original inhabitants of the land. 
In this regard, one of the most significant racial projects undertaken by the 
Canadian state was the colonization of the Aboriginal population. 



Part Two: 
Issues



Various factors associated with complex poverty become  
causally interconnected and mutually reinforcing, and problems are made 
worse in the many instances in which poverty is racialized and those who 
are poor are subjected to various forms of racism. In western Canada, it is 
Aboriginal people who are over-represented among the poor and who daily 
experience both face-to-face and systemic racism, as well as the related ef-
fects of colonialism.

An understanding of colonialism is essential in developing a full appre-
ciation of the complex poverty experienced by many Aboriginal people in ru-
ral, northern and urban communities. Aboriginal people were dispossessed 
of their lands, pushed onto reserves and thus excluded from the dominant 
culture and institutions of Canada and subjected to the colonial control of 
the Indian Act and the domination of the Indian agent. Tragically, many of 
their children were forcibly removed from their homes and confined in res-
idential schools, where large numbers died. The children were subjected to 
abuse and were taught to be ashamed of who they and their families were. 
The purpose was to “kill the Indian in the child” by preventing Aboriginal 
families from passing on their indigenous culture to their children. It was, 
and for many Canadians still is, justified on the false grounds that indigenous 
institutions and cultural and religious values are inferior to those of people of 
European origins. The resultant colonial ideology is all-pervasive. As Metis 
scholar Howard Adams put it:

The characteristic form of colonialism then is a racial and economic 
hierarchy with an ideology that claims the superiority of the race and 
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culture of the colonizer. This national ideology pervades colonial soci-
ety and its institutions, such as schools, cultural agencies, the church 
and the media. … the ideology becomes an inseparable part of per-
ceived reality.

Internalizing Poverty and Racism

Aboriginal people themselves may come to believe the all-pervasive notion 
that they are inferior. This is common among oppressed people and among 
those who experience complex poverty. “In fact, this process happens so fre-
quently that it has a name, internalized oppression.” Or as Howard Adams 
puts it, many Aboriginal people “have internalized a colonized conscious-
ness.” The results, as Aboriginal scholar Michael Hart argues, are devastating:

Once Aboriginal persons internalize the colonization processes, we feel 
confused and powerless.… We may implode with overwhelming feel-
ings of sadness or explode with feelings of anger. Some try to escape this 
state through alcohol, drugs and/or other forms of self-abuse.

The consequence of internalizing the colonial ideology, the Europe-
an-based assumption of Aboriginal inferiority, is often incapacitating: “Ab-
original people start to believe that we are incapable of learning and that the 
colonizers’ degrading images and beliefs about Aboriginal people and our 
ways of being are true.”

A vicious cycle is set in motion: the assumption of Aboriginal peoples’ 
inferiority becomes internalized by Aboriginal people themselves; in re-
sponse, many lash out in self-abusive ways, reinforcing in the minds of the 
non-Aboriginal majority the assumptions of Aboriginal inferiority that lie at 
the heart of the colonial ideology. The more Aboriginal people move further 
into internalizing the colonization processes, “the more we degrade who we 
are as Aboriginal people.” As Hart says, “All of these internalized processes 
only serve the colonizers, who then are able to sit back and say ‘see, we were 
right.’ In colonizers’ eyes, the usurpation is justified.”

This deeper causal reality — what Dara Culhane has called the “mun-
dane brutality of everyday poverty” — is invisible to most non-Aboriginal 
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people, who see only the outward, behaviourial manifestations of what Ab-
original people have internalized.

A very similar phenomenon is experienced by all those trapped in 
complex poverty. They are so frequently blamed for their poverty — on the 
grounds that their behaviour and cultural attributes are the cause of this pov-
erty — that many come to believe it themselves. This can lead to a variety of 
psychologically debilitating outcomes related to self-esteem and self-confi-
dence and a sense of hope for the future, which then make escape from pov-
erty even more difficult.

A Perverse Governmental Response to Complex Poverty

Governments have responded to this new form of complex poverty not by 
investing in anti-poverty strategies, but by incarcerating ever-larger numbers 
of the poor, and especially the racialized poor. At the very time that neo-
liberal policies have led to the dramatic cuts in social spending, these same 
governments have significantly increased their expenditures on prisons and 
imprisonment. In the U.S., it has been estimated that one young Black man 
in three is in prison or on probation or parole and that the prison indus-
try — what Angela Davis calls the “prison industrial complex” — is now the 
third largest employer in the country. In Chicago, to take but one example, 
55 percent of the Black adult male population has a felony record. Neoliberal 
governments have responded to the growth of complex poverty that their 
policies have done so much to create by punishing the poor. This follows 
logically and inexorably from the dominant way of explaining poverty — by 
blaming the poor themselves. If the poor are to blame for the poverty they 
experience, then they must be punished for their poverty-producing be-
haviour and cultural failings. The resultant and bitter irony is the “state policy 
of criminalization of the consequences of state-sponsored poverty.” In many 
racialized families that experience complex poverty, having a family member 
in prison has become normal. Alford Young found that for African-Ameri-
can men in Chicago’s Near West Side, “jail formed a bigger part of their lives 
than did work” and “detention was talked about as if it were a common event 
in their lives.” In Oakland, California, Victor Rios asked forty Latino youth 
to write down the names of close friends and family members who were in 
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prison. “All of them knew at least six people.” All of the young men in his 
study “discussed prison as a familiar place.” The same is the case in Canada. 
Aboriginal people comprise 4 percent of Canada’s population, but 23 per-
cent of federal inmates, and “over the past ten years, the Aboriginal inmate 
population increased considerably by 37 percent while the non-Aboriginal 
inmate population increased only modestly by 2 percent.” Elizabeth Comack 
and her colleagues describe this phenomenon:

In Canada, prison has become for many young Aboriginal people the 
contemporary equivalent of what the Indian residential school represent-
ed for their parents ( Jackson 1989: 216). According to a one-day snapshot 
conducted in 2003, Aboriginal youth were almost eight times more likely 
to be in custody than were their non-Aboriginal counterparts. In Manito-
ba, Aboriginal youth were sixteen times more likely to be incarcerated than 
non-Aboriginal youth.

The high level of incarceration is causally connected to the complex ra-
cialized poverty experienced by so many Aboriginal people: families have 
been deliberately undermined as a central aspect of the strategy of colonial-
ism; appalling numbers of Aboriginal children are in care — indeed, one can 
see Aboriginal history in terms of a succession of various forms of institu-
tionalization, from the residential schools, to the “sixties scoop,” to various 
forms of youth detention centres, to the high rates of children in care and 
high rates of incarceration in federal and provincial penal institutions. Includ-
ed amongst the results is the fact that on average, Aboriginal children have 
lower literacy skills, and Aboriginal people generally have lower educational 
outcomes, than the non-Aboriginal population, and “approximately 65–70 
percent of prison inmates are unable to sufficiently read and write.” The con-
nections are obvious: complex poverty, and especially racialized poverty, are 
at the root of a host of inter-related problems, to which governments far too 
often respond by simply locking up poor people, which then further damages 
families and reinforces the destructive cycle of complex poverty.

All of these inter-related factors associated with complex poverty are 
likely to have profound psychological effects. These then dramatically in-
crease the likelihood that one will stay poor and, to the extent that these 
attitudes are passed on to children, that poverty will be reproduced across 
generations. The consequence of all these inter-related factors is that poverty 
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can trap people. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives describes this 
phenomenon by using two metaphors:

One is the notion of a complex web — a web of poverty, racism, drugs, 
gangs, violence. The other is the notion of a cycle — people caught in a 
cycle of inter-related problems. Both suggest the idea of people who are 
trapped, immobilized, unable to escape, destined to struggle with forces 
against which they cannot win, from which they cannot extricate them-
selves. The result is despair, resignation, anger, hopelessness, which then 
reinforces the cycle, and wraps them tighter in the web.

Not only is this ethically unacceptable in a country as economically well 
off as Canada, but it is also exceptionally expensive. Thus, reducing poverty 
levels dramatically is for all Canadians both ethically appropriate and eco-
nomically advantageous.

It is important, however, not to leave this chapter on a wholly negative 
note. It is true that complex poverty creates very difficult living conditions 
and that it can be hard for those caught in its web to extricate themselves. 
Nevertheless, in all very low-income communities there are strengths to be 
found, and many lives are lived in dignity, courage and generosity. A part of 
the solution to complex poverty is to build on these strengths.



Policing Winnipeg’s Inner-City Communities

Despite its moderate size relative to other Canadian cities,  
Winnipeg has garnered a reputation as a city ridden with crime and violence. 
In 2004 the city ranked first among the nine major metropolitan centres for 
its rate for homicides, robberies, and motor vehicle thefts. It ranked second 
for break-ins (Statistics Canada 2005). More recently, in 2009 Winnipeg 
ranked first among the census metropolitan areas on the violent crime se-
verity index.

Much of this activity has been concentrated in Winnipeg’s inner-city 
communities. A 2004 study by the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics 
found that the closer one goes to the geographic core of Winnipeg, where the 
incidence of poverty and related problems is high, the higher is the incidence 
of crime. Robin Fitzgerald and his colleagues (2004: 8) concluded, “After tak-
ing into account all other factors, the level of socio-economic disadvantage of 
the residential population in a neighbourhood was most strongly associated 
with the highest neighbourhood rates of both violent and property crimes.” 
Other studies reveal that for Winnipeg, rates of poverty, unemployment, and 
limited labour force participation — in other words, “socio-economic disad-
vantage” — are considerably worse in the inner city than in Winnipeg as a 
whole. The poverty rate in Winnipeg’s inner-city communities, for instance, 
was 39.6 percent in 2006 compared with 20.2 percent for the city as a whole 
(MacKinnon 2009). Crime and violence, therefore, correlate strongly with 
poverty and related conditions, and both are more prevalent in Winnipeg’s 
inner-city neighbourhoods.

6.

The Experiences and Standpoints of 
Aboriginal People with Police

by Elizabeth Comack

(from Racialized Policing, pp. 152–186)
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Much like other Prairie cities in Canada, Winnipeg is home to a large 
number of Aboriginal people. In 2006 about one-third of all Aboriginal per-
sons in Manitoba lived in Winnipeg. Of major cities in Canada that year, 
Winnipeg had the highest density of Aboriginal people (68,385), represent-
ing 9.8 percent of the total Winnipeg Central Metropolitan Area population. 
Aboriginal people make up some 21 percent of the population of Winnipeg’s 
inner-city communities; 65 percent of Aboriginal households in those in-
ner-city communities were living in poverty in 2006.

It is within this context of crime, violence, and racialized poverty in 
Winnipeg’s inner-city communities that encounters between Aboriginal 
people and the police are most likely to occur. Indeed, it is in this area and 
among these people that the Winnipeg Police Service has concentrated 
much of its resources.

…

The Experiences and Standpoints of Aboriginal People

While interviews with police officers can shed light on the challenges they 
encounter in policing inner-city communities, it is just as — if not arguably 
more — important to explore the standpoints of the citizens whom the po-
lice are mandated to serve and protect. This is especially the case for Ab-
original people living in Winnipeg’s inner-city communities. As Henry and 
Tator (2006: 119) note, qualitative research aimed at gaining access to these 
standpoints can help “to ‘break the silence’ and ‘bear witness’ to the lived ex-
periences of people of colour and other minorities in the face of a hegemonic 
culture that distorts, stereotypes, and marginalizes that experience.”

What can Aboriginal people tell us about their experiences with the 
policing of Winnipeg’s inner-city communities? For one thing, during the 
interviews we carried out, some of the participants did report positive ex-
periences with the police. One woman who suffered from mental health is-
sues commented, “They’re patient with the mentally ill, I think, for the most 
part…. ’Cause when I get sick it just, you know, I mean, I’m not really totally 
in control of everything (laughs).” Another woman who had worked in the 
street sex trade said, “I’ve seen a lot of cops who are very kind-hearted.”
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People also spoke about instances when they needed assistance and a 
police officer was there to help them. One twenty-one-year-old man told of 
a time when he had been badly beaten — to the point where he was having 
convulsions. He said the police “saved my life” — they had come to his aid 
and called an ambulance to get him to hospital. Another twenty-something 
man told of a time when he was drunk and having trouble making it home 
safely, but two police officers spotted him. They gave him a blanket to keep 
him warm and bought him a burger from McDonald’s. “I think they totally 
saved me that day,” he said. “They do good things too, you know. I don’t re-
ally think they’re trying to be bad people at all.” A forty-something woman 
found police to be attentive when she encountered domestic violence from 
her partner. “I’d phone them and they’d be there right away.”

These experiences showcase both the diversity of situations in which 
police are called upon for assistance when people are in trouble, and the 
invaluable role performed by police officers in Winnipeg’s inner-city com-
munities. They also suggest that some officers not only meet the demands 
placed upon them in the course of their work, but also do so with profes-
sionalism, kindness, and concern. Nevertheless, while some participants had 
very positive comments to make about the Winnipeg Police Service, others 
were more disparaging. We frequently heard comments such as “I hate the 
police,” “I don’t trust the police,” and “I don’t want nothing to do with them. 
I’m scared of them.” More often than not, these judgments sprang from the 
negative experiences that people had with police officers.

Given the troubled lives of many of the participants, it is not surprising 
that they would report having regular encounters with the police. But that 
contact was not simply a function of their own actions or behaviours; it also 
emanated from their location in the racialized space of Winnipeg’s inner-city 
communities. By and large, inner-city residents take considerable pride in 
their community and see its many strengths and benefits. Nevertheless, 
because of the inner city’s reputation as a disorderly and dangerous place 
in which crime, violence, gangs, and the drug and street sex trades prolifer-
ate, police surveillance there is heightened. Just being present in that space, 
therefore, means that Aboriginal people are at risk of being targeted as the 
“usual suspects.” In the process, encounters between Aboriginal people and 
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the police become infused with questions of race and racialization. Indeed, 
while police officers all too readily define Aboriginal people as troublesome, 
some of the strategies that officers adopt in their endeavour to reproduce 
order are also troublesome, to say the least.

The “Usual Suspects”

A common theme to emerge from the interviews is that Aboriginal men who 
live in Winnipeg’s inner city are regularly stopped by police and asked to ac-
count for themselves. Officers often carry out warrant checks. When the men 
ask, “What did I do wrong?” the typical response is “You fit the description” 
because the police are looking for an Aboriginal man as a suspect in a crime. 
In other words, the men are stopped precisely because they are Aboriginal. 
For many of the men we interviewed, this experience has become an all too 
normal occurrence.

Twenty-year-old Frank said that he is accustomed to being stopped by 
police “once a week, guaranteed. I can’t even, like, count the number of times 
where I’ve been stopped just for walking down the street wearing, like, all 
black or something.” When asked what the police say when they stop him, 
Frank replied, “Nothing. Just, like, put some cuffs on me and say, ‘Oh, we 
have a guy fitting your description. He’s breaking into garages or throwing 
stuff at houses.’” Frank says, “It makes me mad. But, like, there’s nothing you 
can do.”

Carl had similarly frustrating experiences with the police. While he had 
been charged and ticketed for squeegeeing, he did not have a criminal record. 
Only twenty-four-years old when we met, Carl said that since the age of six-
teen he has been stopped “at least twice a month” by police because he fit the 
description of someone the police were looking for.

And what am I supposed to say to that? I get stopped — “Hey, I’m not 
this guy. I’m not who you’re looking for.” They’re still not going to believe 
me. They’re still going to take my id. They’re still going to check my, if 
I’m wanted or not, you know. They’re still going to do all that. So what 
am I supposed to do? Like, am I supposed to say, “Hey, I’m not the guy 
who you’re looking for so just keep on driving?” But it doesn’t work like 
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that. If they think that you’re someone that they are looking for, they’re 
going to stop you and going to check you.

Stan was in his early forties at the time of the interview. While he grew 
up in Winnipeg, much of his younger years were spent moving back and forth 
between the city and his reserve community. By the age of eleven, however, 
he was “hanging around with the wrong crowd” and got into trouble with 
the law. He went from the youth detention centre to group homes to foster 
homes. “In my teens,” he said, “I didn’t really grow up with my parents ’cause 
I was always in and out of youth facilities.”

While he used to steal cars and go joyriding as a kid, as he grew older 
Stan’s crimes “got more serious.” At the age of twenty-one, facing some sev-
enteen charges (including one for a home invasion), he began serving thirty 
months in Stony Mountain Penitentiary. When he was in Stony he “never as-
sociated with any gangs or anything like that, you know. I just kept to myself, 
did my time.” When he was released in 1991 he “never looked back.” Howev-
er, Stan continued drinking. “It was with the drinking that really, that really it 
got me into trouble. When I used to drink I used to go and do stupid things.” 
None of his crimes were violent, “just break into garages, break into houses 
or whatever, you know, whatever I could do to get my hands on, just to make 
money, just to get money.” Stan said that during this period his contact with 
the police would involve them taking him “for rides down the back lane, try 
and get me to talk, trying to get me to admit to something I didn’t do, to take 
the fall for something I didn’t do.… Get a couple of shots, whatever. Get my 
hair pulled or whatever. Get called down, you know, ‘You fucking Indian,’ 
this and that, blah, blah, blah, you know.”

In the last several years Stan had quit drinking and was trying his best to 
go straight. Nevertheless, he continued to attract the attention of the police 
simply because he “fits the description.” Stan told us about a recent incident:

One day, this was last summer [at about two in the afternoon]. There 
was a cop car parked behind Mac’s on Selkirk and Arlington, and they 
came across the back lane really fast. A cop got out and grabbed me 
without asking me, like, without even telling me what the hell is going 
on. Like, I asked him, “What’s going on?” He says, “Quiet. You fit the 
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description of somebody we’re looking for.” “Well, what’s the descrip-
tion?” “White T-shirt, blue jeans, long hair, ponytail.” I says, “Don’t 
forget where you are, man. You’re in the North End. How many Native 
people in the North End have long hair and a ponytail and are wearing 
a white T-shirt? Come on now, use your fucking head.” Cop grabs me, 
throws me against the car, puts me in the car, doesn’t, I’m not under 
arrest or anything but he’s throwing me in the car and they want to take 
me for a ride. So they take me for a ride. And they’re trying to get me, 
like, do I know this, do I know that. Like, I don’t know anything.

Chris, age thirty, reported similar experiences. When he had long hair, 
he said, “I’d get picked up like every other weekend, you know, just for ques-
tioning because I looked like somebody else. And so I figured if I cut my hair 
it’d be a little bit easier.” The strategy helped somewhat. Chris said he now got 
stopped by police “maybe once a month.”

Owen, nineteen years old, talked about an experience that occurred on 
the night of his fifteenth birthday party. He was walking in West Broadway, an 
area in the most southerly part of the inner city, around midnight:

I was leaving my place and I was walking my friend to his bus stop and 
when I was on my way back home after I’d left him — I was with three 
of my friends. We had all gone on this walk and we were at the end of 
my block. And five cop cars pulled up and all the cops jumped out with 
guns drawn to our heads and told us to “Get the fuck on the ground!” 
And they all — and they didn’t really give us a chance to say much. If 
one of my friend’s parents hadn’t been driving by at the time — ’cause 
my friend’s dad was picking her up, so he saw us all laid down on the 
ground with the cops drawing guns to our heads and he asked, like, 
what was going on and he vouched for us. So they eventually let us go.

The police told Owen that someone had been assaulted nearby. As he 
surmised, “I’m guessing we just fit a description.” Owen had been pulled over 
by police “countless times” since then. The police, assuming he was dealing 
drugs for a street gang, would ask him: “Who are you selling for?” “Who are 
you banging for?” “Where’s the shit?”
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One of the challenges confronting Winnipeg police officers is quelling 
the illegal trade in drugs that goes on in the inner city. Like Owen, several of 
the men talked about how police just assume they are involved in the drug 
trade. Thirty-year-old Bill, for instance, told of an incident when he had been 
standing in front of his house, “and my friend, my neighbour, he was giving 
me ten dollars so I can go get some beer for him. ’Cause I had a bike so I was 
going to the beer store for him.” The police happened by and saw the ex-
change. “They grabbed me, searched me and everything, thinking I got drugs 
or something. I didn’t have nothing.” Even sixty-five-year-old Edward told of 
being stopped by police based on this assumption:

Well, just recently, about two weeks ago, I was visiting my friend until 
about ten o’clock at night on Salter and Redwood. And I was coming 
home. And I come up to Salter and I hit Manitoba. Then I started 
walking down Manitoba, taking a shortcut. And I got pulled over and 
they got out of the car and slammed me against the car. “Where’s your 
drugs? Where’s your drugs?” “What drugs?” “You’re selling drugs.” I 
said, “I just came from my friend’s place.” I said, “Here’s his address, 
here’s his name.” I said, “Do you want to go and check it out?” “Oh, 
you’re lying , you bastard.” I says, “Hold it. Hold it,” I says. “There’s no 
need to talk to me like that,” I said. “I’ve got nothing,” I said. “Look. 
You don’t see no drug paraphernalia on me or anything like that,” I 
said. So, you know, “What’s with this?” “Well, we’re pretty sure.” I said, 
“You could be sure all you want, you know,” but I said “that’s not the 
way it is.”

While police often assume that men found on the streets of the inner 
city are involved in the drug trade, several of our participants talked about 
how police also assume that they are gang-involved because of how they 
dress. Forty-one-year-old Mark commented: “Like sometimes I used to wear 
tracksuits and stuff. We’d get pulled over for no reason, thinking we’re like 
Native gang members. And that’s bullshit.” Peter, in his thirties, said that 
police would assume he was gang-involved when he wore a white track suit 
(associated with the Deuce gang) or a red one (Indian Posse). “They would 
beat you up and they would try to make you rat out where drug houses are 
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and that. It was scary, scary growing up being Native in this neighbourhood.” 
When the same thing happened to Greg, he told the police officers: “That’s 
pretty racial of you guys to think that I’m with the gang. Just ’cause I’m Native 
you think I’m with Indian Posse or something. ’Cause I grew up in the North 
End, you know. Just live this life. But not be in a gang. You don’t have to be in 
a gang. Not everybody’s in a gang.”

While Aboriginal men are presumed to be involved in the drug trade or 
affiliated with a street gang, Aboriginal women encounter a different kind of 
stereotyping. Given the concerns with the street sex trade that operates in 
Winnipeg’s inner-city neighbourhoods, police often assumed that Aborigi-
nal women found in those spaces are sex workers. As one woman (and she 
does work in the street sex trade) noted: “They see a girl on a strip where 
prostitutes happen to roam, they automatically stereotype and think that 
they’re, every girl is out there doing the same thing when, in reality, you 
know, half the girls that are out there aren’t even working. They’re just walk-
ing by or whatever.”

Dianne, twenty-four years old, told us about an incident that happened 
in the winter of 2008. She had been visiting her uncle in the downtown area. 
On her way home to the North End, she walked across the Slaw Rebchuck 
Bridge and stopped to use a pay phone to call her dad and ask for a ride the 
rest of the way. A police car pulled up, and the officers proceeded to charge 
her with a prostitution offence.

They said I was standing around trying to work the streets.... They 
grabbed me and they handcuffed me and they took me.… I did get a 
lawyer and did get it dropped because there was no evidence or nobody 
saying that, like, no undercover cop saying that I was talking to them 
or anything. So they just said that they, the cops said that they saw me 
going to a car, which I wasn’t. I was going to the pay phone. So if they 
don’t know the difference between a pay phone and a car, then, I don’t 
know, something’s wrong with them.

Similarly, Christine, a thirty-three-year-old, told of being stopped by 
police on her way to the corner store. The police assumed that she was a sex-
trade worker.
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I live in an area where there is prostitution happening there and, like, 
sometimes I go to the store and, like, right away they’re driving by and 
then they slow down. Like, “I’m going to the store,” and, like, “Oh, you’re 
lying.” Like what — a woman can’t even walk the street today? Every 
woman that walks the street today is what, supposed to be a hooker?

Simply, then, because of their location in the racialized space of the in-
ner city, Aboriginal people are subject to the racialized and gendered stereo-
types associated with the “usual suspects.” Those of us who have never been 
the target of such stereotyping (especially by police officers) can only imag-
ine how scary and unsettling that experience can be. Racialized policing, 
however, runs deeper than the use of stereotypes; it is also implicated in the 
particular cultural frames of reference or stocks of knowledge that officers 
adopt in the course of their work.

Racialized and Sexualized Frames

As one Aboriginal man, Stan, told us, “We’re the dirty ones. We’re bad. We’re 
drunks, sniffers, crackheads, the whole, like, we’re everything, you know 
what I mean? That’s the way they look at us.”

Winnipeg police officers are tasked with the difficult job of responding 
to situations when — as Egon Bittner (2005) describes it — “someone-had-
better-do-something-now!” These situations include break-ins, assaults, rob-
beries, and other forms of crime. That is their mandate. In the course of ful-
filling that role, and particularly in their encounters with Aboriginal people, 
the police officers see matters through racialized frames. As officers go about 
their daily work, these frames inform what Clifford Shearing and Richard 
Ericson (1991) refer to as the “storybook” or particular way of seeing that 
develops over time.

Sometimes these racialized frames are invoked to question the credibil-
ity of complainants. Thirty-eight-year-old Janice, for instance, talked about 
an experience she had with police officers when she was just twelve years 
old. Janice had been sexually molested while staying in a foster home. She 
told her dad’s girlfriend, who took her to the police station. Janice explained:
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The cops took me in the room and they asked me what happened and I 
told them. And they straight up didn’t believe me, like I was lying. I was 
making this whole story up. And they treated me like I was the worst 
thing ever to walk into the police station. And I just felt really cheap. 
Like, it really, really hurts when somebody doesn’t believe you. You 
know, there’s nothing you can do to make them change their mind. If 
they believe you, that’s it. And I felt like, why wouldn’t they believe me? 
Because I’m an Indian? That was the only reason I could see why they 
didn’t believe me. So the guy got away with what he did to me because 
the police didn’t believe me. So when the police told my dad’s girlfriend 
that they didn’t believe me then she didn’t believe me. So then it seemed 
like everybody thought I was a liar and that I was making this up.

When the two male officers asked her what had happened, Janice told 
them she was sleeping when the man came into her room. They responded 
with, “Couldn’t you dream that that was happening to you? Are you sure you 
were awake?” Janice told them, “I’m sure I was awake. I know what he did to 
me, you know.” Janice was placed in two more foster homes after that — and 
sexually molested in both of them. “I never told anybody ’cause they’re not 
going to believe me, right?” Janice remained convinced that, as she said, “I 
wasn’t credible for anything because of who I was, ’cause I was an Indian. Had 
I been white I think they would have believed me. I honestly do.”

One month prior to our meeting, Owen was at a birthday party for a 
friend who had just turned eighteen. It was a hot summer’s night and they 
were sitting in the backyard of a North End house. Earlier that evening, 
Owen and his friends had heard a house alarm going off, but thought little of 
it. Owen explained what happened next:

After a while a cop came, just one cop in a car, like, not two of them, just 
one guy. And he came out and he approached us. We were sitting in the 
backyard. And he said, “Where’s your guys’ id’s?” And he pointed at me 
and my girlfriend… and he only wanted our id’s, like, he didn’t care for 
anyone else’s around, like, my friend or his sister. So I gave him my id 
and I told him my name or whatever and he wrote it down in his little 
log book. And my girlfriend told him her name too, but she didn’t have 
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her id on her, so he started giving her attitude. Like, he said, “How am 
I supposed to believe you if you don’t have id on you?” And he came on 
to our property there, you know, and giving her heck for not having id 
when she’s on private property anyway. So she gets pretty steamed and 
she walks inside. And he continues talking to me, “Where have you guys 
been all morning?” and “Where are you guys going?” or whatever. And 
I said, “We’ve been here the whole time, like, I slept here last night. I’ve 
been here since yesterday.” Then my friend’s sister was outside, like, they 
were kind of standing around and she starts going inside, and he goes, 
“Hey,” and he goes, “Where did that other girl go?” And he was talking 
about my girlfriend. And she’s like, “I don’t know.” And then she walked 
inside and he said, “Jesus. How come I can never get a straight answer 
from you people?”

So then my friend walks inside and I’m starting to walk inside too 
at that point, ’cause I’m just kind of, like, it feels like it’s just a waste of 
all of our time, right. Like, we didn’t do anything. There was no reason 
for him to come onto the property. So I was about to walk inside and 
then he starts stepping into the door. And then I stood in the doorway 
and I said, “You have no warrants. You can’t come in here.” And then 
he goes, he steps back and he goes, “What. You want to fuckin’ fight 
me?” And I’m like, “No.” And he’s like, “Well” — and then he leans in 
the doorway ’cause he sees my friend’s sister, the one that had gone in 
earlier and he says, “Where’s that girl? Go get that girl and bring her 
out here.” And then, so then my girlfriend comes back outside and we’re 
both standing there and he goes, “So this is your real name?” And she’s 
like, “Yeah.” And he’s like, “Well, if I look up both your names in my 
computer right now, you guys aren’t going to have any warrants?” And 
we both said, “No.” I said, “Why would we have warrants?” And he 
said, “’Cause most of you people do.” And I said, “What’s that supposed 
to mean?” And he said, “Figure it out.”… He sat around in his car there 
and probably ran the names through first and then he took off. 

Comments such as “Jesus, how come I can’t get a straight answer from 
you people?” and “’Cause most of you people do” signal the racialized frame 
that the police officer adopted in carrying out a routine investigation. One 
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has to wonder if the response would have been the same if the citizens the 
officer encountered resided in a wealthier neighbourhood instead of being 
Aboriginal residents of Winnipeg’s North End.

The use of racialized frames by police officers is reflected in another en-
counter. This time the frame adopted drew upon the racialized discourse of 
the “North End drinking party” (Comack and Balfour 2004: 93). Harold is 
a sixty-four-year-old who lives with his common-law partner. His partner’s 
sons had come to the city one weekend on a break from working at a north-
ern fishing camp, so the family decided to have “a little get-together, having 
a few drinks.” At around three in the morning they ran out of cigarettes, so 
decided to head to the nearby gas station. Harold and his older stepson went 
into the station to buy cigarettes while the younger stepson waited outside 
for them, where he began talking with another Aboriginal man on a bike. 
“The one fellow that’s outside,” Harold said, “he’s not very, what you call it, 
he doesn’t get to the city very often, he’s telling that guy, ‘Oh, my brother’s 
got lots of money. We just come from fishing, blah, blah, blah.’” As they left 
the gas station to begin the short walk home, the man on the bike began 
following them. Harold became concerned, telling his stepsons, “Keep go-
ing, keep going.” Then the man on the bike went ahead of them, dropped his 
bike, and came over to them. Harold said, “I heard him say, ‘I’ve got a knife.’” 
Next thing Harold knew, his older stepson was “bleeding like crazy.” They 
managed to get him back to the house and Harold’s wife ministered to her 
son while Harold called for an ambulance.

The police arrived along with the ambulance. “And I guess their first 
assumption they take is because we’re all Native people, that there was a big 
fight in the house, blah, blah, blah.” Harold tried to tell the officers about the 
man on the bike, but they wouldn’t listen to him. Instead, Harold and the 
younger stepson were put in the back of a police car and taken to the police 
station. “They wanted us as witnesses but we were being treated more or less 
like the criminal, eh.… We were locked up the same as if we had committed 
a crime, eh.”

Harold was frustrated by the experience. He believed that if the police 
had taken the time to listen to him they would have been able to apprehend 
the culprit.
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I can understand if there was a weapon there that had created the con-
flict and, right on the premises, like, say, a gun or a knife or a piece of 
wood that created the — “Okay, this happened here.” Like I say, jump 
to the assumption. But when you’re trying to tell them, “No, no, this 
didn’t even happen on the premises. We got home from going to buy cig-
arettes.” That’s what I was trying to explain. By the time I got through 
to one of those, one police woman and two or three other police, and 
there was a couple police cars there. It only took one to get the infor-
mation. The other ones could [say] “Okay, I’m going to go look for this 
person you described.”

Racialized frames also come into play when police see a group of Ab-
original people congregating. Fifty-three-year-old Florence said she likes to 
meet up with her friends at Thunderbird House, located in the heart of the 
Main Street strip. Florence said they were regularly approached by police, 
who “assume that everybody drinks, you know, but a lot of us don’t. We just 
go there to say ‘Hi.’ And they come there and they start swearing.” The police, 
Florence said, “sometimes just come and hassle you for no reason. Or they 
say, ‘You got any warrants?’ We’ll say ‘No.’ They’re coming to check you out 
anyways.” According to Florence, “They figure because you’ve got a criminal 
record, you know, that’s why they hassle you. They figure that you’re going to 
be in trouble all the time, you know, ’cause you got a criminal record.”

Several other people talked about the stigma they encountered because 
of past conflicts with the law. As Valerie commented, if you have priors, the 
police assume you haven’t changed. “You’re still just a criminal in their eyes.” 
Dianne maintained, “Whether I have a criminal record or not, that don’t en-
title them to talk to me like that. That really bothers me, it really does. Yeah. 
I’m really upset about that, the way they talk to me.”

The frames used by police officers are not only racialized but also sexu-
alized. Women and transgenders working in Winnipeg’s street sex trade are at 
great risk of encountering violence from their customers. Thirty-year-old Jes-
sica had worked in the street sex trade up until three years before we spoke to 
her. She talked about being raped by a john, an experience that had happened 
seven years previously. She ended up at the hospital, and the medical staff 
summoned the police. Two officers attended who knew Jessica from seeing 



40

her working on the street. They chided her, “What’s wrong, Jessica? Did he 
not pay you enough? What, he didn’t give you enough money?” Jessica was 
so disturbed by these comments that she left the hospital — even though she 
had bruises all over her body and required medical attention. “And, like, I got 
raped so many times after that. And I didn’t even bother calling the cops be-
cause I thought, you know, they’ll be the same way.” Fortunately, the last time 
Jessica was raped officers from the Sex Crimes Unit of the Winnipeg Police 
Service came to the hospital. Jessica said, “They were really good. They didn’t 
make me feel shitty or anything.”

Margaret, a thirty-one-year-old, had a similarly troubling encounter with 
police officers. She phoned the police after being assaulted by a man she knew. 
When two young officers arrived at her doorstep the next day, she said, “They 
asked me if I saw his penis. And I was like, ‘What?’ Like, that totally shocked 
me. And they were like, ‘Well, did you see his penis or not?’ And I’m like, ‘I 
don’t see what that has to do with anything.’ And they’re like, ‘Well if you seen 
his penis then it’s a domestic.’” When Margaret finally relented and replied in 
the affirmative, the officers were “smirking and smiling,” she said. “They were 
getting a good kick out of this.”

The Use of Racist and Sexist Language

For many of the participants, how the police chose to interact with them is a 
matter of importance. In particular, many people spoke of the way police of-
ficers put them down. As one woman queried, “Why do they have to treat us 
with such disrespect?” More often than not, this attitude shows up in the words 
they use, the unprofessional language. Edward had this to say about his expe-
rience of being stopped by police when they assumed he was a drug dealer:

It bothers me more not so much that they stopped me, but it’s the way 
they talked to me. Like, there’s no respect whatsoever, you know. Like 
it’s a “F-you” and “F-this and that,” you know. Like, sure they’re going 
to deny it and say, “Oh, no. We never said that and this and that.” But 
that’s exactly what they do to people when they got you alone where 
there’s nobody around to witness it.… They sure don’t use very good 
vocabulary when they get you alone, I’ll tell you that.
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Twenty-year-old Susan told of an experience that had occurred three 
years previously. The police were called to the house because of a disturbance 
between a female cousin and her boyfriend. When they arrived, one of the 
officers was rude to her auntie, who was upset and talking in a loud voice. The 
officer turned to her auntie and said, “Can you just shut the fuck up!” Susan 
intervened and told the officer, “Don’t talk like that to my auntie! That’s really 
disrespectful.” While the officer apologized, Susan had to wonder, “I bet he 
wouldn’t talk like that to his mother.”

Other officers were not as forthcoming with apologies. At one point 
when I was doing interviews at the Indian and Métis Family Centre, located 
in the heart of the North End on Selkirk Avenue, I met up with a woman 
who had come to the centre to use the phone. She heard about the study and 
wanted to be interviewed. Just that afternoon she had gone to the nearby 
school to drop off her kids. A police cruiser was parked out in front of the 
school. One of the officers rolled down the window and called for her to 
come over to the car. “So I told them [the teachers] to come with me. I said, 
‘Watch them be rude to me.’” As the three women started to walk towards 
the car, one of the officers came out of the vehicle and said to the teachers, 
“No. I’m not talking to you squaws.” The woman pointed out that “those 
are my kids’ teachers,” and the teachers responded with “Yeah. We work for 
[school name]. We’re the teachers here. There’s no use for language like that. 
We’re not called squaws. We’re called Native people.” The police officers did 
not apologize. They just said “Keep your nose clean, Mrs. G.” and they “just 
laughed and drove away.”

According to many of the participants, police officers regularly use 
words like “squaw,” “dirty Indian,” or “fuckin’ Indian” in their encounters with 
Aboriginal people. Florence said she had been called a “cunt,” “slut,” “whore,” 
and “crackhead.” In her experience, police used “lots of bad language, espe-
cially against Natives, ‘You’re nothing but a squaw. Your mom and dad are 
alcoholics.’ I’ve heard it so many times from their mouths I just don’t say 
anything anymore.” The use of racist and sexist language by police obviously 
runs counter to the professional image of the police officer and the “core val-
ues” of honesty, integrity, trust, respect, accountability, and commitment to 
excellence that the Winnipeg Police Service professes to uphold (Winnipeg 
Police Service 2009). While the use of such language may emanate from the 
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effort to reproduce order, at its core it constitutes a power move that has the 
effect of silencing and marginalizing Aboriginal people. When such language 
is heard “so many times from their mouths” it becomes a routine part of the 
everyday life of Aboriginal people living in Winnipeg’s inner city, thereby 
contributing to a wider system of racism and racial inequality.

Aboriginal people are not always passive recipients in these encounters. 
In this regard, the disrespect and use of troublesome language work both 
ways. Stan, for instance, says that when police officers say things to him like, 
“You’re just a fucking Indian,” he gives it back to them:

I could respect people up to a point. Once they start coming down on 
me for nothing then I just kind of bite back a little bit, you know what 
I mean? Just to let them know that, “Hey. I’m not going to sit here and 
let you talk to me like that. I don’t care who you are,” you know? Cop 
or no cop, whatever, you know. I mean, I can be a nice person but then 
I can be an asshole too.

Because of his negative experiences with police, Carl said that he too 
“gives it back” when he does meet up with a police officer. “I’ll treat them 
how they treat me. I swear at them. I call them ‘fucking pigs.’ I’m straight, a 
dickhead to them. I know I am.” Carl believed that the negative experiences 
he had with police stemmed from the stereotypes that police officers hold 
about Aboriginal people.

They don’t even take the time to, you know, realize who we are, like, an 
individual person. They think that all Aboriginals are the same because 
they see the people on Main Street. Like, I know all that. But that’s not 
me. So I don’t know, they treat me all fucked up every time. I rarely get 
a cop who’s nice to me, so fuck ’em. I hate them all.

Given the authority invested in police officers, efforts to resist or “give 
it back” have consequences, including the possibility of being charged with 
a criminal offence. Ellen, thirty-seven years old, told of an incident when she 
was intoxicated. When the police came to the house they were calling her 
a “drunken Indian” and saying, “All you Indians are drunks and drink and 
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whatever.” As Ellen remarked, “It’s just, like, not all of us are the same, you 
know? And they were just, they were just being rude.” So Ellen became “bel-
ligerent and rude” too. In response, she said that the police

slapped me up against, on the street, on their cruiser, like my face was 
all bruised. And, like, I had scrapes on my face from slamming me into 
a concrete wall. And they were just going to take me to 75 Martha [the 
Main Street Project]. But then I just couldn’t take no more, of them like 
just knocking down Indians and, you know, stuff like that. So I spit in 
their face and they charged me with assault.

Ellen took issue with this result: “I think it’s wrong, like, it’s okay for 
them to beat me up but when I fight back I get charged with assault? I told 
my lawyer, ‘Look at my mug shot,’ I said. ‘My face wasn’t like that when they 
come to my house.’”

Troublesome Police Practices

While race and racialization are evident in the assumptions, frames, and lan-
guage that police officers adopt in their encounters with Aboriginal people, 
there are also several troublesome police practices that emerged from the in-
terviews with participants.

The “Phone Book Treatment” 

One of the troubling practices related to the police use of force is referred to 
as “the phone book treatment.” Several of the participants had experience 
with this practice. As Peter explained:

They put a phone book on you and they hit the phone book with a belly 
clip, so they don’t bruise you. They put it on, they’d say, “Look in the 
phone book. See if your name is in there or your family name.” And if 
you, if you wouldn’t they would put the phone book on the side of your 
head and they would hit the phone book with the belly clips, so they 
wouldn’t bruise your face and that.
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Carol told of being taken to a police station and held in a room for six-
teen hours. Her sons had a history of getting into trouble with the law and 
the officers — four of them — wanted information about their whereabouts. 
The officers told Carol they were going to charge her if she didn’t tell them 
where her boys were. “They kept hitting my head with a phone book, you 
know, put the phone book against your head and punch it.… Even my boys 
too when they get arrested, that’s what they do to them.”

Stan had also experienced the phone book treatment some ten or elev-
en years earlier in the elevator of the Public Safety Building: “What they do is 
they’ll take you for an elevator ride and they’ll have a phone book with them, 
and they’ll hold the phone book to your pelvis…. It hurts, it really does.” 
Stan said he “caught on right away” to what was happening “when they put 
me in the elevator and they came in and the cop had a phone book. I knew it, 
I’m not stupid.” Why indeed would police officers be carrying a phone book 
into an elevator? Were they planning to make a call?

I’m pretty sure there’s phone books on every floor wherever, wherever 
there’s a phone. And I knew right away. So I’m standing there and cop 
holds the book and then he puts it to my side and he just hit me. He hit 
me hard. I fell down, but I’m handcuffed. Cops grab me by the arm, 
tells me, you know, “Stand up.” “Fuck you, I don’t have to,” you know. 
“Fucking goof, fucking asshole” whatever and, you know, “Tough guy, 
eh.” “I’m not a tough guy. I’m not tough at all,” I said. “I’m not stupid, 
that’s all. I’m not stupid at all.” So whatever information they were try-
ing to get out of me, they didn’t get it. They didn’t get it out of me.

Getting “Red-Zoned” 

While inner-city communities are cast as spaces of disorder and danger, other 
spaces are cast as respectable, as spaces of civility. In reproducing order, police 
officers maintain this divide by cleansing certain spaces and containing “disor-
derly” people in other spaces. Being found “out of place,” therefore, prompts 
police attention and action. Twenty-seven-year-old Don, for one, told us about 
being stopped by the police when he was visiting a cousin in Tuxedo, which, 
as the name suggests, is one of the wealthiest neighbourhoods in Winnipeg:
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And they asked — I was coming back down where the number 18 bus 
stops, and I was walking through Tuxedo — and they were “Oh, what 
are you doing out here?” I was like, “I’m visiting a cousin.” “You don’t 
have a cousin out here.” I was like, “Why can’t I have cousins out here?” 
“Oh, because you’re a dirty bum, blah, blah, blah. We see you in the 
Village all the time.” I was like, “Whatever. You don’t know nothing.” 
And then they were, “Okay, we’re going to write you up for jaywalk-
ing. We just saw you jaywalk.” I was like, “I didn’t jaywalk. I used the 
crosswalk thing.” Then they told me to sit on a bus bench, and I sat 
down. And they said, “If you move, we’re going to pepper-spray you.” 
And I was like, “Whatever.” I didn’t say anything. I just sat there. And 
I told them, “I’m going to sneeze.” He’s like, “You move, we’re going to 
pepper-spray you.” And I said, “I’m gonna sneeze.” And then I sneezed. 
Just — sprayed me down. And then they left. So I was just sitting at the 
bus stop, rubbing my eyes.

Don also commented that the police “also try and ban you from certain 
areas of the city, which I know they can’t do.” One of the areas where police 
will “red-zone” young men is Osborne Village, a trendy neighbourhood filled 
with restaurants and shops. Don said the police “have been doing it for as 
long as I can remember, ever since I was hanging out in the Village.” The po-
lice will tell him, “You’re red-zoned from that area, so if we see you in this area 
we’re going to arrest you.… And if they do see you, like, they can’t arrest you 
for anything so they’ll pick you up and drive you out of the area.”

Twenty-one-year-old William also spoke of being “red-zoned” or 
banned from the Osborne area. Like many of the other young Aboriginal 
men interviewed, William had experienced frequent contact with the police 
— “about six or seven times a month.” On one occasion he was walking down 
Osborne Street when a police officer told him to “take a different route or 
get the hell out of here. I’m banning you from Osborne.” William said he had 
been “banned more than once in Winnipeg.” On one occasion he was living 
in the Elmwood area, “right behind” the high school, and got picked up there. 
“They said I lived in the North End. They said ‘Get back on Mountain.’ I said, 
‘My address is down the street.’ Said ‘We’re banning you from Elmwood.’“ 
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William ended up moving to one of the city’s suburbs to avoid being stopped 
and harassed by police all the time.

Starlight Tours

The police practice of detaining a person, driving them to another location, 
and then leaving them there to find their own way home, Starlight Tours — 
already a contentious public issue given the events in Saskatoon in 2000 — 
also emerged in thirteen of our seventy-eight interviews.

Carl was one of the people to raise the matter, and both the location and 
timing of his experience was unsettling. “When I was sixteen,” Carl said, “when 
I lived in Saskatoon, I don’t know if you heard but a couple of times the police 
would pick somebody up when they’re really intoxicated and they would take 
them to the outskirts of town. And they just left them out there. I had that 
happen to me one time.” His experience occurred “right before they took those 
two Native guys out there and two times both of them died.” Carl explained 
that he was drunk and on his way home at about two-thirty in the morning.

I was about ten blocks away from my house. But I was, you know, visi-
bly staggering. And they pulled up to me and they’re like, “Hey. Where 
are you going? Blah, blah, blah, you know.” At first I thought they were 
trying to find out if I was alright and if I could make it home, the way 
they were asking? Anyway, the first, the passenger of the police car got 
out first and then he said, “Hey, come, you know, stand in front of the car. 
Put your hands behind your back.” So I complied at first and then they 
took my id out and they threw it away. They threw my id’s away. And I 
was already in handcuffs while they were doing this.

When we asked him why he thought the police officers had thrown his 
id away, Carl replied: “So I don’t have no identification on me so I would be 
able to get id’ed. First of all, that’s what I think, why they would throw my id 
away. And yeah, I got handcuffed. I got put in the back seat. I thought that 
I was getting taken to the drunk tank. But after about ten, fifteen minutes 
driving in the car I realized that we were heading out of town.” The police of-
ficers drove Carl to an area about fifteen minutes outside of Saskatoon. “We 
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got out there and obviously I was worried and, you know, realizing where we 
were at.” The officers let Carl out of the car. Carl reported that they told him, 
“Okay, we’re not taking you to the drunk tank and hopefully this experience 
will tell you that, you know, not to drink.” They removed the handcuffs and 
then “just took off.” It took Carl two and one-half hours to get back to town.

Carl told his mother what had happened, but didn’t report his experi-
ence to the authorities. “If I’m going to report it, I didn’t get their badge num-
ber or their car number or nothing like that. Like, who’s going to believe me, 
right, if I go to the cop station and say, ‘Hey, two of your guys took me out of 
town and they just left me out there’?” Nevertheless, this experience left him 
hating the police. “I don’t even care if there’s a nice cop anywhere. I hate you. 
If you’re a fucking cop, I hate you. That’s just how I think.”

Peter was in his forties at the time we interviewed him. When asked 
about his experiences with police he replied: “I’ve been harassed from these 
two officers. They were officers and then became detectives, and they kept ha-
rassing me through my life.” When asked what the officers would do to him, 
Peter replied: “They would see me on the street, me and my friend, ’cause 
they knew my friend was bad, and they’d pick us up and take our brand new 
runners, and they knew I’d get a licking from my dad when I’d get home.” We 
wondered what he meant by “take our brand new runners.” He explained:

Yeah, they would take us out of town, like, in the evening, just, like, 
they would be waiting around the area for us to get out of school and 
they would pick us up. And, like, after so many times, they’d say, “You 
know the routine.” So they would take us just on the outskirts of the city 
and take my brand new shoes. And they knew my dad would give me 
a licking for that, ’cause my dad thought I would sell them for dope or 
whatever. And I kept telling him the cops were taking my shoes and he 
wouldn’t believe me. And I’d get a licking with a belt.

Sometimes the drop-off would happen in the summer, sometimes in 
the fall — “It’d be raining, rainy season. And then nighttime, like, in summer, 
a lot of mosquitoes, yeah.” Peter estimated that the experience happened to 
him “maybe ten times” between the ages of thirteen and sixteen. On one of 
those occasions, Peter said that he finally “got sick of it”:
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As I was taking my shoes off I told my friend, “I’m going to throw a 
handful of rocks at his face, and I’m running into the cornfield, what-
ever.” And it was, it was practically nighttime. As I was bending over to 
untie my shoelaces, I grabbed a handful of rocks and I threw it at the 
officer’s face, and I ran into the field. My friend ran into the field too. I 
only had one runner, and we made our way back to the city from Birds 
Hill Park that night. When I got home I showed my dad that I had one 
shoe left. I told him that the cops took us out of town. And that’s when 
he finally believed me.

Although Peter’s father phoned the police station to report this experi-
ence, “they just kept hanging up on him. They wouldn’t believe him.”

Like Peter, Robert was in his forties at the time of the interview. Never-
theless, he could recall very clearly a Starlight Tour he had as a thirteen-year-
old. It was in the late fall, shortly after Halloween — Robert remembered 
that he still had candies left over from trick or treating. Robert was living 
with his dad in a house in Gilbert Park, an area that people in the Aboriginal 
community refer to as “Jig Town.” That evening stood out in Robert’s mind 
because his father, in a rare move, gave him five dollars to go to the store. The 
two of them had been watching television. It was around eight or nine o’clock 
in the evening.

With the five dollars in his pocket Robert headed across the baseball 
field in front of their house to the Speedy Mart store. He remembered buying 
himself a Big Gulp, a bag of salt and vinegar potato chips, and a chocolate bar. 
When he was heading back home across the field, Robert saw a car coming 
up the street nearby, so he started running to cross the street before the car 
passed. All of a sudden he heard someone yell, “Hey. Stop!” He turned to see 
a police cruiser pull up beside him. One of the two police officers asked him, 
“Where did you come from?” and Robert told them he had just been at the 
Speedy Mart. They replied, “So, who do you think you are?” He answered, 
“Well, I’m nobody. I’m just going home. I can see my house. It’s right there. 
My dad is in the window. He’s watching television. I can see him from here.” 
One of the officers said, “Well, I want to talk to you for a second. Jump in.” 
Figuring that he had nothing to worry about because he had done nothing 
wrong, Robert climbed into the back seat of the police car.
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The car backed up and began driving up the street. Robert asked them, 
“What are you guys doing?” I thought you said you just wanted to talk to 
me?” One of the officers responded, “We’re going to take you for a little ride, 
and ask you a few questions.” Although Robert asked to be taken back home, 
they kept on driving, saying “Stay quiet for a little while. We’re trying to listen 
to something here.”

As they passed the Speedy Mart Robert told them, “That’s where I was. 
I was at Speedy Mart.” The officers said, “You were gonna run away from us, 
weren’t you?” Robert denied it, saying he was just running home. “I’d like 
to get home, out of the cold. It’s cold outside.” But the officers kept driving 
— farther and farther away from where Robert lived. When the car start-
ed to head down Keewatin Street towards Inkster Boulevard, Robert asked, 
“Where are you guys taking me?” They responded, “We’re not talking to you, 
are we?” He said “No” and kept quiet.

The officers drove Robert about two miles from the perimeter road that 
circles the city. They stopped the car and told him to take off his clothes. At 
that point Robert tried to run away, but one of the officers grabbed him. He 
was scared and did what he was told. He took off his jacket, shirt, pants, run-
ners, and socks. The officers then said, “Good luck, kid,” got back in the car, 
and drove off, leaving him at the side of the road dressed in only his under-
wear. Robert watched as the cruiser drove away. When the brake lights came 
on, he thought the officers were coming back for him, but the car just turned 
left and disappeared from his view.

Asked how he made sense of the experience, Robert said: “I thought 
maybe they thought I stole something or that’s why they’re taking me back 
in the direction of the Speedy Mart. Maybe they thought I stole something. I 
didn’t know what I did wrong…. I just simply didn’t know what I did wrong. 
And to get taken out that far, out there, and I got left out there. It was starting 
to, I don’t know, if it was slushy rain, it was, you know, snowflakes started to 
fall on the ground. It was pretty cold that evening.”

About three vehicles passed Robert as he walked down the road. Fi-
nally, after about twenty minutes, a Duffy’s cab drove towards him. Robert 
managed to stop the vehicle. The cab driver asked him, “What the hell are 
you doing up here?” Robert told him that the police had brought him out 
there and made him take off all his clothes. The cab driver offered to give 
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him a ride home, saying, “You should tell your father to phone the police.” 
Robert replied, “How can I phone the police on the police?” So he didn’t say 
anything about his experience once he returned home. Robert made it back 
home around 11:00 p.m. Entering through the back door, he went down-
stairs and put on some clothes. “And my father didn’t say nothing and I didn’t 
say nothing to him either on the subject. Because in those days, we couldn’t 
never do anything wrong, like, if it involved police officers. I already knew, 
in that era, that the police officers could never do nothing wrong. So no use 
in even telling anybody that they did something to you or whatever because 
they were always right and you were always wrong.”

Over the years Robert managed to disclose his experience of a Star-
light Tour to a few friends. But the actions of those two police officers had 
a lasting impact.

I had to let things go to heal and recover. And I tell you, in these last 
fifteen years I’ve been, a lot of things have been racing through my head 
about a lot of things. But that’s the main one, right there. And I remem-
ber it fully. It was pretty cold and they did pretty bad things. I don’t 
know how many other people that they did it to. And I heard over the 
years that it could happen. It happened to people in Saskatoon and 
stuff like that. So I was thinking, well, those people in Saskatoon, so 
that’s the same time, that around the same time that happened to me, 
so, it’s just what they were doing back then in those days.

While Robert commented that Starlight Tours were “just what they 
were doing back then in those days,” reports from other Aboriginal people 
suggest that such practices are still going on.

Sheila, a woman in her thirties, told of an experience that happened to 
her just a few months before our meeting. It was a bitterly cold, minus-40-de-
gree Celsius evening. Sheila said she was sitting on Main Street near a park 
when two police officers came by. She knew one them by name. “I was sniff-
ing and I was just sitting around there. I wasn’t bothering anybody. I was just 
minding my own business, just sitting there. Next thing you know he comes 
flying at me and grabs me. And then his partner, I don’t even know who that 
other guy was, they grabbed me and put me in the car.” Sheila thought the 
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police officers were taking her to the Main Street Project, but instead they 
told her, “We’re going to take you for a joy ride.” They drove her down Main 
Street to the outskirts of the city, where they took her shoes and her jacket. 
Sheila downplayed the loss of her shoes, saying, “I didn’t care — they were 
ugly looking shoes anyway.” But the officers then abandoned her there to find 
her own way back, telling her, “Well, it gives you time to think.” As Sheila 
remarked, “I was thinking about freezing and all that.” Sheila explained what 
happened next:

I walked back. I stopped there once at that Robin’s Donuts store. I 
stopped there, warmed up a while, and then I got kicked out of there 
’cause I wasn’t dressed properly. So at least I warmed up enough and I 
made it back downtown. I made it back to the [Main Street] Project. 
And they asked me what happened. I didn’t want to say what hap-
pened because I was scared they were going to call the cops. I was scared 
they’re going to call the cops and I’d get more harassed again. So I just 
left it at that and I didn’t want to tell nothing to nobody.

Carol told of an experience that had happened two years prior to our 
meeting. She was coming home from a social one winter evening when she 
was picked up by two male police officers outside of the Northern Hotel on 
Main Street. The police had another woman in the back of the car. At first 
Carol thought they were both being taken to the district police station. In-
stead, “they dropped off that other woman first” and then dropped her off 
“way on the outskirts of the city.” Carol recalled that the police officers “took 
my jacket. But I kept my shirt, like, my arms in my shirt like that tucked in, 
and I was freezing.”

When asked what the police officers said to her when they dropped her 
off, Carol replied, “They just called me a ‘stupid Indian.’ ‘You guys won’t be 
missed,’ that’s what he said. And I said ‘What about my jacket?’ and then he 
threw my, just tossed my jacket in the trunk. And they just drove off and just 
left me there. And I started crying ’cause I was cold.” Luckily, a car drove by. 
Carol said she “was screaming and that car stopped and pulled over and gave 
me a ride back to the city and dropped me off at home. And I just took a hot 
bath and I just cried to myself.”



The Growth and Culture of Aboriginal Street Gangs

Is a street gang a kind of “family”? Australian criminologist Rob 
White (2009: 47), for instance, maintains that the street gang performs a 
“family-like role” for gang members, “particularly when it comes to material 
support, emotional refuge, psychological wellbeing, physical protection and 
social belonging”.

While this analogy makes intuitive sense in accounting for the attrac-
tion of street gangs, relying on its simplicity runs the risk of masking more 
worrisome dynamics that operate in both the contemporary family and 
street gangs. Just as many families are fraught with tensions and produce 
hardships for their members (for too many people the home is a site of vio-
lence and abuse), so too are the street gangs (because violence and betrayal 
are common features of gang life). Just as relations within families are deeply 
gendered (given the patriarchal nature of the contemporary family), so too 
are relations between gang members (because their “doing gender” involves 
the performance of a hypermasculinity).

More important, relying on the family analogy misses some of the larg-
er dynamics involved in the creation and reproduction of street gangs. These 
dynamics spring out of the social, political, and economic contexts in which 
gangs emerge, including, in the case of Aboriginal street gangs in Winnipeg, 
the effects of contemporary colonialism as manifested in the racialized and 
spacialized poverty of the inner city. Within this context, “normal” takes on 
troublesome proportions as Aboriginal people endeavour to cope with the 
trauma trails created by colonialism (residential schooling, impoverished 
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conditions on reserves, and the experiences of racism and social exclusion 
in urban centres). It is within this colonial context that Aboriginal street 
gangs have emerged as a collective response to, and a means of resisting, 
these conditions.

The narratives of the men and women we interviewed reveal what nor-
mal has come to mean for too many young Aboriginal people growing up in 
the colonized space of Winnipeg’s North End. Troubled conditions at home 
led to many youth being taken into the custody of the state and placed in 
foster and group homes; many simply ended up out on their own at a very 
young age. The North End — the ’hood — became their turf, a site in which 
they were exposed to street socialization, which in turn meant involvement 
from a very early age in partying, drugging and drinking, fighting, and do-
ing crimes. Sometimes their participation in crimes became simply a means 
to get by; other times it was a response to the sense of fun and excitement 
promised by criminal activities. Deemed unruly and delinquent, many of 
these youth ended up in detention centres. Being incarcerated at a young age 
became another kind of normal for them, as it had become for other Aborigi-
nal people given the increasing rates of incarceration that began in the 1970s. 
For many of them, the detention centre was a place in which they grew up 
together and formed close social networks; their detention as youths also set 
them on a pathway into jail and prison as adults.

The emergence of Aboriginal street gangs in Winnipeg, in many respects, 
constituted a natural outgrowth of these conditions and experiences. Creating 
or joining street gangs offered young Aboriginal men a means of exerting pow-
er, of resisting their impoverishment. For some, the family-gang connections 
were deeply intertwined. Given that many of the street gangs in Winnipeg’s 
North End were initiated and operated by members of extended families, 
joining a street gang became another part of normal. And so was being sent 
to prison. As one of the men explained, “It’s like everyone knows somebody 
who’s been there, right, like in their families, you have a brother or a cous-
in who’s there.” Moreover, given the colonized space that the North End had 
become, it is no accident that Aboriginal street gangs in Winnipeg adopted 
names such as Indian Posse, Manitoba Warriors, and Native Syndicate; their 
self-identity as “gangsters” is a racialized feature stemming from a recognition 
(however underdeveloped) of their colonial condition and their resistance 
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to that condition. In addition, certain objectives of street gang activity have 
a strong resonance in capitalist society — specifically, the pursuit of money 
and power. Such capitalist goals are achieved by the street gang members 
through the performance of a hypermasculinity that includes a ready resort 
to violence. While the motivations for joining a street gang may resonate with 
an idealized notion of family (in terms of the provision of support and social 
bonds), the gang is also an important vehicle for realizing other goals.

Growing Up in the ’Hood: Kyle, Mark, And Tg

The kid over there in St. James or St. Vital or another area where they’re, you 
know, “I want to be a lawyer one day” because they got lawyers in their fam-
ily. “I want to be a police officer.” It ain’t like that [in the North End]. “I want 
to sell drugs, man, and pay bitches. I want to make money. I want to shoot 
people.” That’s just the way we are. It’s what they see. It’s what they know. 
That’s their role model.

Growing up in poverty, unstable home lives filled with violence and 
abuse, and difficulties in school are prominent themes in the accounts we 
heard during the interviews. Kyle, Mark, and TG’s stories of their early years 
provide us with a sense of what normal has come to mean for many young 
Aboriginal people living in Winnipeg’s North End.

Kyle spent the first four years of his life living in the city with his mom 
and sister. But, as Kyle explained, his mom “was having a hard time in her 
life.” So she took her two young children back to her Northern reserve com-
munity. Kyle thought that he was going to visit his grandmother just for the 
weekend. But that didn’t happen. As Kyle explained, “The next morning we 
awoke to our mother gone. And, you know, there was no clear explanation as 
to why she had left. Basically, our grandma just told us that ‘Your mom can’t 
take care of you right now.’ So as a four-year-old I didn’t really know how to 
take it in and how to fully understand why she did leave.”

Kyle lived with his grandmother from the ages of four to ten. In his eyes, 
“Those six years were the best years of my life.” Living with his grandmother 
“was something that I was really grateful [for], that was really beneficial for 
myself. Like, it really implanted, you know, respect, love, everything a child, 
I guess, would need.… I really looked at my grandma as my mother.” The 
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experience wasn’t ideal because Kyle’s grandmother had a drinking problem. 
“But she was really good at hiding it. So we basically always knew whenever 
we were going to the babysitters for the weekend or whenever we, you know, 
I always knew exactly what was going on…. So, you know, it had its plus sides 
and its downsides.”

Sadly, Kyle’s grandmother died suddenly and the ten-year-old boy was 
sent back to Winnipeg to live with his mother. “That’s when it really switched 
for me. Like, I wasn’t myself anymore. For years I lived as a confused, sad, and 
angry young boy who left his reserve, left his grandmother. I was stuck in that 
anger. So when we moved back here [Winnipeg’s inner city] it just got worse.” 

There was no care from my mother; there was no love, there was noth-
ing. There was just that feeling of abandonment still, like, not under-
standing why she did what she did. She never explained when we got 
back. It was basically, “You’ve got to live with me ’cause your grandma’s 
dead.” There was no clear explanation as to why we had to leave.

Compounding Kyle’s grief and sense of abandonment was the abuse he 
encountered from his stepfather, whom he described as a “raging alcoholic.”

He was the type of man who always had something to prove. Like, I 
never got his life story, I never really understood why he was the way he 
was.… What he would do was certain times he would get drunk and 
he would make us put on boxing gloves, me and my cousins, and he 
would put them on too. And he would, like, basically pretty much full 
blown, you know, he would fight us.… Like, once he knocked us down 
he would tell us to get back up and say, “Take it like a man.”

Kyle’s stepfather beat him “until he couldn’t beat me no more.” 

It was, like, ’til I was about seventeen. That was the last time that he put 
his hands on me because I guess I was able to finally take him down, 
like, I was able to, you know, I knocked him out cold and my mom got 
mad at me and threw me out of the house. So that’s the last time he ever 
laid his hands on me.
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Kyle spent more and more time with his friends because he didn’t want 
to be at home. “I’d go home and my stepfather would be drunk, my mom 
would be frickin’ crying, you know, crying in the bedroom.” From the ages of 
ten to twelve he was out on his own. That, according to Kyle, was “when shit 
really started going downhill.… I was introduced to my first beer, my first 
joint, my first, you know, everything.”

Mark came from what he described, at least on the surface, as a “very 
structured” home in a suburban public housing project. “My mom was a stay-
at-home mom, my stepdad got up every day and worked for a living, there 
was always food in the fridge, there was rules, you had to be in by eight o’clock 
at night, wash up, teeth brushed and in bed by nine, like, you know what 
I mean?” But beneath the surface there were serious problems, and when 
Mark was about nine things began to unravel. As he explained: “My stepdad 
beat me up a couple of times and stuff. I just got sick of shit and I left.”

Mark says it was easy to leave home because he could go to the North 
End to hang out and smoke weed. His cousins lived in the North End, “so it 
was just easy for me to come here.” While Mark’s extended family members 
provided him with a source of support, they also introduced him to the drug 
trade. “It’s family that draws you in. It’s not like they mean to. It’s not like 
they think it’s going to have a negative impact on your life. It’s just life.” It’s 
just normal. At the time, Mark’s uncles and cousins “ran the neighbourhood.” 
This was before there were street gangs. His relatives had “a lot of prestige on 
the streets” — as well as access to drugs.

Mark started selling drugs at the age of eleven. He had been at a cousin’s 
house, smoking dope. On his way back to the group home where he was liv-
ing by that time, he broke into some cars and stole “a couple of Walkmans.” 
Another cousin offered him a quarter-ounce of hash in exchange for the cas-
sette players. He asked his cousin, “So what do I do with it?” His cousin’s re-
ply: “You chop it up and sell it for fifteen bucks a little chunk.” And he showed 
me. I was like, “Oh, yeah. Cool.” Mark then headed down Selkirk Avenue, in 
Winnipeg’s North End, to catch his bus.

I think I was on the corner maybe two minutes and some guy walked 
up to me. He’s like “Oh man, you know where I can get some hash?” 
I’m like, “Yeah.” Turned it around like that [snaps his fingers]. I done 
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that quarter in, like, ten minutes. Walked back to the house, showed 
my uncle the cash and he’s like “Where’s that chunk we gave you?” I 
was like, “I sold it.” He’s like, “You sold that quarter from when you 
left to go back?” I was like, “I sold it.” So he just, whatever, he just gave 
me a bunch of dope right there and just told my cousin, “You guys are 
hustlers. You can go out there and hustle fast, man. Fuck, you guys are 
cut out.” So he just started giving me dope to hustle and I went out there 
and I just sold.

Mark never did return to the group home. Instead, he started selling 
drugs on street corners, outside the North End hotels.

For Mark, the motivation for selling drugs at such a young age was clear: 
“There’s money, for one, you know, a lot of money. But two, it’s status and 
power. I was an eleven-year-old kid standing on the corner, just fuckin’ yell 
at anybody to do anything and they basically had to do it. If they didn’t my 
cousins would come do you in or just, whatever.” It wasn’t long before Mark 
had proven himself as a young drug dealer, showing early evidence of his en-
trepreneurial skills and leadership abilities: “When you’re doing it you real-
ize how easy it is. It’s just, you know, if you’re good at it you’re good at it. Like, 
by the time I was twelve I had guys selling for me, you know what I mean? I 
wasn’t even selling grams on the corner no more. I had people selling for me. 
I wouldn’t even have to go and do the dirty work myself.” The benefits of this 
business were obvious: “You get everything that comes with it — taking cabs 
everywhere, wearing gold chains, new runners, all the girls — it just catches a 
young guy, especially a young guy with nothing.”

TG’s family came from a Northern reserve. Growing up, his dad “just 
wasn’t around.” His mom was raised by her grandparents “’cause her dad 
was gone before she was born, too. Her mom tried to give her up and so her 
grandparents didn’t let that happen. So they took her.” TG explained that his 
mom was young when she had him, “so we kind of grew up together.”

During his childhood years, TG’s family moved back and forth between 
their reserve community and the North End, where they lived in “The De-
velopments,” the name used by North End residents to describe Lord Selkirk 
Park, a large, low-income public housing project. TG recalled that times were 
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hard during his early years: “I used to look in the same cupboard over and 
over again [chuckles]. Like, not really nothing in the fridge or the cupboard, 
well, nothing at all, basically.” He went to school on the reserve, but said, 
“I didn’t really go to school much ’cause I didn’t really have, like, stuff for 
lunch and all that, you know, like, no way to get there. When I used to go to 
school I walked quite a ways, too.” TG lasted in school until Grade 10, but 
only because the teachers just kept moving him up to the next grade. He also 
witnessed a lot of parties when he was younger. The parties would usually 
happen on cheque days (with the receipt of welfare and family allowance 
payments), when people had the money to party. They also involved a lot of 
violence. As TG recalled, “I seen lots of blood all the time.”

By the age of fourteen, TG was out on his own. As he explained: “I grew 
up pretty fast. So I wasn’t like a fourteen-year-old when I was fourteen.… A 
lot of guys didn’t look at me as being young, either. Like, they always thought 
I was older than what I was, just by the way I acted and stuff like that. I was 
pretty smart.” Being on his own at such a young age meant “always stressing, 
always trying to get by.” But TG has no regrets about that: “I’m glad that I 
went through what I went through. It made me ‘me,’ you know.” So although 
times were hard, TG had a strong sense of pride in his ability to weather the 
challenges he faced. Nevertheless, “getting by” involved breaking into houses 
and garages and selling what was acquired, or armed robberies. The robberies 
were another source of pride for TG:

My cousins used to make me feel good because I would pull off armed 
robberies good. I’d go steal a car, park it far, go rob a store, you know. 
I felt good about being good at that, you know what I mean. And then 
everyone started to notice me around and then I didn’t have to do that 
no more. But I went to jail for one of them.

Like many of the men we talked to, TG was a smart and ambitious 
youngster. But given the troublesome way in which normal came to be un-
derstood, his aspirations were directed at criminal activity — and later on at 
becoming a successful street gang leader.
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Setting the Stage for Street Gangs

For Kyle, Mark, and TG, their early years involved a far from idealized home 
life. Their narratives resonate with other interviews conducted with young 
Aboriginal people who grew up in Winnipeg’s North End. For these young 
people it was a rare occurrence to have grown up in a household with both 
parents present. When they were younger, most of them lived with their 
mothers or grandparents; fathers were noticeably absent. As twenty-one-
year-old Karl said, “I never really saw my dad in my whole entire life. Like, I 
knew who he was, talked to him on the phone a couple of times. But he was 
always in and out of jail so I never really grew up with him around me. Mostly 
with my mom. My mom raised me by herself, on her own.”

The trauma trails of colonialism were starkly evident in the recollections. 
Cheryl, twenty-two years old, said, “When I think back on my life I don’t really 
remember much as a kid or any happy times. I just remember mostly the hard 
times and struggling and stuff like that.” Brenda, twenty-four years old, told us, 
“My mom was a residential school survivor, so therefore it had some effects 
on us in our parenting and things like that. And my dad still coming and going 
with his alcoholism and just bringing violence and abuse and things like that.”

Alcohol and violence coloured many of their memories and became part 
of their normal. Twenty-year-old Chris described parties in his home “every 
weekend” when he was a kid. “I saw some crazy things…. I saw some people 
fighting, family fighting. I saw a whole bunch of blood and shit like that.” Karl 
commented, “Like, normal for me is seeing somebody get beat up because 
that’s the way I grew up, eh. Like, you know what I mean? Like, I saw people 
get beat up. I got into fights. Other people got into fights.… I saw fights and 
I saw everything, violence, a lot of violence.” Richard, twenty-eight years old, 
recalled a turning point when he was five: “A kid stole my bike and my dad 
told me to go get it. So I lumped him out on his porch and took it back. And 
ever since then I’ve been fighting, man.” Violence invaded Richard’s child-
hood in other ways. “My dad would come home from the Merch [Merchants 
Hotel, on Selkirk Avenue] at times and there would be, like, ten guys follow-
ing him home, throwing bottles and shit like that. We let the pit bulls go. And 
that happened quite often.” In Richard’s view, these childhood experiences 
“made me more prepared for the real world.”
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Sandra, twenty-eight years old, said there had been violence in her home 
for as long as she could remember. “Like, I remember my grandpa beating up 
my granny and throwing her down the stairs, and same with my stepdad do-
ing that to my mom and doing that to me.” When asked about the impact of 
witnessing the violence, Sandra said: “It made me an angry person, I guess. I 
became angry and that. It caused a lot of fighting in my relationships, ’cause 
then my relationships were all abuse. Like, we were always fighting each oth-
er and always get beat up. So then my kids have to see that shit go on. So, 
yeah, it affected me.”

Yet, despite the difficulties and hardships encountered, family still held 
an important place in the lives of the people we talked to. As TG explained, 
“That’s all we have is our family. We don’t have nothing else, right? So they’ll 
always be important to us, even though, like, we go through hard times togeth-
er or say if someone gets a good licking from them or abused or whatever.”

Troubles at home meant that many Aboriginal youth ended up being 
taken into care by the state and placed in foster and group homes. In her 
research, Marni Brownell (2012) provides a sense of the enormity of this 
issue. In March 2012, while Aboriginal youth made up only about 25 percent 
of all young people in Manitoba, they represented 87 percent of the 9,120 
children in care in the province. Newspaper coverage of the inquiry into 
the 2005 murder of five-year-old Phoenix Sinclair by her parents, who were 
products of the child welfare system, reported social workers involved in the 
case saying: “We were being asked to deliver child welfare service in proba-
bly the most daunting community in this country,” referring to Winnipeg’s 
North End. Social workers described “how child welfare workers struggled 
to keep up with a rising tide of need, especially in parts of north Winnipeg, 
where gangs spread out their ‘octopus-like grasp’ and families reeled from 
generations of abuse, addictions and crushing poverty” (Martin 2012; see 
also Silver 2013a). TM was a product of this system. He was in foster care 
“for the longest time.” His mom eventually got him back, but she was using 
drugs. “I didn’t want to be a part of that so I just told her, you know, ‘What, 
man, you choose drugs before me?’ And then I just packed my bags and left.” 
TM was just fifteen years old at the time.

Stephen was under the care of Child and Family Services from the age of 
nine to eighteen. In his estimation, “cfs, group homes, foster homes, receiving 



61

homes, is nothing but a place where a kid goes to learn more crime. Those 
places are good for nothing. They don’t teach you anything except for a curfew 
and how to be grounded.” Stephen had eight different social workers: “I was 
told twice by two different social workers that I was a lost cause.”

Carol also lived in foster homes when she was younger. “Every six 
months or at least once a year I’d be moving to a new home.” Moving so of-
ten made it difficult for her to do well in school, as did the racialized stigma 
attached to being a ward of the state: “School was hard. It was hard to fit in. 
I got picked on a lot because I was in cfs. I got picked on ’cause I was Native. 
So it was hard to fit in.” Carol resisted — with violence: “I was always try-
ing to fight people…. If somebody looked at me the wrong way, I’d go beat 
them up…. I didn’t take shit from nobody.” Encountering abuse in her foster 
homes, Carol ended up living on the streets, sleeping in abandoned houses.

The chaos in their lives made it especially difficult to do well in school. 
Very few of the young people interviewed managed to complete high school. 
For some of the young women, it was pregnancy that interrupted their 
schooling. As Sandra explained, “I was fifteen when I got pregnant and was 
sixteen when I had her so I just quit school, quit everything.” For many oth-
ers, it was because the violence they encountered at home and on the streets 
spilled over into the school setting. Several were expelled from school for 
fighting. In Raymond’s view:

School to me in the North End, it’s like Survivor. Do you ever watch 
that show Survivor? It’s like, you know, you start with a lot of people 
when the school year begins and then you know everybody and then by 
the end of the school year there’s only some survivors, everybody else got 
kicked out.

Violence permeated their neighbourhood. Jerry talked about what it 
was like growing up in The Developments in the 1980s:

There was always something , hey, some kind of violence or, you know, if 
it wasn’t the sniffers it was alcoholics…. You couldn’t even walk around 
there with bare feet, so many broken beer bottles and glass and every-
thing on the ground. It was unreal. And then they used to have those 
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walls up, then they took those walls down so the police could see what 
was going on in there. I mean, it was hard, but we stuck together, eh.

Left to their own devices, the kids did “stick together,” doing what had 
become normal for them — which meant partying, drugging and drinking, 
fighting, and crime. Chris said that partying was “the only thing I wanted 
to do at the time. It was kind of fun, you know, instead of being at home all 
the time with my parents always drinking, shit like that.” As TG put it, “I 
just jumped right into the fun. I started drinking and partying when I was 
twelve.” TG was also involved in stealing cars for fun: “We used to go steal 
cars and we’d go mess around with each other, separate cars, stuff like that, 
and race.” Kyle was also exposed to the party life and doing crimes at the 
same age:

I started going to parties at a really young age.... Eleven, twelve is when 
the parties really started. And basically most of the time, yeah … a lot 
of the break and enters were done just to buy the beer and, you know, 
party and whatever else. But, yeah, it was basically parties, [they] 
were always at a friend’s house and it would be, you know, the mother 
would be drinking with us and the uncle would be drinking with us.

Similar to TG, Kyle and his friends would also steal cars:

We would do it for fun, like, we would time ourselves, you know, like, 
nineteen seconds from me getting in the car and having that car start-
ed and being gone was my fastest time. And we would just joyride, we 
would joyride, joyride, joyride. Every night, every night we were, like, 
four or five carloads ... of us and then it would be just chasing each other 
around and playing smash-up derby with the cars.

But doing crimes was not just about the fun and excitement it provided. 
As Jerry commented, “Once we caught on how to sell drugs and steal and rob 
we were never hungry again after that. But prior to that we were hungry, like, 
all the time, literally hungry.” Similarly, Ed said that he started stealing when 
he was just eight years old. “Then later on I started having to steal just to eat 
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a little bit.” He would break into houses or steal quarters from the newspaper 
box. Karl sold drugs when he was a teenager:

I sold a lot of drugs to make money, ’cause, you know, my mother 
couldn’t afford to buy me a pair of shoes that were worth a hundred 
dollars, or shirts that were worth fifty bucks. So I kind of made my liv-
ing off of selling drugs as a teenager to support myself. I used to buy food 
for myself, you know…. You got to do what you got to do.

Not surprisingly, fighting and doing crimes prompted the attention of 
the criminal justice system. Jerry ended up in the Youth Centre at the age of 
fifteen, and he recalled that the experience was “good” because he “got to eat, 
didn’t have to go out to steal, didn’t have to sell drugs, didn’t have to do any 
of that stuff. Just locked up, though.” TG was fifteen years old when he was 
sent to the Youth Centre. Mark ended up in the Youth Centre at the age of 
twelve. The police had been targeting his cousins, and an undercover officer 
had overheard Mark talking about “stabbing up” a guy who was selling in 
their area. “She’s a female and I guess she got all emotional and shit and she 
felt my family or my cousins were exploiting me. So she turned her investiga-
tion onto me and busted me a week after I turned twelve. I got nine months 
for it [trafficking drugs].”

Incarcerated together, the youth formed close networks and made con-
tacts that reinforced a criminal lifestyle. As Mark told us, “I grew up in the 
Youth Centre.” It was a place where he learned “more criminal knowledge”:

You go to school to learn math, science, and shit like that. And you go to 
jail and then you learn how to rob banks, you learn how to crack safes, 
you learn how to shut off alarms. You learn totally different things in 
jail. Like, it’s just like fuckin’ school.

The experiences of being out on their own at such an early age, being ex-
posed to street life and the ensuing violence and criminal activity, and being 
incarcerated together in the youth detention centre readily set the stage for 
involvement in street gangs.



Early Experiences at School

I grew up and went to school in The Pas, Manitoba in the 1970s. 
My mother first attended Sturgeon Landing and then Guy Hill residential 
schools. She shared with me that when she left the school, around 1959, 
she only had a Grade 5 education. She was sixteen years old. The residential 
school experience affected survivors in many other negative ways. For exam-
ple, when the survivors were in the residential schools they did not receive 
any constructive life skills or parenting skills. As a result, my siblings and I 
experienced, and suffered the effects of, a good deal of family dysfunction. In 
addition to this, the town that I grew up in, The Pas, was in many important 
respects a racist community, as evidenced, for example, by the murder in the 
early 1970s of Helen Betty Osborne.

My first experience with school was that it was a safe place for me and 
I enjoyed it and did well. However, as early as Grade 3, one teacher told me 
that I would never amount to anything and other kids teased me and called 
me a “stupid Indian” or a “black Indian.” I remember being about eight and 
wondering, “What is an Indian?” and “Why doesn’t this teacher like me?” I 
was not the only Aboriginal kid in the school; there were others that came 
from the Opaskwayak Cree Nation, which is located over the bridge on the 
north side of the North Saskatchewan River. I felt no camaraderie from these 
kids, as many of them treated me just as badly because I did not come from 
across the river. So began my early journey into the complexities of racism. In 
Grade 7, I had already cultivated my core group of peers. We came from sim-
ilar backgrounds of poverty and dysfunction and most of us lived in an area 
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of town called the “ghetto.” This was public housing. My peers and I hung out 
together as much as we could and my role with this group of older girls was 
mainly that of a follower.

One day, during lunch hour outside of the school, my older sister got 
into a fight with another girl. I attempted to defend my sister and accidently 
hit a teacher. This, combined with the rough home life, was what spurred my 
peers and me to run away to the city. After that I never returned to the regular 
school system.

All six of us had somewhat similar early school experiences. Wendy, for 
example — both of whose parents were residential school survivors — re-
calls that school “was not a good experience.” She was told early by a teacher 
that she “didn’t have any chance of graduating from high school,” and “there 
was never a time when a teacher recognized any kind of talent or gifts” that 
she had. Debra had a similar experience: “An instructor told me once, ‘there is 
no way you are going to pass.’ This was when I was young, and what he said to 
me did affect me. I didn’t feel I had the calibre to go to university.” For Mear-
le, “even though I was very shy, I was very smart, but because of my shyness 
they would always put me in special programs.” She too was told by a teacher 
that she would never succeed educationally, and says that “I didn’t graduate 
until I was twenty-one because I was slowed down in school because of those 
special programs.” Racism affected her as well: “Every time I was in school 
and other kids talked negatively about ‘Natives’, I would shut down.” Linda 
did the same. She came to Winnipeg as a child and, “coming into the city, you 
learned that there was a prejudice against Aboriginal people … so you kind 
of stick to yourself and not really get involved too much in things.” Poverty 
was an issue too. Darlene, who left school with Grade 8, recalls that “we were 
poor, we were dirt poor … and there was always that stigma attached,” while 
in Linda’s case “my father was an alcoholic and there was a lot of dysfunction 
in our family … we were an Aboriginal family and there were eleven children 
in our family so we were kind of the poor family of the town.” When they 
came to the city she recalls kids calling her “half-breed” and saying “‘you have 
lice’ and you know, just things like that that were very traumatic for me.” We 
know from recent research that this type of overt discrimination persists in 
Winnipeg inner city high schools.
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A Runaway and the Start of Healing

In my case, after hitchhiking from The Pas to Winnipeg at the age of twelve, 
I became a “runaway.” For a while I lived with some friends in abandoned 
cars. One time a friend gave us a tent to set up in the bush near a public 
housing project. People there would give us water and occasionally some 
food, but I remember that we were often really hungry. I got picked up by 
Child and Family Services and put in Seven Oaks Centre for Youth, a place 
for “runaways” or “delinquent” kids. I kept running away and would end up at 
some point getting caught and locked up again, and then I would earn a little 
freedom and would run away again. At one point as a runaway, I was living 
and hanging out on Selkirk Avenue, which I find ironic since I now work on 
Selkirk Avenue with adults — many of them Aboriginal — who are working 
to earn an education, and it feels especially good to be a part of the many 
positive changes now happening here.

One group home I was in was Project Neecheewam. This was one of 
the first places where I was introduced to the culture in a small but important 
way. They had some very good Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people work-
ing there, including counselors that I felt comfortable talking with. That was 
a starting point for my long healing journey, and a place to release or let out 
some of the abuses that I had experienced in my early years. This was pivotal 
for me in learning who I really am.

I also met the father of my eldest daughter when we were both locked 
up in Seven Oaks. The staff members at Neecheewam were very supportive 
in ways that guided us into independent living. I had my first child in 1983, 
when I was seventeen years old. It was frightening, to say the least. I now had 
this beautiful bundle of joy, but I had no idea about mothering or how to 
provide for the necessities of life for my young daughter. There were many 
positive people that I met on my travels through the Child and Family Ser-
vices system, which in some small way would give me the encouragement 
that I needed to realize just how important an education would be for me.



I was born and raised in Winnipeg’s inner city, primarily in the 
North End, the second youngest in a family of nine. When I include my ex-
tended family, the number is closer to fifty. When I was in school, a large 
cluster of my family were elementary school age, while a number of the old-
er male children were in and out of some form of youth detention centre. 
Like most Aboriginal children, my experience in the education system was 
not positive. Not one member of my extended family at that time completed 
Grade 12. I left school after one week of Grade 8, and spent the next ten years 
trying to find meaningful employment. Most of the time I was unemployed 
or sporadically in some training or educational course. I was not the only 
one; many of my friends and family followed the same path. I knew having 
an education was important, but not the kind of education I had just left. I 
needed to work to help my parents, but I always held in mind the idea that an 
education was possible.

As a young person with no real employable skills, I worked in warehous-
es and as a general labourer. I would often help my older brother as a truck 
driver’s helper to pass the days. This was not a paid job. My brother would 
give us smokes and buy us lunch once a week. Paid work was odd jobs here 
and there along the tracks or wherever I could find work. The majority of 
paid employment opportunities were at casual labour places on Main Street. 
You had to be at these places by 6:00 a.m. to be chosen for employment any 
given day. If you were lucky, these job placements would lead to further em-
ployment.

Sometime later I found work as a teacher’s aide at Faraday School in 
the North End through a Job Works program developed by the Provincial 
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government. This led to full-time work as a Child Care Worker for the Chil-
dren’s Aid Society of Winnipeg in group homes. This helped me in gaining 
acceptance to the University of Manitoba’s Inner City Social Work program 
in 1982. It transformed my life. What follows are elements of my life story, 
intended to throw some light on the subject of Aboriginal adult education 
and Winnipeg’s inner city.

Early Years

At one point we lived on Dufferin Avenue, where I attended David Living-
stone School. The School and the community were a mixture of Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal people, with most of the Aboriginal people living south 
of Dufferin Avenue on Jarvis and Sutherland. The housing was basic: no grass 
in the yards, no fancy paint jobs, just basic housing. It wasn’t uncommon for 
people to use their yards as gardens. Families were renters. People were often 
just getting by. It was poverty at its finest.

David Livingstone was your average school of the day — an institution. 
The coldness of the building did not bother me; it was the coldness of the 
teachers that was disturbing. I don’t know if it was school policy for teachers 
not to smile. Mine didn’t. They looked at us in a cold and stern way, and ap-
peared unapproachable. We weren’t aware of colour or cultural differences 
at this point in our young lives. As I look back at it now, the Aboriginal kids 
stayed close to one another because we were a minority. However, with a large 
extended family, we had relatives in almost every grade level. This meant you 
were safe at recess and after school. What we all had in common was that we 
grew up the same — in poverty. We didn’t judge each other on what we wore, 
the food we ate or the type of house we lived in. Our lives in the community 
were great. We played, had fun, and made the best of what we had.

As a child in school I wasn’t the best behaved nor was I the worst. As 
most people from my generation, we know that the school system in those 
days allowed teachers to strap a child. However, the first time I was strapped 
in school was the first time I was ever hit by an adult. My parents did not be-
lieve in physical punishment.

We moved to Stella Avenue, still in the heart of the North End, when 
the city tore down the old “Terraces” on Dufferin Avenue and all the old 
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housing up on Flora Avenue. This was in the 1960s. I attended Aberdeen 
School. The school had an elementary wing to it at that time and the classes 
were split into Grades 2 and 3. I had two cousins in my room, and we all sat at 
the back of the class. I don’t recall this teacher using physical punishment on 
any of her students. She would often choose one of us to go to the store for 
her before lunch break. This opportunity to leave class was viewed by us as a 
treat and a chance to leave the school a few minutes early.

But, all good things must come to an end. This change did not occur 
because of the teacher, she remained kind. It came by way of a history of 
Manitoba work book we were studying. As a class, we were asked to open to 
a chapter in the book that explained poverty in Manitoba. The pictures used 
to illustrate poverty were pictures of my cousins’ house on Jarvis and McGre-
gor. Not only that, but my cousins’ family members were in the pictures as 
well. The look on these boys’ faces was one of complete embarrassment. You 
could see them bow their heads in shame. This experience had crushed them. 
Once the other students realized it was my cousins they began to laugh. They 
were never the same students after that. The lesson we learned that day is that 
we were different, and that of course our family was on the bottom end of 
life — we lived in poverty.

After the construction of the Lord Selkirk Park Housing Developments 
in the winter of 1967 our family moved in. The units were new, clean, had 
a new fridge, stove and dryer and were free of mice. We still had to share 
rooms, but it was worth it. These homes were great. Our family had found 
a stable, long-term home. To live in the new housing project you had to be 
poor, or working poor. An instant community sprang up almost over night. 
We called this new community “The Developments.”

All the school-age kids from my family transferred back to David Liv-
ingstone School. This included all the other new kids who had moved into 
The Developments. In The Developments you had large families with a wide 
range of cultural backgrounds, including single parents, working poor and 
non-employed poor people all living together. This was a very exciting time 
for the kids in this housing complex. We started new friendships and allianc-
es, but most times the Aboriginal kids stuck together. There was this under-
standing that quickly grew — that some kids weren’t allowed to hang around 
with Aboriginal kids. Of course this didn’t apply across the board, but you 
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knew when this was happening. If you went to call on kids who didn’t live in 
The Developments, their parents often told them that they were not allowed 
to play with you. These were often non-Aboriginal kids. After a while we 
stayed close to home, and The Developments became a community within 
a community.

In grade five we had a “coloured” teacher from South Africa. She was a 
Christian. By this point in our education my cousin and I were the outcasts 
of the room. The teacher would say to us that we were both going to burn in 
hell. Or she would clasp her hands together and point them to the sky and 
say, “Lord help these boys.” She didn’t physically abuse us, but she verbally 
abused us.

The physical abuse was left to the Principal. He didn’t like me or my 
cousin. The hatred by the Principal toward my cousin could be seen in his 
stone cold face and how loud he would yell at him. The technique he used to 
punish us was the strap. He would take us to the office separately and admin-
ister his justice. It hurt, but we made it a point not to cry.

We were placed in Grade 6 together with a teacher we were told would 
“put us in our place.” She had no issue hitting the kids with her stick; in fact 
it happened on a weekly basis. It became so frequent I refused to take it any-
more. I began to block the stick or grab it from her hand. My cousin did the 
same and spent most of that year either outside the classroom or in the Prin-
cipal’s office. When the last day of school came around we were all waiting 
anxiously for the bell to ring. Before it did we heard over the loud speaker 
my cousin being called to the office. The bell rang and we waited outside the 
school for him for about fifteen minutes. The school yard was empty by then. 
He came out of the school crying and holding his stomach and face. He told 
us the Principal had beaten him up, that he had been slapped and punched 
numerous times. We all saw the welts and red marks on his face.

The odd thing about this school setting was that I have very few memo-
ries of learning anything. This may have been a common theme for a lot of the 
students of that time. In the earlier grades at David Livingstone, a kid moved 
to the city from the country. This again may not seem unusual, except that he 
could write sentences. We were amazed, because we were still learning to spell 
and print in single syllables. In those days we learned nothing about Aborig-
inal people or our identity. What I do remember is the Principal calling the 
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kids to the second floor hallway to watch films. This probably doesn’t seem 
out of the ordinary, but the films were about the lives of woodworkers and 
mill workers, suggesting we were not capable of greater things.

We attended Aberdeen School for Grade 7. They used a three-tier sys-
tem. There was level one for Ukrainian kids, level two for poor kids and Ab-
original kids, and level three for special needs kids who were also often poor. 
They sometimes mixed classes with level ones and twos but the level one 
kids had extra language programming, special classes, outings and separate 
holidays. The other kids did not have these opportunities.

The teachers for the classes we attended were males. They made it clear 
that they were in control. It wasn’t uncommon for these men to strap or con-
trol kids in the hallways by pushing them, or grabbing and slamming kids 
into the lockers. One of the shops teachers was a real piece of work. If you 
were in his metal class, watch out. He would take a ball peen hammer and 
throw it across the room at kids. Such acts of violence by the authority figures 
in the school were insane. The violence and yelling at that point in my life was 
more than I had witnessed in my community. Sure, we fought, but we didn’t 
do it every day. It seemed to be the status quo in school. When you apply 
violence to a group of people for many years, what you will get are violent 
people. These acts of violence and verbal abuse weren’t hidden; they were 
a “normal” part of the school system. I believe that because we were poor 
and Aboriginal, we weren’t considered to be people, just objects to be read-
justed or re-socialized. It was as if our punishment was based on our social 
status: poor, powerless and Aboriginal. By Grade 8 I had had enough, and 
quit school to find something different.

After School

Where do you go if you want to seek peace or belonging in your life after the 
ordeal of “education”? My parents tried to convince me to stay in school, but 
they respected my decision to leave. There also was a good guidance coun-
selor at Aberdeen School who tried to encourage me to stay. But most of my 
friends and family gave up our hopes to a new friend called employment.

As I stated earlier, we had few employable skills. The types of work avail-
able were labour jobs in factories, warehouses and “labour-ready” places like 
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the ones on Main Street. There were a number of times we would go job 
hunting as a group, with both Aboriginal and White guys. The White guys 
would often receive a call back for a job and sometimes an interview. The 
Aboriginal kids were almost never called back.

So, we ended up in places like “Help All” located off Main Street. These 
places were run down and filled with Aboriginal guys and poor White guys. 
Most of the guys that went to Help All would still be drunk from the night 
before. Even in hard times you could laugh. You had to be there before 6:00 
a.m. or you were out of luck for work that day. They would often test us to 
see if we were serious about working. They would see how many times we’d 
return before they actually sent us out on a job site. I went to these places 
many times throughout my labour-ready days. Sometimes I could get a job 
that lasted a month or so, if the employer liked your work. This didn’t happen 
much, but it did happen. Often when I found myself one of those job sites, 
I would think that there has to be something better than this. I would think 
about going back to school.

Several times I did find odd jobs and was able to work enough hours 
to collect unemployment insurance. Most of the work was hard, physical la-
bour. I emptied a lot of semi-trailers and boxcars, and cleaned many ware-
houses. My goal was to score a job at Robin Hood Flour in Point Douglas. It 
was a clean space and it smelled good. But this never happened.

I finally went back to school. The name of the school was Argyle Alter-
native High School. I heard of this school from my brother who attended 
it for a while and said it was good. He was right. The school allowed you 
to work at your own pace and the teachers worked one-on-one with you. I 
didn’t last long because I didn’t have the academic basics to do high school. 
But we did some real memorable things at the school. I went on a three-day 
Aboriginal youth and elder workshop in Brandon and a seven-day canoe trip 
in Whiteshell Provincial Park. These things were unheard of to me before 
that. Still, I didn’t last at that school too long.

We always knew we were different and often found a sense of under-
standing with other Aboriginal people and with family. When someone in 
those days would call you an “Indian” they weren’t talking about or hon-
ouring your culture. They wanted to fight. Or at work or other places peo-
ple would call you “Chief,” as if they were connecting with you. All along 
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you knew or felt it was a derogatory term. This happened right in front of 
your face or it would be whispered behind your back. It was pretty much all 
around us. So we fought people. At fifteen we were able to get into a few of 
the Main Street bars and would fight with adult men. Sometimes we’d win, 
sometimes we’d lose.

Growing up in the inner city you had to know how to fight or you would 
be treated like a punk. What I’m attempting to describe here is that we inter-
nalized the racism and discrimination that was a constant in our lives. We 
would often be violent to people who, like us, were poor. When you’re poor 
you have to be good at something, and fighting can give you status in the 
community. We began to fight with each other. As an oppressed community, 
you’d think we would have known better.

A while later, still thinking about education, I started taking a program 
on Main Street and Flora Avenue at the old pool hall. It was a Red River 
Community College adult extension program. The school was a basic adult 
learning centre that focused on math, English and life skills. Again, I strug-
gled with the academics. The life skills, on the other hand, were interesting 
and I got a lot from that component. Problem solving and working with a 
group without fighting are skills I began to develop. We had fun. I held on to 
those skills and moved forward, even though I didn’t complete the program 
because I didn’t have the academic foundations of English.

At the same time, I got a job for a while at a carpet place on Main Street 
unloading trucks full of 500-pound carpet rolls. The store owner was an old 
Polish guy and the store was managed by his son-in-law. He would some-
times eat lunch with us and share his sandwiches. I enjoyed hearing him talk 
about his past in Eastern Europe. I found his stories interesting because they 
were about poverty and struggle, and gave another face to oppression. These 
stories of a hidden history reminded me of the stories my father would share.

I also got a job through Help All at Blackwood Beverages, doing the 
graveyard shift. This was during the summer. There were university students 
there during the summer, saving money to return to school in the fall. I lis-
tened to them talk about university stuff, and I really began to feel like I was 
locked up, like I was in prison. These guys were doing things with their lives; 
I was stuck going nowhere fast.
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In these years, especially when I was between the ages of about fifteen 
and seventeen, Main Street was the playground for my friends and me. Ev-
eryone seemed to be into drinking or drugs of some sort. We would walk 
down Main Street on the weekends at night, looking for fights after the bars 
closed. There was always someone ready to go a round or two. There were a 
few of us that trained in martial arts. This was a chance to test our skills, and 
we would, but it actually became boring really fast. I continued the training 
in Tae Kwan Do, as it allowed me to fight without getting thrown in jail. It 
also kept me away from the drinking and kept me focused and goal-oriented. 
I received a Black Belt for this, and used some of the life skills that helped me 
earn the Black Belt — self-discipline, for example — to pursue other goals 
like employment and an education.



In pre-contact times, Indigenous communities were responsible 
for their own child welfare. There was the recognition that children are sa-
cred and precious gifts to community. The entire community played a role 
in raising children with different people having different roles. Among In-
digenous communities it was common practice for entire families, including 
extended families, to be involved in childcare and uncommon for individual 
families to make important decisions about their children without consult-
ing their larger family — child welfare decisions were made collectively. As 
a result, if someone was unable or unwilling to look after a child, there was a 
whole community infrastructure that stepped in and made alternate plans to 
share the responsibility (Ormiston 2002).

The role of Indigenous families and their communities began to shift 
during contact with European settlers. While the Royal Proclamation sought 
to protect Aboriginal people from corrupt settlers, other policies, such as the 
Gradual Enfranchisement Act, the treaties and the Indian Act, were used to 
“civilize,” control and assimilate the Aboriginal people of this land. Indige-
nous nations were deemed to be inferior and uncivilized. Nowhere was this 
more evident than in the creation of residential schools, which solidified the 
federal government’s role of “protecting the child.”

Beginning in the late 1800s, attempts were made through Canada’s resi-
dential school system to strip Indigenous peoples of their culture and identi-
ty. Children were separated from their families and communities, prohibited 
from speaking their native language or practising traditions, and forced to 
learn European ways. Harold Cardinal (1969: 18) believes: 

10. 
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These schools were nothing less than state sponsored programs of cul-
tural genocide aimed at Indian First Nations. They were an integral 
component of a systematic, intergenerational, state planned program 
of brainwashing aimed at removing the “Indian” from the minds and 
souls of Indian children.

In 1920, the Indian Act was amended to make residential school atten-
dance mandatory for Status Indian children. First Nations children were now 
legislated to leave their families and communities. The Department of Indian 
Affairs policy of assimilation, or more accurately cultural genocide, began a 
path of cultural destruction and devastation for First Nations people. The last 
residential school in Canada — Gordon Residential School in Saskatchewan 
— closed in 1996.

Even though the federal government started to phase out the residen-
tial school system in the 1960s and 1970s, provinces continued the policy of 
assimilation. Provinces were given jurisdiction to provide child welfare ser-
vices on reserves in 1951, when revisions to Section 88 of the Indian Act ex-
tended provincial laws of general application to Indians and lands belonging 
to Indians. This revision opened up reserve lands to provincial child welfare 
activities. Without Section 88, provincial legislation would not apply to Indi-
ans because Canada’s constitution gives the federal government the exclusive 
power to legislate for Indians and lands reserved for Indians.

Once provinces were given jurisdiction to provide child welfare on re-
serves, children were apprehended from our communities and adopted out 
at such alarming rates that this period of time became known as the sixties 
scoop. Sinclair (2007: 66) asserts: 

The term, “sixties scoop,” was appropriate because, first Johnston ob-
served in the statistics that adoption as the mechanism to address 
problematic child welfare issues had resulted in a notable increase in 
Aboriginal child apprehensions in the decade of the 1960s. Secondly, 
in many instances, Aboriginal children were literally apprehended from 
their homes and communities without the knowledge or consent of fam-
ilies and bands.
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Many parents who had returned from residential schools were trauma-
tized and deprived of opportunities to develop positive parenting skills. The 
government continued to view First Nations parents as incompetent and 
unable to raise their own children, who were deemed to be in social need. 
This was the government’s justification for bringing these children into pro-
vincial care.

Taiaiake Alfred (2004: 89) argues that colonialism “is the fundamental 
denial of our freedom to be Indigenous in a meaningful way and the unjust 
occupation of the physical, social and political spaces we need in order to 
survive as Indigenous peoples.” This articulation encapsulates the depth and 
breadth of the impact and effects of colonialism. In order to subjugate and 
oppress Indigenous people, the Canadian settler state required the creation 
and maintenance of violence; this violence took on a complex and intricate 
web aimed at destroying the mind, body, spirit and humanity of our peoples. 
Colonial violence took on different manifestations, including, but not limited 
to, the Indian Act in its assorted manifestations; biological and germ warfare; 
theft of cultures, knowledges, traditions, languages and identity; residential 
school policy; child welfare policies; and various treaty processes. The effect 
of these policies was to degrade the Indigenous people of Canada and to po-
sition them in the lowest strata of society. Although there have since been 
amendments to the Indian Act and other policies that directly affect Indige-
nous peoples, child welfare practices, in essence, took over where residential 
schools left off. As previously stated, there continues to be an increase in the 
amount of our children in the care of the state. Not only does this significant 
percentage illustrate that legislation continues to be violent, these alarming 
statistics reveal that child welfare practices must shift! Child welfare workers 
must consider the horrific history of Indigenous communities, policies that 
are violent, and shift their practice to provide families with a vision of hope.
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Part Three: 
Solutions



My head was full of life goals. I tried a number of educational 
things. One of the most successful was a program that I attended on Portage 
Avenue called the Youth Business and Learning Centre. It was like having a 
full-time job but they trained you in job readiness and adult learning. The 
main thing I learned from this program was how to be on time at work. If you 
were a minute late you were deducted one hour of your wage. They were very 
clear about this at the start of the program. From this I learned to be on time 
and to be responsible for my actions at work. The teachers in the program 
were supportive and that helped in completing the program. It helped me in 
my life immensely.

I still had problems with the English language — I found it mind-bog-
gling. Nevertheless, a teacher said to me that if I were living in Shakespearean 
times my language skills would be strong. I clung to that.

When I think back about it, it seems to me that the important thing 
about this intermittent educational journey is that adult education is a 
process. It’s not a one-time thing. Good adult educators don’t give up on 
people, and are sure to encourage people and say, “Come back again when 
you’re ready.” Every little educational experience that I had moved me for-
wards a bit.

A particularly important job arose from my involvement in a program 
called Job Works. It was just before Sterling Lyon and the Conservatives 
formed the Provincial government in 1977. Job Works included working in 
the community supporting community members. My place of work was at 
Faraday School as a teacher’s aide. I did the grunt work, such as photocopy-
ing for the teacher and playground duty when it was -30ºC in the winter. One 
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very kind teacher saw that I had artistic skills and had me doing art with the 
kids. I liked it, but it lasted only a year.

Then, when I was about twenty-three, I got a job with the Children’s Aid 
Society in a group home. This was a group home for boys between fifteen 
and eighteen years old. It was a good fit for me. The boss was an old Scot 
who knew what having nothing was about, and he and I got along really well. 
I learned a lot from him and I was good with the kids. I think the kids were 
afraid of me, partly because of the racist stereotype about how Aboriginal 
people are dangerous. But it meant that I could work with the kids, some of 
who had similar lives to what I had experienced. My life skills training had 
taught me about solving problems with words, and I did really well there. 
That’s what eventually got me into wec, the Winnipeg Education Centre, 
which is what the University of Manitoba’s Inner City Social Work program 
has always been called. That was my new beginning.

Winnipeg Education Centre

I got into wec partly because of a wonderful woman named Shannon who 
worked at the group home. If it weren’t for her I wouldn’t have made it into 
wec. Every applicant to wec had to write an autobiography. I had applied 
once before and been rejected, but this time Shannon wrote my autobiogra-
phy and it was a great piece. It got me an interview, at which I did well, and 
they never actually asked me if I had personally written the autobiography. It 
was all true — it described my real life — I just hadn’t written it. The great-
est news I ever had heard was the day I learned that I had been admitted to 
wec. It was 1982, I was twenty-five years old, and I could hardly wait for the 
program to begin.

Of course, I couldn’t write well. I had left school after one week of Grade 
8. I had learned a lot since then, but the art of writing was not included. Still, I 
was heavily motivated to succeed, and I told myself: “I’m going to do this, I’m 
not going to let this defeat me.” The life skills program that I had taken was 
helpful in many ways, and so was the self-discipline that I had gained from 
Tae Kwon Do. I applied that discipline to this new challenge. And of course I 
also had my Mom and Dad behind me.
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The wec program was perfect for me. It was designed for people who 
were poor and had been raised poor. So there was a common, shared under-
standing among all of us students from the beginning. None of us got into 
the program by being privileged and we all knew it; we knew, at some level, 
that we were all oppressed people, and we were all there because someone 
saw something in us.

We started with a three-day orientation session in Gimli, and we had 
to talk about ourselves and our journeys and our hopes and fears. We had to 
assess ourselves throughout the whole orientation. It was real, but there was 
also lots of humour, and out of that we bonded as a group. When someone 
would share, you could imagine the story behind the story. We all shared the 
common experience of injustice that, in some form or another, equaled op-
pression. That turned out to be exceptionally important.

About half of us were Aboriginal, from a wide range of different social 
conditions — some poorer than others and some from single parent families, 
for example — and, in most cases, we had some sort of institutional involve-
ment. So we had a clear understanding of oppressive systems that had an im-
pact on our lives. The remaining students were from war-torn countries and 
countries that were undergoing political upheaval. Everybody shared their 
stories about the trauma of war, about losing families and leaving families 
behind, about residential school, about institutional life and about growing 
up in care. My world started to change right from the beginning. We were 
a unique group that represented peoples’ movements and struggles from 
around the world. This was amazing.

But, confidence was an issue. On Main Street and in North End bars I 
was known and had earned a certain respect. I could get things done without 
having to say much. Those skills served me well in the group home, because 
the kids knew that I wasn’t too far from their world. When I went into wec I 
still had confidence in Larry of the North End, but I had close to zero confi-
dence about my academic work.

But because we were a group of people with similar backgrounds, I 
didn’t feel out of place. That was really important. wec was a poverty pro-
gram, and by virtue of that we all shared a common experience. So the fact 
that I had grown up poor and had lived the life I had lived did not set me 
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apart and make me feel inferior. On the contrary, my experience was part of 
a shared experience rooted in poverty and oppression.

We all shared with each other in every way, including our personal 
troubles and our challenges at school. We were loyal to each other. And the 
one thing we all knew was what it was to be poor. We had that real world 
knowledge, that experiential knowledge. It meant that, in some particular 
cases, we knew what we were talking about and we weren’t afraid to say so. 
We challenged our professors. When someone would come in and say the 
development of social assistance was a universally positive thing in Canada, 
we would tell our stories and explain what it was really like to be on social 
assistance. We knew that we had been admitted to the program because of 
our unique experience with poverty, and so we took it to heart that our expe-
riential knowledge mattered and used it to challenge the professors over and 
over. And we had a lot of great professors that encouraged this kind of debate 
and exchange of ideas. They especially encouraged critical thinking, and I 
loved that. The emphasis on critical thinking was a particularly important 
part of my experience at wec.

The writing remained tough. My first writing assignment was to be one 
page long and it took me a month to complete it. I had to look up words 
in the dictionary. But I stuck it out. I had never thought of myself as being 
stupid, I just thought that because of my circumstances I didn’t have that 
particular skill — the academic skill of writing. I started taking notes in class, 
and I would take them home and rework them, correcting them and put-
ting the ideas expressed in the class into simple language. Some of the others 
would borrow these notes, which was part of the sharing that characterized 
the whole wec experience. In the first year or two I was earning grades of C+ 
or, in some cases, C or D, but in the final two years my grades took off and I 
finished the entire program with an average of just under B+.

One of the important lessons to be drawn from this is that the absence 
of the skill of writing does not mean that a person is stupid or cannot succeed 
academically. It does mean that extra supports are needed for that person to 
acquire that particular skill, which can be possible for those who are bright 
and motivated to learn, as I was.

Education changes you, and not just because you learn to write. My 
consciousness of my North End community began to change. I had come 
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into wec believing that nothing worked, because nothing had worked for me. 
I had grown up in a violent, addicted neighbourhood. It had been like that 
for a long time and I simply had no reason to believe that change could occur. 
Maybe that’s why some poor people become politically conservative — posi-
tive change is simply outside the bounds of their real life experience. But what 
we began to learn at wec is that our experiences, everything that we had lived 
through, had shaped our consciousness. We began to see a broader world, 
and to see that there are different ways of understanding what is going on 
around us, and that how we understand may depend upon the vantage point 
from which we view things. How well the world works may depend upon 
whether you are seeing it from the perspective of someone who has always 
been poor or someone who has never been poor. We learned that the poor 
need not accept their lot in life. We learned from our fellow students about 
the Sandinistas and the Contras in Nicaragua and about Pinochet in Chile, 
and about those who are poor and who rose up against their oppressors. 
Our Latino colleagues told us what a “cell” is, and how they had organized in 
small cells to avoid detection by the dictators who ruled their countries. They 
taught us more broadly about political organizing to bring about change and 
about ideology and how it affects our thinking. Things don’t always have to 
be the way they are now, we concluded. There can be change, but we have to 
make that change.

And our professors talked about change. One social work professor, 
Brad McKenzie, would always say to us in class, when we made a point or 
advanced an argument: “How is that going to make change?” When we ad-
vanced particular kinds of arguments, he would tell us, “You are now change 
agents.” This was education not intended to enable us to settle comfortably 
into the status quo, but to encourage us to be part of the change that was and 
is so needed in communities like the North End.

Along the way, our in-classroom and out-of-class discussions became a 
free zone to think. We became critical thinkers. Poor people can be critical 
thinkers, and we were the living proof of that.

All throughout this educational journey, exciting though it was, there 
were challenges. We were told at the outset, for example, that being a stu-
dent would be tough on our partners, and that was true. There were lots of 
relationship breakups. Some of the ideas that we were exposed to were chal-
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lenging, and not just intellectually but also personally. Learning is disrup-
tive. And of course we continued to live in a harsh and racist environment. 
Although I was no longer fighting for fun on Main Street on weekends, I do 
recall getting into a fight in a bar when a patron called a group of us from wec 
a bunch of “f***ing Indians.” Some things, and some people, are slower to 
change than others.

Being Aboriginal

A crucial element in all of this is that half of us were Aboriginal. We had been 
raised poor in a racist environment and we carried all the scars that come with 
being colonized. Many of us had responded to that environment in ways that 
were adaptive, but negative. Sometimes Aboriginal people think you have to 
be White, or become “White” in your ways, to succeed. I reject that, and we 
rejected that at wec. Many of the most exciting things now going on in Win-
nipeg’s inner city are being led by Aboriginal people, and many of us have 
graduated from wec or similar programs. When Aboriginal women estab-
lished the Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre, we organized as Aboriginal people, 
in pursuit of Aboriginal interests, on the assumption that we know best how 
to advance our own interests. When we created Children of the Earth High 
School we again organized as Aboriginal people, and said that we want to be 
in charge of our own affairs. When we formed the Bear Clan in the North 
End, with 200 Aboriginal volunteers working to keep our streets safe, we did 
so in a traditional Aboriginal fashion. In all of these and many other similar 
cases, we were the agents of change that wec had said we could and should be.

We are building something new, and we are doing so by joining the 
Western tradition of critical thinking with the many virtues of traditional 
Aboriginal ways of thinking and resisting. The foundation we build on is our 
experiential knowledge as poor people, which is simply invaluable in con-
testing the paternalistic notion that someone else knows better than us how 
to solve our problems. We are the agents of change. We think critically and 
draw heavily upon both Aboriginal wisdom and our experiential knowledge 
of poverty, and out of this mix comes a creativity that can and will produce 
change. The kind of adult education offered at wec, and emerging now else-
where in the North End, has played an important catalytic role in all of this.
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Pushing Things Further

In conclusion, I offer a few thoughts by way of summary, about pushing things 
further. For our people, “democracy” has failed us. The capitalist system has 
failed us. Our people are still overwhelmingly poor. Our human rights are 
limited. When I drive my car in the North End I’m still pulled over by the po-
lice. When our young people move about they are still hassled. Educational 
systems don’t meet our needs, and our collective health is worse than that of 
non-Aboriginal people. Adult education is one small but important part in 
an overall strategy for change.

We have learned here in Winnipeg’s inner city about strategies of adult 
education that are steeped in Aboriginal ways and that heal individuals from 
the damage of colonization. These strategies are superb at creating person-
al transformation, and we cannot change our world without that personal 
transformation. Our people need to heal from the damage of colonization, 
and adult education, along with many other initiatives, plays an important 
part in that.

But personal transformation is not enough. We need community trans-
formation. We need adult education that acknowledges and values our Ab-
original heritage and our experiential knowledge as poor people. But we also 
need adult education that teaches critical thinking, and lays the foundation 
for the creation of Aboriginal change agents. It is not just ourselves that we 
need to change and heal, although we certainly need to do that. It is the world 
around us that we need to change, because we are the products of our cir-
cumstances, of our environment. For far too many Aboriginal people, the 
environment in which we grow up and the world in which we live is destruc-
tive to our well-being. It is that environment, it is that world, that needs to 
change, and we need to be a part of that change. We need to be the change 
agents. I find that when I am teaching now, at wec or in the Department of 
Urban and Inner-City Studies, many students are not committed to commu-
nity change. Yet, we must move beyond individual transformation to com-
munity transformation.

Aboriginal cultures and values have much to teach about building com-
munities of sharing and cooperation and equality. But it won’t happen unless 
we work to make it happen. That is the role that I think adult education needs 
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to play. Adult education of the kind that I was lucky enough to experience at 
wec and that is emerging elsewhere in Winnipeg’s North End — that features 
the centrality of Aboriginal cultures and values, an emphasis on the value of 
experiential knowledge, and a relentless commitment to opening our minds 
to the broader world around us and to critical thinking about that world — 
is what we need to build a new and better world, starting right here in the 
North End.

The five words that stuck with me throughout my education at wec 
were, “oppression is absence of choice.” I’ve always known deep in my heart 
that we can create our choices, for ourselves as individuals and for the broad-
er Aboriginal community. Adult education of the kind I had the good fortune 
to experience is about those kinds of choices.



Adult Education Themes

There are several themes that can be drawn from this short  
version of my story. First, adult education is not necessarily a straightforward 
process. An important tenet of adult education is that when someone tries 
and does not succeed, the door is kept open for another try. For many of us, 
there are several false starts until we find the way forward. That was my expe-
rience, just as it was Larry Morrissette’s experience. Adult education can be a 
long and winding road, with detours and occasional dead ends. It is import-
ant that we not give up on people who are struggling with life while trying to 
improve their education.

Second, supportive individuals can make a huge difference in overcom-
ing these barriers. In particular, having other Aboriginal people for supports, 
and having a space that is an Aboriginal space, can be important for Aborigi-
nal adult learners. Wendy supported me at uw (the University of Winnipeg): 
on my very first day she spent the entire day driving me around to assemble 
the various documents that I needed to be enrolled as a student. That was 
way beyond “normal” student support, but it was what was needed. Wendy, 
in turn, had previously got similar support from Mary Young, who was then 
with uw’s Aboriginal Student Services: “I could go and talk to her and she 
always had the students’ best interests, you know, and her door was always 
open.” For Wendy, starting university “was just terrifying,” and “the entire 
time I didn’t think I was going to make it”:

12. 

Circles of Healing and Adult Education: 
Aboriginal Women Adult Ed

by Claudette Michell

(from Moving Forward, Giving Back, pp. 22–26)
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I struggled. I struggled big time … but I found somebody [Mary] who 
is now a long-time friend of mine, she’s a great friend, but she was my 
tutor, so I had somebody to encourage me to go along. And I had the 
Aboriginal Student Support Centre. [When] some sort of racist kind 
of experience [happened], I’d just go down to the Centre and just vent, 
and you’d feel this kind of camaraderie … and everybody else knew 
exactly what you were talking about … to be able to be part of, you 
know, a group of people where you had so many things in common and 
similar struggles and stuff, that was really helpful.

In addition to this, what was particularly valuable for me was having 
access to Elder Linda McEvoy, who was instrumental in guiding me in my 
cultural learning. She introduced me to the Sundance Circle and was always 
there for me for counselling support. Linda stayed with the uw until the year 
of my graduation in 2009.

As each of the six of us often says, it’s all about developing relationships 
with adult learners and earning their trust. Debra, for example, says of the 
University of Manitoba’s (um) Inner City Social Work program, “I see myself 
as an aunty and mother, and I support first year students.” Relationships built 
on trust are much more likely to happen when Aboriginal supports — peo-
ple and resources — are in place, and when a holistic approach to student 
supports is adopted. As important as these resources are, they are relatively 
new. Linda recalls that there was little in the way of Aboriginal culture or 
supports when she was an adult learner, while Mearle remembers that when 
she was at uw, unlike today, “the Aboriginal Centre was in the basement and 
there were not many Aboriginal people” there. A holistic approach is difficult 
without an Aboriginal Student Centre and Aboriginal advisors because most 
student counselors, as empathetic as they may be, are overwhelmed with the 
large numbers of students now attending universities, so that a holistic ap-
proach is not possible. In any event, most counselors have little experience 
with the complex lives lived by Aboriginal students struggling with coloniza-
tion, racism and poverty.

Third, learning about our culture and our history is exceptionally im-
portant. It enables us to figure out that our various problems are much less 
the result of our personal failings than they are the result of what colonization 
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has done to all Aboriginal peoples. This learning also builds in us the realiza-
tion that, in pre-contact times and since, Aboriginal peoples have developed 
ways of life and world views that are enormously positive, and that in fact 
offer a great deal to our collective future as humans trying to live together in 
a sustainable way on this planet. In my case, I struggled for years to come to 
terms with why my life had taken the directions that it had. An essential part 
of my healing process was meeting people and taking courses that opened 
me up to an understanding of our collective history and culture. I had to go 
back to the roots of who I am and what happened to my family. I needed 
an understanding of why we were so dysfunctional. I gradually acquired this 
cultural knowledge, at first in bits and pieces, from the people with whom I 
came into contact, mostly via adult education. Also, the cultural learning that 
extended beyond the university was invaluable. It brought me closer to who 
I am and what my responsibilities are as an Indigenous woman. Debra had a 
similar experience: “The cultural piece became very important for me when 
I began my learning.” And she adds that it is really important in the work 
she does today at the Inner City Social Work program, and not just for Ab-
original students: “New immigrants, they experienced trauma as did many 
First Nations kids,” and cultural and historical awareness becomes a part of 
their healing process as well. Darlene attended Urban Circle Training Centre, 
which has a cultural component as a central part of its adult education pro-
gram, and she explains how important that is:

For the first time ever I was able to name the shame that we grew up 
with … and I started looking at our people in a different way. I was 
able to look at my parents in a totally different way. And the most im-
portant thing, for the first time in my life I was able to look at myself in 
a totally different way … but words can never do justice to any of the 
transformation that I experienced there.

Mearle, by contrast, grew up in a family that knew and practiced their 
culture, so even as a child she was attending powwows and other cultural 
gatherings, and I think that created in her the sense of pride that enabled her 
to persevere in school despite her extreme shyness and the complete failure 
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of the educational system to identify her latent abilities. Her cultural aware-
ness became a big part of her strength, as it did for the rest of us as adults.

Fourth, location matters. My Department of Urban and Inner-City 
Studies is attracting growing numbers of Aboriginal students and North End 
residents. Among the reasons is our location on Selkirk Avenue in the North 
End in a small and personalized environment. The same is the case for um’s 
Inner City Social Work program, as Debra explains: “People are more willing 
to come and see us here on Selkirk Ave in the inner city … many will not 
come to the [distant and suburban] Fort Garry campus.” And Linda, who 
works at the Lord Selkirk Park Adult Literacy Program, which is located in 
the heart of Lord Selkirk Park, a large public housing project, says that “we 
are successful because we’re within the community.” She estimates that al-
most all of her students “are within walking distance of this program.”

Fifth, it is pedagogically useful for us to see our experiential knowledge, 
difficult though it often has been for each of us, as an asset, and to encourage 
the adult learners that we now work with to think of their difficult life expe-
riences as assets, as strengths, in their healing and learning journeys. Darlene 
makes this point clear: “Well, I mean, we were all adult learners, and I learned 
… that there’s a lived experience that just gives you a whole wealth of knowl-
edge.” Wendy elaborates on this point:

Their needs are way different from, say, a student that just comes out 
of high school … they also come with some sort of family history that 
is not pleasant, or they’ve just, you know, cleaned up their lives … So 
I always saw that they were a little more advanced than, say, some-
body who comes [directly] from high school … I thought of them as 
advanced because they’ve lived, they’ve survived.

Linda, who teaches in a literacy program in the North End, notes that 
she understands “the struggles that they are facing — more struggles now 
than what I [experienced] when I was growing up. Life is hard within the 
inner city,” and to do this kind of work “we’ve got to understand the Ab-
original community,” and so, for instructors as well as students, experiential 
knowledge is an asset.
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At the uw’s Department of Urban and Inner-City Studies, where I work, 
we consider experiential knowledge to be sufficiently important that we have 
crafted a curriculum that tries to connect with the life experiences of Aborig-
inal and newcomer students, and students who have grown up in poverty. 
And we combine this with the more traditional benefits of a liberal arts edu-
cation, which include developing the capacity for critical thinking. Darlene, 
for example, says of her university experience that “for the first time I actually 
learned to think for myself,” and to be critical of what the newspapers and TV 
were trying to tell her. Larry Morrissette similarly describes how important 
his exposure to critical thought at university was to him.



There are, in Winnipeg’s inner city, deeply held grievances about 
non-Aboriginal people delivering services to and for Aboriginal people, and 
thus earning good incomes from jobs built on Aboriginal people’s grief. Cen-
tral to the emergent Aboriginal form of community development is the belief 
that this is exploitative and ineffective, and must be replaced by Aboriginal 
organizations run by and for Aboriginal people in a fashion consistent with 
Aboriginal values. Alice says: “but really, like social work… it’s a system of 
employment, eh… where you’re not making a product but you are still admin-
istering people’s pain, managing people’s pain.” Verna adds: “to non-Aborigi-
nal people, we are a big commodity, you know, we’re their bread and butter…. 
I’ve worked in agencies where, who are they servicing? All Aboriginal people. 
And that always upset me because… they don’t understand them, they can’t 
relate to them, so how are you gonna relate to somebody if you come from this 
big middle-class system… it’s like talking a different language…. We need to 
have our own people servicing our own people.” Alice adds: “a lot of commu-
nity development… here is still all about imposing that Western, Euro-West-
ern ideology as if it is the only way, the only system of operating, the only way 
of thinking.” But “any system that’s been imposed upon us, it has not worked. 
And that’s because we are fundamentally different people, we have different 
value systems, and our value systems are just as good as anybody else’s.” She 
continues: “They’ve just got to get out of the business of Aboriginal people.”

Genuine community development involves Aboriginal people solving 
their own problems through their own organizations. Alice says: “Having 
control over our own lives… it’s the best community development you’ll 
have.” She argues that:

13. 

Aboriginal Organizations Run By and For 
Aboriginal People, Aboriginal Leadership

by Darlene Klyne, Joan Hay, Parvin Ghorashi, Jim Silver

(from In Their Own Voices, pp. 156–161)
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Aboriginal people need to do it ourselves, in our way. And underline 
our values. I mean the paradox is that everyone wants a good life for 
themselves and their families… but we have different ways of getting 
there. And our way of getting there is just as valid as a Western way 
of getting there…. If it is not “ourselves doing it,” it becomes a form of 
“development” that is tantamount to cultural imperialism.

“Non-Aboriginal people,” Agatha says, need to be:

open to hearing new ways of doing things, and that hasn’t always 
been the case, you know. Because we’ve found in some situations that 
some of the non-Aboriginal social workers that we’ve had experience 
with come here as “experts” and they have that professional kind of 
demeanor and they knew all the answers… and we had to quickly ad-
dress that with them.

In fact, as Richard pointed out, unless they do so in non-Western ways, 
they won’t get to the root of the problem, which is the extent to which Ab-
original people have absorbed and internalized colonial views of themselves. 
Thus, the process of solving the problem must start at the level of the individ-
ual and must involve the building of a positive sense of identity.

Today in the inner city there continues to be conflict between Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal organizations over the issue of Aboriginal control. A 
lot of inner-city money still goes to non-Aboriginal organizations working to 
meet the needs of Aboriginal people, and in many cases the staff employed 
are non-Aboriginal people. This creates a great deal of resentment. As Miles 
says: “if you look at all those groups, the non-native groups, there’s a lot of 
jobs there, there’s a lot of resources go there,” but many Aboriginal people 
believe that soon they are going to have to “transfer those organizations to 
the groups they work with.” Doug adds:

Previously, mainstream organizations felt that they had sort of the 
knowledge and the experience and the know-how, of how to work with 
our people but I think they have quickly come to realize that things are 
not changing, they are going from worse to worse and that they need 
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to allow Aboriginal people ownership, right, of the resources and of the 
services, so that’s beginning to change now.

But this process of Aboriginal people taking control is slow. There is re-
sistance. And although “the organizations that have helped us over the years 
have not led to change,” those who benefit from the system as it is now, accord-
ing to Doug, “have their teeth well-sunk into the status quo.” But, as he cor-
rectly observes, “good community development challenges the status quo.”

Aboriginal Community Development is Not Just about Economics

Aboriginal community development is holistic. It focuses on the individual, 
the family, the community, the cultures, the organizations. And it focuses on 
the spiritual and emotional aspects of people’s lives, not just on economic 
development. Thus Walter states:

So for me, for Aboriginal people to truly succeed, and for the commu-
nities to get better… you need sort of a holistic approach to communi-
ty development…. Community economic development is just a small 
part of it…. When I talk about holistic we are not just talking about 
education, training, or employment, we are talking about supporting 
the individual.

There is a danger, Richard says, when we equate community develop-
ment with material needs. In an excellent example of “organic intellectual-
ism,” he tells us that the danger arises when:

we begin to look at community development simply in terms of needs, 
material needs, and we think that the satisfaction of material needs 
is going to satisfy emotional, psychological and community kinds of 
needs. Well, initially it might, initially, but in the long term it proba-
bly won’t, and in the long term it will probably lead to the eventual… 
colonization of our own people, because when you start looking at just 
simply the needs, well we need better housing and we need this and we 
need this and you attend to those things [but] you don’t attend to the 
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underlying issues about why we need more housing and why we need 
better health care and why we need these things. And why we need these 
things is because we have been put through a process that has changed 
us fundamentally, that has put us in a position where we no longer ex-
ercise our identity and no longer exercise who we are in a significant 
kind of way…. If we simply address it in a needs-based kind of thing, 
that larger system understands that and says “Okay, well better housing 
is good, right, so we’ll do something about that.” But if you say, “well, 
we need better housing with a co-operative strategy where communi-
ty members share,” that becomes a harder concept for them to under-
stand, but that’s a concept that’s closer to an Aboriginal understanding 
of community, an Aboriginal understanding of sharing. And so it gets 
harder and harder to take the values and beliefs about who we are and 
incorporate them inside of our development if we simply address the 
community development from that needs-based perspective…. It’s up 
to us to be able to look at why it is those things occur, why it is our 
community looks the way it does, and what it is we need to do to get 
back to the basic kinds of values about who we are so that now you’re 
talking about the values that underlie the community itself, those basic 
kinds of values, and you’re not identifying them as traditional values or 
Christian values or anything else, you’re simply identifying them as Ab-
original values. But what you’re also doing inside of that is beginning to 
make the connections… to some sense of who we were historically and 
then you’re beginning to make the connection to what happened to that 
group of people historically, and you’re beginning to build an analysis 
within the community that understands that the conditions that exist 
are not conditions of their own but are conditions that were imposed 
from the outside. And when you do that… when you put the responsi-
bility for that outside of them as opposed to inside of them, then they’re 
able to attack that, they’re able to deal with it, and they’re able… to 
work to change that. As long as people have that sense of being wrong, 
or being marginalized inside of themselves, they can’t exercise their own 
power, because all of those things that they’ve been told about who and 
what they are guide them.
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Economic issues need to be dealt with, but they have to be put in the 
context of the Aboriginal reality. As Doug puts it: “I have a concern that all 
too often community development moves to community economic develop-
ment too fast.” Richard adds:

But those economic issues also need to be framed inside of our own 
understanding of who we are and about our values and our sense of 
community and our sense of sharing and our sense of co-operation. 
[Otherwise,] the values get removed from the initiative, right? And they 
simply then begin to act as corporations that make profit and they lose 
this notion of the sharing that needs to happen inside of any economic 
activity in the community.2

But doing this, developing and maintaining a specifically Aboriginal 
community development process grounded in the Aboriginal values of shar-
ing and community is a difficult challenge, because when one tries to main-
tain those values in an organizational form there is a danger, Doug argues, 
that one will:

get caught up or get sucked into that whole, larger sort of capitalist eco-
nomic development notion… and it’s going to continue to be a difficult 
challenge because as we more and more impact on those wider systems, 
we get pulled into them, we eventually become part of them, and when 
we become part of them, we sometimes simply adopt what’s already in 
place rather than make changes to those systems ourselves. And when 
we do that we then begin to lose ourselves. And I speak from personal 
experience around that because I’ve been fortunate in that I’ve worked 
largely for Aboriginal organizations all my life but I’ve [also] worked 
for non-Aboriginal organizations… and when I’ve worked in those en-
vironments it’s always been a struggle… to maintain my sense of who 
I am because a lot of the things that are done inside of those systems go 
against my own values base, personally and as an Aboriginal person, 
that whole sense of competitiveness and over-competitiveness that ex-
ists there is just totally inconsistent with the notion of community and 
sharing, and so as an Aboriginal person you get lost in that.
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Walter says much the same:

When you are looking at community development, you have to first of 
all have that ability to work together and share resources but also have 
to work to see the big picture, that you can’t just work in one area…. 
Culture is a very big part of who we are as Aboriginal people. Our 
ceremonies, our traditional values… they have to become the founda-
tion…. Once our culture is in place, people are learning it, they are 
practising it, and eventually you are going to know who you are, even-
tually…. We have to know who we are to be able to succeed anywhere, 
whether it’s business or in the school system.

Most of our interviewees expressed the belief that Aboriginal values, 
particularly those related to community and sharing, must be the basis of Ab-
original community development. This is a form of decolonization, in that, 
as Richard says “we’d be strengthening who we are, we’d be reconstructing 
who we are.”

The use of traditional Aboriginal values as a fundamental part of Ab-
original community development has grown dramatically in recent decades 
and is the product of decades of work by urban Aboriginal people in Winni-
peg’s inner city. Darlene Klyne, in interviewing Richard, mentions that the 
new Urban Circle Training Centre building is Aboriginal-designed and fea-
tures the Aboriginal concepts of the four directions. Richard replies:

to hear that, to hear you say that, just makes my heart swell because 
what it means is that the work that we did earlier, twenty years ago, 
twenty-five years ago, makes it possible for you just to simply say, be-
cause you couldn’t have said that twenty-five years ago, “oh, we’ve got a 
building that has the four directions.” People would say: “What are you 
talking about, four directions, that doesn’t sound like it makes any sense 
to me.” You wouldn’t be able to have that conversation. You wouldn’t 
even be able to build that building unless somebody had established the 
groundwork. And that’s not to say that we did all that, because there 
were people before us that were already establishing that groundwork 
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anyway. I mean, we were simply part of a wave of people who wanted 
to do something better in the community.

Even the language, the words, to enable Aboriginal people to talk 
about rebuilding their culture and their community along Aboriginal lines 
had to be retrieved and re-inserted into everyday discourse. This has been an 
important creative process and a central feature of Aboriginal community 
development. And Richard is saying that a part of this work is intellectual 
— building and articulating and making into “common sense” the analysis 
of the decolonization process, for example. This suggests the importance 
to Aboriginal community development of “organic intellectuals” — Ab-
original intellectuals rooted in traditional Aboriginal ways of thinking as 
well as the realities of the inner city. Richard continues: “One of the things 
that we’ve learned, certainly that I’ve learned throughout all of that, is that 
there’s still a tremendous amount of work that we need to do around com-
munity development, and part of that work relates to strengthening that 
decolonization process and to continue to build the analysis inside of the 
community.” Organic intellectuals of the Aboriginal community have de-
veloped an analysis of the process of colonization and decolonization and 
of their relationship to Aboriginal people’s often harsh inner-city lives. They 
interpret those lives through an Aboriginal lens, with an Aboriginal world 
view. It is the development of a “counter-hegemony” — an interpretation of 
Aboriginal people’s lives that is counter to, alternative to, the largely colonial 
views of the dominant culture.

Thus Aboriginal community development requires that Aboriginal 
people heal and go through the process of decolonization. But healing is 
not just an individual process; it requires a community that is strong and 
healthy. That in turn requires an understanding and appreciation of Aborig-
inal culture and knowledge, and to achieve this requires the development of 
Aboriginal organizations — organizations run by and for Aboriginal people 
and operated in ways consistent with and respectful of Aboriginal culture. 
And all of this requires adherence to an ideology rooted in an understanding 
of the historical effects of colonization and the necessity for decolonization. 
This in turn requires the development of “intellectuals” — in at least some 
cases elders, but not only elders — capable of developing and articulating 
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this ideology. So it is in this way that Aboriginal community development 
is holistic — it focuses on the individual, the family, the community, the 
cultures and the organization. And it focuses on the spiritual and emotional 
aspects of people’s lives, not just on economic development.



First Nations Social Work Practice

It has been very difficult to share my story of social work  
practice because everything I have shared I have been carrying in my heart. I 
have seen it, I have lived it and I have experienced it. For many years I strug-
gled with finding a balance between the values, beliefs and traditional Cree 
knowledge, which have been embedded in me since birth, and what I learned 
through formal education. I have also wrestled with my decision to choose 
child welfare as a career because of the negative impact it has had on First 
Nation people, my community, my family and my personal life.

My social work education began with a community college diploma 
program that was brought to Yellowhead Tribal Council (ytc) because of 
the development of the Yellowhead Tribal Services Agency. My experiences 
were very positive so I went on to obtain my bsw. The words of Ben Carniol 
haunted me with truth:

A major hurdle for Native Students is facing the accusation from fam-
ily and friends that they’re abandoning their people to join the “white 
man’s” world. The bitterness of this accusation becomes more under-
standable when you consider the historical and current grievances 
of Natives against white society. Whether it is the hidden or blatant 
prejudices of white townspeople or urban employer, or whether it is 
the trivialization of Native Culture by Hollywood movies and tv pro-
grams, the institutions of the dominant society have left little room or 
respect for the expression of authentic Native values. (1990: 79)

14. 

What Is Indigenous Social Work?
by Wa Cheew Wapaguunew Iskew (Carolyn Peacock) 
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(from Walking This Path Together, pp. 284–288)
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I completed my bsw successfully with the support of my family and 
faced what I knew would a world of challenges and continuous stress, over-
shadowed by the knowledge that I could not work anywhere else but in my 
community. This was the choice I made, and I have a practice model that is 
rich in the values and ancient practices of our people. I relate to Whalmsley 
(2004: 74) when he states “when a practitioner resides in the community, a 
different kind of child protection relationship is possible.”

Firsthand knowledge of our communities and families, our history, way 
of life, politics, standards, traditions and customs forms the basis for our prac-
tice as First Nations social workers. We are at a different starting point when 
we begin working with the families. We already know the lives and family 
circumstances of the children we are involved with. Walmsley (2004: 76) 
states that “Aboriginal practitioners who live and work in their communities 
of origin described opportunities for supportive informal intervention out-
side the office, along with the possibility of bringing their lifelong knowledge 
of the persons in question to the interaction.”

One of My Teachers

I remember working with a young mom of two little boys. There were some 
protection concerns, but they were not serious enough to remove the chil-
dren from her care. I recall sitting in silence with her for a long, long time. I 
was thinking of how I knew her family, her mother was my birth mother’s 
cousin. I knew how she was raised, and I felt that she was thinking about 
me — who I was and how I was raised. I believe we evaluated each other’s 
lives during this period of silence. When she was ready, we began the work 
— planning, problem solving and sharing — in a good way. She was very up-
front and didn’t give me a hard time like she did our non-First Nations social 
worker, whom she would either not let into her home or kick out when she 
started asking too many questions.

I believe there was an unspoken bond between us because we’d had a 
similar upbringing. We had both grown up in alcoholic homes. I treated her 
with respect and she reciprocated. We always began our time together by 
visiting — this is our way. I drank tea with her and she would offer to share 
her food, which was always bannock right out of the oven — this too is our 
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way. Many times I thought that this informal approach was straying quite far 
from the social work practice I had been taught. I had learned the theories, 
preparation for interviews, problem-solving skills, doing a thorough assess-
ment and asking all of the questions that were on the government forms that 
I was required to complete. I know many times the documents were filled out 
solely for my benefit and that many of our people would agree to just about 
anything, even if it was not something they could do within the timelines 
given. But these were the expectations under the provincial policies we were 
expected to adhere to.

…

What Practice Model Should You Use

I recommend a First Nations practice model similar to the one developed 
by the First Nation Directors of Alberta, “First Nation Practice Standards 
in Child, Youth and Family Services in Alberta,” in June 2006. These unique 
practice standards form the heart of our work. They set out our vision, be-
liefs and principles in the delivery of intervention services in a supportive, 
respectful, understanding and cultural manner within our communities. The 
practice standards are designed to serve as a guide and a tool for casework-
ers to use in their daily activities with children, youth and families. They re-
flect the cultural context of our communities and community realities. I am 
very proud to have been involved in the development of these standards as 
a steering committee member and as one of the contributing authors. The 
following is a summary of the standards and how we were able to apply them 
at the ytsa.

Theoretical Model of Practice

1. Capacity building for parents and families in implementing 
the purpose and motivational factors for health and wellbeing of 
First Nations. Building the capacity of families and their children/
youth means protecting and supporting the natural family systems 
and social networks.
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We are able to apply this principle by providing family-group confer-
encing with our local child welfare committees. 

…

2. Strengthening the extended family and kinships systems through 
contextual value systems provide continuity and sustainable rela-
tionships. The raising of children and youth in healthy and nurtur-
ing environments and communities is a collective and collateral 
responsibility.

…

3. Traditional healing and problem solving approaches are the 
strength of First Nations families and communities. Practice stan-
dards for safe and sustainable relationships for families and their 
children/youth are based on their cultural values and heritage.

Traditional healing is offered to the children and families we work, as is 
counselling by Elders in their communities.

4. Community and Cultural Competencies of Holistic Healing 
Practices. The responsibilities and values of First Nations identify 
community and cultural competencies for the community deci-
sion-making processes and interventions.

Holistic healing programs, supports and services … assist us 
to utilize a collateral approach to family enhancement and protec-
tive services. This means that we can work with a diversity of col-
leagues to engage in casework practice, family violence, addictions, 
traditional healing, counselling, therapy, community awareness 
and parenting programs.



When we talked to her, Chickadee Richard already had several 
years of experience working with incarcerated street gang members, and 
many years of life experience in Winnipeg’s North End. She understood that 
“the lifestyle and a lot of things why they do what they do is because of en-
vironment, is because of, you know, residential school impact, it’s because 
of poverty.” She did not believe that the gangsters “want to be doing what 
they’re doing out there,” despite what some gang members themselves told 
us. This is because many Aboriginal youth who grow up in the colonized 
space of the inner city “are conditioned to think that that’s all they’re good 
for or that’s all they’ll ever be, you know.”

In Chickadee’s view, part of the difficulty resided in the troublesome 
way that masculinity has come to be framed for young Aboriginal men. 
“They have a false sense of what a man should be.” Many of the men she 
worked with had told stories of “how they had to look after their family, you 
know, how they had to ‘man up,’ they’d say, because their father left them or 
their father was abusive.” She saw the street gang as a form of initiation into 
a “tough guy” construction of manhood, one that was quite different from 
traditional Aboriginal ways.

Long time ago our [adult] men initiated our young men to become men. 
They had certain ceremonies to transition that young boy to that young 
man, you know. They took them on vision quests or they prepared them  
to that manhood. And it’s a different form of initiation into manhood 
with these young guys, eh? They don’t have the traditional teachings to 
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be able to do that transitioning. They only know what they know from 
what they see, from the environments that they grew up in.

Young men growing up in the inner city are disconnected not only from 
Aboriginal teachings about masculinity, but also from what it means to be a 
warrior. As Chickadee explained, in the traditional way of life, “There’s a song, 
there’s a dance, there’s a code of ethics and a code of conduct and there’s also 
a language and there’s teachings that go behind those things.” While some 
Aboriginal street gangs may have started out with those teachings in mind, 
they tended somehow to leave them behind. Chickadee saw this happen in 
particular with one gang:

I knew them from the beginning and what their ideal was and some-
how it twisted into what it is now, you know. The ideal what the gang 
was supposed to be, when it first began, was to look out for the Native 
brothers and sisters. It wasn’t about, you know, organized crime or, you 
know, doing the things they do now.

Based on her experience, Chickadee firmly believed that young Ab-
original men are eager to learn about their cultures, values, and teachings. 
“I know that is something that they want. They want to know who they are.” 
They are lost in a world from which they are excluded, in which they are a 
surplus population, in which they have been told in a multiplicity of ways 
that they are inferior. What has become their normal is a part of the legacy of 
colonialism. To transform the normal that colonialism has produced for so 
many Aboriginal people, and in keeping with Aboriginal ways of knowing, 
Chickadee suggested the need for a holistic approach, with its purpose being 
to decolonize:

We have to decolonize ourselves because that’s not who we are. We ad-
opted another way of thinking. It altered — a lot of it I think that happened 
to us also we inherited, you know, some of the brutality that was imposed on 
us through residential schools.… Like in my home that was the norm, you 
know, the violence, the alcoholism. And so that’s the norm that they know.

Chickadee also argued that realizing a decolonized way of life — one 
that draws upon Aboriginal ways of knowing — involves challenging and 
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resisting the mainstream society’s constructions of Aboriginal people. She 
likened this process to putting together the pieces of a shattered puzzle:

You see — and I’m going to speak for myself — my life is like a shattered 
puzzle, you know, that was my life before I slowly put the pieces together. 
Mind you, there’s still a few pieces missing but I’m continually working on 
that picture of who I was meant to be, not what society has made me. I’m 
not “Chickadee treaty number” defined by the Indian Act. I’m not “[her full 
name]” defined by the health system. I’m not just a “dirty, drunken, dumb, 
drugged-up Indian” defined by, you know, mainstream media. I challenged 
those things in my life. And they don’t define who I am anymore, because I 
put those pieces back together, that puzzle. And that’s what we need to do as 
a people.

Decolonization means putting the pieces of that shattered puzzle back 
together. It means resisting the imposition upon Aboriginal people of the 
racialized stereotypes and stigmatization that are a part of the continuing im-
pact of colonization — but resisting in positive and constructive ways — not 
in street gang activity.

One of the ways in which decolonization can be practised is by coun-
tering the dehumanizing tendency to construct street gang members as the 
Other. Chickadee, for instance, talked about the support she gave to a young 
woman who was heavily involved in street gang life: “I didn’t say I condoned 
it, I didn’t say that I was against it, I just continued to be neutral and treat her 
as a human being, a human being that was lost, a human being that didn’t 
know about our values, about our culture, about our teachings.” The young 
woman was able to turn her life around:

She’s changed her life. She’s completely changed her life. Today she’s 
a coordinator creating programs for women who are dealing with ad-
dictions and trying to get their families back. So she’s done amazing 
things. And it was believing, you know, in that goodness inside of her 
and working with that and just remaining neutral, not condemning her 
and not, you know, patting her on the back and saying, “It’s okay, you 
know, go on living that way.” It was nothing like that. It was just treat-
ing her as who she was, a human being, another human being.



107

Another part of the process of decolonization involves developing 
forms of education that teach Aboriginal people who they truly and authen-
tically are. As Connie West-Buck noted, kids “have to know who they are, 
where they came from.”

If kids know their own history, you know, their understanding of coloni-
zation, assimilation, residential schools, the Sixties Scoop, all that stuff, then 
they could start understanding why their grandparents were the way they 
were, why they don’t talk, they’re so quiet, why their parents never showed 
them love, why my grandparent, you know, didn’t hug me, why I was abused. 
And if you think of all those things that happened to our people, First Na-
tions people, through colonization, assimilation, residential school, all the 
abuses and the traumas that our people went through and that trickled down 
through intergenerational effects of all those things, and if our kids know that 
history then they know where they are today, and maybe then they can move 
on through their culture, through their spirituality, and maybe make a better 
life for their kids and, you know, seven generations from now.



In keeping with the wisdom of the elders, we believe that a  
meaningful response to the issue of street gangs must attend to the damage 
caused by colonialism. For far too long Aboriginal people have been expect-
ed — and often forced — to assimilate into the mainstream society. In the 
process, the dominant society has made concerted efforts to destroy Ab-
original cultures. These attempts at forced assimilation have taken their toll: 
many Aboriginal people do not know their histories and cultures; many do 
not know who they really are; many are filled with shame at being Aborig-
inal; many Aboriginal families have been shattered. But Aboriginal people 
have resisted these attempts at assimilation — and they continue to resist 
colonialism and to struggle to reclaim their Aboriginal culture and identity.

At its core, decolonization involves resistance. But rather than the neg-
ative and destructive form of resistance epitomized by street gang activity, 
decolonization involves rebuilding Aboriginal communities, strengthening 
Aboriginal families and kinship ties, and instilling hope for a better future in 
Aboriginal children and youth. It also involves decolonizing spaces, includ-
ing Winnipeg’s North End, home to so many Aboriginal people.

The process of decolonization is not just a matter of individual Aborig-
inal people establishing their identity as Aboriginal people through learn-
ing about who they are and participating in traditional ceremonies. It is also 
about being able to make a living in this world and being part of a full and 
healthy life — and not being pushed to the margins of and excluded from 
the dominant society. It is about creating communities, creating spaces in 
which Aboriginal people are safe to be Aboriginal people. Our argument, 
and that of the elders, is not simply that we need more programs that teach 
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Aboriginal cultures and involve Aboriginal people in traditional ceremonies. 
Rather, Aboriginal people need to be at the centre of a process of building 
communities in which they can safely live and work as Aboriginal people, 
aware of and proud of their identity, while making a living in ways consistent 
with their traditional values. In Winnipeg’s inner city this is a process that 
has begun, but that needs to be much expanded.

Signs of this decolonization process can be seen in the North End in 
the form of Aboriginal community development. By adopting a holistic ap-
proach that focuses on strengthening the individual, the family, and the com-
munity, Aboriginal community-based organizations aim to move Aboriginal 
people out of and beyond colonialism’s straitjacket (see Silver 2006a). These 
Aboriginal organizations contribute to what Evelyn Peters (2013) describes 
as “appropriating urban space to support their identities and cultures,” and 
constructing “spaces of cultural safety.”

One promising development, for example, is the establishment of 
culturally based schools. Children of the Earth High School in Winnipeg’s 
North End is one such school. According to teacher Connie West-Buck, the 
idea for the school came from Aboriginal youth who organized themselves 
and established priorities for the kind of school they wanted:

They wanted culture in their school. They wanted to feel that their peo-
ple had something to contribute in regard to who they were, but also 
in regard to society in general, and so they prioritized a cultural-based 
school. They prioritized language, they prioritized safety, they priori-
tized housing and … ceremonies. Those things, that’s what they want-
ed; they wanted to have access to that.

Children of the Earth, as Connie described it, is “a place of safety” for 
the students, both as a place where they can be free to learn about their heri-
tage and feel a sense of pride in their culture and as a space that is “gang-free”:

The kids come in there, they can’t wear their colours, their rags, even 
a cap, a hoodie, everything is, you know, gang-free within the school 
itself. We don’t allow graffiti, we don’t even allow tagging in the school, 
anything on binders or anything, if you see even a number they have to 
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get rid of it or cover it up. So those are the things that as a staff we try to 
work at to make it so that it’s safe and that it’s gang-free.

The establishment of Children of the Earth in the early 1990s was the 
result of a large mobilization of the urban Aboriginal community, working 
together as the Thunder Eagle Society. It required a determined struggle with 
existing authorities to win the right to create such a school. That school is a 
safe space, to a considerable extent a decolonized space, in which Aboriginal 
youth can learn about themselves and their histories, and in which they can 
create the foundational understanding and self-awareness that can enable 
them to thrive as Aboriginal people, fully aware of and proud of who they are.

In addition to culturally based schools for Aboriginal youth, very cre-
ative and effective adult education initiatives are being developed and deliv-
ered in Winnipeg’s inner city (Silver 2013b). Kaakiyow Li Moond Likol is 
an adult learning centre that offers the mature Grade 12 diploma. Located in 
the Lord Selkirk Park housing developments, one of the North End’s most 
challenging neighbourhoods, Kaakiyow has been realizing success in prepar-
ing Aboriginal adults for active citizenship. Similarly, Urban Circle Training 
Centre, established in 1990, has designed effective strategies for moving 
Aboriginal people from social assistance into decent jobs, using Aboriginal 
cultures as a central part of the learning process (MacKinnon 2013; Koshyk 
2012). These schools are safe spaces in which Aboriginal adults are reclaim-
ing an identity as Aboriginal people. In other words, they are engaged in the 
process of decolonizing by putting together the pieces of the shattered puz-
zles that have been their colonized lives.

In addition to adult education centres, support for families is reflected 
in the establishment of day-care facilities for children, such as the fifty-two-
space Makoonsag Intergenerational Childcare Centre and the Lord Selkirk 
Park Childcare Centre, as well as organizations such as the Ma Mawi Wi Chi 
Itata Centre, which works to support and rebuild Aboriginal families in Win-
nipeg. Ma Mawi, as it is called, was established in the early 1980s as the result 
of the mobilization of Aboriginal people, and especially Aboriginal women, 
who were resisting the damage done to Aboriginal families by the practices 
of what was then the Children’s Aid Society. Today it is a fully Aboriginal 
organization that employs some two hundred Aboriginal staff. Its board of 
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directors is Aboriginal, and it operates in a way consistent with Aboriginal 
values (Silver 2009). It is a highly effective organization, and a place in which 
Aboriginal people can feel safe about being Aboriginal while making a living 
in a way that contributes to the rebuilding of the inner city. Organizations 
like Ma Mawi are creating a space in which Aboriginal people can safely live 
useful and productive lives in the inner city — as Aboriginal people.



“Crime control is an impossible task for the police alone,”  
Richard Ericson (1982: 11) writes. “They are expected to handle a phe-
nomenon caused by social, political, economic, and cultural forces beyond 
their control and have to give the appearance that things are (more or less) 
under control.”

Indeed, this “impossible task” of responding to a problem has its source 
in a much broader context, and that context has a historical dimension. 
Contemporary Aboriginal-police relations are rooted in the colonial rela-
tion between the original inhabitants of the land now called Canada and the 
role occupied by the North West Mounted Police in managing and contain-
ing the Aboriginal population as the emerging settler society took shape. 
But the unequal power relations between the colonizers and the colonized 
continue into the present.

In contemporary times colonialism is evidenced by the desperate living 
conditions in many First Nations communities, where basic necessities such 
as potable drinking water and adequate housing have taken on the status of 
a luxury that seems out of reach for too many Aboriginal families. It is also 
evidenced by the racialized poverty and a culture of despair that character-
izes life in inner-city communities, especially in the Prairie provinces, where 
well-paid jobs are scarce and young Aboriginal men have a greater likelihood 
of ending up in jail than they do of finishing high school.

It is within this colonial context that police are assigned to do their job 
— a challenging job that involves much “dirty work” as officers are called 
upon to deal with all manner of troubles, including people who are in crisis, 
hurt, sick, intoxicated, angry, and sometimes violent. While crime control 
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has become the leitmotif of modern policing, with the dominating public 
image of police officers as “crime fighters” and “law enforcers” out to “get the 
bad guys,” at its core policing involves the reproduction of order, the trans-
forming of troublesome situations back to their “normal” state — and the 
management and containment of troublesome persons — thus preserving 
the ranks of society. When the social order that the police are reproducing is 
founded on racism and racial inequality (and other forms of social inequal-
ity), policing becomes one of the projects through which race is interpreted 
and given meaning. It becomes a means by which the racialized order of soci-
ety is reproduced. In short, policing itself becomes racialized.

While racialized policing emanates from the “impossible task” assigned 
to police, it also stems from the character of policing itself — for instance, in 
the cultural frames or stocks of knowledge that police officers draw upon in 
their everyday work. When particular persons come to be viewed as the “usu-
al suspects,” and particular places come to be viewed as spaces of danger and 
disorder, these frames or stocks of knowledge inform police encounters with 
Aboriginal people. In the racialized space of the inner city, young Aboriginal 
men are regularly stopped because they “fit the description,” while Aborigi-
nal women are assumed to be involved in the street sex trade. Over time, mis-
trust and animosity grow, especially as police adopt troublesome practices of 
their own as a way of dealing with troubled and troublesome people.

…

What is to be Done?

One strategy for responding to this fundamental problem of Aboriginal-police 
relations is to encourage Aboriginal people to make formal complaints about 
their treatment by police. In Manitoba, complaints can be made to the Law En-
forcement Review Agency (lera), created in 1985 under the authority of the 
Law Enforcement Review Act. According to the Act, any person “who feels ag-
grieved by a disciplinary default allegedly committed by any member of a po-
lice department may file a complaint” with lera (cited in Hamilton and Sinclair 
1991a: 629). However, data provided by lera suggests that these complaints 
are not likely to proceed very far. In 2010, for instance, 274 investigations were 
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conducted involving police officers in the province — down from 321 inves-
tigations in 2009, 367 in 2008, 422 in 2007, and 560 in 2006. The Winnipeg 
Police Service accounted for 83 percent of the complaints received in 2010. 
Processing these cases can be a lengthy undertaking. Of the 274 investigations 
started in 2010, 103 (37.5 percent) were still ongoing at the end of the year. Of 
the 171 completed investigations, the vast majority were either dismissed by 
the commissioner as not supported by sufficient evidence to support a hearing 
(57 percent) or abandoned or withdrawn by the complainant (32 percent). 
According to lera, “In many cases, when a lera investigator is unable to locate 
the complainant, a letter is sent to the complainant’s last known address asking 
the complainant to contact the investigator. If contact is not made within 30 
days, the complaint is considered abandoned and a registered letter is sent to 
that effect” (lera n.d.: 29). Of the remaining complaints, the commissioner 
dismissed seven cases (4 percent) as being outside the scope of the Act and 
one case (.5 percent) as frivolous or vexatious; one case (.5 percent) was re-
solved informally, and eleven cases (6 percent) resulted in a public hearing 
before a provincial court judge.

None of the seventy-eight inner-city residents in Winnipeg whom 
we interviewed about their experiences with police had been successful in 
launching a lera complaint. Many of those interviewed believed that there 
was no point in lodging a formal complaint. As one woman remarked, “You 
could try, you could do it, but you’re not going to get anywhere because 
you’re fighting a whole system.” When we asked people why they chose not 
to report an incident, a typical response was “who’s going to believe me?” 
For people lacking the social capital and acutely aware of their position of 
disempowerment relative to the power and public support accorded the po-
lice, making a formal complaint is often seen as too risky an endeavour. But 
even when people do try to take action, they can be thwarted. In one of our 
interviews we had this exchange:

[When the cops stop you, do you ever try to get their badge numbers or 
anything?]
I tried to do that. The cops just walked away.
[They just walked away?]
Yeah.
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[And you said, “What’s your badge number. I want to write it down.” 
And they just walked away?]
Yeah. Then they threaten to put you in the cop car if you find out the 
badge number.

The government-sponsored inquiries and commissions often recom-
mend another strategy: increase the diversity of police forces by recruiting 
more Aboriginal people (as well as other racialized groups). Manitoba’s Ab-
original Justice Inquiry, for example, argued that increasing the representa-
tion of Aboriginal people on the Winnipeg Police Department would have 
the benefit of providing positive role models for Aboriginal youth and en-
abling the force to be more culturally sensitive to the communities it serves.

When J.J. Harper was killed in 1988, the Winnipeg police force includ-
ed only eight Aboriginal police officers. In December 1990 that number had 
increased to 18 Aboriginal officers (out of a total of 1,125). Since Aboriginal 
people made up 11.8 percent of Manitoba’s population at that time, the aji 
commissioners recommended that the department hire an additional 115 
Aboriginal officers to reach a more equitable number of 133. By 1998 the 
number of Aboriginal officers had increased to 98. By 2009 there were 141 
Aboriginal officers, representing 10.7 percent of the total complement of 
1,411 sworn officers employed by the Winnipeg Police Service. The force 
described another 91 officers (6.4 percent) as “visible minorities”.

These figures are encouraging because they suggest a concerted effort 
on the part of the Winnipeg Police Service to improve the representation of 
Aboriginal people among its rank and file. Yet this strategy alone will not be 
enough. As Nicole Lugosi (2011: 308) notes, “Striving for a more proportion-
ate and representative legal system is a good start, but representation alone 
does not fundamentally challenge the racial hierarchies in the system.” More-
over, given that strong internal culture of solidarity in which the identity of 
police officer overshadows racial or ethnic identities, it is doubtful whether 
a complement of 10.7 percent can bring about a sea change in the standard 
operating procedures and everyday practices of policing.

Police forces have also supplemented these efforts to increase diversity by 
implementing cultural sensitivity training for all of their staff. Typically, these 
initiatives are aimed more at countering negative stereotypes about Aboriginal 
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people and educating officers about Aboriginal cultures and teachings — and 
less at “the reality and cultures of whiteness as a constructed race and position of 
privilege” (Lugosi 2011: 313). As Green (2006: 520) notes, on their own, cul-
tural awareness activities, such as having police officers participate in a smudge 
ceremony, “will not bring about a shift in racist practices or institutions.” The 
broader culture of policing will also have to be addressed, especially in relation 
to its role in perpetuating troublesome police practices.

Given the command structure and the close working relationships that 
develop with the force, police are doubtless aware of fellow officers carrying 
out troublesome practices such as Starlight Tours and the phone book treat-
ment. So why don’t they take action to stop them? One of the consequences 
of the blue wall is that it shields those officers who perpetrate such practices 
and acts as a barrier to change. Given the strong social bonds that develop 
within the force, and the edict to “stand by your partner,” police are motivated 
to unite in solidarity to protect their own. They do so at great cost because 
these actions not only reflect badly on the entire police organization, but also 
engender mistrust and animosity within the communities that the police are 
delegated to serve.

Our interviews with inner-city residents in Winnipeg produced exam-
ples of positive encounters between Aboriginal people and the police and the 
professionalism, kindness, and concern that officers can demonstrate as they 
go about their work. Many more Aboriginal people, however, spoke of the dis-
respect shown to them by police. In the same way that troublesome police 
practices create a toxic climate for police-community relations, so too does the 
use of offensive language by police officers in their interactions with Aborigi-
nal people. The word “fuck” (and its variants) should never be part of a police 
officer’s vocabulary, nor should “squaw,” “cunt,” or other similarly offensive 
words. Such abusive language runs counter to the professionalism that police 
officers are mandated to uphold and should not be tolerated within the force.

Attending to the culture of policing and the language and actions of indi-
vidual police officers, however, addresses only part of the fundamental prob-
lem of Aboriginal-police relations. The structure and organization of police 
work also needs to addressed. One recommendation that often flows from 
government-sponsored inquiries and commissions is for police forces to im-
plement community policing as an organizational philosophy and strategy.
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The aji commissioners advocated for a community policing approach, 
arguing that this model represents a marked improvement over the tradition-
al crime-fighting model, whereby policing is reactive and incident-driven, 
where the job of police officers is basically about “driving around the streets 
in a car, isolated from the citizenry, waiting for a dispatcher to call” (Ham-
ilton and Sinclair 1991a: 598). Community policing, in contrast, is decen-
tralized and prevention-oriented. It encourages a partnership between the 
police and the community; it is flexible and adaptable to Aboriginal cultural 
standards and accommodating to the wide variation of lifestyles in Aborigi-
nal communities. In the commissioners’ view, community policing is “a vital 
strategy for enabling local residents to have a structured, open relationship 
with the police” (1991a: 600).

One of the mandates of the Ontario Commission on Systemic Racism 
in the Criminal Justice System was to investigate and make recommenda-
tions on community policing policies and their implementation. The Com-
mission’s consultations, however, showed that while community policing 
had been adopted by local police services, concerns about systemic racism 
in police practices remained widespread. In particular, community members 
expressed “fear that racial equality is not on the community policing agenda” 
(Ontario 1995: 337). Similarly, even though police forces across the country 
have implemented community policing initiatives, concerns have emerged 
about the extent to which these initiatives have had an impact on the hierar-
chical structure and bureaucratic organization of the services. Writers have 
pointed to difficulties in effectively implementing community policing ini-
tiatives in neighbourhoods where the residents are not in a position to par-
ticipate actively in the kind of ownership and co-operation envisioned by the 
model. Commentators have also noted that individual police officers have 
tended to resist efforts to implement community policing because they con-
sider the model to be akin to social work and therefore at odds with the “real” 
police work of fighting crime. The advent of more aggressive models, such as 
zero-tolerance policing, has also shifted the focus of policing away from the 
more co-operative approach involved in community policing and back to the 
traditional model of police as “crime fighters.”

…
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Community Mobilization

Given that police have occupied a central role in the reproduction of order 
— more specifically, in the dreadful task of policing the conflict and abuses 
that arise from the particular forms of poverty and social exclusion that our 
society has created — reframing the problem and re-envisioning the strate-
gies for resolving it open up new possibilities for the role of the police in the 
form of community mobilization.

Although most modern police forces tend to adopt a blended approach 
in which a variety of policing models are employed, typically the core strat-
egy involves the traditional crime-fighting model of policing, with other 
initiatives (community policing, specialized units, and the like) positioned 
as a supplementary or secondary consideration. The traditional model of 
policing sets the police up as an outside force sent into troubled and trou-
blesome communities to quell disorder. Rather than being an outside force, 
police need to be a more integral part of the communities they are mandat-
ed to serve. One way of doing so is to shift their organizational focus from 
crime-fighting to community mobilization.

Community mobilization involves working in close partnership with 
community-based organizations and social service agencies engaged in a 
wide variety of neighbourhood revitalization initiatives. It involves police 
officers walking the beat, getting to know people and the community, de-
veloping relationships, using conflict resolution and problem-solving skills, 
earning the trust of people. It involves the police working with the commu-
nity to collectively build safer and healthier neighbourhoods. Clearly, the 
role of police as crime fighters would not disappear within this model of 
policing, but it would be a subsidiary to the refashioned core strategy of 
community mobilization.

Working in close contact with community members would enable 
police to know where the problems are, and to intervene, at least in some 
cases, before problems occur. In these terms, police would become part of 
a process of “asset-based community development” (Kretzmann and McK-
night 1993). While the traditional approach to inner-city communities is 
to see them through a “deficit lens” — that is, solely in terms of their prob-
lems — an “asset-based” approach identifies and builds upon the strengths 
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of a neighbourhood. In this way, the role of police as “reproducers of order” 
would be transformed. Rather than reproducing the status quo, police could 
participate in the fashioning of a new form of social order; one not founded 
on race and racism — and racialized policing.

A common response to the argument that race and racism invade the 
practice of policing is that the presence of racism in a police force merely 
reflects the racism in the wider society and is therefore not a special matter 
of concern. aji commissioners Hamilton and Sinclair (1991b: 111) disagree:

Police officers occupy a unique and powerful position in our society. 
They have the ability to interfere with the freedom of citizens and are called 
upon to protect society from the misdeeds of its members. The position of 
police officers provides them with opportunities to intrude into our lives — 
a right denied to all others. We have every right to expect and demand from 
them that they fulfill their responsibilities fully, fairly and in a manner that 
does not discriminate against anyone on account of race. It is not acceptable 
for any member of society to do that, but it is even more unacceptable for a 
police officer to do so.

Police alone cannot solve the problems that trouble Aboriginal com-
munities and their residents. But policing can be part of a long-term solution 
that involves decolonization and community mobilization and revitalization. 
At the very least, making such change requires political will. But it starts with 
the recognition that a fundamental problem exists in Aboriginal-police rela-
tions — a problem rooted in colonialism, poverty, and social exclusion.


	Copyright
	Contents
	About the Authors
	About the Books
	Part One: Setting the Stage
	Introduction
	2. Eurocentricism, Colonization and Resistance
	3. Construction of Aboriginal People as the “Other”: Colonization and Its Impact
	4. Race and Racism
	Part Two: Issues
	5. Racism and Poverty
	6. The Experiences and Standpoints of Aboriginal People with Police
	7. Becoming a Gang Member
	8. Circles of Healing and Adult Education: Aboriginal Women Experiences
	9. We Are the Agents of Changes: Thoughts on Adult Ed: Early Years
	10. A History of Child Welfare in Canada
	Part Three: Solutions
	11. An Education Journey
	12. Circles of Healing and Adult Education: Aboriginal Women Adult Ed
	13. Aboriginal Organizations Run By and For Aboriginal People, Aboriginal Leadership
	14. What Is Indigenous Social Work?
	15. Learning from Elders
	16. Decolonizing the North End
	17. What is to Be Done?

