Response to Canada’s Apology to
Residential School Survivors

BEVERLEY JACOBS

Le 11 juin 2008, le Premier ministre Stephen Harper au nom
du peuple canadien a présenté des excuses i ['égard des enfants
autochtones jadis gardés dans des pensionnats. Les ministres
de l'opposition Stéphane Dion, Jack Layton et Gilles Duceppe
ont fait de méme. Tous les chefs des organisations nationales
d'autochtones ont réagi positivement i cet exercice public. En
sa qualité de présidente nationale de ’Associations de femmes
autochtones du Canada, lauteure a eu la responsabilité de
diffuser ce message afin que tous en prennent connaissance. Elle
en fut honorée et au nom des femmes autochtones du Canada
elle a parlé du fond du coeur en témoignant de l'impact de ce
systeme scolaire spécialement sur les femmes autochtones.

On June 11, 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper, on
behalf of the Canadian government, made a Statement
of Apology to former students of residential schools. All
Opposition leaders, Stephane Dion, Jack Layton and Gilles
Duceppe, also made statements of apology. All Aboriginal
leaders of the National Aboriginal Organizations responded
to the Statement of Apology. All of the National Aboriginal
leaders met with the Prime Minister fifteen minutes prior
to the Statement made in the House of Commons, was
provided with a copy of the Statement to review and was
advised at that time that we would be providing responses
on the floor of the House of Commons.

As the National President of the Native Women’s As-
sociation of Canada, I was given a responsibility that day
to make a statement that the rest of the world would
hear. I was honoured to represent Aboriginal women in
Canada and speak from the heart regarding the impacts
of the residential school system, specifically on Aborigi-
nal women in Canada. It was one of the most powerful
experiences that I have ever had not only personally but
professionally as well. The following is the statement that
I made in response to the Prime Minister’s Statement of
Apology. After I reviewed the written statement, the affect
was not the same, so I have made a few minor additions
to provide further context to my statement.
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[I began an introduction of myself by speaking in my lan-
guage.] WhatIsaid in my Mohawk language is, “Greetings
of peace to you.” My nation is Mohawk of the Haude-
nosaunee Confederacy, Bear Clan. And my real name is
Gowehgyuseh, which means “She is Visiting”.

I am here to represent the Native Women’s Associa-
tion of Canada and the women that we represent have a
statement. It is about the respect of Aboriginal women
in this country.

Prior to the residential schools system, prior to colo-
nization, the women in our communities were very well
respected and honoured for the role that they have in
our communities. Women are the life givers, being the
caretakers of the spirit that we bring [in] to this world,
Our Mother earth. We [were] given those responsibilities
[by the Creator to bring that spirit into this physical world
and to love, take care of and nurture our children].

[The government and churches’” genocidal policies of
the] residential schools caused so much harm to that re-
spect for women and to the way women were honoured in
our communities. There were ceremonies for young men
and for young women that [taught them how to respect
themselves and each other. These ceremonies] were [stolen
from them] for generations.

Despite the hardships, we have our language still. We
have our ceremonies. We have our elders. And now we
have to revitalize those ceremonies and the respect for our
people not only within Canadian society but even within
our own peoples.

I want to say that I come here speaking from my heart,
because two generations ago, my grandmother, being a
Mohawk woman, was beaten in residential school, sexually
beaten and physically beaten, for beinga Mohawk woman.
She did not pass on her traditions. She did not pass it on
to my mother and her siblings. That matriarchal system
that we have was directly affected. Luckily, I was raised in
a community where our knowledge and our ceremonies
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have been [kept] by all of our mothers.

I want to say that as mothers, we teach our boys and
our girls, equally. That is what I am here to say, that
although I represent the Native Women’s Association,
we also represent men and women because that is our
traditional responsibility. It is not just about women’s is-
sues. It is about making sure that we have strong nations
again. That is what I am here to say.

We have given thanks to you for your apology. I have
to also give you credit for standing up and starting to tell
the truth. I did not see any other governments before

research paper about the residential school system. It was
one of those papers where I read story after story of the
most horrific abuses against Aboriginal children. It was a
time when residential school survivors were just beginning
to open up and to disclose the various forms of abuses.

I then had to reflect on my own personal upbringing
and heard about the horrendous abuses that my own
grandmother and her siblings had to endure while they
attended the “Mush Hole,” the Mohawk Institute in
Brantford, Ontario. I also reflected and reviewed my
matrilineal family and the affects that these abuses had

Words must turn into action. The decisions that we make today
will affect seven generations from now. My ancestors did the same
seven generations ago. While they tried hard to fight against you,
they knew what was happening. They knew what was coming.

today come forward and apologize, so I do thank you
for that. But in return, the Native Women’s Association
wants respect.

I have just one last thing to say. To all of the leaders of
the Liberals, the Bloc and NDP, thank you as well. I thank
youforyour words. Butitis nowabout our responsibilities
today. Words must turn into action. The decisions that
we make today will affect seven generations from now.
My ancestors did the same seven generations ago. While
they tried hard to fight against you, they knew what was
happening. They knew what was coming.

We have had so much impact from colonization and
that is what we are dealing with today. Women have taken
the brunt of it all. In the end it must be about more than
what happened in the residential schools. For women, the
truth telling must continue.

Thank you for the opportunity to be here, at this mo-
ment in time, to talk about those realities that we are
dealing with today. But at the end of it, I am left with
questions. What is it that this government is going to do
in the future to help our people? Because we are dealing
with major human rights violations that have occurred to
many generations. These violations have impacted on my
language, my culture and my spirituality. I know that I
want to transfer those to my children and my grandchil-
dren, and their children, and so on. What is going to be
provided? That is my question. I know that is the question
from all of us. That is what we would like to continue to
work on, in partnership.

Nia:wen. Thank you.”

KoKk
I had to prepare emotionally, mentally, physically and
spiritually to make this statement. I first began to realize
the impacts of the residential school system 14 years ago
when I made a decision in law school to write a major
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on my mother, her siblings and their families. My grand-
mother and mother had already passed away when I began
to realize the intergenerational impacts, so I wasn't able
to have direct conversations with them about this issue.
I am not sure my grandmother would have wanted to
talk about it anyway. I was, however, able to sit with my
uncle, my grandmother’s brother, and he told me many
horrible stories. I began to understand how much was
stolen from my matriarchal family as a result of my grand-
mother attending the Mush Hole. It became a reality that
our traditional form of educating our children through
language and traditional teachings that were supposed to
be taught to us by our grandmother was stolen from her;
her language was sexually beaten from her and her spirit
was beaten by a system designed to destroy her. She was
a Mohawk girl whose life was taken from us by genocidal
policies of the Canadian government and religious de-
nominations of churches.

The most detrimental effect is that this systemic form
of assimilation occurred to thousands and thousands of
families throughout at least six generations, a hundred
years, a century. As you can imagine, the transference of
traditional knowledge and languages was directly impacted
and replaced with a violent cycle of abuse. Every Aborigi-
nal person has been affected whether a family member
attended residential school or not. When a systemic pro-
cess is created to destroy a people by erasing a language, a
culture and a spirit, every single person is affected. When
this system attacked children, the heart of our Nations,
the heart of our Mothers and Grandmothers, it attacked
every single person.

Despite the blatant attacks on our people to try to
erase our existence, the process didn’t work. As noted in
my Response to the Apology, I believe that we have to
celebrate the fact that we still have our grandmothers,
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grandfathers, mothers and fathers, aunties and uncles,
that have been able to keep the traditional values, beliefs
and language. Although most Indigenous languages in
Canada are becoming extinct, the processes to revitalize
has begun. Our people have survived cultural genocide
through their resilience and strength of those people who
have ensured that the language and culture continue. We
have done this because of our belief in our spirituality and
it has been through the strength of spirit that our culture
and tradition is alive.

Damage has been done, though. Many generations
of families have been affected. Languages are becoming
extinct. It is now up to the federal government to provide
the resources needed to Aboriginal peoples today and in the
future. It is ironic that the Conservative minority govern-
ment apologized for its wrongdoing in the creation of the
residential school system; but yet, it eliminated language
revitalization programs. It would seem to me that what
is needed now, as noted in my response, that action is
needed. This government must provide direct resources to
Aboriginal communities to continue programs and services
that will enable the continued transference of Indigenous
traditional knowledges and languages.

Most Canadians became a little educated on June 11,
2008 about the assimilationist policy of the Canadian
government. Being that this is one of the most troubling
“black marks” against Canada, every Canadian person
should be knowledgeable that the human rights violations
that occurred against Aboriginal children is as a result
of Canada’s genocidal policies. Every Canadian person
should know its impacts on Aboriginal peoples, and more
specifically on Aboriginal women. Everyone should know
that the negative issues of the poverty, alcoholism, drug
addiction and the cycle of violence can be traced back to
Canada’s policies. We can even trace the issue of miss-
ing and murdered Aboriginal women to the residential
school system. All of this must be mandatorily taught in
all Canadian schools. It shouldn’t have taken until the
year 2008 for most Canadians to be educated about the
residential school system.

When such action is taken by the Canadian govern-
ment to not only apologize, but to create a process in
which it actually acknowledges the harms its done, then
we can accept the Apology. A process needs to ensure that
the financial resources are in place to deal with all of the
impacts we are dealing with today. When our languages
are fully revitalized, then we will know that change has
occurred. When Aboriginal women are no longer targets
ofviolence, then we know that change has occurred. When
our Nations our flourishingand no longer living in poverty,
then we know that change has occurred. I look forward
to the day when we are no longer fighting for equality
because we have reclaimed our way of being.

Beverley Jacobs is the President of the Native Women's As-
sociation of Canada.
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A NOVEL
BY LINA MEDAGLIA

THE
Demons
OFAquilonia

A mesmerizing novel of betrayal, loss, and multiple identities,
the setting moves from the secret caves of Calabria during WWII
to Italy’s working class exodus to the Americas in the 1950s
and back to the Calabria of the 21st century, where old secrets
never die ... they simply become more shocking. A family

curse follows a family to Toronto and beyond.

STORIES

|
%@ BY EVA TIHANYI

In these stories women experience the slippery relationship
between art and truth, not merely as an aesthetic concept but as
a reality in their lives. Contemporary “twists” involve gourmet
cooking and fine wine, the Internet, and cosmetic surgery.

gratity matters.

POEMS BY SONJA RUTH GRECKOL

The poet traces an arc: from a nineteenth-century European
family that immigrated and settled in central Alberta to a
digitized wondering held together by Skype and Google

rooted in central Toronto.

POEMS BY ANDREA NICKI

Poems explore contemporary issues such as violence against
gitls and women; sexuality and gender identity; religion and
spirituality; mental health and psychiatry; work and exploita-
tion; poverty and homelessness; multiculturalism.
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