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ABSTRACT  
Certain events in Canadian history have disadvantaged whole groups of people or 
provided reasons for them to feel excluded from Canadian society. This paper 
explore several key events and policies - the Royal Proclamation of 1763; 
internments; the Indian Act; the residential schools system; official bilingualism 
and biculturalism; and multiculturalism and examines the impact these events had 
on the Canadian identity and how the political outcomes of the events either 
exacerbated or reduced that impact. The author shows that in some cases Canadian 
identity is state imposed through politics and in other cases created by the people 
through the conflicts themselves. Fundamental to this examination is a discussion 
of what causes public policy makers to create a public policy or react politically, 
who decides when politics is required, what drives the need for politics, and 
whether politics results from a perceived need or is a response to public conflicts 
and controversy. 
 

 

RÉSUMÉ 
Certains événements dans l‟histoire du Canada ont défavorisé des groupes entiers 
et leur ont donné raison de se sentir exclus de la société. Cet article analyse ces 
évènements et leurs conséquences politiques : la proclamation royale de 1763, les 
camps d‟internements, la Loi sur les Indiens, les écoles résidentielles, le bilinguisme 
et finalement, le multiculturalisme. En examinant les conséquences politiques de 
ces événements sur l‟identité canadienne, l‟auteure montre comment l‟identité 
canadienne est parfois imposée par l‟État à travers certaines lois, et comment – de 
façon surprenante - l‟identité canadienne est parfois crée par les conflits eux-
mêmes.  
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Introduction 

 

The „I Am Canadian‟ rant was popularized by the Molson Canadian campaign that 

began in 1994.  The rant is strong and forthright and portrayed with a very proud 

attitude, clearly outlining what being Canadian does and doesn‟t mean.  According 

to the rant, Canadians believe in “diversity not assimilation”1.  As with many 

historical narratives, the rant does not acknowledge events in Canada‟s history that 

have marginalized and excluded whole groups of people. 

Although some people are not comfortable acknowledging negative 

historical events, over time these events become substantiated and, therefore, 

accepted as factual events.  People become more willing to confront these events, 

with consideration given to the era in which they occurred.  Someone could 

acknowledge government-imposed internments, for example, as long as it was 

portrayed as a mistake and a result of the values and beliefs of those times, before 

the Charter of Rights and Freedoms was invoked, in this case.  More important to 

note, however, is the impact of these events on the evolution of the country and 

how someone identifies with being Canadian. 

To many, having a Citizenship means being Canadian.  However, for some 

people being Canadian may be quite different than actually feeling like they are part 

of Canadian society, like they belong.  Available information is full of statistics and 

stories about people who cannot earn a working wage or who live below the 

poverty level or cannot access a decent education, while other Canadians never see 

those kinds of challenges.  As a society, it is a blemish on our record that there are 

so many Canadians living on the margins.  This, however, is not a new 

phenomenon.  There are many events in Canadian history which have 

disadvantaged whole groups of people and/or provided reason for them to not 

feel part of the overall Canadian society.  Some of these events feature in this 

paper.  This paper is about the impact these events had on the Canadian identity 

and how the political outcomes of the events either exacerbate or reduce that 

impact.   

All of the events to be analyzed are a form of conflict.  This is important because 

conflict in society contributes to a fragmented sense of identity. Determining the 

political outcomes resulting from these conflicts will show how the national 

identity is created through politics.  This article will contribute to contemporary 
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discussions about state intervention, politics and societal discord, and the impacts 

of intention, perspective, representation, identity and the national narrative.  

Although a Canadian government employee, the only policy I have ever 

been involved with producing is „small p‟ policy, such as operational policy, rather 

than the more significant Public Policy.  However, a more important bias that may 

show up in this research, in spite of my attempts to be as objective as possible, is 

my patriotism and nationalistic tendencies.  I believe strongly that the time has 

come for Canada to begin the process of stabilizing a basic identity that can give 

ALL existing Canadians a sense of belonging.  A national narrative already exists, 

of course, whether you agree with it or not, and the continuation of that narrative - 

the future of the nation - needs a foundation on which to build itself.  That 

foundation must be a stable, unfragmented identity, which does not currently exist.  

In order to develop a solid identity, it must be determined how identity is created. 

This article will explore some historical events which impact identity and 

then try to determine if the state imposes the Canadian identity when it 

implements policies, or if the policies are actually responses to trends in Canadian 

society towards a certain identity, reflected in the conflict itself.  In other words, it 

will explore if Canadian identity is state imposed through politics or created by the 

people through the conflicts themselves.  To explore this issue, I will be examining 

what causes public policy makers to create a public policy or react politically, who 

decides when politics is required, what drives the need for politics, and if politics 

result from a perceived need or as a response to public conflicts and controversy. 

This article will describe some historical events, the related conflicts and politics 

and the impact of the political outcome on the Canadian identity.  The data will 

then be analyzed to draw conclusions regarding the impact that the conflict 

ultimately had on the Canadian identity.  

The events will be examined chronologically and will include: the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763; internments; the Indian Act; the residential schools system; 

official bilingualism and biculturalism; and multiculturalism.  This compilation of 

events brings us to contemporary issues in Canada, to contribute to the current 

discourse. 

 

Royal Proclamation 

 

When the Europeans began arriving in the 17th century, First Nations people were 

already in Canada living off the land.  First Nations people traded with the 

Europeans, showed them how to hunt, work the land and deal with the extreme 

weather, and were guides for their travels.  Of course, contact between the 
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Europeans and the First Nations had an impact on the cultures, as they learned 

from each other and relationships among the various cultures were created.  As an 

early example of integration and assimilation, each culture was transformed.  It is 

important to note that first contact impacted the Canadian identity as it had existed 

before contact and would continue to impact a sense of unity in identity for many 

subsequent years. “By the 1860s, aboriginal societies had experienced the ravages 

of European contact in the form of sharp demographic decline and calamitously 

rapid social and cultural change.”2 

Continued rapid European settlement threatened the First Nations cultures 

by infringing on their land.  First Nations believed that the land was theirs, handed 

down over generations from their ancestors, and that they were sharing their land 

with these Europeans, while the Europeans believed they owned the land on which 

they settled (Borrows3).  In an effort to reduce tension between the groups, the 

British Crown and First Nations people came to an agreement, drawn up as the 

Royal Proclamation, signed in 1763.  It is a significant document in that the Royal 

Proclamation continues to consistently be regarded as the foundation for 

subsequent treaty making.However, the First Nations communities were 

orally-based societies and the British Crown a text-based society.  As a result, as 

John Borrows points out “the manuscript of the Proclamation has not been 

integrated with First Nations understanding of this document.”3 Essentially, 

“[c]ontextualization of the Proclamation reveals that one cannot interpret its 

meaning using the written words of the document alone” 3. 

A clear indication of the misunderstanding of the intentions of the 

agreement is the Wampum belt which, to Aboriginal people, represents the 

agreement reached in the Royal Proclamation “as a treaty of peace and 

friendship”3.  Borrows provides additional context which clearly demonstrates this 

disconnection of understanding between the parties to the agreement.  Specifically, 

Borrows notes that the Proclamation was an attempt to “increase political and 

economic power relative to First Nations”3 and that “both parties made 

representations and promises through methods other than the written word”3.   He 

demonstrates that “the written text of the Proclamation…does not reflect the 

consensus of the parties.”3 Borrows also writes, and “the Proclamation cannot be 

interpreted to undermine First Nation rights.”3 

Conflicts arising from the misunderstanding still exist today, in the form of 

disagreements over land rights and the rights of Aboriginal people to self-govern, 

for example, which leave Aboriginal people marginalized from Canadian society.  

“The historical, ethnographic and court records show that Aboriginal Peoples and 

the Crown disagree on the meaning and implication of the treaties they have 
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entered into.”4 Thus, the Royal Proclamation and the related politics still contribute 

to the fractured Canadian identity.  In this case, a misunderstanding between the 

parties created the conflict.  However, the public policy exacerbated the impact on 

the Canadian identity by creating further conflict.  
 

Indian Act 

 

Subsequently, the Indian Act was first passed in 1867 as part of Confederation, 

officially claimed to be for the protection of remaining First Nations land for First 

Nations use.  It “is the principal instrument through which federal jurisdiction over 

Indians and native people has been exercised during the last 100 years.”5 In fact, 

the British government believed themselves to be superior and so felt themselves 

responsible for “achieving assimilation and integration”5.   
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Assimilation of the Natives became the mainstay of public policy from that 

point on, with the ultimate goal of “cultural destruction”5.  Sometimes the true 

objectives of the government were more subtly expressed, but they remained in 

place nonetheless.  For example, the Act has often been changed to remove or 

reinstall Aboriginal rights to individuals or bands, to set limits on hunting, to 

provide governmental authority to establish a school system and force Indian 

children into them, and even to prohibit celebratory rituals among First Nations 

people, such as the Sun Dance and the Potlatch. Although many of these changes 

were subsequently reversed, much of the tension they created remains to this day.   

As Richard Bartlett writes: “Federal policy and its instrument, the Indian 

Act, has failed to keep faith with the treaties made with the Indians or confer any 

meaningful powers of self-government on the Indian people.  It does not appear 

that any substantial change from the policies of the last 100 years is 

contemplated.”5 The legacy of the government‟s treatment of our First people 

permeates the relationship between the public, the government and Canada‟s first 

founding people, and the Indian Act is seen to contribute to the continuance of 

that treatment.  In fact, at an Assembly of First Nations Meeting in 2010, “Grand 

Chief Atleo has thrown down the gauntlet to the Harper government to eliminate 

the Indian Act…to see the end of more than a century of legislated discrimination 

and oppression in Canada.”5 Apparently, “[t]he Indian message is simple: For too 

long, their identities have been defined by others…and they yearn to be recognized 

and respected as equals in the community of nations.”7 Clearly there is an unstable 

sense of unity and identity within the nation.  In this case, the politics is clearly 

responsible for that impact.  

 

Internments 

 

In 1939 the Defence of Canada Regulations gave the federal government authority 

for the “arrest and detention without charge for those persons – both alien and 

native-born alike – considered threats to national security”8. The negotiation of the 

regulations occurred between mainly military bureaucrats from the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police and the Department of National Defence, and other parties who 

were trying to support human rights and freedoms.  The final regulations “attested 

to the ability of DND and RCMP officials to make their own agendas those of the 

government”8.  Deeming whole groups of people, based on their ancestry, as being 

a threat and isolating them into internment camps became somewhat 

commonplace.  “With Japan's bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, 22,000 Canadians 

of Japanese descent were dispossessed of their property and belongings, and 
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uprooted from their British Columbia homes to various sites of internment.”9 In 

terms of identity, it is significant to note that”[d]ecades later, many Japanese 

Canadians reveal a persisting vulnerability, one of many psychic scars left by a 

history of racial persecution.”9 “Ukrainians were rounded up during Canada's first 

internment operation in World War I. Italians and Germans were also detained 

during World War II.”10  

One can only imagine how challenging it would be to identify with a country 

where you are considered an enemy alien and interred.  The ability of a 

government to oppress Canadians based on their ancestry suggests systemic racism 

and the resulting societal tension contributes to a fractured sense of identity.  In 

the case of internments, this conflict clearly originates with public policy. 

 

Bilingualism and Biculturalism 

 

The next event to be explored is the establishment of the Commission on 

Bilingualism and Biculturalism („the B & B Commission‟) established in 1963 by 

Lester B. Pearson, commonly believed to have been in response to the „Quiet 

revolution‟ rebellions.  The Commission was mandated to find ways to improve 

relationships between the „two founding races‟.  Based upon the recommendations 

of the Commission, the policy of English and French as Canada‟s two official 

languages was introduced in 1968 and became government policy in 1969 as part 

of the British North American Act.  It is very challenging to have two linguistic 

poles for one nation and controversy and conflicts ensued and remain to this day.  

“Historically, conflict has characterized the relationship between the federal 

government and Quebec on language issues.   

During the second half of the twentieth century, the province of Quebec 

pursued a diametrically opposed policy of official monolingualism”11, writes Maeve 

Conrick. In her conclusion, she notes that “the position of French in the rest of 

Canada is rather precarious, as it is under considerable threat due to the undeniable 

attraction of the other official language, English, and the increased pressures of 

globalization.”11 Insofar as an attempt to unite the country and be inclusive of 

French, the policy of bilingualism in Canada has also obviously not been effective.  

According to Bruce Hicks, only “18 percent of the population”12 has ever reported 

being bilingual, and that “Canadians are less bilingual than the British.”12   

Ultimately, the public policy of bilingualism has led to a fractured sense of 

identity which is, in fact, contrary to the original intentions of the policy.  Although 

the policy was a result of a public controversy, it is the public policy itself that 
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contributes to the fragmented sense of identity, since language and culture are 

highly correlated. 

 

 

Residential Schools 

 

In Windspeaker, Christine Fiddler writes: 

 

Almost thirty years have passed since the last church-operated residential 
schools were closed down, schools that were run in partnership with a 
government that followed strict policies to deal with Aboriginal people. In 
the cheapest possible effort to fulfill its treaty agreement for Aboriginal 
education, Ottawa built the residential schools and paid churches on a per 
capita basis to take in Native children. 
The federal government started funding the schools in 1874, and about 
150,000 Native children were put through its program until 1970, when they 
were forced to abandon their culture and traditions and endured many forms 
of abuses.13 

 

The impact of the residential schools experience continues to this day with loss of 

some first Nations language and culture, and cases of extreme mental health and 

substance abuse issues.  Derek Smith notes that it was “a policy of aggressive 

civilization”2, which, as per Scott Riney, was intended “to eradicate Native 

Americans as distinct peoples.”14 

While the federal government has officially apologized and funded healing 

programs for the victims of residential schools abuse, that these First Nations of 

the country can be so marginalized continues to contribute to an unstable sense of 

identity.  In this case, it is not the public itself, but public policy that is doing so. 
 

Multiculturalism 

 

“Language is the chief tool that members of social groups use in order to transmit 

their values and beliefs to individuals, which helps form the individual‟s emerging 

identity.  Furthermore, the language itself codifies many cultural elements, such as 

ideas about language.”15 

In Canada, according to Jennifer Wenshya Lee and Yvonne Hébert, 

“minority and cultural rights are legally recognized within the Canadian Charter of 

rights and Freedoms (1982) and the Canadian Multicultural Act (1985).”  

Following up with a quote from Benedict Anderson and noting that Canada is an 

„imagined community‟, they point out that the imagined community of Canada is 

“complicated by struggles over language, race, ethnicity, sexuality and ecology”16. 
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The study reveals many enlightening observations.  The attachment to their 

Canadian identity, for example, was only half as strong in immigrant youth than in 

non-immigrant youth.  As well, non-immigrant youth expressed multiculturalism, 

as part of the Canadian identity, as “accepting cultural diversity and treating others 

equally”16, while the immigrant youth “thought of it as retaining and recognizing 

their ethnic identity, such as pride of their ethnicity and expression of their own 

culture freely.”16 The report follows with a quote from an immigrant youth whose 

loyalty clearly lies with his native country.   This is one example among many 

studies that have been done that reflect that there is a significant disconnect in 

terms of feelings of belonging and being Canadian between immigrants and non-

immigrants. 

Contemporary writings and news is wrought with information about the 

discrepancies between immigrants and non-immigrants in Canada in terms of 

income levels, access to education and employment and other aspects of inclusion 

in Canadian society.  As a nation of diversity that expounds the virtue of the policy 

of multiculturalism, Canada has not fulfilled the obligation of providing these 

multiple cultures with an inclusive society.  The challenge of identifying as being 

Canadian is clear.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Overall, this paper aimed to bring the reader through a series of historical events, 

demonstrated the environment surrounding it, described the political reaction and 

outcomes to it and explained the impact of those outcomes on the Canadian 

identity.  The oppression of First Nations communities through the Royal 

Proclamation and the Indian Act and residential schools clearly demonstrates the 

exaggerating impact that politics has on the Canadian identity and the 

marginalization of First Nations people from Canadian society.   The history of 

internments in Canada also provides strong evidence of exclusionary policies.  

Implementation of a policy of bilingualism and biculturalism led to increased 

fragmentation of the national identity.  Lastly, multiculturalism as an important and 

promoted value of Canadian society has further destabilized what it means to be 

Canadian.  

This research demonstrates that politics and public policy has the ultimate 

influence on the Canadian identity.  The conflicts and controversies that result in 

the need for public policy have an indirect effect in that the policy becomes 

required, but the true impact on Canadians‟ sense of belonging and identity comes 



  Christine NAGY 

 
  

 12 

from the actual politics and public policy.  A state-imposed identity - how utterly 

Canadian. 
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