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Reconciling Canadian Identity 
 
 

The question, posed by a small group of educators, was the guiding challenge for a design sprint 

intended to connect us to Indigenous perspectives. We had just spent half a day on the land with 

Elders from the nearby Tsuu T’ina nation, working to build relationships and understand both 

their community history and their current lived reality on the reserve. However, the story that 

resonated with me the most was when Mary Starlight  spoke of residential schools. In Canadian 1

Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s official apology issued on residential schools (Hanson, n.d.), he 

stated: 

Two primary objectives of the residential school system were to remove and isolate  

children from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to 

assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were based on the 

assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior and unequal. Indeed, 

some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the Indian in the child.” Today, we 

recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has caused great harm, and has no 

place in our country.  

Mary spoke about how the residential schools forced Indigenous children, like herself, to part 

from their families and be assimilated into a White, religious, English-speaking culture that did 

not resemble home in any conceivable way. All Indigenous culture was stripped from these 

children; the idea of an “inclusive learning environment” in which these children would be 

welcomed was, sadly, almost laughable. Mary related how she had been trained to speak her 

English name (the only English words she knew) when asked it of the nuns upon arrival, but 

paralyzed with fear, instead gave the surname of her cousin. She was only six years old. She 

1 This name has been changed for this paper, and elsewhere surnames have been removed for privacy. 
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explained how, for many years after that, she was known as Mary Crowchild instead of her true 

name. The experience may seem insignificant, especially in light of the known atrocities and 

abuse that occured in these schools, but to me it was a marker of how important it is to respect 

student race, culture, and identity. In so many ways, Mary was not permitted to be herself. In 

Canada’s history, the traditional dances, languages, and ways of living of our First Nations 

people were made illegal not just in these residential schools, but on a broader societal scale as 

well. A fellow teacher told us about how her father and his people had to perform the traditional 

Sun Dance in secret for many years. And so, for us to reconnect with these stories, we went back 

on the land of these people. We listened with as open hearts as possible. It was a small act of 

reconciliation, which is a term that Canadians are beginning to learn more about. To me, 

reconciliation is a major component of antiracist and multicultural education; a beginning step in 

this journey is awareness and acknowledgement of where we have gone wrong in the past. 

Canada, like most countries, has a history of racism and discrimination that continues today; 

however, as we work towards reconciliation, we also work towards creating a national identity 

that honours our Indigenous people while weaving in the multiculturalism that so many of us 

label as crucial to what it means to be Canadian. 

In the preparation of this essay, many people seemed to talk around me about “Canadian 

identity” - often unprompted by me. In my experience, we talk about it so much because we 

don’t really understand what it is. One colleague told me that the Cultural Days celebration at her 

school made her sad, because she didn’t have a culture to celebrate. Another told me that her 

family had been in Canada for four generations now, so there wasn’t really much culture left. A 

small group of friends contemplated the question of defining Canadian identity, tellingly, in 

silence. And yet, I also heard arguments that there is Canadian identity - and one that is more 

meaningful than maple syrup, toques, and Tim Horton’s coffee. Sometimes we talk about 

Canada being a young country, having celebrated our 150th birthday only last year in 2017. 

However, of course, people and culture were present in Canada long before that.  

In defining Canadian identity, we also have to work to fight the instinct to do so by 

comparing to what we are not. Our own Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, once said that “There is 

no core identity, no mainstream in Canada” (Lawson, 2015). Many Canadians seem to defer to 
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defining ourselves by the negative American qualities that we, thankfully, lack. Of course these 

are the most stereotypical definitions of what it means to be American, and yet, I have heard 

them echoed among my fellow Canadians of multiple generations. We’re not rude and brash, like 

the Americans. We’re not consumer-culture driven, like the Americans. We’re not racist and 

discriminatory, like the Americans. We are proud to sew our red-and-white national flags onto 

our backpacks and head to Europe and proclaim loudly, We are Canadian!, lest anyone mistake 

us for an ugly American. Somehow, free healthcare and strong public K-12 education also seems 

an important definition - because we have it, unlike the Americans. I sometimes wonder how 

true any of these statements actually are; I often think that we are far more like our American 

neighbours than we would seemingly care to admit. Some research even supports this idea of the 

converging of American and Canadian culture and identities (Waugh, 2011; Cohen, 2011). 

In one of my former jobs, I had to make semi-regular trips to California to work with 

educators there. When I was sent, my employer urged me not to advertise the fact that I was 

Canadian, as from a sales perspective it would not be seen favourably. Canadians were perhaps 

quaint, earnest, and definitely not a force to be reckoned with in the giant American marketplace. 

Our own ideas of how we were perceived (whether accurate or not) revolved around being polite, 

pleasant, but not necessarily powerful. Is this our identity? Does “being Canadian” come down to 

how we typically present ourselves to outsiders?  

For the purpose of this essay, I wanted to look at multiple generations of Canadians. It 

was important to me to explore narratives beginning with Canada’s Indigenous people and 

carrying through to first-generation immigrants to Canada. In all of these stories, I found one 

common thread: a desire to create a strong national identity that is founded on pillars of true 

multiculturalism, and one that honoured reconciliation.  

 

Generation Zero: Indian Horse 

The 2017 film, Indian Horse (Eastwood et al., 2017), was where I first started my 

journey to explore Canadian identity. This story begins in the 1960’s, which obviously does not 

even begin to address the breadth of history that occured on this land prior to that time. However, 

the opening scene where we see Saul Indian Horse and his family on the lakeshore, living 
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traditionally and connected to the land, captures a piece of what the Indigenous culture of that 

area was. Even in writing this, I realize that one story from one geographic region of Canada 

does not do justice to the diversity of our First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people, which comprise 

over 1.4 million individuals (Parrott, Z., 2017). However, the film does relate a common story of 

many Indigenous’ peoples experience living in Canada post-conolialization.  

Saul and his family are Canadian, they are Indigenous Canadians. I found that I was able 

to see his identity, and perhaps other Indigenous Canadian identity, most clearly when it was 

forcibly removed from him (at the residential school). Braided hair was cut off the boys, 

traditional languages were silenced, hides and furs were traded for more “Western” or European 

dress, canoes swapped for motor vehicles, campfires replaced with furnaces, and cabins erected 

where tents and tipis were. Of course, this isn’t entirely the Indigenous Canadian identity - later, 

we see that when Saul is adopted by a family after his residential school experience. I saw that at 

the Tsuu T’ina reserve; modern ways of life co-exist alongside traditional practices. For 

example, the red octagonal stop signs in the Tsuu T’ina community say “Ast’a Nitl’a” (from the 

Dene language family, meaning “quit moving”), honouring traditional language; one is placed 

immediately before the gas station where everyone is fueling their pickup trucks and buying 

chips and take-away coffee. There is a delicate balance between tradition and modernity. 

Of course, the most upsetting and disturbing parts of Indian Horse - and why it was 

important viewing for many Canadians, including students, over the past year - were the portions 

of the story connected to residential schools. This too is part of our identity, it is part of our 

history. This is why reconciliation must not be ignored when we talk about Canadian identity. 

The film depicts verbal, physical, and sexual abuse of children. We see youth suicide. These are 

real stories, these are stories of Canadians. Today, our Indigenous people are considered some of 

our most marginalized and vulnerable (see http://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca). Towards the end of the 

film, Saul is working towards fighting his own demons of depression and addiction, common 

stereotypes of Indigenous people, yet often non-Indigenous Canadians do not consider the 

underlying reasons and cycles of trauma that have led to these behaviours. The movie prompts us 

to question our own racial stereotypes - for example, what do we as viewers think when Saul 

walks down a Toronto sidewalk, passing by homeless Native people (often assumed to be addicts 
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to be avoided)? How do we respond in our own lives to similar situations? To me, the story 

depicted in Indian Horse is a critical foundation for a conversation about Canadian identity. It 

presents our collective identity through multiple lenses: we see traditional ways of living on the 

land, the racist and discriminatory history of colonization, an example of a modern Indigenous 

community, and a path towards which non-Indigenous Canadians can challenge their perceptions 

of First Nations people. 

 

Truth and Reconciliation 

In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada released both the 

Summary of the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and the 

Calls to Action for all Canadians. These documents are intended to bring to light the history of 

many generations of Indigenous people that suffered due to the colonization of their land, and 

present a path towards national reconciliation. Indian Horse is based on the true story of one 

individual, but through these TRC documents we can see that Saul’s is not an isolated story. In 

particular, we see that the concept of “Canadian identity” did not, for many years (and perhaps to 

this day) include “Aboriginal identity”. For example, it is stated, “Canada denied the right to 

participate fully in Canadian political, economic, and social life to those Aboriginal people who 

refused to abandon their Aboriginal identity” (Truth and Reconciliation Commision of Canada, 

2015). This is the polar opposite of the “multicultural identity” that many Canadians resonate 

with today (Paris, 2018; Semotiuk, 2017). The TRC documents to me are critical when 

discussing Canadian identity because they are much-needed evidence to help us abandon the 

rose-coloured glasses we use when describing who we are as a nation (for example, in painting 

ourselves as much more open-minded or welcoming than our American neighbours). When 

exploring education in Canada and having conversations about things like content taught, 

language, and culture, we must not forget the history of Indigenous residential schools. They 

began in the 1870s and the last school did not shut its doors until 1996. Any conversation around 

national identity must include this significant part of our history, and a discussion of how we will 

support rather than silence the voices of Canada’s first people.  
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Gabriela: A First-Generation Canadian (Generation X) 

Gabriela moved to Canada from Mexico 13 years ago. I first met her several years ago as 

an academic at the University of Calgary, where we partnered on an entrepreneurship education 

project; it wasn’t until she introduced me to her work with the Inter-American Institute for 

Global Change Research (IAI) that I became more aware of her connections within the Latin 

American and South American research communities as well as her personal journey that 

brought her to Canada.  

Gabriela was fortunate to grow up in a family and community where education, both 

K-12 and post-secondary, was highly valued. Most of her education was in private schools 

(though she attended a public university in her home state in Mexico before ultimately 

emigrating), and she began learning English when she was in Kindergarten - this would become 

a huge advantage to her when arriving in North America in terms of opening up academic and 

professional opportunities. Gabriela spoke a lot about access - that she was lucky to have access 

to this type of education. She also spoke about having strong female bosses that were supportive 

of promoting her progress through research and academia. Gabriela had a lot of financial 

resources, emotional support, and other assistance to help pave the way from Mexico to Canada. 

However, even with these supports in place, the first-generation immigrant experience is 

something that Gabriela experienced and she faced challenges that someone like me (a 

third-generation Canadian) would never have to encounter. For example, she spoke of how tired 

she was speaking English (instead of her native Spanish) all the time - going from all-day work 

in English, to evening seminars, all in English. Gabriela said she remembered feeling stupid, 

even though of course it was a language issue - she knew she wasn’t stupid - but the extra time 

needed to find a word would sometimes create distance between her and her Anglophone 

colleagues. Other small hurdles were regular, daily occurrences. From bus schedules to smoke 

detectors, sorting recycling to drinking water, the cultural nuances of Canada were tiny 

reminders that this country was not home.  

I asked Gabriela if, after 13 years, she saw herself as more Mexican or Canadian. She 

said she now feels a responsibility within this country, within her community, to do things to 

change the way Canada is viewed, because she is here now. Gabriela works in teacher education 
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as faculty at the Werklund School of Education at the University of Calgary. In this role, she has 

the power and influence to create change amongst the educators that will work with Canadian 

children. And so, I asked Gabriela how she thinks Canada is viewed and what she would want to 

shift. While she spoke of Canada being safe, multicultural, clean, nice - a place where she saw 

herself - she also spoke of subtle racism in Canada, the kind that is perhaps not upfront like how 

we see in American media but hidden and patronizing. She sees her role as creating the spaces in 

which we openly discuss what it means to live with people who are raised with different views 

and different abilities. To her, this is what makes the fabric of Canada stronger.  

 

Annabella: Multicultural Canadians (Homeland Generation) 

I spoke with Annabella, age 9, both to get her experience as a young student living in 

Canada but also because she represents an increasingly common demographic in the country - 

that of the multicultural Canadian. Annabella has lived in Calgary, Canada her whole life and 

shared that while her mother and maternal grandmother are from Western Canada, her father and 

Lolo (paternal grandmother) were both born in the Philippines. As I asked her questions about 

her school and local community, I got the impression that she hadn’t given much consideration 

to the racial backgrounds of her peers nor of herself. To me this was an interesting idea to 

consider - what are the advantages and disadvantages of young Canadians today not addressing 

the importance of race and culture? While Gabriela had seemed acutely aware of her differences 

when arriving in Canada, Annabella seemed to think most everyone in her class was pretty 

similar, though she could identify different cultural backgrounds when prompted.  

It was interesting to me what Annabella spoke about when I asked them about what it 

meant to be Canadian. The first thing she spoke about was the absence of war, saying it is very 

peaceful here. The statement reminded me of another piece of Canadian identity that we are 

often proud of, that of a peacekeeping nation. The fact that multiple generations now have been 

free from experiencing war on Canadian soil perhaps contributes to greater possibility of 

fostering a national identity that is unified while also respecting multiculturalism - we have not 

experienced the same violent divisiveness that has occurred in other countries with clashing 

races and cultures, for example.  
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I also asked Annabella about how she came to understand other cultures, how to be 

accepting, and the meaning of multiculturalism. She said that both her classroom teachers and 

her family taught her about being kind, and that when teaching others in the community about 

these values, she would say welcome to the country and help newcomers interact with other 

people. I think that Annabella self-identifying as “Canadian” helped her to feel like she could be 

that welcoming individual, and further that she self-identified as anti-racist meant that she 

correlated anti-racism with being Canadian. 

 

Self-Reflection: My Own Steps Forward 

I don’t think that my personal life experience nor my education has been particularly 

“multicultural” or diverse, and I don’t think that it has equipped me with the language or skills to 

discuss multicultural and anti-racism education with others in a meaningful way. I was born near 

Toronto, Ontario (which is often regarded as one of the most culturally diverse urban centres in 

the country) but from Grade 1 onwards, I lived in Calgary for my schooling. I find the range of 

schools (from lower socioeconomic status areas to more affluent neighbourhoods) is slightly 

narrower than what I have seen with my American educator friends; although there is definitely 

disparity, I feel like a child attending most any Calgary public school will receive a decent 

education. However, the education I received throughout the late 80’s and into the 90’s was not 

multicultural. Yes, I learned facts about other countries, things like the Japanese flag and the rice 

paddies of China and the history behind the Egyptian pyramids. We learned the most about our 

country, Canada. Part of the conversation involved identifying Canada as a multicultural nation - 

that is, our identity was that we were comprised of other racial and cultural identities, not from 

here. And yet in none of this did we discuss how today’s Canadian culture came to be (or even 

what that is), or how to respectfully acknowledge the racial, gender, sexual, religious, and 

cultural differences of others surrounding us. I also question whether it’s a true “identity” to 

absorb the many identities of other groups. My friends for many of those formative years 

happened to be Muslim, because they were the brainy girls like me, and so I learned about 

holidays like Ramadan and the value placed on extended family. But perhaps most 

disappointingly of all, my education did not encompass the significant history and culture of our 
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Indigenous people, at least not in a way that did service to the reality of their lives today - and 

these are truly “Canada’s people”. We learned about stereotypically Indigenous things, like the 

tipi and the eagle feather and the totem pole. We talked about the trade that happened when 

settlers arrived from Europe. But this all seemed very far removed from the present day, and I 

honestly can not recall ever meeting an Indigenous person throughout my K-12 education. Why 

were their voices not in the room? Why was this not part of the conversation when we were 

talking about modern Canadian identity? I see shifts happening now, in large part driven by the 

federal government, to get us to acknowledge how First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Canadians 

have shaped who we are today.  

My experience has been different from Saul Indian Horse and Gabriela in that I have 

always been a part of the majority, English-speaking, and also living in relatively affluent 

predominantly White communities that look like myself. I have felt that I represent “Canadian”, 

without necessarily considering what a broader definition of our national identity may be. My 

experience parallels Annabella’s young perspective in some ways, as we both have grown up in 

Canada and speaking the language of majority, but I do not share the same connection as she 

does to other countries and their cultures (i.e., she has a connection both to Canada and the 

Philippines). When we talk about a national identity that is empathetic and inclusive, I think that 

individuals like Annabella who can relate to multiculturalism from their own immediate 

families’ histories speak well for our society. 

How do I see Canadian identity evolving in the future? I see shifts in education (for 

example, in curriculum redesign processes happening in many provinces) that promote 

discussions about culture, racism, and our history of abuse of Indigenous people. I myself have 

been part of the Alberta Curriculum Working Group and have seen firsthand the benefits to 

inviting to the discussion tables a true cross-section of Canadians - from Indigenous people to 

first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants to Canada, from Anglophone to Francophone, 

and both young and old. These diverse voices strengthen the work that we do, and each voice is 

as “Canadian” as the next. I see learning outcomes being created in these curriculum documents 

that are written in such a way that diverse perspectives are inherently respected and embedded in 

learning. As we create change in K-12 education, we create a future generation that will 
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hopefully embrace multiculturalism, be better equipped than past generations (such as my own, 

or Gabriela’s) to discuss race and racism, and frame a national identity that is both unified as 

well as honouring the distinct multicultural identities of individual Canadians.  
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