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I think Canadians are not too proud about their past in the way in which they treated the
Indian population of Canada and I don’t think we have very great cause to be proud.

We have set the Indians apart as a race. We’ve set them apart in our laws. We’ve
set them apart in the ways the governments will deal with them. They’re not citizens of
the province as the rest of us are. They are wards of the federal government. They get
their services from the federal government rather than from the provincial or municipal
governments. They have been set apart in the relations with government and they’ve
been set apart socially too.

So this year we came up with a proposal. It’s a policy paper on the Indian
problem. It proposes a set of solutions. It doesn’t impose them on anybody. It proposes
them—mnot only to the Indians but to all Canadians — not only to their federal
representatives but to the provincial representatives too and it says we’re at the
crossroads. We can go on treating the Indians as having a special status. We can go on
adding bricks of discrimination around the ghetto in which they live and at the same time
perhaps helping them preserve certain cultural traits and certain ancestral rights. Or we
can say you’re at a crossroads — the time is now to decide whether the Indians will be a
race apart in Canada or whether it will be Canadians of full status. And this is a difficult
choice. It must be a very agonizing choice to the Indian peoples themselves because, on
the one hand, they realize that if they come into the society as total citizens they will be
equal under the law but they risk losing certain of their traditions, certain aspects of a
culture and perhaps even certain of their basic rights and this is a very difficult choice for
them to make and I don’t think we want to try and force the pace on them any more than
we can force it on the rest of Canadians but here again is a choice which is in our minds
whether Canadians as a whole want to continue treating the Indian population as
something outside, a group of Canadian with which we have treaties, a group of
Canadians who have as many of them claim, aboriginal rights or whether we will say
forget the past and begin today and this is a tremendously difficult choice because,
if one of the things the Indians bands often refer to are their aboriginal rights and
in our policy, the way we propose it, we say we won’t recognize aboriginal rights.

We will recognize treaty rights. We will recognize forms of contract which have

been made with the Indian people by the Crown and we will try to bring justice in that
area and this will mean that perhaps the treaties shouldn’t go on forever. It’s
inconceivable, I think, that in a given society that one section of the society have a treaty
with the other section of the society. We must be all equal under the laws and we must
not sign treaties amongst ourselves and many of these treaties, indeed, would have less
and less significance in the future anyhow but things that in the past were covered by the
treaties like things like so much twine or so much gun powder and which haven’t been
paid this must be paid. But I don’t think that we should encourage the Indians to feel that
their treaties should last forever within Canada so that they be able to receive their twine
or their gun powder. They should become Canadians as all other Canadians and if they



are prosperous and wealthy they will be treated like the prosperous and wealthy and they
will be paying taxes for the other Canadians who are not so prosperous and not so
wealthy whether they be Indians or English Canadians or French or Maritimers and this is
the only basis on which I see our society can develop as equals. But aboriginal rights,
this really means saying, “We were here before you. You came and you took the land
from us and perhaps you cheated us by giving us some worthless things in return for vast
expanses of land and we want to re-open this question. We want you to preserve our
aboriginal rights and to restore them to us.” Our answer—it may be the right one and
may not be one which is accepted but it will be up to all of you people to make your
minds up and to choose for or against it and to discuss with the Indians—our answer is
“no.”

If we think of restoring aboriginal rights to the Indians well what about the French
who were defeated at the Plains of Abraham? Shouldn’t we restore rights to them? And
what about the Acadians who were deported — shouldn’t we compensate for this? And
what about the other Canadians, the immigrants? What about the Japanese Canadians
who were so badly treated at the end or during the last war? What can we do to redeem
the past? I can only say as President Kennedy said when he was asked about what he
would do to compensate for the injustices that the Negroes had received in American
society. We will be just in our time. This is all we can do. We must be just today.
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