
All rights reserved © The Canadian Historical Association/La Société historique
du Canada,1971

This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 01/20/2025 1:45 p.m.

Historical Papers
Communications historiques

The Indian in Canadian Historical Writing
James W. ST. G. Walker

Volume 6, Number 1, 1971

St. John 1971

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/030455ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7202/030455ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
The Canadian Historical Association/La Société historique du Canada

ISSN
0068-8878 (print)
1712-9109 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article
Walker, J. W. S. G. (1971). The Indian in Canadian Historical Writing. Historical
Papers / Communications historiques, 6(1), 21–51.
https://doi.org/10.7202/030455ar

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/hp/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/030455ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/030455ar
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/hp/1971-v6-n1-hp1106/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/hp/




















30 HISTORICAL PAPERS 1971 COMMUNICATIONS HISTORIQUES 

Only a few of our scholars suggest that the Indians in many of 
these wars were in fact fighting for their own interests rather than for 
a Great Father overseas.140 Of these perhaps Eccles and Wise are most 
emphatic in their presentation of Indian initiatives. "Always", Eccles 
states, the Indians "sought to play the French and English off against 
each other, supporting the side that seemed best to serve their interests 
and only for as long as this condition obt!lined."141 In Wise's opinion, 
"to deny the Indians some conception of their own interests would be 
to deny them humanity".142 Wise goes even further in his interpretation 
of Indian participation in the American Revolution. "The Revolution 
was not one war but two, waged simultaneously but for entirely differ
ent reasons and for entirely different ends." The second and generally 
unrecognized war within the Revolution was the one waged by the 
lndians against "the moving frontier of American settlement". Only 
the timing resulted from the coincidental outbreak of a conflict between 
the whites. "Had there been no revolution", Wise concludes, "an Indian 
explosion would still have occurred."143 

The variance at which these historians find themselves with other 
more traditional accounts is immediately obvious. Typically, Indian 
initiatives are ignored or emasculated. Though it gains wide attention, 144 

even Pontiac's war of 1763, commonly treated as a problem in Imperia! 
relations and a disruption in the fur trade, is robbed of its historical 
significance as an Indian event.145 It is enlightening to see that the 
Indians who are personally singled out as worthy of praise, or even of 
mention, seldom go beyond Donnacona, Pontiac, Brant, Tecumseh, 
Big Bear and Poundmaker. All these men intruded on the white man's 
history, either as allies or as misguided obstacles, and only as such are 
they given consideration in most general accounts.146 

After 1812 the Indian almost entirely disappears from Canadian 
history. He emerges fleetingly during the various Red River disturbances 
to commit a few murders, but is greatly overshadowed by the whites 
and métis who were really doing the fighting.147 Several writers take 
note, some of them critically, of the se ries of western treaties that 
moved the Indians onto reserves after 1871.148 Their position again 
being overshadowed by the métis, Canada's Indians have a pièce de 
résistance in the North West Rebellion of 1885. Most histories are 
sympathetic toward the Plains Indians, explaining that American or 
métis spread discontent among them, that the buffalo, their chief source 
of sustenance, was gone, and that they had sent many petitions to 
Ottawa, all unanswered, seeking a peaceful solution.149 "Nothing but 
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a real sense of wrong would ever induce them to take up arms against 
British authority", comments Mulvaney with typical sentiment, though 
he adds "Of course it is not saying they are wronged to say that they 
have experienced a sense of wrong."150 Outside the works of George 
Stanley and those who acknowledge their debt to him,151 Indian partici
pation in the events of 1885 is not widely described. Big Bear and 
Poundmaker are simply lumped together as "also-rans" with Louis Riel, 
and on occasion some report of the "Frog Lake Massacre" may be in
cluded.152 That Canada still has an Indian population, or that they are 
presently involved in a movement to reassert their identity, is almost 
entirely neglected.153 

III 

The foregoing outline, gleaned from what is believed to be a 
representative selection of the books appearing on undergraduate biblio
graphies today, is the story of the native Canadian according to the 
historians of Canada. It will be noted that historical description often 
serves no more than ta illustrate the list of epithets presented at the 
beginning of this paper. Of course exceptions exist, and they have 
been recognized, but there can be no doubt that a student of Canadian 
history gains an image of the Indian people much as it has appeared 
here. 

Any attempt to explain the reasons behind this neglect and 
generally poor treatment of the Indian would have to take into account 
the sources from which the writers have gained their own impressions 
and materials. A reading of the bibliographies and notes appended ta 
the books under consideration shows the most widely used source on 
Indians to be the Jesuit Relations. It cornes as no surprise to learn that 
the J esuit missionaries, devoted ta Christian ideals and practices, fre
quently condemned the Indian life as hell and the Indian people as the 
damned. If they recognized much of value in Indian manners, they were 
also sacrificing their comfort and even their lives to change those man
ners. According to seventcenth-century European Christians exposure 
of the female body was indecent and sinful, and was moreover wont 
to be taken as indicative of a general lack of morality. When an Indian 
refused to observe the Sabbath and went instead after long-awaited game, 
the anxious priests would fear that it was evidence of bis degraded 
nature. His incapability to grasp immediately the complications of a 
Holy Trinity in heaven and a Holy Father in Rome served to prove his 






































