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All Canadians share a vital stake in work of
truth commission, author argues

January 03, 2009

LINDA DIEBEL
NATIONAL AFFAIRS WRITER

On June 11, 2008, Prime Minister Stephen
Harper rose in Parliament to apologize to
aboriginal people on behalf of all Canadians
for a system of Indian residential schools he
called a "sad chapter in our history."

A few months later, philosopher/author
John Ralston Saul went on a tour to
promote his book, A Fair Country: Telling
Truths about Canada in which he examined FRED CHARTRANDfTHE CANADIAN PRESS FILE PHOTO

• '". Assembly of First Nations Chief Phil Fontaine, centre right, and other aboriginal
how this country has been heavily leaders receive applause before the PM's apology in the House in June.

influenced and shaped" by native people. At ---------------------
some point during the tour, however, as Saul listened to Canadians, he discovered among some
an unfortunate perspective.

Their view was: "Okay, they've had their apology, now it's time to just get on with it." Either the
apology in itself was sufficient or, if there were to be testimony, wrap it up quickly.

But it doesn't work that way, counters Saul. Such thinking undermines any understanding of what
must be done to redress injustice, and by whom.

Too many people see aboriginal problems as just that: aboriginal problems, rather than, as Saul
does, issues facing all citizens. Using his definition, this is not a story only about upcoming
aboriginal issues for 2009, but a story about all of us.

His intellectual starting point says Canada is "a Metis society." In his book, he argues what we are
as a nation - our cultural and institutional identity, including an intrinsic belief in egalitarianism ­
owes more to enlightened aboriginal tradition than the French, the English or anybody else
thereafter.

"If you've been here for a couple of hundred years that's not bad, but you are a recent arrival and
you don't really have the core understanding of the place," said Saul.

"You are, in effect, camping here, and you'll be a camper until you find a way to be part of the
place, and the only way to (do that) is through coming to some sort of agreement about life with
aboriginals .... If you can't do that, you're living a lie - the occupier's lie."

He maintains until Canadians accept the aboriginal origins of our civilization ("the Indians were our
Greeks - our Athenians, our Spartans"), there is a disconnect in understanding our Canadian
selves.

"If your philosophy doesn't take into account the reality of 2 million people being here 400 years
ago, you're in self-denial (about your identity). It's about being in this place, and how can you
really be in this place if you believe the basis of what you are is European?"
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