
Her Excellency the Right Honourable Mary Simon: Canada’s First Indigenous Governor General

Her Excellency the Right Honourable Mary Simon was sworn in as governor general on July 26, 2021. 

Since Confederation, there have been 30 governors general. Mary Jeannie May Simon is the first Indigenous person to hold this role. Her appointment is particularity timely for the relationship between the Canadian government and Indigenous Peoples. Just before Ms. Simon’s appointment, news was emerging about unmarked graves that had been located or were suspected at several Residential Schools across the country. 

“I can confidently say that my appointment is a historic and inspirational moment for Canada and an important step forward on the long path towards reconciliation,” the governor general said in a press conference on July 6.

Who is Mary Simon

Mary Simon is a mother and grandmother. She plays the accordion and enjoys berry picking. 

Ms. Simon was born in 1947 in Kangiqsualujjuaq, Nunavik. That’s a village in northeastern Quebec. Her mother was Inuk. Her father was of European descent. He worked at the Hudson’s Bay Company.

The governor general has shared that her childhood was marked by a “very traditional lifestyle”. It honoured and incorporated many Indigenous teachings and values. But was also influenced by her father’s heritage.

Ms. Simon says growing up in a home with mixed ancestry allowed her to gain and understand different perspectives. 

“Combined, these experiences allow me to be a bridge between the different lived realities that together make up the tapestry of Canada,” Ms. Simon said. “I can relate to all people no matter where they live, what they hope for, or what they need to overcome.
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Bilingual controversy but 
strong support

Governors general have historically been fluent in both French and English. However, Ms. Simon never had the opportunity to learn French as a child. She attended the Fort Chimo Federal Indian Day School in Arctic Quebec. At this school, she was only allowed to speak English, and she was punished if she spoke her traditional language, Inuktitut.  

Some Canadians criticized Ms. Simon’s appointment because she was not bilingual in Canada’s two official languages. Ms. Simon proudly asserted her heritage in response. She also promised to work hard to learn French. 

“I was denied the chance to learn French during my stay in the federal government day schools,” she shared with CBC reporters. “My first language — Inuktitut — is the language that defines Inuit as a people and is the foundation of our very survival. My second language — English — became a gateway to the world beyond. And now, I am committed to adding Canada’s other official language, French.” 

Despite this controversy, Mary Simon’s appointment was very well-received. Many leaders have said they support her personally and professionally in her new role. 

“Frankly, we need more leaders like Ms. Simon in high office – people who understand what it means to take on real issues and create positive change,” said Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. “Throughout her career, whether protecting Inuit Nunangat – the Arctic – as an advocate for Inuit rights and culture, or as a broadcaster with CBC, Ms. Simon’s example is one of dedicated service.”

“She has a unique ability to talk about a lived experience, to talk about the issues that she has worked on in her career, but also to see the future and to see the way in which we can come together as a country,” said Natan Obed, president of Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami. “I’m excited for Mary. I’m actually very excited for Canada. This is a step forward in reconciliation.”

“This is an important day for both our country as a whole and particularly Indigenous Peoples,” said former federal Conservative leader Erin O’Toole on July 6, 2021. “The role of governor general is important in unifying our country and bringing Canadians together. I wish her well in this role.”

“She has had an impressive career and continues to break down barriers as the first Indigenous and first Inuk governor general,” said federal NDP Leader Jagmeet Singh. “We also hope that today marks a new era for the hard-working staff who support the governor general.”
Working with a purpose

Humility is a value that many Indigenous communities hold in high regard. Despite all of her successes, Ms. Simon remains humble in her work.  

“I have heard from Canadians who describe a renewed sense of possibility for our country and hope that I can bring people together,” she said to CBC News. “It took time before I gained the self-confidence to assert myself and my beliefs in the non‑Indigenous world. But when I came to understand that my voice had power and that others were looking to me to be their voice, I was able to let go of my fear.” 

The governor general hopes she will be able to use her position to further reconciliation. She wants to work to bridge communities through understanding and acceptance. 

“Reconciliation to me is a life-long experience. It doesn’t end,” Simon said in a interview with APTN. “It’s not a project. It’s a way of life.”
What does the governor general do? 
The governor general is the Queen’s representative in Canada. Her responsibilities include serving as commander-in-chief, representing Canada at home and abroad, encouraging excellence, and bringing Canadians together. She also carries out a number of constitutional duties, including:

· Ensuring Canada has a prime minister and a stable government;

· Swearing-in the prime minister, the chief justice of Canada, and cabinet ministers;

· Summoning, proroguing, and dissolving Parliament;

· Delivering the speech from the throne and giving royal assent to acts of Parliament;

· Signing official documents;

· Meeting regularly with the prime minister.
APTN: Aboriginal Peoples Television Network, a Canadian specialty channel established in 1992 and maintained by governmental funding to broadcast in Canada’s northern territories

advocate: to strongly and publicly support someone or something
ambassador: a diplomat of the highest rank

Arctic Council: an intergovernmental forum promoting cooperation and sustainable development among the eight countries with Arctic territory

assert: to insist on having one’s opinions and rights recognized

Canadian Constitution: the supreme law in Canada, outlining Canada’s system of government and the civil and human rights of those who are citizens of Canada and non-citizens in Canada

commander-in-chief: the senior officer in charge of Canada’s armed forces

Confederation: the process by which three British North American provinces, the Province of Canada, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick, were united into one federation called the Dominion of Canada, on July 1, 1867 

fluent: able to speak and read a language very well

humility: a way of behaving that shows that you do not think that you are better or more important than other people

Indigenous: of or relating to all peoples of distinct social and cultural groups that share collective ancestral ties to the lands and natural resources where they live, occupy or from which they have been displaced. In Canada, the term includes First Nations, Inuit, and Métis.

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami: a nonprofit organization in Canada that represents over 65,000 Inuit across Inuit Nunangat and the rest of Canada. Their mission is to “serve as a national voice protecting and advancing the rights and interests of Inuit in Canada.”

Inuk: a member of the Inuit

patriation: the transfer of a governmental power from a former mother country to a newly independent one 

prorogue: to adjourn; to temporarily bring an end to a session

reconciliation: the reestablishment of a broken relationship, such as between Indigenous Nations and Canada

Residential Schools: government-funded, church-run schools that some 150,000 Indigenous children were forced to attend beginning in the 1880s. The aim of the schools was to assimilate Indigenous children by separating them from their families and communities and not allowing them to speak their languages. Students were poorly treated, and many were abused. The last school closed its doors in 1996. 

tapestry: a variety or mixture of things
Indigenous Leadership in Canada

Leaders help to guide and inspire people in many situations and in different ways. 

Parents and grandparents lead families. There are leaders in every workplace, school, club, and organization. Leaders govern our cities, provinces and territories, and our country. They also guide and govern Indigenous communities.
Indigenous Peoples have been in Canada for thousands of years. They existed here long before settlers arrived. Since colonization, they have had to deal with many hardships and catastrophic events that have threatened the Indigenous way of life.
Today, Indigenous Peoples continue to find their place in the country while dealing the impact of colonization. They are guided by leaders who pair Traditional Teachings, cultural values, and Indigenous ways of knowing with Western leadership styles and approaches. 
These leaders hold a variety of positions. Some are Chiefs or Elders of Indigenous communities. Others are CEOs or members of Boards of Directors. Still others are artists, musicians, athletes, doctors, and lawyers.
Leadership within 
Indigenous Nations
Leadership of Indigenous Nations varies from community to community. Some Nations are governed by elected Chiefs. Others are governed by a hereditary system. Some communities have elected councillors and a hereditary Chief. 
In communities that are governed by an elected Chief, there is also often a hereditary Chief. In these communities, the hereditary Chief commonly has more of a cultural than a governing role. Sometimes, a hereditary Chief runs in an election to become an elected Chief.
Hereditary Chiefs
What is the difference between hereditary and elected Chiefs? Hereditary Chiefs earn their title through their bloodline. It is a role that is passed down through families.
Each community and family has its own way of determining who is given the role. Some communities follow a patriarchal system. Others are matriarchal. 
Often, the hereditary Chiefs’ responsibilities include protecting the First Nation’s territory while ensuring that the Nation’s Traditional Teachings and cultural values are being followed.
“Hereditary leaders have responsibilities. When we talk about traditional leadership, it’s much heavier on responsibilities than it is on authority. Hereditary leadership goes back to time immemorial, and it is intrinsically tied to a territory and the land,” said Professor Sheryl Lightfoot, the Canada Research Chair in Global Indigenous Rights and Politics and an associate professor at UBC, according to an interview with CTV News.
Elected Chiefs
By comparison, the position of an elected Chief was created through the Indian Act of 1876. It is a result of colonialism in Canada. 
Elected Chiefs earn their position by winning an election, the same way that mayors are elected to municipalities. An elected Chief governs the community with other elected councillors. Officials are generally elected for a two- or four-year term. 

“It’s incredibly simple,” Grand Chief Stewart Phillip of the Union of B.C. Indian Chiefs explained to CTV news when asked about the differences between hereditary and elected Chiefs. “Band councils have authorities, powers, and jurisdiction on the reserve land base itself. And where the border of the reserve ends, so ends their power and jurisdiction.
The community comes first
Just as there are many different kinds of leaders, there are also different leadership styles. These styles depend on a leader’s personality, life experiences, and the group of people being led. 
Indigenous leaders, like all leaders, do not follow a one‑size‑fits-all approach. However, there is one theme common to most Indigenous leadership: a focus on community members as a group. 
In Indigenous communities, most members do not strive to be better or more successful than others in the community. Instead, everyone is seen to be important. Everyone is crucial to the community as a whole. So, the goal of many Indigenous leaders is to ensure that all community members are taken care of.
The future is key
Another value common to Indigenous leadership is the belief that goals can be met with patience. For many Indigenous leaders, it’s important not to rush to achieve an objective. It’s better to wait and let events unfold. 

Looking to the future when making decisions is also a traditional Indigenous leadership trait. Many Chiefs speak of making decisions by considering how future generations will by affected by actions taken today. 

Consider the words of Chief Dan George, the Chief of Tsleil‑Wauthuth Nation near Vancouver from 1951 to 1963, who wrote:  

“The time will soon be here when my grandchild will long for the cry of a loon, the flash of a salmon, the whisper of spruce needles, or the screech of an eagle. But he will not make friends with any of these creatures and when his heart aches with longing, he will curse me. Have I done all I can to keep the air fresh? Have I cared enough about the water? Have I left the eagle to soar in freedom? Have I done everything I could to earn my grandchild’s fondness?”

The Assembly of First Nations

The Assembly of First Nations (AFN) is a national advocacy organization. It represents 634 First Nations communities across Canada. 

The AFN was created in 1982. Its goal is to ensure First Nations in Canada have a voice. 

The AFN sets up national and regional discussions. It conducts legal and policy analyses. It also works to strengthen the relationship between First Nations and the government.

The organization is governed by the National Executive. This group consists of a National Chief, ten Regional Chiefs, and the chairs of the Elders’ Council, the Women’s Council, and the Youth Council.

The Chiefs are elected every three years. RoseAnne Archibald is a member of the Taykwa Tagamou Nation in northeastern Ontario. She is currently serving her first term as National Chief. 

RoseAnne Archibald has held many Indigenous leadership roles. For instance, she has served as Chief of her Nation, Deputy Grand Chief for Nishnawbe Aski Nation, and Grand Chief for Mushkegowuk Council.  
Chief Poundmaker: Caring for his community
Pitikwahanapiwiyin, better known as Chief Poundmaker, was a Cree leader in the 1800s. He was a peacemaker who made sure his community members were cared for, even in challenging times. 

In 1885, Canada was in the middle of an uprising called the Northwest Rebellion. The rebellion was a violent, five‑month conflict against the Canadian government. It was fought mainly by Métis and their First Nations allies in what is now Saskatchewan and Alberta. However, many Indigenous leaders, including Chief Poundmaker, tried to distance themselves from the Rebellion. They wanted to steer clear of the conflict. 

During that time, the Cree lived around the buffalo. There were 30 million of these animals on the Plains. The Cree depended on them for survival. 

The settlers on the Plains knew this, so they began slaughtering the buffalo in the masses. Their aim was to starve the Cree. Why? So that they would be more likely to sign the treaties being negotiated at the time. 

The treaties promised the Cree food if they agreed to move onto reserves. Faced with the starvation of their people, many Indigenous leaders, including Chief Poundmaker, felt they had no choice but to surrender their land. 

However, Indigenous leaders soon found that the food they were provided wasn’t enough for their people’s survival. So, Chief Poundmaker decided to travel to a nearby town to ask for help. When he and his entourage arrived, they found that all the residents had gone into hiding. Frustrated and hungry, the Cree party raided the town for food before leaving. 

Shortly afterward, Canadian forces retaliated by attacking Chief Poundmaker’s encampment at Cut Knife Hill. The Chief’s warriors defended their community, and overcame the Canadian attackers. When the Canadians began to retreat, Chief Poundmaker convinced the Cree warriors not to pursue the soldiers. This decision saved many lives. 

Still, despite his actions and intentions, when the Northwest Rebellion ended, Chief Poundmaker was convicted of treason-felony. His supporters say he died in 1886 with an unfairly tarnished reputation. 

In 2019, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau exonerated Chief Poundmaker from all the crimes and wrongdoing he was accused and convicted of. He also offered a formal apology on behalf of Canada.
Chief Dan George: Forward-looking trailblazer

Chief Dan George was born in 1899. He passed away in 1981 at the age of 82.

Chief Dan George was a popular actor, public speaker, storyteller, and author, as well as a spiritual leader for his community. He was also a Residential School Survivor, and passionate about fighting for Indigenous rights. He is well-known for his outspokenness on Indigenous issues.

One of Chief Dan George’s most famous speeches is “Lament for Confederation.” He presented this speech at Canada’s centennial celebration in Vancouver in 1967. In front of 35,000 people, he spoke of the travesty colonization played for Indigenous Peoples in Canada. He encouraged Indigenous Peoples to “grab the white man’s instruments of success” to rise again.

“Dad and the whole family were very nervous,” said his son, Leonard George, in an interview with the Canadian Press. “To stand up and tell the truth in such a profound way, he had no idea how the public would take that.”

Today, a public speech like that would be commonplace. Back then, it was a revolutionary act. However, it was very well received by all in attendance. It has become a Canadian historical event.

“I think he spoke both to [Indigenous Peoples’] oppression and their rights and to their resiliency and their future,” said Hugh Shewell, a professor with expertise in Indigenous-state relations at Carleton University in Ottawa, as stated in a Canada Press interview.

advocacy: strong public support for something

band: the basic unit of government for Indigenous Peoples subject to the Indian Act (Status Indians or 
First Nations)
chair: the person who is in charge of a meeting, committee, or company
colonization: the taking control of another nation by going to live there or by sending people to live there. In this case, the taking control of Indigenous lands by European settlers beginning in the 1500s.

councillor: a member of a council
entourage: the group following and attending to some important person

exonerate: to officially state or prove that someone is not to be blamed for something
felony: a serious crime such as murder or robbery

First Nations: Indigenous Peoples in Canada excluding Inuit and Métis 

hereditary: inherited or inheritable by established rules of descent; passed down from parent to child

Indian Act: a Canadian federal law through which the federal government administers Indian status, local First Nations governments, and the management of reserve land and communal monies

Indigenous: of or relating to all peoples of distinct social and cultural groups that share collective ancestral ties to the lands and natural resources where they live, occupy or from which they have been displaced. In Canada, the term includes First Nations, Inuit, and Métis.

intrinsically: relating to the essential qualities or features of someone or something

jurisdiction: the right and power to interpret and apply the law
oppression: unfair and cruel treatment by a powerful person or government

matriarchal: describing a form of social organization in which a female is the family head and title is traced through the female line 

patriarchal: describing a form of social organization in which a male is the family head and title is traced through the male line

profound: of great intensity

reserve: under the Indian Act, an Indian Reserve is land held by the Crown “for the use and benefit of the respective bands for which they were set apart” under treaties or other agreements

resiliency: an ability to recover from or adjust easily to adversity or change

tarnish: tainted; viewed in a negative light
time immemorial: used to refer to a point of time in the past that was so long ago that people have no knowledge or memory of it

travesty: a situation, action, or event that shocks you because it is very different from what it should be or because it seems very unfair
treason: the crime of helping your country’s enemies or of trying to destroy your country’s government

Student Articles


Each issue of Building Bridges includes: ��1) a PDF file 


and


2) a Word file 


The Word file contains only the articles. 


This Word file allows students to complete assignments using a computer either at school or at home. Teachers can assign all or parts of the file by email attachment or a school website. The Word file also allows teachers to:


• easily modify and format content including changing fonts and text sizes 


• create a PDF document and use Adobe Reader's 'Read Out Loud Mode'


• save paper and copying costs and help protect the environment 


• promote and encourage students’ computer skills





What Else Can You Do With The Word File?


#1) You can easily upload the file to Google Docs and share it with students or other teachers. �See how here:


� HYPERLINK "https://support.google.com/drive/answer/2424368?hl=en" �https://support.google.com/drive/answer/2424368?hl=en�


#2) Translate the uploaded document into another language (see Tools>Translate document) Google Docs will create a new copy of the original file but you will need to edit the document to suit your requirements. 


Google Docs can translate into over 100 languages including Spanish, Mandarin, German, etc. �See how here:


� HYPERLINK "https://support.google.com/docs/answer/187189?hl=en&co=GENIE.Platform=Desktop" �https://support.google.com/docs/answer/187189?hl=en&co=GENIE.Platform=Desktop�
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