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Residential Schools: Creating and Continuing 
Institutionalization among Aboriginal Peoples in Canada
Julia Randa

Abstract
Many Aboriginal peoples in Canada have experienced, directly 
or indirectly, the effects of residential schools. Some Aboriginal 
people have also experienced the phenomenon known as in-
stitutionalization, as a result of residential school experiences, 
experiences over which they had no control and that were de-
manded by law. Some Aboriginal people in Canada have moved 
from the residential school institutions to similar newly devel-
oped institutions such as shelters and to established institutions 
such as the correctional system, or both. Indeed, Aboriginal 
peoples are overrepresented in all such institutions. In this pa-
per, I seek to demonstrate the association between Aboriginal 
peoples’ experiences in and of residential schools and subse-
quent adult institutionalization. Attempts to ‘civilize’ Aboriginal 
peoples through cultural assimilation may have instead resulted 
in intergenerational institutionalization among many Aboriginal 
peoples in Canada.  

Keywords: Residential Schools; child welfare and correctional 
systems; family violence; Aboriginal women; intergenerational 
institutionalization.
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Introduction
According to a variety of  sources, Aboriginal 

peoples are overrepresented in a variety of  modern 
day institutions. To increase our understanding of  
why this phenomenon has occurred, it is useful 
to review the history of  residential schools and 
the nature of  those now-defunct institutions. 
Furthermore, it is helpful to consider the reasons 
residential schools, and similar institutions, 
developed the way they did. Considering 
Goffman’s (1961) notion of  the Total Institution 
leads to a better sense of  how institutionalization 
and re-institutionalization occur and how the 
consequences of  these processes to Aboriginal 
peoples have played out over the decades.

A Brief History of Residential 
Schools

The colonization of  North America started 
in the seventeenth century which saw increasing 
numbers of  Europeans arriving in both what is 
now Canada and the United States (Titley, 1986). 
Colonization is an act predicated on a mindset of  

cultural superiority. Members of  one culture view 
themselves – their own culture, worldview, norms, 
values and beliefs – as superior to members of  
another culture. The establishment of  residential 
schools may be seen as an extension of  the act of  
colonization.

Residential schools were built and 
operationalized in Canada after the federal 
government reviewed the policy known as 
“aggressive civilization”, originally developed in 
the United States (Davin, 1879, p. 1). European 
colonizers in both countries experienced culture 
clashes with the indigenous inhabitants. These 
clashes intensified as members of  the colonies 
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increased in numbers and moved west (Titley, 
1986). The policy was intended to assimilate 
Aboriginal people into the newly developing 
agrarian way of  life. Assimilation was difficult 
because European settlers were encouraged 
to settle land already occupied by Aboriginal 
peoples living a nomadic, hunter-gatherer way 
of  life. In order to vacate and assume ownership 
of  the land, the American government created 
Indian reservations and opened industrial 
boarding schools (Brave Heart, 2000). In both 
countries, these actions resulted in the removal 
of  Aboriginal peoples from the land which in turn 
enabled farmers to homestead and to establish 
settlements (Fournier & Crey, 1997).

According to the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP], Nicholas-Flood Davin, 
a Member of  Parliament for the Conservative 
government, was directed by the government 
to tour  the United States to learn about that 
country’s approach to dealing with ‘the Indian 
problem’ (1996). In his “Report on Industrial 
Schools for Indians and Half  Breeds” (1879, p. 
1), Davin identified industrial boarding schools as 
the “principle feature” of  the policy of  “aggressive 
civilization” which had been developed specifically 
to deal with what was identified as ‘the Indian 
problem’ in the United States. Industrial boarding 
schools in that country were primarily intended 
to assimilate Aboriginal children into the new 
American social order by providing them with the 
basics of  an English education and training in 
both agriculture and skilled trades for boys and 
homemaking for girls (Davin, 1897). The Davin 
Report provided the basis for a proposal for the 
implementation of  industrial boarding schools 
for boys. The final decision was to implement 
residential schools and children of  both genders 
were required by law to attend. Both Canadian 
and American institutions shared the objective of  
“rapid assimilation” of  Aboriginal children into 
the dominant social order (Enns, 2009, p. 117). 

Once committed to this course of  action, 
the financial costs of  running these institutions 
became a major concern to the federal government. 
To keep costs down, the federal government 

handed over responsibility for daily operations of  
residential schools to the established churches of  
the day. According to the RCAP (1996), Catholic, 
Anglican, Presbyterian, and Methodist (later, 
with other denominations, to become the United 
Church of  Canada) clergy, motivated to convert 
Aboriginal peoples to Christianity, assumed 
responsibility for operations of  these institutions 
at the request of  the federal government. 

The Canadian solution differed somewhat 
from the American solution insofar as, in Canada, 
residential schools were funded by the federal 
government but operated by churches. The federal 
government, “pressured by British homesteaders 
who demanded . . . [that] Indians be neutralized or 
removed from the land” supported “religious-run 
boarding schools for Indian children” (Fournier & 
Crey, 1997, p. 53). The Assembly of  First Nations 
[AFN] maintains that the “acceptance of  the Davin 
Report formalized the policy of  assimilation in a 
systematic and all-encompassing way through 
the implementation of  residential schooling and 
a cooperative relationship between “church and 
state”” (1994, p. 14). 

Inherent in the concept of  residential schools 
is the assumption of  the acceptability of  political 
violence against Aboriginal peoples, given the 
requirement that children be removed from their 
families in order to be placed in these schools, 
removed by force if  necessary. The notion of  
political violence is applicable to the residential 
school experience in that it constitutes “those acts 
of  an intergroup nature that are seen by those on 
both sides, or on one side, to constitute violent 
behaviour carried out in order to influence power 
relations between the two sets of  participants” 
(Cairns, 1996, as cited in Weingarten, 2007, 
p. 55). Together, church and state in Canada 
exercised near absolute power over the lives of  
Aboriginal peoples, and in particular, over the 
lives of  their children. 

The residential school system provided the 
government with a critically important tool to 
use in working towards its objective of  cultural 
assimilation. The government’s “official policy 
called for children to be isolated not only from their 
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family and homelands but also, once at school, 
from their friends and siblings” (Fournier & Crey, 
1997, p. 56). From their inception, residential 
schools were operated by non-Aboriginal staff. 
Cultural assimilation and religious indoctrination 
were to be accomplished by increasing a child’s 
vulnerability through isolation. 

The objectives of  religious indoctrination and 
cultural assimilation were realized through daily 
activities which followed a strict regimen of  labour 
and routine (Fournier & Crey, 1997). All activities 
associated with daily living followed a strict 
schedule. A former student of  residential school 
describes the school activities as “regimental . . . 
it was like what I imagine jail to be” (Jaine, 1993, 
p. 11). Fournier and Crey note the urgings of  a 
federal report which stated “there should be an 
object for employment of  every moment” (1997, 
p. 56), similar to the expression that ‘the devil 
finds work for idle hands.’  At residential schools, 
children were forbidden from speaking their 
native languages and from practicing traditional 
ceremonies (AFN, 1994). Aboriginal peoples, 
like those the world over, articulate their ways 
of  knowing in their own unique languages. Since 
language reflects and reinforces culture and 
culture reflects and reinforces language, denying 
children their language was instrumental in the 
objective of  the eradication of  Aboriginal culture. 

By the late 1940’s “four or five generations 
had returned from residential schools as poorly 
educated, angry, abused strangers who had no 
experience in parenting” (Fournier & Crey, 1997, 
p. 82). As a result, residential schools were 
ostensibly transformed during the 1950’s from 
institutions created to assimilate to institutions 
acting in loco parentis. 

According to the AFN (1994), residential 
schools underwent three historical shifts during 
their operations. During phase one, these 
institutions were focused on assimilation and 
religious conversion while preparing Aboriginal 
children for a place in the lowest echelons of  the 
economy. During the second phase, the intent was 
to prepare children to return to their communities, 

taking with them their new European language 
and training with a view to introducing change 
from within to traditional Aboriginal communities. 
Phase three saw another shift in emphasis 
which aimed to integrate Aboriginal children 
into mainstream society by the introduction of  
programming that was much more in line with that 
found in mainstream schools. The last residential 
schools were not closed until the last decades of  
the twentieth century.

Generations of  Aboriginal peoples were 
abused physically, emotionally, sexually, and 
spiritually while attending residential schools in 
Canada. Significant numbers of  former residential 
school staff  have plead guilty to charges of  
psychological, spiritual, sexual and physical 
abuse they committed against Aboriginal children 
residing in those institutions (RCAP, 1996). The 
federal government acknowledged the abuses 
suffered by Aboriginal peoples by issuing a formal, 
public apology in 2008. This acknowledgement, 
along with the negotiation of  a $2 billion class-
action settlement for residential school survivors 
and the creation of  the Indian Residential Schools 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, solidified 
the reality of  the horrific acts carried out in 
residential schools (Diebel, 2009, March 16).

Residential Schools Assuming 
Parental Roles

In families, primary caregivers tend to be 
parents. In residential schools, primary caregivers 
were the clergy and members of  religious societies 
who were priests and nuns. Those very staff  
members who committed horrific acts against 
Aboriginal children assumed a parental role within 
residential schools on behalf  of  church and state. 

Parenting can be viewed as an institution 
insofar as it is “a complex of  values, beliefs, 
norms and behaviours centred in . . . the need 
to care for the young” (LaRossa, 1986, p. 11).   
Simply put, the parental role can be viewed as 
having three primary dimensions. The physical 
wellbeing of  the child is the responsibility of  the 
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parent as guardian or custodian. The spiritual, 
cultural and intellectual well being of  the child is 
fostered by the parent as teacher and mentor. The 
child’s sense of  self  as a being of  worth and value, 
is reinforced by a parent’s love, affection, and 
support. Involvement in a healthy community is 
beneficial for parents and families to successfully 
achieve these tasks. 

In Aboriginal communities, children were 
highly valued and placed “at the heart of  a 
belief  system closely aligned with the natural 
world” (Fournier & Crey, 1997, p. 52). Traditional 
Aboriginal societies relied on an oral tradition 
for both the transmission of  their beliefs, values, 
norms and behaviours and the transmission of  
knowledge of  the physical world, fauna, flora, 
climate, astronomy etc. In traditional Aboriginal 
societies, the survival of  the community depended 
on their oral tradition and the ability of  children 
to successfully transition into the next generation 
of  custodians of  that oral tradition (AFN, 1994). 

The ultimate indication of  successful 
parenting in traditional Aboriginal communities 
was the survival and success of  the community. 
According to Titley (1986) the goal of  residential 
schools was three fold: the eradication of  
Native languages to be replaced with English, 
the replacement of  Aboriginal spirituality with 
Christianity, and the assimilation of  Aboriginal 
peoples into the dominant culture. The parental 
role of  staff  in residential schools included 
activities which, on the surface, were similar to 
those of  Aboriginal parents but were directed at 
achieving very different objectives. Residential 
school staff  assumed custodial roles with 
the intent of  exercising complete control over 
children’s actions and severely limiting their 
independence of  movement. Staff  in a mentoring 
role attempted to instil in children church-
sanctioned norms, values and beliefs to replace 
those of  traditional cultures. They assumed the 
role of  educator with the objective of  replacing 
children’s traditional knowledge and ways of  
knowing with those in line with the dominant 
culture. Finally, staff  also instilled a sense within 
the child that his or her role was not to be a full 

member of  an Aboriginal community but rather 
to be a member of  the lower strata of  society 
serving the dominant culture (Titley, 1986). 

Clearly, based on this comparison of  parental 
roles and objectives between Aboriginal parents 
and residential school staff, it is evident that staff  
generally assumed an extremely authoritarian, 
negative, and uncaring stance. “The missionaries, 
who essentially became substitute parents, 
did not provide the nurturing required for the 
development of  positive self-worth and self-
esteem or the ability to feel good about one’s self” 
(AFN, 1994, p. 39). These institutions and their 
staff  were highly inadequate replacements for 
children’s rightful parents and grandparents. As 
indicated, parenting is not simply the passing on 
of  knowledge, values and beliefs. The dimensions 
of  nurturing and affection which underpin and 
infuse the transmission of  culture in Aboriginal 
communities strengthen immeasurably both that 
transmission and the community. It is critical for 
a parent to provide a child with a mirror reflecting 
the child’s value, importance, and sense of  
belonging to the family and the community. These 
essential aspects of  parenting were absent from 
residential schools. 

After isolating children from their families, 
further isolating them from friends and family 
within the institution and working to destroy 
their cultural identity, residential school staff  
then acted as surrogate families, albeit families 
characterized by significant dysfunction. The 
indoctrination of  Christian religious beliefs 
coupled with Eurocentric cultural teachings 
created an identity crisis among many residential 
school survivors (Johnston, 1998).

The Total Institution
Goffman (1961) was the first researcher to 

conceptualize and articulate the notion of  the Total 
Institution. The objective of  the Total Institution 
is to destroy the ability of  the institutionalized 
individual to fully achieve selfhood, to become 
an autonomous, self-actualized human being. 
Achieving this objective enables the Total 
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Institution to achieve its own institutional 
objectives which are generally associated with 
a political ideology. One important objective is 
the destruction of  the individual’s own cultural 
identity and its replacement with an identity 
closely tied to the institution.    

A Total Institution is associated with a number 
of  characteristics, a brief  description of  which 
follows. The Total Institution is characterized by 
its physical isolation from the community. Within 
the institution’s physical structure, the elimination 
of  the association between a role and a physical 
place where that role is played out is achieved. 
There is an extreme power differential between 
the inmates and the staff. Inmates are cut off  
from the outside world but staff  continue to be 
integrated with the outside world.

A number of  actions are taken against 
inmates to achieve the overall objective of  the 
Total Institution. One set of  actions focuses on 
an individual’s possessions. Upon entering the 
institution, individuals are stripped of  their own 
clothing and possessions which are replaced 
by goods provided by the institution. All goods, 
including clothing, tend to be identical which 
further erodes any sense of  individuality. 
Another set of  actions is focused on the body of  
the individual. He or she is subject to extreme 
cleansing, often including disinfecting, given 
standard haircuts, issued with an identification 
number and so on. Physical and sexual abuse 
may also occur. The next set of  actions focuses 
on the elimination of  the individual’s social 
structure. There may be the potential for remnants 
of  the individual’s existing social structure to be 
rebuilt within the institution and this potential is 
destroyed. A last set of  actions focuses on the 
elimination of  the multiplicity of  roles which 
characterizes life outside the institution and its 
replacement with the single role of  inmate. 

It is highly likely that anyone who has 
experienced life within a total institution on a long 
term basis will experience difficulty in taking up his 
or her role within the wider society upon release. 
Chrisjohn and Young (1997, p. 73) maintain that 
the “total institution does not produce a new self  

but no self  at all.” A person who has become 
institutionalized often experiences a highly 
eroded, degraded or complete loss of  personal 
identity. Reduced interest in the outside world, 
lost interpersonal relationships with individuals 
outside the institution, and diminished perceptions 
of  personal abilities and personal agency for 
independent decision-making are correlated with 
long term residency in authoritarian institutions 
(Crawley & Sparks, 2006). Adjustment to life 
outside the institution can be difficult, given that, 
after spending years following strictly regimented 
daily schedules, that structure is suddenly absent.

Given similar experiences within a Total 
Institution, many individuals, after release, may 
exhibit similar behaviours. Individuals tend 
to gravitate towards what they know, towards 
what is familiar.  After a long period of  time in 
a Total Institution, what is familiar includes the 
expectation of  externally-imposed regimentation 
and structure, the loss of  personal identity, and 
the feeling of  worthlessness. Such individuals 
may tend to gravitate towards the same or 
another Total Institution environment after having 
developed an institutional memory (Sider, 2005). 
It is critical to note that this is the case regardless 
of  ethnicity, gender, religion, age, social status 
or other characteristics. Children experiencing a 
Total Institution during their formative years are 
likely to be even more damaged than adults.

If  a mode of  circular causality (Collins, Coleman 
& Collins, 2005) is adopted, institutionalization 
can be interpreted as a repetitive, circular pattern 
which is negatively reinforced. These traumatic 
experiences of  isolation, institutionalization, 
and abuse coupled with the detachment from 
family and culture, create negative patterns 
of  behaviour which may ultimately result in 
the re-institutionalization of  many adults and 
subsequently of  their children.

Residential School as Total 
Institution

As described in the first section of  this 
paper, residential schools exhibited many of  the 
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characteristics identified by Goffman (1961) as 
being associated with Total Institutions. Actions 
taken against Aboriginal children entering and 
living in residential schools are consistent with 
actions taken against inmates in Total Institutions. 
Therefore it is reasonable to identify residential 
schools as total institutions.

Why is it important to identify residential 
schools as Total Institutions? When an Aboriginal 
person who has experienced residential school 
rejoins the community, that person will likely 
experience difficulty in assuming his or her role 
within that community and within the wider 
society. For example, a former residential school 
student recalls:

After the ten years I spent in residential school 
there were a lot of adjustments to be made. 
The church was no longer the focal point of 
my life ... I wanted so much to be free and 
to do the things I had heard about and seen 
other people do. I wanted to do those things 
too, and I did them, but I couldn’t handle the 
freedom. (Jaine, 1993, p. 63)

As indicated previously, like any former inmate 
of  a Total Institution, many individuals who have 
experience of  residential schools may gravitate 
towards that which is familiar. This tendency to 
gravitate towards the familiar may provide one 
explanation, among a number, as to why such 
individuals are found in disproportionate numbers 
in various types of  institutions. The reactions of  
an Aboriginal person having experienced a Total 
Institution, such as a residential school, are likely 
to be the same as any other person with that 
experience. 

Long term impacts of  living within the 
context of  a Total Institution may include a 
loss of  personal identity and autonomy and, 
as mentioned previously, the creation of  an 
institutional memory (Sider, 2005). Individuals 
who are taught/conditioned as children to obey 
without question the rules of  an institution may, 
in turn, come to identify with and subsequently 
depend on this type of  environment. As adults, they 
may experience significant difficulties in terms of  

parenting, seeking and maintaining employment, 
finding housing, and accessing other support 
services. Individuals who continuously experience 
these kinds of  difficulties may ultimately develop 
a dependency on social services and correctional 
institutions (Sider, 2005).

Through the lens of  the Total Institution, it is 
reasonable to propose that the overrepresentation 
of  Aboriginal peoples within social service 
and correctional institutions may, in part, be a 
result of  Aboriginal peoples moving to present-
day institutions from the historic institution of  
residential schools. It may be argued that many 
Aboriginal peoples have been conditioned to life in 
institutional settings. That is to say, a new identity 
has overlaid the original identity, one which is 
more consistent with institutional culture than 
with traditional culture. The next sections provide 
information which supports this view. 

Aboriginal Peoples and 
Correctional Institutions

As colonizer, the government’s agenda was to 
eradicate Aboriginal culture in favour of  its own 
so-called superior culture using the institution of  
residential schools. The methods used to carry 
out this agenda have left many Aboriginal Peoples 
with significant feelings of  rage. “Aboriginal 
Peoples are being re-victimized by colonization – 
this time indirectly as colonization is turned inside 
out by Aboriginal Peoples victimizing themselves 
and where women and children bear the brunt of  
such trauma” (Chartrand & Mackay, 2006, p. 6). 
One consequence is that, while Aboriginal peoples 
accounted for only 3.1% of  the Canadian adult 
population, they made up 18% of  the population 
in provincial and territorial custody” (Statistics 
Canada, 2009, para 19).

Family violence, alcoholism and suicidal 
behaviour among Aboriginal peoples, according 
to Gagne (1998), can be directly or indirectly 
related to abuses they suffered as children at 
residential school.  Chartrand and Mackay (2006, 
p. 47) contend that “society’s response to dealing 
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with the trauma experienced by abused Aboriginal 
individuals and the consequential effects has 
often been to institutionalize the affected 
individuals in prisons and other institutions”, 
essentially punishing the victim. According to 
Brzozowski, Taylor-Butts and Johnson (2006), 
Aboriginal people made up 10% of  the general 
population in Saskatchewan yet they comprised 
80% of  adults in provincial custodial facilities; 
11% of  the general population in Manitoba were 
Aboriginal and comprised 68% of  the province’s 
incarcerated population; 4% of  Alberta’s general 
population were Aboriginal and 39% of  its 
provincial prison population were Aboriginal. “In 
other provinces and territories the proportion of  
Aboriginal peoples in custody ranged from two 
to six times their proportional representation in 
the general population” (Brzozowski, et al., 2006, 
p. 13). These statistics are consistent with the 
findings of  both Gagne (1998) and Chartrand and 
Mackay (2006). Clearly, Aboriginal peoples are 
overrepresented in correctional institutions and 
the impetus is likely to start with the process of  
re-institutionalization.

Aboriginal Peoples and Family 
Violence

As noted previously, the majority of  family 
violence can be related to abuses many Aboriginal 
peoples experienced as children in residential 
schools (Gagne, 1998). According to Weingarten 
(2004), therapists generally accept that children 
of  parents suffering from chronic post-traumatic 
stress disorder caused by political violence may 
well be affected by the experiences of  their 
parents. Problems that these families experience 
may be linked to political events of  long ago, 
events which have no apparent association 
with the current situation. As indicated in the 
first section of  this paper, what was essentially 
imprisonment in residential schools was indeed 
a form of  political violence. Weingarten (2004, 
p. 45) further describes “the belief  that a family 
member who has experienced trauma can 
‘expose’ another member to ‘residues’ of  that 

trauma, even though the exposed family member 
does not directly experience that trauma.”  There 
can be intergenerational and multigenerational 
transmissions of  trauma (Brave Heart, 2000). 
Fournier and Crey (1997) also agree that former 
residential school students and their own children 
and grandchildren experience intergenerational 
trauma. 

Rates of  sexual assault and other violent crimes 
are reported to be higher on reserves than in other 
areas of  Canada (Statistics Canada, 2006). One 
in five Aboriginal people indicated that they had 
experienced spousal violence from a current or 
previous partner; in comparison with fewer than 
one in fifteen non-Aboriginal people (Brzozowski, 
et al., 2006). Rates and severity of  spousal 
violence are higher for Aboriginal women than for 
non-Aboriginal women (Statistics Canada, 2006).

Aboriginal Women and 
Battered Women’s Shelters

A study conducted by Taylor-Butts (2003/04) 
found that 64% of  women’s shelters across 
Canada provide culturally-sensitive programming 
designed for Aboriginal women. Provision of  
these services supports the assumption that a 
significant number of  Aboriginal women require 
services from these institutions. The Alberta 
Council of  Women’s Shelters [ACWS] reported in 
2009 that Aboriginal women are at higher risk for 
experiencing domestic violence than other cultural 
groups, that they are generally overrepresented 
within battered women’s shelters and that this is 
a consistent pattern over a number of  years. 

Aboriginal women make up 81% of  shelter 
residents in northern Alberta, 60% in central 
Alberta, and 28.7% in the southern region of  
the province (ACWS, 2009). Women seek shelter 
in and are admitted to these institutions largely 
because they have been victims of  domestic 
violence. Domestic violence among Aboriginal 
people is either directly or indirectly associated 
with abuse they experienced or witnessed at 
residential school (Gagne, 1998). 
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Aboriginal Peoples and Child 
Welfare

Child welfare, while not having a physical 
location like a jail or a shelter, does exhibit some 
of  the characteristics associated with a Total 
Institution. A Total Institution is characterized 
by isolation from the community. A child taken 
into care will likely be isolated from his or her 
community while parents of  an apprehended child 
are forced to deal with child welfare staff, generally 
outside the community, as opposed to seeking 
guidance from Aboriginal Elders and members 
of  the Aboriginal community. A Total Institution 
is characterized by an extreme power differential 
between staff  and inmates. In the child welfare 
system, there is an extreme power differential 
between parents and child welfare staff. Parents 
involved with child welfare must demonstrate their 
competencies as parents to child welfare staff  
who ultimately decide whether or not their child 
should be apprehended and placed into state 
care. While systemic racism and discrimination 
certainly play a role in the overrepresentation 
of  Aboriginal children within the child welfare 
system, residential school experiences of  parents 
and grandparents within Total Institutions may 
also play a role in the disproportionate number 
of  Aboriginal children in state care. 

While the population of  residential schools 
was completely disproportionate given that the 
population was exclusively Aboriginal, Aboriginal 
children continue to be disproportionately 
represented within child welfare systems across 
Canada. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
[CBC] reported in November of  2009 that one in 
ten children in state care are Aboriginal. In that 
same year, Laurie Monsebraaten, a reporter with 
the Toronto Star, reported that more Aboriginal 
children “are in the care of  children’s aid societies 
today than were forced to live in residential 
schools.” In that same report, Monsebraaten 
estimated that 27, 000 Aboriginal children were 
living in foster care across the country (2009, 
November 22). It is interesting to note that, 
while residential school staff  usurped the role of  

parent in the 1800s and 1900s, the child welfare 
institution and staff  have been viewed as usurping 
the parental role in Aboriginal families as child 
welfare gradually replaced residential schools 
over the latter half  of  the twentieth century. The 
tragedy of  the remove of  children from Aboriginal 
parents which first started with residential schools 
is often repeated with the actions of  child welfare 
staff.

Conclusion
The information presented in this paper 

demonstrates an association between residential 
school experiences and the re-institutionalization 
of  Aboriginal adults. Further, it is clear that the 
overrepresentation of  Aboriginal peoples within 
modern institutions also has an association with 
the residential school experience. It is likely that 
re-institutionalization and overrepresentation are 
linked. As shown by the discussion of  the concept 
of  the Total Institution, Aboriginal peoples are 
by no means unique in their lived consequences 
of  experiencing the Total Institution and any 
notion that Aboriginal peoples are responsible 
for their own victimization is groundless. With 
respect to these consequences which include loss 
of  personal identity, intergenerational trauma, 
increased violence etc., as Chrisjohn and Young 
(1997) make clear, there is no mystery, no need 
to obfuscate in a fog of  misplaced compassion. 
There is a chain of  cause and effect, outcome and 
accountability, the clarity of  which becomes clearer 
over time as attention is focused on the history 
and aftermath of  residential school institutions. 
Chair of  the Indian Residential Schools Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission, Justice Murray 
Sinclair encouraged healing among Aboriginal 
peoples and acknowledges the destructive nature 
of  residential school institutions imposed upon 
them:

Our families were broken ... and must 
be rebuilt. Our relationships have been 
damaged and must be restored. Our spirits 
have been stolen and must be returned. Our 
love of life was turned to fear and we must 
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work together to learn to trust once again. 
(CBC, 2009, October 15)

Many Aboriginal people and their communities 
have begun processes of  healing in which 
traditional cultures have played and continue to 
play an instrumental and integral role. However, 
many individuals are still lost. Aboriginal peoples 
across Canada have displayed courage, resilience, 
tenacity and strength in their ongoing commitment 
to bring to light in the broader Canadian 
context the reality of  their experiences. It is the 
responsibility of  all Canadians to understand the 
oppressive nature and the historical attempts of  
the federal government to assimilate Aboriginal 
peoples through its implementation of  Indian 
residential school institutions.
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