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Aboriginal people in Canada have found themselves the

of development strategies. They experience great difficulty

in getting the institutions of power to act in their interests.

Instead, state apparatuses have been used systematically to

degrade and erode their way of being in the name of “civilizing”

them.

Yet there are signs that the tide is turning. Interviews with 26

Aboriginal community development leaders in Winnipeg's inner

city have revealed a remarkable unanimity about how change

occurs within their community and what it might achieve given

the right kind of support.

The people in this study are working constantly to change

their position and that of urban Aboriginal people generally, and

in so doing to challenge the existing relations of power. They are

part of, and leaders of, a culture of resistance –“organic intellec-

tuals” (a term coined by Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci)

who are rooted in traditional Aboriginal ways of thinking and in

the often harsh realities of Winnipeg’s inner city.

targets

“... you know, when I was a young girl, I never thought it was possible. But the elders told us that we
are – we are – the people that are going to bring other people out of their oppression. We are going to
lead the way. A long time ago I would say, I would go, ‘Oh, that’s never going to happen...’. Now I

could see it, you know. Now I could see it.” (Shirley)

“Reconstructing Who We Are”
Aboriginal community development in Winnipeg’s inner city

By Jim Silver & Parvin Ghorayshi

Listening to their voices reveals a story that is exciting and

even inspiring. A process of decolonization is underway, and it is

manifesting itself in a distinctive vision of community develop-

ment by and for Aboriginal people that is little understood

outside the Aboriginal community.

We used an open-ended interview strategy and a life-story

approach to draw as fully as possible on the experiences and the

knowledge of the 15 men and 11 women that we interviewed.

Half are over the age of fifty, and about 15% are less than 30

years old.

To these people, Aboriginal community development starts

with the need for individuals to heal from the damage of

colonization. In part, this requires that they each rebuild their

The Central Role of Organizations

(above) Residents of Winnipeg’s North End. Photocredit: Scott Stephens.
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own identity as an Aboriginal person and take pride in it.

Although this process of rebuilding – indeed, re-creating –

happens person by person, it also relies heavily on a community

in which Aboriginal culture flourishes. The emergence of such a

community in turn requires the building of organizations that

can challenge and wrest power from those in control.

This process has been going on at least since the 1960s, when

Aboriginal people began coming to the city. One of the first

Aboriginal organizations in Winnipeg was the Indian Métis

Friendship Centre. John told us that when it started, it was run

by“... a White Board, and a White Director ... the intent was

good.” Within five years they had an all-Aboriginal Board and

an Aboriginal Director.

The change was not easy. As Jean described it,

“Even in those days the government still did not believe that

the Indian people could survive, you know ... they’re saying

that they’re going to go into an agreement that is only going

to be two years because [the Indians will] never make it.”

being taught in schools was very biased and very White

mainstream Euro-Canadian information.”

Several meetings were held involving hundreds of

Aboriginal students and youth, who said their first priority if

changes were to be made was educational change. There was

considerable opposition, some of it from within the

Aboriginal community. One person active in this campaign

said,

“...when we began getting close to the prize we began to

notice that our own people... began not supporting us

because we were starting to offend the larger system …. We

were offending the Winnipeg School Division Number

One, the senior staff, you know, the Board ....”

Resistance from the School Board was intense:

“... because it would mean changes to their curriculum and

changes to their administration and really those changes

being untested. And mainstream systems have a hard time

dealing with unknowns and they have a hard time dealing

with untested kinds of theories or ideas about how things

ought to be done.”

Nevertheless, the people were successful. Children of the

Earth High School exists today, integrating Aboriginal culture

with the standard provincial academic curriculum for 200

students.

Like education, child welfare is an area in which Aboriginal

people have had many grievances. These grievances led, by a

similar process of large-scale mobilization and confrontation

at the heart of which were Aboriginal women, to the estab-

lishment of an Aboriginal community services organization,

the Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre:

“... there was a whole coalition of Aboriginal organizations

... lobbying government to try and get some of the funding

as well as some of the changes to the Child and Family

Services Act so that it was more reflective of Aboriginal

people and Aboriginal wants and needs…. this whole

movement just, just escalated, just took off. It was a huge

groundswell because obviously the issue that was at hand

was one that affected the whole community – both urban

and rural because all of us had experiences that involved

with child welfare in one way or another. So people just

jumped to the cause and put a lot a lot of pressure on

government, which ended up in the changes to the Child

and Family Service Act of 1984 and it also ended with the

establishment of Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre.”

Ma Mawi is a completely Aboriginal organization, run

according to Aboriginal values and deeply rooted in the inner

city Aboriginal community. But its creation, like that of

Children of the Earth, required a form of community

development that was mobilizing and challenging, and was

also rooted in the community’s real needs and in Aboriginal

values of community and sharing.
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They did make it, and the Friendship Centre had a

significant impact on the development of other Aboriginal

organizations in Winnipeg.

“I think when I started back in ’65, there might have been

about 5,000 Aboriginal people in the City of Winnipeg and

the only organization that was doing anything representing

their interests was the Friendship Centre.... that’s where

everybody got together... that was our connection to the

community ... there are about 70 organizations in the city

now that have been formed over the last 30 years and most

of them owe their being to the Friendship Centres.”

One of those organizations, Children of the Earth High

School, has its origins in the early 1990s. Richard remembers,

“... there was a strong sense that the schools were not providing

the kind of education that our kids needed. That oftentimes

they were very racist environments, that the content that was

Danger arises when we begin to look at
community development simply in terms of
needs, material needs, & we think that the
satisfaction of material needs is going to satisfy
emotional, psychological & community kinds
of needs. Well, initially it might, initially, but
in the long-term it will probably lead to the
colonization of our own people ...
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Decolonization from the Inside Out

Without this kind of politics, big gains are not possible. Non-

Aboriginal people, Miles says“... still have this view that they’ll tell

us what to do. With the growing confidence we have in the

Aboriginal community, we want to do these things now ourselves

… and I don’t think they want to give it up.”

As Doug said,“Previously mainstream organizations felt that

they had sort of the knowledge and the experience and the know-

how, of how to work with our people but I think they have quickly

come to realize that things are not changing, they are going from

worse to worse and that they need to allow Aboriginal people

ownership, right, of the resources and of the services.” According to

Doug,“those who benefit from the system as it is now … have

their teeth well-sunk into the status quo … [but] … good

community development challenges the status quo .…”

This is the almost subterranean process – invisible to most

outside the inner city – that is now going on. In fact, unless

community development does occur in non-western ways, it won’t

get to the root of the problem: the extent to which Aboriginal

people have absorbed and internalized colonial views of them-

selves. This is a process that must start at the level of the individ-

ual, and move out from there to the family, the community, and

organizations.

It must also focus on the spiritual and emotional aspects of

people’s lives, not just on economic development. As Walter said,

“So for me, for Aboriginal people to truly succeed, and for the

communities to get better... you need sort of a holistic approach to

community development... community development is

just a small part of it.”

Danger arises when, Richard said,

“... we begin to look at community development simply in terms

of needs, material needs, and we think that the satisfaction of

material needs is going to satisfy emotional, psychological and

community kinds of needs. Well, initially it might, initially, but

in the long-term it probably won’t, and in the long-term it will

probably lead to the ... colonization of our own people …. when

you start looking at just simply the needs – well we need better

housing and we need this and we need this – … you don’t

attend to the underlying issues about why we need more

housing and why we need better health care …. If we simply

address it in a needs-based kind of thing, that larger system

understands that and says ‘OK, well better housing is good,

right, so we’ll do something about that’. But if you say, well, we

need better housing with a co-operative strategy where

community members share, that becomes a harder concept for

them to understand, but that’s a concept that’s closer to an

Aboriginal understanding of community, an Aboriginal

understanding of sharing. And so it gets harder and harder to

take the values and beliefs about who we are and incorporate

them inside of our development .... It’s up to us to be able to

economic

Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre Volunteer Program. Photocredit: Scott Stephens.Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre Volunteer Program. Photocredit: Scott Stephens.



look at why it is those things occur, why it is our community

looks the way it does, and what it is we need to do to get back

to the basic kinds of values about who we are…. But what

you’re also doing inside of that is … you’re beginning to build

an analysis within the community that understands that the

conditions that exist … were imposed from the outside ....

when you put the responsibility for that outside of them as

opposed to inside of them, then they’re able to attack that,

they’re able to deal with it .... As long as people have that

sense of being wrong, or being marginalized inside of

themselves, they can’t exercise their own power ….”
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From the very beginning, Richard remembered,

“anything that we did needed to be grounded in our tradi-

tional values, needed to be grounded in our traditional beliefs,

and needed to, as much as possible... decolonize the thinking

of the people we were involved with…. we not only wanted

[things] to be better; we wanted them to be Aboriginal. And

that to us was the key. Because if you establish them on the

foundations of our values and our teachings and our culture,

then the organizations that we developed and the institutions

and the agencies that we developed would begin to reflect our

culture – would begin to look like our culture, would begin to

exercise the relationships in those organizations like our

culture. And then … the development of those organiza-

tions, the development of those movements in the commu-

nity would be the development of our culture as well. So

.” [Emphasis ours]

A central feature of Aboriginal community development in

Winnipeg’s inner city has been the efforts of leaders like these

to build and make into“common sense” an analysis of coloniza-

tion and de-colonization. This intellectual work is part of the

development of a counter-hegemony – an interpretation of

Aboriginal peoples’ lives that is counter to the largely colonial

views of the dominant culture.

It is also crucial to healing. Healing is not just an individual

process – it requires a strong and healthy community. To

achieve this requires the development of Aboriginal organiza-

tions – organizations run by and for Aboriginal people and

organized in ways consistent with and respectful of Aboriginal

cultures. To the extent that this form of community develop-

ment can be built upon and extended, the future is full

of hope.

we’d be strengthening who we are, we’d be reconstructing who we

are
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