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WHAT DEFINES INDIGENOUS PEOPLES?

ABORIGINAL

INDIAN

INDIGENOUS

There is no international agreement on the definition of Indigenous peoples. Most international bodies such 
as the UN allow Indigenous peoples to self-identify based on a few criteria. The World Council of Indigenous 
People however offers this definition: “Indigenous peoples are people living in countries which have a population 
composed of differing ethnic or racial groups who are descendants of the earliest populations living in the area 
and who do not as a group control the national government of the countries within which they live.” 

Under Section 35(2) of the Constitution Act of 1982, the term is defined as including “the Indian, Inuit, and 
Métis peoples of Canada.” Though the term Aboriginal is still in widespread use, many Indigenous organizations 
as well as the federal government, have begun using the term Indigenous instead. For many, the problem is with 
the term itself, as the root meaning of the word ‘ab’ means ‘away from’ or ‘not’ in Latin. Thus the word Aboriginal 
can mean ‘not original’. 

The term ‘Indian’ was first used by Christopher Columbus in 1492, believing he had reached India. For this 
reason avoiding the use of the terms like “Indian” or “Native” is highly recommended with the exception of 
when they are used in titles and names such as the Indian Act, Native Women’s Association or the Osoyoos Indian 
Band.  Under the Indian Act, the term ‘Indian’ refers to “a person who pursuant to this Act is registered as an 
Indian or is entitled to be registered as an Indian”. A number of terms include words such as Status Indian, Non-
status Indian, and Treaty Indian. Status Indians are those who are registered as ‘Indians’ under the Indian Act 
and posses an Indian Status Card. Non-status Indians are those who lost their status or whose ancestors were 
never registered or lost their status under former or current provisions of the Indian Act. Treaty Indians are those 
members of a community whose ancestors signed a treaty with the Crown and as a result are entitled to treaty 
benefits.

In Canada and in many places around the world, First Peoples prefer the term ‘Indigenous’ to describe 
themselves, as “Indian and Aboriginal were colonial terms We are people indigenous to our territories, so 
Indigenous is the term that should be used.” It is also important to avoid using phrases such as “Canada’s 
Indigenous peoples” or “Canada’s First Nations/Métis/Inuit” as this implies domination and ownership of 
Indigenous people. The word ‘Indingeous’ should always be capitalized.
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FIRST NATION

INUIT

MÉTIS

KNOWLEDGE KEEPERS & ELDERS

A term that came into common usage in the 1970s to replace the word ‘Indian’, which many found offensive. 
The term “First Nation” has been adopted to replace the word ‘band’ in the names of communities in order to 
emphasize their sovereign title to the land and that their were there first. “Native American” is an American 
term.

The Inuit are the Indigenous inhabitants of the North American Arctic, from Bering Strait to East Greenland. 
As well as Arctic Canada, Inuit also live in northern Alaska and Greenland, and have close relatives in Russia. 
They are united by a common cultural heritage and a common language. Until recently, outsiders called the Inuit 
“Eskimo.” Now they prefer their own term, “Inuit,” meaning simply “people.” There are about 40,000 Inuit in 
Canada.

Métis people are one of three (3) distinct Indigenous peoples recognized under Canada’s Constitution (the 
others are First Nation, and Inuit peoples). Prior to Canada’s manifestation as a nation, a new Indigenous people 
emerged out of the relations of ‘Indian’ women and European men. While the initial offspring of these ‘Indian’ 
and European unions were individuals who simply possessed mixed ancestry, subsequent intermarriages 
between these mixed ancestry children resulted in the genesis of a new Indingenous people with a distinct 
identity, culture and consciousness in west central North America – the Métis Nation. There are Métis people in 
nearly every province of Canada.

Being an Elder or Knowledge Keeper is not defined by age, rather they are recognized by a First Nations’ 
community as having knowledge and understanding of the traditional culture of the community or a specific 
area of expertise such as treaties for example. Knowledge and wisdom, coupled with the recognition and respect 
of the people of the community, are the essential defining characteristics for both Elders and Keepers. Each First 
Nation has their own term that defines these wisdom keepers, knowledge keepers, medicine people, healers and/
or ceremonial persons.

INDIAN ACT
The Indian Act is federal legislation that regulates ‘Indians’ and reserves and sets out certain federal government 
powers and responsibilities toward First Nations and their reserved lands. The first Indian Act was passed in 
1876, although there were a number of pre-Confederation and post-Confederation enactments with respect to 
‘Indians’ and reserves prior to 1876. Since then, it has undergone numerous amendments, revisions and re-
enactments. The Indian Act is considered a fundamentally racist document as it originally banned traditional 
religious and cultural practises, denied Indigenous people the right to vote, and restricted various types of trade 
with non-Indigenous people, amongst a host of other thing.

“The Indian Act policies controlled the lives of Indigenous people from the cradle to the grave.” 
–Maurice Switzer, Knowledge Keeper 



BAND

RESERVES

TREATY

TREATY RIGHTS

TURTLE ISLAND

RECONCILIATION

The Indian Act defines ‘Band’, in part, as a body of ‘Indians’ for whose use and benefit in common, lands have 
been set apart. Band is term used for First Nations communities that are still governed by the Indian Act and part 
of the reserve system. Each band has its own governing band council, usually consisting of a chief and several 
councillors. All band decisions are however subject to the Ministry of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 
(INAC), which holds the power of veto. Today, many bands prefer to be known as First Nations.

Defined by the Indian Act as “… tract of land, the legal title to which is vested in Her Majesty, that has been set 
apart by Her Majesty for the use and benefit of a band.” A result of this definition in the Indian Act is that the 
Band or Band members cannot privately own reserve land, it belongs not to them but the Crown. “Reservation” 
is an American term.

A formal agreement between the Crown and Indigenous peoples.

Rights specified in a treaty. Rights to hunt and fish in traditional territory and to use and occupy reserves are 
examples of treaty rights. This concept can have different meanings depending on the context and perspective of 
the user.

Turtle Island is the name many Indigenous peoples gave to the land that encompasses Canada, the United States 
and Mexico, before the arrival of Europeans. The name stems from the traditional creation story, in which a 
turtle offered to carry the land on his back. Many Nations hold their own versions of the creation of Turtle Island 
and you can read one belonging to the Ojibwa here: http://www.native-art-in-canada.com/turtleisland.html

Globally, reconciliation can be considered a legal response embraced by many countries, such as post-Apartheid 
South Africa or the Guatemala after their Civil War, as a way to heal the wounds of racial discrimination and 
bring healing to the atrocities committed. In Canada, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was 
established as result of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement, a class action lawsuit (the largest in Canada) 
won by former Residential School students. The TRC began a multi-year process to listen to Survivors, 
communities and others affected by the Residential School system. Reconciliation in within the TRC framework 
speaks not only to educating Canadians about the history of the Residential School system but to rebuilding 
relationships between peoples and Canadians. Reconciliation is not only about the past; it is about the future that 
all Canadians will forge together.

http://www.native-art-in-canada.com/turtleisland.html


COLONIALISM

IMPERIALISM

DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY
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Colonialism is a practice of domination, which involves the subjugation of one people to another. The 
term colony comes from the Latin word colonus, meaning farmer. This root reminds us that the practice of 
colonialism usually involved the transfer of population to a new territory, where the arrivals lived as permanent 
settlers while maintaining some political allegiance to their country of origin.

The policy, practice, or advocacy of extending the power and dominion of a nation especially by direct territorial 
acquisitions or by gaining indirect control over the political or economic life of other areas. Like colonialism, 
imperialism also involves political and economic control over a dependent territory. Imperialism, on the other 
hand, comes from the Latin term imperium, meaning to command. Thus, the term imperialism draws attention 
to the way that one-country exercises power over another, whether through settlement, sovereignty, or indirect 
mechanisms of control.

Two particular Papal Bulls, Romanus Pontifex (1455) and Inter Cetera (1493) issued by the Popes Nicholas V 
and Alexander VI informed what remains an important piece of a larger idea in international law: the Doctrine 
of Discovery. The Doctrine holds that when European nations “discovered” non-European lands, they gained 
special rights over that land, such as sovereignty and title, regardless of those living on that land.  These Papal 
Bulls asserted that Christian nations had a divine right, based on the Bible, to claim absolute title to and 
ultimate authority over any newly “discovered” Non-Christian inhabitants and their lands. Over the next several 
centuries, Spain, Portugal, England, France, and Holland used these beliefs for their own imperialistic and 
colonialist purposes. These laws greatly influenced and served as the legal basis to European colonialist policies 
and laws such as the Indian Act.


