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Impact of the Indian Act
Part 1: An Original Artistic Piece
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Gerald McMaster, Trick or Treaty, 1990
	


Art description. “What I did here was inspired by a poster of Jack Nicholson as the Joker, so it became very Hallowe'enish – with the colors, ‘trick or treat.’ I felt that 'TRICK OR TREAT’ was actually the same word, or had the same implications. Whether they signed it or not – and a lot of Indians never did sign a treaty – it meant the same thing. There was never any advantage at all to Native peoples. It was all to their disadvantage. 'You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t.’ I think that there were no treats at all! So I saw it as a cruel joke” (McMaster, 1990). 
Part 2: Essay
While the highly controversial and widely debated Indian Act has so far undergone a wide range of amendments with the sole purpose of conforming to modernity, the legislation largely retains what critics and many Aboriginals view as its original form. Formerly and currently administered by the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND) AND Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), the law has shaped the poor relationship between First Nations and Canadian society (Uribe, 2006). In particular, the Indian Act set a bad precedent by introducing biased, retrogressive, and oppressive assimilation policies that did not only terminate the Aboriginal peoples’ cultural and social uniqueness but also their political and economic distinctiveness. By laying a foundation for the absorption of First Nations into mainstream Canadian values, as well as life, the Indian Act has succeeded in creating a normalized system that makes self-governance among the Aboriginals an illusion. 
In the United States (U.S.) and Canada, federal recognition can only be achieved when an individual complies with each of the distinct standards governing government regulation. Given this requirement, the Indian Act has served as a combination of laws that have played a central role in controlling almost all aspects of Indian life for the past century (Coates, 2008). In this respect, the legislation is seen by Aboriginals as one of the regulatory regimes, which provides a variety of ways through which to understand Native identity. As stated earlier, the Indian Act has achieved this by organizing a conceptual approach or framework that has in turn shaped and continue to define contemporary First Nations life in a manner that has been normalized (Ryan, 1999). Traditionally, the Indian Act’s provisions authorizes the federal government to exercise a great deal of control over the Aboriginals’ political status, land possession, cultural activities, and several other civil rights. 
The Indian Act and related legislations elsewhere have and will continue to damn First Nations in Canada and beyond. Although Native peoples in Canada fight for equality, they are least likely to achieve significant change in their quest because, by signing the treaty, they kind of sold and accepted their fate. Given the popularity and power of the right conservatives in the country, Indigenous peoples have little to do regarding the backlash against their marginalized status. Complaints by Natives are not only ignored by the majority but also controlled through censorship in the media and other platforms. The majority firmly believe in the notion of cultivating and mainlining their traditional values. To achieve this, they have created the popular narrative of conformity that does not provide room for being an individual. In this respect, people on the margin, especially Aboriginals, are presented with only two options: acculturation and assimilation, processes that started from the first time of their contact. 
The Indian Act indirectly perpetuates the idea that, for Canada to remain united, everybody must shun ethnocentrism. Based on this ideology, Individual Natives could not be Indian, which means they were required to speak what the law defined as formal or official languages, including English and French (Coates, 2008). The pressure to conform to the majority’s values was the standard for becoming Canadian, meaning First Nations were seen as second class citizens and inferior beings whose ways of life are backward or obsolete. With the already-established foundation characterized by superiority complex, any attempt by Native peoples to resist would always attract negative consequences, such as being branded secessionist, anarchist, and agents of instability. For instance, the Natives’ political representatives, who happen to be molded by the INAC, are incompetent and have failed to deal with Indigenous peoples’ affairs (Coates, 2008). Moreover, they are divided on whether to abolish the Indian Act or amend it in a way that would result in the establishment of a more democratic and empowering legislation. 
The Indian Act in its current state, with all the revisions, can do little to change the one-sided history it has established in the Canadian society since its adoption in 1876. Most Canadians, including the present-day Aboriginals are either ignorant or believe in distorted versions of their history. For instance, through the 1951 revision of the Indian Act, the Potlatch Law removed previous barriers to Aboriginal practices, but this amendment came at a time when many Indians had already adopted the private property ownership system. For this reason, Aboriginals today identify with the individualistic culture as opposed to communalism. 
Missionaries, Indian agents, as well as Non-native colonists shortchanged Aboriginals by teaching that act of sharing wealth is not only wasteful but also excessive. Seeing potlatch as a practice that interrupted assimilation tactics, the agents had to shift the Aboriginal peoples’ attention from their redistributive economic system (Indigenous Foundation, 2009). In this way, the Indian Act has disempowered First Nations culturally and socially because outlawing their traditions equals severe economic and political disruption of a people. Concisely, the legislation in its current status furthers First Nations’ inability to self-govern because they possess divided values and lack the resources necessary for initiating and implementing political change. 
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