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As many QCT readers 
know, since December 
11, 2012, Attawapiskat 

Chief Theresa Spence has 
been on a hunger strike to 
protest federal legislation 
that will have serious im-
plications for First Nations. 
The associated Idle No More 
movement has gained inter-
national prominence, and 
among supporters stands 
the Anglican Church. On 
January 9, 2013, Archbishop 
Fred Hiltz, Primate of the 
Anglican Church of Canada, 
Mark MacDonald, National 
Indigenous Anglican Bishop, 

and many other church 
leaders called for prayer and 
fasting in support of Spence’s 
efforts.  

Friday morning, January 
11, as the Prime Minister and 
First Nations leaders prepared 
for a significant meeting, the 
QCT spoke with Quebec’s 
Anglican Bishop about local 
and national church efforts 
to support the meeting. The 
Right Reverend Dennis Paul 
Drainville, Bishop of the 
Diocese of Quebec, said the 
church is calling for a Day of 
Prayer for Indigenous Justice.

Drainville explained the 
position taken by the  Angli-
can Church of Canada. “We 

are very concerned about the 
government’s seeming inabil-
ity to understand aboriginal 
people’s requests. The politics 
that have developed around 
the meeting are disturbing, as 
is the apparent unwillingness 
to maintain on-going dialogue.” 
Drainville noted the church 
is also concerned by “the 
deliberate misunderstanding 
of why First Nations leaders 
want the Governor General 
to be present.” He emphasized, 

“The people aren’t stupid. They 
understand that the Governor 
General does not have the 
same function as the Prime 
Minister.  However, they 
signed treaties as independ-
ent nations [before the role of 
prime minister even existed], 
and those treaties were signed 
with the Crown.”

As to why the Anglican 

Church takes issue with the 
current relationship between 
First Nations and the federal 
government, Drainville replied, 

“There is a faulty relationship 
between the government and 
aboriginal people. There is 
something wrong in Canada 
when a people do not have 
guaranteed access to clean 
water and decent housing. 
And the piecemeal legislative 
approach appears to be an 
effort to reduce First Nations’ 
sovereign rights to the same 
status as any other special-in-
terest ethnic group in modern 
Canada. We are demanding the 
government respect and work 
in ongoing dialogue, rather 
than enact omnibus bills that 
disregard treaty rights without 
any consultation with the 
people they impact.”

When asked why the Angli-

can Church would take such a 
public stance in an era when 
churches often choose the 
non-committal middle road, 
Drainville had much to say. To 
begin, “[The Anglican Church 
has] many dioceses that are 
primarily aboriginal. There 
are also historical elements 
that we are not very proud of. 
In fact, in 1994, Michael Peers, 
then Primate, gave a public 
apology for the church’s role 
in assimilation and forced 
schooling. It was a watershed 
moment.” Drainville contin-
ued, “We are now on what we 
could call a parallel path, a 
relationship characterized by 
partnership and autonomy. It 
can be a challenge, but there 
are great blessings, too.”

The church’s Day of Prayer 
for Indigenous Justice is 
a sincere gesture of soli-

darity. Drainville stressed, 
“Ultimately, what we’re doing 
isn’t something ‘big.’ It is 
something essential. It is 
what justice calls for.” He 
elaborated, saying, “While 
this action may not change 
society, it will change us. It 
deepens our understanding of 
our partners. When we stand 
on the road together, when we 
kneel together in prayer, when 
we raise our voices together in 
advocacy, we add substance to 
our greater efforts.”  

Dra inv i l le mentioned 
Martin Luther King, Jr., who 
said, “Any moment we ignore an 
injustice, we become complicit. 
So, we must act.” He paused, 
then concluded, “What we are 
doing is perfectly ordinary. But, 
on the other hand, it is always 
extraordinary when we stand 
up for what we believe.”

Anglican Church stands with First Nations 

While meetings were being conducted in Ottawa with 
First Nations leaders, Bishop Dennis Drainville and Alma 
Sandy, a Naskapi woman from Kawawachikamach (near 
Schefferville, QC), led a group of supporters in prayer.  
Standing around a sacred fire in the Cathedral close in 
Quebec City, they were among many who observed the 
Day of Prayer for Indigenous Justice. 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper (centre foreground, back to camera) takes part in a working meeting with First 
Nations leaders in Ottawa.
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Idle No More supporters gathered in front of Quebec’s 
National Assembly as others gathered around Parliament 
Hill in Ottawa and around the country on January 11 while 
the Prime Minister met with a group of First Nations 
leaders. 

ruby Pratka

Dr u m b e at s  e cho e d 
around the National 
Assembly last Friday 

as several hundred demon-
strators gathered in support 
of the Idle No More protest 
movement, the third demon-
stration in as many weeks in 
Quebec City. 

Supporters of the Native-
led movement argue that Bill 
C-45, a new law proposed 
by the Harper government, 
would decrease Native control 
over natural resources on 
their territory. “The Harper 
government wants to unilat-
erally change the Indian Act,” 
said activist Charles-Eugène 
Bergeron in a “mission state-
ment” distributed at the rally. 

“Their objectives are to undo 
the treaties which define an-
cestral territories, reduce the 
environmental evaluations 
which can delay exploratory 
mining projects and reduce 
the number of protected 
lakes and rivers.”

“I can’t ignore [Idle No 
More],” said demonstrator 

Josée Laf lamme, an eth-
nologist married to an Innu 
author. “For most Quebecers, 
it’s like Native people don’t 
exist. They’re in faraway 
regions or in history books, 
either mythical creatures or 
people who don’t pay taxes. 
Other Canadians need to un-
derstand they exist and have 
the right to live in dignity.” 
Laflamme added, “This is 
not the first time [First 
Nations have pressured the 
government]. My dream is 
a movement that raises the 
right questions. I hope this 
time we will have results.”  

Many demonstrators wore 
the movement’s new iconic 
red feather, creating a sense 
of visual déjà vu. “I took all 
of my old red squares and cut 
them up to make red feathers,” 
said a female demonstrator 
before disappearing into 
the crowd.

Several veterans of the 
student protests have rallied 
behind the Native-led move-
ment. “When I get back to 
Montreal, I will be with [Idle 
No More] in the street,” said 

former student organizer 
Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois in a 
phone interview. “Both move-
ments contest the status quo 
and defend goods that should 
belong to us both — we were 
defending education, they 
are defending lakes and 
rivers which also belong to 
everyone.” 

“Native people need to 
be recognized as Quebec 
citizens,” said demonstrator 
Olivier Lamarche, who had 
both a red square and a red 
feather pinned to his back-
pack. “Our experience helps; 
we have had the Maple Spring 
and the Occupy protests and 
they give each other energy.” 
Helena Lalo, an Innu demon-
strator from the Côte-Nord, 
recalled several hundred 
people from her community 
travelling to Montreal to 
march with student protest-
ers last spring.  

“Quebec’s progressives 
need to support the Native 
fight, here and elsewhere in 
Canada, because it carries 
the same fundamental re-
jection of the system that 

fed the Maple Spring,” said 
Michel Lambert, director 
of a left-wing think-tank, 
Alternatives Québec, writing 
in the Quebec edition of the 
Huffington Post.

However,  Maitée La-
brecque - Sa g a n a sh ,  a n 
international relations 
student from the James Bay 
region, warns against linking 
the two struggles too closely. 

“I am here out of solidarity 
because I’m Native, and I 
believe we should have power 
over our resources,” she says. 

“The two struggles are differ-
ent, because we are talking 
about natural resources here; 
all Quebecers are concerned, 
not just one group.”

“There’s more than the red 
square that you can link with 
Idle No More,” says Bergeron. 

“There’s also Occupy Wall 
Street and the Indignants 
[a European anti-capitalist 
movement well-known in 
France and Spain],” says 
Bergeron. “We’re fighting 
a common enemy which is 
the neo-liberal economy. It’s 
an entire system that’s com-

The red square and the red feather

pletely rotten and needs to 
be replaced with something 
else, something more human 
and more just.”

Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper has agreed to meet 
again with Native leaders, 
including Assembly of First 
Nations Grand Chief Shawn 
Atleo, while protests are 

expected to continue  across 
Canada. “The urgency of the 
moment requires us getting on 
with this work, and [Harper] 
has committed to doing that,” 
Atleo told the CBC. He hopes 
this will cause “real change 
in the relationship between 
First Nations and Canada.” 


