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In his book Citizens Plus: Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian State, more specifically in chapter one titled “Empire”, Alan Cairns addresses several of the main issues, problems and questions facing the Aboriginal peoples of today.  He has conveniently grouped and detailed most of these issues into  main categories that will be summarized and then assessed in the conclusion. 


Cairns, in the first section of chapter one, deals with the problems of Aboriginal voice representation and appropriation. “The issue of who can speak for whom, and who can write about whom, is a major contemporary issue…  [which reflects] the profound paradigm shift now under way, but still incomplete, in how… [Canadians] converse with each other across the divides of a plural, heterogeneous society”
.  These communities want representation by “their own” and not by an “outsider” who does not fully understand or could properly represent their community. Presently many non-Aboriginal commentators on Aboriginal issues are careful and restrained when voicing any concerns to avoid controversy. Cairns also notes that these “difficulties of discussion [of Aboriginal issues] are sociologically explicable in terms of the past treatment of Aboriginal peoples by the majority, and of how deep the Aboriginal/ non-Aboriginal divide has become as a result.”
 Cairns contends that the inclusion of scholars and citizens in the participation from both sides is a necessary requirement in discussing the past, present and future relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginals: 

“Our present discontents are largely due to the past silencing of Aboriginal voices. The resolution of this set of circumstances can only occur if we talk to each other in a way that both articulates our differences and seeks with empathy to reconcile them in the search for at least a limited version of membership in a common community.”


This leads us into Cairns’ next discourse of the history and subsequent humility endured by the Aboriginal peoples. Cairns illustrates the “ delegitimation of dominant non-Aboriginal élites whose former policy monopoly has left us with a legacy of failed programs and with a litter of falsified predictions.”
 Essentially the “ premise was that a culturally backward people… could only benefit from a more intimate and intensive encounter with the more progressive majority society.”
 This erroneous view was upheld with a “staggering self confidence” by our ancestors, who believed that ultimately the Aboriginal peoples would give up their desire to live as a separate people and become assimilated within the majority society. One such example, and a recent one at that, illustrating this ideology was the nineteen sixty-nine White paper on Indian Policy which recommended a “form of shock treatment”  that outlined the processes of bringing about a speedy assimilation of the Aboriginal peoples into the larger Canadian fold.

The next bit Cairns wrote about, were the effects of Imperialism and Empire at home and abroad and how it lead to a global mass delusion of European superiority. As Cairns explains the  “majority society did not in the past and does not now see itself as an empire ruling over subject peoples.”
 This view clouds the perception of history with ambiguities, but the concept of the “imperial-colonial” analogy, though misleading, is relevant if the ambiguities are “disentangled.”  Cairns brings to light many of the liberties that a paternalistic government and society took upon themselves to make choices for a people that was seen as unfit to make their own decisions. “Status Indians… were an administered people. They were in a colonial situation… [and] were described as wards, likened to children, and assumed to be unready for full citizenship.”
 Overall the:

 “ Canadian situation was simply the local version of a global phenomenon in which a handful of European powers assumed the mastery of most of the non-European world…. although non-Aboriginal Canadians would not have described their relation to indigenous peoples in Canada as imperialist, they – if sometimes only unconsciously – had an imperial mentality.” 

Unfortunately, even though most of the imperialist undertones are mostly gone, to end “empire” in Canada is not as feasible. “In Canada, the majority is non-Aboriginal, and it cannot and will not go home, or give up power, as was the case when the independence flag was raised in colonies where white settlers were only a small minority.”
 In short Canadians will have to contend with “ the complex domestic coexistence that has to be worked out within a single political community…”
 Basically Cairns stipulates that:

“The relevant goal, accordingly, is not an exit of Aboriginal peoples to independent statehood, but a coexistence that must include some element of common belonging and allegiance to a single polity by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples if it is to flourish.”
 

The next section in the chapter is the largest, yet Cairns reiterates many of the aforementioned issues in a little more detail, with some emphasis on historical reassessment.  Cairns explains that the “domestic version of a form of empire over Aboriginal peoples…” entails the fact that the “Aboriginal ways of life, and thus their bearers, were stigmatized.”
 Cairns mentions advocates of the virtuous aspects of lifestyle of the Aboriginals in a pre-European setting, citing that many of their attributes and philosophies were superior to the subsequent dominant European dicta. Cairns also notes that there exists different versions of history and that “Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians do not share a common, agreed upon past, for the past was a setting for a confrontation between competing ways of life. … the best we can hope for is a continuing dialogue between competing versions of the past.”
 

In his last section, Cairns threads his argument together and is best summed up by this quote:

“In the broadest sense, the dramatic contrast between the historic assumptions that formerly governed Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal in Canada contemporary paradigms struggling to the surface is triggered by the convergence of two broad macro trends. … First, the traditional beliefs that either Aboriginal peoples would die out or they would merge into and disappear in the majority population lost credibility. … Second, by themselves, these domestic developments could not have brought us to where we now are without the support offered by the international environment.” 

It is in this author’s opinion that Cairns’ entire treatment of the issues and questions were agreeable on all fronts. As to the ‘why’ of the matter, Cairns does a good job at covering both grounds of the different camps, it would better to deliver a general synopsis of agreement, disposing of the need therefore to redundantly reaffirm agreement. Cairns, is definitely of the new breed of analysts, he is careful not to tread carelessly over the issues he is presenting and is subjective in his deliberations. These traits gives his argument more weight in credibility, he has given insight to the plight and endurance of the Aboriginal peoples while at the same time incorporating the message it will take both sides, the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal working together to bridge the divide and redefine their relationship.
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