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ABORIGINAL QUESTION IN QUEBEC

social policy is the victim. Unable to
make gains through the political
process, individuals andgroups seek
redress through the courts. There,
they define themselves, not as citi
zens committed to some shared
standard of living, but instead as
victims capable of staking their
claims in court. In parallel, social
and labour market policies are
thought of less in terms of labour
market and broad adjustment prob
lems than in terms of individual de
ficiencies and incentives. Again, as
the focus is on the fate and behav
iour of victims, Canada's constitu
tional deadlock pushes us in the same
direction. Unable to define and rec
ognizethe basic communities around
which solidarity could be built, Ca
nadians are increasingly seeking
solutions through the pursuit of spe
cific interests, in the courts or in the
political arena. "Whether it be prov
inces, women, Aboriginals or the
disabled, all can now be treated as
groups seeking the protection ofthe
Charter for their own group inter
ests," writes political scientist
Michael M. Atkinson in a recent
discussion of Canadian democracy;

by Daniel SaIee

In a recent Maclean's article, the
grand chief of the Quebec Crees,
Matthew Coon Come, is quoted as
saying: "Quebec secession is a ma
jor threat to our status and our rights.
The draft bill for sovereignty
amounts to unilateral abrogation of
aboriginal rights as defined under
the Canadian Constitution as well as
in numerous previous treaties and
agreements in particular the James
Bay and Northern Quebec agree
ment." In the same article, David
Cliche, PQ spokesman for the gov-
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"rights are means of obtaining or
furthering these interests to estab
lish relatively weak bonds of asso
ciation."

My point is not that the Charter is
wrong and should be discarded, but
rather that it is insufficient as a foun
dation for political community. We
are told, observes sociologist
FernandDumont inhis bookRaisons
communes, that the constitution is
not important. It remains, Dumont
rightly points out, our fundamental
social contract. If even such a con
tract does not matter, how can citi
zens put faith in politics as a means
of doing things collectively and of
promoting solidarity?

Quebec, like Canada, has a lib
eral institutional and political herit
age, and whether or not it remains
within Canada, it will have to strug
gle to define its own version of a
generous welfare state for the 1990s.
Nothing in this respect is guaran
teed. Insofar as it understands itself
as a political community united by
more than individual and group
rights, however, Quebec would at
least have the possibility of adopt-

ernment on aboriginal rights, gives
a somewhat arrogant response: "I'm
offering them a chance to get on
board. The train's coming whether
they like it or not."

Since the Oka crisis, the relation
ship between aboriginal nations and
the Quebec government has been
strained, to say the least. Oka, the
Great Whale project in Northern
Quebec, endless, arduous, and seem
ingly fruitless negotiations overland
claims, and the oft-repeated, ada
mant unwillingness of Quebec's

ing such a solidaristic vision for the
coming years, and so could Canada
without Quebec, which would thus
be confronted with the necessity of
rethinking its own status as a nation.
Such a possibility would, to some,
be destroyed by a "no" vote in 1995
because a "no" vote would also be
the defeat of the left in Quebec. It
would announce the definitive tri
umph of the "evolving status quo,"
of a "flexible federalism" that can
not amend itself and cannot even
acknowledge the obvious existence
of political communities within
Canada. In the social policy docu
ments prepared by the federal gov
ernment in 1994 and 1995, the prov
inces in general, and Quebec in par
ticular, are hardly ever mentioned.
In the aftermath of a "no" vote,
Quebec, along with the rest of
Canada, is likely to drift toward the
liberal model and gradually forget
the values of solidarity that in the
past many saw as a core component
of Canadian identity.

Alain Noel is an Assistant Professor
in the Departement de science

politique, Universite de Montreal.•

First Nations to support the current
government's drive for sovereignty
are but some of the milestones of a
political face-off that, in the last five
years, seems to have gone from bad
to worse.

On the sovereignty issue, Que
bec's First Nations and the govern
ment are at loggerheads with each
other. Land claims are a major stum
bling block. Most aboriginal nations
want to see their inherent right over
ancestral lands respected, and ulti
mately seek separate boundaries.
Until now, however, no Quebec
government has been willing
to entertain the thought of totally

Continued, see "The Aboriginal
Question in Quebec" on page 86.
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"The Aboriginal Question in
Quebec," continued from page 85.

autonomous, geographically sepa
rate territories for aboriginals. Like
its predecesors, the PQ government
insists that the Quebec borders as
currently designed are invoidable
and not open for negotiation.

A POLITICS OF COMPETING

IDENTITIES

This state of affairs should come
as no surprise. Aboriginal claims
and theircharacteristic ethno-nation
alist undertones are totally in line
with the particularistic and hetero
genic logic of the contemporary
political dynamic of liberal socie
ties. That Aboriginal nations seem
more vocal and more ready to stand
up for their rights is but a function of
the democratic gains made in recent
years. Minority groups have learned
and, indeed, are encouraged to strug
gle, for a space oftheir own in soci
eties that have all too often been
impervious to their plight. To a
hegemonic majority, the claims of
minority groups may often seem like
a thorn in its side; instead, these
claims should be seen as the healthy
sign ofthe enlargementofthe demo
cratic sphere-a fact in which eve
ryone should rejoice.

In recent years, representatives
of the Quebec government have
proudly and readily flaunted Que
bec's record ofdemocratic achieve
ment regarding the aboriginal ques
tion: twice, through a cabinet deci
sion in 1983, and through a National
Assembly resolution in 1985, the
Quebec state has recognized the
existence of aboriginal communi
ties in Quebec as distinct nations
with the right to the preservation of
their own language, culture, and tra
ditions; it even acknowledged their
right to control and own land. Such
recognition is too fundamental to be
made of empty words and inevita
bly creates high expectations. In the
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light of these expectations that are
of the Quebec state's own making,
Quebeckers should not be surprised
that First Nations today are claim
ing the attributes ofnationhood: land
with clear boundaries, control over
the management ofself-determined,
social, economic and political pri
orities, andhence full, unconditional,
no-strings-attached self-govern
ment-indeed, all attributes that
large numbers of Quebeckers are
claiming for themselves.

The aboriginal question in Que
bec is unfolding much to the dismay
of sovereigntists: the affirmation of
Quebec identity and the foundation
of their political and administrative
claims are in many ways negated by
the identity aspirations of First Na
tions. From the Quebec govern
ment' sparticularvantage point, abo
riginals are claiming apolitical space
to which, in the current political
logic of things, the Quebec state
could hardly consent. Doing so
would jeopardize the political and
institutional substratum necessary
to realize the national aspirations of
Quebeckers, and the foundations on
which Quebec's identity and sense
of nationhood have been resting for
over 30 years.

Clearly, First Nations and Que
beckers, particularly throughthe land
claims issue, are after the same po
litical space-a space that each
group deems essential to the full
realization of its identity. Yet, de
mographic weight should work to
no avail for Quebeckers. To invoke
some superior claim on the polity or
hierarchy of rights would run coun
ter to the current democratic ethic.
Everyone, every subject, is on the
same footing, whether or not they
belong to a minority group. Mor
ally, then, aboriginal claims are
wholly legitimate for they are in line
with the emerging and unchal
lengeable discourse favouring re
spect for difference, the recognition

ofparticular identities, and demands
for the means of successfully ex
pressing difference.

THE DOUBLE BIND OF

DIFFERENCE AND COMMUNITY

In away, Quebeckers may well
find themselves trapped in the very
democratic space within which they
have located their polity. As the
democratization process of the last
threedecades has contributedto their
own sociopolitical advancement, the
liberal-democratic logic to which
they unequivocally adhere forces
them today to water down their
hegemonic pretensions to accom
modate otherness and minority iden
tity claims. Hence, with respect to
the aboriginal question, Quebeckers
are caught in a double bind: either
they consent to all the claims ofFIrst
Nations and risk altering the foun
dations on which their own national
existence and identity rest; or they
resist, they continue to stake their
claims and impose their own his
torical vision of what Quebec ought
to be, at the risk ofseeming illiberal,
anti-democratic, and even racist.

The aboriginal question is a test
directly aimed at Quebeckers and
Quebec society and will force a de
cision whether or how far to accom
modate difference and otherness. It
also tests the viability of the liberal
democratic paradigm: is it possible
to promote singular subjectivities
and the individual's right to differ
ence, and also construct a political
community beyond particular iden
tities, around a conception of com
munity shared by everyone-which
is essentially what Quebec sover
eigntists are trying to do?

It is unclear whether Quebec can
pass this dual test. To be true to the
discourse of difference recognition
that sovereigntists officially claim
to support, they would have to offer
aboriginals the full panoply of the
means ofself-determination, includ-

Canada Watch



QUEBEC VERSUS ABORIGINAL RIGHTS

TO SELF-DETERMINATION

ing political sovereignty for the First
Nations who choose such a path (the
Mohawks and the Crees are likely
candidates). Such generosity is
highly improbable: the government
would never budge on the issue of
territorial integrity and the reports
ofthe regional commissions on sov
ereignty show that the population
fully supports that stance.

But more important, the very na
ture of the Quebec state is not con
ducive to this kind of"compromise."
Quebec is a liberal state. The
sovereigntist project is essentially
inspired by liberal principles and
seeks nothing less than the estab
lishment of a liberal, neo-Jacobine
state. Admittedly, such a state can
be committed to the protection or
promotion ofminority identities, but
only so long as they willingly fit
within a homogenizing, historically
loaded, civic culture. Beyond this
horizon, the liberal state is no longer
available to guarantee the protec
tion or promotion of minority iden
tities, all the more so if they mani
fest themselves through ethno-na
tionalist expressions that are not
those of the general public culture.

As long as we persist in looking
for solutions within the liberal
democratic paradigm, the aborigi
nal question in Quebec will only
continue to fester. Whether Quebec
sovereignty ever becomes a reality
ornot, the aboriginal question stands
as a reminder of the inherent limita
tions of a universalistic sociopoliti
cal project. Today, Quebec is in the
throes of a politics of competing
identities. It is a game Quebeckers
know well and at which they are
quite adept, but they are no longer
playing it alone.

Daniel SaMe is Vice Principal,
School of Community and Public
Affairs, Concordia University,
Sir George Williams Campus,
Montreal. •
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by Reg Whitaker

Amid the various scenarios sur
rounding a "yes" vote in the Quebec
referendum, there is one that stands
out in its potential for conflict: the
claim by aboriginal people that they
have the right to opt out of an inde
pendent Quebec. In the aftermath of
a "yes" vote, the aboriginal issue
will be front and centre. It is about
time for recognition of the aborigi
nal peoples' national rights. Yet, in
this conjuncture, the danger is that
aboriginal rights will be cynically
manipulated as a kind of club with
which to intimidate Quebec sover
eigntists. This is a disservice to abo
riginal peoples, which also opens the
door to potential violence that will
be to no one's advantage, whether
Canadian, Quebecois, or native.

NATIONAL SELF

DETERMINATION: STATES

VERSUS PEOPLES

One proposition that has gained
some currency in the rest ofCanada
is that while Quebec, given a clear
decision on a clear question, has the
"right" to separate, the borders ofan
independent Quebec are negotiable.
And native claims are the key to the
borders question because they are
expressed in the same language as
the separatists' aspirations. These
claims are often seen, both by Que
bec and by aboriginal spokesper
sons, as contradictory, antagonistic,
and incommensurate. Why should
this be so?

There might be some broad con
sensus that claims to national self
determination have plausibility
when the following conditions hold:

1) a people have developed clear
self-consciousness of them
selves as a distinct nation and

la) could potentially form a viable
nation-state;

2) their identities as members of
this nation cannot be realized in
their present political and eco
nomic conditions ofcitizenship,
because:

3) another dominant group has
imposed a state structure upon
them that expressly denies their
identity and/or actively seeks to
repress it.

Quebec clearly answers to condi
tion (l), but the argument fails at
stages (2) and (3). Aboriginal claims
are somewhat weak with regard to
(la), but are much stronger with
regard to (2) and (3). We might
summarize the differences in this
way: aboriginal people have much
stronger moral claims than the
Quebecois, but the latterhave vastly
greaterpolitical and economicpower
and capacity. Quebec's claims are
taken seriously because the rest of
Canada knows that Quebec could
assume sovereign status, given the
will ofthe Quebec people to take the
risks associated with such a step.

Quebec's potential power does
not diminish the political signifi
cance, and certainly not the moral
weight, of aboriginal as against
Quebecois claims for self-determi
nation. To privilege Quebec claims
would be to assert that states, or
potential states, are privileged over
peoples. If aboriginal peoples can
not, for practical reasons: look to
independent national statehood as a
viableoption, this considerationdoes
not in any way weaken the claim
to self-determination.

Continued, see ''Aboriginal Rights to
Self-Determination" on page 88.
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