DARK HISTORY OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS

THE DARK HISTORY OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS IS A SOMBER AND DEEPLY IMPACTFUL CHAPTER IN THE STORY OF INDIGENOUS
PEOPLES IN NORTH AMERICA, A HISTORY THAT CONTINUES TO RESONATE THROUGH GENERATIONS. THESE INSTITUTIONS, OFTEN
ESTABLISHED WITH THE STATED AIM OF ASSIMILATION, WERE IN REALITY SITES OF PROFOUND CULTURAL ERASURE, PHYSICAL
ABUSE, AND EMOTIONAL TRAUMA FOR COUNTLESS INDIGENOUS CHILDREN. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE ORIGINS, DEVASTATING
REALITIES, AND LASTING LEGACIES OF THESE SCHOOLS, EXPLORING THE POLICIES THAT MANDATED ATTENDANCE, THE HARSH
CONDITIONS WITHIN, THE SYSTEMIC ABUSE ENDURED, AND THE ONGOING EFFORTS TOWARDS TRUTH, RECONCILIATION, AND
HEALING. WE WILL EXAMINE THE DELIBERATE ATTEMPTS TO SEVER INDIGENOUS CHILDREN FROM THEIR FAMILIES, LANGUAGES, AND
CULTURAL PRACTICES, AND THE ENDURING PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES THAT PERSIST TODAY. UNDERSTANDING
THIS DARK HISTORY IS CRUCIAL FOR COMPREHENDING THE PRESENT-DAY CHALLENGES FACED BY INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES AND
FOR SUPPORTING THEIR PATH TOW ARD GENUINE HEALING AND SELF-DETERMINATION.
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THe GENESIS OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS WAS NOT A SPONTANEOUS EVENT BUT RATHER A CALCULATED POLICY
BORN OUT OF A DESIRE BY COLONIAL GOVERNMENTS TO “CIVILIZE” AND ASSIMILATE INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS. THE PREVAILING
IDEOLOGY OF THE TIME VIEWED INDIGENOUS CULTURES AS SAVAGE AND INHERENTLY INFERIOR, AND THESE SCHOOLS WERE SEEN
AS A TOOL TO ERADICATE WHAT WERE PERCEIVED AS “INDIAN WAYS” AND REPLACE THEM WITH EURO-AMERICAN CUSTOMS,
LANGUAGE, AND RELIGION. THIS ASSIMILATIONIST AGENDA WAS DRIVEN BY A COMBINATION OF RACIST BELIEFS, ECONOMIC
INTERESTS IN INDIGENOUS LANDS, AND A MISGUIDED SENSE OF PATERNALISTIC DUTY BY GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS AND RELIGIOUS
ORGANIZATIONS.

PROPONENTS OF THE BOARDING SCHOOL SYSTEM BELIEVED THAT BY REMOVING CHILDREN FROM THEIR HOMES AND IMMERSING THEM
IN A \W/ESTERNIZED ENVIRONMENT, THEY COULD EFFECTIVELY “KILL THE INDIAN IN THE CHILD” AND CREATE A NEW GENERATION OF
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE WHO WOULD BE SUBSERVIENT TO COLONIAL RULE AND INTEGRATED INTO THE DOMINANT SOCIETY. THIS
PHILOSOPHY WAS POWERFULLY ARTICULATED BY FIGURES LIKE RICHARD HENRY PRATT, WHO FAMOUSLY STATED, “A GREAT
MANY OF THE DIFFICULTIES WE ENCOUNTER WITH THE INDIANS ARE CAUSED BY THE INDIAN HIMSELE.” His APPROACH, WIDELY
ADOPTED, PRIORITIZED CULTURAL DESTRUCTION OVER CULTURAL PRESERVATION, SETTING THE STAGE FOR IMMENSE SUFFERING.

THE FORCED ASSIMILATION AGENDA

THE CORE PURPOSE OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS WAS THE AGGRESSIVE AND SYSTEMATIC FORCED ASSIMILATION OF
INDIGENOUS CHILDREN. THIS WAS NOT A GENTLE PROCESS OF CULTURAL EXCHANGE; IT WAS A DELIBERATE EFFORT TO
DISMANTLE INDIGENOUS IDENTITIES FROM THE GROUND UP. CHILDREN WERE OFTEN FORCIBLY REMOVED FROM THEIR FAMILIES,
SOMETIMES THROUGH LEGAL COERCION, THREATS, OR OUTRIGHT ABDUCTION, SEVERING DEEP FAMILIAL BONDS THAT WERE
CENTRAL TO INDIGENOUS CULTURES. THE GOAL WAS TO CREATE A BLANK SLATE, TO ERASE THEIR INDIGENOUS HERITAGE AND
REPLACE IT WITH EUROPEAN-AMERICAN NORMS.

THIS AGENDA WAS METICULOUSLY IMPLEMENTED THROUGH A RANGE OF POLICIES. CHILDREN WERE FORBIDDEN FROM SPEAKING
THEIR NATIVE LANGUAGES, PUNISHED SEVERELY FOR ANY UTTERANCE THAT BETRAYED THEIR CULTURAL ROOTS. THEIR
TRADITIONAL CLOTHING WAS REPLACED WITH UNIFORMS, THEIR HAIR WAS OFTEN CUT, AND THEIR NAMES WERE FREQUENTLY
CHANGED TO ANGLICIZED VERSIONS, STRIPPING THEM OF THEIR PERSONAL AND CULTURAL CONNECTIONS. RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION
WAS MANDATORY, OFTEN FOCUSING ON CHRISTIAN TEACHINGS THAT DEMONIZED INDIGENOUS SPIRITUAL BELIEFS AND PRACTICES,



FURTHER ERODING THEIR CULTURAL FOUNDATIONS.

DAILY LiFE AND BRUTAL REALITIES

LIFE WITHIN THE WALLS OF THESE BOARDING SCHOOLS WAS A STARK CONTRAST TO THE LOVING AND CULTURALLY RICH
ENVIRONMENTS FROM WHICH MANY CHILDREN WERE TAKEN. THE LIVING CONDITIONS WERE OFTEN OVERCROWNDED, UNSANITARY,
AND INADEQUATE, LEADING TO WIDESPREAD ILLNESS AND DISEASE. Foob WAS TYPICALLY MEAGER AND MONOTONOUS, FAILING
TO MEET THE NUTRITIONAL NEEDS OF GROWING CHILDREN. DISCIPLINE WAS HARSH AND OFTEN ARBITRARY, WITH CORPORAL
PUNISHMENT A COMMON FEATURE OF DAILY LIFE. STUDENTS LIVED UNDER CONSTANT SURVEILLANCE, WITH LITTLE TO NO
PRIVACY OR PERSONAL FREEDOM.

THE CURRICULUM WAS DESIGNED TO INDOCTRINATE RATHER THAN EDUCATE. WHILE SOME BASIC ACADEMIC SUBJECTS WERE
TAUGHT, THE EMPHASIS WAS ALWAYS ON VOCATIONAL TRAINING AND RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION, AIMED AT PREPARING STUDENTS
FOR MENIAL LABOR AND ASSIMILATION INTO THE LOWER STRATA OF COLONIAL SOCIETY. PLAY AND RECREATION WERE OFTEN
LIMITED, AND THE EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS OF THE CHILDREN WERE LARGELY IGNORED, CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT
OF FEAR AND DESPAIR. THE STARK REALITY WAS A LIFE OF REGIMENTATION AND SUPPRESSION, DEVOID OF THE JOY AND
CULTURAL RICHNESS THAT SHOULD DEFINE CHILDHOOD.

THE DeEVASTATING IMPACT ON INDIGENOUS CHILDREN

THE CONSEQUENCES OF THIS FORCED ASSIMILATION AND BRUTAL ENVIRONMENT ON INDIGENOUS CHILDREN WERE PROFOUND AND
FAR-REACHING. CHILDREN WERE SUBJECTED TO IMMENSE EMOTIONAL DISTRESS, EXPERIENCING FEELINGS OF ISOLATION,
ABANDONMENT, AND DEEP LONELINESS. THE LOSS OF THEIR LANGUAGE MEANT LOSING A DIRECT CONNECTION TO THEIR HERITAGE,
THEIR ELDERS, AND THEIR SENSE OF IDENTITY. THE CONSTANT CRITICISM AND PUNISHMENT OF THEIR CULTURAL PRACTICES
INSTILLED SHAME AND SELF-HATRED, DAMAGING THEIR SELF-ESTEEM AND THEIR CONNECTION TO THEIR O\WN COMMUNITIES.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL WOUNDS INFLICTED WERE OFTEN DEEP AND LASTING. MANY CHILDREN DEVELOPED TRUST ISSUES,
STRUGGLED WITH FORMING HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS, AND CARRIED A PERVASIVE SENSE OF LOSS AND GRIEF. THE DISRUPTION OF
TRADITIONAL FAMILY STRUCTURES AND THE INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF CULTURAL KNO\WLEDGE CREATED
SIGNIFICANT SOCIAL AND CULTURAL FRAGMENTATION. THIS EXPERIENCE LEFT AN INDELIBLE MARK, CONTRIBUTING TO A CYCLE OF
TRAUMA THAT WOULD AFFECT SUBSEQUENT GENERATIONS. THE SHEER SCALE OF THIS EMOTIONAL AND SPIRITUAL DEVASTATION
CANNOT BE OVERSTATED.

THE SYsTeEMIC ABUSE AND NEGLECT

BEYOND THE INHERENT TRAUMA OF ASSIMILATION, A GRIM REALITY OF WIDESPREAD ABUSE AND NEGLECT PERMEATED MANY INDIAN
BOARDING SCHOOLS. THIS ABUSE TOOK MANY FORMS, INCLUDING PHYSICAL, SEXUAL, EMOTIONAL, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL
TORMENT. STUDENTS WERE OFTEN SUBJECTED TO BEATINGS, STARVATION, AND FORCED LABOR. SEXUAL ABUSE BY STAFF
MEMBERS WAS TRAGICALLY COMMON, WITH CHILDREN HAVING NO RECOURSE OR PROTECTION. THE REMOTE LOCATIONS OF MANY
SCHOOLS AND THE COMPLICITY OR INDIFFERENCE OF AUTHORITIES MEANT THAT THESE ABUSES OFTEN WENT UNADDRESSED AND
UNPUNISHED.

NEGLECT WAS ALSO A PERVASIVE ISSUE. MEDICAL CARE WAS OFTEN INADEQUATE, LEADING TO PREVENTABLE DEATHS FROM
DISEASES THAT COULD HAVE BEEN TREATED. | HE EMOTIONAL NEEDS OF THE CHILDREN WERE ENTIRELY DISREGARDED, WITH NO
SUPPORT SYSTEMS IN PLACE TO HELP THEM COPE WITH THEIR TRAUMA. THE SYSTEMIC NATURE OF THIS ABUSE AND NEGLECT
HIGHLIGHTS A DELIBERATE FAILURE ON THE PART OF THE INSTITUTIONS AND GOVERNMENTS THAT OVERSAW THESE SCHOOLS TO
PROTECT THE VULNERABLE CHILDREN IN THEIR CARE. THIS NEGLIGENCE WAS NOT AN ACCIDENT BUT A TRAGIC CONSEQUENCE OF
POLICIES THAT DEVALUED INDIGENOUS LIVES.

RESISTANCE AND SURVIVAL

DESPITE THE OVERWHELMING ODDS AND THE BRUTAL CONDITIONS, INDIGENOUS CHILDREN IN BOARDING SCHOOLS DEMONSTRATED
INCREDIBLE RESILIENCE AND A SPIRIT OF RESISTANCE. WHILE OVERT ACTS OF DEFIANCE WERE OFTEN MET WITH SEVERE



PUNISHMENT, SUBTLE FORMS OF RESISTANCE WERE CONSTANT. CHILDREN FOUND WAYS TO MAINTAIN THEIR CULTURAL
CONNECTIONS THROUGH SECRET STORYTELLING, FORBIDDEN GAMES, AND THE SHARING OF FORBIDDEN \WORDS AND PHRASES IN
THEIR NATIVE LANGUAGES. THESE ACTS OF DEFIANCE WERE VITAL FOR MAINTAINING THEIR SENSE OF SELF AND CONNECTION TO
THEIR HERIT AGE.

MANY STUDENTS ALSO FORMED DEEP BONDS WITH EACH OTHER, CREATING SURROGATE FAMILIES WITHIN THE OPPRESSIVE
ENVIRONMENT. THESE FRIENDSHIPS PROVIDED EMOTIONAL SUPPORT AND A SENSE OF SOLIDARITY. SOME STUDENTS MANAGED TO
ESCAPE THE SCHOOLS, RISKING SEVERE CONSEQUENCES TO RETURN TO THEIR FAMILIES. OTHERS, UPON THEIR RELEASE, DEDICATED
THEIR LIVES TO PRESERVING INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND CULTURES, ACTIVELY WORKING TO UNDO THE DAMAGE INFLICTED BY
THE BOARDING SCHOOL SYSTEM. THEIR SURVIVAL AND SUBSEQUENT ACTIVISM ARE TESTAMENTS TO THE ENDURING STRENGTH OF
INDIGENOUS CULTURES AND PEOPLES.

THe LoNG SHADOW OF TRAUMA

THE DARK HISTORY OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS CASTS A LONG AND PERSISTENT SHADOW OVER INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES
TODAY. THE TRAUMA EXPERIENCED BY SURVIVORS HAS OFTEN BEEN PASSED DOWN THROUGH GENERATIONS, A PHENOMENON
KNOWN AS INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA. THIS CAN MANIFEST IN VARIOUS WAYS, INCLUDING HIGHER RATES OF MENTAL HEALTH
ISSUES SUCH AS DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY, SUBSTANCE ABUSE, AND DIFFICULTIES WITH PARENTING AND FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS.
THE EROSION OF CULTURAL PRACTICES AND THE BREAKDOWN OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS HAVE ALSO CONTRIBUTED
TO SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CHALLENGES.

THE LEGACY OF DISTRUST TOWARDS GOVERNMENT INSTITUTIONS AND MAINSTREAM SOCIETY, A DIRECT RESULT OF THE
BETRAYAL AND ABUSE EXPERIENCED IN BOARDING SCHOOLS, CONTINUES TO IMPACT INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES. ADDRESSING
THESE DEEPLY INGRAINED ISSUES REQUIRES A COMMITMENT TO UNDERSTANDING, ACKNOWLEDGING, AND ACTIVELY WORKING
TOWARDS HEALING. THIS INVOLVES SUPPORTING INDIGENOUS-LED INITIATIVES FOR CULTURAL REVITALIZATION, PROVIDING
ACCESS TO CULTURALLY SENSITIVE MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES, AND FOSTERING ENVIRONMENTS \WHERE INDIGENOUS VOICES ARE
HEARD AND RESPECTED. THE PATH TO RECOVERY IS LONG, BUT IT IS A NECESSARY ONE.

TowARDS RECONCILIATION AND HEALING

IN RECENT DECADES, THERE HAS BEEN A GROWING MOVEMENT TOW ARDS ACKNOWLEDGING THE DARK HISTORY OF INDIAN
BOARDING SCHOOLS AND PURSUING TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION. THIS HAS INVOLVED EXTENSIVE RESEARCH, THE SHARING OF
SURVIVOR TESTIMONIES, AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF COMMISSIONS AND INQUIRIES TO DOCUMENT THE ABUSES AND THEIR
LASTING IMPACT. SURVIVORS HAVE BRAVELY COME FORWARD TO SHARE THEIR STORIES, DEMANDING JUSTICE AND RECOGNITION
FOR THE IMMENSE SUFFERING THEY ENDURED.

RECONCILIATION IS AN ONGOING AND COMPLEX PROCESS THAT REQUIRES ACTIVE PARTICIPATION FROM GOVERNMENTS,
INSTITUTIONS, AND THE WIDER SOCIETY. IT INVOLVES NOT ONLY APOLOGIES AND FINANCIAL COMPENSATION BUT ALSO
TANGIBLE ACTIONS TO SUPPORT INDIGENOUS SELF-DETERMINATION, CULTURAL PRESERVATION, AND COMMUNITY HEALING.
EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES TO INFORM THE PUBLIC ABOUT THIS HISTORY ARE CRUCIAL, AS IS THE ONGOING COMMITMENT TO
DISMANTLING THE SYSTEMIC INEQUALITIES THAT CONTINUE TO AFFECT INDIGENOUS PEOPLES. THE JOURNEY TOWARD HEALING IS
DEEPLY PERSONAL FOR SURVIVORS AND COLLECTIVE FOR COMMUNITIES, AND IT IS A JOURNEY THAT MUST BE SUPPORTED WITH
UNWAVERING DEDICATION AND RESPECT.

FAQ

Q: WHAT WERE THE PRIMARY GOALS OF THE INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS IN CANADA
AND THE UNITED STATES?

A: THE PRIMARY GOALS OF INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOLS IN BOTH CANADA AND THE UNITED STATES WERE TO FORCIBLY
ASSIMILATE INDIGENOUS CHILDREN INTO EURO-AMERICAN CULTURE, ERADICATE THEIR LANGUAGES AND TRADITIONAL PRACTICES,
AND INSTILL IN THEM W/ESTERN VALUES, RELIGION, AND CUSTOMS. THE ULTIMATE AIM WAS TO “KILL THE INDIAN IN THE CHILD.”



QI How WERE CHILDREN REMOVED FROM THEIR FAMILIES TO ATTEND THESE SCHOOLS?

A: CHILDREN WERE OFTEN REMOVED FROM THEIR FAMILIES THROUGH A VARIETY OF COERCIVE METHODS, INCLUDING GOVERNMENT
LEGISLATION MANDATING ATTENDANCE, LEGAL THREATS AGAINST PARENTS, ECONOMIC PRESSURES, AND IN SOME CASES,
OUTRIGHT ABDUCTION OR DECEPTION. MANY INDIGENOUS PARENTS HAD LITTLE CHOICE BUT TO SEND THEIR CHILDREN AWAY TO
AVOID FURTHER REPERCUSSIONS.

QZ \WHAT KIND OF ABUSES DID INDIGENOUS CHILDREN FACE IN THESE SCHOOLS?

A INDIGENOUS CHILDREN FACED SEVERE PHYSICAL, EMOTIONAL, SEXUAL, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ABUSE. THIS INCLUDED
CORPORAL PUNISHMENT, STARVATION, FORCED LABOR, NEGLECT, SEXUAL ASSAULT BY STAFF AND SOMETIMES OTHER
STUDENTS, AND CONSTANT RIDICULE AND PUNISHMENT FOR SPEAKING THEIR NATIVE LANGUAGES OR PRACTICING THEIR CULTURAL
TRADITIONS.

QZ \WHAT ARE THE LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF ATTENDING THESE SCHOOLS ON SURVIVORS
AND THEIR DESCENDANTS?

A: SURVIVORS OFTEN SUFFER FROM INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA, LEADING TO MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES LIKE DEPRESSION,
ANXIETY, PTSD, SUBSTANCE ABUSE, AND DIFFICULTIES IN FORMING HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS. DESCENDANTS CAN ALSO
EXPERIENCE THE EFFECTS OF THIS TRAUMA, IMPACTING FAMILY DYNAMICS AND CULTURAL TRANSMISSION.

Q: |s THERE ONGOING RECOGNITION AND APOLOGY FOR THE HARM CAUSED BY THESE
SCHOOLS?

A: YES, THERE HAS BEEN INCREASING RECOGNITION AND FORMAL APOLOGIES ISSUED BY GOVERNMENTS AND RELIGIOUS
INSTITUTIONS INVOLVED IN THE OPERATION OF THESE SCHOOLS. FOR INSTANCE, THE TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION
oF CANADA AND VARIOUS GOVERNMENTAL BODIES IN THE UNITED STATES HAVE DOCUMENTED THESE HARMS AND OFFERED
APOLOGIES, THOUGH THE PROCESS OF RECONCILIATION IS ONGOING.

Q: WHAT IS BEING DONE TODAY TO ADDRESS THE LEGACY OF INDIAN BOARDING
SCHOOLS?

A: EFFORTS TODAY INCLUDE SURVIVOR TESTIMONIES, MEMORIALIZATION PROJECTS, TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSIONS,
EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES TO INFORM THE PUBLIC, AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURALLY SENSITIVE HEALING PROGRAMS.
THERE IS ALSO A FOCUS ON SUPPORTING INDIGENOUS CULTURAL REVITALIZATION AND SELF-DETERMINATION.

Q: How DID INDIGENOUS CHILDREN RESIST THE ASSIMILATIONIST AGENDA WITHIN THE
SCHOOLS?

A: DESPITE THE OPPRESSIVE ENVIRONMENT, CHILDREN FOUND WAYS TO RESIST THROUGH SUBTLE ACTS LIKE WHISPERING THEIR
NATIVE LANGUAGES, SHARING CULTURAL STORIES IN SECRET, FORMING STRONG BONDS OF SOLIDARITY WITH ONE ANOTHER, AND
ATTEMPTING TO ESCAPE AND RETURN TO THEIR FAMILIES.

Q: WHAT IS MEANT BY "INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA” IN THE CONTEXT OF INDIAN
BOARDING SCHOOLS?

A: INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA REFERS TO THE TRANSMISSION OF TRAUMA FROM ONE GENERATION TO THE NEXT. IN THE
CONTEXT OF BOARDING SCHOOLS, THE SEVERE EMOTIONAL, PHYSICAL, AND CULTURAL WOUNDS INFLICTED ON THE FIRST
GENERATION OF SURVIVORS HAVE HAD LASTING PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL IMPACTS ON THEIR CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN.
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