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Learning Objectives 

 

 To understand how mainstream news outlets cover 
Indigenous land and resource issues  

 To appreciate how headlines, stereotypes and other 
features of “the news” influence public perception of 
Indigenous issues 

 To understand how to read news stories critically 

 To recognize the value of accessing alternative news 
sources 

 

 



Did You Know… 

 Indigenous peoples have always fought to have their 
land claims resolved but until 1951 were prohibited by 
the Indian Act from hiring lawyers 

 The Nisga’a people petitioned governments (federal and 
provincial) to negotiate a treaty for over 100 years 
before the Nisga’a Treaty was signed in 1999 

 A stereotype found in contemporary news is Indigenous 
peoples as “opportunistic and greedy” 

 A 2007 headline in one of Canada’s national newspaper 
linked “natives” with Hezbollah terrorists 



Indigenous Peoples and the Land 
  

 Indigenous peoples have always fought to have their 
land claims resolved, but were prohibited by the Indian 
Act from hiring lawyers (until 1951) 

– Thus, Indigenous land claims were ignored by the 
government through the hard economic times of the Dirty 
30s (1930s) and the Second World War (1939-1945) 

 The link on the following slide to a 1960s video clip 
featuring Joseph Gosnell and Frank Calder of the Nisga’a 
Tribal Council illustrates how important the land issue 
was/is for the Nisga’a & other Indigenous peoples 

 



Over 150 years of Indigenous Land Claims 
Nisga’a Chiefs Frank Calder & Joseph Gosnell, circa 1960s 

 

 First Nations Treaty History in BC and Canada (16:27) 

– http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YN2fOBqJpEA 

 

 See Nisga’a Chiefs Gosnell (8:43-10:24) and Calder 
(10:53-11:38) speak passionately about their people’s 
long struggle for land rights and treaties 

– The Nisga’a and other Indigenous peoples have been 
petitioning governments to have these claims resolved 
since well before Confederation 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YN2fOBqJpEA


Big Media Align with Corporate Interests 
On Issues involving Land and Resources 

 

 News Coverage of Land Claims, Treaties, Resource 
Issues, and “Tax Transfers” often includes stereotypical 
imagery and descriptions of Indigenous peoples that 
serve to undercut their claims 

– As unable to manage their financial affairs because they 
are Indigenous 

– As incapable of governing themselves 

– As opportunistic and greedy 

 



News Coverage of Land & Resource Issues 
Impact on Indigenous Efforts to Improve Self-Sufficiency 

 

 A lack of public support for Indigenous land claims, 
treaties and self-governance may 

– Make it easier for governments to justify procrastinating in 
negotiations with Indigenous peoples 

– Obstruct Indigenous communities’ attempts to gain more 
autonomy over their lives 

 



Treaties and Land Claims 
Media Constructions of Greed & Opportunism 

Victoria Times-Colonist  

July 16, 1998 

 A recent stereotype of Indigenous 
peoples constructs them as 
opportunists taking advantage of 
special privileges & entitlements 

 Consider this editorial cartoon 
about the Nisga’a Treaty that 
depicts 3 grinning Nisga’a 
slobbering as the province is 
carved up for them 

 Note the feather head-dresses 
(more associated with Indigenous 
peoples of the plains) & war paint 

 



The Power of Headlines 
What Readers are Most Likely to Remember Later On 

 Usually written by specialized Editors, not the reporters 
who write the news stories 

 Direct readers' attention to what those editors consider 
to be the main meaning of news stories  

 Headline content is the most likely feature of a news 
story to be remembered by readers when forming 
opinions about issues or events later on 

 Can create images and opinions of events and groups 
even for readers who do not read accompanying articles 



Natives and…Palestinian Terrorists? 
Globe & Mail, March 31, 2007 

 Media sometimes present images of 
Indigenous people as endangering the 
economy and threatening peoples’ 
physical safety and security  

 

 The inclusion of Indigenous peoples in 
the Canadian Army’s Counter-Insurgency 
Manual is indeed newsworthy 

 

 However, a front-page headline in a 
national newspaper linking “natives” with 
Hezbollah unnecessarily reinforces old 
stereotypes of Indigenous people as 
threatening, dangerous warriors 



Threatening…the Fish? 
Globe & Mail, July 22, 2002 



“Natives” Threatening Business 
Globe & Mail, April 18, 2008 



 
Indian Reserves are “Undemocratic” 

Globe & Mail, June 15, 2002 
 
 



Understanding “Indigenous” News 
Missing Context and History 

 

 When working with Indigenous people it is important to 
learn about the context and history of matters that affect 
them such as land and resource issues 

 Unfortunately, mainstream media coverage of 
Indigenous issues may be distorted and not include 
much of the history or context 

 It is important to be able to read news reports about 
Indigenous people critically 

 

 



 
Reading the News Critically 

General Questions to Consider 

  

 Whose views are represented? Whose views are left out? 

 What facts and figures are missing? 

 How are our emotions affected by this “news”? 

 How well does the headline reflect the gist of the story?   

 Where in the newspaper was the story placed? How does 
the placement of this story affect its impact on the public? 

 Are there “buzz words” & do they have hidden meanings? 

 Are unsubstantiated assumptions made by the writer? 

 Who benefits from this message? Who loses out? 
 

 



 
Reading the News Critically 

Questions about News Stories on Indigenous Issues 
 

 Are the views of Indigenous people presented? If not, 
what is the significance of quoting only non-Indigenous 
sources in a story about an Indigenous topic?   

 Are there differences in how Indigenous people are 
depicted as compared to non-Indigenous people?  If 
there are, in what ways are they significant? 

 Are stereotypes of Indigenous people present in the 
news story?   

 



 
Reading the News Critically 

Questions about News Stories on Indigenous Issues 
 

 Are there certain themes about Indigenous issues in this 
story that recur in news coverage about Indigenous 
issues in general? 

 How much, if any, of the context and history of the issue 
is presented? Would more information about the 
context/history of the issue help readers to develop a 
better understanding of it? 

 Does the article have an anti-Indigenous slant? 

 What impact does the headline (and photograph, if one 
is attached) have on the overall impression conveyed in 
the news story? 

 

 



 
Reading the News Critically 

Questions about News Stories on Indigenous Issues 
 

 What is the impact of the specific language employed by 
the reporter on your understanding of the story? Are 
there any words or phrases that  

 contain hidden meanings 

 are “loaded” or used sarcastically (e.g., “Chief whips Natives”)  

 represent “editorializing” or injecting the writer’s personal 
judgments and views into the article 

 are subjective or take “poetic license” 

 What do you think the impact of this news story is on 
the relationship between Indigenous peoples and other 
Canadians? 

 



Alternative News Sources 
Indigenous Publications on Indigenous Issues 

 

 There is a thriving network of Indigenous news providers 
in this country, both print and internet based, such as 
Raven’s Eye, Windspeaker and The Native Press 

 Find an Indigenous newspaper in your region: 

– http://directory.aboriginalconnections.com/Canada/News_
and_Media/Newspapers/ 

 See Further Reading for a link to “Framing in Aboriginal 

Publications” in Re/framing Aboriginal social policy 
issues in the news: old stereotypes and new 
opportunities 

 

http://directory.aboriginalconnections.com/Canada/News_and_Media/Newspapers/
http://directory.aboriginalconnections.com/Canada/News_and_Media/Newspapers/


Alternative News Sources 
Independent News Providers 

 

 Independent news providers may have a different take 
on Indigenous issues than that seen in mainstream 
media  

 

 For example, check out this story on Indigenous youth in 
The Tyee, an independent online newspaper based in BC 

– http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-
Youth/ 

 

http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/
http://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2013/10/22/Inspire-Indigenous-Youth/


 
Indigenous & Mainstream News 

Context, History & International Indigeneity 
 

Mainstream Press 
 

 Indigenous issues are 
typically discussed with 
limited or no historical or 
international Indigenous 
context provided 

Indigenous Press 
 

 Main topics connected to 
broader issues that are 
rarely mentioned in 
mainstream news 

 Usually grounded in history 

 Sometimes set in the 
context of international 
Indigenous peoples’ 
experiences 

 



Indigenous and Mainstream News 
Portrayal of Indigenous People 

Mainstream Press 
 

 News stories often 
include stereotypes of 
Indigenous peoples  

 Conflation of diverse 
Indigenous identities into 
“Natives,” “Aboriginals” or 
“Indians” 

Indigenous Press 
 

 Refers to specific First 
Nations & emphasizes the 
diversity of Indigenous 
peoples, cultures and 
perspectives 

 Discusses and challenges 
stereotyping in 
mainstream media (e.g. 
The National Post or CBC) 

 



Indigenous Press 
Emphasizes Diversity 



Indigenous Press 
Focuses on Positive Indigenous Initiatives 



Indigenous and Mainstream News 
Public Education: Basic Information about Indigenous Issues 

Mainstream Press 
 

 The need for public education 
about Indigenous matters is 
rarely mentioned 

 Calls for increased public 
education about Indigenous 
issues are often dismissed as 
attacks on the "intelligence" of 
the people 

Indigenous Press 
 

 Emphasizes the need for public 
education about the history 
and context of issues 

 Demonstrates a conviction that 
Canadians will support 
Indigenous aspirations if    
they have basic information & 
history of the issues* 

 

*This is especially important since mainstream media don’t 
necessarily provided the public with adequate information about 
Indigenous issues 



Critical Thinking Questions 

 

 How do stereotypes affect our thinking about Indigenous 
peoples and how to improve their situations? 

 Why is it important for diverse images of Indigenous 
people, culture and positions on issues to emerge in the 
press?  

 Why do you think that independently-owned newspapers 
are likely to offer an alternative view of Indigenous 
issues to that found in mainstream media? 



Review 

 Land and resource issues have always been important to 
Indigenous peoples and they have been campaigning to 
resolve land claims since the 1800s 

 Corporate media tends to side with government and Big 
Business when covering Indigenous land & resource issues 

 Headlines powerfully influence how we define issues 

 Understanding Indigenous issues requires learning how to 
“decode” the news & access alternative news sources 

 Indigenous news providers cover the same issues very 
differently from the mainstream press 

 

 



Further Reading 

 

 Harris, C. (2002). Making native space: Colonialism, resistance and 
reserves in British Columbia. Vancouver: UBC Press.  

 Lambertus, S. (2004). Wartime images, peacetime wounds: The 
media and the Gustafsen Lake standoff. Toronto: The University of 
Toronto Press. 

 The Nisga'a Treaty [Special issue]. (1998/9). BC Studies: The British 
Columbian Quarterly, No. 120, Winter 1998/99. 

 

 

 

 



Internet Resources 

 

 Harding, R. (2007). Re/framing Aboriginal social policy issues in the 
news: old stereotypes and new opportunities. Simon Fraser University, 
Burnaby. See link:  http://summit.sfu.ca/item/2681 

 List of Indigenous newspapers in Canada 

– http://directory.aboriginalconnections.com/Canada/News_and_Me
dia/Newspapers/ 

 Reporting in Indigenous Communities 

– CBC Journalist & UBC Journalism Professor Duncan McCue created 
this website which explores news reporting on Indigenous issues 

– http://www.riic.ca/ 

 The Tyee, independent online newspaper based in BC 

– http://thetyee.ca 
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