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1876 The “Indian Question”

Monarch: Queen Victoria
Prime Minister: John A. Macdonald
Premier: G.A. Walkem (to Jan 1876); A.C. Elliot (from Feb 1876)
Federal Ministry: Department of the Interior

In the News
July 27, 1871 	 British Columbia joins Confederation.
April 12 1876	 Canada: The Indian Act becomes law.
June 25 1876	 USA: Battle of the Little Bighorn; Custer wiped out by Sioux and Cheyenne.
August 1876	 Governor General Lord Dufferin visits BC; appeals for fair treatment of Indian claims.

Backgrounder
1876 was the year of the Indian Act. There had 
been various laws governing Aboriginal people 
since colonial times, but the act consolidated 
earlier legislation into one bill covering all aspects 
of First Nation’s lives across the country. However, 
it made almost no mention of education, simply 
commenting on the financing of schools “such as 
were frequented by Indians.”
	 It was also the year that Canada and British 
Columbia came to an agreement over how to 
deal with the land issue. With virtually no treaties 
made with BC First Nations, BC was different 
from the rest of the provinces in how reserve 
lands were administered. Since before BC joined 
Confederation in 1871, the two sides had argued 
over how reserve lands would be allocated. In 
January 1876 they agreed to set up the Joint 
Indian Reserve Commission, which would decide 
on the reserves, without any consultation with First 
Nations communities. This, the public believed, 
would solve the “Indian Question.”
	 As the 1876 documents show, they were basing 
their plan for reserves on a proposal made by 
William Duncan, an influential religious leader 
who, with members Tsimshian people, started a 
“model” religious community at Metlakatla, near 
present day Prince Rupert. In 1875 he travelled to 
Ottawa to present his own plan for settlement of 

the land question. It advocated reserving relatively 
large areas for each tribal group – that is, groups 
speaking the same language. That would have had 
the effect of collecting everyone who spoke the 
same language into one settlement.
	 In practice, of course, this is not what happened. 
Each village or band was allocated small parcels of 
their traditional territories as reserves.
	 Also in the newspapers of 1876 there was public 
discussion as to what Aboriginal people were 
capable of understanding and learning. In some 
of the documents you will read some examples of 
the gross ignorance and racist beliefs of the time. 
However, you will also read a letter from a First 
Nations point of view.
	 At the same time, the public was following 
events in the United States, where the government 
was engaged in warfare against tribes that resisted 
that country’s controlling legislation. Some 
Canadians were afraid there would be similar 
violence in Canada if matters weren’t settled.
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Daily Alta California, San Francisco, 
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