
COMMENTARY
A12 / SATURDAY, MARCH 3, 2007 TELEGRAPHJOURNAL.COM

GARRISON
KEILLOR
THEOLD SCOUT

A great work of art has the pow-
er to blow you over and to do
it unexpectedly. You sit in the
theatre hoping for a little di-
version and a line of dialogue

bwwhangs you like a skillet upside the
head.
What hit me last Saturday afternoon

was the line “Instead of happiness,
heaven sends us habit,” which is sung
by a lady named Madame Larina to
her servant Filippyevna as they are
peeling apples on a farm in Russia
way back in the early 19th century. I
am an American in headlong pursuit
of happiness and here was a lady ex-
pressing an older and earthier phi-
losophy that my aunts would not have
disagreed with: Better than happiness
is acceptance, a gift of God. You wake
up every morning and pull on your
jeans and make coffee and look at the
newspaper and pour bran flakes and
milk in the bowl, and as time goes by
you realize that this is preferable to
what you once imagined would make
you happy.
It was snowing in Minnesota, a gray

blustery Russian sort of day, and when
we walked into the theater, a mul-
tiplex in the suburbs, we were in the
mood to see Eugene Onegin live on
high-definition TV from the Met, star-
ring soprano Renee Fleming and bari-
tone Dmitri Hvorostovsky.
It simply was the most moving thing

I’ve seen at the movies in a very long
time. Hvorostovsky is tall, cool, hand-
some and everything that Elvis was
hoping to be, and Fleming’s bare left
shoulder is more erotic than Madon-
na naked and when she puts her hand
to her bodice, she makes my nostrils
twitch. She plays Tatiana, who goes
crazy for Onegin and writes him a let-
ter and agonizes over it and plucks at
her bodice and finally sends it to him.
He coolly rejects her. He doesn’t be-

lieve in marriage. He is in search of
happiness, not the life of habit and
dailiness. The chorus gets to sing and
dance, and he shoots and kills the ten-
or, which I suppose we’ve all wanted
to do now and then, and years later
he meets her again – she is married,
and now he is wild for her, and after a
passionate duet, him on his knees, tug-
ging at her, pleading, sobbing, pulling
her down on the floor, she decides to
be faithful to her husband and walks
away, leaving Onegin tortured with
regret.
The telecast I saw was live, not re-

corded live but live live, which made
for some interesting moments. In Act
I the stage is covered with dry leaves,
a stunning visual, though for several
minutes, the tenor Ramon Vargas
had a leaf sitting atop his curly black
hair. You wondered if it’s a small bald
spot, and then you wondered if it was
Yom Kippur. At one point somebody
dropped a ring on stage and it rolled
toward one of the microphones,
sounding like a hubcap. The conduc-
tor, Valery Gergiev, looked like a Wis-
consin dairy farmer who just woke up
and had a beer for breakfast. But he
was magnificent.
I’m not an opera critic, but I can say

how joyful it is to see great artists take
big chances on the big screen and rip
loose from the moorings of Cool and
sing with red-blooded passion. When
the old bass Sergei Aleksashkin sings
about his love for his young wife, it
brings tears to your eyes. It makes ev-
eryone in the theater feel enlarged.
Bravo to the Met. Bravissimo. For

three hours on a Saturday afternoon,
everything that had been on our
minds faded to black and we lived as
in a dream with a handsome man in
search of happiness and a beautiful
woman who found satisfaction, and
then we walked out into the snow and
started our cars.

Garrison Keillor’s radio program,
“A Prairie Home Companion,”can be
heard Saturday nights and Sunday
afternoons on National Public Radio.
His column appears Saturday.

BRINGING
THE MET TO
MINNEAPOLIS

Ihave recently returned from visiting
the Saami People in Norway at the
invitation of Gáldu – the Resource
Centre for the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples. I was amazed and inspired by

the accomplishments of the Saami People
and theworkof theGálduCentre.
Like First Nations in Canada, the Saamis

have traditionallymade their living off the
land and waters, and like Aboriginal Peo-
ples in Canada, they have been exposed to
enormous assimilatory pressures, includ-
ing residential schools and an intense pro-
gram of Norwegianization,which nearly
destroyed the Saamis as a distinct Indig-
enousPeople.
In spite of these intense pressures to as-

similate, the Saami have, to a great extent,
managed to maintain both their tradi-
tional forms of life and their language. In
1980 they waged an unsuccessful protest
against a giant dam construction project,
which ultimately flooded their land.They
lost that struggle, but it politicized them
like nothing else, and through organiza-
tion, careful strategizing, and negotiation
they have managed to wrest important
concessions from the Norwegian govern-
ment, to the pointwhere that government
has ratifiedmost international covenants
on the rights ofminorities and Indigenous
Peoples.These include, among others, the
UNConventionon theRights of theChild,
and the ILO Convention no. 169 concern-
ing IndigenousandTribalPeoples.
This last convention requires that states

provide Indigenous Peoples with access to
their lands and resources, and asserts that
such access is central to the material and
cultural survival of Indigenous Peoples as
distinct peoples.While negotiations con-
tinue in Norway relative to fulfilling the
requirements in the ILOConvention,Can-
adahasnotevenratified it.
It is largely because of Norway’s accep-

tance of obligations under this convention
that the world of the Saamis is so drasti-
cally different fromwhat First Nations ex-
perience in Canada.Norway’s acceptance
of these international covenants allows
the Saamis to live their traditional rein-
deer-herding, fishing, and hunting way of
life without threat of arrest in those areas
where their rights are recognized.As a re-

sult, the Saamis and the Norwegians do
not have a history, as we do in Canada, of
Okaor Ipperwash.
Hardly a penny is spent by the Saamis

in legal battles. They can direct their re-
sources to more positive endeavors, such
as research,organization,negotiation,and
advocacy,even for the rights of Indigenous
Peoples around theworld,as does theGál-
du Resource Centre.Unfortunately, since
Canada refuses to recognize or comply
with these same international covenants,
First Nations in Canada must expend
their limited resources in court battles.
The recent Sappier and Polchies case over
personal use of Crownwood is a prime ex-
ample.
An important aspect of Saami revital-

ization has been the establishment of the
Saami Parliament in 1989,which brought
the largest group of Saami Peoples, those
in Norway, together into one elected po-
litical unit to address all issues that affect
Saami interests. This was made possible
by a new section in the Norwegian Con-
stitution adopted in 1988,which obligated
“State authorities to create the conditions
necessary for the Saamis to protect their
language,culture,andsociety.”
As a result of Norway’s acceptance of

various international conventions, Saami
rights to language, including the right to
publicly funded education in themedium
of their language in Saami administra-
tive areas, are now enshrined in law.To il-
lustrate how important language is to the
Saami, the President of the Saami Parlia-
ment, who is quite a young woman, did
not learn to speak hermother-tongue as a
child,but shehas learned it as anadult and
now conducts the business of the Parlia-
ment in the languageofherpeople.
Language is a critical component of

culture. Funds expended in court battles
would be better directed and protecting
andrevitalizingAboriginal languages.
Today, only about 10 per cent of the

Saamis are occupied in reindeer herding,
while most are engaged in other occupa-
tions including fishing, social services, and

education.Many also pursue higher edu-
cation. As a result, Saami intellectuals at
the Saami University College, at the Nor-
dic Saami Institute, and at other Saami
studies centers in Norway, have been in
the forefront of their revitalizationmove-
ment. This vitality of a Saami intellectual
tradition can be attributed, in large part,
to the fact that as a people they are not all-
absorbedby the struggle for basic rights,as
weare inCanada.
What is most astonishing is how much

the Saamis have accomplished without a
huge population. Bymost accounts there
are only about 70,000 Samis in all, and
they are spread over the four countries of
Russia,Finland,Sweden andNorway.The
numberof 40,000Saamis inNorwayalone
is somewhat equivalent to the number of
Mi’kmaq, Maliseet and Passamaquoddy
people inAtlanticCanada today.

CANADA’SNON-COMPLIANCE

Canada boasts a ranking as one of the
best countries of the world in which to
live. However, the reality for Indigenous
Peoples here is quite the opposite.On the
samescalewerankabout63rd,withNorth
Korea.Thehorrific statistics for Indigenous
Peoples in Canada relative to such mea-
sures as alcoholism, suicide, and incarcera-
tion rates are well-known to all, and need
norepetitionhere.
Canada also claims to be a leader in the

field of human rights around the world,
but,liketheemperorwhowearsnoclothes,
Canada’shumanrightsrecordwhereIndig-
enous Peoples are concerned, is dismal. Its
operation of residential schools for nearly
40 years after signing on to the UN Con-
vention onGenocide in 1948 was a direct
violation of that convention. Then, last
year, it shamefully voted, together with
the U.S.A,Australia and New Zealand, to
postpone the vote on the Draft Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
thereby ruining the chance that itwill ever
get through the UN General Assembly
(see, for example,www.ipcaucus.net).And
it did soafterpledging touphold“thehigh-
est standardsofhumanrights.
Its recent submission to The UN Com-

mittee on the Elimination of all forms of
Racial Discrimination is a perfect example
of theway inwhichCanadaworks tomain-
tain its false image as a leader in human
rights.Nowhere in Canada’s submission is
there any assertion that Canada respects
or complies with international conven-
tions on Indigenous rights. And through-
out Canada’s submission are repeated
claims to the effect that Indigenous rights
and title are fully recognized and affirmed
inCanada.
Paragraph 37, for example, asserts that

“Since themid-1970s Canada has adopted
an approach of resolving through negotia-
tions the assertion of continuing Aborigi-
nal rights and title to lands that have not
beendealtwithby treatyorothermeans.”
It iswell known,in theMaritimes at least,

that this isamisrepresentationofthetruth,
since it has been the strategy of provincial

governments here to charge our people
for exercising such basic Aboriginal rights
as simply cuttingwood for our own needs
on landswenever surrendered.
Indeed, provincial governments here

have consistently chosen to litigate, rath-
er then negotiate, matters of Aboriginal
rights and title.They have appealed every
court decision we have ever won, even af-
ter the Constitution Act of 1982 required
Canadians to respect and honour Aborigi-
nal and treaty rights,evenafter the full text
of theTreaty of 1725-26was found in 1983,
and even afterMaritime treaties were rec-
ognized as valid treaties by the Supreme
CourtofCanada in1985.
One of themost poignantmoments dur-

ingmy trip toNorway came aftermy pre-
sentation on this strugglewhen a reindeer
herder inasmallSaamivillageapproached
me to say he felt sorry for our people! In
fact, people uniformly expressed great
shock everywhere I spoke, as they had
been led tobelieve thatCanadawas sucha
greatdefenderof IndigenousRights.

THENEEDFORACTIVISM
Here in the Maritimes, First Nations

people have had to struggle continuously
for recognition and respect for their rights,

single practice by single practice. It has tak-
en activism to accomplish that – the activ-
ism of continuing to live their way of life,
and the activism of being charged, taken
tocourt,and finedor imprisoned.
It has required the activismof using their

limited resources to cover the enormous
costs of legal challenges. It has also re-
quired theactivismof speakingoutagainst
the racism and oppression of being denied
treatyandaboriginal rights.
Activism is, and will continue to be, nec-

essary until Canada, like Norway, begins
to respect international standards on the
rightsof IndigenousPeoples.
Canadians need to be informed of their

country’s failure to honour international
covenants and they need to hold their
elected officials accountable to this in-
ternational embarrassment. Norway’s
economy has not collapsed because of its
recognition of its obligations to the Saami
People. Indeed, it is one of the top econo-
mies in the world.Canada should be hon-
est to the world in its failure, and commit-
tednowtorecognizing theseobligations.

ProfessorAndreaBearNicholas isChair
inNativeStudiesatSt.ThomasUniversity,
Fredericton.

CANADA: DEFENDER OF RIGHTS,
OR EMPEROR WITH NO CLOTHES?

CANADABOASTS ARANKINGASONEOF THE
BEST COUNTRIES OF THEWORLD INWHICH
TO LIVE. ON THE SAME SCALE, CANADA’S
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES RANKABOUT 63RD,WITH
NORTHKOREA.
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A Mi'kmaq woman models traditional regalia, at Buctouche First Nation. The Aboriginal
Peoples of the Maritimes are almost as numerous as Norway's Saami, but have achieved fewer
gains, because Canada's Indigenous Peoples have been forced to fight for the rights nations
such as Norway have accepted.
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A Saami tent is dwarfed by Storsteinen (‘the big rock’) at Tromsö in Norway.


