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ABSTRACT 

 

How does the infusion of refugees into Canadian neighbourhoods affect relations with other 

physically-established minority groups? Using Winnipeg‟s inner city as a case study and drawing 

on 20 in-depth interviews with key informants, this thesis analyzes the attitudes and interactions 

between two minority groups: recently-arrived African refugees and urban Aboriginals. 

Refugees‟ attitudes portray an overall negative evaluation of Aboriginals. Refugees dissociate 

themselves from Aboriginals in order to be accepted by the mainstream population and achieve 

upward educational and occupational success. Aboriginals, on the other hand, appear to have a 

mixed perception of refugees because of their minimal history and contact with this group; this 

stands in contrast to the Euro-Canadian population and the state, towards which Aboriginals hold 

feelings of resentment for past and current injustices. Impersonal and fleeting street-level 

interactions reinforce distant relations. Implications for Canadian inter-minority relations are 

discussed, and policy recommendations to bridge relations are proposed.  

 

Résumé 

Comment l'infusion des réfugiés dans les voisinages canadiens affecte-t-elle des relations avec 

d'autres groupes minoritaires physique-établis ? En utilisant le centre urbain de Winnipeg comme 

étude de cas et le schéma sur 20 entrevues détaillées avec les informateurs principaux, cette thèse 

analyse les attitudes et les interactions entre deux groupes minoritaires : réfugiés africains récent-

arrivés et Aboriginals urbains. Attitudes de réfugiés les' dépeignent une évaluation négative 

globale des Aboriginals. Des réfugiés se dissocient des Aboriginals afin de pour être acceptés par 

la population traditionnelle et réalisent le succès éducatif et professionnel ascendant. Les 

Aboriginals, d'une part, semblent avoir une perception mélangée des réfugiés en raison de leur 

histoire minimale et entrer en contact avec ce groupe ; ceci se tient contrairement à la population 

Euro-Canadienne et à l'état, vers lesquels les Aboriginals tiennent des sentiments du ressentiment 

pour des injustices passées et courantes. Les interactions impersonnelles et passagères de rue-

niveau renforcent des relations éloignées. Des implications pour des relations canadiennes 

d'inter-minorité sont discutées, et des recommandations de politique de jeter un pont sur des 

relations sont proposées 
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“See that man over there?” 

“Yes” 

“Well, I hate him” 

“But you don‟t know him” 

“That‟s why I hate him” 

 

Parable (Allport 1954, p. 265) 



iv 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 

Both of my parents were political refugees and ever since I can remember, I was guardedly 

intrigued by their experiences. Even as a young teenager I knew that in some way or another my 

future work would involve seeking a better understanding of refugees and their migration and 

integration processes in host countries. 

 

This thesis stems from a project that I undertook as an undergraduate student at the University of 

Winnipeg. I was examining the housing experiences of refugees and as I interviewed the refugee 

respondents, it became clear to me that some of them were uncomfortable with their Aboriginal 

neighbours. At that point I became highly interested in examining perceptions and interactions 

between the two minority groups.  

 

It is not possible to name everyone to whom I am indebted to for helping me complete this 

thesis, but special thanks are due to: 

 

 To Victor Hugo Lopéz, Javier Mignone and Cameron Zywina who offered endless support 

throughout the field work and writing stages.  

 To the service providers and community leaders who took time out of their very busy 

schedules to share their views and experiences with me. 

 Esther Blum, Neneth Banas and Tuula Heinonen who continuously supported me throughout 

this project, even when there were more than plenty of activities to carry out at work. I have 

learned a lot from them in both personal and professional ways.  

 To my friends (musicians and non-musicians), who ensured that I took a break and let loose 

on occasional nights.   

 To my advisor Dr. Jerome Black, for reading everything I sent him so carefully and 

insightfully and for ending most of my communications with him on an encouraging note 

(and here I am paraphrasing): „remember, the research that you‟re doing is very important; 

don‟t forget that.‟  

 Finally, I gratefully acknowledge the financial support I received from the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) through both a Canada Graduate Scholarship 

and the larger Community University Research Alliance (CURA) project entitled 

“Transforming Aboriginal and Inner City Communities in Manitoba.”  



v 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
INTRODUCTION AND FOCUS OF STUDY ......................................................................................... 1 

LITERATURE REVIEW .......................................................................................................................... 6 

National and Ethnic Immigrant Minority Groups ......................................................................................... 6 

Realistic Group Conflict Theory ................................................................................................................... 6 

Racial Prejudice: Cultural Threat and Symbolic Racism ............................................................................ 10 

Prejudice as a Sense of Group Position: The Group Position Model ......................................................... 12 

Contact Theory............................................................................................................................................ 15 

Discussing the Nature of Existing Research on Group Relations ............................................................... 17 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION ............................................................................ 19 

Research Questions ..................................................................................................................................... 19 

The Use of Theories .................................................................................................................................... 19 

Case and Population Cohort Selection ........................................................................................................ 20 

Data Collection Methods and Analysis ....................................................................................................... 22 

SETTING THE BACKGROUND: WINNIPEG‟S INNER CITY ....................................................... 28 

The Inner City of Winnipeg ........................................................................................................................ 28 

Aboriginals in Winnipeg‟s Inner City ......................................................................................................... 30 

African Refugees in Winnipeg‟s Inner City ............................................................................................... 33 

Summary ..................................................................................................................................................... 36 

REFUGEES‟ VIEWS AND PERCEPTIONS OF ABORIGINALS .................................................... 37 

Refugees‟ Beliefs About Aboriginals ......................................................................................................... 37 

„Fear of the Aboriginal‟ .............................................................................................................................. 39 

Symbolic Racism ........................................................................................................................................ 40 

Newcomer Service Providers‟ Policy Prescriptions ................................................................................... 47 

Cases of Sympathy and Understanding among Newcomers ....................................................................... 50 

Evaluations of Aboriginals Parallel Mainstream Society ........................................................................... 51 

Cultural Threat: A Factor Shaping Negative Attitudes ............................................................................... 52 

Realistic Group Conflict: „Resource Competition‟ as a Source of Negative Attitudes .............................. 57 

Threat to Social Class Aspirations: An Important Source of Negative Attitudes ....................................... 60 

Summary ..................................................................................................................................................... 66 

 

 



vi 

 

PERCEPTION OF REFUGEE NEWCOMERS BY THE DOMINANT POPULATION AND BY 

ABORIGINALS ........................................................................................................................................ 67 

Dominant Group: Favours Refugee Newcomers over Aboriginals ............................................................ 67 

Aboriginal Service Providers‟ Feelings Towards Refugees ....................................................................... 71 

Aboriginal Inner City Residents: Mixed Perceptions of Refugees ............................................................. 75 

Aboriginal Community: Negative Feelings Towards the Mainstream ....................................................... 81 

Summary ..................................................................................................................................................... 85 

INTER-MINORITY INTERACTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS TO BRIDGE RELATIONS 88 

Impersonal Interactions in Public Settings .................................................................................................. 88 

Generational Differences in the Quality of Interactions ............................................................................. 90 

Segmentation of Services ............................................................................................................................ 92 

Cases of Positive Interactions ..................................................................................................................... 94 

Knowledge of the „other‟ ............................................................................................................................ 95 

Policy Recommendations to Bridge Relations ............................................................................................ 99 

Summary ................................................................................................................................................... 108 

CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................................... 110 

WORKS CITED...................................................................................................................................... 114 

APPENDIX 1.0 – ETHICS APPROVAL .............................................................................................. 127 

APPENDX 2.0 – SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS .................................................................... 128 

APPENDX 3.0 – CONSENT FORM ..................................................................................................... 131 

 

 



1 

 

Chapter One 

Introduction and Focus of Study 

 

Inter-group conflict is a common phenomenon. In recent history, the world has witnessed 

outbursts of unspeakable ethnic clashes in countries, such as Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. 

Yet inter-group ethnic antagonism is not limited to the developing world.  Due to expanding 

migration flows, developed countries are ever more diverse. Nation-states in Western Europe and 

North America are new homes to an array of ethnic groups espousing different religions, 

traditions and languages; such ethnic diversity if improperly managed and accommodated can 

lead to mistrust, prejudice and disharmony.     

Canada is no stranger to diversity; one out of every five of its residents (19.8%) is foreign 

born (Statistics Canada, The Daily, 2007).  Among the Group of Eight Industrialized (G8) 

Nations, Canada in 2006 was the fastest growing member in terms of its population (Statistics 

Canada, Portrait, 2007).
1
 The driving force behind the country‟s population expansion was, and 

continues to be, immigration. In 2006-2007, 238, 100 newcomers from all over the globe set foot 

on Canadian soil (Statistics Canada, Population Estimates, 2007). As Statistics Canada analyst 

Laurent Martel admitted: “We‟re heading towards a point where immigration will be the only 

source of growth in Canada” (Cheadle 2007). While this development ought to ease 

demographers‟ anxieties about the country‟s ageing baby boomers and stagnant fertility rates, it 

should also draw attention to both the positive and negative effects of rapidly growing diversity. 

Newcomers to this country are not white-skinned Europeans as they generally were in the past. 

Immigration from Asia, Africa and the Caribbean has jumped to 70% of the total, up from only 

5% before 1961 (Blake 2003, p. 491).  

Can the mounting presence of immigrant visible minorities 
2
 in Canada lead to inter-

ethnic conflict? More specifically, how does the infusion of visible minority immigrants into 

urban neighbourhoods affect relations, not only with dominant white-skinned Canadians, but 

                                                 
1
 Canada‟s growth rate was 5.4%. The remaining other seven nations, with their respective growth rates were: the 

United States (5.0%), Italy (3.1%), France (3.1%), United Kingdom (1.9%), Japan (approximately 0%), Germany 

(approximately 0%) and Russia (-2.4%). 

 
2
 For this thesis, I conceptualize visible minorities as individuals who are non-white in colour and who are members 

of societal groups that have less social, political, and economic power than the Euro-Canadian population.  
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with other established 
3
 minority groups as well? Do immigrants perceive Aboriginals in a 

negative light?  Do national minority groups, such as Aboriginals, feel threatened by immigrants 

and if so, why? How does the nature of the contact between members of these two groups affect 

notions of empathy, antagonism and resentment? These are questions that have not received 

sufficient academic attention in Canada. 
4
 

This thesis uses Winnipeg‟s inner city as a case study to begin understanding inter-

minority relations in Canada. I explore in depth the real-life dynamics between two distinct 

minority groups: recently arrived African refugees 
5
 and urban Aboriginals. Drawing on key 

informant interviews that were conducted between February and September 2008, the study 

examines various facets of inter-minority relations. The first area to be explored relates to the 

attitudes between group members. Here the research gauges whether attitudes are positive, 

negative or neutral. Attention is paid to the reasons why (or why not) group members feel they 

are threatened by one another. In doing so, three theories on inter-group attitudes are tested using 

qualitative methods. One theory is the Realistic Group Conflict Theory, which posits that 

negative attitudes towards out-groups result from competition over access to tangible yet scarce 

resources, such as jobs and social services (Quillian 1995; Esses et al., 2001; McLaren 2003). 

The second theory that is tested is the Cultural Threat Theory. Unlike the Realistic Group 

Conflict Theory, this model contends that negative attitudes arise from a perception that the out-

group is threatening the social fabric and cultural symbols of the established group (Zaraté et al., 

2004). The third attitudinal theory that is tested is the Group Position Theory. Melding notions of 

group identity, affect, resource threat and interests, this model presumes that prejudiced attitudes 

arise when members‟ normative sense of their „group position‟ is challenged (Bobo 1999; 

Blumer 1958).  Group position is conceptualized as members‟ judgments of where their group 

ought to stand in the social order vis-à-vis other groups. These three theories with their divergent 

                                                 
3
 The word „established‟ in this context is not meant to imply that one of the groups in question finds itself in a 

“favourable position,” fully recognized and accepted in society at large (Merriam-Webster Online). Instead, the 

word is meant to denote the fact that one of the minority groups – Aboriginals – have been in Canada prior to any 

other existing ethnic group, and henceforth they are regarded as physically „established.‟ 

 
4
 I do not deny that tension exists within the African and Aboriginal communities. However, to better manage the 

scope of this thesis, I do not focus on this aspect of antagonism. 

 
5
 Due to financial and time limitations, this study looks at one specific category of immigrants in Canada: African 

refugees. It does not focus its attention on other classes of immigrants such as economic class, provincial nominees 

or entrepreneurial immigrants.    
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predictions are tested, and their relative power to explain inter-minority attitudes in Winnipeg‟s 

inner city is discussed.     

 In addition to the focus on inter-group attitudes, the study concentrates on the type of 

interactions between African refugees and urban Aboriginals. Here the question shifts from 

asking which variables form out-group attitudes to those inquiring how perceptions are formed 

and which processes are at play. Contact Theory argues that under certain circumstances and 

conditions, increased contact between group members mitigates prejudice. Therefore, by 

applying this theory to Winnipeg‟s inner city, this thesis examines the frequency and quality of 

interactions between refugees and Aboriginals. More specifically, the research determines 

whether contact is personal and transpires in cooperative settings or whether it is impersonal and 

occurs in competitive places; the former is theoretically presumed to foster positive attitudes 

between group members, while the latter is hypothesized to form negative attitudes. 
6
 Contact 

Theory also posits that the more group members learn of each other‟s common interests, 

experiences and linked fates, the more likely they are to empathize and cooperate with one 

another (Kang 2000, p.1171). Hence, this research also measures the extent to which members of 

one group know of the similar experiences of the other group.   

                                                 
6
 I do not test whether positive contact does in fact improve relations. This would entail interviewing at least two 

groups (one with contact and the other without) to determine if the group with contact has better perceptions. I do 

not follow this experimental methodology. Instead, I gauge how often and where group members meet, and make 

predictions regarding how these interactions are likely affecting existing perceptions.  
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Diagram 1.0 – Theories Tested 

Attitude-Based Theories 

 

 

Realistic Group Conflict Model          Cultural Threat Model       Group Position Model 

      

Interaction-Based Theory 

 

 

               Contact Theory 

 

Whilst this study tests the above three theories it also follows the „grounded theory 

approach,‟ which extends and deepens theoretical propositions that have emerged from previous 

studies. Thus new concepts, which are grounded in this study‟s qualitative data, are described. 

Remaining open to this research approach is important because the above theories have not been 

adequately examined using minority groups in Canada; thus they lend themselves to being 

revised.  

This study diverges from previous research in Canada in that it deliberately examines the 

relationship between two minority groups; it stands in contrast to the bulk of Canadian research, 

which is focused on majority-minority perspectives. This study is also unique in that it is the first 

one that investigates Aboriginals as a collective group that may feel threatened vis-à-vis refugee 

immigrants. Bearing in mind the expected demographic rise of both Aboriginals and immigrants 

in Canada, this study has policy implications for how public programs can foster amicable inter-

group relations.    

This thesis is organized as follows. Chapter two reviews literature on ethnic minorities 

and on inter-minority relations, examining existing conceptual frameworks, theories and 

empirical studies. Chapter three elucidates the study‟s research design and the data collection 

procedures that were undertaken. Chapter four reveals the unique characteristics of the inner city, 

including its changing demographic make up. This chapter, which brings attention to the socio-

economic condition of both Aboriginal and refugee residents who live in the area, sets the 
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context for later chapters that highlight the results of this study. Chapters five and six discuss the 

findings associated with inter-group perceptions, whereas chapter seven elucidates the quality of 

community-level interactions. Chapter seven also offers a range of policy recommendations to 

improve Native-newcomer relations. 
7
  Lastly, chapter eight wraps the thesis together and 

provides ideas of future research to be applied within this neglected domain of Canadian social 

science: inter-minority group relations.  

                                                 
7
 In order to avoid redundancy, I use the words „Native‟ and „Aboriginals‟ synonymously.  Similarly, and because I 

only refer to refugee-class immigrants in this thesis, I use the words „newcomers‟ and „refugees‟ interchangeably.   
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

National and Ethnic Immigrant Minority Groups 

The phrase „minority group‟ can encompass important characteristics such as race, 

ethnicity, distinct cultural habits and socio-economic status. In reality these variables inter-twine. 

In this study, both Aboriginals and African refugees are conceptualized as minority groups yet as 

different kinds. Aboriginals are a „national minority,‟ which is to say that, as a group, they were 

previously self-governing and only involuntarily became a minority in Canada through conquest 

and colonization (Kymlicka 1995). Taking this into consideration, as well as their continuing 

desire to be self-governing, Aboriginal People have official „distinct nation‟ status in the 

Canadian Constitution and are granted permanent self-government rights. Immigrant groups in 

Canada, on the other hand, comprise another type of minority. They are considered to be „ethnic 

minorities‟ who have migrated to Canada from other countries. Immigrant „ethnic minorities‟ 

differ from „national minorities‟ since they seek to have their cultures respected and 

accommodated within the larger Canadian society but do not wish to become separate self-

governing nations (Kukathas 1997, p. 408). Consequently, „immigrant ethnic minorities‟ are not 

afforded special constitutional status or self-government rights. 

 While Aboriginals and refugee newcomers form different types of minorities, they are 

also alike in important ways. For one, both groups can be identified as minorities by their 

phenotypical features. They also encounter similar forms of socio-economic disadvantage partly 

because of their race; and they use symbols and life experiences to fortify their identity within 

their group. 
8
 

 

Realistic Group Conflict Theory 

A long-standing theoretical model related to group animosity is the Realistic Group 

Conflict Theory. Economic in scope and often used to examine majority-minority group 

relations, this theory focuses on competitive situations. Group conflict arises from competition 

over access to tangible yet scarce economic, political and social resources such as housing, 

                                                 
8
 For instance, for Aboriginals the negative legacy of Canadian colonialism can act as a powerful symbol, whereas 

for refugees it may be the experience of having been persecuted and/or of attempting to adapt into Canadian society. 
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territory, jobs and government services (Quillian 1995; Esses et al., 2001; McLaren 2003; Insko 

et al., 1992). The theory suggests that an objective basis for animosity exists between members 

of different groups; this is the clash of material interests and threats to the established group‟s 

educational, economic and safety conditions. Negative feelings towards out-group members 

result from conflicts of interest with that group rather than from subjective “ethnocentric 

discursive aspects” (Romer et al., 1998, p. 287). Competition is likely to be more acute in 

contexts where resources are scarce and where there are large and increasing numbers of new 

minority group members. Members of the established group may come to feel that certain 

resources belong to them, and when those resources become threatened by a new minority group, 

they are likely to react with hostility (McLaren 2003, p. 915).   

The classic version of Realistic Group Conflict Theory assumes that genuine competition 

over objective resources exists. Therefore antagonism is conceptualized as being rational “in the 

sense that groups do have incompatible goals and are in competition for resources” (as quoted in 

Bornstein 2003, p. 129). However, a newer variant of this theory, the Instrumental Model of 

Group Conflict, speaks to the mere perception of competition (Esses et al., 1998). Actual 

competition over resources then is not a requisite for feelings of threat to emerge. For example, if 

Aboriginals – born and raised in Canada - believe that refugees take away services that would 

have otherwise gone to them, they are more likely to perceive refugees in a zero-sum way (i.e., 

„if refugees get subsidized public housing, then we, Aboriginals, don‟t get any housing units at 

all‟). According to the Instrumental Model of Group Conflict, perceived competition motivates 

threatened group members to strategically remove the source of competition by engaging in out-

group derogation, discrimination and avoidance, as well as opposing government policies 

beneficial to out-group members (Esses et al., 2001, p. 394).   

A number of American researchers have used this theory for their empirical studies. Bobo 

and Hutchings [1996], for example, observed that while perceptions of threat between Asians, 

Blacks, Latinos and Whites 
9
 did exist, they were generally low to moderate. Using a scale of  

1 to 5, with 1 being the lowest and 5 being the highest level of perceived threat, they found mean 

scores to be between 2 and 3. On the whole, studies – almost all statistical in nature- display 

inconsistent results on perceptions of group threat, competition and prejudice. While some 

studies on attitudes towards immigrants have shown that Blacks and other racial minorities are 

                                                 
9
 I capitalize the terms „white‟ and „black‟ when they are used as proper nouns to refer to social groups.  
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slightly less likely than Whites to advocate reducing levels of immigration, other studies have 

demonstrated the opposite. Citrin et al. [1997], for example, found that African Americans were 

more likely than white Americans to oppose delaying the access of immigrants to government 

services (p. 865). Similarly, Fetzer [2000] found that African and Asian Americans opposed 

California‟s Proposition 187, an initiative that sought to deny social services and benefits to 

illegal immigrants (p. 16). These findings tend to corroborate the Marginality Hypothesis, which 

posits that experiencing marginality or oppression oneself creates sympathy for other 

marginalized or oppressed groups even if members do not belong to the group (Fetzer 2000, p. 

7).  

However, the Marginality Hypothesis - that minority groups will show solidarity with 

one another - has not been firmly established within the literature. In fact, other empirical studies 

in America have found that Blacks are restrictionist when it comes to immigration. One study 

established that African Americans are significantly more likely than Hispanics and foreign-born 

residents to view illegal immigration as a serious problem (Espenshade & Calhoun 1993, p. 208). 

Interestingly, another study by Tolbert and Hero [1996] found the opposite result from that of 

Fetzer [2000]. That is, when controlling for political party support and high unemployment rates, 

counties in California with large black populations were associated with higher levels of support 

for Proposition 187 than were counties with fewer black residents. Another empirical study, 

which examined a 1996 telephone survey of 600 African Americans living in Houston, Texas, 

found that African Americans perceived Hispanics as economic competitors (Mindiola et al., 

2002).  These findings, contradicting the Marginality Hypothesis, suggest that inter-minority 

competition exists between Hispanics and Blacks (Tolbert & Hero 1996, p. 815). In sum, how 

established minority groups such as African Americans feel about immigrants remains unclear. 

Empirical studies thus far have failed to determine whether African Americans feel (or not) a 

sense of competition vis-à-vis immigrants.  

In Western Europe, the focus of race relations research has been on majority-minority (as 

opposed to minority-minority) relations. This stems from the fact that unlike in North America, 

there is an absence in Europe of long-term minority populations such as African Americans or 

Aboriginals. 
10

 Western European countries, particularly since the 1960‟s, have become 

                                                 
10

 Western Europe has one officially recognized Indigenous minority, the Sámi of Northern Scandinavia. There are 

hardly any Indigenous groups in Europe precisely because it was Europeans that set out to colonize far-away lands.  
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increasingly plural due to the influx of guest workers and non-white immigrants from former 

colonies. This increased diversity has brought forth what some writers call the „immigrant‟ or 

„Islamic problem‟ (Spruyt 2007; de Laforcade 2006). This problem relates to the demographic 

decline of European native populations, the presence of large and growing Muslim communities, 

their difficulties integrating into mainstream European societies and the emergence of 

theological inspired fears of terrorism (Spruyt 2007). Increasingly, public opinion and state 

policies throughout Europe have sought to restrict and exclude immigrants from carrying out 

religious and cultural practices, or from easily gaining citizenship (Winant 2002, p. 27). 

Opposition to immigrants in Europe, at least compared to America, appears to have more to do 

with threats to national culture than to economic factors. In France, for example, there is a 

perception that immigrants have a disruptive effect on the cohésion nationale and the fabric of a 

“unitary French culture” (de Laforcade 2006, p. 218, 222). Cultural threats in Europe then are 

important; yet research has also determined that the large numbers of incoming immigrants 

coupled with concerns over national economies have negatively affected how minority groups 

are viewed in the continent (Quillian 1995).  

Thus far, attention has been paid to studies related to negative attitudes towards 

minorities in the United States and Europe. What do empirical studies based in Canada say about 

competition over tangible resources and negative attitudes towards immigrants? Canadian 

researcher Victoria Esses and her colleagues have used the Instrumental Model of Group 

Conflict to examine dominant white members‟ attitudes towards immigrants. Utilizing university 

students as research participants, they established that media stories showing the success of 

immigrants in difficult economic market areas can induce anti-immigrant sentiments (Esses et 

al., 2001). In addition, Palmer [1996] found that opposition to immigration in Canada was highly 

correlated with unemployment rates, suggesting that socio-economic status and economic fear 

(i.e., competition for tangible resources) may well be the most important factors in the formation 

of anti-immigration attitudes. 
11

 Also lending empirical support to Realistic Group Conflict 

Theory, Kalin and Berry [1994], in assessing Canadian public opinion polls, observed that higher 

unemployment rates were linked to more negative attitudes towards immigrants, since there was 

                                                 
11

 In his study, Palmer [1996] also tested non-economic variables that could potentially affect anti-immigration 

attitudes; these were: area of residence, place of birth, gender and age. He also examined, as variables, respondents‟ 

concerns about the links between immigration and crime and immigration and cultural threat, as well as the 

perceived legitimacy of refugee claimants. 
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a perception of competition for jobs. They established that tolerance toward immigrants 

increased with higher education and a more secure income and occupational status. A more 

recent study argues that positive attitudes by white Canadians towards visible minorities declined 

when education levels were low and when the visible minority population increased (Blake 

2003). In sum, while all detectable research in Canada is focused on how majority members view 

immigrants, it is possible to take bits and pieces from these studies and learn that less-educated 

and unemployed populations tend to sense realistic threats vis-à-vis immigrants, and are thus 

likely to consider immigrants in a negative light.  

 

Racial Prejudice Theories: Cultural Threat and Symbolic Racism 

Within the inter-group relations literature, other models contend that it is not so much 

competition over tangible resources that fuels anti-immigrant attitudes; rather it is the concern 

for protecting the cherished cultural structure of the established group (Mclaren 2003, p. 916). 

Quite different from the Realistic Group Conflict Theory, the Cultural Threat Model situates 

racial prejudice with regard to individual psychological characteristics rather than with objective 

material concerns. These feelings have little to do with competition for material resources and 

are often exhibited in Symbolic Racist ways. In fact, Symbolic or Modern or Democratic Racism 

is a new and widespread type of racism, involving stereotypes.
 
It differs from the blatant old-

fashioned Jim Crow racism, which argued that Blacks were, for instance, innately unintelligent 

(Huddy & Sears 1995, p. 134). Commonly employed to explain how majority members view 

minorities, this brand of prejudice embodies four specific tenets: (1) that minority groups no 

longer face much prejudice or discrimination, (2) that their failure to progress results from their 

unwillingness to work hard enough, (3) that they demand too much too fast, and (4) that they 

have gotten more than they deserve (Sears & Henry 2003, p. 260). Thus, intolerance is 

manifested through a tendency to blame minority groups themselves (i.e., Blacks) for the 

dominant-minority gap in socioeconomic standing. It is also manifested by resisting policy 

efforts that aim to improve social conditions of minority groups. In such a way, this type of 

politically-acceptable racism legitimizes the underprivileged position of minorities (Bobo 1999, 

pp. 464-465).    

Stereotypical views, which are common among people who espouse Symbolic Racist 

views, can be conceptualized as generalizations and oversimplified pictures in our heads about a 
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group. Stereotypes can evoke fear and influence actions towards a person; they can be positive 

(i.e., Blacks are the best basketball players) or they can be negative (i.e., Blacks are lazy and 

dependent on welfare) (Mindiola et al., 2002, p. 19). However, stereotypes are generally negative 

and justify discrimination and hostility towards out-groups.  

In line with the Cultural Threat Model, a group of American researchers found that a 

popular response to Mexican immigrants was the belief that they would transform the existing 

„social fabric‟ of America; in this way, immigrants with unfamiliar cultural practices were 

viewed by native-born Americans in a negative light (Zárate et al., 2004, pp. 103-104). Also 

American, Espenshade and Calhoun [1993] discovered that negative attitudes towards illegal 

immigration in the state of California were significantly shaped by perceived threat to the 

English language (pp. 210-11). In yet another study, the increasing usage among Hispanic 

immigrants of the Spanish language in public places in Texas was of particular concern for 

African Americans (Mindiola et al., 2002). In a like manner, Chandler and Tsai [2001] 

determined that college education and perceived cultural threat - particularly to the English 

language - had the most negative impact on immigration views. Meanwhile in Europe, McLaren 

[2003] found that the inclination to expel immigrants from a host country was mostly driven by 

perceptions of cultural and religious threats, as well as fears for the economic well-being of other 

citizens, as opposed to one‟s own economic well-being. Arguably, the above two studies do not 

fully discredit Realistic Group Conflict Theory since they point to „educational level‟ 
12

 and 

„national economic well being‟ as important factors shaping views of immigrants. Nevertheless 

while the studies lend credence to the Realistic Group Conflict Theory, they also posit that non-

material symbols and cultural threats are weighty in shaping anti-immigrant attitudes.  

Flipping the question from how established group members view immigrants, I ask how 

immigrants view long-standing minorities. Again, due to the lack of published studies in Canada 

on this topic I gain knowledge by familiarizing myself with American research, which has 

demonstrated that Latino and Asian immigrants espouse negative stereotypical views of African 

Americans (McClain et al., 2006; Samson 2004). As immigrants, they racially distance 

themselves from Blacks and identify more with Whites because they seek upward socio-

economic mobility (McClain et. al., 2006; Samson 2004). This finding is also present in another 

                                                 
12

 Education is a factor associated with the Realistic Group Conflict Theory because it offers greater economic 

security and a more sophisticated defence of class interests (Chandler & Tsai 2001, p. 186). 
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study where Korean merchants, due to their vulnerable position in American society as 

immigrants, as well as their strong fear of downward socio-economic mobility, were found to 

hold negative views of African Americans. Korean merchants perceived Blacks as having a low 

societal status and of being dangerous and criminally-inclined (Weitzer 1997). As a result of 

these perceptions, Koreans socially distanced themselves from African Americas as much as 

possible (Weitzer 1997). Also indicating perceptions held towards African Americans among 

immigrants, a sample of 600 Hispanics who took part in a telephone survey in Texas determined 

that Hispanics perceive African Americans as being the constant beneficiaries of governmental 

programs out of all minority groups (Mindiola et al., 2002). Similar dynamics could hold true in 

Winnipeg if refugees feel they need to distance themselves from Aboriginals in order to achieve 

a middle position in Canadian society, not quite at the bottom rungs where Aboriginals are 

positioned, yet not quite at the top where Canadians are situated.  

 

Prejudice as a sense of Group Position: The Group Position Model  

 There is a tendency for researchers to pit the Realistic Group Threat Theory and the 

Cultural Threat Theory against one another. The two models are mainly treated in isolation, so 

that if a person holds negative attitudes towards immigrants, it must either be because of threats 

to tangible resources or cultural symbols, or to irrational prejudiced feelings (Cornelius 2005, p. 

105; Bobo 1999, p. 453). Yet as Bobo [1999] has strongly argued, “the current habit of pitting 

Realistic Group Conflict Theory against Prejudice [Symbolic Threat] theory as mutually 

exclusive accounts of modern racial politics is, upon close inspection, distressingly and 

distortingly simplistic” (p. 457). What Bobo does then to remedy this problem is to elaborate 

upon the Group Position Model.  This framework, originally proposed by Herbert Blumer in 

1958, melds together components of group identity, affect, resource threat and interests. The 

model has four main features: (1) there must be a feeling of superiority on the part of established 

group members, (2) established group members must believe that the subordinate group is 

intrinsically different and alien, (3) the established group‟s sense of position should involve 

assumptions of proprietary claims over certain rights, statuses and resources – things that in-

groups feel they are entitled to, and (4) there must be a perception of threat from subordinate 

group members who desire a greater share of society‟s rights and privileges (Bobo 1999, p. 449). 

Threatened resources may be tangible (i.e., control of land, property, jobs and businesses) or they 
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may be symbolic (i.e., positions of prestige). According to this model, the first two components 

(feelings of superiority and group differences) do not, by themselves, give rise to prejudice. In 

order to feel prejudice members must have “proprietary claims or first rights to scarce and 

socially valued goods and resources” (Bobo 1999, p. 449).  

It is important to underscore that the Group Position Model differs from the Realistic 

Group Conflict Model; in fact, the latter model stresses the objective and material bases of 

conflict between groups, whereas the former model (although it includes perceptions of realistic 

threat as an element of conflict) also incorporates subjective feelings and psychological 

attachments to a group to explain prejudiced attitudes. Bobo [1999] makes this point clear when 

he writes that “whatever economic or political struggle takes place between racial groups of 

necessity implicates psychological attachments, not merely concrete resources” (p. 466).  

In actuality then, the Group Position Model involves aspects of both Realistic Group 

Conflict and Cultural Threat. The generality of this model may be criticized on the grounds that 

its inclusiveness ceases to provide precise and nuanced explanations of racial prejudice. This is 

not the case, however, considering that the four elements described above are specific enough to 

be measured and found invalid. The inclusive aspect of this model is an example of „disciplined 

eclecticism.‟ In fact, in defending his work Bobo has argued: “I am not trying to erect a non-

falsifiable typology, but rather an integrated way of dealing with the evident facts of racial 

identities, affect, stereotypes, and group interests within a racially stratified social order” (Bobo 

1999, p. 468).      

Those who find value in this model disapprove of individual-based explanations of 

prejudice as they believe that prejudice is fundamentally inhered in a sense of group position 

where individuals place themselves in different group categories and have normative ideas of 

where one‟s own group ought to be in the social order vis-à-vis other groups (Bobo 1999, p. 449, 

453). Critiquing theories of prejudice that narrowly focused on feelings of individuals, Blumer 

[1958] wrote: “fundamentally racial feelings point to and depend on a positional arrangement 

of…racial groups” and their statuses (Blumer 1958, p. 4) (emphasis mine). Yet how is the notion 

of prejudice explained by researchers who use this model in their studies? Some have defined 

prejudice as: “antipathy accompanied by a faulty generalization” (as quoted in Quillian 1995, p. 

587). Another has written that:  
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Race prejudice is a defensive reaction to the challenging of the sense of group position. It 

consists of the disturbed feelings, usually of marked hostility, that are thereby aroused. 

As such, race prejudice is a protective device. It functions, however, short-sightedly, to 

preserve the integrity and the position of the dominant group (Blumer 1958, p. 5) 

 

Bobo‟s variant of the Group Position Model contends that „group alienation‟ is an 

important variable in determining prejudiced attitudes towards out-group members. The notion 

of group alienation, which has a collective dimension and becomes culturally-shared, can fall 

along a continuum ranging from a profound sense of group enfranchisement and entitlement 

(typical for dominant group members) to an opposite extreme sense of group disenfranchisement 

and grievance (typical for subordinate, racial minorities) (Bobo 1999, p. 460). Feelings of ethnic 

alienation emerge from historical experiences and the current social, political and economic 

status occupied by members of an ethnic group (Bobo 1999, p. 460). Persons may feel that they 

have been unfairly treated and historically bereft of opportunities to succeed in society. The more 

members of a racial group “feel they are alienated and oppressed, the more likely they are to 

regard other racial groups as competitive threats to their own group‟s social position” (Bobo & 

Hutchings 1996, p. 951).  Interestingly, then, this model predicts that the most threatened and 

prejudiced groups may be disadvantaged minority groups (p. 460). Also posited by Bobo‟s 

version of the Group Position Model is the idea that the longer a group has been disadvantaged 

in society, the more alienated its members will feel. Thus one would expect that members of 

more recently incorporated minority groups (i.e., refugees) will be less alienated than members 

of long-term and involuntarily assimilated minority groups (i.e., Aboriginals in Canada).      

While the Group Position Model was initially formulated in the late 1950‟s to explain 

how a dominant group viewed a minority group, Bobo has recently applied the model to examine 

relations among racial minority groups. By formulating empirically valid measures of alienation, 

group position and competitive threats to study inter-minority attitudes, Bobo found that black 

Americans and Latinos (highly alienated groups in American society) were most likely to 

perceive their relations with other minority groups in zero-sum competitive terms (Bobo 1999, p. 

461).  

Cheng and Spiritu [1989] have made the case that foreign-born immigrant minority 

groups, such as Asian Americans view opportunities as plentiful in America, at least compared to 

their home countries. These immigrant minorities, then, are less likely to view other groups as 
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competitive threats, at least compared to African Americans who arrived in America much 

earlier (Bobo & Hutchings 1996, p. 955). King and Weiner [2007] have empirically tested the 

Group Position Model. Their findings suggest that African Americans harbour more anti-Semitic 

feelings than do Whites; African Americans perceive that the ascent of Jews to high societal 

positions since the 1960‟s has come at the expense of their own group‟s stake in political and 

socio-economic opportunities. King and Weiner, then, in elaborating upon the Group Position 

framework, suggest resentment and relative success between groups to be important 

determinants of prejudiced sentiments (p. 53). They write that: 

 

If two groups share a history of oppression, yet one group attains in society more so than 

the other, then resentment and prejudice may ensue among the persistently marginalized 

group. Given the economic success of Jews in modern America relative to other 

minorities, such resentment is most likely found among non-Jewish minority groups 

(emphasis mine) (King & Weiner 2007, p. 53).  

 
 

No detectable research has used the Group Position Model in Canada as a guiding 

theoretical framework. While we do not know how Aboriginals feel about immigrants, we do 

know that in terms of multiculturalism, “Aboriginal People have not been included as part of the 

multicultural community, nor do they see themselves as part of it” (Fraser 1994). Past national 

Aboriginal leaders, such as Georges Erasmus and Ovide Mercredi, have strongly stated that 

Aboriginals are the First Nations, not the British and French, and that “the myth of [a] European 

bilingual and bicultural founding of Canada must be challenged” (as quoted in Driedger 2001, p. 

440). This demonstrates that Aboriginals‟ sense of group position is quite firmly crystallized in 

Canadian society. The unanswered question is: if Aboriginal People feel threatened by the 

British and the French, as the above quote implies, do they feel as threatened by newly-arrived 

immigrants? 

 

Contact Theory 

Thus far, this literature review has paid attention to perceptions of threat and competition 

between groups, as well as the factors that form negative stereotypes towards out-groups. Yet 

little is indicated by the above mentioned models about how negative or positive attitudes are 

formed: is it by having (or not having) contact with out-group members? Does contact between 
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minority groups increase hostility? How do the frequency and quality of contact affect attitudes? 

To answer these questions, I turn to Contact Theory. 

 Originating with Gordon Allport [1954] this theory posits that under certain 

circumstances and conditions increased inter-group contact tends to mitigate inter-group 

antagonism. Personal and positive exposure to „out-group‟ members who disconfirm negative 

stereotypes is one condition, as is the development of inter-group friendships (Dovidio et al., 

2003; Pettigrew 1998). Likewise, when members of minority groups have common interests, 

equal statuses and similar experiences and fates, they are more likely to empathize and cooperate 

with one another (Kang 2000, p. 1171).  Those who follow this theory believe that prejudice 

stems from ignorance, not knowing the „enemy.‟ Thus they argue that learning about one 

another‟s similar experiences (i.e., injustices and persecution) is crucial for improving inter-

group relations (Batson et al., 1997; Stephan & Finlay 1999). As members learn and share 

stories, they ask questions and even give advice on how to improve relations (Kang 2000, p. 

1171). For cooperation to occur contact must be sustained rather than sporadic; it must also take 

place in a setting that confers equal racial status towards all group members. To combat 

prejudicial views, contact must, as Allport [1954] suggested, reach below the surface and be 

personal in character (p. 276).   

On the other hand, impersonal contact in settings where zero-sum competition between 

groups is perceived to take place (i.e., food banks or welfare offices) can exacerbate negative 

feelings between group members (Dovidio et al., 2003, p. 9). Simply being in close proximity to 

out-group members does not dispel prejudiced feelings. Even while living in the same 

neighbourhoods or housing complexes, encounters between group members can be superficial 

and impersonal. Two examples of this may be passing one another on the streets, or waiting near 

each other in an elevator. If encounters do not lead to members learning about the others‟ 

similarly unjust experiences, then stereotypes are likely to prevail, since “ignorance promotes 

prejudice” (Dovidio et al., 2003, p. 10). Overall, then, it is the context in which inter-group 

contact occurs that is essential for determining whether relations will be positive or negative.  

Mindiola and colleagues [2002] found that among Hispanics in Texas, those who held 

negative attitudes towards African Americans often encountered them in seemingly competitive 

public places, such as waiting in line at social service agencies (p. 120).  In this type of setting, 

“frustration and suspicion are pitted against each other” (Mindiola et al., 2002, p. 120).  Oliver 
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and Wong [2003] also studied inter-group prejudice in multi-ethnic American settings. They 

found that among African Americans, Latinos and Whites, as their neighbourhoods became 

increasingly racially diverse, negative stereotypes and feelings of competition were dispelled.  

They also determined that simple exposure to out-groups through participation in neighbourhood 

associations can be a powerful force for reducing inter-group animosity. In Canada, Blake [2003] 

found that favourable views towards immigrants were higher among Whites living among more 

non-Whites (p. 501). Also supporting Contact Theory (albeit indirectly), Mulder and Krahn 

[2005] determined that negative attitudes towards immigrants in Canada were shaped less by 

contact than by hearsay and the media (p. 19). 

 

Discussing the Nature of Existing Research on Group Relations 

In Canada, all the research that I have come across that focuses on attitudes towards 

immigrants (refugees included) does so from a majority perspective. 
13

 Canada lags behind the 

United States in examining minority-minority relations. For this reason, throughout this study, I 

often rely on American research, drawing parallels between the African American experience in 

the United States and the Aboriginal experience in Canada.
 14

  Several important reasons permit 

me to draw similarities. First, both African Americans and Aboriginals have been subjected to 

historical injustices carried out by authorities, whether governments or colonizers. As long-term 

established groups, African Americans and Aboriginals have a strong sense of where their group 

„ought‟ to stand or be positioned in society. In both countries, they are more likely than other 

ethnic groups to live in concentrated poverty (Hajnal 1995, p. 499, 512). Generally, members of 

both groups find themselves in a largely disadvantaged and alienated societal position. 
15

  

                                                 
13

 The same majority-minority research trend appears to hold true in Australia, which has a large 

Aboriginal population and a comparable history of colonization. For example, Schweitzer and colleagues 

[2005] examined how mainstream university students viewed refugees in Australia. As for Canada, I did 

not come across studies that examined how Australian Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders viewed the 

presence of immigrants and refugees in the commonwealth country.      

 
14

 I researched group relations in Europe and did not find the literature to be very useful. This is because 

almost all research in Europe employs majority-minority perspectives. Likewise, Western European 

countries do not have Indigenous groups or long-established minority populations that the United States 

has.  

 
15

 Similarities aside, it is also not hard to identify differences between African Americans in the United 

States and Aboriginals in Canada. Historically, African Americans were uprooted from their continent 

and forcibly brought to the Americas as slaves. This differs from the experience of Aboriginals who were 
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This chapter has shown that research on minority-minority relations is fairly new and 

lacking in North America, more so in Canada than in the United States (Mindiola et al., 2002). 

Therefore, I make use of both American research, as well as Canadian majority-minority race 

relations studies, as guiding analytical tools. This allows me gauge whether these studies‟ 

findings coincide with the real life dynamics experienced by African refugees and Aboriginals in 

the inner city of Winnipeg, Manitoba.  

                                                                                                                                                             
in their ancestral territories and had to transfer their lands to non-Natives. A further difference is that 

nowadays, Aboriginals in Canada demand self-government as well as control over certain territories and 

natural resources. These are demands not made by African Americans who live in America, a country that 

does not have an explicit constitutional commitment to multiculturalism. While these differences should 

not be cast aside, I feel they are not as weighty as the similarities shared by both groups, which have to do 

with a general unjust past and an underprivileged present condition.  
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Chapter Three 

Research Design and Data Collection 

 

Research Questions 

The theoretical models and empirical studies expounded in the preceding chapter helped 

inform this study‟s research questions. In essence, the study sought to answer one overarching 

question that included a number of interrelated sub-questions:  

 

How can we characterize the attitudes and interactions between Aboriginals and 

African refugees in the inner city of Winnipeg? 

Perception-based questions 

 Are attitudes positive, negative or neutral? 

 To what extent do Aboriginals and refugee newcomers see themselves threatened by one 

another? 

 What are the factors that play a role in the perception(s) towards the „other‟ group? 

 

Interaction-based questions 

 How often and in what types of places do group members interact? 

 How much do members know of the similar experiences and current situation of out-

group members? 

 

The Use of Theories 

Methodologically, the majority of empirical studies that have focused on inter-group 

attitudes and interactions have been based on analyses of large-scale survey data. Although this 

method is helpful in determining to what extent certain variables affect negative attitudes 

towards immigrants, it does not illustrate in depth how and why perceptions are formed. 

Therefore it is valuable to incorporate qualitative case studies in this field of study because they 

allow researchers to better comprehend the contextual, real-life and often subtle dynamics 

experienced by research participants. By utilizing a case study methodology I assessed which of 



20 

 

the theoretical models discussed in chapter two 
16

 best explained perceptions and interactions 

between Aboriginals and African refugees, in the inner city of Winnipeg. I was able to look for 

congruence and incongruence between the theoretical propositions and the data that I gathered 

(Van Evera 1997). Apart from determining which factors shaped out-group attitudes, the case 

study method allowed me to decipher the processes by which inter-group perceptions were 

formed. 

In addition to testing these theoretical models, the qualitative research design permitted 

me to discover new and unanticipated findings, and to take into account the grounded processes, 

actions and experiences that shape the ways Aboriginals and African refugees defined 

themselves and others (Esposito & Murhpy 1999). This „grounded theory‟ research approach 

was important to follow because the models-in-question had barely been examined using 

minority groups in Canada.
17

 Therefore, the models lent themselves to being expanded upon. 

Throughout the research process I remained open to assessing models and to generating 

theoretical propositions.  

 

Case and Population Cohort Selection    

   I chose the inner city of Winnipeg as the site for this case study for practical and 

theoretical reasons. One reason lied in the familiarity that I had in conducting primary research in 

the area. A further reason is that the inner city of Winnipeg is a resource-starved area; it has a 

minimal housing stock, high unemployment rates and residents with very low educational levels. 

All of these conditions are presumed to magnify feelings of competition. The inner city of 

Winnipeg also has very high concentrations of both refugees and Aboriginal People, which 

increased the likelihood that members of both groups had come into contact with each other.  

Nearly 4% of the population of the inner city consists of immigrants, almost double the 

                                                 
16

 Once again, the three perception-based models that I examined were the Realistic Group Conflict Model, the 

Cultural Threat/Symbolic Racism Model, and the Group Position Model. An additional paradigm that I assessed, the 

Contact Theory, explains not so much perceptions but rather interactions.   

 
17

 Too often, the models have been tested in America to examine white Americans‟ perceptions towards African-

Americans: majority-minority research designs. Likewise, most researchers, who have tested these models, employ 

variable analyses, relying on data collected by computer-assisted telephone surveys or public opinion surveys 

(examples are Citrin et al. 1997; Fetzer 2000; Quillian 1995). The problem with this type of research design as 

argued by Herbert Blumer, the original proponent of the Group Position Model, is that they do not lend themselves 

to looking at changes in perceptions (Esposito & Murphy 1999). Findings then are never “tested against what people 

actually do or say [and what] these statistical relationships mean in every day life remains unknown” (Esposito & 

Murphy 1999, p. 405).  
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proportion of any other area in the city (Carter 2003, p. 1). Moreover, the majority of refugees 

arriving in Winnipeg settle in its core area because rent there is cheaper and settlement services 

are located downtown. In this part of the city, 20% of residents have characterized themselves as 

Aboriginal; this proportion is three to four times higher than in other areas of the city where less 

than 10% people claimed Aboriginal identity (Carter 2003, p. 1).These realities, which are 

further expounded upon in chapter four, made this setting –the inner city of Winnipeg - a 

particularly useful one for studying inter-group dynamics.  The poor socio-economic and highly 

diverse demographic composition of this area made it a critical case 
18

 (Yin 2003, p. 41; Patton 

2002, p. 236). That no researcher in Canada had investigated Aboriginal-refugee relations also 

made this case study revelatory in nature (Yin 2003, p. 43). 

As a collective group, Aboriginals were chosen to be examined in this study because, 

having been historically colonized and oppressed, many of them feel a sense of extreme 

alienation and disenfranchisement in Winnipeg. 
19

 Taken as a whole, Aboriginals are also -as a 

societal group- socio-economically and educationally disadvantaged, which according to 

theoretical models ought to exacerbate feelings of threat vis-à-vis foreign groups. According to 

the service providers who were interviewed for this study, their Aboriginal clients had an 

average of a grade nine education; thus, the Aboriginals whom they spoke on behalf of were 

uneducated and financially disadvantaged. 

African refugees were chosen to represent the other minority group in this study because 

the majority (66%) of incoming refugees arriving in Winnipeg in 2007 were African and they 

tended, because of their low income, to settle in the inner city of Winnipeg where Aboriginals 

also reside (Manitoba Interfaith Immigration Council, Annual Report 2007-2008, p. 3). African 

refugees are also not white-skinned, meaning that they can be visibly spotted by Aboriginals as a 

newcomer group and as an easier target of discrimination compared to white-skinned refugees. 

The African refugee clients that service providers spoke on behalf of originated from the 

                                                 
18

 This project can be thought of as a critical case in that I chose the inner city of Winnipeg on the basis of very high 

values of independent variables: alienation, scare resources and cultural differences. The selection of these variables 

makes this scenario a „most likely case‟ that can either falsify or verify theories (Eckstein 1975).  

 
19

 While cognizant that diversity exists within the Aboriginal and African newcomer communities, for this thesis I 

treated Aboriginal People and African refugees as two distinct group entities within Winnipeg‟s inner city. This was 

done for methodological purposes, to amplify the number of potential respondents whom I could draw from.   
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following countries: Somalia, Burundi, Congo, Rwanda, Ivory Coast, Chad and Sudan. 
20

 Service 

providers who were interviewed stated that their refugee clients were largely uneducated; the 

majority of them had achieved a few years of high school education; some were even illiterate in 

their own language; and a smaller proportion of refugees had been ruling and educated elites in 

their countries of origin. Yet, regardless of educational levels and previous societal statuses, what 

is interesting is that when settling in Canada, particularly during their first few years, all refugees 

are confronted with poverty; many refugees become welfare recipients and make use of 

subsidized housing units and food banks, among other social services. These are services that 

Aboriginals also use within the same neighbourhoods. Such conditions make perceptions of 

competition with African refugees more likely to occur than would be the case with wealthier 

newcomers, (i.e., entrepreneurial category immigrants) who are likely to live in suburban 

Winnipeg neighbourhoods.   

 

Data Collection Methods and Analysis 

Personal, in-depth and semi-structured interviews with 20 key informants constituted the 

primary source of data for this case study. The interviews involved 17 formal sit-down sessions, 

with two interviews involving more than one person.  I also used secondary sources, such as the 

academic literature, and government and non-government publications. 
21

 Gathering refugees‟ 

views of Aboriginals and Aboriginals‟ views of refugees via phone or written surveys was 

deemed to be unacceptable, as African refugees and Aboriginals are both members of 

economically disadvantaged groups and are hard to locate as research participants. Many 

residents of the inner city have low English language skills; interviewing them would have 

affected the quality and depth of survey responses. The key informants I interviewed were 

                                                 
20

 Often times during interviews, service providers would lump clients from diverse African countries into one 

homogeneous region (e.g., “we had some clients from Iran and Africa” (#6)” or “[w]ith our African families…” (#4) 

When probed further, some service providers did not know which countries their clients were from; they knew only 

that they were African. This sometimes made it difficult to determine the nationality of the refugees whom they 

were speaking on behalf of. Yet, it also meant that refugees who had negative attitudes towards Aboriginals would 

not be singled out as originating from certain identifiable countries.  

 
21

 Unfortunately, there were no local newspaper articles or other public documents that had delved into the 

relationship between refugees and Aboriginals in Winnipeg. As a result, this source of data proved to be of little 

value.    
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desirable project participants since they were knowledgeable about inner city issues, articulate 

and well-versed in English.   

 After having the project overview, interview guide and consent form 
22

 reviewed and 

approved by the McGill Research Ethics Board in late January 2008, I began to recruit and then 

interview persons who worked with Aboriginal and/or refugee clients within the geographical 

boundaries of Winnipeg‟s inner city (see map 1.0 in chapter four). More specifically, I gathered 

data from five different categories of key informants:  

 Thirteen social service providers working in inner city community agencies; 

 Three public servants (also considered service providers), who worked for the 

Government of Manitoba, and who were responsible for funding and overseeing 

immigrant refugee settlement policy; 

 Two community leaders,
 23

 one from the Aboriginal community and the other from the 

African refugee community;  

 One journalist, and 

 One inner city high school teacher. 

The break down of these informants, in terms of whether they served solely Aboriginals clients, 

solely refugee clients or a mixture of both, is as follows: 

Aboriginal

25%

Refugee

25%

Both

50%

Diagram 2.0 - Ethnicity of the Clients 

Served by Key Informants

Aboriginal Refugee Both
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 Both the interview guide and the consent form can be found in the appendix section.  

 
23

 Community leaders were those whom were identified by social service providers and professors at the University 

of Winnipeg as being advocates or leaders of their minority communities. 
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Due to their daily experience working with the minority populations-in-question, these 

key respondents proved to be information-rich cases from which a significant amount of data 

was gained. Many of the study‟s research participants had interacted -through the years- with 

hundreds of inner city residents. 
24

 Therefore, they were able to offer valuable insights into what 

type of inter-minority group dynamics they had come across through both their work and, if 

applicable, their volunteer experience. Furthermore, 9 out of the 20 respondents (45%) were 

either Aboriginal or African refugees (see Table 1.0 below). Consequently, they occasionally 

spoke from the standpoints of both a service provider and a member of a minority group.  

       

Table 1.0 - Respondents‟ Ethnicity 

Mainstream 

(Caucasian) 

Refugee (African descent) Aboriginal 

11 (55%) 4 (20%) 5 (25%) 

            * Note: Percentages above are based on the total number of Respondents, N= 20 

 

I was careful to select a diverse group of key informants with different professional 

backgrounds and levels of positions within organizations (i.e., not only executive directors of 

agencies but also front-line staff, who had face-to-face interaction with inner city residents on a 

daily basis (see Table 2.0 below). This type of data triangulation offered me a broader range of 

perspectives, and increased the reliability of the research‟s findings (Yin 2003, p. 98).  

 

 Table 2.0 - Professional Background of Respondents 

Manager of Organization or  

Policy Maker 

Front Line Worker  

(daily contact with 

clients) 

Independent 

(community leaders 

or Journalist) 

8 (40%) 9 (45%) 3 (15%) 

               * Note: Percentages above are based on the total number of respondents, R= 20  

 

To recruit project participants, I first conducted an environmental scan on the Internet to 

identify the primary Aboriginal and refugee service agencies in the core city area. I then 

                                                 
24

 Whenever possible, I outline the number of years that respondents had been involved in the inner community, 

either through work and/or volunteer experience.   
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telephoned these organizations and asked which staff working in them knew about newcomer-

Aboriginal relations (Patton 2002, p. 237).  Utilizing a snowball sampling procedure, I also 

spoke with well-known community leaders who referred me to other respondents. When 

speaking with potential respondents by phone, I relayed to them the broad aims of the study and 

asked if they wanted to be interviewed. On the day of the interview, I gave them more specific 

information about the project and its ethical safeguards, and asked them to read and sign a 

consent form.
 25

  

The number of agencies that service refugees and/or Aboriginals in Winnipeg‟s inner city 

is not high compared to those of a larger Canadian city, such as Toronto or Vancouver. Even 

smaller is the number of „helping professionals‟ 
26

 who are of African descent. Therefore, in 

order to better safeguard the confidentiality of those service providers who openly shared with 

me sensitive (and sometimes personal) information on prejudicial attitudes, I do not reveal – 

throughout this thesis – the names of agencies they worked in. Furthermore, when I think it may 

be fairly obvious to decipher who a key informant is, I use “he/she” to characterize their gender.  

Interviews took place in the desired location of the respondents, whether it was at their 

workplace or at the University of Winnipeg, which is also situated in the inner city. During the 

interviews, which ranged from 42 to 90 minutes, I followed an interview guide as a tool to keep 

me focused (see appendix 2.0). No one person whom I contacted refused to be interviewed. In 

order to ensure that the project was culturally appropriate and sensitive to the needs of the 

Aboriginal community, a respected and well-known inner city Aboriginal resident reviewed and 

approved the questionnaire and also participated alongside with me, in carrying out a couple of 

interviews 
27

 (Tchacos & Vallance 2004). The Aboriginal leader‟s presence was felt to make the 

Aboriginal respondents feel more comfortable.  

                                                 
25

 As per the consent form, I guaranteed confidentiality of participants‟ responses. I also, among other important 

details, made clear that, as respondents they could cease to participate in the interview at any point in time without 

any repercussion. I separated the identity – name and contact information – of participants from their interview 

responses in a secure database at the University of Winnipeg, where I had access to an office throughout the field 

work stage. Each interviewee was assigned a specific number and all transcripts were identified by that number.  
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 In order to avoid redundancy, I use the terms “service providers” and “helping professionals” interchangeably. 
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 This Aboriginal community leader helped me to co-direct two out of the five interviews with Aboriginal-related 

respondents.   

 



26 

 

For the most part, respondents were very candid and willing to share their feelings and 

outlooks concerning the relationships between inner city ethno-racial communities. The in-depth 

interviews flowed naturally and in almost every case appeared to be guided conversations rather 

than rigid structured queries (Yin 2003, p. 89). Consistent with the grounded theory process, if a 

respondent expressed more interest in one area I asked additional questions to delve deeper into 

her/his perceptions and experiences. On two occasions, interviewees felt uncomfortable being 

tape recorded so I proceeded to take down hand written notes during the interviews. As a result, I 

transcribed from tape 15 of the 17 sit down interviews. Transcribing all the interviews by myself, 

while a time-consuming task, gave me an opportunity to get fully immersed with the data and 

generate emergent insights. In such a way, the transcription process proved to be a transition 

stage between the field work and the actual data analysis. In total, I manually analyzed 294 

single-spaced pages of verbatim transcript data.  

Upon repeatedly reading the transcripts of the interviews line-by-line, I generated a 

coding index and measured how closely the answers given fit existing theoretical predictions 

(Yin 2003, p. 111). Relationships between categories and recurrent themes were examined. 

Unanticipated and discrepant evidence was not ignored. Throughout all stages of the study, I 

kept in mind the notion of research bias, which “refers to ways in which data collection and 

analyses are distorted by the researcher‟s theory, values or preconceptions” (Maxwell 1998, p. 

92). In doing so, I was particularly mindful that my personal values did not influence the 

conclusions I made. In addition to the in-depth interviews, other sources of information include 

informal conversations that I had with shop owners, academics and immigrant university 

students.  

The study‟s small sample size presents one significant limitation: the inability to 

generalize its findings outside of the inner city of Winnipeg. Seeing as how other Canadian cities 

differ from Winnipeg in terms of their cultural, demographic, political and economic 

circumstances, I cannot apply the findings to them. Yet even if this type of generalization is out 

of bounds, the concept of analytical or theoretical generalization is not. This means that I extend 

the findings of this case study, not to external populations but to theoretical propositions instead. 

The value of this investigation is that it explains causal links in real-life situations that are too 

complex for the survey strategies to examine (Yin 2003, p. 15). This research has uncovered new 
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and preliminary findings that can be further examined by carrying out other qualitative or 

quantitative studies.    

Another drawback of this study stems from its reliance on key informants. With this type 

of sample it becomes very difficult to generalize results to the larger population unless I 

interview many more service providers, as well as inner city residents. Likewise, key informants, 

because of their higher educational and professional class status, may be unlikely to represent or 

completely understand the views of poor inner city residents in their community (Marshall 1996, 

p. 93). However, due to the lack of resources to carry out this study and financially compensate 

low-income Aboriginal and refugee participants, key informant interviews were the most 

effective way to gather insights. 
28

 In one important respect, interviewing key informants may 

have proved more valuable than interviewing inner city residents. In fact, if one considers the 

sensitive topic of this project (that of threatened and prejudicial attitudes) it may have been easier 

for people to talk about how others felt since admitting that they themselves espoused prejudicial 

attitudes is nowadays socially-unacceptable.  Moreover, interviewing recently arrived refugees, 

who may have experienced traumatic violence by authority figures in their home countries, could 

have posed an added disadvantage. Refugees could have been suspicious of me, as an 

institutional researcher; they may have deemed me to be an official with a hidden agenda to 

share interview responses with immigration offices, for example. 
29
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 Service providers and community leaders were already gainfully employed, and better off than the people for 

whom they spoke on behalf. As such, there was no pressing need to financially compensate them for their 

participation in this study.  

 
29

 This has happened in other studies focusing on refugee population cohorts (see Jacobson 2003, p. 199; Bloch 

1999, p. 379). 
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Chapter Four 

Setting the Background - Winnipeg‟s Inner City   

A Demographic, Social and Socio-Economic Profile 

 

The Inner City of Winnipeg 

Inner cities are characterized by a concentration of a low-income population with 

educational deficiencies, labour force non-participation, poverty and welfare dependency (Mills 

& Lubuele 1997; Hajnal 1995; Sheldrick 2004; Leo & Shaw 2002). Other prominent features of 

inner cities are the presence of abandoned and run-down property, economic disinvestment, 

single-parent households, high rates of drugs and alcohol use, and violence and crime (Carter & 

Polevychok 2003). The inner city of Winnipeg is composed of 36 identifiable neighbourhoods; it 

covers 6% of the city‟s area at 28.87 km squared (City of Winnipeg 2001 Census data, p. 2) (See 

Map 1.0). This delineated area of Winnipeg fits the characteristics described above, quite well. 

At the turn of the last century, neighbourhoods that now form Winnipeg‟s inner city were home 

to European families. Inner city neighbourhoods such as Central Park housed wealthy North 

European families, whereas the North End neighbourhoods, such as William Whyte were 

residential spaces for working class Eastern Europeans and Jews. Subsequent to World War II, 

the majority of European families moved away from the city‟s core area 
30

 and into suburbs 

where land was readily available to build newer and more spacious homes (Silver 2006).   

Suburbanization of middle class residents produced a de facto class segregation fostering 

a concentration of poverty by establishing government subsidized housing within the inner city 

(Leo & Shaw 2002). The consequence of well-off residents‟ flight to the suburbs translated into a 

depreciated infrastructure in Winnipeg‟s core area. Investors lost interest in the inner city and 

factories that in previous decades operated in this part of the city were closed down and relocated 

to newer suburban industrial development projects (Sheldrick 2004, p. 40).  
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 In order to avoid redundancy, I use the terms “inner city,” “core area,” and “core city” interchangeably.  
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Map 1.0 – Inner City Versus Non-Inner City Neighbourhoods (Winnipeg, Manitoba)  

 

 

 

 

 

In 2001, Winnipeg‟s inner city had 119,670 residents 
31

 (City of Winnipeg 2001 census 

data, p. 2). In the inner city, residents‟ dependence on government transfers by means of welfare 

assistance is widespread. A single person living on welfare in Winnipeg receives approximately 
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 2001 census results are cited because the 2006 “neighbourhood profiles” which show more precise numbers of 

Aboriginals living in inner city neighbourhoods have not yet been released. 

Source: City of Winnipeg, 2001 Census, City of Winnipeg Census Profiles, 2008.   
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$6.50 a day, or an annual income of less than $6,000 (Social Planning Council of Winnipeg 

2007). Adding to the high rates of poverty and welfare dependency in Winnipeg‟s inner city is 

the reality that today‟s globalized and information-based North American economy no longer 

requires the semi-skilled factory work that existed in previous decades. Thus, in 2001, the 

unemployment rate in the core of Winnipeg was at 9.0% compared to 5.7% for Winnipeg as a 

whole (City of Winnipeg 2001 census data, p.10). The few jobs that inner city residents can 

presently apply for  fall within the service sector and are part time, temporary or non-unionized 

(Sheldrick 2004; Hajnal 1995).  

Winnipeg‟s core area is also distinguished by its old and deteriorating housing 

conditions. Almost 46% of the area‟s buildings were built prior to 1946 and in 2001, 44% of the 

building stock was in need of repairs (City of Winnipeg 2001 census data, p. 16). Many dwellers, 

because they cannot afford to become homeowners, are renters within the housing market. Rent 

prices are cheaper in the inner city than in the city of Winnipeg as a whole. Due to their inability 

to pay higher rent prices, poor residents are structurally forced to reside in the inner city.  

 

Aboriginals in Winnipeg‟s Inner City 

The Aboriginal population in Canada, currently at just over one million people, is very 

heterogeneous. The word „Aboriginal‟ incorporates three groups of people who themselves are 

diverse; these are the First Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples. On a national level, the First 

Nations comprise 698,025 people, the Métis 389,785 and the Inuit 50,485 (Statistics Canada, 

Aboriginal People Surpass…, 2008).  

In Winnipeg, during the decades of the 50‟s, 60‟s and 70‟s, financially advantaged 

residents –most of them of European origins- were moving to the suburbs at a fast pace. While 

this trend was occurring, Aboriginals were migrating from rural reserves and communities to the 

inner part of the city. This phenomenon, however, was not unique. Aboriginals have been 

moving to Canadian urban centres for 80 years, albeit more heavily since the end of the Second 

World War (Newhouse 2003, p. 243). Their movement to urban settings has been 

demographically significant. In 1951, the Canadian census showed that 7 % of the Aboriginal 

population lived in Canadian cities; 55 years later in 2006, the proportion had remarkably 

increased to 54%, more than half of all Aboriginal Peoples (Statistics Canada, an increasingly 

urban population…, 2008).  
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Graph 1.0– Urban Aboriginal Population in Canada 

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

1951 2006

7%

54%

Urban Aboriginal 

Population

 

Source: Statistics Canada. (2008). "Aboriginal Peoples in Canada in 2006: Inuit, Métis and First Nations, 

2006 Census - An increasingly urban population."   Retrieved June 1, 2008, from 

http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/analysis/aboriginal/urban.cfm 

 

Presently, urban Aboriginals represent a significant population cohort of urban centres, 

particularly in Western Canadian cities.  Statistics Canada has determined that between 1996 and 

2006, the Aboriginal population in Canada increased by an astonishing 45%, almost six times 

faster than the 8% growth rate for the non-Aboriginal Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 

Aboriginal People Surpass…, 2008). Within mainstream society, there is a widespread and 

erroneous perception that being Aboriginal and being urban are mutually exclusive (Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada 1996). In doing so, society-at-large decides for Aboriginals where they 

ought to „belong:‟ namely on reserves or rural communities. Nonetheless, coming to terms with 

the magnitude of the migratory patterns of Aboriginals makes it clear that city life is part of 

Native reality just as life on reserves and northern communities is. Finding a place to live, 

dealing with urban landlords, searching for jobs and making spaces for Aboriginal languages in 

urban settings are as much a part of Canadian Aboriginal reality as are land claims, conflicts over 

logging, and hunting and treaty rights (Newhouse & Peters 2003, p. 5).  

In the city of Winnipeg, what is often referred to as the first big wave of migrant 

Aboriginals took place in the early 1960‟s (Silver 2006). Pull factors to the city were, and 

continue to be related to better access to housing, employment opportunities and health treatment 

services. To a large extent, Aboriginal migrants were unprepared for the city, having lived all 

their lives in rural reserves and not having been part of the paid workforce (Silver 2006). Facing 

discrimination by existing members of the Winnipeg community, Aboriginals congregated in 

inner city neighbourhoods where housing - largely due to its depreciated and run-down state- 
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was cheaper (Silver 2006). This trend continues to this day where the majority of Aboriginal 

inner city residents cannot afford to own houses and consequently live in old rental dwellings, 

publicly subsidized buildings, or rooming houses.  

The 2006 Canadian census counted 175,395 Aboriginals living in the province of 

Manitoba (Statistics Canada, Aboriginal People Surpass…, 2008). Its capital city, Winnipeg, is 

home to the highest proportion of urban Aboriginals in all of Canada with 68,380 of its residents 

identifying as Aboriginal (Statistics Canada, an increasingly urban population, 2008). Even in 

the early to mid 1990‟s, when the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples was being carried 

out, as many Aboriginals lived in Winnipeg as in the entire North West Territories (Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada 1996). Yet not only does Winnipeg have a large number of 

Aboriginals; it also has the highest national rate of Aboriginal residential segregation (Maxim, 

Keane & White 2003). In the 2001 census 22,995 people who lived in the inner city identified as 

being Aboriginal. 
32

 In fact, 19.2% of Winnipeg inner city residents identified themselves as 

Aboriginals compared to 8.6% for the rest of the city (City of Winnipeg, 2001 census data, p. 5). 

Thus, while many Aboriginals live in the inner city, they still do not make up the 

majority. Yet, when the census counts are broken down from the „inner city as a whole‟ to 

specific core neighbourhoods, the results are significant. In the neighbourhood of William 

Whyte, for example, the population that reported Aboriginal origin was 40.5%, compared to 

8.6% for Winnipeg as a whole (City of Winnipeg, 2001 census data, p. 5). All these statistics 

demonstrate that the inner city is not a homogeneous entity per se, and that from one 

neighbourhood to another there are significant demographic variations. Nonetheless, for the 

purposes of this study, the inner city is conceptualized as one geographical entity where, relative 

to the rest of the city, resources are low and social maladies such as alcohol and drug use are 

high.  It is also the area in the whole province of Manitoba with the highest spatial concentration 

of both Aboriginals, and, as it turns out, newcomer refugees.   

Urban Aboriginals who live in Winnipeg‟s inner city neighbourhoods have been 

compared to African Americans in the United States, as a population cohort that is ghettoized 

and that experiences lower incomes and educational levels compared to the dominant Anglo-
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 While this figure is high, it is assumed to be understated as the census does not count homeless persons or those 

who live in chronic care facilities or rooming houses, where a significant proportion of urban Aboriginals reside 

(Norris & Clatworthy 2003, p. 53).    
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European population (Leo & Shaw 2002, p. 127).  Severe social and economic problems persist 

for the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg‟s inner city. One way to measure the socio-economic 

condition of this community is to examine its members‟ education levels. When this is done, the 

results are bleak. For instance, in 2001 in the province of Manitoba, the percentage of 

Aboriginals who were 15 years of age and older and who had a university degree was only 4%, 

whereas it was 16% for the non-Aboriginal population (Siggner 2003, p.126). The lack of 

education imposes barriers for their work opportunities and leads to an unemployment rate that is 

far higher than that of non-Aboriginals. With incomes under $30,000 annually, many core area 

Aboriginal residents represent the most underprivileged group of people in the city (Driedger 

1999, p. 500). 
33

  

Issues that relate to income, education, and housing conditions are presentable through 

statistics, as shown above. Yet social isolation and alienation in urban settings are also crucial 

issues among Aboriginals in Winnipeg. Compounded with the perplexity of the city, there is the 

daily racism and discrimination that Aboriginals face (Silver 2004, p. 1). The combination of 

these factors has the effect of pushing some Aboriginal folks into crime, drugs, alcohol and the 

sex trade. Many Aboriginals, who reside in cities experience a sense of isolation that is 

characterized by a lack of contact or sustained interactions with the individuals and institutions 

that represent mainstream society (as quoted in Norris & Clatworthy 2003,  p. 72).  

 

African Refugees in Winnipeg‟s Inner City 

 In the 1960‟s, the Canadian federal system dismantled its immigration policy that 

endorsed white-skinned Europeans. The result was that Canadian cities (Winnipeg included) had 

more immigrants arriving from a range of then developing countries. 
34

 These new immigrants 

were Italians and Portuguese; they were also visible minority persons from India, the Caribbean, 

Central and South America, and Africa (Driedger 1999, p. 500).  
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 It is important to note that while a large segment of Aboriginal People are struggling, a smaller portion is 

succeeding economically, and otherwise.  
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 Up until 1962, Canada‟s immigration endorsed the entrance of white-skinned Europeans. In 1962, the federal 

government abandoned its long-standing racist policy and decided that from that point on, the admission of 

immigrants was to be based on an individual‟s personal characteristics, especially their education and qualifications, 

rather than their nationality (p. 431). Five years later, in 1967, the Point System was introduced, which provided an 

objective scale based on education, age, language, etc, against which applicants for admission could be assessed 

(Green & Green 1999, p. 431).  
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Presently, immigration to Manitoba is growing at an especially fast pace. The Manitoban 

government, through its Provincial Nominee Program, is pursuing an aggressive immigration 

policy. The arrival of newcomers from other countries is viewed by public officials and the 

media as a solution to the province‟s declining population, resulting from low birth rates and an 

ageing population. A governmental commitment has been made that will increase the numbers of 

immigrant arrivals to Manitoba to more than 20,000 per year over the next two decades (CBC 

Manitoba, The New Wave, 2008). In fact in 2006, Manitoba received 10,051 immigrants, a 

considerable increase of 24% from the previous year (Manitoba Labour and Immigration 2007, 

p. 5).  However, the immigration system is complex and includes many categories under which 

persons can migrate. In 2006, while 73.4% of newcomers to Manitoba represented Economic 

Class immigrants as well as Provincial Nominees, a much smaller proportion of migrants 1,241 

(12.3%) found their way to Winnipeg as refugees (Manitoba Labour and Immigration 2007, p. 

2).  Due to escalating geopolitical conflicts in Africa and a shift in immigration policy which 

calls for the resettlement of more „vulnerable refugees,‟ Canada in general and Manitoba in 

particular, have accepted an increasing number of refugees from that region (see Table 3.0 

below) (Simbandumwe 2007, p. 7) 

 

Table 3.0 - Immigration to Manitoba from African Countries (Refugees): 1997-2006 

 

Year % of All Incoming Refugees to the 

Province 

1997 47% 

1998 53% 

1999 58% 

2000 64% 

2001 64% 

2002 70% 

2003 82% 

2004 77% 

2005 69% 

2006 70% 

Source: Simbandumwe, L. (2007). “Building Collaborative Relationships with African Canadian Communities in 

Winnipeg.” Winnipeg United Way Winnipeg: 1-33. 
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In 2006 in Manitoba, the top five source countries for refugees, after Afghanistan, were 

Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo (Manitoba Interfaith 

Immigration Council, “We Can and will do better…”, p. 3). The 2001 census counted 3,280 

black-skinned visible minority 
35

 residents in the inner city (City of Winnipeg, 2001 census data, 

p. 5). This figure is presumed by community activists and residents to have increased 

exponentially. While 2006 census data illustrating the numbers of African inner city residents are 

not yet available, 
36

 African community leaders, through extensive consultations, have estimated 

that the number of people from Africa residing in Winnipeg ranges from 11,000 to 15,000 

(Simbandumwe 2007, p. 1).  

Refugees, who are privately sponsored to migrate to Canada, receive financial and social 

support by the individuals or organizations that have chosen to sponsor them. On the other hand,   

Government Sponsored refugees, under the Resettlement Assistance Program, receive financial 

assistance from the federal government; this assistance is particularly low and tied to the 

Manitoba welfare payments 
37

 (Treasury Board of Canada 2005). The insufficient monetary 

allowances that refugees receive means that like Aboriginals, who migrate to the city, they find 

housing of last resort in the core area of the city where rent prices are cheaper (Silver 2006). In 

this vein, a study in 2005 found that out of 907 refugee households, 75% of them were in the 

inner city (Madariaga-Vignudo & Miladinovska-Blazevska 2005).   

Upon their arrival to Canada, refugees are highly dependent on settlement organizations.  

African refugees, most of whom have experienced traumatic events in their countries of origin, 

are generally not accustomed to the ways in which fast-paced and technologically-driven 

Canadian society functions. Upon landing in Winnipeg, they may lack adequate English 

language skills and also be unfamiliar with the Canadian housing, transportation and education 

systems. To facilitate their transition and adaptation into Canadian society, organizations in 

Winnipeg offer an array of settlement services, which include picking refugees up at Winnipeg‟s 
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 Unfortunately, the 2001 Census did not disaggregate data to show the immigrant (refugee) category of inner city 

residents. However, it is safe to deduce that the majority of dark-skinned inner city residents are refugees to the 

province, since other waves of black immigrants, who arrived to the province decades ago (particularly of Caribbean 

origin) have largely moved out of the inner city and settled in more affluent Winnipeg suburbs.   
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 As per the Statistics Canada website, 2006 census results disaggregated by inner city neighborhoods and visible 

minority status will only be available later on.  
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 This means, to take an example, that a single refugee receives $466 per month, including $271 for shelter and 

$195 – or about $6.50 a day – for all other expenses (CBC, “Manitoba government urged”, 2007). 
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international airport; facilitating medical checkups; as well, finding schools and day care for 

children, and showing them how to administer bank accounts.  

 

Summary 

 For decades subsequent to the Second World War, Winnipeg‟s inner city was the place of 

residence for many Aboriginals who migrated to the city from rural reserves or towns. Now this 

core area is undergoing a noticeable demographic transformation. The recent and substantial 

portion of refugee newcomers, who are settling into the same neighbourhoods, has visibly 

changed the ethnic make up of the area. A type of neighbourhood transformation is in place, 

which is a product of the larger social and economic forces outside of Winnipeg‟s inner city; 

these are forces such as the extremely low allowance refugees are paid by the Canadian 

government, and the high rent prices in suburban neighbourhoods that are laid down by the 

market and only slightly regulated by the state. Inner city residents (incoming refugee 

newcomers included) cannot choose, at least during their first years in Winnipeg, to reside 

outside the boundaries of the inner city.
 38 

 

This chapter has provided context in connection with the socio-economic condition of 

Aboriginals and refugees living in the core area of Winnipeg. In addition to being a poor and 

resource-starved part of the city, what is different about Winnipeg‟s inner city than other 

refugee-receiving areas in Canada, is the high proportion of Aboriginals who reside there. The 

fact that the inner city has high concentrations of dark-skinned African refugees and Aboriginals 

increases the likelihood that members of both groups have come into contact and formed 

opinions of one another.  
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 There are of course exceptions to this rule. Rarely, poor refugees are able find a place to rent in Winnipeg‟s 

suburbs, particularly in the few public housing complexes that have been deliberately constructed in these areas as 

an attempt to curb the concentration of poverty in the inner city.     
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Chapter Five 

Refugees‟ Views and Perceptions of Aboriginals 

 

Refugees‟ Beliefs about Aboriginals   

Within the field of inter-group relations, the Marginality or Minority Solidarity 

Hypothesis predicts that members of minority groups will demonstrate empathy and solidarity 

with one another, because of their common experiences of having been oppressed (Fetzer 2000). 

By enduring similar conditions, such as having a low standard of living and facing 

discrimination from mainstream society, minority groups are presumed to positively identify 

with one another; they are hypothesized to view each other as “fellow victims of discrimination” 

and as having a “shared fate” (Sniderman et al., 1993; Kauffmann 2003). For solidarity to occur, 

groups must have common economic interests and demonstrate class solidarity. Class can be 

defined as “any group of people who have more or less similar goods, services, or skills to offer 

for income in a given economic order and do therefore receive similar remuneration in the 

marketplace” (Wilson 1987, p. ix). Class can be measured by assessing income, employment and 

education levels amongst a group of people (Hajnal 2007, p. 570). Therefore, low-class minority 

group members who are familiar with the harmful effects of oppression and marginality are 

predisposed to empathize and have compassion towards each other, regardless of their ethnicity.   

In the inner city of Winnipeg, both Aboriginals and African refugees find themselves in 

an underprivileged socio-economic condition. Many members of both groups live off 

government assistance and reside in subsidized housing or dilapidated buildings 
39

 (Madariaga-

Vignudo & Miladinovska-Blazevska 2005). Members of both groups can be conceptualized as 

minorities in Canada; they are phenotypically and culturally different from the mainstream 

society. As a group, Aboriginals were colonized by European powers and forced to assimilate 

into mainstream society; as „national ethnic minorities,‟ they continue to face racism and 

discrimination on a daily basis (Silver & Ghorayshi 2006, p. 15). African refugees have also 

been colonized in their countries of origin, and more recently have been subject to violence, 
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 In Manitoba, government-sponsored refugees live off governmental assistance for up to two years, by means of 

the federal Resettlement Assistance Program. Privately sponsored refugees are taken care of by their sponsors. A 

large proportion of refugees –both government sponsored and privately sponsored- continue to rely on governmental 

assistance beyond the two-year program period, as they often receive welfare payments afterwards (Canadian Centre 

for Policy Alternatives 2006; Magoon 2005, p. 27).  
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trauma and persecution. Taking into account these similarities shared amongst members of both 

groups, the Marginality Solidarity Hypothesis would stipulate that African refugees and 

Aboriginals, perceiving a similar past and “linked fate,” would be sympathetic towards one 

another. However, findings from this case study suggest that African refugees (for the most part) 

do not identify nor sympathize with members of the Aboriginal community. On the contrary, 

interview responses suggested that newcomers have a net negative impression of Aboriginals. 

Discrediting the Marginality Solidarity Hypothesis, the data suggested that African refugees tend 

to evaluate Aboriginals as a dissimilar and inferior group in society.     

According to „helping professionals,‟ many refugees perceive Aboriginals as criminally 

inclined, alcoholic, unmotivated and continuously welfare-dependent. Responses from African 

service providers who had come to Canada years ago, suggested that Aboriginals were a „lost 

community‟ lacking a positive and collective direction in life. The words of one African service 

provider, who came to Manitoba in 2006, are indicative: “It‟s like they [Aboriginals are] 

vagabonds; they are lost with no purpose” (#1). “It‟s kind of like…[a] learned helplessness 

phenomenon” (#8), said another respondent, who migrated to Canada from Africa. In a similar 

vein, another African community worker revealed the stereotypical ways his recently-arrived 

refugee clients perceive Aboriginals. He expressed:  

 

And [newcomer] communities, they just label the Native people with a mean name, as a 

group; they call them different names which I just don‟t want to say [laughs]. Ah, so even 

the immigrants, some are very biased. I mean because they learn this…you can 

hear…“this lady bum,” “they are useless people” from mainstream society; you hear a lot 

of things. They say: “this lady, this Indian; they don‟t do anything; they‟re on welfare” 

(#10). 
 

Involved in the community for 11 years 

 

The distinction between prejudice and stereotypes is nebulous, since commonly used 

definitions of prejudice tend to incorporate notions of stereotypes (Dixon & Rosenbaum 2004, p. 

259). Walter Lippmann [1922] defined stereotypes as “pictures in our heads” about groups. 

Therefore stereotypes are generalizations about a group, and while they can be positive they tend 

to be largely negative in nature. Stereotypes can also vary to the extent that they accurately 

portray reality. For instance, claiming that Aboriginals lack a work ethic is incorrect, since (when 

taken as a whole) there are more Aboriginals employed in the labour force than not employed 
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(Mindiola et al., 2002, p. 19; Satzewich 1999, p. 336) Prejudice, on the other hand, has been 

defined as “negative attitudes towards an entire group of people” (as quoted in Bonilla-Silva 

1996, p. 466). Gordon Allport [1954] in his classic book, the Nature of Prejudice, defined 

prejudice as “ill thinking of others without sufficient warrant” (p. 6).  

 

„Fear of the Aboriginal‟ 

According to the service providers who were interviewed, refugees - upon their arrival in 

Winnipeg - quickly pick up the same stereotypes that the mainstream Anglo-population holds 

towards Aboriginals. This pattern was acknowledged not only by policy makers and service 

providers working with refugees, but by Aboriginal interviewees as well. Therefore, even if it is 

not publicly acknowledged by politicians and the mainstream media, there is consensus that 

refugee newcomers‟ views of Aboriginals are normally not positive.  

In the United States, Hispanic and Korean immigrants have been found to stereotype 

African Americans as criminally inclined (as quoted in Mindiola et al., 2002, p. 81; Weitzer 

1997). The same dynamic happens in Winnipeg, among refugee newcomers. According to key 

informants, refugees fear Aboriginals.  Negative experiences that refugees had on a single 

encounter with Aboriginals seemed to leave them with a generalized fear of all Aboriginals. A 

mainstream social service provider spoke of an instance where one of her female clients had 

witnessed an Aboriginal urinating on the steps outside her apartment. The female refugee client 

asked the service provider: “I don‟t want to sound prejudiced, but why all the Aboriginal men are 

drunk all the time, and they don‟t do anything? It scares me to go near them” [emphasis mine] 

(#6). 

Although the perceptions that refugees hold about Aboriginal criminality are noticeably 

stereotypical, they are also somewhat based on the conditions of vulnerability that refugees face. 

Not only are refugees foreigners in Canada; they are also as residents of Winnipeg‟s inner city, 

an area that -when compared to other parts of the city - is unsafe. Data from 2001 show that 

criminal incidents are concentrated in the core area of Winnipeg; approximately 1,100 criminal 

incidents were reported within a two-kilometre radius of the geographic centre of the city. Yet, 

between six and eight kilometres from the city centre, the density of reported criminal incidents 

dropped dramatically to 151 incidents per square kilometre (Fitzgerald et al., 2004, p. 42). 
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Violence and crime are connected to poverty, and both are more prevalent in the inner city of 

Winnipeg than in the rest of Winnipeg (Comack & Silver 2007, p. 7).  

Even if crimes in the inner city may be more likely to be committed by Aboriginals, 
40

 the 

majority of Aboriginals who live in the area are not lawbreakers. Most Native inner city 

residents, just like refugees, are afraid and upset by the lack of safety in their neighbourhoods 

(Silver 2004, p. 31). This being said, newcomers‟ perception of high crime arises from the 

unsafe, objective conditions in their neighbourhoods. While the view that Aboriginals are 

criminally inclined is erroneous and stereotypical, to make the one-dimensional and simplistic 

case that newcomers are racists is to deny their experience as uninformed and vulnerable 

members of Winnipeg‟s community. These refugees, having been transplanted from Africa to 

Manitoba, are trying to make sense of the social realities of their new and unfamiliar milieu. In 

the words of one mainstream Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) reporter who spent time 

interviewing many refugees: “they said it was difficult at first adjusting perhaps to high crime 

area, along with just the shock of living in a new country; those two things were a little difficult 

together” (#9). 

 

Symbolic Racism 

Canada‟s official policy of multiculturalism, among other aims, tries to reduce 

discrimination by enhancing cultural awareness and increasing understanding. As a nation, 

Canadians are proud of their constitutionally-entrenched multiculturalist policy, since it provides 

them with an admirable identity within Canada and abroad. However, multiculturalism‟s 

widespread rhetoric, which depicts Canada as a tolerant and inclusive nation, conceals the 

presence of prejudiced and discriminatory attitudes within Canadian society (Matthews 2006, p. 

372). The multiculturalist ethos also makes overt racism a socially unacceptable trait. Old-

fashioned, blatantly racist remarks are looked down upon in many, if not all, public settings. 

With this said, however, racism has not gone away; instead, it has transformed and taken a new 

face. This newer form of racism is termed „symbolic racism.‟  
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 The City of Winnipeg Police Department does not gather crime statistics based on the race of the perpetrator. 

Therefore, this assertion is not based on substantive evidence. However, noting the high rates of imprisonment 

among Aboriginals in the Prairies leads one to think that Aboriginals – largely due to structural and historical 

reasons - are more involved in street-level criminal activity than other ethno cultural groups.  
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 The theory of Symbolic Racism was originally propounded 35 years ago in the United 

States, to explain prejudice towards Blacks expressed among white Americans. To date, the 

theory has also been applied to majority-minority studies in Canada and Western European 

countries. However, I know of no research that has ever applied the theory to newcomers, to see 

if they hold Symbolic Racist views. The basic assumption is that Symbolic Racism embodies 

negative feelings towards an out-group, along with a sense that members of the out-group violate 

cherished North American and Western European values (Henry & Sears 2002). Symbolic 

Racism incorporates the following features: that racial discrimination and prejudice are no longer 

serious obstacles to minority groups‟ prospects for a good life; that minority groups‟ failure to 

progress results from their unwillingness to work hard enough; that they have gotten more than 

they deserve; and that as a result, their continuing anger about their own treatment, their 

demands for better treatment, and the special attention given to them are not really justified 

(Sears & Henry 2003; Henry & Sears 2002).  

Qualitative evidence from Winnipeg‟s inner city supports the Symbolic Racism Model. 

To a large extent, Symbolic Racism explains the attitudes that refugees have towards 

Aboriginals. Even if this case study‟s African respondents acknowledged that Aboriginals 

continue to face discrimination in Manitoba, they also qualified it with the belief that Aboriginals 

have moral flaws and behavioural problems. Several respondents, who were African newcomers 

to Canada, felt that the degree to which this discrimination existed was not strong enough to 

hinder Aboriginal individuals from improving their life conditions. This downplays structural 

disadvantages and puts the onus of success on individual Aboriginals.  Data from this case study 

suggest that refugees have a tendency to feel that Aboriginals themselves are, to a considerable 

extent, at fault for their disadvantaged position in society. Apart from thinking that Aboriginals 

were criminally inclined, newcomers perceived Aboriginals as lacking a drive in life, leading 

them to be overly dependent on government assistance.   

  It appears that a common perception held by the African refugee community is that 

Aboriginals are afforded extensive opportunities to succeed in Canadian society.  Some 

respondents of African origin indicated during the interviews that although opportunities, such as 

free post-secondary education are readily available to Aboriginals, they fail to take advantage of 
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them.
41

 During interviews, these views were often expressed in frustration, and were sometimes 

followed by perplexing questions asking why Native persons would be unwilling to make use of 

the opportunities offered to them.  

For many African refugees, who have endured a life of deprivation abroad, dismissing 

the opportunities provided by societal institutions to oneself (as a member of a minority group) is 

both inconceivable and surprising.
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 The majority of refugee newcomers have spent years in 

refugee camps unable to work or study. Consequently, they have a different „frame of reference‟ 

regarding work and opportunities than Canadians in general and Aboriginals in particular (Cheng 

& Espiritu 1989). According to Ogbu and Simons [1998] newcomers‟ comparative frame of 

reference is their “back home” situation (p. 170). Refugees leave their home countries as a result 

of turmoil and, in their eyes, Canada is considered to be a new starting point, or „land of 

opportunity,‟ where anything is possible if one works hard enough (Cheng & Espiritu 1989). A 

strong work ethic and a willingness to accept whatever opportunities are offered are crucial 

ingredients of success. This „making it in Canada‟ ideology was repeatedly expressed during the 

interviews. One key informant said the following about her newcomer clients:  

 

They see so much more; they want more…it‟s just that they see all the opportunities out 

there. And it‟s so different [in Canada] than say, children who lived their first eight years 

in a refugee camp…they just want to make the best of it, learn and work hard and make 

money and earn…(#6).  

 

Canadian-born, Caucasian Service Provider; 

Two years on the job 
 

This „immigrant drive‟ and heightened sense of determination was even acknowledged 

by a Caucasian CBC reporter, who spoke of the refugee youth that he interviewed for a 

journalistic project: 
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 This, in itself, is an erroneous perception. Aboriginals who are Inuit or Métis do not qualify to receive funding for 

post-secondary education; only Aboriginals who are Status Indians are eligible, but even this option is limited to 

some and not all First Nations individuals. The federal department of Indian and Northern Affairs sends money to 

Indian bands, which then decide on the select number of residents living on the reserve who can be financed to 

attend a post-secondary educational institution in the city.  

 
42

 Here it should be made clear that by „opportunities‟ refugees meant bursaries, work, or educational training 

programs or subsidies. Refugees did not conceptualize government welfare assistance as an opportunity.  
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…maybe because they‟ve gone through more in their lives, they‟ve gone through 

difficulties perhaps, and maybe they see Canada as that chance, you know, to do 

something. Or maybe they‟ve always had that; I don‟t know…maybe it‟s just something 

that‟s in them, that drive, that determination (#9).    

 

Caucasian CBC reporter; 

Two years on the job  

 

  Hence, for newcomers hard work is conceptualized as a means to attain success; this is 

the case even if newcomers‟ lives have been, according to some African respondents, much more 

traumatic than Aboriginals‟. The quote below suggests a notion of recentness to the atrocities 

that refugees have endured, which does not compare with those experienced by Aboriginals: 

 

The lives of Aboriginals have been easier than that of refugees. Refugees, when they 

come here, they‟ve just lived this horrible life, but when they come [to Canada] they just 

want to forget it and get on [emphasis mine] (#2). 

 

African Service provider  
 

Some key informants, who were Africans, tended to distinguish Aboriginals‟ supposed 

dislike of work with their own group‟s stronger work ethic. While many respondents admitted 

that a commonality between both groups was their low socio-economic position, they quickly 

brushed it aside by arguing that refugees, unlike Aboriginals, put effort into improving their 

situation: 

 

Well, I think they are both on the same societal level. On the economy, they are both on 

the low level. But you know, newcomers they put effort in working. They try to improve 

and work and go to school, but I‟m not sure that it is the same for Aboriginals. They 

don‟t seem to put effort in improving their situation. Newcomers are the ones that are 

working and providing. Newcomers try to go to school, even if they live in the inner city. 

They have a thirst for learning (#1).  

 

African service provider; 

One year on the job 

 

These views mirror the way Hispanic migrants have been found to view African 

Americans in the United States. One American study, based in North Carolina, concluded that 

African Americans‟ lack of success was interpreted by Hispanic immigrants in individual and 
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cultural terms, as a lack of work ethic and a dependence on government subsidies (Marrow 

2005).   

Group members develop a conception of themselves and others in a process of 

observation and interaction with other actors (Chandler & Tsai 2001). Group identity is formed 

by evaluating the in-group against other societal groups. 
43

 By comparing their determination and 

work ethic to that of the Aboriginal community, refugees‟ collective group status is elevated to 

higher ground. The categorization of persons into groups has powerful effects; it augments 

perceptions of group differences, decreases in-group differences, and facilitates in-group 

members to favour their own group, while simultaneously denigrating out-groups (Chandler & 

Tsai 2001, p. 179). According to the data, newcomers compare themselves to the other 

disadvantaged „reference group‟ (Aboriginals) and in doing so augment the prestige associated 

with their own ways of life.  Not only do newcomers compare their work ethic with that of 

Aboriginals‟, but also contrast their „resiliency‟. An African community leader, who had been in 

Canada since the early 1990‟s, added to this point: 

 

They [Aboriginals] have this kind of: “I have nowhere to escape; I cannot do much 

about…this is what is happening to me,” a kind of place…but a newcomer who escaped 

from one camp to another camp to another place, they are more resilient. So they 

[Aboriginals] have different ways of looking at issues, problems (#8).  

 

To cite another example of the way newcomers compare themselves to Aboriginals, an  

African PhD. candidate, who had come to Canada as an international student, revealed that 

Africa, much like Canada, also had Christian-run residential schools. However, with this 

conceded commonality, she went on to indicate an obvious difference, namely that „Africans 

don‟t dwell on it like Aboriginals do‟ (personal conversation, April 2008). This view, which 

implies that „Natives should just forget the past and get on,‟ is very similar to the one conveyed 

in the study by Weitzer [1997] where an immigrant Korean merchant, in Washington D.C., 

expressed the following about African Americans: “they should stop blaming [poverty] on 

slavery, which was over a century ago...rather than crying about discrimination, they have to 

help themselves” (p. 591). In a similar manner, another African interviewee from this case study 
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 An in-group is defined as the clique of people with whom an individual identifies. In-groups, such as African 

refugees, compare themselves to referent out-groups, such as Aboriginals (Mueller et al., 1999, p. 190).  On the 

notion of in-groups, Gordon Allport [1954] wrote: “perhaps the best that can be done is to say that members of an 

in-group all use the term we with the same essential significance” (p. 31).   
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drew similarities between the experiences Aboriginals have had with residential schools in 

Canada with those Africans have had in Africa. One would suppose that these shared historical 

experiences would bring about understanding and compassion, as the Marginality Solidarity 

Hypothesis predicts.  Yet, as evidenced through the quote below, they seemingly do not:  

 

You know, sometimes going through a bad event is actually good. Like, for example, in 

colonial times in Africa, the church forced children to go to school [residential schools]. 

The priests were taking children by force. The children and their parents didn‟t see any 

benefits to going to school. Like Aboriginals, right now; they don‟t want to go to school. 

They see no importance in school. They might say: “I can live by; why would I want to 

go to school?” Like some Aboriginals do go to school, but many don‟t. What would help 

is to put more pressure and be firm…put pressure on Aboriginals to go to school. Once in 

school, they will change. You know, you can‟t learn from a beer vendor. All you learn is 

the lessons of drinking (#1). 

African Service Provider; 

One year on the job 

 

Therefore, in line with Symbolic Racism and in opposition to the Marginality Solidarity 

Hypothesis, both African service providers (and according to them, their refugee clients) 

disapprovingly perceive Aboriginals as lacking resiliency, motivation and a work ethic. Instead 

of taking into account the structural and oppressive history that Aboriginals have been subjected 

to for over 150 years, Aboriginals themselves are held responsible for their own poverty.
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 Their 

moral disposition and culture become the source of their misfortunes (Li 1999, p. 4). In this 

respect, a community leader from Ethiopia said: “I guess, to answer your question, their 

perception is always negative and their idea is: „look at these [Native] people; they don‟t work; 

they don‟t do nothing; look at this; look at that‟” (#8). Going into more depth, another 

interviewee, who worked with refugees on a daily basis, disclosed the following about his/her 

clients:  

 

[T]hey don‟t see them as worthy or people who are productive, as part of the 

community…they hear every time that these are the scum of the society who just depend 

on welfare and who do not work …. they think that Aboriginals are useless people, lazy 

people, who don‟t like to do any work; they don‟t go to school, they are drunk and so 
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 This may be explained by the fact that most newcomers, upon landing in Winnipeg, know very little (if anything) 

about Aboriginals and their history in Canada. This finding will be explained in more depth, in chapter eight.  
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they live on taxes and I‟m better than that; I work I contribute, I go to school, or my 

children go to school…[emphasis mine] (#10). 

 

African Social Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

There are a couple of themes in the above quote. For one, newcomers compare 

themselves to Aboriginals; in doing so, they find stark differences, which in turn makes them 

superior. Second, apart from being viewed as unmotivated and lazy, some respondents perceive 

Aboriginals as members of society who overburden the social welfare system; this is consistent 

with a Symbolic Racist line of thought. However, the feeling that Natives burden the welfare 

system is exacerbated by the fact that the concept of receiving government welfare payments 

without having to work is new to refugees who generally migrate from poor and underdeveloped 

nations with fragile welfare structures.
45

 One Caucasian community worker said of her clients:  

 

I would think that the majority of our [refugee] clients want to be independent. And also 

having the social supports, it‟s sometimes a foreign concept for them. Because you know, 

they‟ve never had government support them. So they‟ve always sort of had to fend for 

themselves. So sometimes it‟s difficult, but for a lot of the different people, they don‟t 

want to have charity put onto them (#4). 

 

Caucasian Community Worker; 

On the job for over 5 years 
 

 

Unlike African service providers, Caucasian mainstream workers whose clients were 

both refugees and Aboriginals did not display the downbeat perceptions of Aboriginals outlined 

above. When I spoke with Canadian-born respondents, their answers reflected a deeper 

sensitivity to the plight of Aboriginals. Their views on Aboriginal poverty were usually 

expressed in more conciliatory ways that acknowledged the presence of discrimination as a 

powerful force keeping the Aboriginal community impoverished. White service providers‟ more 

appeasing views towards Aboriginals may be partly explained by the fact that, as mainstream 

members of society, they have been raised in Canada and socialized to express racial remarks in 

politically correct ways. Morris [2001] refers to the „political correctness‟ phenomenon in the 
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 Sure enough, when in refugee camps, refugees receive assistance from international governmental agencies. 

However, this type of assistance is different in nature from welfare assistance in Manitoba. For refugees, assistance 

was offered only as a means to protect their physical livelihoods.  
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following way: “because certain statements will lead listeners to make adverse inferences about 

the type of the speaker, speakers have an incentive to alter what they say to avoid that inference” 

(p. 233). Political correctness functions as an unwritten rule in Canadian society; it is the 

acceptable way to act in social circles. An Angus Reid poll conducted with a randomly selected 

sample of 1,010 Canadians in 2008 found that 69% of Canadians sometimes act politically 

correct because „it‟s the safe or right thing to do‟ (Angus Reid Strategies 2008, p. 1). Within the 

context of this case study, political correctness is a mannerism that newcomer service providers, 

who have been in Canada for some years, may not have acquired.  

The difference in responses between newcomer and Canadian-born service providers can 

also be attributed to the latter group‟s better understanding of Canada‟s oppressive history, which 

has negatively affected the Aboriginal community. If this explanation is correct, the acquired 

historical knowledge should lead mainstream respondents to analyze current Aboriginal 

destitution in a structural, as opposed to racially cultural way.       

 

Newcomer Service Providers‟ Policy Prescriptions 

Without being asked during the interviews, a number of African service providers offered 

their opinions about the way the government was dealing with the Aboriginal community in 

Canada. Here their policy assessments were bleak and biting, and the Canadian government 
46

 

was generally thought to be failing miserably in remedying the issue of Aboriginal poverty. A 

number of respondents felt that the government had fostered, among Aboriginals, a „culture of 

dependency‟, which is associated with apathy and defeatism and continued reliance on state 

funds for survival (Boldt 1993, p. 197). One interviewee of African descent was relatively 

ambiguous on how the government could remedy the long-standing dilemma of Aboriginal-

Canadian race relations. However, she/he 
47

 felt that the government was funnelling money to 

Aboriginals in order to keep them appeased, and that this was not a solution to the problem. As a 

nation, she/he expressed that Canada ought to take a more proactive stance on Aboriginal issues:    
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 Service providers working with refugees did not differentiate between the different levels of government. 
47

 In the inner city of Winnipeg, the number of service providers who work with refugees or Aboriginals is not high, 

at least compared to larger Canadian cities, such as Toronto or Vancouver. Therefore, in order to better safeguard 

the confidentiality of those service providers who openly shared with me sensitive and sometimes personal opinions 

on inter-group attitudes, I do not reveal the names of the agencies they worked in. Furthermore, when I think it may 

be fairly obvious to decipher who a key informant is, I use “he/she” to characterize their gender.   
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They [governments] fund programs … they fund programs for youth; they fund programs 

for so many different things. I don‟t think funding a lot can help. So what I think, they 

[government] give them [Aboriginals] many [a lot of] aid: “keep quiet here; we are 

giving you the money, do whatever you want...” But I think as a nation, Canada has to see 

this as some problem… [Emphasis mine] (#10) 

African Social Service Provider 

Involved in the community for 11 years 

 

The quote above argues that funding to Aboriginals will continue to produce dim results. 

This is in line with the Symbolic Racist belief in the United States that most African Americans 

who receive money from welfare programs could get along without it if they tried (Sears et al., 

1997, p. 25). Similarly, it resembles the Symbolic Racist standpoint that opposes specific 

government policies that provide special treatment, usually in the form of finances, to minority 

groups. Making an interesting analogy, the same African respondent continues:   

 

[If] one [finger] is rotten or is dying, you don‟t just leave it and say: “Hey! Be healthy 

some day” [laughs in a sarcastic way]…so it‟s the responsibility of the government to go 

beyond all this and if they can do that…but I don‟t think… it‟s too political. They don‟t 

do this, for some reason…I don‟t understand why… They [government officials] know... 

they just not really solve the problem (# 10).   

 

African Social Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 

 

Other respondents, exhibiting conservative values, suggested that the government needs 

to take a less politically correct stance and be firm with the Aboriginal community. One 

interviewee, who refused to be tape-recorded, went as far as suggesting a very heavy-handed 

response to the group-in-question. He/she did not package his/her response in a politically 

correct manner:  

 

Well, I think that people say a dictator is bad. But sometimes force can be seen in a 

positive way. It‟s wrong for the government to give people [Aboriginals] freedom, 

without helping them. The government has to be firm and say: “no, we‟re not doing this.” 

If not, then freedom is being misused. Freedom is not anarchy. I think they are misusing 

freedom. You know being free doesn‟t mean that you can do whatever you want. It‟s an 

immoral way to use freedom [emphasis mine] (#1). 
 

African Social Service Provider; 

On the job for one year 

 



49 

 

Research suggests that when immigrants and refugees are in their host countries, they 

tend to focus their energy on their home countries‟ politics (Wai 2008, p. 40; Ostergaard-Nielsen 

2003). However, African respondents in this case study had firm opinions on how their host 

country‟s government (the Canadian government) was dealing with Aboriginals. The pattern 

gives credibility to the results of the study undertaken by Bilodeau and Kanji [2006] who 

examined election data in Canada and found that immigrants who come from non-traditional 

source countries with different political cultures do take an interest in Canadian politics.
48

 

Interview responses suggest that, as individuals who have been in Canada for years, 

African service providers channel their attention not only towards politics „back home,‟ but also 

onto the domestic policies in their host country. Furthermore, their interest in Canadian politics is 

not restricted to policies that directly affect them as a group. Their attention extends to those 

political decisions that affect an „other‟ group - the Aboriginal community - as well. Quite 

plausibly, their integration into the inner city as „helping professionals‟ exposes them first hand 

to the truly impoverished situation of Aboriginal residents. In this way, their views on Aboriginal 

policies are automatically politicized.  

In sum, African respondents in this case study were not passive when describing their 

racial policy preferences; albeit conservative, they were reflective and political instead. These 

policy preferences of newcomer service providers could be shared by immigrants in general. If 

African service providers, who have been in Canada anywhere from 4-18 years, speak out in 

such a way, do more recently arrived refugees think the same? Where do other types of 

immigrants, such as provincial nominees, stand on Aboriginal policies in Canada? As the 

numbers of both refugees and immigrants to Manitoba and Canada rise to approximately 20,000 

and 240,000 per year respectively, acquiring a better grasp of their political views can only help 

to better inform the future of Canadian democracy (CBC News 2008; Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada 2007).   
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 It is important to note, however, that the sample of immigrants in the study done by Bilodeau and Kanji [2006] 

had been in Canada for an average of 31 years. Therefore, the results are indicative of the attitudes of well-

established immigrants. The study is not representative of immigrants in their initial or middle-range stages of 

settlement. 
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Cases of Sympathy and Understanding among Newcomers 

Of course, it must be noted that not all newcomer refugees, according to this case study‟s 

respondents, hold negative perceptions of Aboriginals. A more positive view (or rather mixed 

feelings) towards Aboriginals is expressed when refugees question why they are in such a 

deprived social condition. In some cases, even if the common experience of having been 

oppressed fails to produce sympathy towards Aboriginals, it does bring about a questioning of 

the situation:   

There is also those [refugees] who are really conscious of the…you know who went 

through the oppression in their…being colonized in their country or who lived under 

dictatorships, they understand and say, why? “Who are they?  What  

happened?” (#10)  

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 10 years 

 

Other refugees, especially those who have been persecuted and/or involved in unlawful 

activities, feel a sense of empathy toward the plight of Native community members. This is, 

however, contrasted with those refugees who adopt the mainstream view that Aboriginals are 

unworthy societal members:  

 

Yeah, and some… I mean those who were involved with drugs or who were persecuted, 

they really feel about it, what‟s happening to these people, to the Aboriginal People. But 

there are those, who are not aware of anything…just came with their families, probably 

they took…they immediately take the mainstream, and they start calling them lazy, 

useless people who don‟t want to work (#10). 

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 10 years 

 

 

The same African respondent talked about his personal view of the situation. Through his 

statement, he illustrated a deeper understanding of the psychological internalization of 

colonization that Aboriginals have undergone (Silver & Ghorayshi 2006, p.15). This emotional 

internalization of inferiority (imposed by European colonization), to some extent, prevents 

Aboriginals from succeeding in life: 

 

But you will come to the conclusion saying that, oh, when people are psychologically 

damaged, it‟s not like being colonized or physically robbed of your life or anything, but 
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when you are psychologically committed, that‟s the worst thing and to recover or to bring 

them out of that situation, it is a major problem as I see [it]. So, I don‟t know what 

[laughs] they might do to solve this problem, but it‟s a kind of psychological thing where 

there is no hope; they don‟t see a light at the end of the tunnel: “OK here is it. My life is 

done; I‟ll go drink on the streets; I‟m not accepted, feeling hurt” (#10).  

 

African Service Provider 

Involved in the community for 10 years 

 

 

Evaluations of Aboriginals Parallel Mainstream Society 

The more neutral and sensitive remarks outlined above differ from the pessimistic views 

that most newcomer refugees were said, during interviews, to hold about Aboriginals. However, 

one must understand that newcomer refugees stereotype Aboriginals in much the same way that 

Caucasian mainstream society does. As one Aboriginal respondent said: 

 

Mainstream society basically carries strong racist stereotypes of Aboriginal People…the 

majority of them see them as lazy, not wanting to make progress, not wanting to take part 

in the economic benefits of this rich country and land. That‟s how they see them (#14). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for 11 years 

 

 This case study‟s data suggest that the views of refugees are consistent with the 

dominant ideology in Canada, which holds that opportunities are plentiful and that individuals 

are personally responsible for their plight in life. Newcomers‟ characterization of, and uneasiness 

with Aboriginals is not unlike those covertly held by many mainstream Canadians (Hume 2008). 

While outdated, one study conducted by Marlene Mackie from 1968-1970 in the city of 

Edmonton, Alberta, found that respondents‟ views of “Indians” emphasized laziness (30%), 

poverty (29%), lack of education (29%), oppression by others (20%), lack of cleanliness (28%), 

excessive consumption of alcohol (21%), and lack of ambition (15%)
49

 (Ponting 1998, p. 276). 

Furthermore, the results of one of the few „race relations‟ national surveys conducted in 1974, 
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 Residents of Canadian prairie cities (where large proportion of Aboriginals reside) have been found to hold more 

stereotypical views of Aboriginals than those who live in regions with fewer or less urbanized Aboriginal groups. 

For example, in a 1976 national survey of 1,832 Canadian residents, only 12% of respondents from Atlantic Canada, 

but 32% from the Prairies perceived Indians to have “personality deficiencies,” such as lack of motivation. 

Likewise, the prevalence of the “alcoholism” stereotype of Aboriginals varied from a high of 28% on the Prairies to 

a low of 1% in Québec (Ponting 1998, p. 276, 277).   
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demonstrated that in Canada not all ethnic groups were accorded the same level of tolerance. The 

most accepted groups were the two “Charter groups”, the British and French-Canadians. This 

was followed by persons of North European ancestry and subsequently by Oriental, South Asian, 

West Indian, and in the last place Native Canadians (Berry 1991, p. 32).
50

 A more recent study, 

which analyzed a 1995 national survey, found that out of all ethnic groups, Canadians in the 

Prairies „felt least at ease‟ with Aboriginals 
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 (Driedger & Reid 2000, pp. 166-167). These 

survey results, covering attitudes over a 20-year span, indicate that Natives in Canada have one 

of the most (if not the most) unfortunate places in the attitudinal minds of Canadians.  As Phil 

Fontaine [1998], National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations, has said: “We [as Aboriginals] 

are pictured as too lazy to work, [as] failures in school and [as] prone to substance abuse and 

crime” (p. 4). In Canada, Aboriginal People have been assigned a marginal role, and their culture 

has been systematically degraded. Data from this case study point to a similar attitudinal pattern 

towards Aboriginals, not only among the established mainstream, but among “new” Canadians 

as well.  However, stereotypes and apprehensive feelings towards an „out-group‟ do not arise out 

of a vacuum. The ways people see themselves and others around them cannot be understood 

without taking the broader social context into account (Verkuyten & Reijerse 2008, p. 107). The 

following sections demonstrate how racial misconceptions are mediated by the socio-economic 

framework of Winnipeg in particular and Canada in general.  

 

Cultural Threat: A Factor Shaping Negative Attitudes 

Linked with Symbolic Racism Theory is the perception that out-groups fail to support the 

morals of one‟s in-group, and that the most widely derogated out-groups violate many important 

cultural values. In this manner, prejudicial attitudes partly stem from the symbolic threat that 

other groups pose to one‟s culture and way of life (Citrin et al., 1997).  Data from this project 

show that „cultural threat‟ is an element in the formation of newcomers‟ negative opinions of 

Aboriginals.  Among the Caucasian social service providers who were born and raised in 

Canada, there was no evidence of the view that newcomers‟ cultures were threatened by the 

presence of Aboriginals and their „ways of life‟. Caucasian service providers tended to speak of 
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 The study‟s sample size was 1,849 and the data were gathered through in-house interviews.  
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 This study‟s sample size was 1,713. Moreover, the minority ethnic groups involved in this survey were: Jews, 

Blacks, East Indians, Pakistanis, Asians (Orientals), and Aboriginals/Natives (Driedger & Reid 2000, pp. 165-167).  
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the similarities they perceived between African and Aboriginal cultures. As an example, one 

white civil servant expressed: 

Well, many of them are…tribal…the tribal connection… the other one [similarity] is the 

spirituality which I‟m learning more about in terms of many groups…and it‟s not about 

Christianity or Islam, it‟s more about even pre-monotheistic…that sort of idea of 

smudging and the healing, it‟s very cross cultural… I‟m not talking faith…I‟m talking 

spirituality and cultural traditions, they all have some way of getting rid of evil, clearing  

the air, getting rid of bad energy…(#7). 

Caucasian civil servant; 

Involved in the community for approximately 10 years 
 

Similarly, another Caucasian key informant said: 

 

Ah...just the importance of family for sure. …the importance of women in general, 

especially for the Aboriginal culture but also for the African culture. Storytelling was one 

that was also very important between both. Some people said the drum, for example…the 

way mothers carry their children in Africa and for Aboriginals, same thing, I mean. But 

you know, you can see essentially…the things that are very important to African people 

are the same as the Aboriginal, and to an extent, to everyone…family, community, 

culture (#9). 

 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 
 

In contrast to mainstream respondents‟ perceptions of commonalities between the two 

minority groups, a number of interview responses suggested that African service providers 

perceived few cultural similarities with Canadian Aboriginals. Only after significant probing did 

some African respondents discuss cultural commonalities, like the one below: 

 

Yes, drums are good. And I think…like the relationship Aboriginal people have with 

nature…very important to most African countries and their way of conflict resolution 

and…they are ruled by chiefs…and that culture is ruled by chiefs for a long time. And I 

think the other thing is the oppression in schools (#10). 

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

While these commonalities were recognized by newcomer respondents, they did not seem 

to improve their views of Aboriginals. Some African informants felt that Aboriginals had 

immoral values that were very different from the more commendable values they imported to 

Canada from their countries of origin. This is because African refugees form perceptions based 
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on the activities they see Aboriginals engaged in, in the streets of Winnipeg‟s inner city. They 

observe Aboriginal women engaging in prostitution, and Aboriginal men and women smoking 

and drinking in public spaces. This is conduct that newcomers, especially those who emigrated 

from traditional and religious African regions, have hardly ever witnessed, at least in the public 

realm.
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Refugees who have only recently arrived in Canada and face emotional, psychological 

and financial insecurities turn towards their own culture as a source of comfort and relief; this 

strategy helps them cope with the unfamiliar country in which they find themselves. Culture is 

one aspect in their lives that they have control over, and so they cling to it as a coping 

mechanism. In the United States, for example, Zhou [1997] wrote that immigrant families 

consciously preserve traditional values to prevent the next generation from acculturating into the 

underprivileged segments of American society, in which their community is located (p. 997). In 

Winnipeg, refugees observe Aboriginals in the streets of the inner city. Through this process, 

they become ashamed of what they see, and fear that precisely what they are trying to keep intact 

(their cultural integrity from their home country) may be threatened. In defence of their 

traditional morality, they keep away from Aboriginals that they encounter. Greenberg et al. 

[1990] noted that cultural worldviews act as anxiety buffers. When an in-group‟s cultural 

worldview is threatened because an out-group holds different morals, the anxiety that is 

experienced can be translated into hostility towards the out-group. In such a way, Aboriginal 

culture, according to one African service provider whom I interviewed, was so unpleasant that 

she/he felt it was inappropriate to initiate programs to bridge relations between the two groups. 

Instead, she/he considered it best to keep the two groups segregated and out of each other‟s way:   

 

[Newcomers and Aboriginals] are incompatible; there‟s no need to bring them together. 

With Muslims [who are African], there is real distance in terms of culture. There‟s a gap, 

at least culturally wise. Where they meet is on the poverty level. You know, there are 

many barriers between them in terms of culture, like sexual promiscuity. Newcomers 

avoid Aboriginals because all they see is them smoking and drinking in the streets. Why 

would you want newcomers to be friends with someone that‟s not decent? You know, 

newcomers are poor, but they are decent [emphasis mine] (#1).  
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 See Ikuesan [1994] for an interesting commentary on the negative social repercussions of women who misuse 

alcohol in Nigeria. Likewise, see Abusharaf [2006] for a discussion of how women are imprisoned in Sudan for 

brewing alcohol or engaging in prostitution.  
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When cultural identities are threatened, group members try to restore a positive and 

distinctive collective identity (Verkuyten 2005). They do so by comparing themselves to another 

group. Identifications are relational and comparative, as the voice of the same African service 

provider illustrates:   

 

No I don‟t think they [Aboriginals and Africans in Canada] have any similarities in terms 

of cultures. They are very different. In many African countries, drinking and smoking is 

unacceptable. I was shocked when I saw Aboriginals drinking and smoking and sleeping 

on the streets. I came to realize that Africa was better than here, at least in terms of 

culture…respectful culture. You know, poverty in Africa sucks, but culturally things are 

better there…you don‟t see drinking or drugs there…an Aboriginal woman should not be 

a wife [meaning: sex partner] to the whole world (#1).   

African Service Provider; 

 On the job for one year 

 

The passage above demonstrates that refugees do not arrive in Canada as tabulae rasae 

ready to absorb whatever the cultural values and practices of their host community are. This 

African service provider, who seems particularly sensitive to drinking and smoking, as well as to 

female promiscuity, demonstrates that refugees import to Canada traditional and gendered 

conceptions of what is culturally acceptable or not: 

 

Some people who have…who came especially from regions in cultures that have good 

and bad [notions] and that way kind-of-cultures, they look at them more, they are not 

like…in every country right now, in every country you go there are classes, and certain 

classes are defined by…either by ethnicity or social caste so when they go to other 

countries, when they see certain groups they kind of frame their understanding of 

Aboriginal People in that, whatever they have in their countries (#8). 

 

African Community Leader  

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 
 

Newcomers to Canada who have lived in African societies ruled by hierarchical caste 

systems are class conscious, and thus likely find it easy to continue visualizing and categorizing 

groups in a hierarchical manner, where Aboriginals are placed at the bottom. As McClain [2006] 

has stated in her American-based research, “immigrants might possibly bring views of the racial 

hierarchies in their own countries with them to the U.S.” (p. 581).  
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The Cultural Threat Model has continually been examined through situations where a 

foreign incoming minority group, such as immigrants, has been seen as a threat to the cultural 

ways of the established and dominant host population (see, for example, Zaraté et al., 2004; 

McLaren 2003). The model has not been applied to examine whether immigrants feel that the 

cultures from their homelands are endangered by the values and practices they observe in their 

host country, and whether such a perceived threat fosters pessimistic group attitudes. Several 

African service providers in this case study spoke of Aboriginal culture in a negative tone. In line 

with Symbolic Racist thoughts, they held a degree of resentment based on the perceived moral 

transgressions and value violations of Aboriginals (Henry & Sears 2002, p. 255). Based on their 

encounters with poor Native inner city residents, they equated street life with Aboriginal culture, 

and immediately made a sharp distinction between their cultural morals and those of the whole 

Aboriginal community. One Aboriginal service provider whom I interviewed wanted to take 

elderly refugees to an Aboriginal retreat outside of the city. However, his idea was not met with 

optimism, demonstrating the lack of interest amongst some newcomers in getting to know better 

the authentic components of Aboriginal culture, such as Native spiritual ties to the land:    

 

…It‟s around enabling newcomers to move out to the land, to actually see the land…and 

I remember talking to one woman, cause we have [an Aboriginal] retreat centre outside 

of the city. I said: “it would be good to take some Somali and elder women out there to 

show them the land.” And she said: “oh, no they don‟t have any interest.” So it‟s kind of 

that (#16).  

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for one year and a half 

 

If the views of the quoted newcomer respondents are indicative of those held by more 

recently arrived newcomers, cultural threats may turn out to be a more important factor in the 

formation of anti-Aboriginal attitudes than is generally thought. Only future research can address 

this conjecture with certainty. If it turns out to be the case, there is ground to argue that the 

Cultural Threat Model can be modified to explain how not only established societal members, 

but also incoming immigrant groups (in feeling culturally threatened by physically established 

minority groups) form pessimistic perceptions and attitudes.   
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Realistic Group Conflict: „Resource Competition‟ as a Source of Negative Attitudes  

 Within the field of inter-group relations, competition over concrete resources has been 

commonly considered by scholars to be a major source of tension (Bonanich 1972; Olzak 1992). 

Antagonism can result from competition over jobs, political power, territory, government 

services or other concrete resources (Quillian 1995; Esses et al. 2001). This explanation points to 

the centrality of the economic context in precipitating and shaping inter-group antagonism 

(Cheng & Espiritu 1989, p. 526). The large number of poor minority group members in resource-

starved areas, such as Winnipeg‟s inner city, forms a precondition for conflict, threat and 

prejudice.  The traditional version of Realistic Group Conflict Theory takes the stance that 

genuine competition over objective resources exists. Therefore antagonism is rational since 

groups do have incompatible goals and compete for the same resources (Bornstein 2003, p. 129). 

Yet, a newer variant of this model, called the Instrumental Model of Group Conflict, speaks to 

the mere perception of competition (Esses et al. 1998). For feelings of threat to emerge, actual 

competition over resources is not a situational prerequisite.  

 Assessing the degree of objective competition between African refugees and Aboriginals 

was beyond the scope of this case study. Nonetheless, the findings illustrate newcomers and 

Aboriginals‟ perceptions of competition. These perceptions matter because they have the ability 

to shape opinions and actions towards out-group members. Overall, findings from this study do 

not conform to the expectations of Realistic Group Conflict Theory. Key informants who work 

in the inner city suggested during the interviews that that competition over resources is not a 

major source of refugees‟ negative attitudes towards Aboriginals.
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One reason for the lack of perceived competition is that members of both groups do not 

tend to compete for jobs. African refugees (particularly those who have been in Canada for one 

or two years and reside in the inner city) are not necessarily looking for jobs; their energy is 

channelled to learning English and upgrading their low educational skills. Both African refugees 

and Aboriginals who live in the inner city have very low levels of education. Thus, they are 

considered „unworthy candidates‟ by employers who would like to hire individuals with at least a 

high school diploma. Since, for the most part, members of both groups are not looking for jobs, 

employment is not an arena where they perceive an acute sense of competition.  Furthermore, the 
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 No single respondent who worked with refugees expressed zero-sum thoughts of competition, to the like of: „well, 

newcomers feel that more good jobs for Aboriginals, means fewer good jobs for them.‟ 
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fact that many members of both groups rely on governmental welfare, which is given to all 

persons who qualify for it (and is not mutually exclusive), makes this source of income one 

where members feel no competition: 

  

Interviewer: What about [competition for] jobs? 

 

Respondent: That hasn‟t come up. I would say just because a lot of the people I work 

with are not in a position of working yet (#6). 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

 

This view is echoed by a Caucasian project participant, the Executive Director of a family drop-

in centre: 

 

I don‟t think so…I don‟t think they see it as competition…I think they would 

probably…I don‟t know if they‟d identify and think that they live similar…ummm…I 

don‟t think they see it as competition…many of our families aren‟t looking…cause I‟m 

dealing with single moms, aren‟t looking for employment; they‟re looking at taking care 

of their kids (#3).  

 

Caucasian Service Provider (Executive Director of an Agency); 

On the job for ten years 
 

Cheng and Espiritu [1989] have made the case that foreign-born immigrant minority 

groups, such as Asian Americans view opportunities as plentiful in America, in comparison to 

their home countries. Thus, they are less likely to view other groups as competitive threats, at 

least compared to African Americans, who were forcibly transplanted to the United States much 

earlier (Bobo & Hutchings 1996, p. 955). Interview data from this project firmly show that 

refugee newcomers believe they have a lot of opportunities in Canada. This automatically 

diminishes feelings of competition for resources. Newcomers‟ sense of optimism in Canada is 

relayed below by a Caucasian reporter:  

…but a lot of them [newcomer refugees] were very happy to be here in Canada…the 

majority…I would say a lot of them were very happy to be here because yes it was an 

opportunity to have a better life and those were the sacrifices you know, that their 

parents, for example, got them to Canada to have a better life. So yes, they were certainly 

quite happy to be here…definitely (#9).  

 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 
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And yet another respondent of African descent, who works with refugees from the Great Lake 

Region in Africa, opined: 

[O]ne thing, as far as immigrants are concerned, those who are served and brought into 

the country, through government sponsorship, I think the government is doing a 

marvellous, a noble job to save them from the harsh conditions they were in and to bring 

them here, it is a great thing. A life is saved and people… and families will have access to 

integration. And they will get piece of mind and they can live like any other human 

being. They give them basic assistance. And that enables them to start their lives (#10). 

  

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 

 

Apart from perceiving opportunities in Canada as plentiful, what is also important to 

consider is that newcomers –broadly speaking - do not share the same economic interests as their 

Aboriginal neighbours; this also minimizes feelings of competition. During personal interviews, 

mainstream respondents maintained that refugees to Canada desire to rise up the socio-economic 

ladder through education and hard work.
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 Data suggest that newcomers (even African refugees 

with very low levels of education) yearn to get ahead professionally once they are in Canada. 

They perceive a myriad of opportunities that were non-existent in their countries of origin, and 

think they can overcome the poverty that they encounter during initial settlement in Canada. This 

line of thinking is dissimilar from Aboriginals‟ who see Canada as „a land of opportunity 

robbed.‟ That African newcomers have different future aspirations than Aboriginals reduces 

potential perceptions of competition. 

Feelings of competition are also likely minimized due to the fact that community-based 

social services in Winnipeg are – to a considerable extent - segmented along group lines. A 

considerable number of drop-in agencies are Aboriginal or newcomer-focused. As will be further 

elaborated in chapter seven, a fragmented system of funding and social service delivery in 

Winnipeg‟s inner city partly translates into infrequent interactions among members of both 

groups. This lack of contact, it follows, reduces perceptions of „resource competition‟ between 

them.  
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 This does not mean, however, that they are willing to shed their cultural habits from their countries of origin. 

First-generation newcomers want to assimilate economically but not necessarily in cultural ways.  
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Threat to Social Class Aspirations: an Important Source of Negative Attitudes  

The Group Position Model functions as another tool for analyzing negative inter-group 

perceptions. This model contends that hostility between groups does not result exclusively from 

material conditions or from negative affective dispositions, such as cultural threats. According to 

this model, feelings of competition and hostility emerge from historically and collectively 

developed judgements about the positions in the social order that in-group members feel they 

should rightfully occupy relative to members of an out-group. An important element to consider 

is where in-group members feel they ought to stand vis-à-vis out-groups (Bobo & Hutchings 

1996, p. 955).  Racial prejudice is a defensive reaction to such challenges toward the sense of 

group position (Blumer 1958).  Racial alienation, which emerges from historical experiences and 

the current social, political and economic status occupied by members of an ethnic group, is a 

factor in predicting negative out-group attitudes (Bobo 1999). Ethnic groups are alienated when 

they feel they have been unfairly treated and historically bereft of opportunities to succeed in 

society. The more members of a racial group feel they are alienated and oppressed, the more 

likely they are to regard other racial groups as competitive threats to their own group‟s social 

position (Bobo & Hutchings 1996, p. 951). Along these lines, the longer a group has been 

disadvantaged in society, and the more crystallized their sense of alienation is, the more 

threatened by out-groups they are hypothesized to be.  

Although the Group Position Model was originally developed to gauge how established 

groups viewed minority groups, this thesis was interested in examining whether the model had 

any analytical power to explain how refugees perceive Aboriginals.  In-depth interview data 

reveal that refugees do feel their group is collectively threatened, but in a way that is not 

predicted by the model.  Refugees feel a threat to their class aspirations. In contrast to what the 

Group Position Model proposes, results from this case study suggest that it is precisely because 

refugees have an undefined and un-crystallized position in society that they feel anxious; and as a 

way of dealing with this anxiety, they become prejudiced towards Aboriginals. Refugees‟ 

negative feelings towards Aboriginals are conditioned by their socio-economic vulnerability as 

poor newcomers to Canada. Refugees migrate to Canada to escape persecution and to gain 

independence and freedom. They are also motivated by their hope of achieving increased 

economic wealth and better life opportunities in their new host country (Gagne 2008, p. 33). In 

Canada, they perceive that they have opportunities to rise within the socio-economic ladder. 
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However, they feel that by living in the same neighbourhoods as disadvantaged urban 

Aboriginals, their chances of achieving this aim are threatened.  What the case study suggests 

(which is not adequately reflected in the Group Position Model literature) is a process by which 

refugees feel that Aboriginals threaten their middle class aspirations and thus begin dissociating 

themselves from Aboriginals. This strategy presupposes that group boundaries are perceived as 

permeable and that relative membership in the high-status group can be achieved (Verkuyten & 

Reijerse 2008, p. 109).    

When refugees arrive in Winnipeg, due to their low incomes the majority of them are 

compelled to live in the inner city, an unkempt and poverty-stricken place they never imagined 

Canada would have. In the core area of the city, refugees observe Aboriginals asking for money 

and engaging in what they deem to be „immoral‟ activities. This perplexes them as they never 

imagined that Canada, as a nation, would allow a segment of its population to live in such a 

disgraceful way. The quote by a newcomer community worker reveals refugees‟ bewilderment 

during their first weeks and months in Winnipeg:   

 

Most [refugees], they have good idea about Canada and…whatever they heard through 

orientation, other things: that it‟s a beautiful country, it‟s nice people, and when they 

come here and they see the people and the divisions of society, and when they see that 

part of Canadian community is being oppressed or forgotten…they just lose hope or they 

think twice; they think [of] what their fate may be in Canada as new immigrants, as a new 

group. So Canada, which treated the Native People for years in such an inhuman 

way…they [refugees] think twice, they ask: “What will happen [to us]? What will be my 

role? What will be my fate in this country?” (#10) 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

The same key informant spoke of her/his perception when he first arrived in Manitoba: 

I came here and practically I saw that there are two different people within Canada; part 

of Canada is Third World and part is developed country or Western world…when you 

see this [Aboriginal destitution] the first thing that comes to you is: “Why? Why this has 

to happen to the people?”…especially when you take Canada as one of the countries that 

fights for human rights, and is active in the world, and is known as a peacekeeper country 

and peace lovers and democratic country (#10). 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

 

Similarly, another newcomer project participant articulated the shock of newcomers upon 

witnessing Aboriginal-mainstream disparity in Canada: 
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When you come from other countries, you are coming to the level so superior in every 

aspect and you don‟t expect to see people in the lowest status or…so when they see: 

“well, why like this? Why people are asking [for change on the streets].” They kind of 

got shocked and they ask…nobody thinks that when you come to Canada, there‟s persons 

who doesn‟t have enough money to fly to any part of the world in a couple of days, or to 

go for holidays, all that…but when they come, they see people asking for little money 

and they are very poor: “why?” They ask…and then they don‟t have either the resources 

to understand what really historically happened to have certain numbers of people to be 

in that situation. So they judge (#8). 

African community leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

 

Being a refugee in a strange land, where you cannot speak the official languages and 

cannot read signs or express yourself, is a frightening experience. Newcomers‟ vulnerability and 

attendant anxiety were readily expressed by the community workers that I interviewed:  

 

Well, they‟re confused...so yeah; it‟s very, very strange. I think they‟re scared, very 

scared. Some of them are trying to get houses and get ahead and I know some that are 

very, very scared… and they‟re not understanding the rules; they‟re just still shell-

shocked; they‟re like deer in the headlight (#6).  

 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 
 

Soon after developing a perplexed emotional state, refugees become afraid; they begin to 

feel threatened that because of their low incomes, residential concentration in the inner city, and 

dark skin colour, they will be equated (by society at large) with Aboriginals.  Yet, they still hold 

on to the possibility of rising within the system, and moving out of the underprivileged inner city 

class (Cheng & Espiritu 1989, p. 528). To do this, they strategically begin to distance themselves 

from and/or derogate Aboriginals, in order to demonstrate that they are different and superior. 

Rothberg and Worchel [1997] have written that, “to enhance the value of their in-group, group 

members may derogate the other disadvantaged out-group; the similar out-group may be 

perceived as a threat to the integrity of a disadvantaged group struggling to develop its identity 

and esteem” (p. 1192). The words of an African service provider illustrate this pattern: “Yes, 

Yes. Ah…the immigrants also see Aboriginals as…secondary or the third civilians [citizens] of 

Canada [and] want to be viewed…as the sense of saying: “„we‟re better than them‟ ” (#10).  

While newcomers do not deny that they are in the same disadvantaged socio-economic 

level, they quickly assert a crucial differentiation, which is their fervent aspiration to rise within 
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the racial hierarchical system and get ahead socio-economically. In this way, the construction of 

group differences is used to advance class interests. Newcomers quickly realize that Aboriginals 

are trapped in a class with very few chances of moving up. For them, race and class intersect. 

Thus, Native People, in newcomers‟ minds, are automatically associated with downward 

mobility. Through their yearning to be viewed in a more admirable light by dominant Canadians, 

refugees begin emulating the actions and beliefs of mainstream Canadians. Doing so, they 

believe, will allow them to achieve their aim of rising within the social class ladder. A high-

ranking bureaucrat, speaking about the immigrant and refugee clients in his government 

department, said that “[i]n the class analysis, they‟re not interested in looking back down; they 

want to move up. They‟re afraid of becoming…going down” [emphasis mine] (#7). This crucial 

point reminds us that class dynamics and divisions are central to the ways that social relations 

between groups are constituted, how groups members relate to others outside of their ethnic 

community, and how the groups themselves are constituted and defined (Satzewich 1999, p. 

341).  

Zick et al. [2001] found that in Germany, among Polish, Romanian and Russian minority 

groups, prejudice towards other minority groups was functional for their acculturation and 

integration. That is, through their rejection of other minority groups, Poles, Romanians and 

Russians in Germany demonstrated that they were “real Germans” (p. 554). Refugees in 

Winnipeg reveal a similar pattern; they admire and aspire to become more like white Canadians, 

not Aboriginals: 

 

New immigrants came to work; the government brought them here in the new country. 

The dominant culture is the mainstream culture and so they are trying to integrate into 

that culture. So the thinking also…they have that kind of thinking…whatever the 

mainstream does, they do…they try to do (#10). 

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

One African respondent told me during my interview with him that in Africa storytelling 

and the use of analogies are common forms of communication. Accordingly, he proceeded to 

share an analogy with me to describe the strategy that newcomers (whether consciously or not) 

adopt to attain more prestige than the Aboriginal community: 
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The point is, there is a saying from our back [home in Africa]: If you have a horse and if 

you pick dung and throw at the horse and somebody sees you, that guy will take that 

stone and throw at [the] horse too. So [he laughs]…you take that and throw at [the] horse;  

the other guy will think that and will throw this (#10).  

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

 

The analogy above may be difficult to decipher. However, its logic is simple: if 

mainstream Canadians can throw „dung‟ on Aboriginals, and it is the mainstream group that 

holds power, immigrants will emulate them and throw „dung‟ on the underprivileged group too. 

Racism in Canada creates a social structure where certain groups are accorded a relative status 

on a societal ladder. Standing in contrast to the view that prejudice is irrational is the fact that 

interests shape attitudes. In Winnipeg, Manitoba newcomers‟ prejudicial attitudes are not 

irrational; in actuality, they are interest-based. Refugees‟ attitudes are not the result of mental 

quirks or psychological flaws (Bonilla-Silva 1996).  In realizing that Aboriginals are at the 

lowest level of a racially stratified society, refugees grasp at whatever they can to distinguish 

themselves from Natives, and achieve a more positive social identity. This strategy is recognized 

by an Aboriginal community leader in Winnipeg, whose words give credence to this point: 

 

…and then, of course, African people come in here and see us [Aboriginals] at the very 

bottom…the most oppressed of the oppressed, and also join in that systematic oppression, 

because if they think that if they can become allies with dominant culture, then they‟re 

going to be more successful here (#13). 

 

Aboriginal community leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

A higher social class aspiration among newcomer refugees appears to be an important 

engine of racial dynamics in Winnipeg. Dissociating one‟s group from the most devalued group 

is a means to rise within the stratified social ladder. Thus, self-interest may have a larger role in 

shaping the attitudes of refugees, who find themselves in a more vulnerable position than most 

whites (Weitzer 1997, p. 588). The quote below, by an African service provider truly reveals 

how far some refugees will go in order not to be branded with Aboriginals:  
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I remember one guy [refugee client] went on social assistance after his program was 

completed…so he went to collect social assistance; I [as his counsellor] went with him… 

I looked at the office and I looked around and saw a lot of people, Native 

people…Aboriginal people. He turned and said: “why are all these people here? They 

are…getting stamps. Why don‟t they go and work?” He asked me (#10).  

 

African service provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

Then, the counsellor saw the newcomer client begin to leave the welfare office, and asked: 
 

“Why aren‟t you coming?” [The refugee client replied]: “I‟m going to school.” He looked 

at them [Aboriginals] and then he came back and said: “No, I don‟t want to take 

assistance…I don‟t want to be labelled with those people. I have to go and work…I don‟t 

want to do that [be on welfare]. I can work as a cleaner, or I can work in a factory. So 

[said the counsellor] from that person you can think or conclude: some of the immigrants, 

they hate…so the problem is, I mean, solving that problem…why the immigrants will 

look upon the Native people as secondary citizens or as menace… (#10) 

 

African service provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 

 

Therefore, in line with the Group Position Model, African refugees in Winnipeg do 

experience a sense of „group threat‟ based on subjective feelings of where they feel they can 

potentially stand in relation to Aboriginals. Yet, in contrast to what the Group Position Model 

suggests, refugees hold prejudiced views of Native People even without feeling a strong sense of 

„group alienation.‟ When it comes to newcomer respondents, „ethnic alienation‟ does not seem to 

have the weight that Bobo and Hutchings [1996] assign to the model for predicting negative out-

group attitudes.
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 Refugees have not been in Canada long enough to have historically developed 

judgements about the position that they should rightly occupy in society. They also have no long-

term grievances with the Canadian state. Moreover, and what is not accounted for in the Group 

Position Model, is that it is precisely because newcomers have an undefined position in society 

that they feel the impetus (and the room) to dissociate themselves from poor and truly alienated 

Aboriginal People.   

The negative evaluations among African refugees regarding Aboriginals that were found 

in this case study are consistent with inter-minority literature in the United States. McClain 
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 The Group Position Model contends that the more members of a racial group feel they are alienated and 

oppressed, the more likely they are to regard other racial groups as competitive threats to their own group‟s social 

position” (Bobo & Hutchings 1996, p. 951). This model predicts that the most threatened and prejudiced groups are 

disadvantaged and alienated minority groups (p. 460).   
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[2006] revealed that Latino immigrants in the state of North Carolina view African Americans 

unconstructively. They racially distance themselves from African Americans and associate more 

with whites. Marrow [2005] echoes this pattern when she quotes a respondent in her study, who 

said: “at the same time, Hispanics come here to this country and they want nothing to do with 

Blacks; they don‟t want to socialize with them and be part of that world” (p. 45). This trend 

however, is not only evident among Hispanics; it is also displayed among Asian groups in the 

United States. Moon H. Jo [1992] wrote that Koreans in Philadelphia “have so endeavoured to be 

assimilated into the mainstream of the white society that they have been dubbed „whiter than 

white‟” (p. 403). Jo also wrote that some Korean merchants “recoil at the thought of the 

possibility of becoming one of „them‟ [African Americans]” (p. 406). Hence, while these 

findings are new within a Canadian context, they correspond to the inter-minority dynamics that 

have been detected in the United States.   

 

Summary 

 The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that the Marginality Hypothesis does not 

hold true in Winnipeg‟s inner city, when considering African refugees‟ perceptions of 

Aboriginals. Far from representing a sense of understanding and empathy of the historical and 

structural reasons why many Aboriginals face poverty and alienation, newcomers‟ attitudes 

portray an overall negative evaluation towards their Aboriginal counterparts (not unlike how 

mainstream Canadian society views Aboriginals).  Refugees‟ attitudes towards Natives are in 

line with Symbolic Racism, which contends that Natives‟ failure to progress results from their 

reluctance to work hard enough, and that as a result, their continuing demands for improved and 

special treatment are not justified. Refugees, due to their undefined position in society and the 

anxiety that accompanies it, distance themselves from Aboriginals for reasons related to social 

class ambitions. The need to be identified with higher-status mainstream Canadians proves to be 

more powerful among refugees than their shared status with Aboriginals as visible minorities 

living in the poorest area of Winnipeg. The determinants of newcomers‟ negative perceptions 

appear to be related more to a fear of downward social mobility and to a lesser extent cultural 

threats, than to realistic economic competition vis-à-vis Aboriginals.  
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Chapter Six 
 

Perceptions of Refugee Newcomers by the Dominant 

Population and by Aboriginals 

 

Dominant Group: Favours Refugee Newcomers over Aboriginals 

An adequate examination of the relations between African refugees and Aboriginals in 

Winnipeg‟s inner city requires discussing the relationship that the dominant Canadian population 

has with each of these two minority groups. The dominant group has the wealth, power and 

prestige, and minority groups strive to achieve equality with that group (Jo 1992, p. 408). Thus, 

what the more powerful group confers to each minority group has implications on how minority 

groups feel about one another, and how they interact. If one minority group is favoured, feelings 

of anger and resentment can arise among the non-favoured group‟s members. Key informants 

from this case study revealed that the dominant, Euro-Canadian population in Winnipeg views 

African refugees more favourably than Aboriginals.  

In chapter five, I discussed how segments of mainstream society hold stereotypes about 

Aboriginals. Silver & Ghorayshi [2006] have written that in Canada, Natives have been 

construed as the „other.‟ The assumption that they are inferior has become woven into the 

dominant culture‟s belief system and is, whether consciously or not, now a deeply embedded part 

of mainstream Canada‟s worldview (p. 15). When I asked service providers if their Aboriginal 

clients felt alienated from society at large, their responses were always affirmative. One 

Caucasian community worker who coordinated a child-minding program spoke of her Native 

clients: “I think in a lot of cases they feel judged and [as] second class [citizens]. They feel like 

they don‟t belong... [it‟s] also that sense of never fitting in, you know” (#6). Another Caucasian 

respondent talked about the Aboriginals he interacted with, and the constant prejudice they face: 

 

Facing prejudices from other people….that was something that [Aboriginal] People find 

difficult to deal with because automatically, you know, the majority of the population 

assumes that they‟re poor or that they have problems, social problems. Some expressed a 

bit of frustration in that sense, saying that people automatically assume they were bad 

people because they were Aboriginal (#9). 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 
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Like Aboriginals, many African refugees living in Winnipeg‟s inner city are poor and 

uneducated; they are also visible minorities. Owing to these similarities, a significant sector of 

the Euro-Canadian, mainstream population could be equally prejudiced towards black refugees 

as it is towards Aboriginals. However, this is not the case; the in-depth interviews I conducted 

indicate that mainstream Winnipeg society favours African refugees over urban Aboriginals. In 

part, this results from refugees‟ recent experience with violence and related traumatic events. 

Although Aboriginal People have been subject to unjust state policies (e.g., the 

institutionalization of residential schools),
56

 these may be deemed by society-at-large to have 

happened long ago compared to the more recent traumatic events that refugees have encountered.  

Furthermore, welcoming refugees in need of protection allows Canadians to maintain their 

national identity as honourable and humanitarian global citizens. Mainstream Canadians feel 

good knowing that their state is assisting victims of violence. A third-generation Asian 

respondent explained:  

 

I think for me…I think most of the mainstream Canadians feel more sympathetic 

to[wards] the refugees because they know they‟re coming from war-torn areas [where] 

there‟s been lots of losses, you know, separation, things like that. I think there‟s more 

sympathy for that particular group (#4).  

 

Third Generation Asian Service Provider; 

On the job for over five years 
 

A respondent working in a refugee settlement agency spoke about a group of retired, 

white middle-class Canadians who approached his workplace to determine whether they could 

volunteer with refugee families on a weekly basis. When I asked this respondent whether the 

same Caucasian group would ever approach an urban Aboriginal agency to offer the same kind 

of help, he answered in the negative and claimed that mainstream individuals despairingly think 

that “these [Aboriginal] People are not going to change” (#5). Whereas the dominant group has 

had decades to judge the „lack of progress‟ of the Aboriginal community, it has not had the 

opportunity to evaluate African refugees‟ success in their host country. Therefore, the 
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 Residential schools, which were federally run under the Department of Northern Affairs, were initially established 

in the early 19
th

 century. Although the 1930‟s signified the peak of the residential school system, the last residential 

school closed down in 1996. The aim of the schools was to aggressively assimilate Aboriginal children into 

mainstream society, by forcing them to speak English and adopt Christianity. In these boarding schools, “students 

were discouraged from speaking their first language or practicing native traditions…” (CBC, Indian residential 

schools) 
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mainstream exhibits curiosity and a certain level of optimism towards newcomer groups; these 

feelings appear to not be associated with Aboriginals. One African respondent pronounced:  

 

I think Aboriginals have been defined as a group very vividly, so their place has 

somehow certain perception in their [mainstream group‟s] mind, but the immigrants: I 

think many people are open-minded; they look at them: “Who is this person? What can 

he offer? What can she offer?” Immigrants come from different countries and they bring 

different talents, so it creates curiosity to the mainstream society: “Who is she? Who is 

he? What [where] is he from?” But for Aboriginal People, it‟s: “[in a dismayed tone]: Oh, 

we know what is there” (#8). 

 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

The same African respondent effectively communicated dominant Canadians‟ disbelief 

that the Aboriginal community will improve its socio-economic condition:  

 

When newcomers
57

 come, they don‟t have the same stigma attached as the Aboriginal 

People. The newcomers come from different sectors of the society and Aboriginal People 

have been here and they‟ve been oppressed and there are certain groups of people, they 

think that they will never change at all…I think they are, based on my experience, they 

are much more racist or discriminatory against Aboriginal People than any other group 

(#8). 

 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 
 

A Caucasian service provider revealed the same pattern. Yet, she demonstrated that the 

Native community‟s poor life condition results from the lack of opportunities afforded to them 

by society-at-large rather than their unwillingness to change:     

People have preconceived ideas [of Aboriginals]…, they‟re judged because of who they 

are right there and then. People are more open to learning about immigrants and what 

they have to offer. And I see a lot of it…violence…the way the Aboriginal People are 

treated…like it‟s not physical violence but it‟s definitely violence against their character 

and their opportunity to reach their potential (#6). 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

 

                                                 
57

 When referring to refugees, respondents often used the word „newcomers.‟ The word „refugee‟ is avoided by 

service providers, community leaders and bureaucrats, I believe, because it further stigmatizes their clients.    
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Dixon and Rosenbaum [2004] contend that the process shaping anti-Black and anti-

Hispanic stereotypes in the United States is dissimilar, and based on each group‟s different 

historical experiences with the dominant society (p. 259). 
58

 This pattern seems to apply in the 

Canadian context. In addition to being sceptical of the capacity and willingness of Aboriginals to 

improve their condition, members of the Canadian mainstream may also associate Aboriginals 

with guilt. The harm that was done to Aboriginal People by white colonizers may have created a 

sense of „collective guilt‟ among the dominant Canadian population.
59

 The forceful removal of 

children from Aboriginal families, for example, is too hard for the mainstream to ignore. With 

this guilt, there is also fear of having done wrongs and of being punished for them, even if the 

wrongdoings happened generations ago (Williams 2000). An Aboriginal community leader I 

interviewed bitterly expressed how fear plays a factor in mainstream-Aboriginal relations:  

 

What is the base of it? It‟s fear; fear of maybe not being so right after all… it is fear…I 

think it‟s fear that maybe you [as the settler society] were misguided and wrong from the 

get-go… the western ideology can‟t handle that they could be wrong, because [their] 

whole life has been based on „whiteness is rightness,‟ eh? (#13) 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

The above quote corresponds closely to the inter-racial pattern found in America by 

Mindiola et al. [2002], who conducted interviews to examine perceptions among Blacks, Whites 

and Hispanics. In their study, an African American respondent articulated: “I think they [Whites] 

fear us [Blacks] more, definitely, because of our history, our struggles, our color, and white guilt 

over the way we have been treated…” (p. 61). In Canada, the mainstream is guilt-free when it 

interacts with African refugees, since the reasons for Africans‟ exile lie in the hands of nation-

                                                 
58

 For example, as a result of their long-term historical enslavement and its political, economic justifications, African 

Americans have faced and continue to face negative stereotypes regarding, for instance, their intelligence, work 

ethic and morality. One the other hand, Hispanics in the United States who were not enslaved, have to a greater 

extent, been able to incorporate into white American society. Generally, survey data suggest that anti-Hispanic 

prejudice and stereotypes have been and continue to be less widespread than anti-black prejudice and stereotypes 

(Dixon & Rosenbaum 2004, p. 259).   

 
59

 „Collective guilt‟ has been written about in America, where Whites feel discomfort that their people contributed to 

the oppression and plight of Blacks (Vaca 2004, p. 191). Members of dominant groups, such as Franco- or Anglo-

Canadians can experience collective guilt for actions for which they were not personally responsible, but from which 

they have in some way benefited (as quoted in Reid et al., 2005, p. 193). 
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states abroad; this stands in contrast with Aboriginals, whose relationship with French and 

English colonizers has been historically drawn-out and problematic.  

Another important reason why mainstream Winnipeggers favour newcomer refugees over 

Natives has to do with the economic benefits accrued from immigration.  In the United States, 

employers and skilled white workers relate to low-skilled immigrants in a complementary way 

because immigrants fill labour market needs by taking low-wage jobs (Marrow 2005). Waldinger 

[1997] found that American employers perceive immigrants as more desirable employees than 

African Americans because they expect immigrants to be more productive and tractable.  

Corroborating these mainstream-newcomer relations is the following interview excerpt from an 

Aboriginal director of a community agency in Winnipeg‟s inner city:  

 

There are refugees that I think are perceived by society: “Oh good, they‟re going to be 

hard workers! They‟re going to come here and they‟re going to work hard and they‟ll 

take all the construction jobs, and they‟ll really help us out!” (# 14) 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider (director of an agency); 

On the job for 11 years 

 

 

Another Aboriginal respondent, without being probed, revealed the same thinking: 

 
  

Newcomers are more welcomed than Aboriginal People, ironically enough [laughs]... 

because they work; they work hard. What‟s the first thing you think [about newcomers]? 

They work; they work hard; they don‟t want to sit on welfare. [An Aboriginal] off a 

reserve: “well, they‟re just sitting on welfare and they‟re going to be a drain on our 

system.” I rarely hear that about newcomers… they‟re seeing them as…contributing 

because we need them to work, but we only need them to work at entry level jobs…if 

they can sew, if they can flip burgers, great…cab drivers, we can use them…because 

again, mainstream Canada sees Aboriginals as drain on systems where[as] they see 

newcomers as [an] opportunity (#15).  

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 17 years 

 

 

Aboriginal Service Providers‟ Feelings towards Refugees 

 If the dominant group perceives recently arrived refugees more sympathetically than 

Aboriginals, what effect does this have on Aboriginal-refugee relations? Do Aboriginals resent 

not being favoured by the group that holds power in society? Do they feel collectively 



72 

 

threatened? Finally, do feelings of threat result in Aboriginals directing their anger and 

frustration towards refugees rather than the dominant population? 

 Central to the Group Position Model is the idea that prejudice is not a result of individual 

feelings or attitudes, but rather an outcome of how racial groups view themselves in relation to 

other groups within a given society (Esposito & Murphy 1999). Prejudice emerges when one 

group feels collectively threatened by another.  There are four basic features of the Group 

Position Model: (1) A feeling of superiority on the part of established group members; (2) a 

belief that the subordinate group is intrinsically different and alien; (3) assumptions of 

proprietary claims over certain rights, statuses and resources (things that in-group members feel 

they are entitled to); and (4) a perception of threat from subordinate group members who desire a 

greater share of society‟s rights and privileges (Bobo 1999, p. 449; Blumer 1958). In addition, 

the Group Position Model suggests that the more members of a group feel alienated, the more 

threatened and prejudiced they will be (Bobo & Hutchings 1996, p. 460). 

Taken together, interview data from this case study disconfirm the ability of the Group 

Position Model to explain how Aboriginal service providers and Aboriginal inner city residents 

perceive African refugees. Several reasons account for this. First, while the respondents with 

whom I spoke revealed that their Aboriginal clients felt very alienated from society-at-large, 

these feelings were not associated with prejudiced attitudes towards African refugees. Second, 

Aboriginal service providers did not consider themselves superior to African refugees, nor did 

they feel a sense of entitlement over them. Even when some key informants cited that 

Aboriginals were the original inhabitants of Canada, these remarks were not accompanied with 

condescending perceptions of newcomers. Rather than feeling that refugees in Winnipeg are 

intrinsically alien and different, as the Group Position Model suggests, numerous interviews 

revealed that Aboriginal service providers feel that their ethno-cultural community shares 

significant similarities with African refugees. One similarity that was cited by Aboriginal 

respondents is that members of both groups have been victims of war or colonization: 

  
Well, I think the similarity….would be that…Aboriginals feel very much like refugees in 

their own land, because the land was taken away from them… I think for many of the 

African refugees, they‟ve been displaced too. So there‟s a commonality there, you 

know…There‟s a history there of oppression, of racialized violence, of systemic 

discrimination and racism, and displacement and all of that‟s connected to what refugee  
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people have experienced (#14). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for 11 years 

 

Like African respondents, Aboriginal service providers acknowledged that a basic 

similarity between both minority groups is that they occupy lower rungs of the economic ladder. 

Yet unlike their African counterparts, the Aboriginal service providers whom I interviewed felt 

that the Aboriginal community shared significant similarities with African newcomers, ranging 

from collective modes of parenting to the use of cultural symbols, such as the drum:  

 

Well, they have lots in common; I think they have…they‟re living the same socio-

economic realities. They have the same large family integration, so they include their 

grandmas, and grandpas and uncles and aunties and cousins, and the whole community 

raises the kids. I think that‟s common. I think…yeah, there’s just so many commonalities. 

There’s so many commonalities. And I think styles of parenting are very similar… a 

drum‟s a drum‟s a drum, right? Whether you built the drum in Africa or you built the 

drum here. It‟s the beat that you carry as a drummer; so there‟s so many [similarities] 

right [down] to family structure [emphasis mine] (#15). 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 17 years 
 

The fact that Aboriginal service providers in Winnipeg‟s inner city perceive more 

commonalities with African refugees than vice versa is a finding similar to the one reported by 

McClain et al. [2006], who analyzed surveys completed by black, white and Latino residents of 

Durham, North Carolina. Through their study, McClain and her colleagues determined that black 

respondents felt they shared similarities with Latinos; they did not feel themselves to be as 

distant from Latinos as Latinos felt from them (p. 580).  

One Native community leader I interviewed felt that there were fewer institutional 

supports for Aboriginals than for refugees in Winnipeg. Disconfirming the Group Position 

Model, she said this without resentment, and went on to speak about an important commonality 

she perceived between Aboriginals and African refugees. According to her, both minority groups 

felt pressured by the dominant group to assimilate into mainstream society:  

 

Oh yeah, we have a relationship with the newcomer community. Here‟s our approach to 

the newcomer community: it‟s get to know you…get to know them rather than to try to 

change them, eh?  We believe that…I mean just very similar to Indigenous populations, 
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we never needed to be changed from the beginning, eh? There‟s been newcomers coming 

in; we want to get to know them. We want to be their neighbours; we want to share our  

community in a way that‟s built on mutual understanding and mutual respect (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

 

The same community leader continued to talk about how African refugees are being 

pressured to assimilate into the Canadian mainstream, without realizing that refugees are, as I 

discussed in chapter five, voluntary players in this process: 
60

     

 

There‟s been a culture of „missionizing‟ Indigenous populations and now the same 

ideology is being transferred to Africans as if we…as if African populations need the 

right people to save them, eh…And that‟s how it‟s always been practiced on Indigenous 

populations…you know… so now newcomer communities are…they need to be 

whitened, eh? (#13) 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 

 
 

One Aboriginal service provider, displaying feelings of sympathy towards newcomers, 

felt that Aboriginals needed to be more proactive in welcoming refugees. Likewise, another 

Native worker maintained the need for better settlement services to help newcomers integrate 

into the city. While her statement shows concern over the plight of Aboriginal People, it does 

not, as the Group Position Model predicts, elevate Aboriginals‟ societal standing to a higher level 

than that of refugees: 

  

I think we really need to rethink our immigration policy, our newcomer policy…and if 

we‟re going to be welcoming, we have to have the supports…I want to see all people, 

including newcomers coming to this country, receive free university education...I want to 

see Aboriginal People have the same treaty rights on reserve, off reserve, anywhere they 

walk in this country. They should not be regulated to living in a remote community only 

to keep their tax-free status [emphasis mine] (#15).  

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 17 years 

 

 

                                                 
60

 In Chapter Five I made the case that African refugees seek socio-economic assimilation, which can be defined as 

achieving parity with the native majority in such indicators as income, education, and employment.  
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Aboriginal Inner City Residents: Mixed Perceptions of Refugees 

Although the Aboriginal service providers whom I interviewed displayed sympathetic 

views towards African refugees, it is important to note that they are representative of the middle 

class. Service providers have a secure professional status, unlike their clients, who are poor and 

largely uneducated. Studies have shown that education and occupational status are important 

predictors of out-group prejudice. Kalin and Berry [1994] assessed Canadian opinion polls and 

found that higher unemployment rates and low levels of education were linked to more negative 

attitudes towards immigrants. Similarly, through the analysis of polling surveys from 1975-1995, 

Palmer [1996] found that opposition to immigration was highly correlated with unemployment 

rate, suggesting that socio-economic status may well be the most important factor in the 

formation of anti-immigration attitudes.   

Overall, key informants revealed a mixed picture of how poor and undereducated 

Aboriginals perceive African refugees. Some respondents indicated that Aboriginal inner city 

residents held a positive view of Africans, while others said they felt a sense of competition with 

them over scarce resources. The remaining respondents noted that it was too soon to tell how 

Aboriginals felt about African refugees, given the latter‟s recent arrival to Winnipeg.
61

  

Therefore, evidence from this case study suggests that Aboriginals who live in the inner city 

have a mixed perception of refugees. A sense of “group ambivalence” is present amongst 

Aboriginals, who –collectively- appear to have both favourable and unfavourable views of 

refugees. On the one hand, dark-skinned refugees are perceived as persons who share with 

Aboriginals similar cultural traits. Yet, on the other hand, refugees are regarded as foreigners 

taking away valuable and scarce resources.  

Positive perceptions of African refugees are not uncommon among Aboriginal inner city 

residents. One African community leader revealed how some Natives have shown interest in 

forming bonds with newcomers. Yet, when this interest is not reciprocated, Natives lose hope 

and further isolate themselves:      

 

                                                 
61

 In the past 10 years, Canada in general and Manitoba in particular have accepted an increasing number of African 

refugees. This is due to escalating geopolitical conflicts in Africa, coupled with a shift in immigration policy, which 

calls for the resettlement of more „vulnerable refugees‟ (Simbandumwe 2007, p. 7).       
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It‟s especially painful when newcomers put them down; so I see they have a need for 

acceptance, to belong…and then, when they offer their friendship, when they‟re not 

accepted, they don‟t like… (#8) 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

Further demonstrating how some urban Aboriginals are sympathetic towards war-

affected newcomers, the same African interviewee articulated: 

 

[Aboriginal] People who are little bit aware of things, they also know in every country, 

there is oppression…there is always situations that force [people] to come to this country, 

and they [Aboriginals] welcome them. They are helping them; they talk to them properly 

and they don‟t judge them (#8). 

 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

 

 One Caucasian service provider disclosed an incident where an Aboriginal client who had 

led a difficult life in Manitoba, compassionately acknowledged the hardship of Africans from 

war-affected countries. The Native client‟s words emit a sense of sympathy and understanding:  

 

 …and one of the moms who is just bright and lovely, and she was part of the Scoop of 

the 60‟s,
62

 and went through a lot and also realized that she was Fetal Alcohol 

[Syndrome], which challenged her chances…she said: “we [Natives] always feel we 

never fit in; imagine how they [refugees] feel…” (#6) 

 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 
 

Whilst feelings of sympathy towards African refugees exist among Aboriginal inner city 

residents, so does the perception that they are taking away valuable and scarce resources. In this 

light, refugees are regarded as competitors. This attitudinal finding lends credence to the 

Realistic Group Conflict Theory, which posits that group antagonism arises from competition 

over access to tangible yet limited economic, political and social resources, such as housing, 

territory, jobs and government services (Esses et al., 2001; McLaren 2003; Insko 1992; Quillian 
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 The „60‟s Scoop‟ refers to an era where thousands of Indian children were unilaterally taken from their 

communities and placed in non-Aboriginal homes as wards of the state. This government-sanctioned policy had a 

devastating effect on Aboriginal children, families and communities (Giwa et al., 2006, p. 22).       
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1995). Competition is likely to be more acute in areas where resources are scant and poverty 

prevails, such as in Winnipeg‟s inner city. In 2001, one out of every three families living in the 

core area of Winnipeg fell below the poverty line, compared to only one out of every ten families 

in the non-inner city (Carter et al., 2003, p. 3). 

 Employment is an area where Aboriginals perceive competition vis-à-vis refugees. One 

Native community leader said that “Indian people think that these people [newcomers] are 

coming in to steal their jobs” (#13). This complaint echoes the one found in Houston, Texas, 

where African Americans believed Hispanics were taking away their jobs (Mindiola et al., 2002, 

p. 33). However, more important than the perception that newcomers are stealing jobs is the 

belief that they are taking away limited subsidized housing spots in the inner city and, in doing 

so, displacing Aboriginals who have been residing in the area for decades. In Winnipeg, public 

subsidized housing, which is an affordable and stable option for low-income people, makes up a 

very small proportion of the overall housing stock. From 2000-2003, waiting lists for Manitoba 

Housing units
63

 skyrocketed by 93% so that in 2004 there were approximately 3,033 persons  

waiting for units (as cited in McCracken & Watson 2004, p. i). The scarcity of public housing 

units, coupled with the increasing presence of black refugees, exacerbates the perception 

amongst Aboriginals that newcomers are competitors. The comments of one Caucasian 

bureaucrat working in the provincial department of immigration are illustrative:  

Many of these Manitoba Housing [buildings] in the inner city would have been almost 

fairly Aboriginal…not exclusively, but pretty close. But now we have in the last few 

years more Africans coming in. So when the African families are large, often single 

moms, husband killed or disappeared, where are they moving? Into Manitoba Housing, 

which has almost been completely Aboriginal…So right away [Aboriginals say:] “These 

are our places…This is my space…I don‟t have anything to start with, and now you‟re 

pushing me out of here?” (#7) 

 

Caucasian Public Servant; 

Involved in the community for approximately 10 years 
 

The same pattern was articulated by another Caucasian service provider working in a family 

support centre:  

You know, feeling like they‟re [newcomers] taking their [Aboriginals‟] spots and that 

sort of thing. And housing…and housing ‟cause, you know, when the housing is not a lot 

of spots for people, people are on waiting lists and people [Aboriginals] want to stay in 
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 Manitoba Public Housing, which is owned and administered by the provincial government, is subsidized housing 

whereby tenants pay 25-27% of their income on rent.  
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the inner city, ‟cause it‟s easier for them to live and this is where they‟ve always lived 

(#6). 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

 

A number of interconnected reasons explain why Aboriginal inner city residents perceive 

a greater sense of competition over housing spots than over employment opportunities. First, and 

as stated in chapter five, Aboriginals who reside in the inner city have very low educational 

levels. Most key informants whom I interviewed who worked with Natives said their clients, on 

average, had a grade nine or lower level of education; this results in Aboriginals being 

considered unworthy candidates by employers, who appear not to want to hire Aboriginals 

(Silver et al. 2002, p. 27). It follows that since many Aboriginal inner city residents are not 

actively looking for jobs, employment is not an arena where they perceive a sharp sense of 

competition. Yet, subsidized housing spots in the inner city are in high demand. The fact that 

Aboriginals observe increasing numbers of dark-skinned refugees moving into public housing 

structures fosters negative feelings of competition.  

Besides perceiving competition over subsidized housing spots, interview data point to 

competition between Aboriginal and African street gangs over „turf‟ or territory. This type of 

rivalry often results in criminal activities; yet, it persists among only a minority of Aboriginal 

and African teenagers and young adults.
64

 Members of youth street gangs defend what they 

consider to be their turf, primarily to facilitate drug dealing. Each group has a definite turf, which 

they claim as their own (Mellor et al., 2005). Key informants had little in-depth knowledge on 

this topic since, as authority figures, their clients were unwilling to speak openly with them about 

their gang involvement. When asked about perceptions of inter-group competition, one 

Aboriginal service provider working in a Native women‟s centre said: 

 

No, no, other than…there‟s been competition but that‟s gang-related for turf…we hear 

that… turf that is based on their drugs, their territory of where they do their drug 

dealing… Overall, I don‟t hear a whole lot of competition (#14). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for 11 years 
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 It is difficult to pinpoint how many individuals in Winnipeg‟s inner city are involved in gangs. As Gordon [2000] 

points out, a „gang census‟ is not available to researchers, since membership in gangs is fluid and difficult to 

monitor.  
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In a fervent manner, a Caucasian teacher in an inner city high school said,   

 

It wasn‟t like that five years ago. It was a largely Aboriginal area. That‟s not something 

that happens passively. That was a fight. And as far as I‟m concerned, it‟s criminal 

because it‟s not like the Aboriginal People were thriving and had wonderful housing and 

all these things. These were two desperate communities put together. What possible result 

could come but violence? And so we have the African gangs, and we have our existing 

[Aboriginal] street gangs…So that is a real problem [emphasis mine] (#12) 

 
 

What is worth noting, and which again points to a mixed feeling among Aboriginals 

towards African newcomers, is that (even when competition between gangs exists) Aboriginal 

gang members idealize and model their behaviours on African American gang members in the 

United States (Grekul & LaBouchane-Benson 2008, p. 72). The African youth in Winnipeg‟s 

gangs also imitate American gangsters in the way they dress and act. Thus, to the average non-

educated person, African gang members in Winnipeg look a lot like their black American 

counterparts. Therefore, Aboriginal youth may, in an ironic way, respect the African youth in 

Winnipeg‟s streets. One Native key respondent, who works with at-risk youth, expressed: 

 

…what I am noticing is that there is a recognition with…and I think this is actually 

something that might be beneficial to the African newcomers that are coming to 

Winnipeg…Aboriginal kids today, they really identify with the American black 

culture…the subculture that‟s there in terms of the music, the way they dress, the way 

they talk, the way they carry themselves (#5). 

 

 

This trend mirrors the one described by an ex-gang member, who was interviewed for a 

research project examining Aboriginal gangs in the Prairies. The ex-gang member described: 

“When it comes to Aboriginal youth that are involved, it comes down to identity – they try to be 

black” (Grekul & LaBouchane-Benson 2008, p. 72). Overall, perceptions of competition among 

Aboriginals were not cited as often and as ardently as I hypothesized they would be at the outset 

of the research. Furthermore, less than half of the respondents, and only when probed, cited 

competition over resources as a source of Aboriginals‟ negative perceptions of refugees.  

In 1954 Gordon Allport wrote that feelings of threat and prejudice were dependent on the 

population composition and density of ethnic groups.  In Winnipeg‟s inner city, Aboriginals‟ 

feelings of „resource threat‟ are likely weakened because the Aboriginal population is larger than 
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the African refugee population. Marrow [2005] has made the same argument; she contends that 

the higher proportion of African Americans in southern American states reduces feelings of 

group threat, due to “strength in numbers” (p. 10).  

Another plausible reason why Natives in Winnipeg‟s inner city do not display high levels 

of perceived threat is due to their realization that African refugees, after some years of living in 

the inner city, move to other areas of Winnipeg. Key informants revealed that many refugees do 

not like living in the inner city; they consider the area unsafe. Thus, after a number of years, 

newcomers acquire the financial means to move out to suburban neighbourhoods. This functions 

to decrease perceptions of threat among Aboriginal inner city residents.   

 Even when Aboriginals‟ views towards refugees are characterized by „group 

ambivalence‟, what is clear from the data is that Aboriginals do not feel their culture is 

threatened by the presence of African refugees. According to the Cultural Threat Theory, 

prejudicial attitudes towards immigrants result from a perception that they will “change the 

existing cultural structure” of the established group (Zárate 2003, p. 100). The theory posits that 

physically established members of the host society perceive harm caused by immigrants with 

different morals, norms and values (McLaren 2003, p. 917). When a group feels that its 

worldview is threatened by the presence of a large number of incoming immigrants, members of 

the established group will respond negatively to out-groups members.   

 In this case study, no key informant that I interviewed suggested that cultural threat was a 

source of anti-refugee attitudes among Aboriginal inner city residents. To cite one example, a 

journalist who had worked with Native youth said: 

 

The Aboriginal youth don‟t feel threatened by any means by the African culture; I didn‟t 

get that at all, I think it‟s just the…I mean it‟s the reality of living in Winnipeg. We have 

so many different cultures and you have to live next door to different cultures and that‟s 

just the way it is… I didn‟t see that much of a threat for that (#9). 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 
 

One reason why Aboriginals do not feel a sense of cultural threat from African refugees 

is that they perceive cultural commonalities with them.  Furthermore, according to one 

Aboriginal respondent, refugees tend to keep their cultural practices hidden from the public. This 

stands in contrast to the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg, which in the past decade has begun 
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to reclaim and outwardly display its traditional culture (Brown et al., 2004, p. 28; Indian & 

Northern Affairs Canada 1996).  By not observing refugees‟ cultural displays, Aboriginals do not 

feel their culture to be endangered:  

 

…I think for new immigrants, if they have any cultural practice, they‟re kind of very low-

key, right? ‟Cause I think for most immigrants or refugees, there‟s kind of a very strong 

sense of quick integration. So any kind of cultural expression is very low key…so I think 

for the Aboriginal community…their cultural identity is reflected through Aboriginal Day 

and through Pow Wows, Aboriginal People‟s Television Network. So I think in terms of 

cultural identity, it‟s much stronger; it‟s kind of a growing movement in terms of cultural 

reclamation and cultural identity. So I think [Aboriginal culture]…I don‟t think it is 

threatened (#16). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for one year and a half 
 

 Aboriginal People, through their contact with the European settler society, have had their 

cultures threatened for centuries. From the late 19
th

 century through to most of the 20
th

 century, 

the Canadian government endeavoured, via policies such as the Indian Act, to eradicate 

Aboriginal cultures (Silver 2004, p. 33, 34). Aboriginal children were separated from their 

families and forced to attend residential schools, where the main goal was to take the „Indian out 

of the child‟ (Silver & Ghorayshi 2006, p. 13). Comparatively, African refugees who have 

recently settled in the inner city and who comprise a numerical minority in the area pose no 

significant cultural threat to Aboriginals. As one Native inner city resident said to me during a 

personal conversation: “Africans coming in to Winnipeg isn‟t going to threaten us any more than 

the government did to us for so many years; that‟s not an issue” (personal conversation, July 

2008).   

 

Aboriginal Community: Negative Feelings towards the Mainstream 

 Scapegoating is a process where frustrated groups assuage their powerlessness by 

displacing their anger on defenceless, innocent and easily identifiable out-groups. Scapegoating 

is a form of prejudice where an out-group is unfairly blamed for having caused the in-group‟s 

misfortune (Glick 2005, p. 244). Applied to Aboriginal-African refugee relations, this 

conceptualization predicts that African refugees are scapegoats for Aboriginal deprivations. 

Aboriginals in Winnipeg‟s inner city are alienated, frustrated and resentful for the historical and 
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present-day mistreatment of „their people.‟ They feel excluded from the dominant culture and its 

institutions (Silver 2004, p. 15; Silver & Ghorayshi 2006, p. 16). However, instead of directing 

their anger towards visible minority refugees, Aboriginals channel their disappointment towards 

the real source of their problems, the mainstream Euro-Canadian population and its governing 

institutions.  

One core assumption of the Group Position Model is that in-group members must make 

an emotionally important distinction between themselves and out-group members. This 

distinction is linked to ideas about the traits, capabilities and likely behaviours of out-group 

members (Bobo 1999, p. 449). In some important ways, the Group Position Model better 

explains Aboriginal-dominant Canadian relations than Aboriginal-refugee relations.  First, the 

Aboriginal service providers whom I spoke with (and according to them, their clients) did not 

make an emotional distinction between themselves and African newcomers. Yet, they did 

consider themselves “alien and different” from the mainstream Euro-Canadian population (Bobo 

1999, p. 449). Second, the Aboriginal informants whom I spoke with revealed a strong sense of 

group position vis-à-vis the mainstream population. For Aboriginal informants, the mainstream 

„settler society‟ has (and continues) to impose upon Aboriginals an inferior and uncivilized 

position in society. The quote below illustrates this feeling; it also shows that Aboriginals have 

never endorsed such a meek positional arrangement: 

 

And that‟s how it‟s always been practiced on Indigenous populations…you know, the 

ideology which is essentially fundamentally racist was that you know, we were inferior, 

we were savage, we were uncivilized and that it was the duty, the white man‟s burden, to 

civilize us. And you can see where that‟s gotten everybody, eh? I mean that‟s still very 

intact within settler ideology; you can see it all over the place (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

 

 Again and again, Aboriginal key informants –during interviews - showed frustration 

towards the dominant group in society; they feel that the treatment the have (and continue to) 

receive from the Canadian public and its governing institutions is a “violation of human rights” 

(#16). Aboriginals feel disempowered and frustrated at their exclusion from the political-decision 

making process. One Aboriginal service provider displayed bitterness towards mainstream 
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bureaucrats; according to him, bureaucrats are unfit to make policy decisions, since their 

professional lives are far removed from those of destitute Aboriginals. During his interview, he 

said: “the logic models…the determinants of health are defined by non-Aboriginal people who 

essentially… many of them are bureaucrats and policy makers who live privileged lives” (#16).  

One Aboriginal community leader accused the „settler population‟ and everything 

western for creating Aboriginal despair and destitution. Her views are consistent with the 

proposition made by the Group Position Model. According to her, the consciousness and actions 

of the mainstream group have been (and continue to be) flawed and thus inferior (Bobo 1999, p. 

449; Blumer 1958).  

 

They‟re [members of the mainstream society] always trying to help the Indian in terms 

of…it‟s everywhere, it‟s inherent in western superiority, this kind of need, this kind of 

freaking need: can‟t help themselves, but they need to change other people, eh? (#13) 
 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

 
 

Mimicking the mainstream line of thinking, the same Aboriginal community leader stated:  
 

“We know what you need and therefore we‟re going to get it to you whether you like it or 

not.” Basically that‟s what‟s happened: residential schools right down to the present 

time…the consciousness of the settler population [has] never shifted in terms of…I mean 

there might be a different approach between Right and Left, but it‟s still western [laughs]. 

That‟s not changed (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

 

The presence of refugees in the inner city fosters perceptions of „realistic group threat‟ to 

Aboriginals, insofar as subsidized housing spots go. Yet, instead of fostering negative attitudes 

towards refugee minorities, the process of immigration appears to fortify Aboriginals‟ negative 

feelings towards the mainstream. Aboriginals realize that it is the dominant group that holds the 

policy-making power which determines how many and which kinds of people enter Canada. The 

interview data show that the aim of the Aboriginal community is not to halt immigration to the 

province. Instead, Aboriginals wish to be better informed, consulted, and included in policy-

making processes. Aboriginals‟ own sense of group integrity is threatened because mainstream 



84 

 

bureaucrats are making immigration decisions without consulting them. This speaks to the 

exclusion-inclusion dimension of the Group Position Model (Bobo 1999, p. 454). As the First 

Nations of Canada, Natives feel it is their right to be informed and involved in shaping public 

policies, including ones related to immigration:  

 

Aboriginal people are not consulted…so I think a lot of work has to be done, I think, for 

Aboriginal people to understand Canada‟s immigration policy, and for Aboriginals to be 

a part of it, ‟cause…Aboriginal People are not a part of that process. You know, these are 

federal and provincial government policies… Aboriginal People should be included in 

that process (#16).  

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for one year and a half 

 
 

Aboriginals‟ societal position as being an oppressed group vis-à-vis the mainstream is 

strong. According to one Aboriginal community leader, refugees in Winnipeg form part of the 

victimized in-group („us‟), whereas the mainstream constitutes the victimizing group („them‟):     

 

Well, because they get to do the programming on Indigenous people and on refugee 

populations. They get to do their mojo on us and they get to study us, examine us, probe 

us; that kind of stuff. They get to be our saviours: [sarcastically] they‟re wonderful (#13).  

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

 
 

 The Group Position Model applies better to Aboriginal-mainstream relations than to 

Aboriginal-refugee relations because of socio-historical reasons. From the vantage point of the 

Group Position Model, negative out-group feelings stem from a long-term, collective process of 

inter-group relations (Bobo 1999). In Canada, Aboriginals have a negative history with the 

dominant Euro-Canadian population, not with African refugee groups.
65

 In line with King and 

Weiner [2007] who recently elaborated upon the Group Position Model, the relative historical 

success of the „settler population‟ has created deep-seated feelings of resentment among the 

Aboriginal community (p. 53). The fact that Aboriginals have recently come into contact with 

                                                 
65

 As Orkin [2003] writes, Aboriginals have been, and are being internally colonized in Canada by the mainstream 

populace “through a long, deliberate and ongoing process of cultural suppression, dispossession, breach of promise 

and trust, legislative and other oppression, as well as state and public discrimination, and violence” (p. 445).  



85 

 

Africans in Winnipeg and do not share a history of oppression with them fosters fewer negative 

(and more mixed) feelings towards them than the mainstream Euro-Canadian population. 

However, inter-group perceptions are not static over time. They are dynamic and dependent on 

the characteristics of socio-economic arrangements (Esposito & Murphy 1999).  As time goes 

by, if African newcomers achieve increased socio-economic and cultural success, resentment 

towards them may ensue among Aboriginals, who would remain the persistently marginalized 

group. Only future research can resolve this question.   

 

Summary 

 The impression conveyed in the data suggests that the dominant population favours 

newcomer refugees over Aboriginals. Despite this, Aboriginals do not exhibit bitterness towards 

African refugees. The Native community‟s perception of newcomers is mixed, since reactions 

towards refugees are mixed. On the one hand, Native inner city residents (and service providers) 

perceive cultural and socio-economic similarities with African refugees. Consistent with the 

Marginality Solidarity Hypothesis, some Aboriginals show empathy and compassion towards 

African newcomers. Yet, evidence also supports the Realistic Group Conflict Theory, as some 

poor members of the Aboriginal community consider refugees to be competitors taking away 

jobs, public housing spots, and (in the case of a small minority) gang-related turf.          

The Aboriginal community in the inner city of Winnipeg shows feelings of alienation and 

bitterness. What I found, however, and which is not reflected in the literature, is that instead of 

scapegoating their frustration onto newcomer refugees, Aboriginals channel their anger towards 

the dominant, mainstream population. In important ways, the data suggest that the Group 

Position Model has more ability to explain Aboriginal-dominant relations than Aboriginal-

refugees relations. Several reasons account for this. First, Aboriginals feel alienated and different 

from the mainstream Euro-Canadian population. Also, unlike their attitudes towards refugees, 

Aboriginal respondents in this case study revealed a crystallized sense of group position vis-à-vis 

the mainstream population. Aboriginals‟ feelings towards the mainstream (and its institutions) 

arise from the fact that the „white establishment‟ has forcibly imposed upon Aboriginals an 

unwanted societal position as uncivilized and inferior people. Aboriginals‟ own sense of group 

integrity is threatened because mainstream bureaucrats are making immigration decisions 
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without consulting them. For these reasons, negative attitudes among Aboriginals towards the 

„white establishment‟ are widespread, deep-seated and negative.    

    When combined with the findings in chapter five, the overall scenario is one where the 

mainstream population is more sympathetic towards refugee newcomers than towards 

Aboriginals. These positive feelings are reciprocated by newcomers who (as evidenced in 

chapter five) dissociate themselves from Aboriginals in order to be accepted by the mainstream 

population and achieve upward, educational and occupational success. Aboriginals, on the other 

hand, appear to have a mixed perception of refugee newcomers because of their minimal history 

and contact with this group. This stands in contrast to the Euro-Canadian population and the 

state, towards which Natives hold anger and resentment for past and current injustices (see 

diagram 3.0 in the following page).   
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Diagram 3.0 - Inter-group Perceptions in Winnipeg‟s Inner City  
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Chapter Seven 
 

Inter-Minority Interactions and Recommendations to  

Bridge Relations 
 

 

Impersonal Interactions in Public Settings 

Although perceptions among Aboriginals and African refugees tend to be negative at 

worst and ambivalent at best, Winnipeg‟s inner city is not replete with inter-minority conflict.
66

 

One journalist who worked on a project on the issue of multiculturalism in Winnipeg‟s inner city 

expressed: 

 

We were looking for maybe possibilities of having a lot of conflicts between the cultures; 

I didn‟t get a lot of that… I mean, most of the assumptions we had before starting the 

project didn‟t turn to be true (#9). 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 

 

Also disconfirming the notion that minority groups in the inner city are locked in antagonism, 

another respondent claimed: 

 

But overall it hasn‟t been [a] major issue between the two groups, except minor kids‟ 

fights…nothing to scale where you say this group is having big conflict with this 

group….based on what I know (#8). 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

The general premise of Contact Theory is that, under certain conditions, inter-group 

contact tends to mitigate prejudice (Allport 1954). Personal and positive exposure to out-group 

members who disconfirm stereotypes are two of these important conditions (Dovidio et al., 2003; 

Pettigrew 1998). For contact to be effective in altering prejudice, it must reach below the surface 

and foster cooperation between group members (Allport 1954, p. 276). Through this case study, I 

found evidence of infrequent and impersonal interaction between African refugees and 

Aboriginals in the inner city of Winnipeg. Generally, contact was fleeting and transpired in 

                                                 
66

 In this context, conflict is conceptualized as overt confrontation between group members, in which at least one 

group is targeted (Hoffman 2006). 
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public places, such as inner city parks and shopping malls.
67

 In these neighbourhood spheres 

group members tended to “tolerate each other‟s presence” (#16).  Yet, tolerance does not signify 

the absence of inter-group apprehension. The quotation below illustrates how refugees‟ 

discomfort towards Aboriginals causes them to keep a distance from them: 

 

I think they just, for most of the interactions, it‟s very distant; they [newcomers] just sort 

of stay away from them [Aboriginals]. For most of our clients, I think it is difficult 

because it‟s that fear of the unknown and how they [Aboriginals, are] going to react (#4).   

 

Third Generation Asian Service Provider; 

On the job for over five years 
 

The same pattern was articulated by another respondent, this time an Aboriginal service 

provider: 

I think it‟s that people are still segregated in their silos; I don‟t think there is much cross 

interaction between groups… People are giving each other the space, right, in an urban 

setting…they share the space; I don‟t think they integrate… I think people just don‟t see 

each other; like they just ignore…they don‟t acknowledge the other person, right? (#16) 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for a year and a half 

 

Stephan et al. [1998] contend that if group members have limited contact in situations 

that are threatening, then inter-group anxiety should be closely related to prejudice (p. 561). 

Encounters between Aboriginals and refugees reinforce stereotypes, since the Aboriginals that 

refugees come into contact with are poor and sometimes under the influence of alcohol. One 

Caucasian key informant said: “Often their [newcomers‟] first experience of Aboriginal People, 

are [with] street people” (#7). Another respondent, an African community leader, expressed: 

 

Well, what you see is what you get. The first thing they see about Aboriginals are 

not…they don‟t see the professional Aboriginal People…Aboriginal People today, they 

[are]…judges and lawyers, all other professionals, but the immigrants that walk around 

downtown, they don‟t see those people. So their understanding of Aboriginals is based on 

few people who have been in a situation where they are not working or [are] staying in an  

 

 

                                                 
67

 Respondents did not cite workplaces as settings where members of both minority groups interacted. Taking into 

account the fact that recently arrived refugees do not generally participate in the paid labour force during their first 

couple of years in Canada, this finding is not surprising.  
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undesirable story… (#8) 

 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

Stereotypes that refugees hold about Aboriginals (e.g., that Aboriginals are lazy and 

reluctant to work) are confirmed through street-level interactions. African refugees and 

Aboriginals live in a shared geographic area, yet they maintain social distance. Language 

differences also create a significant social divide between group members (Mindiola et. al, 2002, 

p. 14). In Winnipeg‟s inner city, communication is limited by a lack of English language skills 

among refugee newcomers and (to a lesser degree) among Aboriginals whose first language can 

be Cree or Ojibwa. Consequently, minimal dialogue occurs between Aboriginals and refugee 

newcomers.  

  In Winnipeg, where temperatures fall to 40 degrees below Celsius in the winter, the 

weather is an additional factor that inhibits contact between group members. During the winter 

months, which last from December - April, people stay indoors and refrain from spending time 

outside: “and you see it [contact among groups] a lot more in the spring, in the summer [and] in 

the fall of course, because in the winter they can‟t…It‟s too cold to be out, so you‟re not sure 

where they are” (#6).  According to Dovidio et al. [ 2003], if encounters do not lead to members 

learning about other groups‟ similarly unjust experiences, stereotypes are likely to prevail, since 

“ignorance promotes prejudice” (p.10). The finding that Aboriginal and African refugees 

residing in Winnipeg‟s inner city have impersonal and infrequent contact in public areas suggests 

that group members are not afforded the opportunity to alter their negative or mixed opinions of 

one another.    

 

Generational Differences in the Quality of Interactions 

 According to respondents, Aboriginal and African kids and youth get along better with 

each other than their parents. This finding is consistent with Chupp‟s study [2003], which 

determined that in Cleveland, Ohio, African American and Eastern European children related 

better to one another than older adults. In Chupp‟s study, younger children appeared to be 

oblivious to cultural differences, and if they recognized them, they seemed to be unimportant – 

such differences were not a reason to distance themselves from one another (p. 173). This pattern 

was echoed by a Caucasian respondent who was interviewed for this case study; when speaking 
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of inter-minority relations in Winnipeg‟s inner city, she said: “but the kids, I think, see right 

through it and they just say: „you know what? That young person is just another young person;‟ 

for them [the kids] it‟s less of an issue” (#9). 

According to this case study‟s informants, the younger generation relates better than the 

older generation for a couple of important reasons. First, they attend schools together, which 

offer structured settings where members interact, learn about one another, and are generally 

treated as equals. These are conditions that, according to Contact Theory, foster improved inter-

group relations (Emerson et. al, 2002, p. 758). While newcomer children attend public schools 

that have students from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds, their parents take English as an 

Additional Language (EAL) courses that include only fellow newcomers to Canada. Therefore, 

unlike their children and consistent with Contact Theory, refugee adults do not become exposed 

to Aboriginals in a consistent and neutral or positive manner. Also, children learn English 

quicker than their parents, thus facilitating connections with members of other cultures:     

    

The kids have to interact, they go to school, they‟re on the street…it‟s the mothers; it‟s 

the single mothers who [don‟t] speak English…why would she be interacting? She can‟t 

interact with anyone…the only ones she can interact are the people from… [her] own 

communit[y] who speak her language (#7). 

 

Caucasian Public Servant; 

Involved in the community for over 10 years 

 

 Because young refugees learn English faster than their parents and exhibit increased 

tolerance of Aboriginals, they can play an important role in integrating their older family 

members into various community programs where stereotypes about Natives are challenged. As 

one respondent said: 

 

And I think kids have the gift of learning so quickly and integrating easily compared to 

adults. And that does sort of…if the kids are integrated, it does sort of help their 

parents….I had a teenager join my group and then she sort of recruited her mother 

[laughs] which was great (#5). 

Caucasian Service Provider, 

Community Drop-In Program 
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Segmentation of Services 

Newcomers and Aboriginals have a tendency to participate in separate community-based 

organizations. The delivery of social services in Winnipeg‟s inner city is often fragmented along 

group lines; agencies make available or advertise their services to either newcomers or 

Aboriginals. This segmentation is largely institutional, resulting from the fact that community 

workers are compelled to direct their proposals to departments whose mandate is to service one 

minority group and not the other.
68

 Two of this study‟s respondents revealed that if their funding 

proposals included the intention to service clients from both ethno-racial communities, the 

likelihood that they would be successful in attaining funds would be reduced. Silver and 

Ghorayshi [2006] write about this dilemma in Manitoba: “Perhaps this funding mechanism is a 

political strategy designed not necessarily to solve problems, but rather to manage them…” (p. 

43). One Caucasian respondent, working at a women‟s resource centre admitted that: 

 

A lot of programs, I think, focus on newcomers, which is great, but at the same time it 

doesn‟t really [integrate them] into society; it sort of keeps that label of newcomers and if 

you don’t have that label you may not get funded or the focus of your program may 

change, and that’s not necessarily what people want…so they [government officials] sort 

of keep everything separate rather than integrating people together, which is…hopefully 

would be the end goal [emphasis mine] (#5). 

 

Essentially, this model of government funding fragments service delivery and hinders the 

bridging of relations among inner city community members (see Diagram 4.0 below).  At a 

macro level, government departments - like inner city residents - exist in isolation from one 

another. One bureaucrat who was employed by the provincial Department of Manitoba Labour 

and Immigration candidly admitted: 

[A]nd I wouldn‟t say this to everyone…but there was a point when I started doing this 

[community] work…they [my superiors] told us not to go near the Aboriginal 

community; keep it totally separate. Because they didn‟t want to get into conflict (#7). 

 

Caucasian Public Servant; 

Involved in the community for over 10 years 

                                                 
68

 For example, proposals are directed to the Department of Manitoba Labour and Immigration versus Manitoba 

Aboriginal and Northern Affairs. Exceptions occur, however, when community agencies attain short-term funding 

from United Way or the Department of Manitoba Intergovernmental affairs.   
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DIAGRAM 4.0 - Macro, Meso and Micro-Level Interactions between Minority Groups 
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Cases of Positive Interaction 
 

On the few occasions where Aboriginals and refugees were able to associate by attending 

programs in community organizations, relations among them improved. This finding lends 

support to Contact Theory‟s general proposition that interactions in safe, organized and 

cooperative settings, over time, helps disconfirm stereotypes. One Caucasian community worker, 

who ran parenting workshops for inner city residents, took the time to get to know each one of 

her clients. As a leader of the program, she highlighted and celebrated the similarities in the way 

Aboriginal and African mothers raised their children. As a result, positive interactions between 

the program participants were fostered: 

I remember the mom from the Congo one time, how she always strapped the baby [with a 

cloth] around the [back] and would come in every morning with the baby sleeping; and a 

couple of the [Aboriginal] moms would mimic her to show how they did it because they 

were trying to explain to her that Aboriginals would tie their babies [in a like manner]…I 

ran and got all these big scarves and she was teaching them how to…it was so cute! We 

were all standing at the door learning how to tie it [with] no English, and laughing…it 

was beautiful, just beautiful… those are the moments that are…you know, those are the 

seeds that will bring us…and that‟s why I think [community] centres… programs like 

that are so, so important (#6). 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

  

Similarly, another service provider noted how motherhood can bring members of both 

groups together:   

 

…they can see [that] all two years olds have tantrums or things like that, you know; 

where it doesn‟t matter if you‟re Aboriginal or newcomer or anybody; you‟re a mother 

and so that can hook you up [emphasis mine] (#5). 

 

Helping professionals, who are employed in community-based organizations, make an 

effort to connect clients by deliberately highlighting the similarities that group members share. A 

positive psychological space is created by a trusted leader in a neutral physical setting (Chupp 

2003, p. 191). While this takes time, the results are positive and inter-group anxiety is mitigated:  

 

…what I find is disenfranchised groups not identifying that they‟re in the same 

situation…they can‟t and aren‟t at this point, in my opinion, connecting their reality…so 

I feel that part of my job is to sit there and say: “Don‟t you think there‟s similarities with 

what you‟re experiencing?” So we‟ve talked about social assistance [welfare] and 
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how…it doesn‟t work! “Nobody‟s getting a free ride here! Do you guys think you‟re 

getting a free ride?” And then they start talking…when they start talking they‟re like: 

“Yeah, they really treated me shitty and I thought it was just about me.” And then they 

can start connecting (#3). 

 

Caucasian Service Provider (Executive Director of an agency); 

On the job for 10 years 

 

According to Contact Theory, if contact is to increase empathy and understanding, there 

must be a sense of equality among community members. This case study revealed that 

community workers act as leaders, promote equality and communication, and take a hard stance 

against discrimination (Dovidio et al., 2003, p. 7): 

 

I remember when I hired a woman from Ghana and oh some of the [Aboriginal] 

participants were mean to her and they basically told her that she wasn‟t wanted here [at 

the parenting centre]…and I had to do a lot of work and sit there and say: “No, this is 

bullshit, and if you‟re going to treat people like that, you can‟t come here anymore…” 

It‟s like: “Have you gotten to know that person? Have you talked to that person?” (#3)  

 

Caucasian Service Provider (Executive Director of an agency); 

On the job for 10 years 

 

 

Knowledge of the „Other‟? 

 Stereotypes stem from ignorance and oversimplified beliefs (Hoffman 2006, p. 4). 

Contact Theory posits that the more group members learn of each other‟s commonalities and 

experiences, the more likely they are to empathize and cooperate with one another (Kang 2000, 

p. 1171; Dovidio et al. 2003, p. 10). When in-group members have little information about the 

out-group, they tend to perceive out-group members as threatening (Stephan & Stephan 2000, p. 

38). It follows that being uninformed or having incorrect information about out-group members, 

fosters negative stereotypes and distant relations. Key informants in this study revealed that 

African refugees and Aboriginals living in the inner city know very little about each other. The 

limited information that they have of each other is oversimplified and erroneous.  

Through this qualitative study I was able to determine the process through which 

refugees learned about Aboriginals. I found that before migrating to Canada, African refugees‟ 

perceptions of Aboriginals were framed by old Hollywood movies or classic novels, which 

idealize the savage and exotic „Red Indians,‟ and unrealistically freeze the Aboriginal 
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community into a state of the past (Aleiss 2005, p. 37). The fact that that refugees landed in 

Canada with old-fashioned preconceptions of Aboriginals was disclosed by an Aboriginal leader 

in Winnipeg: 

 

And then watching old Western flicks on…they would have gotten the whole Cowboys 

and Indians [model] where the Indians were always the savages and of course the cavalry 

were always the wonderful heroes of the day, and that kind of stuff, eh? So they would 

have gotten that, and also maybe in other forms of literature like books and what not. So 

that racist ideology from a couple of centuries…well not from a couple of 

centuries…from a couple of decades back that…has some currency (#13).  

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 

 

The stereotypical depiction of Aboriginals in western media fails to reflect who 

Aboriginals in the 21
st
 century are.  Data from this study indicate that refugees‟ image of Natives 

is so distorted prior to landing in Canada that some refugees are excited to see with their own 

eyes a „Red Indian.‟ The words of one key informant are illustrative:  

 

Some [newcomers] have this stereotypical image of what an Aboriginal person is…that 

they see in books or movies…A few people said they were excited about finally meeting 

an Aboriginal person because they knew in Winnipeg we had an Aboriginal population... 

And now when they came, it wasn‟t quite what they were expecting. They were 

expecting traditional regalia or the western type of imagery of an Aboriginal person. 

When they arrived here, it was just, you know, Aboriginal persons, just like you know…a 

white person, a black person; we‟re all the same, you know. Everybody sort of dresses 

the same; everybody lives in the same area. So that was…a bit of a let down for them 

because they were expecting something more (# 9). 

Caucasian Journalist; 

On the job for two years 

 

Inter-group perceptions are not static; they shift and transform depending on the context 

of the situation. Through this study I found that newcomers‟ conception of Aboriginals changes 

from an idealized notion prior to migration into a negative perception after migration:  

 

And they [Aboriginals] live in harmony; that‟s all they [newcomers] know. That is 

outside propaganda. It‟s like, that‟s how they tend to present to them, but when they 

arrive here, they say: “why these [Native] people are in the street? (#10) 

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
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Refugees‟ inaccurate perception of the Native community is reinforced when they hear 

negative accounts of Aboriginals from co-ethnics, and see first-hand the destitution and despair 

of poor Aboriginals, who are concentrated in the inner city.
69

 A process takes place whereby 

newcomers associate the behaviour they see on the streets (e.g., drinking, homelessness and 

prostitution) as inherent to Aboriginals (See Diagram 5.0 below). Refugees‟ lack of knowledge 

about Aboriginal-mainstream historical relations fosters the Symbolic Racist views that are 

described in chapter five. Many newcomers, particularly those that have recently arrived in 

Winnipeg, fail to recognize that Aboriginal distress in the inner city is a product of what the 

dominant culture has caused through colonization (Silver & Ghorayshi 2006, p. 15, 26).   

 

 

                                                 
69

 It is important to underscore that not all Aboriginals in Winnipeg live in the inner city. A growing middle class 

cohort of Aboriginals is settled in more suburban neighbourhoods, such as Windsor Park.  
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Diagram 5.0 – A Time Line: Refugees‟ Changing Perceptions of Aboriginals 

 

In Africa  
(before migrating to Canada) 

 

First Impressions in 

Winnipeg, Canada  
(first few weeks and months) 

 

Subsequent Impressions in 

Winnipeg, Canada 

 

 

ssssssxsFirst Impressions in Winnipeg, Canada 

First Impressions in Winnipeg, Canada 

First Impressions in Winnipeg, Canada 

First Impressions in Winnipeg, Canada 

In Africa 

In Africa 
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First Impressions in Winnipeg, Canada 
Fr 

Romanticized and 

outdated conception 
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„Cowboys and 

Indians‟ stereotype 

Refugees‟ fleeting and 

impersonal encounters with 

poor Aboriginals on the streets 

of Winnipeg‟s inner city leaves 

them perplexed. 

  

No exposure to professional 

Aboriginals.  
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poverty and social ills as 

inherent to Aboriginals; 

  Formation of stereotypes 

Refugees dissociate from Aboriginals 

in order to fall somewhere in between 

the bottom (Aboriginal) and top 

(mainstream Canadian) rungs of the 

racial hierarchy 

Sources of 

Information about 

Aboriginals: old 

western movies and/or 

classic novels 

Refugees eager to see 

traditional Aboriginals 
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Aboriginals living in the inner city also have very limited knowledge about immigrants and 

refugees in Canada. According to key respondents, almost all Native residents of the inner city 

do not know what it means to be a refugee. Concerning the experience of being exiled, one 

interviewee said of her Aboriginal clients: “I think they do know very little” (#14). Another 

respondent expressed: “No, I don‟t think they would know…No…I don‟t think many people 

actually know that refugees are not here by choice; [that] they had to flee their country” (#3). 

Further confirming Aboriginals‟ lack of knowledge about refugees, another respondent 

verbalized: 

I think that there‟s very little information… the education system is pushing out about 

half of our [Aboriginal] children a year, eh? And these [children] are being pushed out… 

on the streets…and so…they know very little about the African experience (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 
 

According to the data gathered, the primary source of information about black people 

among Aboriginals is television. One project participant said: “The media; the media is 

huge…television…that‟s the education they get” (#15). Thus, the perception that Aboriginals 

have of black people is also romanticized, since it is based on sit-coms or movies about African 

Americans in the United States, whose cultures are very different from those of black persons 

from Africa. Despite this superficial knowledge, community workers in Winnipeg‟s inner city 

strive to teach their Aboriginals clients about the unfortunate experiences of African refugees, 

and their reasons for migrating to Canada: 

Like even at our centre, you know, we try to talk if something‟s happening or what 

country they‟re from; we‟ll get out a map and look and chat what was happening in that 

country and what [were] the root causes [of refugee flows] and trying to talk about it, to 

help people understand. They‟re not here…for a good time; they‟re here for survival (#6). 

 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

 

Policy Recommendations to Bridge Relations 

The results from this case study have practical implications for policy makers, teachers, 

community leaders and other stakeholders interested in fostering more amicable inter-group 

relations. These findings lend support to programs, such as those run by community-based 

organizations, which are designed to bring refugees and Aboriginals into contact in safe and 
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structured settings. Helping professionals working in various agencies can expose members of 

one ethno-racial group to new and accurate information about the „other group,‟ helping to 

disconfirm stereotypes and to develop more favourable out-group views (Dixon and Rosenbaum 

2004; Dovidio et al., 2003).  Information sharing can be achieved through inner city residents‟ 

participation in recreational activities, such as craft and cooking programs, soccer games, and 

African-Aboriginal drumming workshops. One service provider articulated what her vision of a 

successful program to bridge relations looked like:  

 

Well, I guess…with something as easy as our craft program: it‟s putting women together 

in the same room with…some supports like food and child care and having them 

participate…you know, where language isn‟t a major thing…and in an environment 

[where] they can smile at each other, they can pass things to each other, they can get to 

know each other; so, really entry level stuff (#5). 

 

Caucasian Service Provider 

 

Another service provider enthusiastically spoke about how shopping for food and 

preparing meals can bring people of any culture together:  

 

…shopping is a good way of bridging…‟cause if you have different cultures, they look at 

what each other buys and they get chatting about it…and what you eat and how you eat 

[it] and if you don‟t eat meat, what do you eat instead of meat? And so…I always find 

food is a great conversation place of learning about each other…and…we have a cooking 

class every Friday morning, and we try to put mixtures of people in there…food is the 

best [laughs]. I think there‟s something deep rooted in all of us cause we need food and 

we love food…like you know, you make a nice curry chicken and everybody‟s in to taste 

it…‟cause you can smell it… what a wonderful way to bring people together (#6). 

 

Caucasian Service Provider; 

On the job for two years 

 

To ensure that recreational programs are well attended, helping professionals stressed that 

Aboriginals and newcomers have to be personally invited by community organizers to 

participate. According to respondents, putting up posters or mailing community newsletters 

advertising programs are not effective means to entice new clients to join the activities; this view 

is consistent with Silver‟s [2004] study, which determined that getting inner city residents 

involved in local activities was always a concern for service providers. The Aboriginal 
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participants in Silver‟s study claimed that they did not get involved in local activities because 

they “had never been personally invited…and they considered anything other than a personal 

invitation not to be an invitation” (Silver 2004, p. 11). Yet, service providers in Winnipeg‟s inner 

city are already overworked and do not have enough time during their work days to extend 

personal invitations to inner city residents. Funding is needed to hire a full-time community 

liaison who can spend time connecting with people and personally inviting them to take part in 

various activities. Two service providers supported this initiative:  

 

Respondent X: [We need] more support…for someone, you know, in our community to 

be going around and inviting people, telling them about things that are going 

on…visiting…give more of that information…If they get an invitation to come then they 

will…they all start coming…(#5).  

 

Respondent Y: And they‟ll bring their friends…so it‟s that alternative way of getting 

them here versus just assuming they‟re gonna come. Like, I noticed a big difference for 

workshops if someone calls them and says: “we‟re having this workshop; please come” 

(#5). 
70

  

 

In Winnipeg, the Entry Program was established in 2004. Advertised to newcomers as 

“your first step to success,” the program constitutes a series of free classes for all incoming 

immigrants and refugees to the province. For one month, newcomers attend sessions from 

Monday to Friday, for three hours a day (Government of Manitoba, „Arrive and Settle‟, n.d.)  

What is unique about this program is that the courses are offered as soon as immigrants and 

refugees arrive in Winnipeg,
71

 and provide an in-depth orientation on topics that are important to 

newcomers, such as family law, drinking and driving, and legal services in Canada. Bearing this 

study‟s findings in mind, it is important for newcomers attending the Entry Program to be 

exposed to Aboriginal guest speakers who defy negative stereotypes (Dovidio et al., 2003, p. 6, 

7). Refugees need to be made aware, during the early stages of their settlement in Winnipeg, that 

not all Aboriginals are poor, and that there is socio-economic diversity within the Native 

community (Satzewich 1999, pp. 336-337). In the words of one African service provider: 

 

                                                 
70

 Interview (#5) had more than one respondent. Hence, the characterization: Respondent X and Respondent Y.  

 
71

 The program targets newcomers who have moved to Winnipeg for a period of three months or less (Government 

of Manitoba, „Arrive and Settle,‟ n.d.).  
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Yeah and just ah…they have to see, [newcomers] have to see Native people in 

action…they don‟t think they are working, they don‟t see. What about the successful 

Native person who can speak to immigrants? There could be a school professor at the  

university: Why he‟s not invited to come and talk…? (#10) 

 

African Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 11 years 
 

Along the same lines, another African service provider expressed: 

If somebody says: “Well, I‟m [an] Aboriginal judge or an Aboriginal police officer,” they 

[newcomers] associate that: “Wow, OK!”…they can fight the negative stereotypes... 

[It‟s] easy to organize also: bring a few Aboriginal…professionals or elders…and in 

some transition [program] of immigrants, when they are coming, make that as a part of, 

you know, awareness…(#8). 

African Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for approximately eight years 

 

Another way to reduce prejudice and inter-group tension is by having service providers in 

community organizations stress similarities between refugees and Aboriginals (Stephan et al., 

1998). Helping professionals could organize events where members of both minority 

communities convene and share their personal life stories. Aboriginal community leaders can 

play an important role in initiating these gatherings given that - as revealed through this case 

study - they perceive newcomers more favourably than newcomers perceive them.
72

  As 

representatives of the First Nations in Canada, Aboriginal community leaders and elders, through 

a cultural ceremony, could formally welcome recently arrived refugees in Winnipeg; they could 

say: “New immigrants…OK…welcome; we accept you, welcome, this is who we are…” (#8) 
73

 

Aboriginal inner city residents can discuss the effects that colonization, residential schools and 

systemic racism have had on them and their families. One respondent declared: “[Native People] 

can come and talk to [newcomer] people and say: „Hey! I am Aboriginal; do you know about our 

history? What do you know about our history? Let‟s talk about it‟” (#10) On the other hand, 

refugees could - if they are emotionally prepared - disclose the reasons why they fled Africa. 

Members of both minority groups can also reveal their experiences migrating to Winnipeg from 

                                                 
72

 This initiative was proposed by Mindiola et al. [2002], who found that in Houston, Texas, African Americans 

perceived Hispanics more favourably than the other way around (p. 110).   

 
73

 In Winnipeg, an event where Aboriginals welcomed refugee newcomers took place once in April 2007. Yet, when 

community leaders attempted to get funding the following year to carry out a similar event, they were unsuccessful 

(#16).  
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African countries or rural Canadian reserves, respectively.
74

 Through the work of qualified 

counsellors, facilitators and language interpreters, engaging in personal and emotional 

discussions, as well sharing photos and watching films can lead to members of both groups to 

realize that they have a lot of circumstances in common.
75

 In addition, personal conversations 

have the potential to foster empathy, leading people to see that they are less different than 

previously thought (Stephan & Finlay 1999). Gaertner et al. [1999] have noted that “the 

development of a common in-group identity does not necessarily require that each group forsake 

its less inclusive group identity completely” (p. 184). It is possible for persons to maintain 

hyphenated or dual identities (Esses et al., 2001).  

Dovidio et al. [2003] argued that spreading knowledge is useful, but it too seldom stirs 

the heart; events that share pain and arouse feelings are several degrees better than those that rely 

purely on cold fact (p. 6).  In this light, one Aboriginal respondent recommended: 

 

We could do it as a sharing circle with a talking stick and have some of the people 

who‟ve experienced their displacement talk about their history and their story and their 

community…their experiences… I think that would be an excellent way to exchange that 

understanding, particularly for the common people…people that have not had that 

opportunity to learn it at the higher [educational]…level; this is grass roots stuff (#14). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for 11 years 

 

Sharing circles could be accompanied by an ethnic-based meal, since breaking bread and 

walking in each other‟s shoes break down stereotypes and build relationships (Chupp 2003, p. 

169). A few gatherings of this nature have already taken place in Winnipeg‟s inner city among a 

small group of Aboriginal and refugee youth.  The results have been encouraging: 

 

So we put the two groups together …we‟ve talked with our [refugee youth]… about the 

Aboriginal People and how our [refugee] youth can look at them as internally displaced 

because that‟s the term that our clients can understand, and talked about how they were, 

you know, in history, they were placed on reserves, their kids were taken and put into 

                                                 
74

 Aboriginals who migrate from rural reserves to the city are, by definition, „migrants‟.  Like newcomers from 

Africa and other continents, many Aboriginals experience culture shock when they arrive in Winnipeg, and require 

settlement services to adapt to urbanized and modern city life.  

 
75

 It is important to have qualified counsellors present at these events in order to ensure that support is available if 

conversations stir up overwhelming emotions. This is important for members of both groups, who may have 

experienced physical and/or psychological trauma in their lives.  
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private schools and they had their languages taken away; they were separated from 

families; they weren‟t allowed to continue with their cultures, and all of that kind of stuff. 

So our [refugee] kids really understood and grabbed on to that and couldn‟t believe that it 

was happening here. They had a lot of questions about the reserves [and said] “they‟re 

very similar to the refugee camps.” They were really able to get the correct information 

and were able to understand where Aboriginal People are coming from historically. So I 

think that was real positive…just for them to understand that Canada may be progressive 

but in our history this is what has been done (#4). 

 

Third Generation Asian Service Provider; 

On the job for over five years 

  

In light of this study‟s finding that older Aboriginals and African refugees have more 

distant relations than children and youth, it is crucial that programs such as these target adults as 

well as youth. Furthermore, given the widespread poverty that exists in the core area of 

Winnipeg, if these programs are to be accessible they need to be offered free of charge and child 

care must be provided for single parents.  

However, even before events target inner city residents, service providers themselves 

need to be informed about the history and current conditions of both minority groups. Data from 

this case study revealed that, due to the fragmentation of social services along group lines, 

service providers who work with refugees are unaware of existing programming for Aboriginals, 

and vice versa. For instance, one senior bureaucrat working in the Department of Manitoba 

Labour and Immigration admitted: 

I don‟t know enough about what they [Aboriginals] get…but I think there are some that 

would be very similar…they [Aboriginals] have transitional housing here for people; they 

can connect with sort of host type programs, I think, when they come here. But I don‟t 

know enough about…the programs… (#7) 

 

Caucasian Public Servant; 

Involved in the community for 10 years 

 

  Organizing inter-agency meetings once every two months could be a plausible way for 

service providers (including teachers), who work in isolation from one another, to share concerns 

and strategize on how to resolve community problems. At schools, teachers can help students to 

focus on the larger structural picture, including the effects of colonization, laws and policies that 

have had various effects on different ethno-racial groups (as quoted in Mindiola et al., 2002, p. 

25, 26).  Educators need to be trained and permitted to incorporate engaging activities into the 

school curriculum. One inner city high school teacher whom I interviewed encouraged his 
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students to participate in a cross-cultural physical game called „crossing the line.‟  The activity 

was effective in making his African and Aboriginal students realize that they shared an important 

commonality:      

 

I mean you have, when you have a refugee kid from Africa and an Aboriginal walks 

across the line at the same time, and realize [they] both face discrimination based on the 

colour of their skin, that‟s when you start to build really strong connections (#12). 

 

Inner city high school teacher 

 

Organizations at the local community level have a vital role to play in improving inter-

group relations; it is crucial that they receive governmental support. Local agencies need to be 

adequately funded over the long term, since anti-racism activities need to be consistent and 

repeated on a regular basis, if they are to be effective: 

 

[It‟s about] consistent opportunities…so that it‟s not happening one time here, one time 

next year type-thing…so that if it‟s on a regular…or even try to build it in, as much as we 

can, within our own programs; 
76

 I think that will make a difference for the future. It is a 

long process just to build those relationships…but I think if agencies can have that as part 

of their mandate and service delivery, I think it will go a long way (#4).  

 

Third Generation Asian Service Provider; 

On the job for over five years 

 

 

To date, municipal, provincial and federal government bodies have supported a type of 

„shallow multiculturalism‟ which focuses on foods and dances and disregards the more pressing 

problems of poverty, inequality and distant inter-group relations. In the words of one Aboriginal 

community leader:   

 

…there‟s no institutional…government support for this kind of…this kind of [anti-racist] 

work, eh? And they want to…I mean…Folklarama 
77

 is not going to do it; having a dish 

                                                 
76

 It is important to note that it is not necessary to introduce new and costly programs to bridge inter-group relations. 

As the respondent above noted, anti-racist activities can be incorporated into existing programs; this is not only cost-

effective, but more efficient from an organizational standpoint.  
77

 Folklorama is a festival in Winnipeg that celebrates foods and dances from many cultures. The festival is 

organized every August, lasts two weeks, and consists of approximately 40 pavilions located throughout the city, 

each representing one of Winnipeg‟s cultural groups (Hashimoto & Telfer 2006).  
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of perogies or Chinese food, watching the dances, is not going to create the kind of 

intelligence and relationships that is going to create a peaceful province (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 

 

Expressing her frustration about the lack of government support towards community-

based organizations, she continues: 

Where‟s the resources for education around community? We don‟t get a dime from the 

province even though they are bringing hundreds of people here, war affected people, 

placing them…we don‟t get a dime…to do education work between communities; we just 

do it because we know it‟s the right thing to do (#13). 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 

 
  
Government officials need to treat Aboriginal and newcomer communities as equals.  

Through advisory committees, Aboriginal and refugee community members should have power 

to influence the course of programs from the planning to the delivery and evaluation stages. This 

is particularly important for the inner city Aboriginal community, which – as discussed in 

chapter six – is resentful and distrustful of mainstream society and its institutions:  

But the first thing and I‟ll stress it: Aboriginal people, the first thing they value the most 

is relationships. So you have to build relationships before anything gets done. If you 

don‟t build a relationship things are not going to succeed, you know….Do it in a way that 

values the cultural values…and bring in the elders…to guide that entire process… (#14) 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

On the job for 11 years 

 

In Winnipeg, the short supply of public housing units fosters perceptions of competition, 

and is a source of anti-newcomer attitudes amongst some Aboriginals.
78

 Thus, it is important for 

governments to build more public housing structures and to provide subsidies to inner city 

residents so that they can afford to rent units in the private rental market.   

Ultimately, the root causes of distant group relations in Winnipeg need to be examined.  

Dialogue alone cannot reconcile structural problems. By using abstract methods of conflict 

resolution with no bearing on structural factors and the forces pitting groups against one another, 

such initiatives may not go beyond „feel good‟ acquaintances (Bentacur 2005, p. 166). In 

                                                 
78

 Refer to chapter six of this thesis for a discussion of this finding. 
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Winnipeg, as elsewhere in Canada, the dominant powerful group in society must focus on the 

structural problems that impede many urban Aboriginals from becoming functioning members of 

society. Policy makers can actively target and reduce Aboriginal poverty so that newcomers and 

mainstream Winnipeggers do not evaluate Aboriginals in stereotypical ways.
79

 Absent of this, 

the problem of distant inter-group relations tends to be defined as a race problem rather than as a 

problem of class and unequal distribution (Bentacur 2005, p.165):  

We have to ensure that communities are formulated by ensuring everybody receives 

enough [resources] to survive. We don‟t right now, so it keeps people poor; it keeps 

[people] uneasy. So there‟s larger, larger things need to happen. The federal 

government…has the power and money to do it (#15). 

 

Aboriginal Service Provider; 

Involved in the community for 17 years 

 

This case study revealed that Aboriginals‟ sense of resentment and „group threat‟ results 

from how they have been (and continue to be) mistreated by mainstream society and its 

governing institutions. Thus, a remedy lies not only in focusing on newcomers‟ relations with 

Aboriginals, but perhaps more importantly, on mainstream Winnipeggers‟ interactions with 

Aboriginals. One Native community leader expressed: 

But again… not just African people need [education]. Canadians that have been here for 

150 years need it! I mean that‟s the kind of the fallacy that we‟re working on here, eh? 

It‟s not something that is…just for the newcomers that are arriving now just because 

they‟re brown. I mean everybody needs it because it‟s not a problem with the newcomers 

and Aboriginal People; that‟s not the problem (#13). 

 

Aboriginal Community Leader; 

Involved in the community for over 15 years 

 

 

Aboriginal People will also benefit in the long term if they de-construct their victimized 

identity and channel their frustration into meeting feasible, modern-day objectives. As Amartya 

Sen, prolific writer and winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics, has written:   

To lead a life in which resentment against an imposed inferiority from past history comes 

to dominate one‟s priorities today cannot but be unfair to oneself. It can also vastly 
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 Discussing the many ways in which Aboriginal poverty can be reduced is outside the scope of this thesis. 

However, to offer one example, governments can introduce educational initiatives and subsidies to Native high 

school students. Likewise, free university summer institutes that prepare disadvantaged high school students for 

college-level work can be offered (Israel et al., 2001).   
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deflect attention from other objectives that those emerging from past colonies have 

reason to value and pursue in a contemporary world (Sen 2006, p. 89).  
 

Lastly, academics from various disciplines need to carry out research on sensitive topics, 

such as stereotypes and prejudice. As one respondent in this case study suggested, “Institutions 

like higher education should do their research and identify the areas” (#8). It is by empirically 

identifying the causes, processes and dynamics of inter-group prejudice and distrust that (as a 

community) we are better equipped to initiate change. The above proposed policy 

recommendations function at the micro and macro levels. Some recommendations could be 

enacted within the short term, while more structural solutions will clearly require more time. 

Nonetheless, in order for meaningful change to come about, all stakeholders must work in good 

faith, continually complementing each other. A multi-pronged approach, where all players from 

the local to the national level can negotiate ideas, rules and responsibilities, is more likely – in 

the long run - to be effective in bridging relations.    

 

Summary 

  

Generally, the prerequisites for the development of positive group relations (as specified 

by Contact Theory) are lacking in the types of interactions between African newcomers and 

Aboriginals. Rather than being positive, personal and consistent, contact between group 

members – particularly adults – tends to be superficial, fleeting, and non-verbal. Encounters 

generally take place in public spheres such as parks and shopping malls. Newcomer refugees 

come across poor and sometimes intoxicated Aboriginals on the streets of Winnipeg‟s core area. 

The overall effect of these types of interaction is to reinforce stereotypical attitudes of Natives.  

A number of factors account for the general scenario of minimal interaction between the 

two minority groups. A lack of English language skills among recently arrived refugees is one 

determinant, as is the fact that the delivery of social services in Winnipeg is largely segmented 

across group lines. Further, the information that group members have of one another is 

frequently erroneous and/or romanticized, since it derives from western media outlets (e.g., old 

fictional Western novels, television sit-coms, or Hollywood movies). Despite distant inter-

minority relations, on the rare occasions when Aboriginals and refugees associate by attending 

programs run by community organizations, relations among them improve. This finding 
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corroborates Contact Theory‟s proposition that interactions in safe, organized and cooperative 

settings, over time, help strengthen relations.  

Thus, findings from this case study lend support to local, community-based programs that 

bring members of both groups together to engage in recreational activities and to share personal 

stories. Stereotypes will be reduced if recently arrived refugees are introduced to professional 

and successful Aboriginals during orientation programs such as the Entry Program. Likewise, 

service providers working with Aboriginals and/or refugees need to convene on a scheduled 

basis, share information about their client populations and discuss emerging inner city issues. If 

service providers are themselves unaware of existing racial dynamics, they will be ill-prepared to 

work with clients to bridge relations.  Structural causes of distant inter-group relations also need 

to be examined and addressed. This requires that the state and mainstream population reduce 

inner city poverty, and shift the ways they view and interact with the Aboriginal community. 

Only then will all the actors at the table (Aboriginals, newcomers, and the mainstream) be able to 

trust and work in earnest with one another.   
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Chapter Eight  

Conclusion  
 

The 2006 census reported more than 200 different ethnic groups in Canada; it also 

highlighted how the visible minority population in the country had surpassed the five million 

mark (Statistics Canada 2008, “2006 Census: Ethnic origin…”). Despite these demographic 

trends, the topic of inter-minority relations has received insufficient attention in Canada. In this 

thesis, I began to address this knowledge gap by focusing on how two minority groups (African 

refugees and urban Aboriginals) perceived and interacted with one another in the inner city of 

Winnipeg. This study is unique because it is the first one in Canada that examines how refugees 

(or any class of newcomers for that matter) view Aboriginals. This study is also the first one that 

assesses how Aboriginals feel about the increasing presence of refugee newcomers in their 

neighbourhoods.  

One of the general findings of this study suggests that African refugees perceive 

Aboriginals in „symbolic racist‟ ways.
80

 Newcomers tend to evaluate Aboriginals as dissimilar 

and inferior. Despite these views, refugees (due to their conceptualization of Canada as a „land of 

opportunity‟) do not feel a strong sense of competition with Aboriginals over tangible resources. 

Some refugees, however, feel that their cultures from “the old country” are threatened by the 

„immoral‟ activities that they witness Aboriginals are, in the public sphere, involved in; this 

„sense of cultural threat‟ is an interesting finding with theoretical implications; it suggests that 

the Cultural Threat Model can explain how not only established societal members, but also 

immigrant groups (in feeling culturally threatened by physically established minority groups) 

develop negative and cynical out-group perceptions.   

 The social class ambitions held by recently arrived refugees proved to be a key and 

unexpected determinant in shaping their attitudes towards Natives. Newcomers feel that by being 

associated with disadvantaged urban Aboriginals, their chances of achieving socio-economic 

success in Canada are threatened. Hence, researchers who are carrying out future studies need to 

pay more attention to the impact that social class has on inter-minority relations.   

In line with American-based research, which suggests that Hispanic and Korean 

immigrants dissociate themselves from African Americans, this study demonstrates how African 

                                                 
80

 These views are not unlike how the mainstream-dominant group views Natives. For a discussion on this topic, 

refer to chapter five.  
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refugees distance themselves from Aboriginals, in order to fall somewhere in between the bottom 

(Aboriginal) and the top (mainstream Canadian) rungs of the racial hierarchy. This pattern 

confirms the view that prejudice is not irrational since it is based on interests. A relatively 

unknown yet highly important phenomenon emerges: refugees to Winnipeg are not merely 

passive players in racial dynamics. Instead of representing tabulae rasae, refugees import to 

Canada their own hierarchical and class-conscious conceptions of society. Yet, they know little 

about Aboriginals in Canada and what information they have about Natives is usually based on 

old Western Hollywood movies or novels they watched or read abroad. Hence, one general 

policy implication stemming from this study is that inter-cultural, anti-racism programs need to 

be proactively provided to immigrants during their early stages of settlement in Canada.   

The Group Position Model does not offer an adequate explanation of inter-minority 

relations in Winnipeg‟s core area. While the mainstream population favours newcomers over 

Aboriginals, Aboriginals do not appear to resent refugees for it; they do not feel a strong sense of 

competition over resources.  Nor are their cultures threatened by the presence of refugees in their 

neighbourhoods. In contrast to what the Group Position Model contends, Aboriginal service 

providers – and according to them, their Aboriginal clients – did not consider themselves to be 

different from or superior to African refugees. They also did not feel a sense of entitlement over 

them. Instead, they exhibited a mixed perception of refugees. These feelings stand in contrast to 

the strong resentment Aboriginals have towards the mainstream population and the state. In this 

case study, Aboriginals revealed a crystallized sense of group position vis-à-vis the mainstream. 

What Aboriginal informants called the “settler society” has imposed upon them (and continues to 

do so) an inferior societal position. The process of immigration seems to fortify Aboriginals‟ 

negative feelings towards the dominant mainstream group, since Aboriginals feel that they are 

being excluded from the policy-making process through which immigration decisions are made.  

Due to socio-historical reasons Natives in Canada have a tenuous relationship with the 

Euro-Canadian population and not with African refugees.  The fact that Aboriginals have 

recently come into contact with African newcomers and do not share a history of oppression with 

them means that they have fewer negative (and more mixed) feelings towards them than towards 

the Euro-Canadian mainstream.  Combined, these findings indicate that the Group Position 

Model better explains Aboriginal-mainstream (minority-majority) relations than Aboriginal-

refugee (minority-minority) relations. The results also suggest that the Realistic Group Conflict 
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Theory and the Cultural Threat Theory have less ability to explain conflict than the literature 

from America and Western Europe indicates. 

Distant relations stem from the fleeting and impersonal contact recently arrived refugees 

have with poor and sometimes intoxicated Aboriginals in the inner city. The fact that group 

members have little or erroneous knowledge about each „other‟ also promotes inter-group 

misunderstanding.  Lending credence to Contact Theory, these types of interactions foster 

apprehensive and distant relations. Yet more positively, on the few occasions where Aboriginals 

and refugees associated by attending programs in community-based organizations, relations 

among them improved. This finding also corroborates Contact Theory as it demonstrates how 

interactions in safe, structured and cooperative settings over a period of time can help disconfirm 

stereotypes.  

Inter-group relations are not static; perceptions shift over time depending on the socio-

cultural and economic arrangements in society. This case study leaves unanswered a number of 

interesting research questions: Are the racial attitudes of other classes of immigrants, such as 

white-skinned, highly educated provincial nominees, similar to those of African refugees? Do 

Indigenous immigrants who originate from countries, such as Colombia or Bolivia, feel 

differently about Canadian Natives, because of their „common ethnicity‟?  If large proportions of 

recently arrived refugees (and possibly other classes of immigrants) hold prejudicial attitudes 

towards Aboriginals, where will this leave Aboriginals? As time goes on and newcomers achieve 

increased socio-economic success, will Aboriginals begin to resent “new Canadians,” in addition 

to the Euro-dominant population? Do second-generation immigrants, who have had more time to 

witness the subtle dynamics of discrimination in Canada, evaluate Aboriginals in the same way 

as their foreign-born parents do? How do newcomer-Aboriginal relations fare in other Canadian 

cities where Aboriginals are not as highly concentrated as in Winnipeg? Finally, how do 

perceptions and interactions vary between the grassroots community level and the elite level? To 

answer these questions and have a better understanding of inter-minority relations in Canada, 

empirical research needs to be carried out in various Canadian cities and towns; studies should 

be cross-sectional and longitudinal, target a wide range of newcomer categories, hear directly the 

opinions of Aboriginals and newcomers, and incorporate both qualitative and quantitative 

research designs. 
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Proudly announcing an intake of 240,000-265,000 immigrants to the country in 2008, 

Canada‟s Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, Jason Kenney, said: “While countries such as 

the United Kingdom and Australia are talking about taking fewer immigrants, our planned 

numbers for 2009 are…among the highest for this country over the past 15 years…the numbers 

reflect a continued commitment to an immigration program that balances Canada‟s economic, 

humanitarian and family reunification goals” [emphasis mine] (Citizenship & Immigration 

Canada, 2008). Considering this and other public statements made by high-ranking public 

officials, there is no indication that immigration to Canada will be reduced in the near future. 

How the hundreds of thousands of newcomers to the country perceive the established white and 

Native populations is an important, yet understudied aspect within the immigration integration 

field. Research and policy attention should better reflect the changing ethnic make up of 

Canadian society. The growing population of newcomers and Aboriginals make it increasingly 

difficult to justify the continuation of the majority-minority dichotomy that has characterized 

research on inter-group relations in Canada.   

One must be cautious in drawing broad conclusions about the future of newcomer-Native 

relations based on an inner city case study with a small sample size of key informants. 

Nonetheless, the results of this research suggest patterns that may exist in other parts of the 

country; findings also provide indication of future trends. The study suggests that unless inter-

minority cultural programs are initiated and the plight of Aboriginals is improved, relations 

between newcomers and Aboriginals are likely to be characterized by inter-group distance, 

apprehension, and ignorance. The participation of inner city residents in community-based 

organizations suggests a promising development that appears to improve perceptions and 

connections. The challenge is for different stakeholders to confront inter-group prejudice and 

commit to fostering the multicultural society that Canada praises itself to be.     
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Appendix 2.0 - Sample Interview Questions 

 

Preliminary Interview Guide 

To Be Used With Service Providers/Community Leaders 

 

Note: this is an interview guide that is designed as if the respondent were working with (or 

representing) the refugee community. For interviews with respondents who work with 

Aboriginals, the wording of the questions will be adjusted a little. This is a preliminary and 

flexible interview guide and is subject to change.   

 

Introduction  

 

Make sure the participant is at ease and introduce myself in a confident, yet friendly manner. 

Make sure to build up a friendly rapport with the participant fostering an informal and relaxed 

atmosphere. Avoid creating the impression that what is taking place is a cross-examination or a 

quiz. Read each question slowly and clarify any questions that may not be understood by the 

participant.  

 

Background information of respondents and the clients they serve 

 

 What type of work do you do within this organization?  

 For how many months or years have you worked here?  

 Do you have frequent contact with inner city residents?  

 And from which ethnic communities are your clients?  

 In general, what is the level of education of African refugee newcomers who live in the 

inner city? 

 In general, what is the socio-economic situation of African refugee newcomers living in 

the inner city? 

 From what you‟ve hard, what was the economic situation of refugees like back in Africa?  

 

Degree of Social Alienation & Group Position 

 

 Now I want to ask you a little bit about what it‟s like to be a refugee in the inner city of 

Winnipeg. From your perspective, do African refugee newcomers feel that Canadian 

society owes them a better chance in life than they currently have? [Follow-up] Why?  

 How about you? What do you think? Do you feel that Canadian society owes refugees a 

better chance in life than they currently have?  [Follow-up] Why? 

 Do refugees feel that the government has provided them with a fair opportunity to get 

ahead in life? [Follow up, if applicable] Can you elaborate a little bit more on this 

thought?  

 How about you? Do you feel that the different levels of government in Canada 

[municipal, provincial and federal levels] have provided refugees with a fair opportunity 

to get ahead in life? 

 Do refugee newcomers believe they have a lot of opportunities to succeed in Canadian 

society? Can you please elaborate? Do you feel this is the case? 
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 Do refugee newcomers feel that the government has been unfair to them in any way? Can 

you please elaborate? What would be the reasons for them feeling that way?  

 From your experience as a service provider, do you think that the government (whether at 

the local, provincial or federal level) has been unfair to them in any way?  

 Do African refugee newcomers who live in the inner city feel that they are more like 

„mainstream‟ Canadians or like Aboriginals? [Follow up] How so?  

 How about you? Do you feel that African refugee newcomers in Winnipeg‟s inner city 

are more like „mainstream‟ Canadians or like Aboriginals? How so? 

 

Questions regarding inter-group attitudes 

 

 The inner city seems to be an area of Winnipeg with a lot of diversity. I understand that 

in the past five years there have been a lot of newcomers (especially African refugees) 

coming into this area; and there are a lot of Aboriginal Peoples living in these 

neighbourhoods as well. From your experience working with African refugee 

newcomers, what do they think of Aboriginal People? [Follow-up if applicable] Do 

African refugees have a positive, negative or neutral attitude towards Aboriginals?  

 Why do you think African refugee newcomers have such views of Aboriginals? [Allow 

the interviewee to answer however way they feel. After they have finished responding, 

probe further by asking the questions below: 

 Do you think African newcomers feel that they are in competition with 

Aboriginals? [If answer is negative ask: why? If answer is positive, keep on probing:] 

what would you say there is competition over? 

 Do refugees feel that more jobs for Aboriginals means fewer jobs are available for 

them? Why? Do you agree with their perception? 

 Do refugees feel that the more Aboriginals get welfare benefits, the harder it is for 

them to get welfare? Why? Do you agree with their perception?    

 

 Some immigrants have said to me that they think Aboriginal People abuse the social 

service system. Would you say this is a prevalent belief amongst refugee newcomers? [If 

applicable] According to newcomers, why do Aboriginals abuse or over-rely on the 

social service system? In what ways would you agree or disagree with these reasons?   

 In what ways might refugee newcomers consider their traditions as well as their lifestyle 

values to be different from those of Aboriginals?    

 What types of comments or remarks have you heard newcomers say when speaking about 

Aboriginal Peoples? 

 

Interaction between group members 

 

 From where (what types of sources) do you think African newcomers get their 

information about Aboriginals? [Possible answers/probes: television, gossip, personal 

face-to-face interactions] 

 In what type of places or settings in Winnipeg do African newcomers and Aboriginals 

interact? [Possible answers/probes: passing one another on the street; in community 

centres; in social service agencies; in public housing buildings; in stores; in churches].   
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 You‟ve mentioned to me that members of both groups tend to meet in places such as 

______, _______, _____. Now how frequently would you say they come into contact in 

each of these settings? 

 How would you characterize the interactions in these settings? [Possible answers/probes: 

fleeting; personal; friendly; overtly antagonistic].  

 Now this question is a bit different: how would you describe the relationship within 

members of the African refugee community? [Follow up, if applicable] Would you say 

there is competition for resources within the African refugee community? Would you say 

there are ethnic or political conflicts among refugees that originate from different African 

countries? Can you please elaborate? [If applicable] Do you think the fact that there is 

tension within the African community has any bearing (effect) on its relationship with 

Aboriginals?  

 How would you say the perceptions that African refugees have of Aboriginals influence 

their interactions with them? [possible answers/probes: physical avoidance; not letting 

their children play with Aboriginals kids]   

 In terms of social programs, do you think refugee newcomers would be in favour or 

against the government spending more money towards improving the situation of 

Aboriginals?  

 From what you‟ve observed or heard, do African newcomers have intimate partners or 

friends who are Aboriginal? Can you please elaborate?  

 Do you think African newcomers and Aboriginals have things in common? What would 

you say they have in common?  

 The things that you‟ve just told me African newcomers have in common: do you think an 

average African refugee living in the inner city knows about them? 

 Do you think refugee newcomers know about the plight/situation of Aboriginal Peoples 

before migrating to Canada? 

 We‟ve talked about things members of both groups have in common, yet how about the 

differences between African refugees and Aboriginals? Why might African refugee 

newcomers feel that they are different from Aboriginals?   
 

Recommendations 
 

 What types of things does your office do to bring members from both groups together?  

 According to you, what types of programs or policies would help in encouraging 

members of both groups to have more positive relations?  

 Which actors [institutions] in society do you think should fund these initiatives, and how 

should they be carried out? [Possible answers/probes: local, provincial, federal 

government; private enterprises; schools; universities; ethnic communities; private 

foundations; churches].   

 Is there anything else that you think we may have missed, that you would like to share 

with me before we finish this interview?  

 

 

Well, I want to thank you very much for taking part in this interview. Your views and comments 

are greatly appreciated. 
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Appendix 3.0: Consent Form 

 

Newcomer-Aboriginal Relations: A Case Study  

Of Winnipeg‟s Inner City  

 

Consent Form  

 

McGill University, M.A. Thesis Project 

 
Hello. You are invited to participate in a research project that focuses on the relations between 

newcomer refugees and Aboriginals in the inner city of Winnipeg. The purpose of the study is to 

examine what members of both groups think of each other and how they interact in their 

neighbourhoods. Are attitudes between the two groups positive, negative or neutral? Why? How 

are attitudes manifested in real life? How often and in what types of places do group members 

interact? What policies could be implemented to enhance relations? 

 

I will be carrying out approximately 20 semi-structured interviews with social service providers 

and community leaders. If you allow me to, this interview will be tape recorded and then 

transcribed; once all the data are gathered, your thoughts and ideas will be compiled into a 

written Master of Arts (M.A.) thesis at McGill University. The data from this study may also be 

presented at future conferences and published in the form of reports or academic articles.   

 

All the notes, tape recordings and hard copy transcripts will be kept securely locked in a filing 

cabinet and only I, Lucía Madariaga-Vignudo will have access to the data. I want you to know 

that this interview will be strictly confidential. This means that your name will not be revealed 

in any written report or oral conversation. Unless you give your permission, I will not quote your 

ideas directly.  

 

While I know your name and contact information (you are not anonymous to me) I will be extra 

careful in safeguarding this information. This means that I will separate your identity from your 

interview responses. All data will be electronically stored on a computer. The files will be 

security protected (i.e., a password will be required to access files).  As a study participant you 

will be assigned a specific number and your transcript will be identified by that number, instead 

of your name. 

 

The study will take place from January-June 2008. Your participation is highly appreciated and 

voluntary. This means you can stop participating at any point in time without negative 

consequence. Also, you have the right to refuse to answer any questions that you do not feel 

comfortable with. If you have any questions or concerns at any time during the duration of this 

study, you are encouraged to contact me, Lucía Madariaga-Vignudo at 

luciamadariaga@yahoo.com. You can also contact my thesis advisor Dr. Jerome Black in the 

Political Science Department at McGill University. His e-mail address is 

jerome.black@mcgill.ca 

 

mailto:luciamadariaga@yahoo.com
mailto:jerome.black@mcgill.ca
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I think you have a lot of valuable information to offer and I would like to ask you some 

questions. This interview should last approximately 60 minutes. No anticipated risks or 

discomforts will result from your participation. This study will be beneficial because it will make 

known what relationships are like between community members and how these relationships can 

be improved.  
 

Before starting, do you have any questions or concerns about the research project as a whole, or 

about the interview that we are about to do? 

 

Do you grant permission to be audio-recorded? 

 

Yes _________    No ____________ 

 

 

Do you grant permission to be quoted directly? 

 

Yes _________ No______________ 

 

 

 

I agree to these terms: 

 

 

Name of participant (please print): __________________________________________ 

 

 

Signature: _________________________           Date: ___________________________ 
 

 

I agree to these terms: 

 

 

Name of the researcher (please print): _______________________________________ 
 
 
Signature: _________________________           Date: ___________________________    

 

 


