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The Concept of White-
Privilege in Indigenous
Communities: A Personal
Exploration of Self as a
Front-Line Child Protection
Worker in Nunavut

Nicole Diakite

This paper originates from an assignment in the Master of Arts Child and
Youth Care program at Ryerson University in 2018. The author explores her
white-privilege while working in an Indigenous community in Canada.
The original paper has been altered to protect any identifying information
for the individuals and communities involved.
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hat does it mean to be an educated White female in Nunavut
working with the territory’'s most disadvantaged and
marginalized population? What power dynamics are at play

that contribute to systemic barriers, and does my own social location
continue to oppress the oppressed? Indigenous people continue to remain
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a marginalized population and power inequities continue to contribute to
modern colonialism. Understanding privilege in relation to Self requires
personal reflection about individual ways of being in the world. Privilege is
based on false assumptions and false logic that is limited by the Self's own
experiences; as such, without understanding Self, truth cannot be realized.
It is critical to understand privilege through meaning-making and the
interpretation of personal experiences that shape privilege and Self, as
there is power in understanding. How has my own privileged narrative
contributed to my role as a front-line child protection worker working with
young people and their families in Nunavut? This literary piece will provide
a personal account of how | came to be in Nunavut, with an internal
dialogue of my own personal Whiteness.

In 2011 | skimmed through a plethora of job ads from my cozy
downtown apartment, and | stumbled across the perfect job — Community
Social Services Worker with the Government of Nunavut's (GN)
Department of Family Services. With the click of a mouse, my résumé was
instantly submitted for consideration. | was elated, and my goal was to live
within purpose. | was confident that | would get the job; after all, | was
educated and had significant experience working in multiple residential
care facilities. But why was | so confident? Was my confidence related to
my own personal white-privilege? | mean, | worked hard to get where |
was. | did what young people are supposed to do...| graduated from high
school and pursued post-secondary education. It was not easy, but | made
it. | was qualified and deserved the job! Right? Little did | know that | was
about to embark on a journey of Self, the only being that will experience
my collection of thoughts, feelings, and privileges, in relation to my own
personal white-privilege. As | reflect on this experience, | cannot help but
wonder how my white-privilege shaped the opportunities | received in life,
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specifically, the opportunity to apply for the Commmunity Social Service
Worker position. What led to that very moment? Was | just lucky enough
to own a computer and have unlimited Internet access at my fingertips?
Or was there something deeper occurring below the surface?

My privilege goes far beyond the click of a mouse. | have always felt safe
and have been told that | can do anything that | set my mind on — whether
| wanted to pursue post-secondary education to become a lawyer, a doctor,
or a child and youth care (CYC) practitioner. | lived close to a local
university, had my own car, and lived with my parents. But what about the
Indigenous people residing in Nunavut? What prevented them from
applying to the job ad, and what barriers lay below the surface? Did they
have the same opportunities that | did? Did they feel safe? Who would
blame them if they did not? The colonial era forced Indigenous people
from their land, which resulted in the loss of traditional practices,
traditional ways of doing and knowing, and intergenerational trauma that
further contributed to the development of maladaptive coping strategies
and ineffective child-rearing practices. It is like Nunavut's colonial history
exists in a frozen frame of existence, constantly repeating, flowing
backwards and in circles, forcing Indigenous people to relive the constant
cycle of marginalization and white-privilege with no hope of escaping or
experiencing their own privilege. As such, the privileged do not know that
they are privileged, and the marginalized are barely able to exist, scraping
by on the meagre and inadequate provisions afforded to the most
impoverished. | wonder what would happen if the cycle were interrupted, if
the tables were turned and Indigenous people developed their own
privilege? What if local Inuit people were given the same opportunities to
attend university? What if there was a sense of safety and control in the
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Inuit narrative? Would the job have been posted? Would | have
unintentionally used my white-privilege at that very moment in time?

After a series of interviews, | was offered the job. | was told that my role
was to promote the best interest of the child while adhering to the Child
and Family Services Act. | was told that child protection would be the main
focus of my role. My white-privilege just became even more complicated!
How do |, as a white-female, indirectly represent colonization as a result of
my privilege? As an educated white-female should | advocate for the
liberation of Indigenous people, and what are the implications if | did? Was
my presence just another act of colonization that stripped the power from
the Indigenous people to care for their own, a fundamental cultural value
that it takes a community to raise a young person? My Whiteness implied
another mission to save the Indigenous people from marginalization, to act
as racial managers that will save the world from its unjustness. Is the
unintentional understanding of my Whiteness a result of the innocence of
the mind, or does it continue to provide distance from understanding the
truth of my privilege? Surely to not acknowledge my Whiteness, is to falsify
it, and the privileged truth that lies at the core of my being.

My first week in Nunavut was a whirlwind of new experiences, where |
“inherited” eighteen child protection files. The system that was meant to
provide support to Indigenous families was permeated in white-privilege
and power inequities that prevented Inuit families from climbing out of the
never-ending cycle of assimilation. Not only did my Whiteness afford me
privilege and power, but so did my role as a Community Social Service
Worker. What implications did my white-privilege have on developing
therapeutic and relational connections with young people and their
families? Every encounter | experienced was riddled with white-privilege,
and understanding my Self in relation to others was challenging. My
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interactions with Indigenous people were based on my own personal
understanding and white-ways of doing and being which did not
recognize traditional ways of knowing and doing. Privilege shaped my
values and belief in how young people should be in the world, and
influenced my approach to practice. As such, my privilege is smooth,
subtle, and invisible but it's always there, just below the surface, like a
warm comforter on a cold Arctic night, lurking in the silence in wait of an
opportunity that will benefit me. Privilege is the very breath | breathe; it is
my existence, a gift that | was born with and a tool that | have used
unintentionally every day of my life to take advantage of the endless
opportunities that my Whiteness has afforded me.

| remember my first apprehension vividly. It was both terrifying and
exhilarating, and | felt like | was making a difference. | now question how
my Whiteness influenced my response to the situation. | was not
consciously aware of the tension between Indigenous people and systemic
barriers, and | question whether the apprehension of young people is a
modern form of assimilation, a way to force Indigenous people to conform
to western ways of doing, often preventing the return of young people due
to systemic barriers and white-privilege expectations. My first
apprehension paved the way for countless apprehensions that would
follow. | embarked on a journey that would have me question how my
Whiteness contributed to the unintended harm of young people as a result
of the white supremacy ideology, which still exists today and is deeply
rooted in the constitutional fabric of our economy. | have begun to
understand how my privilege provides me with a significant advantage
over others, and although it does not mean that | have not struggled or
been discriminated against, it means that my being is not constantly being
challenged by systemic barriers and racial prejudices. My Whiteness is part
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of a larger and more sinister truth that | will always be among the most
privileged and powerful unless our systemic structures address the
inequities that are at the very core of their services. As such, the exploration
of Self in relation to privilege is a lifelong journey.

NICOLE DIAKITE has lived and worked in Nunavut since 2012 where she has been
employed in the field of child protection to enhance the rights and overall health and
well-being of individuals and families through the provision of programs and services
while respecting cultural norms and Inuit Qaujimajatugangit (1Q) values, a fundamental
characteristic of health and wellness in Nunavut. Nicole is currently the executive director
of an advocacy organization located in Igaluit, Nunavut and can be reached at

Nicole.diakite@ryerson.ca
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The Expendables

Garth Goodwin

f there was one fact that sticks with me out of this global lockdown

period it must be the exposure of the horrors of the care home, senior’s

centers and long-term care facilities. Not the sudden exposure but one
that kept building in public view yet without consideration. Dealing with
the pandemic rolling over the populations around the world shielded
much of the detailed study of the event. Rather stories would emerge of
seniors dead in their beds, in their own filth or stored in facility morgues or
just a room in great numbers of 15 or more. Then, it began to emerge how
seniors, those over 60 years, tended to make up the bulk of those impacted
and killed by Covid-19. Percentages of 50 to over 90 percent emerged
literally around the world in different jurisdictions. | was scanning the
internet and major news organizations for anything involving group care
for children and youth and found myself coming up short for the most part
in contrast to that for long-term care homes. A 113-year-old, survivor of the
corona virus, Maria Branyas from Italy stated the following:

“This pandemic has revealed that older people are the
forgotten ones of our society,” she said in an interview with
the Observer, carried out with the help of one of her
daughters. “They fought their whole lives, sacrificed time and
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had a role to play and caring for the departing young or the aging parent it
has been driven inward in isolated shells of extended family. At this point it
remains totally uncertain as to what will emerge when the economy
revives.

Finally, the point of the matter as this writer has some skin in the game,
as they say, on this one. | fall right smack in the center of the vulnerable
age this virus is attracted to and have more than a few of the pre-existing
conditions it favours with its fullest impact. To go from globalized flying
about the world one minute to cowering down under the multiplying
stages of disinfectants being applied at the local grocery store and only at
that grocery store has been jarring. Meanwhile the dance continues
between those pre-existing conditions and the capacity to live with them
knowing long term care may become necessary sometime. After this it is
hard to believe we have actual waiting lists for these places with their
recent reputations with their killing beds. There is a kind of comfort in the
shared, globally shared discipline of lockdown being applied. There is also a
concern as that discipline is relaxed. The Canadian Army has just reported
on its intervention in a few Ontario long term care homes forcing the
Premier of Ontario to state: “This tragedy must serve as a wakeup call to
our entire country,” said Ford. “It's no secret that Covid-19 has taken a
system with deep problems — a system that has been neglected for years —
and pushed it to the brink.”® His belief that criminal charges would be
appropriate as a first step. The Manitoba care system, however, it may
appear undefined is overseen by an increasingly more sophisticated and
prompter government department with licensing powers. Perhaps, this
moment of global shame will lead to real change. Meanwhile, each day is a

9 https;//www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/26/canada-care-homes-military-report-
coronavirus
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gift with its simple pleasures. My generation and its offspring have known
lives of constant innovation, economic and educational expansion and
global networking and experience. My hope is that mankind gets back to
just that.

GARTH GOODWIN spent his 41-year career in both practice and as a database designer
and administrator. In over 30 years of frontline practice he worked for both public/board
and private agencies. He was the first recipient of the National Child and Youth Care
Award in 1986. He nurtured the Child and Youth Care Workers Association of Manitoba
through its formative years and became its representative to the Council of Canadian
Child and Youth Care Associations. He has been privileged to be the witness and
participant in significant events in CYC history and remains an active observer in the field
of CYC.

@CYCAREWORKERS
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Postcard from Leon Fulcher

Tuai Village in New Zealand’s Te Urewera

ia Ora Kotou

Comrades

and Warm
Greetings to you all! It
has been a difficult
time during the past
week where we live. A
little girl was playing

with her sisters on a e AP
We are never ready for the death of a young child
school. The children while playing with her sisters

Friday afternoon after

had discovered a new

game that involved climbing and hanging down from the steel cage
climbing frame, only this climbing frame was used in transporting
firewood. It had been removed from a trailer and left standing on end
where it was unloaded.

Ataatua and her older sisters were laughing and carrying on when
suddenly, the steel cage toppled over trapping the little girl across the
pelvis. It soon became apparent that Ataatua had been fatally injured.
Playful children laughing turned into tearful shrieking as fear, pain and
then grieving the loss of little sister and baby impacted so suddenly and
unexpectedly. This was so different from the death of a child because of a
terminal illness.
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In the Maori
community of Tuai, a
death normally
involves transporting
the body to a tent
space called a
Wharemate (house of
the dead) erected
beside a Whare Tipuna

Mother, father and children faced with sudden
Ataatua was not taken grief supported by extended family

or ancestral house.

to the Marae where
she would normally lie with family members for 2-3 days before burial.
Instead, Ataatua was taken in a handwoven flax body wrap to lie in Tuai
Community Church built in 1918 where Seventh Day Adventist parents
worship on Saturdays.
It was noted that
this whanau kept their
little girl at the
community church
instead of at the tribal
Marae. Community
members simply
adapted their
responses and the

Remembering is what remains with those left

little girl's family were behind to mourn

supported with food
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and shelter
throughout the public
grieving period for
visitors from afar.
When a child dies
unexpectedly by

accident while playing,

inevitably parents and e

other adults ask . g :

themselves what Personal achievements and relationships are
might have been done forever frozen in time

to ensure that children
can play safely in their
own garden or back
yard. Some consider
such accidents as a
matter of fate while
others seek to find the
hand of God in such
times. Still others get ‘ ! e
It is important to

Personal achievements and relationships are
forever Sisters remain and continue to participate
Ataatua has sisters in community activities

remember that

who continue to take

an active part in the cultural traditions of their Maori ancestors. A lot of
bridge-building is likely to take place over coming weeks as community
members reach out to support this family in traditional ways.
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Life willgoon in
Tuai, and community
members will shake
their heads in sadness
for weeks to come. No
death is ever easy in
small indigenous
communities in rural

areas. Here, the death
of a child highlights

the vulnerability of Memories of unfulfilled dreams and severed
relationships

Maori people and their
culture and is
especially painful.

At such times, it is
important to
remember the
mothers. Their pain is
especially prominent.
But the fathers and
siblings also need
remembering. There

are no pre-set Remembering others who have gone before and
guestions that need to those who follow on

be addressed. Instead,

it is about acknowledging the pain of grieving and seeking ways of finding
personal peace and opportunities for ongoing growth and development as

a person - especially for mothers. Maori tradition signals an ‘unveiling
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ceremony’ in a year
from now to
remember Ataatua
and the way she
added joy to family
occasions.

A wider commmunity
issue involves
exploring ways of

making back gardens,

Safeguarding children where they play and how
school yards and play they play

areas safe places for

children. South

Africa's NACCW have provided leadership around safe play areas for
children in indigenous communities. Most accidents involving children at
play can be prevented through adults pausing to review what potential
hazards may need addressing. I'll remember Ataatua’s impish smile and
what a loss that means for all who knew her.
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