The Indigenous Youth
Political Participation Debate

Indigenous youth, even more so than the rest of Canadian youth, aren’t engaged in the federal electoral
process. This doesn’t mean they’re apathetic though! Indigenous youth are often very involved in their local
communities. Some choose not to participate in federal elections out of protest against, or disenchantment
with, that system. The question for many is not who to vote for, but whether or not they should vote at all.
Want to learn more? Keep reading.

The Federal Vote: Privilege or Parody?

Political participation is often seen as both a privilege and a duty of citizenship. But what happens when
this citizenship is imposed? Canada’s history of colonization has left many with a distaste for politics in
Ottawa. Though there isn’t a united Indigenous youth voice, the sentiment that Indigenous interests are
neither protected nor served on the federal level is widespread. Opinions vary on what to do about this.

Participation is Power

Researchers note that Indigenous youth who are conventionally educated follow the mainstream participa-
tion patterns of Canadian youth. Some see voting as preventative, a way to keep politicians they don'’t like
from representing them. Others believe that voting in federal elections is a real source of power. Many
Indigenous youth exercise their citizenship in the day-to-day. Some get funding from the government for
school, and give back to their communities by bringing their research home. For them, voting is a responsi-
bility.

Forgoing the Federal

Particularly if they have received a traditional Indigenous education, Indigenous youth tend to feel that the
federal government is inescapably colonial. Alienated by a power that does not advance their interests,
many Indigenous youth abstain from voting. Instead they focus on local politics and argue for a perspective
rooted in Indigenous cultures. They see working with the federal government as counterproductive to work
within their communities.

So What’s Next?

Whether they vote or not, Indigenous youth put a lot of thought into politics. The problem is, government
agencies don’t put a lot of effort into addressing the reasons why Indigenous youth shy away from the
federal government. If Indigenous youth feel alienated from Ottawa, then Ottawa has to address the
causes of this alienation. In other words, more colonial-style education won’t help! Real change is needed.
You know the basics, now what do you think? To vote or not to vote, ask your family and friends the ques-
tion!
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