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Telling Tales: Canadians and
Asylum Seekers, Then and Now

If History, as Thomas King suggests, is not the past but the tales we choose to tell about the past, then the
choices we make in the telling of tales matter. For some time now, Canada has been telling two types of tales
with respect to asylum seekers, some about a Canadian tradition of generosity, and others about that generosity's
abuse. These have provided the back story to a series of policies that have made it more difficult for refugees to
seek and to find protection in Canada, and have been woven into the fabric of a larger narrative about what it
means to be Canadian. There are, however, other tales that could be told. Some are old, stretching back to the
passage of the 1885 Chinese Immigration Act and the 1910 Immigration Act. Others are more recent, involving
such measures as the Canada-US Safe Third Country Agreement and the decision to restrict refugee access to
health care. In their telling, these other tales reveal themes of equality and fairness that are obscured when the
focus is limited to those of generosity and its abuse. In the process, very different ideas about what it means to

be Canadian, and how best this might be realized, become possible.
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