
In the Spotlight: Isha Khan, Canadian Museum for Human Rights
Appo i n ted  by the  federa l  governm ent i n  2020  to  l ead  the  Canad i an  M useum  fo r Hum an Ri gh ts i n  Wi nn i peg ,  Ch i e f  Execu t i ve  Off i ce r Isha  Khan  en j oys the  pe rfect
convergence  o f  he r l ega l  and  hum an ri gh ts backgrounds i n  th i s ro l e .

Duri ng  a  spo t l i gh t  i n te rvi ew wi th  BLG Partne r Lauri e  Go l dbach,  a  fo rm er l aw schoo l  cl assm ate ,  Isha  rem i n i sced  abou t  the  road  t rave l ed  f rom  her ea rl y days a t  ou r
f i rm  to  he r cu rren t  l eadersh i p  posi t i on .  She  a l so  exp l o red  the  M useum ’s ongo i ng  con tri bu t i on  i n  spa rki ng  d i a l ogue  abou t  hum an ri gh ts,  i ncl ud i ng  recogn i zi ng
Ind i genous cu l tu re  i n  Canada .

At the helm of an establishment like no other

Isha  had  spen t  a l m ost  a  decade  a t  the  M an i toba  Hum an Ri gh ts Com m i ssi on ,  i ncl ud i ng  as Execu t i ve  Di recto r &  Sen i o r Counse l ,  be fo re  stepp i ng  up  to  he r CEO
m ant l e  a t  the  M useum . T he  ro l e  p roved  a  g rea t  m a tch .

By then ,  she  had  successfu l l y advoca ted  fo r i m pact fu l  deve l opm ents a t  the  l oca l  and  p rovi nci a l  l eve l s,  such  as the  i m p l em enta t i on  o f  aud i b l e  si gna l s a t  eve ry
crosswa l k i n  Wi nn i peg ,  and  the  i ncl usi on  o f  a  th i rd  gender op t i on  on  b i rth  ce rt i f i ca tes i n  M an i toba .  She  fe l t  exci ted  to  j o i n  a  young  m useum  (est .  2014) on  a
m i ssi on  to  fu rthe r advance  hum an ri gh ts and  engage  peop l e  i n  taki ng  responsi b i l i ty fo r p rom ot i ng  respect  and  d i gn i ty fo r a l l .

T he  Canad i an  M useum  fo r Hum an Ri gh ts i s one  o f  Canada 's si x na t i ona l  m useum s, the  f i rst  to  open  ou tsi de  o f  the  Na t i ona l  Cap i ta l  Reg i on  and  the  on l y one  west
o f  Ot tawa .

“T ha t  m eans we  have  a  na t i ona l  m anda te  to  p rom ote  a  be t te r understand i ng  o f  hum an ri gh ts wi th  speci a l ,  bu t  no t  excl usi ve ,  re fe rence  to  Canada ,” she
exp l a i ned .  “Bu t  we  a re  a l so  ve ry m uch  em bedded  i n  the  p l ace  where  the  M useum  si ts and  bu i l d i ng  re l a t i onsh i ps wi th  the  com m un i t i es a round  us—and those
com m un i t i es connect  us to  g l oba l  i ssues and  conversa t i ons.”

Am ong  o the r top i cs,  cu rren t  exh i b i t i ons connect  m usi c wi th  cu l tu ra l  and  po l i t i ca l  m ovem ents;  exp l o re  you th  act i vi sm  and  cl i m a te  change ;  and  sh i ne  a  l i gh t  on
the  abduct i on  o f  wom en i n  wart i m e . Wha tever the  even t  o r exh i b i t i on ,  soci a l  j ust i ce ,  i ncl usi veness and  d i ve rsi ty a re  pa r fo r the  course  a t  an  estab l i shm ent tha t
no t  on l y st ri ves to  be  physi ca l l y accessi b l e  to  a l l ,  bu t  has i ncreased  i ts vi rtua l  p resence  m an i fo l d  these  l ast  few years.

“COVID had  h i t  no t  l ong  be fo re  I  j o i ned ,” reca l l s Isha .  Cl assroom s a l l  ove r North  Am eri ca  and  a round  the  worl d  soon  engaged  i n  ou r vi rtua l  f i e l d  t ri ps.  Where
physi ca l l y we  m i gh t  have  seen  thousands o f  studen ts i n  a  year,  si nce  then  we ’ve  been  see i ng  tens o f  thousands o f  them . We see  un i ve rsi ty studen ts,  we  see  adu l ts
engag i ng  vi rtua l l y wi th  con ten t  abou t  hum an ri gh ts.  Havi ng  sa i d  tha t ,  som e o f  m y m ost  m ean i ng fu l  work com es f rom  see i ng  peop l e  go  th rough  the  j ou rney i n
pe rson ,  and  heari ng  f rom  them  how the  sto ri es i n  the  M useum  a re  i m pact i ng  them .”

Truth and Reconciliation: Spotlight on the Indigenous perspective

“T he  M useum  i s l oca ted  on  ve ry sacred  l ands,  a t  T he  Forks,  where  the  Red  and  Assi n i bo i ne  Ri ve rs m ee t.  T h i s i s T rea ty 1  l and ,  a  p l ace  where  Ind i genous peop l e
have  ga the red  fo r t i m e  i m m em ori a l ,  and  the  hom e l and  o f  the  Red  Ri ve r M é t i s, ” says Isha .  “M useum s shou l d  be  t ru th  te l l e rs;  we  have  a  responsi b i l i ty to  honour
tha t  past ,  and  to  be  pa rt  o f  the  m ovem ent i n  Canada  a round  t ru th .”

Wi th  the  i m portance  o f  Na t i ona l  Day fo r T ru th  and  Reconci l i a t i on  be i ng  recogn i zed ,  Canad i ans have  gone  deeper i n to  conversa t i ons abou t  the  ha rm fu l  l egacy o f
co l on i a l i sm . Isha  has been  bu i l d i ng  re l a t i onsh i ps and  co l l abo ra t i ng  cl ose l y wi th  e l de rs and  com m un i t i es f rom  the  sta rt ,  and  an  i m portan t  sto ry to  te l l  rem a i ns the
one  o f  Ind i an  resi den t i a l  schoo l s,  som eth i ng  the  M useum  approaches i n  m any ways,  i ncl ud i ng  th rough  a rt .

“We worked  wi th  a  m aste r ca rve r f rom  the  West  Coast ,  Carey Newm an, who  pu t  toge the r 800  p i eces ga the red  f rom  resi den t i a l  schoo l  si tes,  each  o f  them  g i vi ng
vo i ce  to  a  su rvi vo rs sto ry.  T h i s beau t i fu l  a rt  i nsta l l a t i on  i s ca l l ed  the  Wi tness B l anke t ,  and  the  ag reem ent tha t  we  have  wi th  Carey i s ca l l ed  a  stewardsh i p
agreem ent,  because  nobody owns these  sto ri es.  I t  was a  com b i na t i on  o f  t rad i t i ona l  l aw, l i ke  com m on l aw, and  Ind i genous l aw tha t  m ade  the  ag reem ent
possi b l e , ” po i n ts ou t  Isha .

An  a l l -t i m e  favouri te ,  the  Wi tness B l anke t  i s back i n  ga l l e ry fo r the  f i rst  t i m e  si nce  Sep tem ber a f te r yea rs t rave l i ng  a l l  ove r North  Am eri ca .  I t  can  a l so  be  exp l o red
on l i ne  a t  wi tnessb l anke t .ca .

Fostering change: On becoming a human rights lawyer

I t  was genera l  l i t i ga t i on ,  and  then  l abour and  em p l oym ent,  tha t  f i rst  a t t racted  Isha  as a  young  j u ri st .  Looki ng  back,  she  cred i ts the  e i gh t  yea rs she  spen t  i n
p ri va te  p ract i ce  a t  BLG fo r m uch  o f  he r l a te r success i n  pub l i c o rgan i za t i ons.

“Pri va te  p ract i ce  teaches you  ri gou r and  d i sci p l i ne ,  to  be  m i nd fu l  abou t  the  i m pact  o f  you r work,  even  i f  j ust  because  o f  the  b i l l ab l e  hour.  T h i s was g rea t  t ra i n i ng
fo r go i ng  i n to  pub l i c p ract i ce ,” she  exp l a i ns.

“As l abour and  em p l oym ent l aw i s a  ve ry hum an-cen te red  p ract i ce ,  i t  a l so  go t  m e  i nvo l ved  wi th  hum an ri gh ts i ssues,  and  a t  tha t  t i m e ,  l onger m a te rn i ty and
paren ta l  l eaves had  j ust  been  i n t roduced  i n  Canada .  Do i ng  educa t i on  on  these  was a  huge  pa rt  o f  m y work,  and  i t  was the  sam e i dea  o f  p ro tect i ng  and
prom ot i ng  pub l i c i n te rest  tha t  ca rri ed  ove r when  I  sh i f ted  to  hum an ri gh ts l aw.” Advocacy ski l l s Isha  deve l oped  a t  the  f i rm  cam e i n  handy l a te r on  i n
rep resen ta t i on  m atte rs,  fo r i nstance .

To  budd i ng  l awyers st i l l  con tem p l a t i ng  possi b l e  sh i f ts i n  the i r p ract i ce ,  Isha  o ffe rs th i s:  “Do  the  th i ngs you  don 't  th i nk wi l l  se rve  your pe rsona l  goa l .  Ge t  on
boards;  i f  you ’re  a  studen t ,  keep  tha t  pa rt -t i m e  j ob ;  l ea rn  to  work wi th  d i ffe ren t  ki nds o f  peop l e .  T ha t ’s wha t  l awyers do !”

Wi se  words,  st ra i gh t  f rom  the  CEO.

https://www.blg.com/en/about-us/alumni/en/people/_deactive/g/goldbach-lauri
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