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‘Forgiving and being reconciled to our enemies or our loved ones are not about pretending that things are other than they are. It is not about patting one another on the back and turning a blind eye to the wrong. True reconciliation exposes the awfulness, the abuse, the hurt, the truth. It could even sometimes make things worse. It is a risky undertaking but, in the end, it is worthwhile, because in the end only an honest confrontation with reality can bring real healing. Superficial reconciliation can bring only superficial healing.’   
Archbishop Desmond Tutu
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‘An evaluation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission with reference to the Canadian Residential Schools’

Over many centuries to the present day, the rights and dignity of individuals and targeted groups, have been systematically violated throughout the world. Actions  have been undertaken such as; denying civil or political, economic, and social or cultural rights within a country, to intentional  mass genocide, disregarding cultures and religious beliefs, torture, outlawing of spiritual practices, unfair imprisonment, confiscation of sacred objects, separation of families or assimilation into a different identity or ideology which fractures their association of their cultural identity.
[bookmark: _Hlk531174989]In light of all the pain and violation of human rights, groups of people came together to address and uncover the truths behind these actions committed by governments including religious groups with a particular ideology of eradication of Indian lifestyle and culture. Hayner’s (2011) book Unspeakable Truths, explored the approach of transitional justice and observable facts resulting from a Truth Commission or Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Hayner brought to light the impact of a truth commission from different countries by individuals telling stories about the traumatic experiences they had endured. Hayner drew attention to a conversation with a Rwandan government official who had experienced the loss of family members from a mass genocide in Rwanda in 1995.  She questioned the official as to whether people should forget about the past or remember? His response implied, that people should remember the impact of the events but forget the feelings and painful emotions, as this would enable people to move on. Importantly, Hayner (2011, p21) captured his response which is why many TRCs and truth commissions want to leave a legacy for the future, “We must remember what happened in order to keep it from happening again” (Hayner, 2011, p21). 
[bookmark: _Hlk1720804][bookmark: _Hlk531181038]This essay will critically evaluate the impact and influence of the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canadian Residential Schools, (with reference to an oral presentation on Canada’s TRC, as part of the Module Group Facilitation and Restorative Practices).  This essay will explore the means of transitional justice, and also provide a brief description of the roles of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), and the difference between the two approaches. This will lead onto how a TRC is conducted and explore the reasons why this type of approach is used.  It will also examine what forgiveness and reconciliation mean to an individual or country, and explain how the TRC was used within Canada and its residential school for First Nations children. The essay will highlight the further advantages and implications for forgiveness and reconciliation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk1036344]“Transition to democracy” was an approach in response to political changes and countries seeking justice, such as Eastern Europe and Latin America between 1980 and 1990; this multidisciplinary approach was later re-named “transitional justice” (ICTJ, 2009). ICTJ explain that human right activists campaigned to address former regimes for violating and abusing the rights of men, women and children over many decades. Governments adopted transitional justice to address systematic abuse by using initiatives such as criminal prosecution, truth commissions, reparations programs, gender justice, security system reform and memorialization efforts. These initiatives are not exclusive within the transitional justice approach, as many countries develop other approaches to address systematic abuse. 
Importantly, addressing widespread systematic abuse is considered particularly difficult such as less reformed, underfunded governments may have delicate politics which may prevent the pursuit of wide ranging  initiatives, to address the violation of a group or individual rights (ICTJ, 2009). ICTJ draw attention to other difficulties that governments may encounter such as complex abuse that cannot be resolved by one initiative, the sheer volume of perpetrators and victims and the government and courts may be corrupt or weakened which could prevent fairness and equality. ICTJ, suggests that a number of complimentary initiatives to reconstruct societal values and laws would be more effective.
[bookmark: _Hlk1996605]This paper will highlight a recent case study of the Reconciliation Commission of Canadian Residential Schools, (with reference to an oral presentation on Canada’s TRC).  Hayner (2011) indicated that in 1874, The Canadian government, Catholic and Protestant churches created a system which aimed to forcibly assimilate the First Nation’s population. According to History the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR) (2019) over 150,000 First Nation children from across Canada were encouraged or forced to attend residential schools managed by religious institutions and the Canadian government. The residential schools were designed for first Nation’s children to be assimilated by force and coercion into a western culture, policies and ideology. Hayner (2011) echoed that it was compulsory attendance for all First Nation’s children and the practice of their own culture and speaking their own language was prohibited.  NCTR (2019) draw attention to the fact that that residential schools were overcrowded and had a lack of funding. The students were not treated well, as many students experienced sexual, physical and psychological abuse or suffered from a lack of contact with their families and suffered loneliness. However, NCTR stated that many children never returned home. 
In 1991, Canada addressed the forcible assimilation practice and policies over the past century, which occurred within residential schools for first nation children (Hayner, 2011). Hayner draws attention to 1996 when the last residential school was closed. Importantly, Hayner underlined it took a further two years for the Canadian government to ‘formally acknowledge’ that the policy of residential schools, failed the entire population of First Nations Canadians. After extensive litigation, lawsuits and civil claims against the government and religious institutions, in 2003 the Canadian government created a program of resolution which offered therapy and compensation. However the residential school survivors deemed the resolution program insufficient. Hayner, draws attention to 2006 when the government, churches and tribal communities approved a settlement in the region of $2 billion for residential survivors, which stipulated as part settlement agreement, that $60 million was for a Truth and Reconciliation Commission. CBC news (2008) clearly defined the process of a truth and reconciliation commission, whose aims were distinguishing the truth and uncovering facts. This would allow awareness of actions taken place in history, acknowledgements of its victims and the distress caused, which will lead over time to forgiveness and healing of the relationship between the First Nations population and the Canadian government. Also CBC news (2008) reinforced that the TRC is not a criminal process where punishment is recommended by the courts.
After a turbulent start, in 2009 the TRC began an extensive program which allowed survivors of residential schools and their families, which included Indian communities, to share their experience and explain how the failings of the compulsory attendance of a Residential Schools have affected them (NCTR, 2019). CBC news (2008) draw attention to how TRC would conduct this process by creating comprehensive historical records, make recommendations for government action, create a permanent center for all resources collected, and promote awareness about residential schools and the impact it had on First Nations children. This would also include hosting events designed to commemorate, celebrate the culture and importantly, to pay tribute to former students who never returned home. The National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR) is part of the University of Manitoba, which it has created an archive to all the survivors’ testimonies, school documentation and accumulated records of the aboriginal residential schools. Park (2019) stated that the TRC report encompasses a full historical account and statements of a cultural genocide against aboriginal Canadians (First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people), orchestrated by religious institutions and Canadian government. CBC news (2015) reported coverage on closing the TRC final report and the executive summary was presented which calls to redress the profound legacy of residential schools and calls for reconciliation across Canada. The executive summary included 94 calls to action. These actions were divided into two parts: legacy and reconciliation which covered education, language culture, health, justice and equality, aboriginal rights and formal apologies from the government and religious institutions. The Prime Minister of Canada Justin Trudeau [blog] (2015) reiterated the government’s pledge to the indigenous population to apply for recommendations of the TRC, starting with the enactment of the rights of the indigenous people within Canada.
[bookmark: _Hlk2257517]In making the first steps to forgiveness and reconciliation, Canada’s indigenous (First Nations, Metis and Inuit) population shared their traumatic experiences of the residential schools system for indigenous children. Seeking the truth in his way can redress the legacy, create awareness and understanding which diminishes ill-treatment, implement actions to safeguard or improve health and well-being, including rights for aboriginal people and importantly gain formal apologies from the state and religious institutions that orchestrated and managed the compulsory attendance of residential schools for aboriginal children. However, NCTR, (2019) stated “But the journey of Truth and Reconciliation is far from over”, meaning that even though the report is complete and recommendations are actions, there is a lot more work to achieve true forgiveness and reconciliation. 
In such circumstances, the mistreatment of aboriginal children in residential schools can be difficult to understand and trust the state and religious institutions.  From the words of Dr. Marie Wilson, Justice Murray Sinclair, Chair and Chief Wilton Littlechild commissioners of the Canadian TRC echoed the words from the settlement agreement, that the TRC was designed to “compelling desire to put the events of the past behind us so that we can work towards a stronger and healthier future” (NCTR, 2019a). The TRC could be seen as a facilitation tool to heal the past. According to the Cambridge dictionary [Online] (2019) the definition to forgive, is to stop reacting or continuously punishing for the pain and distress caused by another person.  However, the Cambridge dictionary [online] (2019a) stated that forgiveness,  is about willingness of an individual, to want to forgive another individual by accepting their apology for their actions which has caused distress. One main focal point is rebuilding a broken relationship between the aboriginal people, state and religious institutions by bringing a reconciliation between each party. Cambridge dictionary [Online] (2019b) echo’s a similar meaning of reconciliation, where two individuals or groups rebuild a relationship after conflict. 
The TRC, pursued the truth and inquired about the impact it had on aboriginal children, their family and community. The final result was 94 calls for action from the Canadian government, religious institutions and non-aboriginal communities to make amends, that would reconnect with aboriginal communities. The TRC‘s hope is to heal and seek reconciliation or forgiveness after systematic violation of rights, physical and mental abuse, being prohibited from using their indigenous language and cultural beliefs and being assimilated into a westernised mainstream culture. However, NCTR (2019) stated “But the journey of Truth and Reconciliation is far from over”, the TRC is seen as the beginning or the foundations that would breach the  animosity, emotions and pain, that would reach a true reconciliation and paving the way to forgiveness. The impact and influence of the work of the TRC, is still in its infancy which may have implications for true forgiveness.
[bookmark: _Hlk2282505][bookmark: _Hlk5203542][bookmark: _Hlk2261173][bookmark: _Hlk2283188]At an press conference at the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous issues (2010), Murray Sinclair, chairman of the commission TRC of Canada in his first year commented that “reconciliation is a difficult conversation” (United Nation, 2010). United Nation also captured Commissioner Marie Wilson’s experience of collecting historical documents from government and the church, including testimonies from survivors for TRC reports was an immense undertaking. United Nation, stated that Commissioner Marie Wilson highlighted the most difficult task was engaging non-aboriginal Canadians, as it was regarded as a continuous role because mainstream Canadians did not know the main intention of residential schools for aboriginal children. Chief Robert Joseph added the TRC mandate was to engage the community which included non-aboriginals, by facilitating survivors to tell stories that could advance the healing process to reconciliation. However he feared if non-aboriginal Canadians did not want too participate, survivors would be considered to have no value. The implications of non-aboriginal Canadians not having knowledge or understanding of the full extent of residential schools, where survivors suffered from psychological and physical abuse, may lead a lack of empathy and survivors may feel de-valued or treated like second-class citizens within Canada. 
Furthermore, the chairman of the TRC commented that a settlement agreement and a fund was created for former students of the residential schools to claim for their traumatic experience such as the physical abuse received and forced loss of their indigenous language and culture (United Nation, 2010). However, it was reported that out  of 100,000 claimant’s, 25,000 did not qualify because as they were unable to establish proof that the claimant attended a residential school. The Chairman explained that the reasons why so many were not able to prove attendance, were that many documents were missing or had been destroyed (United Nation, 2010). The implications of 25,000 former students being unable to prove suffering, which they had endured at any of the residential schools. This can be deemed unfair, furthermore the compensation may be needed to provide support such as counselling for their traumatic experience. 
[bookmark: _Hlk4593852]A documentary captures the memories of Residential Schools survivors, their traumatic experience and the legacy that affected their children and grandchildren (CNN News, 2015a). In the documentary, Alice Littledear, Madeleine Dion Stout and Raymond Mason spoke about fear of punishment if they used their native language, separation from the family, having little contact with family or other siblings within the school, and witnessing and experiencing abuse. They shared the feelings of shame, confusion, fear, and anger for attending the Residential Schools. Alice recalled her memories of her children attending Residential Schools. She stated that her children were of sound mind, resilient, able to forage such as snaring rabbits or picking fruit berries. When her children returned, they had lost the natural instinct to forage and their minds were less settled. Alice believed that the Residential Schools destroyed their culture. Madeleine Dion Stout believes that the schools created a divide in the culture which made aboriginal children strangers within their own land, and created a disconnection within families.
 Michael Loft and Lorena Fontaine who are children of survivors, shared their experience of family life affected by Residential Schools. The parents or family members inflicted fear, displaying unpredictable behavior and abuse as it was their way of coping having had a lack of role models such as parents or a supportive nurtured childhood. Madeleine and Michael echoed that Residential Schools are deemed to be a contributing factor towards mental health issues experienced by survivors. Interestingly, Michael stated that survivors do not commit suicide as compared to the general public. Michael stressed that it is the children of survivors who have an increased rate of suicide (CNN News, 2015a). This documentary explored the legacy of fear, abuse and the deconstruction of Indian culture which has had a profound effect on the children and grandchildren of survivors. The survivors did not wish to hide or erase the history, but to talk about their experience, learn and come together which allows everyone to move forward.  The documentary does not discuss or give a reflection of forgiveness. The survivors who experienced Residential Schools wanted to share their stories and how it has affected them. Most importantly, the survivors wanted the wider public to access the truth about Residential Schools and the affects suffered such as shame, abuse, fear and deconstruction of the culture, so that it does not happen again. 
The implications of forgiveness draws attention to non-indigenous Canadians’ attitudes and acts of discrimination. Fee (2012) brought to light the fact that many indigenous people were portrayed as uncivil, which led the government and religious institutions to attempt their assimilation through education so that indigenous people could be taught and ‘compete industrially’ with non-indigenous Canadian. Schiffer (2016) echoes that ‘assumptions and racist attitudes’ towards indigenous people are part of Canada’s society today. Schiffer’s (2016) “Understanding and addressing intergenerational trauma” highlights attitudes and stereotypes of non-aboriginal Canadians which questioned why aboriginal people cannot accept the past history and move on since the release of Canada’s TRC.  Schiffer draws attention to the challenge of discrediting myths and the negative stereotype of an aboriginal person from the legacy of colonization, racial discourse and cultural genocide that has affected every aspect of the aboriginal way of life. Historical oppression and trauma is not limited to the individual experiencing the effect of attending Residential School, but also affects their relatives such as their children or grandchildren and has an impact on their lives, education, employment, health and well-being. Schiffer concluded that the TRC has the addressed history of Residential Schools and uncovered the legacy of trauma. This provides a better understanding of the past. However, understanding does not give a strong catalyst to change people’s attitudes. Schiffer suggested that restorative approaches build a bridge of respect and understanding of the complex trauma which could enable reconciliation across generations of non-aboriginal and aboriginal Canadians by uncovering the truth. Nevertheless, it may take considerable time for the aboriginal people to receive true reconciliation and respect from non-aboriginal Canadians. Their racial attitudes have developed over decades through the generations and have been ingrained into society. Therefore, true and sincere forgiveness from Residential Survivors and their children may take considerable time. 
There are many interviews with survivors from the Canada’s Residential Schools, where survivors have shared their experiences and abuse they encountered. Within the interviews they expressed their fears and hopes for a better future. In an interview with CBC News (2018) Wanbdi Wakita spoke about his time at Portage la Prairie Residential school and why he is waiting for reconciliation. Wanbdi regretfully reminisced the fear, inappropriate care and physical corporal punishment by the administration and teachers at the school. Wanbdi recalled a painful memory of humiliation where he was stripped naked then strapped in front of the whole school (a form of corporal punishment) for running away from the residential school. After that event had developed a lifelong injury and was ashamed when discussing medical problems with a doctor later in life. Wanbdi was incredibly angry and questioned himself after leaving the residential school, which led to him being aggressive towards others. Wanbdi went to counselling to resolve his anger issues and to ‘rewrite the wrongs’, which led to further counselling to address the abuse he had suffered while at school. Wanbdi believes it is not the end, because ‘wrongs of Residential Schools’ still need to be addressed. Wanbdi suggested that the government and the other side (non-aboriginal people) are talking about reconciliation but the other Canadians need to do more and not the Indian people. Furthermore Wanbdi said regrettably that people do not know enough about reconciliation or what to do to achieve it. Wanbdi recommended that meaningful action and understanding would help the process to a path which reaches a respectful reconciliation. Importantly, without meaningful action and dialogue towards indigenous Canadians the opportunities for reconciliation and forgiveness  are limited. 
CBC News created an interactive website Beyond 94, which provide up-to-date information and status reports on the impact of the TRC and 94 Calls to Action (Carreiro, 2018). Carreiro draws attention to the fact that only 10 Calls for Action have been completed out of 94, since the publication of the final report into the legacy of Canada’s Residential Schools in 2015 (Mas, 2015). Mas (2015) emphasised that the commission’s summary report with 94 Calls for Action was to move forward towards reconciliation, which urged all government and aboriginals to work together. Carreiro (2018) revealed there is a lack of optimism for change since the TRC. Carreiro suggested there will be challenging situations such as attitudes of those still defending residential schools as “well intentioned” and also the perceived ‘unfair justice’ towards indigenous people. Carreiro accentuated Senator Murray Sinclair’s called for patience, as reconciliation may not occur for many decades to come. However, Senator Sinclair and Co-Commissioner Marie Wilson are pragmatic and believe that time to heal will lead to a meaningful reconciliation. In spite of this will have an impact on forgiveness. In order for Indigenous people to be accepted, negative attitudes will have to change. In addition, the government should endeavor to complete calls for a action, creating a propulsion towards reconciliation.
Regrettably, in conclusion there is no mention of forgiveness towards the government or religious institutions that ran Residential Schools amongst the survivors and their relatives. There is a strong sense of shame, humiliation, physical and emotional abuse, discrimination, negative attitudes, historical oppression, cultural genocide and brain washed identity amongst aboriginal survivors and relatives today. This assignment was approached through the spectrum of social constructivism, which witnessed people’s accounts of the abuse and fear experienced while attending Residential Schools. 
Canada’s TRC is still in its infancy and facing many challenges such as negative attitudes and a lack of optimism. In addition, the government and religious institutions need to be more pragmatic in achieving completion of the 94 Calls for Action. This could create a meaningful understanding of the history that has nearly destroyed a beautiful culture and the people that originally occupied the land. Senator Murray Sinclair believes that the TRC is the catalyst to change and work together towards reconciliation.  Based on this research and the accounts from survivors, the only recommendations are for the people of Canada to allow time for the healing process, and listen to the survivors and relatives affected. In time this could lead to a meaningful reconciliation. 
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