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Overview

Reconciling Injustices in a Pluralistic Canada 
was a full-day dialogue that took place 
on January 23, 2014. The goal of the event 
was to identify shared principles that 
can support the reconciliation of a broad 
range of historical and contemporary 
injustices in Canadian society.

The dialogue was one of the most 
comprehensive events ever held in Canada 
to highlight the knowledge and expertise 
that stakeholders themselves bring to 
reconciling injustices. Included in the 
109 participants were community leaders 
involved in the reconciliation of specific 
injustices, representatives from three 
levels of government, decision-makers 
from major institutions and members of 
the public. This level of interaction among 

different communities and stakeholder 
groups was a defining feature of the event, 
and provided a breadth and depth of 
knowledge not possible from examining 
any single experience or perspective. 

Participants worked together to explore the 
full breadth of what reconciliation can mean in 
different circumstances, share approaches that 
might be of interest to affected communities, 
and collectively identify principles for 
handling common challenges that occur 
during reconciliation efforts. The intended 
outcomes were to support participants 
in their ongoing work on reconciliation 
initiatives, increase public awareness of our 
shared Canadian history, and create a body 
of knowledge for stakeholders to consider 
when working towards reconciliation.
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Summary of 
Key Themes

This section provides a single point of reference 
for the major themes emerging from the 
Reconciling Injustices in a Pluralistic Canada event 
and includes supporting analysis not present in 
the rest of the report. Readers are encouraged 
to read the report in full for additional 
information about event methodology, outputs 
from individual event breakout activities, 
and recommendations for next steps. 

CLARITY OF PURPOSE
Participants at the workshop emphasized 
the importance of clearly identifying the 
intended beneficiaries of reconciliation 
processes, as well as the groups that are 
accountable to these beneficiaries. 

Participants had varying opinions about the 
appropriate beneficiaries, with proposals 
including individuals directly impacted 
by injustice, their descendants, as well 
as members of their wider communities. 
Additional groups identified as potential 
stakeholders include elected officials, the 
government and members of the general 
public, although the roles of many of these 
groups were not unanimously agreed upon.
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Participants discussed the need for the 
process of reconciliation to empower those 
who have been historically disempowered, 
and for society to recognize the historically 
harmful roles of power. Several sub-themes 
emerged during these discussions:

•	 Responsiveness by government 
and Canadian society, where power 
structures evolve to ensure they reflect 
the needs of communities that are 
marginalized or lack political power.

ADDRESSING POWER STRUCTURES
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Workshop participants considered a 
range of stakeholders falling within three 
major categories: community members 
directly affected by injustice, the wider 
community that has been indirectly affected, 
and Canadian society at large. Several 
participants expressed concerns that the 
individualized needs of different types of 
stakeholders were often misunderstood or 

ignored during reconciliation efforts. Many 
discussions focused on the diversity of 
experience within the affected community, 
even among individuals directly affected by 
the same injustice. The desired roles and 
influence of many of these stakeholders, 
such as members of the public, remained 
in dispute throughout the workshop. 

Canadian Society
•	 Government
•	 Political parties
•	 Perpetrators
•	 Experts
•	 ‘Allies’ of affected 

community
•	 Members of the public

Wider Community
•	 Second-hand trauma
•	 Descendants
•	 Self-identify with affected 

community (e.g. belong 
to targeted ethnicity or 
sexual orientation)

Directly Affected
•	 Individuals with continuing impacts
•	 Individuals facing structural barriers
•	 Individuals with healing or recovery

Analysis: Stakeholder Groups  
Identified by Workshop Participants
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SHARED VALUES 
AND INTENTIONS 
Participants emphasized that rebuilding 
relationships between affected communities 
and Canadian society requires a long-term 
commitment and mutually-held values, 
such as diversity, inclusivity and a shared 
sense of humanity. Several participants 
cautioned that reconciliation processes that 
focus on short-term political outcomes or 
lack shared intentions risk causing further 
harm to affected communities, rather 
than healing. In contrast, transparent and 
jointly held principles could provide a 
foundation for respectful decision making.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT, 
EDUCATION AND  
INFORMED ACTION 
The single most repeated and agreed upon 
theme discussed by participants was education. 
Participants wanted the full history and scope 
of past injustices to be acknowledged without 
revisionism. When delivering a formal apology 
or implementing a reconciliation process on 
behalf of Canada, participants wanted the 
government to have a depth and breadth of 
knowledge about the historical intentions 
behind the injustice being addressed. They also 
wanted the government to have a thorough 



reconciling injustices in a pluralistic canada     11  

understanding of the outcomes it intends 
through its present-day actions, and to tailor 
these actions based on what is culturally 
appropriate for the affected community. 

Participants felt that widespread knowledge 
about injustice is necessary to truly create 
reconciliation between the affected community 
and society-at-large. Several participants 
expressed dissatisfaction with seeing past 
injustices described in sidebars, separated from 
the primary narrative of Canadian history. In 
general, participants expressed support for 

involving affected communities in deciding 
how injustices are described and formally 
recorded. They also felt that government 
has an obligation to use its influence to 
increase public awareness and communicate 
accurate information about past injustices.

Educational Methods  
Suggested by Participants

Newcomer and 
immigrant 
education

Storytelling
  from elders

Publicizing 
information in  
public spaces  
and media

 Incorporating      
   injustices in 
    o�cial history 
     (e.g. textbooks)    Revising 

   K-12 and 
 post-secondary     
   curriculum

Education  
  through  
       the arts

   Preserving
archival
materials    
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A DEEP EXCHANGE OF 
IDEAS AND EXPERIENCES 
Participants described in detail the potential 
for a poorly designed reconciliation process to 
cause further harm within their communities. 
Several described past experiences with 
processes that were rushed, transactional 
and adversarial in nature. A recurring 
topic during participant discussions 
was a desire to explore perspectives and 
experiences in a full and respectful manner. 
Three sub-themes relate to this idea:

•	 Opportunities for communities to 
work through internal conflict, where 
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109 participants attended the Reconciling 
Injustices dialogue. Half of all spaces were 
reserved for invited government officials, 
decision-makers from major intitutions 
and members of communities affected by 
injustice. The remaining spaces were opened 
to the public and were advertised widely 
through mass emails, event calendars and 
social media, as well as through relevant 
organizations aware of the event.

Recognizing the diversity of opinion that 
exists within any group, the Centre extended 
a wide range of invitations within each of 
the six communities engaged through the 
outreach process. Common target groups 
included historical societies, cultural 

societies, advocacy groups, support groups, 
academics and individuals who were directly 
affected by injustice or their descendants.

Invitations were also extended to a variety 
of civil servants in federal, provincial and 
municipal government, especially in portfolios 
such as Multiculturalism, Citizenship, Trade, 
Aboriginal Relations, Education, Justice, and 
Heritage. From the non-profit sector, the Centre 
invited organizations focused on intercultural 
education, multiculturalism, history and art.

A breakdown of participant demographics 
is provided in Appendix A. The full list of 
registrants who attended the dialogue is 
available in Appendix B.

PARTICIPANT INvITATIONS AND DEMOGRAPHICS
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morning program, What is Reconciliation?, 
provided space for participants to explore 
the concept of reconciliation and express a 
broad range of potential meanings for this 
term. The detailed method and results of 
this section are described in Section 4.

The afternoon program explored the theme: 
Challenges and Solutions of Reconciliation. 
Activities included Skills for Reconciliation 
breakout workshops, where participants 
discussed different approaches to 
reconciliation in groups of 20-30. The method 
and results for these breakout workshops are 
described in Section 5. In the final exercise 
of the day, participants returned to tables of 
eight where they developed principles for 
either government or affected communities to 
consider when working to reconcile injustices. 
The method and results for this final exercise 
are described in Section 5. Section 6 provides 
the results of a final exercise focused on 
actions necessary to create reconciliation.

Both the morning and afternoon programs 
began with feature speakers from diverse 
backgrounds. These speakers presented an 
array of ideas about the meaning and process 
of reconciliation to stimulate discussion. 
Speaker names and abbreviated biographies 
are provided below, with full biographies 
and videos of the speeches available at http://
www.sfu.ca/dialogue/reconciling-injustices:

•	 Keynote: Chief Robert Joseph, 
Ambassador for Reconciliation 
Canada, Recipient of the 2014 Jack 
P. Blaney Award for Dialogue.

•	 Naveen Girn, cultural researcher for 
sfu’s Komagata Maru Journey project 
and community engagement specialist.

•	 Judge Maryka Omatsu, Canada’s first East 
Asian woman judge, key najc negotiator, 
1988 Japanese Internment Redress 
Agreement, author of Bittersweet Passage.

•	 Dara Parker, Executive Director, 
qmunity, bc’s Queer Resource Centre.

•	 Robbie Waisman, Buchenwald 
survivor, Vancouver Holocaust 
Education Centre Speaker.

•	 Dr. Henry Yu, ubc History Professor, 
Co-Chair of City of Vancouver’s 
“Dialogues between Urban Aboriginal, 
First Nations, and Immigrant 
Communities” Project, 2010-2012.

The majority of the day was spent in a large 
conference room with participants seated at 
tables of eight. Places at the sixteen discussion 
tables were pre-assigned based on participant 
registration preferences and to maximize 
interaction across communities and sectors. A 
facilitator guided the discussion at each table 
and a student note-taker from sfu’s Semester 
in Dialogue program recorded areas of 
agreement and disagreement. Participants also 
were asked to write down and submit key ideas 
from the morning and afternoon programs. 

This combination of physical layout and 
multiple recording mechanisms provided a 
large sample size of findings, created some 
redundancy to ensure that key ideas were 
captured, and reduced the influence of 
dominant personalities. Although the names 
of participants are published in this report, 
the event was held under a shared agreement 
of confidentiality, where the participants 
agreed not to attribute particular ideas to 
individuals so as to allow for candid discussion.
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Reconciliation outcomes, ranging in intention from 
addressing the past to planning for the future. This list 
is neither exhaustive nor intended to suggest preference. 
Developed with assistance from Gary McCarron.

present

punish

repair harm

remembrance

apology
equality of  
opportunity

relationship

safeguards 
(never again)

past future

Reconciliation 
Outcomes
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Partial list of methods commonly used during 
reconciliation efforts. Developed with assistance 
from Gary McCarron.

inquiries

partnership

other?

negotiation restorative
justice

truth
commissions

criminal
trials and 
lawsuits

Methods for  
Reconciliation
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Before the exercise began, all tables were 
asked to jointly develop a set of discussion 
norms to be used throughout the day. Each 
participant also was provided with a pocket 
guide containing standard norms for 
intercultural dialogue. A facilitator guided 
the discussion at each table, and a note-taker 
recorded all comments without attribution.

The dialogue format was generative, in that 
participants were encouraged to brainstorm 
within the discussion topic and did not 
need to agree upon their ideas. Near the 
end of the exercise, each participant was 
asked to write down on an index card one 
key idea they had heard from someone else 
in their group. These cards were used in 
conjunction with the note-takers’ records to 
identify the ideas that participants felt were 
most important to highlight in this report.

OUTCOMES 
The Apology 
Participants described two major aspects 
of an ideal apology: a culturally appropriate 
acknowledgment of past wrongs and a 
commitment to a more respectful future. 
Participants agreed that if an apology is given, 
it must meet the needs of those to whom 
it is directed. Participants also warned that 
an apology has the potential to be misused 
to advance personal or political agendas. 

A number of participants raised the question 
of who benefits from official government 
apologies: the individual, the community, or 
the government? More specifically, participants 
discussed who the apology should address. 
Some suggested that only direct victims and 
survivors should be involved. In cases where 
those directly affected by the injustice are no 

longer living, some participants argued that 
their descendants should be invited to inform 
and receive government apologies in their place. 

Key to a meaningful and effective apology is 
intention. The apologizer must have a breadth 
and depth of knowledge of the injustice, 
including its historical context and the harm it 
caused, to be able to sincerely take responsibility. 
Participants cautioned that apologies can 
come too early and too quickly, not allowing 
sufficient time for the affected community to 
process. Participants used words like genuine, 
inclusive, committed, timely, accountable, and 
respectful to describe a meaningful apology.  

Some participants explained that the process 
for reconciliation must consist of more 
than “I’m sorry,” including, but not limited 
to, policy changes and efforts to prevent the 
reoccurrence of injustice. Additionally, most 
participants agreed that public education to 
increase historical and cultural awareness is 
a fundamental requirement for a meaningful 
apology. Most participants agreed that 
formal apologies or culturally appropriate 
alternatives are necessary for reconciliation, but 
disagreement persisted about the necessity and 
benefit of financial repayment or compensation.

The Day After
Many participants argued that reconciliation 
is an ongoing process with no clear end 
point. Action to prevent future injustices, 
ongoing legacy projects, and continued 
support for victims were all viewed as 
aspects of reconciliation that do not end 
the day after official government action. A 
number of participants felt that any ongoing 
reconciliation process must continue to 
involve the affected community and must 
be tailored to that community’s needs.
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From Truth Commissions to Inquiries
A number of reconciliation processes 
were discussed by participants, including 
truth commissions, consultations, formal 
apologies, and memorialization projects.  
Participants agreed that the goal of any 
reconciliation process must be to empower 
affected communities and restore the 
dignity of marginalized voices. This 
requires the reconciliation process to be 
driven by the affected community itself.

A majority of participants expressed support 
for memorialization projects that provide 
a physical place that can be visited to learn, 
grieve or remember. Many participants 
supported processes that empower the 
victims of injustice to share their stories, such 
as truth commissions and consultations. 
However, a number of participants also 
cautioned that if no concrete actions result 
from such processes, affected individuals 
can potentially become re-victimized. 

Many participants stressed that reconciliation 
efforts must exist without a tie to a particular 
political party or leader to avoid being used 
for political gain. Some participants viewed 
the government’s primary responsibility as 
acknowledging the history of the injustice and 
communicating this to the public. A number 
of participants felt this role was unfulfilled by 
governments within Canada, and expressed 
concern that this had negatively affected the 
general public’s support for reconciliation.

For a number of the participants, the process 
of apology was controversial. Some believed 
that an apology can offer great emotional 
value, especially when the affected community 
is involved in drafting the apology. 

In contrast, many participants expressed 
skepticism about the outcomes of official 
apologies, especially in absence of widespread 
public awareness about the injustice. 

Between Punishment and Forgiveness 
Many participants disagreed about the relative 
merits of punishment and forgiveness. Some 
felt that between forgiveness and punishment 
is a grey area, an opportunity for progress and 
reconciliation. Others strongly advocated for 
punishment, arguing that wrongdoers must 
be held accountable for injustice and take 
responsibility for their actions. Participants 
described a tension between the goals of 
creating unity in Canadian culture and 
maintaining cultural distinction and diversity.

A large proportion of participant discussions 
focused on education and connection through 
storytelling. A number of participants 
discussed the role of ongoing suffering and 
its potential to punish future generations. 
Many participants suggested that by creating 
safe spaces within Canadian communities, 
individuals would be better equipped to tell 
their own stories, learn from each other, and 
move beyond paradigms of ‘us versus them’.

“How we interpret our history has a 
bearing on how we see our future.”
 —Participant  



KEY THEMES
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Who is Reconciliation for?
A reconciliation process must clearly define 
its intended beneficiaries, those who are 
accountable to these beneficiaries for the injustice 
they experienced, and what role, if any, other 
stakeholders should play. Participants had varying 
opinions about the intended beneficiaries, 
with proposals including individuals directly 
impacted by injustice, their descendants, as 
well as members of their wider communities. 
Additional stakeholders potentially include 
elected officials, the government and members of 
the general public, although the roles of many of 
these groups were not unanimously agreed upon.

Education & Informed Action
There is a demand for an accurate representation 
of historical injustices without revisionism. 
Education has the potential to empower all 
Canadians with knowledge of past injustices 
and tools to prevent reoccurrence. Participants 
suggested various education methods, 
including storytelling by Elders from all cultural 
backgrounds, revising public education curricula 
and updating newcomer/immigration education 
to include information about injustices. 
Education also is important to inform the 
actions of those delivering a formal apology or 
implementing a reconciliation process on behalf 
of government. To be effective, the representatives 
of government must have a depth and breadth 
of knowledge about the historical intentions 
behind the injustice being addressed, as well 
as the intentions of the present-day apology. 
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Discussion 
Questions
skills for  
Reconciliation 
workshops

PURPOSE 
After the lunch break, participants attended 
one of five Skills for Reconciliation breakout 
workshops. The workshops were designed to 
provide a mid-sized forum for participants to 
share skills and ideas about specific approaches 
toward reconciliation, and to provide 
opportunities for interaction among diverse 
communities and reconciliation issues. The 
topics of the five breakout workshops were:

Challenging Power Structures
What grassroots actions and strategies can 
help to combat ongoing discrimination and 
power structures in Canadian society?
 



r
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Solutions for 
Reconciliation: 
Sh
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EXERCISE A:  
GOvERNMENT
Eight discussion groups focused on principles 
for governments to consider when responding 
to injustice. These groups began by exploring 
the following framing questions:

•	 Spokespeople: Who should speak for 
a community affected by injustice, 
especially if internal disagreements 
exist within that community?

•	 Politicization: How can governments 
ensure that reconciliation efforts 
remain sincere and principled rather 
than partisan or polarizing?

•	 Consistency: What principles should 
dictate when and if governments should 
officially respond to a past injustice?

Spokespeople
Groups developed a number of principles about 
who should speak on behalf of a community 
affected by injustice, especially when internal 
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Outcomes
Many groups chose to develop principles about 
appropriate reconciliation outcomes, even 
though this topic did not relate to a specific 
discussion question for the government-
focused groups. The most widely mentioned 
outcome was education, with approximately 
25% of all principles mentioning this in some 
capacity. Individual tables proposed principles 
that included leveraging the reconciliation 
process itself to generate public awareness, as 
well as providing affected communities with 
ongoing funding to autonomously oversee 
education and memorialization projects.

Several principles included words such as 
“redress,” “reparation,” “compensation” and 
“restitution.” These shared a common message 
that a successful reconciliation process should 
repair harm through a range of potential 
means including group compensation, 
individual compensation, and non-monetary 
forms of redress. A related principle indicated 
that reconciliation is achieved when all 
communities are able to reach their full 
potentials. Additional principles focused 
on outcomes that would provide ongoing 
legacies from reconciliation efforts, such as 
community facilities or legislative changes to 
end ongoing injustices or prevent future ones.

voices in the room
One participant expressed concerns that 
individuals affected by injustice are not 
always able to access the resources that may 
be created for them through a reconciliation 
process. This participant cautioned that 
efforts are necessary to address structural 
barriers to accessing these programs.

One participant observed the need to 
extend educational efforts beyond the 
formal education system, because this 
does not reach the majority of the adult 
population. Another suggested that shared 
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EXERCISE B: COMMUNITY
Eight discussion groups focused on 
principles for communities affected by 
injustice. These groups began by exploring 
the following framing questions:

•	 Consensus: Are there common factors 
within communities that lead to 
disagreement around reconciliation? How 
might communities move toward agreement?

•	 Leadership: Who should lead communities 
that often lack an official structure?

•	 Measurability: How does a community 
know when it has achieved reconciliation?

•	 Outcomes: How can affected 
communities effectively define outcomes 
that are reasonable and just?

Consensus
Groups developed a range of principles 
emphasizing the need for dialogue and 
consensus building within affected 
communities, with almost 20% of all principles 
contributing to this topic. These principles 
indicated that internal community dialogue 
would require resources and opportunities 
at the beginning of any official reconciliation 
process, before detailed discussions or 
negotiations with government. The benefit 
would be that community members could 
develop a shared understanding of the process 
and outcomes they would like to achieve 
when working towards reconciliation.

A number of groups developed principles 
to emphasize that communities affected by 
injustice are not homogenous in experience or 
perspective. Participants provided examples 
of common differences among community 
members such as age, economic success, 
personal beliefs and place of residence. 

Participants noted that even individuals 
directly subjected to the same injustice may 
have been impacted differently, and may be 
at different places in their personal healing 
journeys when a reconciliation process begins. 
This means that different members within the 
same affected community might have vastly 
different opinions about what is needed for 
reconciliation because they have legitimate and 
logical differences in their individual needs. 

voices in the room
One participant suggested that 
communities should start their internal 
dialogue by creating agreed upon 
protocols for conflict resolution. 

Some participants cautioned that 
reconciliation processes that do not 
first make space for internal community 
dialogue risk fracturing rather than 
healing communities. In such a scenario, 
different stakeholder groups within an 
affected community might begin to view 
themselves in competition to become the 
community’s spokespeople to government, 
leading to internal conflict. Others 
expressed concerns that government 
might use differences of opinion within 
a community as an excuse for inaction.

One participant described how some 
members of the Japanese Canadian 
community had been so impacted 
by internment that they were unable 
to attend public meetings. Instead, 
the community held home-based 
meetings so that the voices of these 
individuals could be included. 
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voices in the roomt
One participant suggested 
implementing a formal monitoring 
process to evaluate the success of a 
reconciliation initiative over time.

One participant described efforts 
to have the University of British 
Columbia grant honorary degrees to 
former Japanese Canadian students 
who never completed their degrees 
due to internment. A significant 
amount of advocacy work led to this 
outcome, including a letter writing 
campaign, a petition and interest 
from the news media. The granting 
of honorary degrees led to significant 
publicity and awareness among the 
broader Canadian public and even 
outside of Canada, showing the 
potential impact of symbolic actions.

Several participants discussed the 
relationship between individual healing 
and formal reconciliation processes. 
One participant suggested that 
individual healing might need to come 
before formal community reconciliation 
with the state. Another participant 
cautioned that formal reconciliation 
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To end the day, participants were asked to write 
on an index card the answer to the question:

Think of an injustice that occurred within Canada 
that is important to you. Imagine it is 2030 and 
Canadian society has taken major steps to reconcile 
and resolve this injustice. What is the one single 
most important step that has led to reconciliation?

This exercise allowed participants to explore 
how the principles they developed during the 
afternoon could translate to concrete, positive 
actions. The individual nature of the exercise 
also allowed participants to express the ideas 
that were most important to them without 
being constrained by the need for consensus 
with other group members. Participant ideas 
largely fit within the following major themes:
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Substantive legacies, such as policy changes 
to specific legislation and resources, 
are provided to communities to correct 
and compensate for past injustices. 
 
Where participants provided specific examples, 
these included: ensuring that apologies be 
accompanied by concrete actions; changing 
immigration laws such as Bill 31c; acknowledging 
Aboriginal treaty rights and titles; providing 
training for the police and court system workers; 
providing early childhood education, care, and 
housing for Aboriginal children; and removing 
gender markers on government identification.

Responsiveness by government and 
Canadian society, where power structures 
evolve to ensure they reflect the needs of 
all communities, especially those that are 
marginalized or lack political power. 
 
Where participants provided specific examples, 
these included: increasing government 
use of dialogic engagement methods; 
creating a new government body to manage 
reconciliation initiatives; and finding new 
ways for Canadian society to acknowledge 
and take responsibility for injustices.

Mutually-held values and support, where all 
Canadians embrace ideas such as diversity, 
inclusivity and a shared sense of humanity.
 
Where participants provided specific examples, 
these included: proclaiming a day to recognize 
past injustices; holding public forums; and 
promoting the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

Self-empowerment and advocacy within 
communities affected by injustice, leading 
to broader changes within society.
 
Where participants provided specific 
examples, these included: helping youth 
to reconnect with their culture; mobilizing 
voters within affected communities; creating 
participatory governance models; and 
building grassroots support networks.
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Appendix A: Participant Demographics 

During registration, the 109 participants 
were asked to voluntarily identify a limited 
amount of demographic information about 
their relationship with past injustices. While 
not comprehensive, this information allowed 
the Centre to ensure sufficient diversity in 
attendee composition, and helped verify the 
degree to which individuals impacted by 
injustice were included in the dialogue.

Table 1 itemizes participant responses to the 
question: “Which of the following injustices 
affects you most, if any (optional, select as 
many as apply).” A number of participants 
from government, institutions and the public 

selected most or all of the listed injustices, 
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Participants also were asked to voluntarily 
identify their relationships with the injustice(s) 
affecting them, with final data shown in 
Table 2. In total, 57 of the 109 participants 
identified as being affected by injustice, 
having selected one or more of: “directly 
impacted”, “family directly impacted” and/
or “self-identify with affected community”. 
24 of the participants who were not affected 
by injustice indicated they were members of  
advocacy organizations and/or had professional 
interest in the subject. The remaining 28 
participants either had no relationship to 
injustice or chose not to answer the question.

Relationship to Injustice(s) # of Participants

Directly impacted 15

Family directly impacted 34

Self-identify with affected community 38

Member of advocacy organization 27

Professional interes