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	In 2009, the federal government of United States issued an apology to the Indigenous peoples of America. You may not have heard about it, I certainly hadn’t before beginning research on this paper. It was included as part of the Department of Defense Appropriations Act, 2010. Located on page 45 of the 67-page document, the apology is Sec 8113. For context, section 8112 sets aside $15 million for National Guard counterdrug operations, while 8115 expands the mission and use of the Nevada Nuclear Test Site. Section 8113 is titled “An Apology to the Native Peoples of the United States.” It officially “apologizes on behalf of the people of the United States to all Native Peoples for the many instances of violence, maltreatment, and neglect inflicted on Native Peoples by citizens of the United States.” It briefly describes historical wrongs and a desire to move towards a brighter future, where all Americans live harmoniously as brothers and sisters. The apology ends with an actual disclaimer: “Nothing in this section—(1) authorizes or supports any claim against the United States; or (2) serves as a settlement of any claim against the United States.”
	Appending unpopular legislation to budget bills is a common practice in the US, and this one was spear-headed by a Republication senator from Kansas. It was approved by Congress without comment, and President Obama signed the entire bill into law on December 19, 2009. It received little media coverage outside of the Native American press. As of today, the apology has never been formally read aloud, though a group of advocates and activists did do so on the steps of the Capital Building in Washington D.C.  in 2012. 
	Reading this apology, it’s impossible to ignore the prominent disclaimer. Concerns about the financial-legal implications of historical wrongs in the US always raises the spectre of the ‘R’ word: reparations. In a country built not only on Indigenous land but also on enslaved labour and lives, making a full acknowledgement is fraught. An apology might imply liability, and throw open the flood gates of compensation.
	In Canada, the apology to Indigenous peoples was different in terms of timing, scale and scope. The apology was delivered at a large media event in June 2008, after the terms of compensation had already been set. Its substance  was focussed specifically on the policy of mandatory residential schools for Indigenous children. It coincided with the start of the Truth & Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC). Originally called the Indian Residential Schools Truth & Reconciliation Commission, the TRC would operate over the next seven years. Throughout the commission’s work, it was often described as having been created after or by or because of the this apology, or sometimes vice versa — though neither are true. The federal government at the time did little to discourage this narrative. On the day the TRC delivered its final report, prime minister Stephen Harper boasted in Question Period that his government created the TRC. When pressed to say whether he agreed with their most news-worthy finding — that residential schools amounted to “cultural genocide” — the prime minister Harper responded only with a reminder that it was he who had “issued the historic apology.” 
	A narrative that begins with an apology and ends with reconciliation makes sense, but it’s not accurate. The Harper administration opposed the creation of a truth commission, resisted making an apology, and blocked the work of the commission to the degree that the TRC had to sue the federal government several times. For its part, the commission not only overcame this opposition, but mobilized it as a way of unbracketing the supposed ‘wrong’ done to Indigenous peoples, and naming settler colonialism as on-going in Canada. 
	My dissertation project looks at several commissions that have been employed in the negotiation of Indigenous-state relations in Canada. Commissions are largely a means of managing scandals of government, and I see the official apology as principally operating in the same way. In trying to make sense of these large scale, prolonged government gestures, I find it useful to think in terms of the phases of its life. 
	The first and sometimes under-appreciated is gestation — that time before a commission is called. Commissions, like the official apology, are often criticized for being easy answers to complicated problems, as a means of deflecting blame or responsibility. At the same time, they are also an implicit acknowledgement that said scandal does exist, and as such, not all public calls for a commission result in a commission being called.  Considering the time before a commission helps me resist the impulse to attribute seemingly progressive events to inevitability, and miss out on the heterogenous elements at play. The first part of this paper describes the launch of the TRC and the subsequent pressure on the government for an official apology.
	The life of the official apology was, in my estimation, a brief one. It began on June 11, 2008, and ended on September 28, 2009. That was the day the prime minister opened his mouth and said something else about Canada: that we have “no history of colonialism.” This statement attenuated the meaning of the official apology in such a way that didn’t simply negate it as much as give it new life as an imminent critique of residential school policy. This paper closes with a discussion of one of the afterlives of the official apology, as part of the TRC National Events.
	Before the apology was the offence. It’s a history most Canadians are now becoming familiar with, though this is only very recently the case. Canada’s Indian residential school policy is better described as a child internment policy, as most students left with little in the way of actual education. Beginning with confederation and continuing in earnest into the 1970s, the Indian Act mandated the mandatory removal of Indigenous children from their families and their placement at schools built deliberately far from their reserve communities. Schools were funded by the federal Department of Indian Affairs and operated by a range of Catholic, Anglican and United churches. The goal of this policy is best articulated by one of the chief architects of the IRS system, Duncan Campbell School, who said “Our objective is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic.” He was saying this at a time when he knew death rates were as high at 50% at some schools. 
	Children taken as young as five years old, parents who resisted faced arrest, just long enough to give Indian Agents and assisting RCMP officers time to grab their kids. The deplorable conditions have been well- and painfully documented, particularly the range of physical, psychological and sexual abuse. Beatings, solitary confinement, and denial of food were a daily occurrence — sometimes justified as punishment for offences such bedwetting, speaking their own language, or showing affection to siblings. Children were robbed of their identity as names were changed, or simply replaced with a number. Kids would go months or years without seeing their parents, many interned year-round at the facilities. Both testimony and archival research suggests that children spent less time learning than engaging in forced labour and, in some cases, unwittingly participating in government-funded malnutrition studies. 
	Residential schools were gradually secularized in the 1970s, and the last was closed in 1996. Even before this, the stories began to emerge, and the scandal of residential schools began to unfold. Anishinaabe Chief Phil Fontaine led the way with speaking publicly about his experiences in 1990. In the next ten years, there were 15,000 individual and 21 class-action lawsuits filed against churches, clergy members, and the government. The focus began on abuses that occurred while at schools, but soon expanded to include the crime of IRS policy itself. 
	In 2001, the federally operated Office of Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada was created. In 2005, the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA) was reached between representatives of the federal government, the three churches, and the surviving students. Of the 150,000 children interned since 1879, over half were still alive.
	An agreement-in-principle was signed on November 21, 2005, in the waning days of Liberal Paul Martin tenure as prime minister. An accompany letter signed by deputy PM Anne McLellan described described “a need for an apology that will provide broader recognition of the IRS legacy and its effect upon FN communities.” The IRSSA consisted of five components: the Common Experience Payment (CEP), Independent Assessment Process (IAP)[endnoteRef:2], the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), a Commemoration Fund, and the establishment of the limited-term Aboriginal Healing Foundation. It recognized 133 residential schools, but excluded a number of Day Schools operated in the same manner. Rosemary Nagy (2014) has documented the administrative process by which the terms and mandate were established. Her interviews document the complicated negotiation of expectations between the parties to the IRSSA, and establishes the important fact that it was the former residential school survivors themselves who demanded the establishment of a truth commission. Government representatives were hesitant to agree to a lengthy process, but the Indian Residential School Survivors' Society members persisted. In the end, the $60-million budget for the commission came out of the overall settlement.  This means, as the commissioners would  repeatedly put it, the TRC was paid for by survivors.  [2: 	  Former students were awarded $10,000 for the first school year and $3,000 for each subsequent year. In addition to this one-time Common Experience Payment, Survivors could apply under the Independent Assessment Process. According to the judgements of the IAP Adjudicator, awards for sexual abuse range from $5,000 to $275,000 for proven sexual abuse, $11,000 to $35,000 for proven physical abuse, and $5,000 to $35,000 for “any other wrongful act... which caused serious psychological harms to the claimant.” The deadline for residential school students to apply for compensation was September 19, 2012. By the close of the TRC, 83 percent of the 37,962 claims were resolved, with $2.78 billion paid out in compensation.] 

	On March 21, 2007, the IRSSA received court approval with agreement from all parties, with the recently elected Harper-led Conservative minority signing on behalf of the federal government. It remains the largest class-action lawsuit in Canadian history. 
	The announcement of the settlement made headlines across Canada, and the question of an apology quickly emerged. Did the agreement amount to an apology? Was this compensation implicit acknowledgement of a historical wrong?  Within days, members of the Assembly of First Nations were calling for a clarification, and pointing to the statement by deputy PM McLellan regarding the need for an apology. 
	On March 26, Indian Affairs minister Jim Prentice announced that there would be no apology, as this would necessitate reopening the terms of the settlement. Speaking to reporters in Ottawa, he added, “I've said quite clearly that the residential school chapter of our history is one that was a difficult chapter. Many things happened that we need to close the door on as part of Canadian history but fundamentally, the underlying objective had been to try and provide an education to aboriginal children.” Coming just days after the momentous settlement, minister Prentice’s description of residential schools as fundamentally well-meaning was politically tone-deaf. It fuelled calls for an official acknowledgement of what had been implicitly acknowledged in the compensation: that Indigenous people had been wronged. It was an acknowledgement that all the churches involved in residential schools had offered long before the IRSSA, between 1986 and 1994. 
	The pressure had a distinctly partisan tone. On May 1, 2007, Liberal Gary Merasty, the first Indigenous member of Parliament for Saskatchewan, introduced a motion in the House of Commons, calling on the prime minister to do so. Describing the perils of “national collective amnesia,” Merasty charged the Conservatives with “trying to reshape historical memory to suit the needs of those who are in power.” Minister Prentice suggested that Canada ought to follow the example of South Africa, and  “wait until the facts are known,” allowing the yet-to-be-launched TRC to make recommendations. Members of the Liberal, NDP and Bloc Quebecois all stood up to support the motion with their own stories and interactions with Indigenous people and survivors. In light of this broad support, MP Michael Ignatieff described the Conservatives as “curiously resistant” to following suit. At the end of the day, the motion passed 257-to-zero — with even prime minister Harper voting in favour — but no apology followed. 
	Between May and October, the call for an apology from the government was a perennial topic in the national media, and became a useful cudgel against the Conservatives. An editorial in the Toronto Star put it this way: “Prime Minister Stephen Harper deserves universal disgust for his stubborn and inexplicable refusal to issue an official apology to the survivors on behalf of the federal government... So why is Harper being so stubborn? Only he knows, because all legal obstacles have been cleared away.” Put another way, the IRSSA established the framework for compensation, and so there was no reason to worry about the financial implications of acknowledging a wrong. 
	In her October 2007 speech from the Throne, Governor General Michaëlle Jean described the IRSSA and launch of the truth and reconciliation, and added that “the Prime Minister, on behalf of our Government, will use this occasion to make a statement of apology to close this sad chapter in our history.” In his throne speech that followed, Harper did refer to Indigenous peoples — as having “established Canada’s first settlements” — though he did not mention an apology. The following day, the prime minister’s office confirmed that an official apology was in the pipeline. 	
	By the time the date for the official event was set, the official apology remained a fraught process. AFN Chief Phil Fontaine used the occasion of the anniversary of the IRSSA to announce that Indigenous people were being shut out of the process of crafting the apology, a charge which Minister of Indian Affairs Chuck Strahl denied. 
	On June 11, 2008, the Canadian government officially offered a full apology on behalf of Canadian for the Indian Residential Schools system. It was covered live on television, with members of the Survivors Society and other Indigenous leaders present. The wording of the apology was unequivocal: “The government of Canada sincerely apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the aboriginal peoples of this country for failing them so profoundly. We are sorry.” It closed by referring to the TRC and the unique opportunity to educate Canadians and move forward. 
	A year after the official apology, Harper made another public statement that would come to be read alongside the first. Speaking to a meeting of the G8 countries in 2009, Harper said, 
“We also have no history of colonialism. So we have all of the things that many people admire about the great powers, but none of the things that threaten or bother them about the great powers.”
This statement, so at odds with the prostrate prime minister asking for forgiveness, was immediately picked up by politicians and media alike. The tension between the official apology in 2008 and Harper’s “no history of colonialism” remark in 2009 proved an easy shorthand for the hypocrisy and poor-faith of federal-Indigenous relations. 
	In the years that followed, it is safe to say that relations between Indigenous peoples and the federal government continued to deteriorate. The Conservatives repealed Section 67 of the Canadian Human Rights Act, which exempted any decisions or institutions under the Indian Act from its provisions. The reception of this change was mixed, as many saw it as a deliberate attempt to highlight conflict between collective and individual rights. These suspicions were confirmed by the subsequent First Nations Financial Transparency Act and First Nations Elections Act, both of which brought renewed scrutiny on band councils and Indigenous leadership. Meanwhile, the 2012 Safe Streets & Communities Act was widely criticized for disproportionately affecting Indigenous peoples. Making up the largest and fastest growing populations in prison, Indigenous peoples were posed to suffer unduly from the introduction of mandatory minimums, and the end of the least-restrictive-measures and accelerate parole policies. In December 2012, the protest movement known as Idle No More erupted, starting an unprecedented period of Indigenous political and community mobilization in Canada. 
	It was within this politically charged and highly confrontational context that the TRC was uneasily situated. From the start, the commission was marred by controversy and conflict with the federal government. In October 2008, the chair of the commissioners resigned, citing internal conflict and concerns about political interference from Ottawa; the remaining two commissioners followed suit in January 2009. Three new commissioners were appointed and at their request, its main office was moved from Ottawa to Winnipeg. Over the next ten years, the TRC would successfully sue the federal government two times over access to Archives Canada documents.
	During this time, the TRC struggled to articulate its function to Canadians. What was it? The TRC mandate clearly states that the commission would not conduct formal hearings or have power of subpoena, and there would be no criminal charges brought as a result of its proceedings. Early criticism of the commission largely focused on the potential for depoliticization and therapeutization of Indigenous experiences. Given the contemporary realities of Indigenous oppression and dispossession, the TRC appeared to many as the very face of cheap accommodation.  
	Between 2009 and 2014, the TRC held community events in all provinces and territories, as well as seven large-scale National Events in urban convention centres. I attended the events in Edmonton and Ottawa, and my observations are drawn from this experience.
	While there were many things happening in different rooms at the TRC National Events, the focus was the proceedings in the plenary halls: Opening Ceremonies, Honourary Witness Statement and Commissioner's Sharing Panels. Testimony took a variety of forms. While some participants chose to speak confidentially to individual Statement Gatherers, statements were also given in video-recorded “Sharing Circles,” and directly to commissioners in front of public and webcast audiences. 
	While most the news coverage at the time focussed on this aspect of the commission, there were many other things happening at these events. Adjacent to the plenary halls, there was a large foyer filled with tables of craft vendors, advocacy organizations and churches. The convention centres also held a number of smaller panel discussions, film screenings, and public education workshops. 
	The federal government was almost entirely absent from commission events. In the vendor hall, a large sign reading “Government of Canada” was hung above a table covered in Canadian flag pins and stickers, and photos of the stained glass window in Parliament commemorating residential schools, made by Christi Belcourt. Passers-by were invited to take a printed copy of Canada’s official apology. This was printed on faux-aged paper and rolled up like a scroll.  
	This absence of the federal government was significant in light of the prominence of provincial and municipal governments at the events. Provincial ministers used the National Events to publicize expanded health programs and changes to education curricula, while mayors declared new naming initiatives and training for municipal police forces. This reflects not only a familiar Canadian regionalism, but also, perhaps, a routine attempt by provincial and municipal governments to distance themselves from the increasingly maligned Harper administration. 
	The official apology was present in another form, as part of an interactive installation titled “(Official Denial) Trade Value in Progress.” Starting at the 2010 National Event in Winnipeg, this installation traveled with the commission. Created by Leah Decter and Jaimie Isaac, this project was described in the TRC programme as inviting “Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people to consider reconciliation, decolonization and our colonial past and present by responding to Stephen Harper’s 2009 statement ‘We also have no history of colonialism.’” In one of the conference centre rooms, a large patchwork of Hudson’s Bay trade blankets was laid out, with that phrase machine printed in black letters. Felt pens and embroidery materials were scattered about, and participants were invited to write or sew their responses onto the blankets themselves. 
	According to the artists, the goal was to facilitate dialogue and provide a platform for presenting counter-narratives to Harper’s disavowal. By the Edmonton event, they were filled with traces of these  like, “Mr Harper. You were charged with the duty of apologizing on behalf of all Canadians. You fell short, disgraceful.” According to the artists, “the project's exchanges both embody and trouble notions of response, responsibility, solidarity, shared experience, and reconciliation.” By placing the apology alongside the denial, the project acted as an imminent critique, highlighting the contradiction between the two statements.  
	What does it mean to say Canada has no history of colonialism, and why did these words ring so dissonantly in the context of the official apology, and the work of the TRC? In 2008, Canadians apologized to Indigenous peoples for “the treatment of children in Indian Residential Schools.” The apology acknowledged the “lasting and damaging impact” of this policy, which it placed clearly in the past. When Harper later denied that colonialism existed in Canada, he created a space for talking about what colonialism is, and what Canada is. Without this remark, we may never have noticed that the word “colonialism” never actually appeared in the official apology. As one person wrote on the Bay blankets, “Now I'm confused, what is our history?”
	Harper had made similar remarks before. In 2006, in a speech before the UK Parliament in London, he said, 
“Now I know it’s unfashionable to refer to colonialism in anything other than negative terms.   And certainly, no part of the world is unscarred by the excesses of empires.   But in the Canadian context, the actions of the British Empire were largely benign and occasionally brilliant. ”
This rehabilitation of British imperialism in the service of Canadian nationalism is increasingly common. It suggests that Indigenous peoples ought to be grateful that the British and Canadian government did not resort to the comparatively violent actions of the US government and imperial forces in Latin America. Describing colonialism as brilliant is not a far cry from Minister Prentice’s assessment of residential schools as essentially well-intentioned education policy. 
	However, Harper’s “no history of colonialism” is far more productive, particularly in conversation with his official apology. At the most basic level, this comment can been read as an outright denial of the existence of Indigenous peoples, but this is not the case. The statement does not entirely erase but rather enlists Indigenous peoples into the origin myth of the Canadian nation. Harper often referred to Indigenous peoples as the ‘first settlers’ of Canada. Indigenous peoples are part of the fabric of the nation, they are the First Canadians — how could Canada colonize Canadians? 
	The American apology to Native peoples was followed up by a huge disclaimer, but so was ours. When Harper apologized in 2008, it was apologizing for residential schools. It acknowledged the harm caused by the policy, but the explanation was largely cultural. According to the apology, 
“Two primary objectives of the Residential Schools system were to remove and isolate children from the influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture. These objectives were based on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior and unequal.”
By this logic, the goal of residential schools was the re-education of Indigenous children. The abuse that occurred may have been justified or motivated by racism, it was not connected to any other aspect of Canadian history or life. 
	The IRSSA was similarly designed to limit the scope of the historical wrong, and from the start, the commission protested its limited jurisdiction. The commissioners repeatedly criticized the IRSSA for excluding Metis students and Indigenous children who attended day schools. 
	When Harper apologized for residential schools then denied that colonialism existed in Canada, the dissonance between these statements made space for interrogating the myths of Canadian nation-building and the place of Indigenous peoples in it. It was in this space that the TRC made its home. The temporal bracketing of the apology is blown wide on the opening page:
For over a century, the central goals of Canada's Aboriginal policy were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; ignore Aboriginal rights; terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of assimilation, cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, cultural, religious and racial entities in Canada. The establishment and operation of residential schools were a central element of this policy, which can be best described as 'cultural genocide.'
Tasked with investigating the residential school system, the TRC found it to be one part of a coherent and systematic campaign to assert control over Indigenous land, bodies and resources; to build Canada. Child internment was a means to an end, not an end in itself. The goal wasn’t reformation or eduction, it was clearing the way for the settlement of Canada. No Indigenous people meant “no reserves, no Treaties, and no Aboriginal rights.” Residential schools may no longer exist, but reserves, treaties, and Aboriginal rights sure do.  
[bookmark: __DdeLink__211_1232385278]	Getting the relationship between Harper’s official apology and the TRC right is important precisely because of the position that the TRC and its report has taken up in the Canadian political landscape. The release of the report sparked an eruption of media coverage, academic conferences, and community events across the country.  It has shifted political discourse in Canada, bringing words like settlers and Indigenous out of activist spheres. Today, politicians, public servants, and citizens alike refer to “The TRC” as though it were an official institution, endowed with the kind of public moral authority usually associated to the Supreme Court. The official apology may have played a role in the TRC, but primarily as an instantiation of how far Canada has to go to understand its own history. 
