We, Indigenous and allied researchers, working together to gather
information about the Indian Residential School experience,
unequivocally reject in the strongest of terms any form of denialism of the
truths about Indian Residential School student experiences.

We define denialism as the rejection or misrepresentation of the Indian
Residential School (IRS) system. It is a form of anti-Indigenous racism.
Denialism is not simply denying the existence of the IRS system but
minimizing or partially acknowledging the intent, outcomes and impacts of
the system. Such arguments impede healing for Survivors and their
communities and disrupt reconciliation within Canadian society.

Understanding the Indian Residential School (IRS) system within the context of the
relationship between global, European-based empires and Christian Churches founded on
the Doctrine of Discovery, justified through notions asserting that only European-style
agriculture secured rights to land, and rationalized by the colonial assumption that
Indigenous people were a ‘vanishing race.” Together these factors dehumanized Indigenous
peoples and were used by European Nations to justify the colonization of the Americas
through dispossession of the land, forced conversion to Christianity and assimilation into
settler society.

Recognizing that the Canadian government and Christian institutions, including the Roman
Catholic, Methodist (United), Anglican and Presbyterian Churches, implemented deliberate
and systematic policies of dismantling Indigenous societies and identities. These policies
were designed to contribute to settler colonialism — a distinct system of colonial oppression
and violence motivated by settlers’ desire for Indigenous lands, water, resources and labour.
Settler colonialism continues today in the form of settler amnesty' and impunity, protecting
the status quo and empowering misinformation about residential schools.



Emphasizing that the IRS system was a central part of colonial policies by removing children
from their families, communities, land, water, resources, languages and cultures.

Recalling that Indian Residential Schools in Canada operated from 1831 into the 1990s and
were located in the Yukon, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, British Columbia, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador.
150,000 Status and Non-Status Indians, Inuit and Metis children are estimated by the federal
government to have attended IRS institutions during that period.

Recalling the inextricable connections between Indian Residential Schools, Indian Day
Schools, day scholars, Boarding Homes, Indian Hospitals and Sanatoriums in this system of
colonial oppression and violence.

Remembering the Government of Canada’s failure to establish health and safety standards
nor enforce its own minimal standards and regulations for children within its custodial care.

Acknowledging the profound and enduring harm inflicted on thousands of children
subjected to violence, abuse, disease, experimentation and neglect in the IRS institutions.

Listening to former students who have shared deeply personal and painful stories about
their time at an IRS institution.

Highlighting that while students may have positive memories in an IRS institution, the
foundational, underlying policies of assimilation borne from the IRS system were part of a
structure intended to destroy Indigenous people. These policies encapsulate genocide
under the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide.

Recognizing that children at IRS institutions died at higher rates than those of the general
school-aged population. IRS institutions were not properly maintained and were regularly
overcrowded. Children were often undernourished and subject to harsh punishments,
leaving students susceptible to infection, thereby undermining their ability to overcome
disease. Many of these institutions permitted criminal behaviour among staff who subjected
students to many forms of abuse, including harms resulting in death. Some students died at
the schools, while others were sent to hospitals or their home communities where they
succumbed to their injuries orillnesses from their time at an IRS institution.

Recognizing that parents were not always notified of their children’s illnesses, transfers to
hospitals, deaths, or burials.



Recalling that while some children who died were returned home for burial, others were
buried on or around school grounds, in nearby Church, reserve or municipal cemeteries.
Consideration was not provided for maintenance of residential school burials after the IRS
system concluded, accounting for a portion of unmarked burials but not all clandestine
burials of children.

Remembering Canada’s recognition of the intent and impact of the IRS system as genocide
in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the
Crime of Genocide in the House of Commons in 2022 and the acknowledgement of the
harmful impacts of the IRS system in public apologies by Canada and church institutions.

Applying a community-directed and community-informed approach to gathering
information about IRS experiences and associated deaths.

Affirming the validity and quality of evidence of IRS experiences from oral testimony and that
witness statements are common in forensic investigations, and that interviews are standard
practice in the academic realm.

Acknowledging the information, knowledge and wisdom of former students and elders is
respected, honored and revered within Indigenous communities.

Recalling that oral history is recognized by the Supreme Court of Canada in Delgamuukw v.
British Columbia as a foundational evidentiary principle in Indigenous legal systems as
having equal standing with other types of evidence.

Adhering to intellectual and academic standards for social sciences, humanities and
natural science research practices.

Applying peer-reviewed best practices and research processes as valid, reliable and
substantiated from a robust set of information and experiences.

Accepting records in available government and church records documenting abuse, neglect
and deaths directly and indirectly resulting from the IRS experience.

Acknowledging the faults and flaws in available information and research processes: gaps
in archival records due to lost or destroyed records, withheld records; the subjective bias of
documents created by the institutions responsible for the IRS system; the physiological
effects of trauma on memory; and the limitations of geophysical survey technology, such as
ground-penetrating radar.



Affirming that it is common in investigations that information is not shared publicly during
ongoing work.

Emphasizing that attempts to downplay, distort, or erase the harms associated with the IRS
system impedes healing for Survivors and their communities and disrupts reconciliation
within the wider Canadian society.

Acknowledging the intergenerational impacts of culture stress, as defined by the 1996 Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples as the cumulative impact of assimilative policies,
including the IRS system, has had and continues to have, on Indigenous people.

Sharing a common concern about growing Indian Residential School denialism, as spread
by those producing denialist arguments and by those who are consuming and sharing it.

We declare our rejection of the following:

e the perpetuation of misinformation diminishing the experience of Indigenous
children while in attendance at, or as a result of, attending an IRS institution;

e the actions of anyone perpetuating harm or harassment against any Survivor, family
member, or IRS researcher;

e unsound research and research practices used to study the IRS system, specifically
the selective use of evidence such as the use of non-representative data,
mischaracterizations of quantifications of uncertainty as mistakes, and the
obscuring of errors through citational cycling and inflation which perpetuates
reliance on invalid conclusions;

e those who minimize, deny, or reject the existence of Indigenous rights; and

e increasing tolerance for denialism.

Consequences and harms of misinformation spread by denialism:

e traumatizing those who have already suffered;

e trespassing in communities;

e promotingonline hatred, hate speech, and in-personverbal and physical harassment
of communities and community members;



supporting online and in-person targeted attacks on individual IRS investigators
and/or groups of IRS investigators;

causing confusion and misinformation about what happened at residential schools;
casting doubt on the credibility of Indigenous-led research and investigations;
disparaging Indigenous oral history and Indigenous rights;

perpetuating settler colonial genocidal ambitions and actions; and

perpetuating settler-colonial amnesty.

We Acknowledge The Need For:

governmental and religious institutional public rejection of denialism;

ongoing sound research into the IRS system and its continuing impacts; and
community-informed content about Indigenous rights and the IRS system
incorporating outcomes of community-led, collaborative IRS research in public
education.

We Call Upon:

The federal and provincial governments of Canada to:

meet their legal obligations to protect those under Canada’s Indian Act and to work
with self-governing Nations;
actively prevent and challenge anti-Indigenous racism, denialism and
misinformation;
improve hate crime legislation, including considerations to address increasing IRS
denialism and the complexities of how information is spread online;
fully implement the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action with an
emphasis on Calls to Action 62-65 on education and reconciliation, Calls to Action
71-76 on missing children and burial information and Calls to Action 79-82 on
commemoration;
fully implement the Independent Special Interlocutor for Missing Children and
Unmarked Graves and Burial Sites associated with Indian Residential School’s
Obligations 35-37 on denialism;
provide resources, including long-term financial commitments:

o tosupport Survivors and their families,

o tosupport community-led initiatives addressing denialism;

o forcommunity-based IRS investigations;



o for community-based curriculum development for schools and public
education initiatives; and
e work collaboratively with Indigenous communities towards healing and meaningful
reconciliation.

The Churches of Canada to:

e actively prevent and challenge anti-Indigenous racism, denialism and
misinformation;

e educate themselves about the IRS system and about denialist strategies and
arguments;

o fully implement the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action 59-61;

e provide support and resources, including long-term financial commitments, for
community-based IRS investigations; and

e continueto supportindigenous communities in their efforts towards healing and self-
determination.

People of good conscience to:

e actively challenge anti-Indigenous racism, denialism and misinformation;
e educate themselves about the IRS system? and denialist strategies and arguments;

e identify the psychological discomfort and harmful coping strategies in themselves
and in others when confronted with conflicting beliefs or values?; and
e supportIndigenous communities towards healing and self-determination.

T “Canada’s settler amnesty is disguised through the State’s purposeful avoidance of investigations into the
systemic harms that the children faced as well as its refusal to adopt laws or join human rights bodies that
would have provided Indigenous victims and Survivors with meaningful avenues for accountability.”

(Office of the Special Interlocutor for Missing Children and Unmarked Graves and Burial Site associated with
Indian Residential Schools, Upholding Sacred Obligations: Reparations for Missing and Disappeared
Indigenous Children and Unmarked Burials in Canada, Vol. 1 (Ottawa, 2024) 277)

2 Resources: Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, the Truth and Reconciliation Final Report, the National
Centre for Truth and Reconciliation, the Office of the Special Interlocutor for Missing Children and Unmarked
Graves Burial Sites associated with Indian Residential Schools, and resources developed by local Indigenous
communities

3 One of the roots of denialism and its spread is the socio-psychological premise of Cognitive Dissonance.
Cognitive Dissonance is the psychological discomfort we experience when we hold two or more conflicting
beliefs, attitudes, or values simultaneously. To resolve this tension, we often change, justify, or ignore the
conflicting information.



e As conspiracy theories or unsubstantiated stories, suggesting, implying, or
accusing researchers associated with Indigenous communities and organizations of
exaggerating deaths at an IRS institution in order to push political agendas and/or to
enrich Indigenous leadership and allied researchers.

e As arejection or misrepresentation of historical knowledge." Some examples:

e “The harms of Indian Residential Schools have been overstated and positive
aspects downplayed. The positive and negative aspects must both be
presented in order to tell the whole story.” This is a “false balance” bias and
misrepresents the overall effect of the IRS system as something other than
part of a purposefully-designed structure intended to dismantle Indigenous
societies and identities.

e “The experiences at the schools, including deaths, were typical of the time
period.” Volume 4 of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report
showed Indigenous children in residential school died at much higher rates
than school-aged children in the general population from the beginning of the
IRS system until 1950. While rates fell after 1950, they were still higher than
those of the general school-aged population.

o “What occurred at residential schools is not genocide.” This argument
narrows the United Nations definition of genocide to only consider murder as
genocide. The UN definition of genocide is broader and requires three
elements, of which the IRS system meets all three: (1) Victims are part of a
protected group because of their race, nationality or religion; (2) To commit
intentionally one of the five prohibited acts: murder, causing serious bodily or
mental harm, inflicting on the group conditions of life that leads to its
destruction, preventing births within the group, transferring children of the
group to another group; and (3) [tJo commit these acts with the specific intent
to destroy the group. That Canada failed in its attempt to destroy Indigenous
people does not mean that genocide did not occur.

e “There are no missing children. The children who died are all accounted for.”
The term “missing” is used in different ways. We define “missing” as any child

"“This form of denialism relies on rejecting or misrepresenting the well-established facts about the System. It
relies on the techniques of historical research and analysis and falsely presents itself as a correction of the
historical record.” (Office of the Special Interlocutor for Missing Children and Unmarked Graves and Burial Site
associated with Indian Residential Schools, Executive Summary: Final Report on the Missing and Disappeared
Indigenous Children and Unmarked Burials in Canada (Ottawa, 2024) 177)



who did not return home from an IRS institution. Many student death
certificates record the name of a cemetery where a child may have been
buried, however these locations were not always shared with the families, and
often the specific burial plot within the cemetery is unknown. There are also
children who “disappeared” as per the definition of this term under
international law.

e “Not a single body has been found.” This argument ignores the high instance
of documented student burials at schools and in community cemeteries.

e As errors of fact, logic, misdirection, and irrelevances regarding the investigations.
Some examples:

e “GPR cannot distinguish graves.” Ground penetrating radar (GPR) identifies
patterns of sub-surface anomalies consistent with burials. Additionally, GPR
and other geophysical techniques such as Light Detection and Ranging
(LIDAR) and photogrammetry combined together with evidence found in
archival records and oral statements demonstrates the probability of burials.

o  “Where are the bodies?” This argumentimplies that exhuming human remains
is the only way to prove that children died and that graves are present near
schools or in community cemeteries. It distracts from the complex research
being done to gather knowledge about deaths related to IRS institutions from
fieldwork, oral histories and archives.

If you would like to endorse the Declaration,
you can add your name here:




