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International experience with
citizen involvement in conflict resolution

may help solve national unity crisis,
suggest political scientists

Canadians should apply other countries’ experience with conflict resolution to solving the
national unity crisis, concludes a C.D. Howe Institute Commentary released today. In particular,
the authors of the study say, new approaches need to be found for resolving two of the most
urgent and contentious current issues: the postreferendum escalation of linguistic tensions in
Montreal, and the deep differences about the appropriate rules that should govern any new
referendum in Quebec. In both cases, the authors argue, the stakes are high, all parties have a
strong interest in finding a resolution, and existing processes are unable to do so.

The study, Citizen Engagement in Conflict Resolution: Lessons for Canada in International
Experience, was written by University of Toronto political scientists Janice Gross Stein, David
R. Cameron, and Richard Simeon, with Alan Alexandroff.

The authors note that the crisis of Canadian unity is rooted fundamentally in a conflict of
identities. Such conflicts have occurred in many countries throughout the world and are
especially difficult to resolve because they engage deep-seated questions of identity, recogni-
tion, respect, and representation, and because they are expressed in highly symbolic, zero-sum
language.

In order to address their own conflicts of identity, the authors say, Canadians can learn
from the experience of other countries that have developed unofficial processes of interactive
conflict resolution. These approaches consist of deeper, more sustained citizen engagement in
interactive conflict resolution at two levels: the involvement of influential leading citizens
outside formal politics, but with close links both to the political leadership and to the wider
society; and the engagement of “ordinary citizens” as individuals and through voluntary
associations.

The authors note that Canadians have debated their country’s future in a wide variety of
public forums over the past decade. But such forums have failed to provide a full opportunity
for effective, sustained deliberation because they have been ad hoc, sporadic, bound by tight
deadlines, and government sponsored. An approach with greater chances of success, the
authors argue, is one that would involve influential citizens and community leaders, on the



one hand, and ordinary citizens as individuals and in their community associations, on the
other.

Influential citizens are those with strong roots and respect in the community, together with
access to the political leadership. Through workshops and dialogues, they can analyze the
sources of the conflict and the obstacles to its resolution, build confidence and trust, devise
possible solutions outside the existing envelope, and communicate them both to political
leaders and to the wider society. Other citizens, by participating in initiatives within their
communities and associations, can seek to come to mutual understandings, to encourage
citizen “ownership” of the issues, and to increase awareness of the compromises and tradeoffs
that must be made.

The authors maintain that successful conflict resolution at either level requires high-qual-
ity, balanced information, the presence of nonpartisan facilitators, an open agenda, opportu-
nities for sustained dialogue, and deliberative processes that are inclusive, fair, respectful, and
not biased toward any particular outcome. They also require linkages that allow their results
to be communicated to the political leadership and the wider society. The goal, the authors say,
is not any particular outcome, but rather a process that will maximize the likelihood of peaceful
resolution.

This publication continues the C.D. Howe Institute’s postreferendum research agenda,
which comprises two Commentary series. The first series, “The Canadian Union Papers,”
focuses on ways to enhance Canada’s political, economic, and social union. Papers already
published in the series have examined some of Ottawa’s legal and constitutional options for
strengthening the economic union, ways to enhance Canadians’ common economic citizenship
rights, and a critique of decentralization and the incremental approach to constitutional reform.

Complementing this effort is another Commentary series called “The Secession Papers,”
which examines issues relating to the following areas:

• the terms and conditions of a possible future referendum on Quebec sovereignty;
• the circumstances which the country might confront after a Yes vote, together with the

processes by which the secession of Quebec might be addressed;
• the means by which a new Canada without Quebec might be established, should Quebec

leave Confederation.

The papers are guided by the following principles: respect for democratic norms and the rule
of law; the necessity for an authoritative decision and a stable outcome; and minimizing the
social and economic costs of any transition. In the light of the results of the 1995 referendum
in Quebec, “The Secession Papers” aim to assist Canadians to “think about the unthinkable.”

Both series are being published under the supervision of David Cameron, a political
scientist at the University of Toronto.

* * * * *

The C.D. Howe Institute is Canada’s leading independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit economic policy research
institution. Its individual and corporate members are drawn from business, labor, agriculture, universities,
and the professions.
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The Canadian
Union Papers

Citizen Engagement
in Conflict Resolution:

Lessons for Canada
in International Experience

by

Janice Gross Stein,
David R. Cameron, and Richard Simeon

with Alan Alexandroff

Canadians are engaged in a conflict of
identities that, if unsettled, will have
enormously adverse consequences for the
well-being of all. Successive attempts to
resolve the national unity crisis have only
deepened it. It is time to explore new
approaches — drawing on the experience of
other countries that have faced similar
divisions.

The key techniques from which we can
learn involve deeper, more sustained citizen
engagement in interactive conflict resolution at
two levels. First is the involvement of influential
leading citizens outside formal politics, but with
close links both to the political leadership and
to the wider society. Using carefully prepared
workshops, they could explore the dimensions
of the conflict, the consequences of failure,
and a range of outcomes outside the existing
“envelope,” and then inject the resulting ideas

into the public and political process. The
second level is the engagement of “ordinary
citizens” as individuals and through voluntary
associations, in processes designed to
increase mutual understanding, encourage
citizen “ownership” of the issues, and increase
awareness of the compromises and tradeoffs
that must be made.

In both cases, reconciliation can be
encouraged by independent facilitation, high
levels of information, and open, fair, and
nonthreatening procedures. The goal is not any
particular outcome, but rather a process that
will maximize the likelihood of peaceful
resolution. The debates over the future of
Montreal and over the appropriate rules to
govern any future sovereignty referendum are
dimensions of the conflict where the need for
resolution is urgent, and where the techniques
described may offer a way out of the impasse.



Main Findings of the Commentary

• The crisis of Canadian unity is rooted fundamentally in a conflict of identities. Such
conflicts have occurred in many countries throughout the world.

• These conflicts are especially difficult to resolve because they engage deep-seated
questions of identity, recognition, respect, and representation, and because they are
expressed in highly symbolic, zero-sum language.

• In order to address their own conflicts of identity, Canadians can learn from the
experience of other countries that have developed unofficial processes of inter-active
conflict resolution that bring the contending parties together to increase mutual
understanding, underline common and competing interests, assess the costs of
continuing the conflict, build mutual trust, and explore the possibilities for agreement.

• These examples suggest a model that has a high potential for improving the quality
of the Canadian debate and, in particular, for resolving two of the most urgent and
contentious current issues: the postreferendum escalation of linguistic tensions in
Montreal, and the deep differences about the appropriate rules that should govern
any new referendum in Quebec.

• In both cases, the stakes are high, all parties have a strong interest in finding a
resolution, and existing processes are unable to do so.

• Interactive conflict resolution assigns a key role to citizens and to relationships within
civil society, but they are not designed to displace the formal political process; rather,
they open a broader public space within which solutions may be found and political
leadership exercised.

• Canadians have debated their country’s future in a wide variety of public forums over
the past decade. But such forums have failed to provide a full opportunity for effective,
sustained deliberation because they have been ad hoc, sporadic, bound by tight
deadlines, and government sponsored.

• Successful citizen engagement takes two related forms: processes involving influential
citizens and community leaders, and those involving ordinary citizens as individuals
and in their community associations.

• Influential citizens are those with strong roots and respect in the community, together
with access to the political leadership. Through workshops and dialogues, they can
analyze the sources of the conflict and the obstacles to its resolution, build confidence
and trust, devise possible solutions outside the existing envelope, and communicate
them both to political leaders and to the wider society.

• Other citizens engage through deliberative polling and through interaction in the
networks and associations of civil society in order to come to mutual understandings,
to encourage citizen “ownership” of the issues, and to increase awareness of the
compromises and tradeoffs that must be made.

• Successful conflict resolution at either level requires high-quality information, the
presence of nonpartisan facilitators, an open agenda, opportunities for sustained
dialogue, and deliberative processes that are inclusive, fair, respectful, and not biased
toward any particular outcome. They also require linkages that allow their results to
be communicated to the political leadership and the wider society.



A
century and a half ago, Lord Durham
wrote of British North America, “I ex-
pected to find a contest between a
government and a people; I found two

nations warring in the bosom of a single state.”
What he was reporting was, to use a modern
phrase, an identity conflict between French-
speaking and English-speaking Canadians.

This conflict, an enduring feature of Cana-
dian history, has become particularly acute in
the constitutional debates and referendums of
the past two decades. Fundamental issues of
identity are at the heart of the conflict. The
hard-fought 1995 referendum campaign high-
lighted the deeply embedded conflict over iden-
tity, which now expresses itself in several ways.

Francophone and anglophone Canadians
are at loggerheads over the status of their
respective communities and whether a fuller
representation of one will compromise the rec-
ognition of the other. Among themselves, Que-
becers are deeply divided between those who
seek a sovereign future in some form of part-
nership with Canada and those who want new
federal arrangements within Canada. In the rest
of the country, many Canadians are alarmed
at the possible division of their federation,
uncertain about the consequences of that pros-
pect, and frustrated that they seem to have no
direct voice on an issue of such overwhelming
importance. They feel powerless to determine
their own future.

The Canadian dilemma is distinctive but
not unique. Serious ethnic and national con-
flicts threaten the fabric of many pluralistic
societies and their peaceful relations with other
states. In this Commentary, we examine at-
tempts internationally to resolve some of these
situations and ask what Canadians may learn
from them.

Canada’s identity crisis is clearly of a lesser
order of intensity than many that currently
capture global attention. Canadians have gen-
erally conducted the debate within the frame-
work of respect for democratic norms and due
process; they have known only very limited
violence. Yet Canada has some important fea-
tures in common with societies that have suf-

fered bitterly from conflict over identity. In
many of these states, citizens have partici-
pated in unofficial processes of conflict reso-
lution, processes in which different identities
and competing interests have been accommo-
dated and the conflict then routinized through
political institutions.

This international experience can speak to
Canadians across the country if it is adapted
to and rooted properly in the Canadian context.
In particular, we have identified two important
Canadian issues where the international ex-
periences we discuss seem particularly appli-
cable. The first is the future of Montreal, whose
residents have become increasingly polarized
since the 1995 referendum. That polarization
obscures their shared interests. We suggest a
way in which Montrealers — “ordinary” citizens,
civic leaders, and politicians — might build
stronger links across the language divide.

The second pressing issue concerns the
rules that will govern any future Quebec ref-
erendum. We suggest a way in which leading
nongovernmental actors, sovereignists and fed-
eralists, might develop a process to reach an
agreement on those rules, which would be ac-
cepted as fair by all sides, and a set of principles
to guide postreferendum conduct, faithful to the
commitment of all Canadians to democratic val-
ues. Such an agreement could prove of real
significance in helping to reduce the conflict and
uncertainty that will otherwise prevail.

We do not argue that citizens can become
decisionmakers and directly fashion solutions.
We do argue that official processes are often
not the best place to begin to address issues
of identity. A more productive approach is to
start with unofficial processes of interactive
conflict resolution in which citizens can ex-
plore their identities and values, learn about
the identities and values of others, and assume
responsibility for opening common political
space in which leaders can craft solutions that
are responsive to better informed public judg-
ment. In a polarized political context, where
discussion across the fault lines of conflict can
be politically risky, citizen engagement can
help to create that political space.
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The situation is urgent. We believe the
process of unofficial  but structured citizen
engagement must begin now, starting with
Montreal and with discussion of the rules for
future referendums.

Outline of the Commentary

This Commentary is not for impatient readers.
We are drawing on experiences and recom-
mending processes that may be unfamiliar to
many. We start therefore with a discussion of
identity conflict: what it is, why it is generically
so difficult to resolve, and why it has deepened
in Canada. We also assess the value of com-
plementing official negotiations with citizen
engagement and distinguish among different
types of citizen engagement in interactive con-
flict resolution.

In the next section, we examine and evalu-
ate Canada’s experience in citizen consult-
ation. Despite some excellent attempts, none
has truly been engagement in interactive con-
flict resolution.

The third and fourth sections outline the
processes of interactive conflict resolution,
with examples drawn from international expe-
rience. We first examine the role of groups of
people political scientists call influential citi-
zens — individuals who hold no official posi-
tions but are well connected within their own
communities and to political leaders. We then
turn to the engagement of “ordinary” citizens
through community-based groups or functional
associations.

In the last two sections, we examine ways
in which an interactive process could be used
to address the Canadian crisis, focusing par-
ticularly on Montreal and on a process that
could  help to  create agreed-on  rules for a
future referendum.

Identity Conflict

Our argument rests on the thesis that funda-
mental issues of identity are at the heart of the
Canadian crisis. Thus, we begin by exploring
the nature of identity conflict, the difficulty of

resolving it, and some of the reasons it has
become so intense in present-day Canada.
Only then can we consider the roles citizen
engagement might play in resolution.

Identity is the concept that individuals have
of themselves and of the way in which they are
(or wish to be) known by others; it is a concep-
tion both of oneself and of one’s relationship
to others. Individuals usually hold multiple
identities and activate one or another in differ-
ent situations.

Some of these identities are connected to
larger collective identities. Social psychologists
suggest that people satisfy their need for posi-
tive self-identity, status, or reduction of uncer-
tainty by identifying with a group or collectivity.1

Traditionally, collective identities have been
regarded as the product of primordial attach-
ments to language, ethnicity, common histories,
and shared practices and myths.2 Increas-
ingly, however, analysts recognize that collec-
tive identities are not given. They can be chosen
freely, imposed by others who have authority
and resources, or socially constructed through
interaction with others.3

Attachment to collective identities also var-
ies in intensity over time and circumstance.
Conflicts of identity escalate when group mem-
bers consider that recognition of another
group’s identity can compromise their own, or
when they perceive the granting of rights to the
other as a challenge to their own identity.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for exam-
ple, has been an acute identity conflict. Be-
cause both identities are tied to the same
territory, leaders on both sides have long felt
that acknowledgment of the other’s identity
would fundamentally compromise their own.4

Similarly, many Canadians outside Quebec
fear that recognition of that province as a
“distinct society” would compromise their
identity; they equate distinctiveness with su-
periority and special treatment.

In many identity conflicts, divisions within
communities exacerbate divisions between
communities. Even when leaders begin to grow
interested in negotiation, groups that fear the
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consequences of an agreement may constrain
the process in at least two important ways.

First, negotiators may shape their propos-
als to satisfy the demands of the most vocal
and militant within their own societies, the
people who are most deeply skeptical of
the agreement but are nevertheless essential
to ratification.5 Second, leaders’ awareness of
these divisions may inhibit anything but an
uneasy coalition among those members of each
society who are willing to join in a collaborative
process of problem solving.6

The Difficulty of Resolution

Conflict that focuses primarily  on  identity,
rather than on the distribution or redistribu-
tion of material goods, appears to be especially
difficult to manage and resolve. Why?

Identity conflicts engage deeply felt images
of the self within a community and in the larger
political world. They often embody issues of
recognition and respect, along with the fear of
denial and exclusion. The sense of threat from
competing identities may be especially acute.
Often, it may seem that there is little room for
differences to co-exist within the same political
space, and the parties may find it difficult to
understand that acknowledging the identity of
others need be no threat to one’s own. For all
these reasons, identity conflicts tend to be
expressed in zero-sum language and in the
emotive discourse of powerful symbols. Such
debates are not nearly as amenable to trade-
offs, compromises, and the kinds of splitting
the difference that are characteristic of the
resolution of conflicts over the distribution of
material goods.7

Political conflict over identity can become
particularly acute during periods of social,
economic, or political transition, when leaders
create or reinterpret histories and traditions
for partisan political purposes and people seek
refuge from the threat and insecurity of change
in the affirmation of traditional identities and
values.8

Finally, conflicts  over  identity translate
quickly into conflicts over representation and

hence engage fundamental political institu-
tions and processes in ways quite different
from conflicts over material issues. Domestic
conflicts over representation frequently lead to
constitutional questions. This can make them
particularly difficult to resolve because adop-
tion of a constitutional amendment is techni-
cally complex and requires a higher-than-usual
level of public approval.

In brief, the acute sense of threat people
feel when they fear their identities are in jeop-
ardy, the inadequacy of the usual distributive
practices  to meet these  concerns,  and  the
added overlay of complex processes of consti-
tutional change all make identity conflicts par-
ticularly intractable.

The Current Dilemma

The Canadian identity conflict has deepened
over the past two or three decades, during
which, paradoxically, Quebec and the rest of
the country have grown more alike in atti-
tudes, values, social preferences, and economic
aspirations. Where the two have grown apart
is in their individual and collective sense of
self.

Francophone Quebecers have always had
a strong sense of their collective identity as a
distinctive people in Canada and North Amer-
ica, an identity they once expressed largely in
religious and cultural terms. With modern-
ization and secularization, they have increas-
ingly expressed that identity in political terms,
reflecting their desire to become maîtres chez
nous. Hence the demand for constitutional rec-
ognition as a distinct society.

This construction of identity has diverged
more and more from that of other Canadians.
Indeed, the fuel that fires the current identity
conflict is the perception on the part of growing
numbers of Quebecers that their identity is
ignored or denied by other Canadians.

Fanning the flames in the rest of Canada are
two senses of identity that also flow from proc-
esses of modernization and secularization. The
first, expressed in the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms, is that all individuals, wherever
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they live in Canada, are equal. Therefore, some
people perceive constitutional acknowledgment
of the distinctiveness of any particular com-
munity as dangerous and illegitimate.

Second (and partly in response to the con-
vergence of Quebecers’ identity with their pro-
vincial government) is the growing sense that
what matters for political purposes is not in-
dividuals acting on their own or within lan-
guage collectivities, but provinces, all of which
are distinct in their special ways.9 It follows
that all provinces, like individuals, must be
equal in the Constitution. This provincializa-
tion of identity has moved in tandem with the
shrinking federal state of the past several years.

In short, all across Canada, modernization
and secularization have changed and sharp-
ened the long-standing identity conflict. They
have placed new emphasis on political and
legal expressions of identity, elevated the im-
portance of provincial governments as focal
points of attachment, and shifted the contest
to constitutional debate.

Citizen Engagement

Particularly in deeply embedded ethnic and
national conflicts where issues of identity are
at the core, constitutional compacts and po-
litical agreements are at risk, and their legiti-
macy challenged.

Until very recently, constitutionmaking and
reform in Canada have been the preserve of
political elites, but these rules no longer hold.
Two broad trends shape the current political
context, in Canada as in many other developed
democracies. First is the decline of deference
and a distrust of politicians, politics, and the
political process.10 Second and closely related
is the demand for greater citizen participation
in the making of decisions that have important
consequences.

In Canada, the rebellion against elites was
sharply demonstrated by the mobilization of
many citizens against the Meech Lake Accord
and by the rejection of the Charlottetown Agree-
ment in 1992. With this change in culture has
come change in the institutional rules. The

experience of two referendums in Quebec and
the national referendum on the Charlottetown
Agreement, as well as legislation now in place
in several provinces requiring formal citizen
approval of constitutional change, all demon-
strate unambiguously that no major constitu-
tional change will occur in the future without
public ratification. The imperative of engaging
civil society is abundantly clear.

Two Perspectives

Analysts have two competing views of the ap-
propriate relationship between citizens and
elites in deeply divided societies. The first is
that conflict in segmented societies can be
managed only by elites who are committed to
the system and understand the kind of com-
promises that must be made.11 When citizens
are directly involved in working out intercom-
munal relations, this argument suggests, they
make conflict resolution more difficult be-
cause they work from a narrow and parochial
perspective. Their engagement is neither neu-
tral nor beneficial; it can be noxious in its
effects as it overloads the agenda for political
change or reveals and confirms the deep fis-
sures that divide the country. It is only elites
who can accommodate.

The second argument advances the reverse
proposition. Conflict is exacerbated, if not cre-
ated, by elites who seek to manipulate identity
in order to advance their own interests and
institutional positions. This approach suggests
that, if citizens were given primary responsi-
bility, they could find a solution. Particularly
in the aftermath of the referendum in Quebec,
many citizens in the rest of the country are
angry at how badly their leaders underesti-
mated the crisis. “Part of our problem,” argues
Marian Laberge of People to People Search for
Canada, “is we’ve expected our politicians to
save the country. We need to take back our
responsibility as citizens.”12 (It is this kind of
reasoning that has led to calls for a constituent
assembly that would supplant elected political
leaders in any process of constitutional renewal.)

We do not accept either argument. The
kinds of consociational bargains the first model
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requires are possible only in hierarchically
organized societies where elites from different
communities control their own constituencies
and where those communities have few cross-
cutting ties. Yet we argue that citizen engage-
ment cannot replace official processes and
political leaders. Accommodation among elites
is inevitably an essential part of the resolution
and routinization of the conflict, but it is not
enough.

Yet, international experience in conflict reso-
lution challenges the proposition that public
involvement in identity conflict makes it more
difficult to manage by overloading the system.
Rather, it suggests that the right kind of citizen
engagement, at the individual and community
levels, and through associational networks,
can make important contributions.

Focus

Citizen engagement has a wide focus and a
broad agenda. It examines the fundamental
issues of identity, values, and needs, which are
often outside the scope of formal negotiations.13

Fears of threats to identity, values, and
needs go to the heart of ethnic and national
conflict. In Canada, the repeated failure in
constitutional negotiations to find the proper
language to describe the uniqueness of Que-
becers’ identity within the larger whole and the
emotional quality of the debate testify to the
limits of official processes.

Functions

Citizen engagement in conflict resolution, when
conceived as a complement to official proc-
esses, can serve a variety of useful functions.14

It can help to build social trust by leading
people to become better informed about iden-
tities and values — their own and others’ — and
about the common space in which they can
coexist. Thus, the context of negotiation changes.

Citizen engagement can also help to de-
velop solutions when official negotiations are
recessed or stalemated, and a new phase re-
quires novel ideas and innovative formulations.

Finally, it can increase the chances of pub-
lic acceptance by creating a sense of citizen
ownership of official agreements, building sup-
port for new relationships, and mobilizing the
public resources necessary to ratify and imple-
ment the officially sanctioned solutions.

Citizen engagement in a process of conflict
resolution is especially important when

• the conflict is protracted, and long-stand-
ing stalemate has hardened positions at
the official table;

• communication is difficult or distorted
across political boundaries;

• the costs of the stalemate are growing and
apparent to the parties;

• frustration with official processes is high;
and

• the parties feel that a problem is too dan-
gerous to ignore but formal approaches
may not succeed.15

At first glance, Canada may not seem an
appropriate case for citizen engagement. It has
not experienced the kind of violence and civil
disorder that focus citizens’ attention on the
costs of conflict. It has rich and deep demo-
cratic traditions and processes, communica-
tion among political elites and publics is
regular and open, and an active media help to
inform public debate.

In brief, the kinds of obstacles to commu-
nication that exist in many societies experi-
encing intense identity conflict do not exist in
Canada. Yet a deeper look suggests that many
of the conditions we have identified are cur-
rently present.

Official positions have hardened, interme-
diate or compromise options are less and less
frequently discussed in public debate, and
leaders at many levels of government shy away
from the negotiating table because of the po-
litical costs of failure. Although established
channels of communication exist, contact
across the fault lines of conflict is limited, and
messages at variance with prevailing political
symbolism often have difficulty penetrating
political screens.
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It is not clear whether Canadians across
the country appreciate that the ongoing con-
flict is already inflicting real and unacceptable
costs. Expert analyses underline the economic
and political consequences of the ongoing con-
flict, but these costs are not visible and there-
fore difficult to appreciate. The shock of the
narrow federalist victory in the referendum
vote in Quebec brought home to many Cana-
dians the precariousness of the future of their
country, but its impact has quickly dissipated.
Yet they are frustrated with official processes
and exhibit little confidence that one more
round of official negotiation will succeed in
resolving the conflict.

The stalemate among governments, the
absence of any promising new approaches that
might break the impasse, and the frustration
and anxiety of many Canadians create a favor-
able climate for citizen engagement. The decline
of deference to elites and the new rules for
popular ratification of change make it essential.

Forms of Citizen Engagement

Citizen engagement can operate at two levels.
The first is the participation of citizens, either
as individuals or as members of groups, in the
political process linking the populace and its
political leaders. In developed democracies,
there are many ways in which citizens can
become involved in public debate and inject
their preferences and values into the political
process.

The second level is the engagement of citi-
zens with each other, in the multiple associa-
tions that constitute civil society — the relatively
autonomous domains of social, economic, and
religious life that exist in the space between
citizens as individuals and mediate between
them and their governing institutions.16

The two levels are related, and citizen in-
volvement in both are important to an effective
process of conflict resolution.

In addition, we can think of different kinds
of citizens, playing different roles: citizens as
leading members of the community; citizens
as members of associations and networks; and

citizens as voters. Our focus is on the first two,
deeper, forms of engaging citizens beyond the
ballot box.

Leaders

Leadership approaches center on the people
political scientists call influential citizens, a
phrase we have already defined as referring to
individuals who enjoy the confidence of the
political leadership but themselves hold no
official position. They are free, therefore, to
engage in relatively unconstrained open-ended
discussion and exploration of ideas and to com-
municate these ideas to the political leadership.

Since they are not constrained by partisan
commitments and the need to seek election,
such leaders are likely to be much freer than
office holders to explore new ideas and alter-
natives, and to think “outside the envelope.”
But at the same time, their stature in the
community means that political leaders will,
at the very least, pay attention to their views.
Thus, influential citizens, from both sides of
the divide, may be able to develop accommo-
dations that are beyond the reach of politi-
cians. Once such ideas are articulated, however,
politicians may find it expedient to embrace
them.

Such citizens are also opinion leaders. They
can, therefore, help to shape attitudes and
preferences in the wider public. Often, they
may be more trusted in this role than political
leaders.

Communities, Associations,
and Networks

The involvement of citizens through commu-
nities and associations differs somewhat from
leadership-based processes. At the commu-
nity level, members participate in public dia-
logues and confront the conflict between their
preferences and those of others. This will help
to create the space political leaders need to
seek solutions to conflict.

A particularly important dimension of as-
sociational life focuses on groups and net-
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works that bridge linguistic, cultural, or ethnic
divides and permit face-to-face engagement. In
Canada, language and distance unfortunately
make such linkages rare and difficult to sus-
tain. Facilitating networks that do cross the
fault lines is therefore of critical importance if
there is to be an effective process of conflict
management.

We believe that associations sharing com-
mon functional interests — whether social,
religious, professional, business, or cultural —
are particularly fruitful arenas for dialogue.
The shared interests create a common base of
trust, from which members may build under-
standing on the deeper questions of identity.

This kind of citizen engagement is espe-
cially important when pessimism about official
processes is high and deference to established
leaders is declining, as it is in Canada.

Stages of Conflict Resolution

These different types of citizen engagement are
not alternatives to each other (or, we repeat, to
an official negotiation process). It is therefore
useful to ask at what stages in the policy
process different kinds of citizen engagement
are likely to be most effective.

At the first broad stage of deliberation, the
prenegotiation stage, dialogue among citizens
and with government is essential because it
sets the context, the parameters, and con-
straints within which the negotiators will op-
erate. Indeed, this stage is the most important,
the one  when it is easiest to  engage in  a
wide-ranging exploration of a range of identi-
ties and values, since positions have not yet
ossified.

Voluntary associations and communities
that engage with each other before negotia-
tions begin can multiply their effectiveness by
informing one another’s processes and shap-
ing the broader context of public preferences
that create space for official activity. Influen-
tial citizens also are most effective if they begin
their work before official processes are under
way, when they are freest to explore ideas, to
reformulate problems, and to consider a wide

set of options. Their work can benefit from that
of voluntary associations and communities.

The second stage is the negotiation itself.
Negotiators usually work behind closed doors,
but it is still possible and desirable for influ-
ential citizens to assist and support official
processes, especially should they become dead-
locked.

Citizens, too, can be engaged. The new South
African constitution, for example, went through
five drafts, each of which was presented to
citizens in several languages, replete with the
omissions, contradictions, unresolved ques-
tions, alternative formulations, and text in
square brackets. At each iteration, a widely
distributed and easy-to-read tabloid newspa-
per, Constitutional Talk, summarized the areas
of agreement and disagreement, sketched the
alternative viewpoints in each area, and invited
citizens to suggest which option should be
chosen. In effect, citizens were brought into
the negotiating forum, even though the politi-
cians led the process.

Finally, at the ratification stage, citizen
participation is paramount: the negotiators
must present their results for democratic ap-
proval and implementation. Communities and
associations that have been involved early in
the process are more likely to build support for
ratification and implementation. Influential citi-
zens can assist by informing the public debate.
If the first two stages have been well done,
citizens will be ratifying “their” decisions.

Citizen Consultation in Canada

Canadian citizens have a long history of in-
volvement in efforts to address the country’s
protracted identity conflict. Yet none seems to
have worked. In this section, we consider the
problems (as well as the achievements) of some
of the most recent experience and begin to sug-
gest another approach that might yield better
results.
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The Record

As a mature democracy and long-established
federation, Canada offers its citizens multiple
opportunities and a range of established demo-
cratic processes for public participation (see
Box 1).

The lengthy list of experiments in consult-
ing citizens about the future of their country
bears witness to the commitment and concern
Canadians share. Yet the crisis has worsened.
Why?

As already suggested, deference has de-
clined in Canada, elites can no longer “deliver”
their constituencies, and evolving constitu-
tional practices and public expectations now
require direct citizen approval of constitutional
change, certainly for large packages of changes
that affect citizenship and identity. Clearly,
although political leaders retain a crucial role,
a secret accommodation among political elites,
without public participation, is no longer po-
litically acceptable. Today, Canadians across
the country are determined to have a voice in
shaping their political future.

The critical task is the linking of the right
kind of citizen processes to official processes
under appropriate conditions and with appro-
priate goals. The efficacy of public participa-
tion depends on the purposes it seeks to
achieve, the kinds of processes that are used,
and the sequencing in a broader process of
political discussion and negotiation. When citi-
zens participate principally as advocates for
their own interests and do not search for com-
mon political space, their participation can
indeed overload the agenda.17

In other words, what matters is not whether
citizens are engaged but how. Canadians have
done a lot of “citizen work” in recent years, but
much of it has not been of the right kind. Better
conceived processes and sharply defined goals
would yield significant benefits.

Many of the processes of citizen consult-
ation identified in Box 1 were sporadic, partial,
and, at times, confrontational. Participants
had little opportunity to engage over time, to
draw on what they had learned from others,
and to reconsider their preferences. The proc-

esses were largely static, rather than dynamic.
Most did not invite, still less require, citizens
to take responsibility for their views, to explain
their importance, or to adjust them in the light
of evidence and information offered by the
other participants. Participants were not given
the opportunity to consider systematically the
consequences of failing to agree. There were
many opportunities to advocate preferred op-
tions, but there were remarkably few occa-
sions to deliberate. There were few inhibitions
against the expression of self-interest and very
few incentives to seek common interest and
accommodation.

Most of these processes were organized by
one or more levels of government. Few resulted
from citizen initiatives, rooted in a concomitant
sense of responsibility and ownership of the
issue. Most involved discussion of substantive
policy alternatives and reaction to an already-
formed menu of proposals; there was much less
emphasis on the prior issues of the identities,
values, and needs that  supported or chal-
lenged these policy alternatives and proposals.

In brief, Canadians had little opportunity
to engage in a cumulative process of working
through their conflicts and disagreements to-
gether, learning from one another, adjusting
their preliminary beliefs and preferences, and
arriving at strong, stable judgments about mat-
ters of common concern. Existing forms of pub-
lic participation are far more effective at defining
difference than exploring accommodation.

Three Examples

From the long list of citizen consultations in
Box 1, only three meet some of the criteria of
effective citizen engagement that we consider
critical: a discussion of identities, values, and
needs; an inclusive, fair, and respectful proc-
ess; an open agenda; and the opportunity to
reconsider preferences in the light of learning
about others.
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Box 1: Three Decades of Citizen Consultation

During the past three decades, there have been
countless forums in Canada in which members
of the public were invited to participate in a
process of public discussion. A highly selective
list includes:

• Commissions of Inquiry. The federal govern-
ment has established a rich variety of com-
missions of inquiry: the Royal Commission
on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 1965; the
Task Force on Canadian Unity (Pepin-Robarts),
1979; and the Citizens’ Forum on Canada’s
Future (Spicer Commission), 1991.

• ParliamentaryHearings. Parliament has man-
dated various special committees, many of
them from both houses: the Molgat-MacGui-
gan Special Joint Committee, 1972; the La-
montagne-MacGuigan Special Joint Com-
mittee, 1978; the Stanbury Special Commit-
tee of the Senate on the Constitution, 1978;
the Special Joint Committee on the Constitu-
tion, 1981–82; the Special Joint Committee
on a Renewed Canada (Beaudoin-Dobbie),
1992.

• Forums and Processes in Quebec. Quebec
has involved its population widely through
referendums and the release of government
position papers and through the development
of positions by its political parties. For exam-
ple, the Quebec Liberal Party over the years
has released such documents as A New Ca-
nadian Federation (the beige paper), 1980;
Maîtriser l’avenir, 1985; A Quebec Free to
Choose (the Allaire Report), 1991; and, most
recently, Quebec’s Identity  and Canadian
Federalism: Recognition and Interdepend-
ence, 1996. The Parti Québécois has publish-
ed a number of statements of policy, from
Prochain étape: quand nous serons vraiment
chez  nous, 1972,  to  Le  Québec dans un
monde nouveau, 1993. And the National As-
sembly has led public discussion through
such bodies as the Commission on the Politi-
cal and Constitutional  Future of Quebec
(Bélanger-Campeau), 1991.

• Provinces. Every province outside Quebec has at
some point held legislative hearings, created ad-
visory bodies, and issued white papers and re-
ports. Examples from as far back as the 1970s
include the reportsofOntario’sAdvisoryCommit-
tee on Confederation; British Columbia’s Consti-
tutional Proposals; and Alberta’s Position Paper
on Constitutional Change. More recently, every

province in the federation held public hear-
ings of some kind during the course of the
Charlottetown constitutional round.

• Government-Sponsored Initiatives. Federal,
provincial, and territorial governments have
organized various forums to provide opportu-
nities for the public expression of views. The
federal government, for example, organized a
series of five conferences before the Charlotte-
town constitutional negotiations. Held across
the country, these conferences brought to-
gether an unusually broad mix of experts,
officials, and “ordinary” citizens to identify
and discuss central constitutional priorities.

• Native Peoples. Since 1980 and the Quebec
referendum of that year, organizations repre-
senting aboriginal communities have actively
participated in the debate about constitu-
tional change by commissioning extensive
research, releasing position papers, and par-
ticipating in public forums. In addition to the
five national conferences mentioned above,
the aboriginal peoples of Canada conducted
four consultations with their constituents
and held a national conference.

• Think Tanks and Expert Analysis. Private re-
search and public policy organizations, such
as the C.D. Howe Institute, the Canada West
Foundation, the Institute for Research on
Public Policy, and the Fraser Institute, have
issued a stream of publications and policy
discussions to support the evolving political
process. Universities have organized public
conferences to ensure broad public discussion
of the issues, and academics have published
extensively on all aspects of constitutional
change. Some of Canada’s chartered banks
have released reports on the economic impact
of political change.

• Professional Associations and Organized In-
terest Groups. Organizations such as the
Canadian Bar Association, the Business
Council on National Issues, and the Conseil
du Patronat, the Canadian and Quebec
chambers of commerce, the National Action
Committee on the Status of Women, and the
Toronto Junior Board of Trade have all con-
tributed to the ongoing discussion.

• Community Groups. Church organizations,
multicultural associations, and citizens’ or-
ganizations have organized discussions and
held information sessions.
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The Spicer Commission

Four months after the failure of the Meech
Lake Accord, the federal government estab-
lished the Citizens’ Forum on Canada’s Fu-
ture, popularly known by  the name of its
chairman, Keith Spicer.

Because of time pressures and personality
conflicts, as well as a poorly designed process,
the commission was riven with dissension and
never won the respect and affection of most
Canadians. Indeed, it is probably better re-
membered for the separate remarks the chair-
man made at the beginning of its final report
— “There is fury in the land against the prime
minister”18 — and the dissenting comments of
two commissioners than for the body of the
report itself or for the public discussion it
fostered.

Yet the commission’s mandate is worth
recalling. The forum was called on to foster a
dialogue among Canadians that would permit
them to consider the values and characteristics
fundamental to the well-being of the country.
It was to obtain views from Canadians from all
regions, ethnic, linguistic, and cultural back-
grounds, and walks of life; and to ensure that
groups of Canadians from different regions
met and discussed  common and divergent
concerns.

To meet these requirements, the forum
established a toll-free line to gather sugges-
tions from telephone callers; it fostered group
discussions,  supported  by  information  kits
and moderators; it created a students’ forum,
to encourage young people to participate; and
it held televised discussion groups linking peo-
ple from a variety of regions.

From the point of view of citizen engage-
ment and informed public judgment, its
achievement, was modest. Despite the signifi-
cant investment of funds, both dissenting
commissioners complained about the proc-
ess’s superficiality and the forum’s inability to
“deepen the dialogue.”19

These complaints are hardly surprising,
given that the commission’s work lasted just
eight months. The process did not foster in-
formed deliberation, nor did it encourage par-

ticipants to work collectively through the criti-
cal tradeoffs and consider the consequences of
their choices.

Even though the process was limited and
flawed, one can argue that the forum’s man-
date was targeted correctly. It attempted to
engage Canadians within and across language,
cultural, and regional divides in a dialogue
about values. And it sought to identify a public
space in which both citizens and their political
leaders could find common ground on which
subsequent negotiations could be undertaken.
But its processes did not match its purposes.

Conferences on the
Renewal of Canada

A different, more restricted, process occurred
over six weeks in early 1992. Five conferences
were held across the country, involving Cana-
dians  from coast  to  coast.  They  discussed
possible changes in the way the country is
governed, examining in particular the set of
28 proposals for constitutional change devel-
oped by the federal government and published
as Shaping Canada’s Future Together.20

The government conceived the conference
process when it appeared that the Beaudoin-
Dobbie Committee  (see Box 1),  which  was
reviewing the same set of proposals, was close
to collapse. During the six weeks, the process
developed a significant momentum and degree
of autonomy as the organizations mandated by
the federal government shaped the process
and the delegates asserted control. For exam-
ple, the conferences flatly rejected some of the
federal proposals, and significantly altered many
others. The views expressed by participants
had some impact on the recommendations of
the Beaudoin-Dobbie committee and sub-
sequently on the shape of the Charlottetown
constitutional negotiations.

The conferences were designed to discuss
broad alternative policy directions. Only a mi-
nority of conference participants, however,
could be called “ordinary” Canadians; politi-
cians, officials, experts, interest group repre-
sentatives, and media far outnumbered people
chosen at random.
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The sessions did, however, create an op-
portunity for interested groups and individu-
als to engage in extended discussions and for
negotiators to inform themselves before em-
barking on the negotiating process itself. Prior
to formal negotiations, the participating gov-
ernments could thus position themselves more
intelligently in terms of both the constraints
and preferences of an engaged group of Cana-
dians and the aspirations of the other parties.

Nevertheless, the process was far removed
from one in which citizens would take respon-
sibility for their choices or could discuss the
divergent values and identities that informed
their preferences. Nor did they have the oppor-
tunity to revisit their preferences in light of
what they had learned from others or to con-
sult with their own communities and associa-
tions. Participants, in other words, had little
opportunity to interact over time in a dynamic
process of conflict resolution and to create
informed public judgment.

The Bélanger-Campeau
Commission

Quebecers have made parliamentary govern-
ment, with the Quebec National Assembly as
its core, the central institution for working
through the issues their society confronts.21

At critical moments in the life of their society,
Quebecers turn naturally to the National As-
sembly, whose televised proceedings are, at
such times, the most heavily watched televi-
sion in the province.

The Commission on the Political and Con-
stitutional Future of Quebec was a body exem-
plifying the distinctive and often creative fashion
in which the predominantly francophone po-
litical community of Quebec has adapted the
parliamentary system to its needs.

Established in September 1990 in the wake
of the demise of the Meech Lake Accord, the
commission’s mandate was to examine the
political and constitutional future of Quebec.
Its composition was remarkable. The co-chairs
were prominent Quebec businessmen Michel
Bélanger and Jean Campeau. Only half of the
36 members appointed by the National Assem-

bly were MNAs. There were representatives
from the municipalities, from the business and
trade union sectors, and from the cooperative,
educational, and cultural sectors. In addition,
there were three federal members of Parliament.

In the five months of its life, the commis-
sion received more than 600 briefs, heard 235
submissions, and invited 55 specialists in
various fields to contribute information. It or-
ganized a forum on youth and the future of
Quebec, visited 11 administrative regions of
the province, and held hearings in 11 cities. It
released a series of working papers on critical
issues related to its mandate. And the attentive
public in Quebec followed its work with in-
tense interest.

The commission was an intriguing exam-
ple of the way in which political leaders, in
conjunction with influential citizens, can lead
a broadly based process of public discussion
engaging significant sectors of the larger po-
litical community. Its virtues were doubtless
related to the circumstances of its creation and
the society it served. Quebecers had just suf-
fered the shock of the collapse of the highly
popular Meech Lake Accord, a collapse widely
believed within the province to have been the
result of a broad rejection of Quebec by English-
speaking Canada. Both leaders and “ordinary”
citizens within the francophone community
agreed that this body blow to their national
community required a rethinking of Quebec’s
position.

The problem was that sovereignists and
federalists were unable to agree, even in these
extraordinary circumstances, on a common
policy. While asserting francophone solidarity
in reaction to the failure of Meech, the com-
mission could do no more than paper over
fundamentally different positions on the na-
tional question. The group could agree on: the
validity of a two-nations view of Canada; the
positive character of Quebec’s development
since the Quiet Revolution; the fact that Que-
bec had been ill treated by the rest of Canada;
and the importance of maintaining economic
ties with the rest of Canada, no matter what
happened. Confronted at that point with inter-
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nal dissension, it then agreed to set out the
two options facing Quebecers: to make a fur-
ther effort to redefine Quebec’s status within
Confederation, or to seek sovereignty.22

The commission’s legislative recommenda-
tions reflected this fragile consensus. But when
the government of Robert Bourassa brought
the legislation to the National Assembly, it
significantly strengthened the federalist em-
phasis. The consensus, such as it was, dissolved.

The commission made no headway in bridg-
ing the cleavage within Quebec society be-
tween those who sought a new relationship
with the rest of Canada and those who sought
sovereignty. Still less did it explore ways in
which the breach between Quebec and the rest
of the country could be repaired. That was not
its function. Indeed, its proposals encouraged
Quebec to draw in on itself (as it had after the
1982 patriation setback). The report called for
the establishment of two National assembly
commissions: one to examine matters relating
to the sovereignty of Quebec, and the other to
await and assess any constitutional offer from
the federal government and the other prov-
inces. The Bourassa government agreed, serv-
ing notice that Quebec would no longer
participate actively in the affairs of the federa-
tion.  One result  was its  absence from the
Charlottetown process until the final stages.

Time for a New Approach

With few exceptions, Canadians have had little
opportunity for sustained, facilitated, inter-
active engagement in conflict resolution. They
have been extensively consulted by their gov-
ernments, but it is governments, rather than
citizens, that have taken the principal respon-
sibility to organize these processes. (It is no
coincidence that the three experiments we
have reviewed were all mandated and financed
by governments, working within fairly short
time lines.)

Surely it is time for a new approach.
The approach we recommend is a continu-

ing dialogue of citizens — influential and “or-
dinary” — with one another and with their

political representatives. The specifics of that
dialogue will vary with the situation. So will
the processes, which we describe in the next
two sections. But effective processes will al-
ways include:

• discussion of identities, values, and needs;

• procedures that are inclusive, fair, and
respectful;

• an open agenda, with everything on the
table; and

• opportunities to reconsider preferences in
the light of learning about others, so that
the dialogue is dynamic and occurs over
time.

Engaging Influential
Citizens: Some Experience

Interactive conflict resolution works on prem-
ises and through processes quite different from
those used in traditional bargaining. The proc-
esses span a broad range of activities, but all
share a commitment to facilitated, face-to-face
activities that promote collaborative analysis
of the sources of conflict and joint problem
solving among the parties engaged in a pro-
tracted conflict.23

This section examines the processes by
which influential citizens can be engaged in
resolving identity conflicts. The next section
will discuss processes that reach out to “ordi-
nary” citizens.

Workshops and Dialogues

The problem-solving workshop, one of the ear-
liest forms of interactive conflict resolution,
was pioneered more than two decades ago to
assist in addressing deep-rooted identity con-
flict.24 In the classical workshop, a small group
of individuals from all the parties to the con-
flict, people who hold no official position but
are closely connected to senior political lead-
ers, are brought together in a neutral environ-
ment for an informal, private, and intensive
session, which usually lasts several days.
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The workshop is organized by a small fa-
cilitating panel of outside experts in conflict
resolution, who choose the participants and
the neutral site. The process is most frequently
underwritten by private, nonprofit foundations,
sometimes working directly with independent
facilitators, at other times through facilitators
in academic or research institutions.

Public dialogues are similar in concept, if
not in design. They differ largely in their em-
phasis on reaching out to the wider commu-
nity once sufficient progress has been made.
Largely funded by private foundations, they
engage representative citizens from the con-
flicting parties in designing steps to be taken
in the political arena in order to change per-
ceptions and stereotypes, to create a sense
that a resolution of the conflict may be possi-
ble, and to broaden political engagement to
promote a process of conflict resolution.25

Pioneers of public dialogue, who benefited
from the experience of problem-solving work-
shops, have paid particular attention to the
process of transferring ideas developed within
the dialogue to civil society and the larger body
politic, not only to the political leadership.

Problem-solving workshops and dialogues
have been used in a wide variety of community,
national, and international disputes.26 They
have been held in racially divided communi-
ties, in urban communities deeply divided over
policy issues, in societies riven by ethnic and
identity conflicts, and with participants from
countries engaged in long-standing interna-
tional conflict.

Although the issues differ, the purpose is
the same: to facilitate full and open communi-
cation among parties to the conflict in a pro-
tected environment that is far less risky than
public official negotiations. Participants in work-
shops and dialogues are encouraged to

• work with facilitators;

• analyze jointly the sources of the conflict
and the obstacles to its resolution;

• work together collaboratively to build con-
fidence and trust;

• devise mutually acceptable options to re-
duce tensions and, if possible, generate
solutions that reflect a shared vision of a
desirable future; and

• transmit new ideas, approaches, and un-
derstandings to political leaders at the of-
ficial level and to civil society.

Facilitating the Process

Facilitators are essential to accomplishing any
of the group’s tasks. Before the parties to a
deeply embedded conflict can begin to work
collaboratively, they must develop confidence
in their shared interest in finding ways out of
deadlock.

Facilitators help to create a respectful en-
vironment among parties who usually bring
considerable grievances to the table. To insure
that all parties have adequate time to address
grievances and needs in a fair process, good
facilitators manage the agenda, limit disrup-
tive and insulting behavior, and help to keep
the discussions focused on the task. They are
the guardians of the fairness and integrity of
the process.

Diagnosing the Conflict

Facilitators assist the parties in diagnosing the
sources of the conflict by clarifying concepts and
providingfeedbacktotheparties.Animportantpart
oftheprocessishelpingthepartiestorecognizethat
they perceive and fear a threat to their identities,
that each side systematically tends to underesti-
mate the importance of identity to the other, that
they rememberhistorydifferently, and thatpercep-
tions are frequently distorted by long periods of
conflict and poor communications across political
boundaries.27

Palestinians and Israelis, for example, have
met for almost two decades in more than 20
problem-solving workshops. Many of the early
sessions were spent examining the sources of
the conflict and acknowledging each other’s
identities, needs, and fears. While participants
from each group continued to assert their own
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identities and needs, they gradually came to
understand the legitimacy of the other’s iden-
tity and needs and the depth of their fears. This
understanding did not weaken participants’
commitment to their own identity. It did change
the context against which actions to resolve
the conflict were considered. At the same time,
some of the distortion across political bounda-
ries was reduced.

Other creative techniques have also been
used to facilitate joint diagnoses of the conflict
and promote long-term change. In any endur-
ing conflict, participants understand its his-
tory very differently. For example, Canadians
frequently observe that Quebec high schools
use history textbooks that differ dramatically
from those used in other provinces. A team of
historians from Quebec and other provinces is
currently writing collectively, with the help of
a facilitator, a common textbook.28 A similar
project was successfully completed by black
and white historians working together in a
large urban area in the southern United States.
This kind of collaborative project is likely to
have much more positive consequences than
unilateral attempts to challenge the other side’s
“big lie.”

Building Confidence

Before participants can begin any joint activ-
ity, they must overcome the deep distrust that
has been built up by years of conflict. Thus,
an important early task is testing the inten-
tions of the others. Participants try to establish
whether the members of the other party recog-
nize their identity, basic rights, and needs,
whether they are genuine in their commitment
to a political solution, and whether they rep-
resent significant tendencies within their own
communities.

This testing process is an essential compo-
nent in the creation of confidence in a working
relationship. The process is never complete
and is always hostage to the changing political
context outside the workshop process.29 Once
participants have reached an acceptable level
of working trust, however, they can begin to

focus collaboratively on the measures neces-
sary to build broader confidence.

One of the valuable outcomes of problem-
solving workshops at this stage is often sensi-
tizing participants to the different meanings of
particular words and to the insults to identity
(at times unintended) inherent in a particular
vocabulary. For example, by the second day of
a recent Turkish-Kurdish workshop, teams of
participants began to develop a list of meas-
ures that political leaders on both sides could
take to begin to build confidence in a political
process of conflict resolution.30 Many of these
suggestions focused on changing the language
each side used to describe the other.

Similarly, in Israeli-Palestinian workshops
over the years, language has been an impor-
tant part of the process of building confidence.
Participants on both sides tend to explain their
commitment to peaceful resolution in words
that are authentic in their own communities
but offensive to the identity of others. For
example, Palestinians may call their accep-
tance of a two-state solution “unjust” but dic-
tated by their situation; Israelis find this
language a challenge to their legitimacy. Is-
raelis explain their acceptance of two states by
referring to the “demographic time bomb” of
the Palestinian birthrate that will threaten the
Jewish character of the state; Palestinian par-
ticipants find this phrase insulting and de-
meaning.

In brief, an important part of the facilitator’s
role is to sensitize the participants to the mul-
tiple meanings and connotations of language.

Creating Options

Once the participants have built confidence in
each other, they are better prepared for col-
laborative problem solving. Facilitators help
the parties to develop options by emphasizing
the context against  which the conflict has
unfolded and by calling attention to the costs
of  the  ongoing stalemate, the  likelihood of
escalating costs in the future, and the benefits
(as well as the obvious costs) of any solution.

As participants in the workshop begin to
re-evaluate  the costs of stalemate  and the
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likelihood of even further deterioration, new
space for political solutions begins to open.
The costs of concessions, although real in the
broader political context, loom less large when
considered against the costs of continuing the
conflict.

Attitude change is enhanced by participat-
ing in the development of a new idea. If a pro-
posal is jointly produced or a new idea emerges
as the result of group discussion, members are
more likely to take ownership of the idea and
then to promote it in their own communities.31

Thus, Israeli-Palestinian workshops cre-
ated a critical mass of informed participants
who recognized the others’ needs, acknow-
ledged the others’ identity, and worked to-
gether on confidence-building measures. By
autumn 1992, for example, Israeli and Pales-
tinian security experts from the academic com-
munity had met repeatedly for nine months
under the auspices of the American Academy
of Sciences. None were officials, but all were
highly placed and well connected to their lead-
erships.32 Among the many ideas discussed
had been a proposal for Israeli withdrawal
from Gaza first. An amended version of “Gaza
first” became an important component of the
settlement subsequently reached by Israeli and
Palestinian officials.33

Transmitting Ideas

A fundamental component of interactive con-
flict resolution is the expectation that partici-
pants will take the ideas they have developed
jointly back home. Participants are selected
because they are considered representative of
the political mainstream within their own com-
munities and respected within their own so-
cieties. They are politically influential but not
politically accountable, credible, well-liked in-
dividuals in their own community.34 When the
workshop finishes, they return to their own
political constituencies and transmit the new
ideas and proposals to leaders and members.

Re-entry is, however, a complex process.
When participants leave the workshop or dia-
logue, they must engage with people from their

own communities who have not participated
in the collaborative process and continue to
hold stereotypical views of the other parties
and rigid definitions of the problem.

When participants transmit new ideas for
breaking stalemates, they can be greeted with
skepticism and find themselves criticized, if
not marginalized, in the political arena and in
the broader community.

For example, on the eve of formal negotia-
tions, participants from both sides of the Tajik-
istan Dialogue (see Box 2) were uncomfortable
about how their colleagues would react to their
“talking to the enemy” at that critical moment.35

As time passes, participants who find little
support in their local communities can find it
difficult to sustain their new way of thinking.
Over time, their commitment to a process of
confidence building and a collaborative solu-
tion may erode, and their attitudes may regress.

Many participants from problem-solving
workshops and dialogues have, however, man-
aged to transmit proposals to their respective
political leaders. Members of the Tajikistan
Dialogue, for example, jointly developed a
memorandum establishing the guidelines for
negotiation between the government and op-
position forces. Three drafters subsequently
participated in the official negotiation, and
opposition members acknowledge that the
memorandum served as a guide for the oppo-
sition’s approach.36 Re-entry was effective in
both the personal and political aspects: par-
ticipants continued to participate in dialogue
sessions and were able to transmit ideas to
political leaders.

Similarly, during the Israeli-Palestinian dia-
logue under the auspices  of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, participants
encouraged leaders on both sides to begin
thinking about security arrangements within
the framework of an interim agreement.37 Is-
raeli participants distributed reports of the
meetings to 30 of their senior military and
political leaders. Some participants in the con-
tinuing workshop became involved directly in
the official negotiating process and inserted
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ideas developed jointly in the workshop into
the negotiation.

Evaluation

The effectiveness of problem-solving workshops
and dialogues of influential citizens is often
difficult to assess.38 Long time lags and the
array of other factors that  contribute to a

process of conflict resolution can make it im-
possible to trace the genesis of ideas.39

For example, a set of problem-solving work-
shops produced a set of agreed principles for
a long-term solution to the internal conflict in
Lebanon. Several years later, some of these
principles were incorporated, into the  Taif
Agreement of 1989.40 Although it is impossible
to judge the extent to which the agreement was
directly based on the results of the workshops,

Box 2: The Tajikistan Dialogue:
Engaging Influential Citizens in a Problem-Solving Dialogue

In the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991, Tajikistan, with a population of about 5.5
million, became an independent state. A struggle
over identity erupted,  and successive govern-
ments banned opposition parties, both secular
and Islamicist, from participating in elections and
in the political process. A brutal civil war soon
killed thousands and created more than half a
million refugees. No official process of negotiation
existed between the government under attack
and the fragmented opposition.

In March 1993, an interactive problem-solving
dialogue began. Participants were closely con-
nected to officials in the government and in the
opposition forces but not responsible in any way
to official bodies.* The participants required a
protracted stage  of diagnosis and confidence
building. Then, at their sixth meeting, in March
1994, they began detailed discussion of two of the
most important problems that would have to be
dealt with in constitutional negotiation: defining
its purposes and organizing and ordering the
work of the negotiating teams. The participants
explicitly addressed the identity issues involved:
the government’s fear that the opposition would
use negotiations to delegitimate the government,
and the opposition’s need to overcome exclusion
from the political process.

As the participants talked, the facilitators re-
corded what seemed to be areas of common ap-
proach. The first draft was quickly translated into
Russian and Tajik and returned to the partici-
pants for oral and written comments after over-
night study. Drawing on these comments,
facilitators produced a second draft while the
group continued to meet. A third draft became an
agreed-on Memorandum on a Negotiating Proc-
ess in Tajikistan.

It was given to the governments of Tajikistan,
the United States, and Russia, as well as to the
Opposition Coordinating Center, the United Na-
tions envoy, and the Vienna and Warsaw offices
of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in
Europe.

The group continued to meet even after official
negotiations began. When those negotiations dead-
locked a year later, the group produced a working
paper that outlined possible options to break the
stalemate. When political leaders accepted one of
the options, the group publicized a second report,
which developed the option and suggested de-
tailed procedures for its implementation.

For workshop participants, one of the facilita-
tors comments, the experience of working to-
gether to produce a collaborative and mutually
agreed-on document allowed them to move forward
with confidence. Even when they subsequently
disagreed on new subjects, they were capable of
dealing with the issues in a collaborative process.**

* Convened under the auspices of the Dartmouth Con-
ference Regional Task Force and chaired by Gennady
I. Chufrin and Harold H. Saunders, the Tajikistan
Dialogue had met 14 times by the end of 1995. See
G.I. Chufrin and H.H. Saunders, “A Public Peace Proc-
ess,” Negotiation Journal 2 (April 1993): 155–177;
H.H. Saunders, “Sustained Dialogue on Tajikistan,”
Mind and Human Interaction 6 (August 1995):
123–136; and idem, “Prenegotiation, Circum-negotia-
tion, and the Peace Process,” in Chester Crocker and
Fen Hampson, eds., Managing Global Chaos: Sources
of and Responses to International Conflict (Washing-
ton, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 1996).

**See Saunders, “Sustained Dialogue on Tajikistan,”
p. 129.
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it is clear that  they had provided suitable
language and agreed-on principles that could
be — and, in some cases, were — adopted at
the official level when the time was opportune.

Another difficulty is the complete confiden-
tiality of the proceedings at problem-solving
workshops and dialogues. This confidentiality
is necessary to create a safe space for partici-
pants to explore ideas and to experiment with
strategies. Especially in the earlier stages of a
workshop, participants are often reluctant to
make statements that differ from the official
public positions of their own communities.
Indeed, some participants say directly that
they cannot become involved in a workshop
unless confidentiality is guaranteed.41

Some effects of engagement of influential
citizens are, however, obvious. Workshops
have created or renewed channels of commu-
nication and produced agreements on confi-
dence-building measures and templates for
resolution of conflict. In many cases, partici-
pants have transmitted ideas to officials before
and during an official negotiating process.

In Tajikistan, for example, a broad coali-
tion of the middle has increasingly been able
to isolate those at the extreme. In the Israeli-
Palestinian case, some of the  participants
moved into official processes and produced the
first formal agreement (see Box 3). Although
many factors contributed to these outcomes,
the engagement of unofficial influential citi-
zens before and during the negotiations facili-
tated the result. Some analysts make the very
strong claim that, without that engagement,
agreements would not have been concluded.42

Less visible and more difficult to document
and evaluate are the important consequences
that flow from the process’s attention to iden-
tities, needs, and fears. In many protracted
identity conflicts, repeated official attempts
fail because the official negotiating process
proves inadequate or inappropriate to deal
with the fundamental questions of identity,
values, and needs that fuel the conflict. In an
official negotiation, representatives often feel
it risky to discuss identity and reveal needs
and vulnerabilities.43

Generally, resolution is least likely when
negotiating parties are pessimistic about suc-
cess and accept the likelihood of failure.44

Interactive problem solving can induce posi-
tive attitude change toward the other side and
decrease divisive, pessimistic conceptions that
the parties are fundamentally incompatible.45

In summary, in a protracted identity con-
flict, interactive conflict resolution is most likely
to induce the changes in attitudes and in
expectations of others that are essential to
move forward a process of conflict resolution.
Evidence is cumulating that a two-track ap-
proach — citizen engagement in problem solv-
ing interacting with a process of official
negotiation — is more likely to promote an
effective process of conflict resolution than an
official process used alone.46 When engage-
ment of influential citizens in problem solving
precedes negotiation, places new ideas and
new proposals on the public agenda, and feeds
and reinforces the  official process when it
stumbles, the official process takes place
against a background where substantive is-
sues become significantly easier to mediate or
negotiate.

Engaging Citizens

If conflict resolution is to progress and endure,
it is essential to fully engage a broader array
of citizens and the institutions of civil society.
The primary reason is normative: a democratic
society must be founded on consent.

Other reasons are more immediate and
practical. Failure to engage citizens at early
stages of the process can be fatal if their formal
approval of agreements is necessary. More-
over, citizens who feel excluded are likely to
rebel  against deals they  believe have been
imposed on them by unresponsive, manipulat-
ive, and secretive elites. These are the lessons
of the Canadian experience with the Meech
Lake Accord and the Charlottetown Round, as
well as of recent referendums on the expansion
of the European Union in Norway, France,
Denmark, and Sweden.47
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Engagement is equally necessary in the
longer term: the legitimacy of any resolution

depends heavily on the extent to which citizens
feel a sense of ownership, responsibility for,

Box 3: The Israeli-Palestinian Dialogue in Oslo

Although the Oslo dialogue between Israel and
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in
1993 was not an unqualified process of citizen
engagement (it involved Palestinian officials from
the outset), it offers an interesting example of
evolution from a partially private dialogue to offi-
cial involvement.

The background was stalemate in the official
bilateral negotiations being held in Washington
between Israelis and Palestinians. Terje Larsen,
a Norwegian sociologist, suggested to Yossi Beilin,
then a member of the opposition Labor party in
Israel’s parliament, that direct talks with the PLO
could be useful in breaking the deadlock. Israeli
law at the time banned contact with PLO officials.
Beilin suggested Larsen contact Yair Hirschfeld,
an academic who had no official responsibilities.

Hirschfeld met secretly with Abu Alaa, a senior
PLO official who was coordinating Palestinian
representation in the official negotiations and
agreed to secret talks in Oslo. The Labor govern-
ment had now taken office, and Hirschfeld re-
ceived approval from Beilin, who was attracted by
discussions that would be “academic,” rather
than political, and permit the testing of intentions
without requiring an official commitment.*

This dialogue functioned very differently from
a traditional problem-solving workshop in the
connection  between participants and political
leaders, the ground rules, and the role of the
facilitator. Hirschfeld confronted deep skepticism
from Israeli political leaders. Indeed, it was partly
because they were so skeptical of the outcome
that they approved the meetings and gave him
only minimal instructions.

Hirschfeld, Abu Alaa, and their colleagues met
in five exploratory rounds over five months. Dis-
cussion of identity and history played no part.
Instead, the group concentrated on a blueprint
for the future. The emphasis was not on collabora-
tive problem solving, but on negotiated agreement.

The two facilitators stayed outside the meeting
room, receiving separate briefings from each side
before and after sessions. Nevertheless, they were
critically important to the dialogue’s success,
creating a relaxed social atmosphere, encourag-
ing the participants to eat together, passing mes-
sages to Jerusalem and Tunis when the group
was not in session,** and encouraging both par-
ties even when they faced serious disagreements.

Agreement on general principles came quickly.
In the first round of talks, Hirschfeld and Abu
Alaa agreed on withdrawal from Gaza, gradual
devolution of economic power to Palestinians,
and international economic  assistance  to the
nascent Palestinian entity. (These were funda-
mental elements in the final Oslo accord.) By the
second round, Beilin concluded that the best way
to test PLO thinking was to draft a declaration of
principles. Abu Alaa quickly agreed.

The draft declaration was completed in only
two rounds of meetings. Some provisions went
beyond what officials in Jerusalem were prepared
to accept. Yet they still saw the dialogue as a
useful channel for discussing ideas. They asked
Hirschfeld to inform Palestinian participants that
continuation was contingent on resumption of
the stalemated official talks.

The lines between the official negotiations and
the unofficial dialogue were beginning to blur.
After the Palestinians made additional conces-
sions, Abu Alaa told Larsen that the dialogue
would end unless Israel agreed to upgrade the
talks to an official level. Within two weeks, the
Israeli foreign minister named his director-general
as envoy.† The dialogue had become official, and
from it came the Declaration of Principles, the first
Israeli-PLO agreement and the first important step
in resolving their bitter identity conflict.

The Oslo dialogue allowed participants to ex-
periment freely with ideas and construct jointly a
framework for moving the relationship forward. It
provided distance and space for Israel to explore
the bona fides of the PLO and accept it as a
negotiating partner.

Yet, largely because the facilitator’s role was so
circumscribed, participants did not reach the
usual level of understanding of the others’ needs
and fears. Nor did they plan for the broader
political strategies in civil society that they needed
to support the process they hoped to put in place.

* David Makovsky, Making Peace with the PLO: The
Rabin Government’s Road to the Oslo Accord (Boulder,
Col.: Westview Press, 1996), p. 19.

**The Norwegians also briefed the United States on a
regular basis, a function not normally performed by
facilitators (ibid., p. 27).

† Ibid., pp. 18–43.
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and pride in the result. When they have such
feelings, an agreement becomes not just words
on a page but a reflection of deeply held com-
mitments.

Finally, engagement of citizens is valuable
because they may see options, possibilities,
and alternatives that do not occur to leaders,
who may be preoccupied with their own insti-
tutional interests or locked into the constraints
of past experience.

A good example of wide citizen engagement
is the process created by the South African
Constitutional Assembly. It made enormous
efforts to build citizens’ sense of ownership of
their new democratic constitution. In major
cities, buses were emblazoned not with adver-
tisements but with the slogan “We are writing
South Africa’s new constitution.” The tabloid
Constitutional Talk (published in 11 languages!)
explained alternatives  in easily understood
words and even used cartoon strips to explain
concepts such as individual rights. And, as
already noted, successive drafts of the consti-
tution were made public and comments invited.

Engagement with Citizens

Although it is easy to argue that citizen en-
gagement is vital, it is difficult to know how to
promote effective engagement. Not every at-
tempt produces positive results. Consultation
of citizens in Canadian constitutional debates
during recent decades seems to have fostered
— or at least coincided with — greater polari-
zation. We conclude that Canada needs better
processes to ensure genuine dialogue, both
between citizens and leaders and between
members of the major identity groups.

Traditional Techniques

Processes such as public opinion polling, elec-
tion and referendum campaigns, and public
hearings are the primary ways of engaging
citizens in the political process.

Their limitations are well known. Polling,
even though increasingly sophisticated, pre-
sents citizens with alternatives that they have

not chosen and about which they may have no
information. Polls are also very poor at meas-
uring the intensity of feeling people have about
an issue. In election and referendum cam-
paigns, the debate is often thin, uninformed,
and  adversarial. Referendums to  legitimate
decisions also occur far too late in the process;
without engagement at an earlier period, pro-
posals, however well crafted, are unlikely to
win support. Consultations, such as parlia-
mentary hearings, also have important weak-
nesses. They tend to be sporadic and to involve
different individuals each time. More impor-
tant, proponents of various alternatives usu-
ally parade to the microphone one by one, each
pressing his or her preference with scant need
to consider the views of others, much less
make compromises and tradeoffs. That is left
to the politicians while citizens escape respon-
sibility for contributing to solutions.

Deliberative Techniques

Most existing processes of citizen engagement
are, in other words, opportunities for the sim-
ple expression of opinion or the exercise of
pressure. They are not deliberative. Yet delib-
erative democracy is what is required to come
to public judgment on the profound issues of
identity conflict in Canada as elsewhere.48

Deliberation involves a number of elements.
Participants must have a clear sense of their
own interests and preferences and the best
available information about the implications,
costs, and consequences of those preferences.
They must be informed about the interests and
preferences of others and be able to delineate
areas of agreement and disagreement. They
must have ownership of the problem, such
that they sense an obligation to search for
solutions and accommodation. Above all, they
must have an opportunity for dialogue and
exchange, especially across the major dividing
lines. Engagement must be a learning process,
one in which exposure to other groups and
new alternatives can lead to a modification of
preferences or to the discovery of mutually
beneficial outcomes not originally on the table.
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These standards would be difficult to meet
in any large mass democracy. They are per-
haps especially difficult to meet in Canada,
where the divisions are so deeply rooted in
identity and where vast distances and lan-
guage differences make it virtually impossible
for  all  but  a few to  engage in  face-to-face
dialogue across regional and linguistic lines.

Nevertheless, some interesting experiments
are being developed. In one, called deliberative
polling, representative citizens are invited to
spend several days debating issues. Only after
facilitators provide high levels of information
are participants invited to express their views.
These results are communicated to policy-
makers. (The Kettering Institute in the United
States devotes its work largely to fostering
such public dialogues.)

In an approximation of such a process in
1995, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation
brought together a small group of Canadians
for three days of discussion about the remak-
ing of Canada. Chaired by Thomas Berger,
these men and women, who represented a
wide range of views and experience, discussed
their perceptions of the country and the di-
lemma it was facing. In the course of their
work, they were advised by three experts and
met almost a dozen former or active politicians
of various political persuasions. At the end of
the three days, the group was able to fashion
a joint statement about the nature of Canada
and a number of the values they had discov-
ered they shared and to block out a general
direction for reform. The televised version of
the proceedings permitted viewers to partici-
pate vicariously in the process. Unfortunately,
the participants did not have adequate time to
consider identities and values, to engage in
facilitated discussion, or to meet on an ongoing
basis to reconsider their choices.

In other such experiments, the Canadian
Policy Research Network has sponsored ses-
sions in which interested citizens debate “the
society we want” in preparation for making
choices about social policy,49 and the Canada
West Foundation, in conjunction with the
Council for Canadian Unity and the Atlantic

Provinces Economic Council, organized Re-
confederation Assembly 96 to provide an op-
portunity for representative 18-to-29-year-olds,
to discuss, assess, and propose solutions to
Canada’s problems.50

Deliberative polling presents major chal-
lenges, of course. It is costly and time consum-
ing. It can be employed with only small
numbers of people. It is difficult to sustain on
a long-term basis, even though ongoing rela-
tionships are critical to building trust and
understanding. Participants have little ability
to communicate their newly achieved insights
to members of their communities who were
unable to share in the dynamics of the process.
Nevertheless, deliberative polling can be a criti-
cal supplement to regular polling.

Other interesting experiments focus on
building a stronger consultative process in
which the participants themselves are led to
take responsibility for the results. British Co-
lumbia, faced with profound conflict between
environmentalists and timber interests, found
a broad set of solutions through a process in
which the contending groups were mandated
to produce agreed solutions among themselves,
(with the help of a trained facilitator). A similar
process was used in developing the Ontario
Environmental Bill of Rights.

Canada and other democracies have much
room for further experimentation with such
techniques without removing from elected
leaders the responsibility for final decisions.

Engagement within Civil Society

A growing literature exploring civic engage-
ment and social capital argues that the health
and vitality of democratic regimes are to be
found not so much in constitutional docu-
ments and institutional structures but in civil
society. Indeed, the strength of community
norms, networks, and associational life has
been linked to phenomena as diverse as edu-
cational success, rates of poverty and crime,
economic performance, and the quality of gov-
ernance.51 It is within strong associations that
citizens learn to trust and cooperate with each
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other and to develop feelings of mutuality,
reciprocity, and understanding.

Much less has been written about the role
of civil society in reaching accommodations
among groups deeply divided over questions of
identity. In Canada, the capacity of civil soci-
ety’s associational networks to build bridges
across language and regional groups may be
declining.

Increasingly, the anecdotal evidence sug-
gests, the civil societies of Quebec and the rest
of Canada have been disengaging to form two
(or more) distinct civil societies, each turned
in on itself, with fewer and fewer ties of mutual
benefit. Quebec has been pursuing its own
projet de société, strengthening networks within
the province; the rest of Canada is increasingly
preoccupied with alternative bases of identity
(gender, ethnic affiliations, environmental
concerns) and, therefore, has less time and
concern for cross-country linkages.

If this thesis is correct — and the evidence
for it is still only impressionistic — its implica-
tions are worrying. Unless sustained by strong
support within communities, any governmen-
tal resolution of a protracted identity conflict
is likely to fail.

Among the international examples we con-
sidered earlier, the participants in the Tajiki-
stan Dialogue explicitly recognized this need
to engage local communities and to build in-
stitutions to facilitate communication and
ownership of the process of conflict resolution.
By contrast, the elite-driven Israeli-Palestinian
workshops paid little attention to the need for
such institutions — perhaps one reason why
large segments of Israeli and Palestinian socie-
ties remain deeply fearful of the accommoda-
tions their leaders have reached.

Thus, the dynamics of civil society itself are
important in the policymaking process. Civil
society is not easily manipulated by govern-
ments; the impetus for strengthening its po-
tential for accommodation must come from the
bottom  up.52 Governments could,  however,
play a facilitative role — through travel and
translation grants, for example, or by insisting
that the groups that come before it demon-

strate a commitment to working with both
language groups.53

The organizations of civil society that share
common functional interests — professional
associations, environmental advocates, humani-
tarian groups, and so on — are a potentially
valuable resource. Private bodies could pro-
mote the development of opportunities for the
members of such groups to discuss among
themselves ways to manage the identity con-
flict. Shared functional interests would pro-
vide a common platform and greater potential
for sympathetic engagement than would be
present in groups brought together at random.
Moreover, functional groups would facilitate
the building and maintenance of relationships
of ongoing trust and an easy opportunity for
participants to report back to the constituen-
cies from which they came.

Overall, functional groups are less likely
than governments to be constrained by the
increasingly sterile terms and categories that
have come to dominate political debate in Can-
ada. They might identify innovative patterns of
accommodation that could then be injected
into debate at the political level.

Conclusion

The engagement of governments and influen-
tial citizens in the resolution of deep-seated
identity conflicts is vital but clearly not enough.
In addition, the engagement of citizens and
groups — in their interaction with the political
process and in the dynamics of civil society itself
— is critical if agreements are to be reached, and
if they are tobesustainable.Citizensmust invest
in civil society.54

The Lessons for Canada

The analysis of Canada’s previous attempts at
citizen consultation, as well as the premises
and processes of interactive conflict resolution
that we have examined, suggest the following
guidelines for a new process. In contrast to
what has been done in the past, the process
should involve:
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• An open agenda that deals with fundamen-
tal  issues. The emphasis should be on
identities, values, and needs, rather than
constitutional proposals.

• Contiunuing deliberation. The process
should be continuous and recurrent so par-
ticipants can engage in informed delibera-
tion over time.

• Facilitation. What is needed is neutral, out-
side assistance from individuals who have
no interest in any particular substantive
outcome but are committed to assisting the
participants to keep the process fair, fo-
cused, and on task. Facilitators are guardi-
ans of the fairness of the process.

• High-quality, balanced information. This
should include the most complete avail-
able evidence about the options, summa-
ries of consensus about their meaning and
consequences where it exists, and clear
specification of disagreement among ex-
perts about the meaning and conse-
quences of the identified choices.

• Intercommunal discussion. That is, en-
counters across communities as well as
within them.

• No predetermined outcome. The only ex-
plicit preference should be a civil resolu-
tion of conflict, without violence, in which
differing identities and competing inter-
ests can be accommodated.

• The creation of a space safe for negotiation.
This should occur even in a political con-
text in which entering discussion can be
politically risky.

Engaging
Influential Citizens

Canadian experts have a long history of in-
volvement in discussion of constitutional is-
sues. Their analysis of alternative futures will
continue to play a vital role in informing public
debate and in helping people understand the
different directions in which the country might
move. It is, however, different from a process
of interactive conflict resolution in which in-

fluential citizens, well connected to political
leaders  and from across the fault lines  of
conflict, come together, in confidence, over a
sustained period of time to diagnose the con-
flict, consider new options, and, most impor-
tant, face the difficult tradeoffs.

Such an engagement of influential citizens
could make many of the contributions in Can-
ada that it has made internationally. Under
the aegis of institutions from the nonprofit
sector (such as think tanks, universities, re-
search institutions, and foundations), a small
group of unofficial but highly placed individu-
als well connected to the government and op-
position parties in Ottawa, the provinces, and
the First Nations could begin a continuing
problem-solving workshop with the assistance
of a panel of facilitators. No such process has
ever taken place in Canada.

Such a workshop could explore the sources
of conflict and the obstacles to its resolution;
the range of alternative futures and how these
might meet important identities, values, and
needs; the template for a negotiation; the rules
governing another referendum in Quebec; and
the framework for a process that might follow
a referendum. (The last subject, while under-
standably taboo publicly in Ottawa and Que-
bec City under present circumstances, would
have large consequences for postreferendum
negotiations.)

A workshop need not and should not duplicate
official processes. Rather, it should concentrate on
deeper questions of identity, values, norms, and
rules. The discussion should be wide ranging as
participants across the fault lines speak in a private
capacity, inconfidence,exploring thekindsof frame-
works that could accommodate the multiple identi-
tiesCanadianshold. Itcouldalsoidentifysomeofthe
tradeoffs Canadians face.

Should sufficient progress allow the par-
ticipants to make the results of their work
public, they could help to set the context for
renewed  negotiations and  create additional
space for political leaders to engage in an
official process of conflict resolution.

A workshop could also reinforce and sup-
port a process of formal negotiation as it de-
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veloped, provide ideas and proposals, and assist
in legitimating experimentation with a broader
menu of options than is currently on a rapidly
shrinking table. Finally, members of the work-
shop could actively assist in informing the
public debate and in helping to inform and
sustain the process of public dialogue at the
community level and within associations.

The funding requirements for such a work-
shop would not be unmanageable. The costs
would essentially be restricted to travel, sub-
sistence, translation, and facilitation. Cana-
dian experts and facilitators are plentiful.
Collaboration among institutions in the pri-
vate sector could easily make such an ongoing
workshop possible.

Any of these subjects is a worthy focus for
a problem-solving workshop. Our priority, as
we explain later in this Commentary, is a work-
shop that concentrates on the rules that would
govern another referendum in Quebec. Such
a continuing problem-solving workshop could
make an important contribution now, while
official negotiations  are largely frozen and
public dialogue is increasingly sterile, end-
lessly repeating old shibboleths.

Engaging Communities
and Associations

We also recommend that Canadian citizens in
their communities and associations be en-
gaged in public dialogue — but of the right
kind, with the right focus.

It seems fair to say that much of the public
participation of Canadians in the past has
focused too narrowly on the specifics of con-
stitutional change, rather than on the under-
lying issues of identity, values, and needs that
have fueled the conflict. Consequently, the
country faces the widely acknowledged and
growing phenomenon of “national unity fa-
tigue” — the increasing resistance of a broad
band of the public to engage in serious discus-
sion of alternative political futures or to permit
their political leaders to do so.

On the other hand, in the wake of the 1995
Quebec referendum, more than a hundred
new grassroots groups organized very quickly.

Not surprisingly, most of the larger groups are
concentrated in and around Montreal, the epi-
center of the conflict, but citizens’ groups range
right across the country. Rough estimates sug-
gest that approximately 15,000 Canadians re-
main engaged in groups that are concerned in
some way with issues of national unity.55 Pub-
lic opinion polling suggests that concern about
the political future remains ongoing, although
its salience varies from month to month and
with events.

The Locus of Connection

The reluctance of many Canadians to engage
is not grounded in disinterest or a lack of
patriotism. Rather, it seems related to a ra-
tional judgment on the part of many citizens
about the limits of their political efficacy. If the
problem is so intractable and if they fear that
they can have little impact on the outcome,
they have little incentive to become involved.
Citizen participation in public affairs can be
sustained only by a widespread sense that it
matters, that it will have an impact on the
future of the community.

Another challenge to active citizen engage-
ment is the size and diversity of the country.
Linguistic and cultural differences make it
especially difficult to communicate across the
fault lines of conflict.

Both these obstacles — the lack of a sense
of efficacy and the size and diversity of the
country — paradoxically point to communities
and associations as the foundation of citizen
engagement. Through them, individual Cana-
dians share geographic proximity and inter-
ests respectively. The process must build up
and out.

Within communities, local foundations,
volunteer groups, school and hospital boards,
and citizens’ groups could all serve as hosts
for a process  of public dialogue.  With the
assistance of facilitators, they could invite par-
ticipants, organize continuing workshops, and
share information about identities,  values,
and needs within and across groups in their
communities.
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Similarly, established functional associa-
tions, such as religious networks, professional
associations, educational associations, cham-
bers of commerce, manufacturers’  associa-
tions, environmental associations, and labor
unions, have the resources and the support in
place to organize a series of facilitated work-
shops for interested members.

The Process

The process used internationally in problem-
solving workshops of influential citizens is now
“coming home” to address conflicts within so-
ciety.56 Its application to the Canadian context
is easy to imagine; indeed, encouraging proto-
types of public dialogue are already ongoing in
the country.

The process should:

• Begin with discussion of identities and val-
ues. Discussion could then move to alter-
native futures and their relative
advantages. Particularly in those associa-
tions whose members cross the fault lines
of identity conflict in Canada, discussion
could focus on the capacity of these iden-
tities to coexist and overlap, rather than
compete. Members of associations would
also tend to be sensitive to the costs of
ongoing stalemate for their professional
and occupational interests. Thus, the dis-
cussion would focus naturally on the costs
of the status quo and the benefits of the
obvious alternatives.

The Canadian Bar Association, for ex-
ample, is currently exploring the creation
of such a process with an explicit dispute-
resolution mechanism whereby members
can acknowledge competing values and
interests and attempt to address the trade-
offs with respect to Canada’s future.57

This kind of national association and
many others should open dialogue among
their members who cross divisions and
who are prepared to engage systematically
in the kind of deliberation that creates
informed public judgment.

• Provide access to balanced information.
The discussion should rest on the highest
quality information about the range of fu-
tures participants face. Although the alter-
natives are generally known, communities
and  associations generally  do not  have
access to balanced evidence about relative
advantages and disadvantages. Yet if infor-
mation is to break through political
screens of deeply entrenched beliefs, the
analysis must be balanced and be seen to
be balanced, and differences in the assess-
ment of likely costs and benefits need to be
addressed explicitly, not glossed over.

One or more groups could commission
a cross-section of experts, from across the
fault lines of conflict, to prepare  user-
friendly kits, which could then be made
available to other communities and na-
tional associations. (The Canadian Policy
Research Network has used such kits ef-
fectively in cross-country dialogues with
citizens who met to discuss options for
social policy.)

• Be facilitated. Without facilitators and
credible information, group discussion fre-
quently reinforces strongly held beliefs and
prejudices and further polarizes opinion.
The process of discussion must be de-
signed to encourage all participants to ex-
press their views and so should be tolerant
of differences. To assure inclusion, fair-
ness, and respect, a facilitator must be
guardian of the process, encouraging the
participation of those who otherwise might
be reserved, ensuring that the discussion
is civil, and helping participants to identify
the choices they confront and measure
these against their identities and values.
Ideally, facilitators should be members of
the local community or association.

• Keep the agenda open. Participants need
to be free to discuss the range of identities
across the country and the possible fu-
tures Canada and their community or as-
sociation face. A deliberative dialogue helps
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to create safe space for free experimenta-
tion with ideas, with new approaches, and
with the politically taboo. This kind of
foundational discussion about identities,
values, and alternative futures is substan-
tially different from the interest-based and
positional consultations around the Char-
lottetown Agreement that ultimately over-
loaded the agenda.

• Allow for continuing deliberation. Partici-
pants should have the opportunity to re-
visit choices they made earlier. Problem-
solving workshops and dialogues have
evolved from a single meeting to, for exam-
ple, a structured series of three or four
meetings for the same participants. So,
too, communities and associations should
have the opportunity to deliberate over time.
They could be informed of the identities,
values, and choices other groups have made
and be invited to reconsider their earlier
discussion with that new information.

A process that has been under way in
Canada for some months and that draws on
many of the approaches outlined in this Com-
mentary is a project called Scenarios for the
Future. It is modeled on both The Meridian
International Institute’s long-running Chang-
ing Maps roundtable of senior Canadian gov-
ernment of ficials and   private sector
executives, which considers the implications
of the information society on governance, and
the South African Mont Fleur project of the
early 1990s, which brought together leaders
from all sectors of that society to develop a set
of scenarios of the future to  assist in  the
transition to democracy.

The central objective of the Scenarios for
the Future project is to encourage a strategic
conversation among all Canadians about the
future. If Canadians are to be successful in
this changed world, the convenors argue, they
need to frame the issues and the possibilities
in a new way, to construct a different basis on
which to work together to thrive in today’s
world.

To encourage what was defined as a need
for reframing among Canadians to get out of
the trap they are in, the project has two phases.
An extensive public engagement process will
be announced and launched this fall. One of
the starting points for this broad dialogue will
be a set of scenarios about the future that are
now being finalized, in the first phase of the
project, by a group of 30 or so representative
individuals — leaders in their own communi-
ties — who have been meeting since August
1996 in a series of professionally facilitated
roundtables designed to promote learning and
dialogue. The shared understandings, the com-
mon maps they have developed, will be re-
flected in the scenarios they are constructing.

The project was initiated by Michael
Adams, head of the polling firm, Environics,
who brought together a board of directors or
convenors of 36 Canadian leaders from all
sectors in the country. The project has been
financed entirely by the private sector and
managed by the principals of The Meridian
International Institute. The convenors of the
Scenarios for the Future project are concerned
citizens who reflect a wide range of views and
interests. They have joined together for one
purpose alone: to create a new opportunity to
further dialogue among Canadians about the
future. They have different views. But they do
share the conviction that such a serious con-
versation, and the development of shared un-
derstandings, is essential and urgent.

Organization

Many of the citizens’ groups that formed across
Canada after the October 1995 referendum in
Quebec have since petered out.58 One might
speculate that this is in part owing to a feeling
among many of the members that their efforts
are not efficacious in affecting the course of
events, that their work does not fit in anywhere
and therefore does not seem to matter. Many
of these groups suffer as well from a lack of
resources and an absence of supportive skills
to assist them in sustaining their activities.
This suggests that the practical requirements
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of creating  a network of communities and
associations engaged in conflict resolution are
substantial. we do believe, however, that they
are attainable.

The Canadian nonprofit sector — private
foundations, educational institutions, inde-
pendent research institutes, and think tanks
— could take an essential first step by offering
to supply interested communities and associa-
tions with the essential “public goods” of facili-
tators and information kits. Some government
funding would be helpful, but only if it were
supplied at arm’s length and devoid of any
attempt to structure or control the process.
Government could, for example, offer match-
ing funds to citizens’ groups and associations
to jump start the process. Local educational
institutions could assist in creating electronic
networks for the sharing and exchange of in-
formation.

The process need not be massive. It could
begin, for example, with a few national asso-
ciations or community groups that, with help
from local institutions and facilitators, shared
information and broadened the process of de-
liberation to other groups within their commu-
nities. A network could thus be created to link
together groups first within and then across
communities.

As the process grows, educational institu-
tions and think tanks could join together to
create a network that recorded, organized, and
shared the growing data about Canadians’
identities, values, and preferences for the fu-
ture of their country. Technologies of elec-
tronic information could be used to create a
rolling data base and an interactive network.

The institutions that organized the collec-
tion and analysis of the data could share the
results with dialogue participants across the
country and, at regular intervals, directly with
political leaders and officials at all levels and
indirectly through the media. Groups and as-
sociations would then have the opportunity to
revisit their discussion with an expanding
knowledge base. At the same time, they would
be broadening the political space in which

leaders could attempt to renew official proc-
esses of negotiation.

Two Immediate Proposals

The engagement of influential citizens, com-
munity groups, and voluntary associations in
the kinds of processes we have described can
be used in a wide variety of contexts. In our
view, however, two projects require special and
immediate attention: the first is the future of
Montreal, and the second is agreement on
basic rules should another referendum be held
in Quebec.

The Special
Case of Montreal

Montreal has been the crucible within which
French-English relations in Canada have been
played out in their most intense form. Today,
divisions are widening within the metropolis.
To a much greater extent than elsewhere in
Quebec or the rest of Canada, the costs of the
continuing conflict are palpable and inescap-
able. While residents of Halifax, Quebec City,
Chicoutimi, Toronto, Winnipeg, Calgary, or
Vancouver can easily go for days without
thinking about the conflict that is fracturing
the country, Montrealers simply cannot do so.
Every significant issue, whether it has to do
with health, education, social services, busi-
ness, culture, or community life, is filtered
through the lens of French-English relations.

There is, in short, nothing abstract or dis-
tant about Canada’s  identity conflict as  it
manifests itself on the streets of Montreal, a
city to which residents have a legendary at-
tachment. To protect themselves economically
and emotionally, people on all sides of the
issue in the city — and, indeed, in the country
at large — have a common interest in reversing
the downward spiral.

Thus, the Montreal community seems an
ideal candidate for citizen engagement in a
process of interactive conflict resolution that
focuses on alternative futures for the city.
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Background

Despite the acute linguistic, ethnic, and na-
tional tensions in Montreal following the Quiet
Revolution, intercommunal relations remained
generally good for about 35 years. Deteriora-
tion has been marked, however, since October
1995.

The razor-thin outcome of Quebec’s sec-
ond referendum on sovereignty  appears to
have profoundly affected Montrealers — fran-
cophone, anglophone,  and allophone alike.
The sharp increase in militancy within parts
of the English-language community has met a
reciprocal hardening within segments of the
francophone population.

In other societies under similar circum-
stances, communal violence has erupted. But,
in Montreal, large portions of the population
surely wish, as they always have, to reach
mutually acceptable compromises that will al-
low the city they all love to work. As the decibel
level of conflict rises, however, it becomes more
and more difficult to hear the voices seeking
understanding and accommodation.

Most Montrealers, if asked, would acknow-
ledge that acute intercommunal conflict di-
minishes the city’s quality of life, limits its
economic prospects, and weakens its capacity
to take charge of its future. Most would also
agree that sovereignists and federalists have a
common interest in preserving the civility of
metropolitan life, whatever the outcome of the
debate about Quebec’s relationship with the
rest of Canada. This unarticulated consensus
needs to be given active and powerful voice.

The Recommended Process

In this situation, community-based initiatives,
supported by the leadership of influential citi-
zens, could make a difference. All of the ele-
ments we have identified in this Commentary
could play a role.

To begin, an informal group of concerned
influential citizens from across the fault lines
of the conflict, individuals well connected to
the political leaderships of the several commu-

nities, could join in a problem-solving work-
shop with several objectives.

The first and most pressing goal would be
to halt, then reverse, the deepening polariza-
tion that is taking such a toll — psychologi-
cally, economically, and politically. Consistent
with international experience, participants
would start by recognizing and confronting the
causes of division and developing a sympa-
thetic understanding of the fears — and hopes
— on all sides. There would also need to be a
clear-eyed recognition of the already-high
costs of polarization and of the potentially
explosive relationships that might follow an-
other referendum. The discussions would also
reveal to the participants the depth of their
shared interests in the well-being of Montreal
as a vibrant and dynamic urban community.
Most important, if the workshop is well man-
aged, participants would begin to rebuild some
of the shattered trust across the fault lines of
the conflict.

With this trust and shared understanding,
further steps would be possible. These might
include a collaboratively developed project —
a projet de cité — of Montreal’s strengths. This
concept could include proposals for economic
renewal, for invigorating the city’s cultural life,
and for improving its infrastructure and en-
hancing its public spaces.

Any of these projects, if successfully initi-
ated, would markedly improve Montrealers’
quality of life and expand the base from which
workshop participants could continue to build
in the future. Ideally, the group would move
from “what divides us” to “what we can do
together.” Aside from the clear and tangible
benefits that could flow to Montrealers from
any of these projects, shared planning for the
betterment of a common urban environment
would help to put in place the level of trust that
may be required to manage any future crisis.

Ideally, funding for this initiative would
come from Montreal’s private sector, whose
future is so closely tied to the quality of life in
the city, as well as to the larger outcome of the
debate about political futures. The meetings
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could be held under the auspices of an inde-
pendent, Montreal-based institution.

After these leaders have accomplished
enough to be able to delineate a set of options
for Montreal’s future, deliberative polling
among a representative sample of the city’s
citizens could help to frame issues and ques-
tions and to define community leaders’ in-
formed sense of residents’ preferences. The
poll could be televised locally, in both English
and French, and thus become a shared expe-
rience not only for the participants but also for
the larger communities.

Community organizations and functional
associations in the city could then engage in
detailed discussion of the  poll results,  at-
tempting to extend their reach to those who do
not normally participate in this kind of process
and to promote broadly based dialogue at the
level of the communities themselves. Func-
tional groups with shared interests  across
conflict lines — nurses, social workers, law-
yers, the Chamber of Commerce, artists and
other workers in the cultural industries —
could come together in their associational con-
text to deliberate among the options identified
by the influential citizens and supported in the
deliberative poll. The sponsoring institution
would coordinate the exchange of information
from one association or community organiza-
tion to another, and participants would be free
to add to the agenda as they seek to develop
the best possible thinking about the future of
their city.

If the process works properly, it should
reveal  the identities,  values, interests, and
aspirations Montrealers hold in common as
citizens of the city, whatever their other differ-
ences in political identity. Once firmly estab-
lished, this common ground might provide the
community as a whole with a basis for credible
policy directions that would earn the support
of the broad majority of the urban population,
who would feel ownership of the process.

Advantages

The advantages of success in such a process
would extend far beyond the city. If Canadian

political leaders are unable to resolve their
differences through a civil process, Montreal
is widely recognized as the likely flashpoint of
conflict. The demonstration effect of success-
ful citizen engagement in Montreal would en-
courage and  sustain people  in the rest of
Canada who currently feel little sense of politi-
cal efficacy. Such a process would indeed build
up and out.

Rules for
Another Referendum

The processes of interactive conflict resolution
might also play a constructive and valuable
role on a second critical and pressing issue:
agreement on the rules that should govern any
future referendum on sovereignty. Few issues
are more contested; few will be more important
in determining whether the outcome will avoid
economic and social disruption and perhaps
even violence. Federalists and sovereignists
share an overwhelming interest in ensuring
that, in the event of another referendum, the
rules are clear so that the result will be as
unequivocal as possible, for two reasons.

First, clear rules that reflect the deep com-
mitment of all Canadians to democratic values
have the greatest likelihood of gaining accep-
tance. The second reason is more pragmatic:
clear rules offer the best possible protection to
citizens from the harm that could result from
a bitterly contested outcome.

Background

In the period preceding the 1980 Quebec ref-
erendum, there was remarkably little debate
about the legitimacy of the question or the
rules governing the referendum process.
These issues took on immense significance,
however, after the razor-thin result of Octo-
ber 30, 1995. Outside Quebec, the sudden
realization that the “yes” side could well win
the next time around sparked consideration of
what has come to be called Plan B. It is based
on some or all of the following views:
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• The decision to dismantle a country cannot
be made by one group alone; others across
the country must be given the appropriate
opportunity to express their views.

• Minorities within Quebec — anglophones,
allophones, aboriginal peoples — should
not have the majority view imposed upon
them.

• The question put before voters should be
clear and unambiguous. It should not in-
clude promises of partnership that no Que-
bec government can deliver unilaterally.

• In a decision as momentous as the one to
secede, a simple majority (50 percent plus
one) is an inadequate measure of demo-
cratic legitimacy.

• Whatever the outcome of the vote in any
future referendum in Quebec, subsequent
changes in the Canadian federation must
be accomplished under the existing rules
of constitutional amendments.

The overall implication of Plan B is that
never again should a sovereignist government
in Quebec be permitted to set unilaterally the
terms of the referendum or the interpretation
of its result. These views have been expressed
strongly by nongovernmental analysts59 and
advanced with varying degrees of precision by
Prime Minister Jean Chrétien and senior min-
isters such as Stéphane Dion and Alan Rock,
whose government has referred to the Su-
preme Court of Canada three questions relat-
ing to the secession of Quebec.

The Parti Québécois and many sovereig-
nists, on the other hand, are clear in their
insistence:

• that Quebecers themselves have the right
to determine their future;

• that the Quebec government has the sole
right to determine the question and estab-
lish the rules governing a referendum cam-
paign;

• that the rules of international law, not the
Canadian Constitution, govern any even-
tual secession; and

• that a simple majority of 50 percent plus
one is decisive.

These two sets  of arguments challenge
each other at almost every point. Should an-
other referendum be held in Quebec, Quebe-
cers and citizens in the rest of the country will
be deeply divided not only about the substance
of the issue but also about the rules that
govern the making of the decision. One can
imagine a situation in which Quebec holds a
referendum under its own rules, which conflict
with rules that the federal government has
established, perhaps in legislation.

The implications of this kind of impasse
are extremely worrying. Quebec could pro-
claim victory and move immediately to the next
steps, while the federal government denied any
legitimacy to the result and refused to engage
with Quebec on the matter. The very meaning
of the vote — did Quebecers understand what
they were voting for? was it really an endorse-
ment of sovereignty? — would be contested.

The consequences of contestation would
be to magnify enormously the potential for
serious social unrest and economic chaos.
Significant groups within Quebec would assert
that the result did not apply to them and seek
federal aid. The Quebec government, in the
face of opposition, would be tempted to make
a unilateral declaration of independence. The
stability of Canadian currency, the status of
federal and provincial laws, and the continuity
of an orderly society would be in jeopardy. It
is not difficult to imagine the way in which
international financial markets would react to
this level of uncertainty.

The crucial point is that the consequences
of proceeding to another referendum in the
absence of agreed rules of the game would be
damaging to both the federal and Quebec gov-
ernments and to other provincial governments
as well. All have an overwhelming interest in
avoiding these negative consequences. On the
other hand, sovereignists and federalists each
have a huge investment in rules that maximize
the chances of their own success and minimize
the chances of the other.
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Thus, the question is: How might it be
possible to reach prior agreement on the rules?
Beginning an open conversation about these
rules would be extremely difficult, if not im-
possible, in the current political environment.
For Prime Minister Chrétien and Premier Lu-
cien Bouchard (or their ministers) to discuss
the issue with each other would be political
suicide; both would be labeled vendus or sell-
outs.

Furthermore, any statement about Plan B
emanating from Ottawa has little credibility in
Quebec, where it is seen as a bargaining tactic
or a self-serving threat. Federalists regard Que-
bec’s assertions with equal skepticism. Even
analyses of the rules of the game emanating
from nongovernmental observers  are likely
tarred with the same brush. They are seen as
parti pris and read as lawyers’ briefs for one
side or the other, rather than as disinterested
attempts to seek mutually agreed procedures.

Our analysis suggests, then, that everyone
has an interest in agreeing on rules that are
as fair and neutral as possible, yet no mecha-
nism is currently available to discuss such a
set of rules. The impasse is similar to that in
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: leaders on each
side recognized that they had a vital stake in
a peaceful settlement, yet neither could take
the political risk of negotiating with the other
side. It took an informal process to break the
impasse and create the common political space
for leaders from both sides. Such a process, we
suggest, is necessary, indeed vital, for Canada.

Process

If governments, with all the constraints oper-
ating on them, cannot talk, maybe private
citizens can. A group of influential citizens —
individuals who are well connected and trusted
by governments — should be able to work
confidentially to build at least the broad out-
lines of a consensus.

This consensus on the framework could
remain confidential unless and until the Que-
bec government decides in principle to proceed
with another referendum. At that time, the

group of influential citizens could present to
the  Canadian people,  Quebecers and non-
Quebecers, a set of rules and procedures that
citizens and governments would perceive as
fair and legitimate. Each government would
find it far easier politically to accept the rec-
ommendations of such a group, especially if its
members were seen to be people of integrity,
than they would to accept the proposals of
another government.

Critical to the success of such an enter-
prise would be the convening of a group of
people who shared just the one premise: that
consensus on the rules of the game is essential
if Quebec and the rest of Canada are to avoid
unacceptable economic, political, and human
costs. Beyond this single premise, the group
could — indeed should — represent preferences
across the range of political outcomes. Mem-
bers of the group should have a stature and
legitimacy that would ensure that, if they were
able to agree on an approach, it would com-
mand a respectful hearing across the country.

The group should be sponsored and con-
vened by private interests, preferably leading
foundations with deep roots both inside and
outside Quebec. Its work should be under-
pinned by a multi-authored resource docu-
ment that reviews the lessons to be learned
from democratic theory and from international
experience respecting major constitutional
change, restructuring, and secession. Facilita-
tors — citizens of other countries or Canadians
who have played no previous role and bring no
political history with them — would be essential.

We believe it is urgent and in the interests
of sovereignists and federalists alike that such
a group begin work as soon as possible.

Governments need not endorse nor even
acknowledge its work, much less commit
themselves in advance to follow its advice. But
if that advice is the product of an agreement
among thoughtful people who are closely con-
nected to one or the other government, it could
well have an enormous impact on the conduct
of the next referendum and, more important,
on what follows.
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In short, a properly established group of
influential citizens working in a  facilitated
process to produce recommendations on the
single issue of the rules of the game could well
have a decisive impact on the well-being not
only of Quebecers but also of all Canadians.

Conclusion

In this Commentary, we have argued in favor
of engaging citizens with their governments
and with each other in a sustained process of
discussion about their political futures.

We do not underestimate the difficulties,
nor do we overestimate the availability of re-
fined social tools to accomplish the task. Nei-
ther do we anticipate that Canada will become
a town hall of 30 million. Yet we see no alter-
native, at this stage, to citizen engagement.

Both the Meech Lake Accord and the Char-
lottetown Agreement, in very different ways,
foundered on the rock of resistant public opin-
ion. British Columbia and Alberta are legally
required to hold referendums before approving
any constitutional change. Quebec, Newfound-
land, and the federal government provide for
optional referendums, and Ontario is currently
considering referendum legislation. Others will
certainly hold public hearings. The engage-
ment of citizens in forums where they discuss
their political futures is a fundamental part of
any process of political change.

Around the world, people are thinking about
and experimenting with new forms of govern-
ance that give citizens greater voice early on in
the political decisionmaking process. There is
growing recognition internationally that a sim-
ple ratification vote comes too  late  to give
citizens effective voice; they must play a role
in defining the agenda and in facing the trade-
offs that go to the heart of any political process.
Citizens will no longer accept the role of pas-
sive receptors. With deference declining, they
insist increasingly on becoming active agents.

And as citizens’ involvement grows, so must
their assumption of responsibility for difficult
and, at times, painful choices. This kind of
involvement can happen only if the right proc-
esses of engagement are in place.

If Canadians are to reconcile their differ-
ences in a civil process, an accommodation
among governing elites will be essential, but it
will certainly not be enough. We urge that the
two processes we have recommended — in
Montreal and on rules for the next referendum
— begin as quickly as possible. Canadians
have only a limited time to learn from others
and design processes that encourage informed
public dialogue among both elites and “ordi-
nary” citizens. In a country as large and di-
verse as Canada, the challenge is real, but the
capacity to meet that  challenge will  shape
Canadians’ politics — and their future — in
the next millennium.
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Notes

None of us assumes a predetermined substantive out-
come from the processes of citizen engagement that we
recommend. Of course, as citizens we have individual
preferences. What drew us together, however, is our
shared commitment to an open and civil process that
engages citizens with each other and with their leaders,
accommodates different identities, and peacefully re-
solves this conflict.
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