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The field of what is increasingly called Conflict Transformation 
devotes a lot of attention to the role of the “expert” intervener 
in facilitating constructive change in relationships as well as in 
dysfunctional social and political structures. But what if the 
interveners are a “swarm” of ordinary citizens forming networks 
and mobilizing social movements to demand political, social, 
and environmental justice across a range of issues? This paper 
proposes the science of Complex Adaptive Systems as a new lens 
through which to understand mass citizen mobilization as a form 
of conflict intervention using a case study of “Idle No More,” an 
indigenous group of First Nations protestors catalyzing a peaceful 
revolution to protect land and water. The paper examines the 
utility of expanding peace research to include complex systems 
principles such as self-organization, social entropy, distributed 
leadership, and the networked world of conflict transformation.

Adbuster’s Media Foundation is a Canadian non-profit that promotes a 
post-capitalist world and revolutionary protest against inequality and injus-
tice. In July 2011, Adbusters posted a call to action for its readers to flood 
lower Manhattan on 17 September.1 The call to occupy Zucccoti Park near 
Wall Street in New York reached across the internet and hundreds of activ-
ists’ telephones. The occupation gained worldwide publicity, resulting in A 
Global Day of Action on 15 October that brought protesters into twenty 
Canadian cities and eighty-two countries around the world.2 By the time 
Occupy Wall Street ended on 15 November, with help from the new digital 
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age, the conduct of many conflicts around the world had been transformed. 
 The academic field of what is increasingly called Conflict Transforma-
tion devotes a lot of attention to the role of the intervener in facilitating 
constructive change in relationships, as well as in dysfunctional social and 
political structures.3 The Occupy movement and additional mass citizen 
mobilization across a range of issues and around the world have made clear 
that the possibility of intervention in long-standing, systemic conflict has 
changed dramatically. 
 This paper considers what happens when a mass of “amateurs,” as op-
posed to “experts” in conflict transformation, take over the role of interveners 
in long-standing systemic conflicts. More specifically, it explores what hap-
pens when the non-specialists are Aboriginal peoples catalyzing “a peaceful 
revolution to honour Indigenous sovereignty and to protect land and water.” 
Using a Complex Adaptive Systems frame, the paper examines the highly 
successful network Idle No More, an ongoing grassroots political protest 
movement begun in Canada that includes First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 
voices.4 The paper concludes by suggesting that academic experts in conflict 
transformation might expand their research and practice to incorporate the 
emergent twenty-first century science of self-organizing Complex Adaptive 
Systems and stand with their sister peacemakers as participants in the mass 
mobilization of systemic change.5 
  There is a dearth of research about the methods and consequences of 
mass action for social justice in the digital age. However, pioneering research 
into the digital universe, and the emergence of self-organizing collective 
power among dispossessed and committed activists, offers a tantalizing hint 
of how and why successful nonviolent campaigns are often transformative 
when nothing else works.6 A few years ago, two outliers in the US military, 
John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, presented a briefing paper, “Swarming 
and the Future of Conflict.”7 They noted that, though we have all the power 
of our sophisticated weapons systems and a professional army, we keep los-
ing the war on terror. Suggesting a complex systems approach, Arquilla and 
Ronfeldt appealed passionately for a “profound shift” in modern warfare, 
requiring “new approaches to connectivity and control” in an asymmetric 
combat environment.8 They were largely ignored.
 Complexity science, which weds the physical and biological sciences to 
the social sciences, is no longer a novel discipline. This new science has given 
us the opportunity for a much needed and long neglected synthesis. As a 
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practitioner and activist, in addition to being a social scientist, I watch with 
glee as the academy catches up with the scientific basis behind the practice 
of mediating emergent change in adversarial negotiations.9 This reminds 
me of my long-ago membership in a group of practitioners assembled at 
Harvard—before Getting to Yes was written—to discuss what we mediators 
out there were doing that actually worked. Roger Fisher, the soon-to-be co-
author, leaned his tall body across our table and asked, “We know it works 
in practice, but will it work in theory?”10 
 We have all watched a line of ants marching toward the picnic table or 
the kitchen bin. Each ant is following a chemical pheromone trail laid down 
to guide the quest for food, and also to mark their territory. They cannot 
find the food source alone and carry it back to the nest. They are completely 
dependent on one another. When they work together, their individual 
behaviour is transformed by that interdependency, and so is the task at 
hand. The food, after all, disappears if the ants are successful. British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher famously remarked, “There’s no such thing as 
society. There are individual men and women and there are families.”11 The 
science of evolution teaches us that humans indeed live in societies, rarely 
living alone.12 Our societies, regardless of size, are complex adaptive systems. 
Much like an ant colony, a flock of birds, a pod of whales, and a swarm of 
bees, humans primarily engage in interactive activities during which the 
relationships we build with one another, and the subsequent collection of 
diverse brains, often make our own swarm smarter.
 An extensive body of literature surrounds the question of whether 
humans are more successful completing tasks in groups or as individuals; 
the consensus is that it depends on the task.13 Teamwork appears essential, 
however, as tasks become more complex. While our interactions are local in 
nature, they nevertheless influence not only our personal and interpersonal 
behaviour and the culture of our organizations; they ripple out to the larger 
social environment, with the probability of disrupting the conditions of the 
whole system, always tentative and ripe for change. 
 Many of us know of the “Butterfly Effect,” where the butterfly flaps 
its wings in what is left of the Brazilian rainforest, making a tiny change 
in the weather’s initial conditions, and a tornado touches down in Texas. 
Nobel Laureate Ilea Prigogine discovered that, in order for structures like 
tornados to remain active, they need a continuous flow of energy or they 
dissipate.14 Perhaps the tornado gains strength as it crosses over many miles 
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and merges with additional weather conditions along the way, or maybe it 
loses its force and Texas just gets a little wind. This is interesting for conflict 
transformation because we can define strategies to disrupt energy flows to 
those systems harbouring structures that perpetuate violence and destruc-
tion of people and the planet. It is truly a different way of thinking about 
resolving conflict.
 Here is more good news. Over time systems seek more—not less—dis-
order, or entropy. One does not have to be a physicist to recognize the state 
of the world today as a far-from-equilibrium system! Alfredo Infante and 
James Lawler define the term “social entropy” as “equivalent to the degree 
of social dissatisfaction in certain social, economic or political systems.”15 
Their hypothesis is that social entropy, or dissatisfaction, tends to increase 
with time. Applying the math, Infante and Lawler estimate the degree of 
social entropy at a particular time and place, noting that, following natural 
law, disorder will also continue to expand. “Why?” they ask, “is human 
society not chaotic on the whole?” The answer is found in the presence of 
self-organizing “rules” and “relationships” that emerge to order our societies, 
resulting in what early complexity scientists called “order for free.”16 
 According to theoretical biologist and complexity guru Stuart Kauff-
man, the order we perceive exists in a complex transition “regime” between 
order and chaos.17 In fact, the “phase transition” that we seek—from impasse 
to settlement, from revenge to reconciliation, from violence to coexistence, 
from oppression to justice, from war to peace—is most likely to occur at the 
“edge of chaos” as it does in other thermodynamic systems. When we turn 
the heat up under the teapot, at a critical point water undergoes a phase 
transition from liquid to steam. When we turn the heat up during tense 
negotiations, a phase transition is possible from deadlock to agreement. A 
classic example is the deadline that President Carter imposed during the 
Camp David talks in 1978, to conclude a peace treaty between Israel and 
Egypt. Carter had all but given up on success when he angrily declared the 
thirteenth day of meetings to be the final day, regardless of the outcome. 
That peace treaty has lasted until today.18 
 Idle No More turned up the heat in a series of mass political protests 
across Canada in 2012-13. According to University of Saskatchewan histo-
rian Ken Coates in his comprehensive and insightful book about the birth 
of the movement, “Idle No More . . . may prove to be the most important 
and transformative event in recent Canadian history, on par with the rise of 
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women’s rights in the 1960s, the sovereignty movement in the Province of 
Quebec, and the gay pride movements of the 1970s and 1980s.”19

 I am continually amazed by how little non-Indigenous peoples in 
Canada and the United States are informed about or take notice of the 
history of the Indigenous peoples who live among us. The conclusions of the 
recent Truth and Reconciliation Commission report, released in Canada in 
May 2015, mirror the ethnic cleansing and genocides of the past and those 
that continue to this day.20 The historic objective of both US and Canadian 
government policies has been cultural genocide of one group in order to 
provide space for expansion of another. The United States and Canada are 
not alone among the family of nations whose policies provoke violence. 
I worked as a mediator in Bosnia during the war and all sides carried out 
ethnic cleansing.21 The enduring fallout from the Rwandan genocide still 
terrorizes Africa as Hutu paramilitary organizations that fled into Congo 
from Rwanda continue to wreak havoc.22 Israel expands its relentless drive 
into the occupied Palestinian territories.23 
 Well into the 1970s, ethnic cleansing forcibly removed Indigenous 
children from their homes and placed them in white, mostly church-run 
boarding schools. The US government, let us remember, was also impli-
cated in our own boarding school trauma.24 We might ask how any group 
of humans could dehumanize and abuse children, much less members of 
Canada’s Presbyterian, Anglican, United, and Catholic Churches, which are 
all named in the First Nations Indian Residential Schools Agreement of 
2005 that set up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.25 The new re-
port details six years of testimony and stories from survivors of the profound 
physical torture and emotional and sexual abuse of children perpetrated by 
residential school administrators and staff. The last residential school in 
Canada did not close until 1996.
 A sad history recounts the treaties negotiated between First Nations 
tribes and the British government, beginning with the presumably peaceful 
intentions of the “Peace and Friendship” treaties with the Mi’kmaq and 
Maliseet tribes in 1725. The British Royal Proclamation of 1763 prohibited 
the purchase of First Nations lands by any party other than the Crown. 
The so-called “Numbered Treaties,” eleven treaties signed between 1871 and 
1921, gave the Canadian government the right to develop lands in the West 
and North, including settlement and resource development.26 Many broken 
treaties litter the historical landscape, notably one which had a provision 
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promising schools for the education of Aboriginal children on tribal lands. 
The absence of treaty responsibility on the part of the government remains 
problematic today. 
 Recently, however, as the result of continuous Aboriginal resistance 
leading to some important successes in the courts, the wee beginnings 
of a change in initial conditions has opened a space for the rise of a new 
Indigenous social movement. The introduction of the Harper government’s 
2012 omnibus bill, Bill C-45, with virtually no Aboriginal participation, 
provided the catalyst for four Saskatchewan women, Jessica Gordon, Sylvia 
McAdam, Sheelah McLean, and Nina Wilson, to unpack the legislation, 
searching for changes to environmental protection and Indigenous rights. 
They were not happy with what they found, and they did something quite 
remarkable—they did something about it.27

 Their insistent call to action began with what the organizers called a 
“teach-in” in November 2012, making sure they drew a crowd by setting up 
a Facebook page. They came up with the name Idle No More for the teach-
in, with a simple message: “This is a grassroots movement for solidarity 
which welcomes all community members! Location: 20 West, Saskatoon. 
Actions to take place: information, forums, petition, and a rally to oppose 
Bill C-45. Due consultation is needed in matters that affect all peoples. Our 
silence is consent!”28 They tweeted continuously before the meeting, reached 
out to other local gatherings and potential allies, prepared a petition to stop 
the legislation, called out online the members of Parliament for and against 
the bill, and asked for a flood of e-mails. 
 The local press mostly ignored them. Fewer than fifty people attended 
the initial teach-in and rally, but it was enough for a small group to ignite 
a social movement. At that inaugural meeting, university student Erika Lee 
spoke with passion: 

I’m in a political studies class right now, and I was thinking the 
other day about how we sit there, and we learn about structures, 
we learn about government . . . but we’re never told to go out 
and do something, because we’re not supposed to. We’re just 
supposed to sit there and learn, repeat what we’re told . . . and 
never question what the government we’re learning about is 
actually doing to us as people, as students.29

 Despite a winter of very successful rallies, marches, and demonstra-
tions as the Idle No More movement continued to self-organize, the Harper 
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government held firm. What Coates calls the “open arms” of the move-
ment’s four women leaders, who stayed relentlessly behind the scenes in 
order to encourage the emergence of local leadership, local events, and self-
empowerment, allowed Aboriginal peoples to find their own voice and take 
charge of building the movement. Their voice was always peaceful, carefully 
avoiding any direct action that might lead to arrest or confrontations that 
had occasionally occurred in the past, and brilliantly using social media 
to enhance volume and reach. Coates writes, “Peace is quiet however and 
Canadians chose not to hear the silence. . . . Idle No More was not about a 
single issue, even one as complicated as the protest against the omnibus bill. 
Instead, it was a movement focused on leading Aboriginal people to stand 
up for themselves and to find strength in collective action.”30

 At the end of 2013, a December gathering confirmed that the focus 
had shifted from encouraging widespread activity and events throughout 
Canada “to upholding Idle No More as an achieved space, a platform from 
which Aboriginal people could push forward on a variety of fronts. . . . It 
elevated the belief . . . that they had the power, determination, and capacity 
to make a difference.”31

 When the haunting memories of attempted genocide continue to be re-
affirmed in the absence of healing and reconciliation, the recurring memories 
colonize the mind, perpetrating an ongoing cycle of internalized oppression 
and lateral violence. Many of the US and Canadian Aboriginal populations 
have released themselves from the captivity of an endless, repetitive victim 
story. As survivors gathering strength, they have found the courage to move 
beyond victimization to a new phase of healing and self-empowerment. 
  Idle No More, a profound campaign, is guiding us down a gentle 
though powerful path to forgiveness for the past and reconciliation with 
the present. Offering events for internal spiritual healing and a voice for 
native wisdom traditions that reconnect us to the natural world, this social 
movement continues to advance, including building international partner-
ships. How it is led exemplifies how leadership works in Complex Adaptive 
Systems.
 The leadership model that is an emergent property in dynamic, self-
organizing groups like Idle No More signals a paradigm shift from those 
imposed throughout human history by dominance and authoritarianism. 
When Cynthia Cherrey wrote her book on systemic leadership32 fifteen years 
ago, she and co-author Kathleen Allen continued to blaze a trail opened 
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decades earlier by nurses Charlene Wheeler and Peggy Chinn in their book 
Peace & Power, now in its eighth edition.33 While working as a mediator in 
Eastern and Central Europe during the Balkan wars, I carried a pink, femi-
nist, liberating book as my process bible during the early and mid-1990s. 
The book re-imagines power as “power-with” rather than “power-over.” 
Quoting environmental activist, systems thinker, and author Joanna Macy, 
“This transition in our concept of power is radical. It involves seeing power 
not as a property we own, not as something we exert over others, but as a 
verb, a process that we participate in. This is a huge evolutionary shift.”34

 Allen and Cherrey wrote about the “fragmented worldview” that has 
been persistently promoted by the hierarchical leaders of our dominant cul-
ture. Rather than embracing the web of life that marks Indigenous thinking, 
these leaders hold a linear view of cause and effect, which makes change 
difficult in a nonlinear and increasingly complex world. When challenges 
arise in a social system, dominant culture leaders traditionally break the 
system down to its parts, tinker with partial solutions, and forgo or resist 
the necessary network connections that scale up the crisis and encourage 
the emergence of a moral and spiritual call to systemic change. We forfeit 
the advantage of collective intelligence when structures of command and 
control suppress distributed leadership. 
 A key lesson in the study of complex adaptive social systems is that 
leadership is distributed throughout the system but fails to emerge because 
of structural hierarchy, which creates a barrier to the spread of nodal connec-
tions and an expanding network. “In a networked, rather than a fragmented 
world,” write Allen and Cherry, “individual actors can initiate change from 
anywhere within the system.”35 
 This finding, universally misunderstood as the “leaderless” revolution, 
has enormous implications for conflict transformation. When mostly young 
activists were occupying Wall Street and young Idle No More protesters 
were drumming and dancing in circles across Canada, the press had an awful 
time figuring out “who’s in charge?” and “what are their goals?” The concept 
of shared and distributed leadership networks and “emergent” rather than 
pre-planned outcomes was so foreign and radical that even today both the 
Occupy Movement and Idle No More are assumed to be either burnt out or 
gone from the political landscape. Nothing is further from the truth. They 
are very much alive in the world as they form coalitions, continue to build 
the movement, and adapt their movement strategies to ever-changing global 
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realities. Michael Levitin affirms this in an Atlantic article, “The Triumph of 
Occupy Wall Street:”

Many faulted Occupy for its failure to produce concrete results. 
Yet with the 2016 elections looming and a spirit of economic 
populism spreading throughout the nation, that view of Occupy’s 
impact is changing. Inequality and the wealth gap are now core 
tenets of the Democratic platform, providing a frame for other 
measurable gains spurred by Occupy. . . . What appeared to be a 
passing phenomenon of protest now looks like the future of U.S. 
political debate, heralded by tangible policy wins and the new 
era of activist movements Occupy inaugurated.36

 In May 2015 ten thousand Indigenous peoples and their non-Indige-
nous allies marched in Ottawa in support of the changes demanded by the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission report.37 “Idle No More calls on all 
people to join a peaceful revolution to honor Indigenous sovereignty and 
to protect the land and water. . . . Take action near you!” is the present 
challenge on the Idle No More website.38

 A series of sacred walks to raise awareness about oil spills, train derail-
ments, and pipeline failures that impact the Great Lakes began in summer 
2015.39 Climate change activists joined the walks, looking to Aboriginal 
protest around the world to save the planet from the extractive industries. 
The global movement for a restoration of Aboriginal dignity and human 
rights, with Idle No More in the forefront of leadership in North America 
and internationally, offers a spiritual and moral guide for us all as we navigate 
the unpredictable future. 
 Many of us in the “profession” of conflict transformation have accu-
mulated decades of facilitating dialogue and mediating negotiations among 
invited, and thus privileged, elites in adversarial situations. They are desper-
ate for help, hoping that our individual leadership and facilitation skills 
will assist transformation and breakthrough. This is no longer enough. In 
an accelerating world of market capitalism that promotes inequality, global 
climate change, endless growth, and endless war, those who study and write 
scholarly works about conflict, and often practice intervention to end vio-
lence, must add to the present repertoire of research and practice. We must 
scale up our findings to the whole system level, augmenting incremental 
attempts at partial solutions. In addition to teaching and continuing our 
search for how best to partner with allies on the ground to intervene in the 
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systems that support oppression and violence, we might also take a stand 
with Idle No More and many other seekers of peace and justice around the 
world, lending our passion for peace, our special training, and yes, our bodies 
to a profound mass movement, a social swarm for social and environmental 
justice. 
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