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This paper challenges the peace studies discipline to become
more firmly Canadianized and indigenized by integrating
the diverse perspectives, visions, and challenges that make up
Canadian society, especially Canadian Indigenous voices. This
will require Canadian peace studies scholars to respond to two
major challenges—the challenge of the legacy of Indigenous
residential and day school abuses, and the challenge of the Idle
No More movement. A thorough engagement with these two
challenges is essential if this discipline to thrive and grow in the
Canadian context.

INTRODUCTION
Within the last few decades, the peace and conflict studies discipline appears
to have “come of age,” gaining a solid identity through a growing body of
literature and the credibility of an expanding community of theoreticians
and practitioners. However, even as we are tempted to congratulate ourselves
for this increasing public visibility and respect, we still risk the possibility
of sliding back into marginal irrelevance, another interdisciplinary subspecialty of the traditional mainstream social science and humanity disciplines.
Therefore, as we prepare to move forward within the Canadian context,
we need to comprehend more deeply the unique nuances of the Canadian
identity and the means by which a Canadian peace studies discipline could
develop its own strong identity rooted within this particular portion of the
formerly Indigenous Turtle Island.
The underlying theme of the paper is the imperative of the indigeneity
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of Canadian identity and distinctly Canadian social values. After explaining
this context, the paper focuses on two challenges of indigeneity important
for the future development of a uniquely Canadian peace studies discipline,
as represented by two areas of Canadian Indigenous revitalization. The first
challenge is the reality of the colonial and postcolonial context, most directly
exemplified by the legacy of Indigenous residential schools and the public
response to this legacy. The second is represented by the dramatic growth
and visibility of the Idle No More movement as a “new” generation responds
to a dramatically new social context. Both challenges highlight their own
specific perspectives, values, and processes for critical consideration as we
make our discipline more credible and relevant.
GROWTH OF CANADIAN PEACE AND CONFLICT STUDIES
In 1998, the International Journal of Peace Studies published a survey of the
status of the peace studies discipline on the eve of a new millennium.1 Authors Ian Harris, Larry Fisk, and Carol Rank describe the growth of North
American academic peace studies programs as rooted in academic reaction
to the war in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s. As the programs expanded
in the 1970s and 1980s, they took on a larger anti-war agenda, sparked by
concerns about Cold War hostilities between the superpowers, and particularly by the fears of the consequences of the nuclear arms race. The end of
the Cold War around 1990 resulted in a shift in focus from international
conflict to more domestic issues and to the many underlying factors that
can create a context of war and violence in a variety of settings. The authors
characterize this as a shift of focus from negative peace (an emphasis on the
conditions of war and cessation of violence) to positive peace (an emphasis
on the causes of violence and the underlying factors that can create a more
healthy society). At the same time, intrastate and interpersonal dynamics
received much of the attention formerly focused on interstate conflict.
Canadian peace studies programs, note the authors, followed roughly
the same trajectory of agendas as that of their North American counterparts.
Canadian programs similarly developed in response to the realities of war in
Vietnam and to the challenges of the Cold War hostilities, especially to issues
of the nuclear arms race, deterrence, and disarmament. As was experienced
south of the Canadian border, the end of the Cold war provided incentive to
expand the programmatic emphasis to a wider range of interstate, intrastate,
and interpersonal dynamics moving more deliberately from a focus on
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negative peace to an emphasis on positive peace.
Another reflection published two years after Harris, Fisk, and Rank
articulates more fully the expanded vision for peace studies that developed
in both settings during the decade after the end of the Cold war. Conrad G.
Brunk described peace studies as a discipline defined by its commitment to
a certain set of core values about the understanding of human conflict and
violence across all levels of human interaction and the promotion of healthy
and constructive forms of peacemaking to deal with these conflicts.2
Over the last fifteen years, the field of peace studies has continued to
grow as an academic discipline rooted in Canadian institutions of higher
learning. A survey of peace studies programs in Canada as of 2006 lists
seven degree-granting undergraduate programs,3 three college undergraduate programs,4 one masters and one doctoral program,5 many of which were
established since 2000.6 As demonstrated by many of these programs, the
traditional peace studies curriculum has broadened into something referred
to as “peace and conflict studies,” which combines human rights themes
and conflict analysis and resolution perspectives with the understanding
of nonviolence, structural and cultural violence, and social inequalities
traditionally explored by peace studies academics.7 Christopher Hrynkow,
Sean Byrne, and Matthew Hendzel challenge the discipline to move forward
through inculturation—“authentically expressing a comprehensive vision
in a particular culture”8—a call that resonates with my own challenge for
greater Canadian indigenization.
A recent reflection on the growth of the field further describes this
integration of peace studies, human rights, and conflict resolution into a
discipline that emphasizes a conflict transformation focus under the umbrella of peace and conflict studies.9 According to Thomas Matyok, conflict
transformation “works to end conflict while simultaneously addressing the
structure that produced conflict, replacing it with something healthier and,
as a result, moving toward positive peace, the absence of direct and structural
violence and the presence of justice.10 Matyok challenges the peace studies
discipline to fully recognize humanity with all its complexity and acknowledge the existential quality of human conflict.
Whether articulated in terms of “positive peace” or “conflict transformation” as a more holistic pattern of peacemaking, the discipline has moved
a long way beyond its original roots in revulsion for the war in Vietnam
and there is much to celebrate as we consider the growing complexity and
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sophistication of the peace studies agenda. As Canadians, though, we cannot
but be struck by the extent to which the agenda of Canadian programs have
duplicated the priorities and themes of our southern counterparts. Such a
closely-aligned parallel development is probably to be expected given the
realities of US militarism and global dominance for both countries. However, as the discipline grows and matures, it must become rooted in various
settings and must take on the forms and values most significant within each
setting. Therefore, it is time to ask ourselves what a truly Canadian peace
studies discipline could look like and to identify the distinctive perspectives
and values a distinctly Canadian-rooted discipline can bring forth.
THE CHALLENGE OF CANADIAN INDIGENEITY
So what would a truly Canadian peace studies discipline look like? This is,
perhaps, an unanswerable question, unanswerable as long as Canadians as
a society continue to grapple with the age-old question of what makes us
uniquely Canadian. The theme of the rest of this paper—the challenge to
include Canadian indigeneity at the core of Canadian peace studies—is only
one small aspect of a suitable response to this overwhelming question but
potentially also an aspect that can enable us to rethink our discipline with
some fresh and provocative perspectives.
The concept of Canada as subconsciously an Indigenous country rather
than a country based primarily on French and English colonization was well
articulated by John Ralston Saul in his 2008 bestseller, A Fair Country. Saul
identifies a key Canadian value, frequently suppressed by our tendency to
emulate the superpowers of the day to be an “obsession with egalitarianism,”11 expressed as the affirmation of a non-monolithic ideal of society and
a desire to maintain a balance between disparate groups and individuals.
This is then expressed in our “delight in complexity” and our affirmation
of public decision-making through continual negotiation and consensusbuilding between different interests rather than the suppression of minority
voices through a majoritarian rule.12 Saul relates these values back to the
traditional perspectives and processes of the Indigenous nations active prior
to European contact. Rather than a country built on European enlightenment traditions, Saul considers Canada to be a country built in reaction to
these traditions, “born out of a meeting between people with a philosophy
built in this place over thousands of years and a mixture of peoples who were
in essence fleeing the philosophy of Europe and the United States.”13
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Saul’s premise is intriguing on many levels. Most significant for this
discussion is the compatibility between the deep-rooted values examined
by Saul and some of the ideals and values promoted throughout the peace
studies discipline. The valuing of consensus, of negotiating toward and balancing the best interests of a diversity of parties, is central to our concepts
of peacemaking and conflict resolution.14 The vision of society traced by
Saul from its Indigenous roots through various hidden and half-hidden
manifestations throughout Canadian history can also be seen as a vision of
the manifestation of the positive peace promoted within our discipline.
The valuing of indigeneity within Canadian peace studies thus begins
with the acceptance of the internalization of certain Indigenous perspectives
and ideals inherent in Canadian society. Such a process of reflecting and
re-visioning inevitably confronts us with several complex and seemingly intractable challenges for Canadian Indigenous versus non-Indigenous social
relations today and into the future. The rest of this paper examines two of
these challenges and their implications for the future shape of a uniquely
Canadian peace studies. The legacy of residential schools challenges us to
rethink our history and our colonial heritage; only by looking back with
clear eyes can we properly move forward. The Idle No More movement
challenges us to consider new ways of moving forward together along an
unknown path toward a dimly seen destination. The paper then concludes
with a brief reflection on the deep changes required within Canadian
peace studies to begin to move forward on this path of indigenization—a
deeper direct engagement with Indigenous voices, Indigenous philosophical
constructions of peace and conflict, and Indigenous ways of knowing more
generally.
ACKNOWLEDGING THE PAST: THE LEGACY OF
COLONIALISM
The history of Canadian relations with Aboriginal peoples can best be characterized as a history of European domination and failed assimilation. Over
the course of several centuries, European explorers and colonists who were
initially dependent on Indigenous hosts and guides gradually developed a
more egalitarian international economic relationship through the development of the North American fur trade. However, by the 1860s and 1870s,
the period of the official formation of the Canadian nation-state and the initiation of a major treaty-making process designed to “open up” the country
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to European colonization, Aboriginal societies were viewed increasingly as
an impediment to the development of a Euro-Canadian civilization and as
dying cultures to be forcibly assimilated into the Canadian mainstream.15
Perhaps the clearest and most destructive expression of this drive to
“civilize”/Europeanize was the coercive imposition of an educational system
designed to isolate Aboriginal youth from their families, communities, and
lifestyles in order to change them into exemplary Canadian citizens. This
imposed educational system began with the development of church-run
residential and day schools as early as the mid-1600s but only after 1880 did
the Canadian government take control of Aboriginal schooling and begin a
concentrated effort to get Aboriginal children into government-sponsored
residential facilities. At the height of the residential school system, the Canadian government funded approximately eighty institutions, all run through
the day-to-day administration of church agencies which were primarily
Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, and Presbyterian. Most of these schools
continued operations until the 1950s or later, with the last ones closing in
the 1990s.16
Despite all the documentation and oral history on the residential
school experience, we may never know the full extent of the damage done to
Indigenous individuals, families, communities, and cultures. An estimated
one hundred fifty thousand children from Indigenous communities from
all over Canada were taken from their homes and put into the schools;17 an
unknown number of these never returned.
One layer of hardship was directly related to the poverty experienced by
most of the residents resulting from consistent government underfunding of
the schools for most of their existence. Learning was substandard with inadequate supplies and a major amount of time spent in the industrial, farming,
or food production tasks. In many schools, students became a source of slave
labour providing work that was crucial for institutional survival. In addition
to hardship and overwork, some students were faced with direct physical
and sexual abuse from institutional staff and administrators who could not
resist using their positions of authority to assert their power and dominance
over those in their charge.18
As devastating as all this was, perhaps the most extreme form of abuse
was the deliberate attempt to tear young impressionable students away from
their families and communities to indoctrinate them into a language, a
worldview, and a culture completely alien to their home experience. Most
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residential school students spent months, sometimes even years, completely
isolated from their home community and extended family, forced to speak
only English and to discard all traces of Indigenous cultures and identities.
The impact of hardship and abuse spread far beyond the lives of individual survivors. Many survivors returned to their home communities years
later, completely alienated from their homes and the outside world, unprepared to thrive in either setting. Some communities lost entire generations
to these schools—generations unable to pass on the ideals, parenting skills,
and survival skills of their ancestors. The loss of these generations has had
a profound impact in terms of increased alcoholism, drug dependencies,
violence, suicide, and various patterns of abuse passed on from residential
school survivors to their children, their grandchildren, and to their wider
community networks. The large-scale religious indoctrination and cultural
assimilation accomplished through forced institutionalization of Indigenous
children can be directly linked to the various manifestations of Indigenous
institutionalization today.19 Residential school survivors frequently describe
strong similarities between their school experiences and subsequent encounters with social welfare systems and penal institutions.
A public testimonial of residential school survivors in 1990 by Assembly
of First Nations National Chief Phil Fontaine, disclosing his personal harsh
residential school experience, first brought this experience into mainstream
non-Indigenous Canadian public discourse. A few years later more extensive information and analysis was included in the final report of the Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), a federal public inquiry that
undertook an extensive investigation and analysis of the social, economic,
and political situation of Canadian Aboriginal peoples in the early and mid1990s. Chapter Ten of the five-volume Final Report20 reveals the extent of
abuse perpetrated in government and church-run residential schools.
In 2006, in response to legal pressure and widespread public criticism
of the federal government’s minimal and grudging response,21 the federal
government accepted a $2 billion Indian Residential School Settlement
Agreement, which offered each eligible residential school survivor $10,000
plus an additional $3,000 for each year of residence in the school plus compensation for loss of language and culture, as well as for specific incidents of
physical and sexual abuse. The agreement also provided the Aboriginal Healing Foundation with $125 million over a five-year period and established a
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) mandated to promote public
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education about the residential school legacy, providing opportunity for
survivors to share their stories in a safe and culturally appropriate context.
Of all the attempts to respond to this devastating history, the creation
of a TRC has probably had the most visible public impact. The TRC was
established with a broad mandate—to acknowledge the impact and consequences of the residential school system, to provide a culturally appropriate
and safe setting for survivors to come forward and tell their stories, to promote national and community truth and reconciliation events, to educate
the larger Canadian public through regular reports and the creation of a
National Research Centre, and to support the commemoration of survivors
and their families.22 Although the TRC struggled with internal issues for
its first few years, it was active from 2010 to 2015, gathering statements
from residential school survivors and staff at large national events and
smaller community gatherings across the country, collecting documentation
and research into this history, and presenting these truths through public
conferences, presentations, and publications. For those who chose to tell
their story, this act of speaking out became the first step toward healing.
For those who attended the gatherings, the act of hearing became the first
step toward recognition of and reconciliation with this darker side of our
national narrative.
In addition to the TRC, a series of apologies and near-apologies were
offered by the institutions and agencies most directly involved in the work of
the residential schools. As public awareness grew about the damage done by
the residential school system and by the legacy of European colonialism in
general, various faith communities and other public institutions responded
with statements of remorse and apology. Perhaps the best-known example
of a Canadian faith-based apology for the church role in the legacy of colonialism is the apology offered by the United Church of Canada (UCC) in
198623 but this was only the beginning of a series of similar responses. As
the silence about residential school abuses was broken and survivors began
to demand compensation and justice, other churches and non-faith public
institutions added their words of remorse and apology. Among others, the
Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, a Catholic order, presented their
apology in 1992, the Primate of the Anglican Church of Canada followed
suit in 1993, and the Presbyterian Church of Canada issued their own
statement of remorse in 1994. The Moderator of the UCC also presented
another “Statement of Repentance” in 1997, drawing attention to their own
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specific role in the life and work of residential schools.24
The public visibility of the residential school survivor truth-telling
and the acknowledgement of those lived truths through public statements
of apology serve to create a unique opportunity for life-changing public
discourse on Canadian Indigenous-settler relations. Within the space of
two short decades, Canadian public discourse shifted from maintaining
complete silence on the legacy of Indigenous residential schools and the
systemic colonialism and racism that undergirds this legacy, to placing this
dark history at the centre of public attention. To the extent that a Canadian
Peace and Conflict Studies identity seeks to decolonize itself and to affirm a
vision of a balance of diversity, we are compelled to respond to this history
and participate in this growing public discourse. A comprehensive vision of
“positive peace” must acknowledge the impact of the major power disparities between the colonizer and the colonized. It must be prepared to honour
and preserve the memories of those whose cultures and identities have been
denigrated and destroyed in our own national effort to make everyone the
same. It must include a deeper understanding of the persisting traumas—
intrapersonal, interpersonal, communal, and intergenerational—that can
hold us back from achieving the vision of peace that we all seek.
The challenge of the residential schools is not only a challenge to honour the past; it is also a challenge to walk softly and carefully as we attempt
to welcome different cultural voices. The story of the residential schools, and
through it, the story of Canadian colonialism in general, is ultimately a story
of valuing another identity and way of life as less than our own, so that we
can feel justified in somehow changing it and shaping it into our own patterns. Our vision of positive peace must be one of welcoming diversity and
complexity rather than imposing simple monolithic perspectives, consistent
with the balancing of diversity and continued negotiation between different
parties envisioned by Saul. Along with the rejection of imposed ideologies
and standards, this vision also implies openness to Indigenous ideas and
goals and new processes of moving toward our goals. Thus, the task for
our discipline cannot be rigidly defined but must remain open to the new
perspectives and voices we seek to invite in and honour.

38

PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 47, Nos. 1-2 (2015)

MOVING INTO THE FUTURE WITH NEW INDIGENOUS
SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
This challenge to welcome the new processes and perspectives of the future
is perhaps best exemplified through a brief look at another contemporary
Canadian Indigenous reality that has transformed public discourse with and
about Indigenous Canadian society—the Idle No More movement.
The Idle No More movement burst onto the Canadian scene in November 2012 when three Indigenous women and one non-Indigenous ally
organized a workshop to speak out in opposition to federal government
omnibus legislation intended to unilaterally alter Indigenous rights in a
wide range of domains, from financing to band elections to property rights.
While not the first or only public protest of this omnibus legislation, the
“#IdleNoMore” hashtag associated with this event quickly gained traction
as a signifier of a wider rejuvenated Indigenous resistance to federal government encroachment that acted as a rallying cry for a series of teach-ins and
protest rallies across the country over the winter and well into 2013.25
The particular form in which this resistance was mobilized and expressed is noteworthy as an expression of a new style of social activism. Idle
No More organizers bypassed the mainstream media, traditionally silent
or woefully misinformed on Indigenous issues, and used social media to
educate their constituencies and develop specific tactics and strategies. For
example, the #IdleNoMore hashtag, first used on 23 November 2012, had
been retweeted about twelve thousand times three weeks later when the
first nationally coordinated Day of Action was held.26 The #IdleNoMore
tweets and associated Facebook group were the most visible signs of a massive online dialogue and information sharing though every possible form of
electronic communication.
Two other aspects of this movement are worth noting. First, one significant feature was the prominence of the voices of the Indigenous women
and youth. As noted by one of these organizers,
For me, and many other Aboriginal women, involvement in
Idle No More is a heartfelt, historic and cultural need to rise
up and defend the waters and lands. As aboriginal women, we
have a spiritual duty and a daily lived responsibility, to care for
and nurture the water, the wombs of our Earth Mother. These
responsibilities are linked to our roles as life-givers and caretakers
of the generations to come.27
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The voice of the youth was also emphasized since it was the youth who
organized and made up most of the participants at the large urban rallies
held over the winter.28 As noted by Amanda Morris, Indigenous feminist
and youth activism injected a very different form of power into the Canadian political and social scene.29
Second, the movement has become publicly synonymous with the
creative idea of round dance as a form of public protest. On 17 December
2012, in the midst of the growth of this new protest movement, a flash
mob inside a Regina shopping mall filled with Christmas shoppers began
performing a round dance—a relatively simple traditional Indigenous drum
song, accompanying a varying number of dancers who move in a shuffling
circle around the drummers. The tactic, dubbed the “Round Dance Revolution,” quickly became a favoured means of generating public attention and
dialogue in shopping malls and other busy public spaces across the nation
and beyond.30 During the next ten days, another 55 of the 120 Idle No
More events employed the round dance as way to engage the public.31
The round dance became a deeply inspirational symbol of the movement as a force that could unite and enrich Indigenous and non-Indigenous
society. This dance has traditionally been used as a healing ceremony or a
social dance to draw men, women, children, and elders together as all move
as one to the heartbeat of the whole community.32 As such, it symbolizes
healing, unity, common purpose, and the invitation for everyone present to
join in the dance.
The Idle No More movement represents a new form of social movement; like the recent Arab Spring movement and Occupy Wall Street, it
engages the public through the energy of younger generations and the reach
of new social media in a way that previous social movements could not do.
However, Idle No More, while similar to Occupy Wall Street in the way that
it burst onto the public consciousness for a brief time and then seemed to
fade into the background, represents something deeper and more enduring.
Bill McKibben, an environmental activist who has participated in both Occupy and Idle No More events, describes the latter as follows:
I sense that it’s every bit as important as the Occupy movement
that transfixed the world a year ago; it feels like it wells up from
the same kind of long-postponed and deeply-felt passion that
powered the Arab spring. . . . In fact, if Occupy’s weakness was
that it lacked roots (it had to take over public places, after all,

40

PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 47, Nos. 1-2 (2015)

which proved hard to hold onto), this new movement’s great
strength is that its roots go back farther than history.33
Adam J. Barker also locates Idle No More as the contemporary expression
of a resistance that goes back to the beginnings of Canadian nationhood.34
The Canadian movement draws on the energy and the fierce commitment of a younger and formerly politically-disengaged generation through
the forms of communication and social networking central to this generation. In many respects the movement appears to have faded but it still carries
on through the increased political engagement of Indigenous communities35
and the many voices continuing to articulate Indigenous identities and goals.
The movement created a context for welcoming and including a wide range
of participants with a variety of concerns, providing a voice for many who
have felt silenced within contemporary society. It simultaneously stood in
continuity with a history of Indigenous resistance to European colonialism
and Indigenous re-affirmation of treaty commitments and promises, while
welcoming into the dance those who inherited the benefits of colonialism. By doing so, it continues to draw us back to the vision expressed by
Saul—the vision of a country which more fully acknowledges its Indigenous
political and philosophical roots through participatory and dialogical forms
of governance and decision-making.
CONCLUSION
Margaret Kovach, an Indigenous educator and researcher, refers to Idle No
More as an example of “necessary dialogue, . . . the kind of dialogue that
makes up critically reflective educational environments, environments in
which we can all consider who we are (and what we believe) as a local,
regional, national, and global citizenry.”36 Kovach continues by calling
for a “treaty education,” which would hold “potentiality for conversations
that investigate a multiplicity of worldviews, contrasting political process,
environmental stewardship and differing economies.”37 Can this call provide inspiration for the growth of a Canadian peace studies discipline? As
Canadians, we have received the invitation to join this necessary dialogue, to
honour the history that has brought us together (along with all the troubles
and pain that history carries), and to discern together our way forward
toward a joint vision of positive peace.
One example of the kind of dialogue that the Canadian peace studies
discipline must enter, another indication of the conscious affirmation of
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the Indigenous soul of our country, is a unique publication, Buffalo Shout,
Salmon Cry, deliberately designed by its editor, Steve Heinrichs, as an
Indigenous-settler conversation.38 Chapters for the book were written by a
wide variety of Indigenous and settler writers, some contradicting or challenging each other but all provocative. Each settler chapter was paired with
a poem or reflective prose written by an Indigenous speaker and Indigenous
chapters were likewise paired with settler responses and reflections. The end
result is a delightful cacophony of voices, deep dialogue in all its passions
and meanderings. To reflect our Canadian and Indigenous roots, the peace
studies discipline must find a way to engage in this form of deep messy
dialogue.
This inclusion of Indigenous voices is crucial for the development of
a uniquely Canadian peace studies discipline. It is one thing to embrace
Indigenous history and affirm Indigenous values but without the deliberate
engagement with contemporary Indigenous scholars and their constructions
of peace and conflict, this valuing of indigeniety becomes just another form
of colonial appropriation.39
As concerned Canadians and as peace studies activists and academics,
we have the potential to shape a discipline which reflects the unique nuances
and challenges of our national context. We can do this, first, by acknowledging the uniqueness of a national identity rooted in the Indigenous values
and processes that undergird many of the Canadian values and processes.
We also need to come to terms with a difficult colonial history and fully
hear and respond to the stories of those who have been wounded by this
history. We can then be empowered to join together in “necessary dialogue”
with Indigenous communities and with all sectors of Canadian society to
embody a comprehensive vision of positive peace.
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