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The structures of Canadian society harbour violence towards 
Indigenous peoples, and although these structures have been 
consistently challenged, those points of resistance have never 
resulted in justice. In fact, it seems the result has been a 
systemic reaction in which colonial powers become increasingly 
entrenched in their powerful positions of ontological privilege. 
This paper will introduce “The Law of Resistance–Response–
Change” in Peace and Conflict Studies (PACS), proposing 
three propositions to consider when identifying the etiology 
of Indigenous conflicts. This paper proposes that all British 
colonies demonstrate this pattern of engagement and that this 
pattern must be dissected in order to move towards peace for 
Indigenous peoples.

Indigenous peoples in British colonial countries like Canada grow up under 
foreign societal structures and cultural norms.1 Components of a larger 
colonial project, these structures have become a normalized aspect of the 
Canadian fabric and include such well-known systems as the legal system, 
child welfare system, the education system, religion, health, resource man-
agement, and post-secondary education including graduate studies. Cana-
dians often forget that Indigenous peoples “have become part of a political 
system based not on their own legal traditions but created and defined by 
Eurocentric traditions.”2 Consequently, the colonization of Indigenous/
Aboriginal peoples in Canada and abroad has never ended;3 assimilation 
into the State remains the ultimate objective.4 
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 In contemporary times Canada has seen an escalation in the number 
of open conflicts between Indigenous groups and the various levels of 
government. Seemingly resource based, these conflicts find their origin in 
a failing colonial project that continues to have as its ultimate goal, the 
elimination of Indigenous populations to access lands for resource exploita-
tion. Although the majority of these conflicts seldom lead to open violence 
and may therefore be described as peaceful, some have escalated beyond the 
typical thresholds of protest. When these conflicts are investigated further, 
we discover that “Aboriginal peoples will often resort to physical action to 
prevent others from unjustly assuming rights to access and control their 
ancient lands, and the Crown will often respond with a show of force.”5 
The structures of Canadian society harbour violence towards Indigenous 
peoples and, although these structures have been consistently challenged by 
First Nations, those points of resistance have apparently never resulted in 
any type of justice for Native peoples or “generally resulted in the transfer of 
land to Aboriginal peoples.”6 In fact, it seems the result has been a systemic 
reaction in which colonial powers become increasingly entrenched in their 
powerful positions of ontological privilege. This necessitates the questions: 
how do human systems become violent? What are the patterns of engage-
ment in British colonial contexts that can help researchers in Peace and 
Conflict Studies (PACS) understand the contemporary colonial patterns of 
violence around the globe? How do these patterns result in systemic violence 
towards international Indigenous communities? 
 This paper introduces what I call “The Law of Resistance–Response–
Change” in PACS as a theoretical framework for the study of conflict 
etiology in Indigenous contexts using the post-colonial Indigenous peoples 
in Canada as the frame for discussion. “Post-colonial” in this discussion 
“emerges from the inability of Eurocentric theory to deal with the complexi-
ties of colonialism and its assumptions. Post-colonial Indigenous thought 
is based on our pain and our experiences, and it refuses to allow others to 
appropriate this pain and these experiences. It rejects the use of any Euro-
centric theory or its categories.”7 Thus, I attempt to frame the discussion 
from an Indigenous point of view.
 A Canadian Indigenous worldview teaches us that there are patterns 
and cycles to the natural world and despite European colonists elevating 
themselves to be above other species on our planet, the interconnections 
argued as integral to an Indigenous worldview suggest humans are as much 
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a part of the world ecosystem as any other organism. If we assume this to be 
true, then relational dynamics of the natural world may provide lessons for 
historical patterns of British colonialism around the globe which I will argue 
mirror contemporary patterns of conflict. By identifying colonial patterns of 
resistance, response, change, I suggest three propositions to consider when 
discussing the etiology of Indigenous conflicts. These are:

Proposition 1: In colonial contexts, Indigenous populations will 
ALWAYS resist the imposition of foreign structures to their ways of 
life. The critical points of resistance will occur at the interface of the 
colonizer/colonized relationship.
Proposition 2: Resistance of any kind, will ALWAYS result in a response 
from colonial powers. The response will occur at the point of inter-
face using colonial tools and be at least proportional to the degree of 
resistance.
Proposition 3: The response will ALWAYS result in change. The rate and 
direction of change will determine the degree of systemic learning and 
whether the change results in further entrenchment of violence.

 If we assume all British colonies demonstrate this pattern of engage-
ment, then it is this pattern that must be deconstructed in order to return 
from a culture of violence to a culture of peace for Indigenous peoples. 
I first explain who Indigenous peoples are by presenting a global view of 
the population emphasizing the connection between Indigenous peoples, 
colonization, and land. Strategically, land has always been the objective of 
the colonizer. Thus, it acts as a critical interface between Indigenous peoples 
and British colonialism that characterizes the conflicting relationship. 
 Second, I explain strategic theory and systems thinking as a frame 
for considering land acquisition and exploitation in colonial contexts. 
Understanding the relationship between the various components of the 
international system provides researchers the opportunity to consider 
learning between various levels of organization and how British colonies 
learn from each other. Strategic theory assists in identifying the point of 
focus for researchers. If we assume land acquisition and exploitation is the 
focus of colonialism, the historical record around this subject will sug-
gest relational patterns. This critical interface demonstrates the pattern of 
Resistance–Response–Change.
 Third, I discuss the relationship between resistance, nonviolent action, 
and change in Aboriginal contexts. I propose that Indigenous peoples have 
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always used non-violent resistance to resist the imposition of colonialism. 
I then provide examples of how the pattern of engagement manifests itself 
in the historical and contemporary record of the relationship between the 
British colonial government of Canada and Aboriginal peoples. 
 Finally, I conclude with some suggestions for considering the relation-
ship between Indigenous peoples and British colonial governments around 
the globe.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, COLONIZATION, AND LAND
James Henderson indicates that Indigenous Peoples number about 370 mil-
lion and are about five percent of the total world population. They embody 
80 per cent of the world’s cultural diversity, occupy 20 percent of the land 
surface, and are stewards of 80 percent of the world’s biodiversity. They 
represent over 5,000 languages and cultures in more than 70 nation-states 
on six continents. Approximately 15 percent of the world’s undisputed 
Indigenous Peoples live in the Americas. In some nation-states Indigenous 
Peoples are the majority and control the state, whereas in others they are a 
majority but have been historically deprived of the freedom and resources to 
govern themselves. Perhaps 75 percent of the peoples in South and Southeast 
Asia and China are Indigenous.8 
 It has been suggested that most Africans consider themselves Indig-
enous People who have achieved decolonization and self-determination. Yet 
many relatively small, nomadic herding and hunter/gatherer societies have 
been displaced by ethnically unrelated African peoples who have been their 
neighbours for a millennium or longer. Some authors have suggested that 
this is the result of state building after colonial governments have departed. 
“State building almost everywhere in the third world has meant policies 
aimed at assimilating national and minority peoples, restraining their his-
torical autonomy, and extracting their resources, revenues, and labour for 
the use of the state.”9 Similarly, in South and Southeast Asia and China, 
despite the assertion that 75 percent of their population may be Indigenous, 
their status is disputed by the Nation-States in which they live. In Central 
and Western Asia many states contain culturally and linguistically related 
tribal and non-tribal peoples and India defines all members of particular 
ethnic and linguistic groups as tribal, regardless of where and how they live. 
By this standard, one-fifth of India’s total population is Indigenous.10

 In Canada, Aboriginal people are typically accepted as Indigenous. 
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There are three Aboriginal groups defined by the Canadian Constitution 
Act 1982: “Indians, Inuit, and Metis.”11 The term “Indian” used in the Ca-
nadian Constitution is found offensive by many contemporary Indigenous 
people—a relic of a historic colonial government that still exists today. The 
term is so pervasive in Canadian legislation and Indigenous lives that Indian 
has taken on a variety of meanings including people the government recog-
nizes as having Indian status—people who live or were born on a reserve, 
have an identifiable band, and are recognized under the Indian Act as First 
Nations—and non-status Indians who are not recognized by the govern-
ment because their parents or ancestors lost their Indian status.12

 Indigenous peoples are traditional people, with attachments to land, 
cultures, and ways of life that have survived since time immemorial. In 
contemporary terms they are descendants of the original inhabitants of a 
territory that was conquered or is still at war and is now occupied by an 
alien and dominant culture. They have a unique way of viewing the world 
that is embedded in their traditions and language. This worldview includes a 
custodial and non-materialistic attitude to the land and natural resources.13 
Most significantly, if the cultural group disappears, they cease to exist—their 
language and therefore, ways of life, become extinct. “All attempts to define 
the concept recognize the linkages between people, land, and culture, and 
they are always formulated in the broader context of international efforts to 
ensure Indigenous Peoples’ status and rights.”14 Despite international dec-
larations and covenants that guarantee the fundamental rights of all human 
beings, nation-states view Indigenous Peoples as non-peoples, not entitled 
to the same rights as others. 
 Native Studies scholar Peter Kulchyski argued that “the people who 
belong to what have been variously described as gatherer/hunter, primitive, 
paleolithic, nomadic, foraging or band, societies are engaged in a life and 
death struggle against dominant, late capitalist Western civilization;”15 this 
legacy reinforces the thought that native peoples are vanishing and that the 
conquest of Native lands is justified.16 Colonialism is alive and well strength-
ened by the illusion that colonization is no longer practised. Even where the 
colonizers have withdrawn, political colonization persists.17 In the context of 
Canadian society it is difficult to grasp how intense the European effort to 
destroy Indigenous Nations has been. Some authors, such as Taiaike Alfred, 
argue that the ongoing national crisis in our communities is a continuing 
effort of the state’s persistent intent to “maintain the colonial oppression of 
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the First Nations of this land.”18 Eugene Levy suggests colonial wars were 
to maintain and expand worldwide empires; thus it is reasonable to suggest 
linkages between historic colonial objectives and neo-colonialism around 
the globe.19 I propose there are patterns to relationships. If we deconstruct 
those patterns, can we identify the roots of the violent relationships between 
British colonial countries and the resident Indigenous populations? If we 
consider that the “overwhelming majority of conflicts since the end of 
World War II have been located in the postcolonial countries that constitute 
the Third World,”20 then we must assume there is a relationship between 
colonialism, Indigenous peoples, and contemporary conflicts in the world. 
This brief discussion on Indigenous peoples and colonialism proposes a 
critical interface in the destructive relationship—land.

STRATEGY AND SYSTEMS THINKING: DECONSTRUCTING 
THE PATTERN OF ENGAGEMENT
This paper is concerned with identifying patterns of British colonialism and 
its effects on Indigenous populations by showing how colonial structures 
may learn to become violent. This begins through deconstructing the pat-
tern of engagement by first identifying the primary focus of the colonizer/
colonized relationship in Indigenous contexts which I propose is land, and 
then moving towards an understanding of the international system through 
Indigenous eyes. 

Strategy and Land Acquisition
Building on the work of Carl von Clausewitz,21 in the book “The Strategy of 
non-Violent Defense : A Ghandian Approach,” Robert Burrowes suggests that 
strategic theory has three functions: (1) explaining the nature and causes 
of conflict in the international system and in a particular situation; (2) 
identifying the appropriate aims for dealing with a particular conflict and 
guiding the formulation of  a strategy to achieve those aims; and, (3) within 
the context of this strategy, providing a framework for tactical guidance. 
The author continues to summarize the main elements of strategic theory 
as described by Clausewitz: “the relationship between politics and war, the 
principle of polarity and the element of friction, the principle of superiority 
of defense over the offense, and the concept of the centre of gravity.”22

 Critical in devising strategy is identifying the enemies’ “centre of grav-
ity”—their sources of power—and, if possible, to trace them back to a single 
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element. “By analyzing the dominant characteristics of both belligerents it is 
possible to detect the centre of gravity; the hub of all power and movement 
on which everything depends...Just as it is necessary to identify and attack 
the opponent’s centre of gravity” writes Burrowes, “it is also necessary for the 
defense to concentrate resources in support of its own.”23

The defense, by choosing its centre of gravity, also chooses 
where, what, and how (that is, with what weapons) it should 
be attacked. Properly used this is an immense advantage. The 
centre of gravity must be correctly identified by the opponent in 
order for there to be a direct attack upon it, and it will determine 
which weapons can be used and which ones are useless.24

By considering land as the centre of gravity between Canada and resident 
Indigenous peoples, it is possible to identify where to attack the opponent, 
concentrate resources in defense, and choose what and how it should be 
attacked. Conversely, considering land as the centre of gravity in British 
colonial/Indigenous contexts, it is possible to identify violent patterns of 
engagement by determining where the opponents attacked, where they 
concentrated resources, and what and how they attack. Land has always 
been the primary focus of the colonizer. Thus, land use, acquisition, and 
management become the point of interface between Indigenous peoples and 
the British Crown. 
 For the colonizer, land was required for economic exploitation and 
development. For Indigenous peoples land is argued as the basis of their 
identity.  Naomi Adelson suggests that “the politics of the land are mediated 
through the landscape of the body.”25 In her discussion on the Cree concept 
of health, she asserts that, “from a Cree perspective, health has as much to 
do with social relations, land, and cultural identity as it does with individual 
physiology.”26 Thus, “a sense of health has everything to do with connections 
to the land and to a rich and complex past.”27

Systemic Consideration and the British Colonial Model
To understand systems thinking, it is useful to think of the analogy of a web, 
each part influencing and connected to many others.28 Altering one part 
means altering the whole. In order to understand the health of the whole, 
one must understand the individual components and how they function 
in relation to one another. It requires the consideration of connections not 
just among people, but also between people and nature, and the idea that 
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the health of the whole is maintained by attention to the physical, psycho-
logical, and physiological.29 Systems thinking includes similarities with an 
Indigenous worldview including an emphasis on the relationship between 
variables, connection between the four parts that make an individual (physi-
cal, mental, emotional, and spiritual), connection beyond the individual (to 
family, community, nation, country, the world), the dynamic or ever chang-
ing nature of systems, considering patterns or cycles in analysis, and most 
critically for this discussion, considering variables within their environment 
(land).  
 Systemic understanding depends as much on how the parts are con-
nected—their collective interaction—as it does in understanding individual 
parts.30 When taking a systems approach, you begin by identifying individual 
parts and then seek to understand the collective interaction of those parts.31 
Fritjof Capra suggested that systems are “an integrated whole whose essential 
properties arise from the relationships between its parts, the understanding 
of a phenomenon within the context of a larger whole.”32 Many authors 
have discussed systems and the importance of considering systems think-
ing in analyzing conflicts.33 All these models suggest systemic organization 
for considering conflict and the complexity inherent in complex conflict 
systems. 
 These discussions and others, beginning with Kenneth Waltz’s three 
images of war34 and moving towards more contemporary examples,35 reflect 
an approach to international diplomacy in PACS that is useful in under-
standing complex international problems requiring analysis of multiple 
levels and factors allowing us to not only consider individual levels of the 
global system, but the relationship between levels. 
 Discussing British colonialism necessitates consideration for the orga-
nizational structures of the present world system because the world system 
in which Indigenous peoples are forced to participate is dominated by the 
colonial structures of European society. These are the structures that harbour 
ontological and cognitive violence towards Indigenous peoples. Thus, these 
structures must be analyzed, deconstructed, and reformulated to create 
processes that build cultures of peace for Aboriginal peoples. 
 There is organization to the world system and the British Common-
wealth. Decision making flows from the top down and is often coordinated. 
Information is shared between the various levels and components of the sys-
tem. This structure is purposely designed for the sharing and coordination 
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of information. Thus, it becomes a system of learning between levels of the 
international system. 

Strategic Intent, Violence, and the British Colonial System
In contemporary society violence has established a ubiquitous nature. 
Violence and conflict are generally accepted as synonymous and have been 
thought of in two ways: direct conflict occurring over clearly articulated values 
between conscious, strategy-planning actors and structural conflict occurring 
between parties over interests embedded in social structure—parties that do 
not even, in a sense, know what is going on.36 Another way to view these two 
types of violence is in terms of Johan Galtung’s discussion on positive and 
negative peace: “Just as a coin has two sides, one side alone being only one 
aspect of the coin, not the complete coin, peace also has two sides: absence of 
personal violence, and absence of structural violence. We shall refer to them as 
negative peace and positive peace respectively.”37

 There are a number of historical examples of direct conflict or personal 
violence between Indigenious Peoples and the Canadian nation-state most 
notably: the Riel Rebellion of 1885,38 the genocide of the Beothuk,39 and 
contemporary examples of Oka,40 and events following the Supreme Court 
of Canada “Marshall Decision” where Donald Marshall Jr. was acquitted 
on September 17, 1999 of three charges relating to federal fishing regula-
tions—selling eels without a license, fishing out of season, and using illegal 
nets.41 The initial Marshall decision resulted in violence between native and 
non-native fisherman. Other examples include Ipperwash where protester 
Dudley George was shot and killed,42 and the more recent Caledonia crisis43 
to name a few more. When these conflicts are investigated closely, they all 
contain conscious planning and clearly articulated values. These values re-
flect a need or desire for land, and although Indigenous groups consciously 
resisted, Canada maintains coercive power and continues to use that coercive 
power to further its strategic objectives. 
 Structural violence is far more difficult to identify due to the fact that 
the parties may not even know what is going on. For example, Paul Na-
dasdy discusses co-management of natural resources and land claims in the 
Southwest Yukon between the state and Yukon First Nations. He concludes 
that, since the problems are located in the very structure of institutional-
ized wildlife management and land claim negotiations and the assumptions 
underlying them, changes in policy are unlikely to be effective. “Solutions 
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to such problems require radical rethinking and restructuring of Aboriginal-
state relations.”44 Similarly, Hugh Shewell argues that institutional power 
arrangements are the reason for the problem of Indian welfare dependence: 
“Thus, the problem of Indian welfare dependence was and is purely a con-
struction of the dominant state, defined and measured within its lexicon and 
dealt with through the discourse of its institutional power arrangements.”45   
 In the case of Indigenous peoples in Canada, by analyzing the intellec-
tual battlegrounds of the legal system with particular attention to land access 
and ownership, one can identify patterns of resistance—response—change 
that characterize the ongoing conflict between Indigenous Peoples and the 
Canadian colonial government. Beginning with “Section 91, Subsection 24, 
of the British North American Act 1867 that gave the government exclusive 
jurisdiction over Indians and Indian Land,”46 Indigenous peoples have con-
sistently resisted colonialism and continue to fight for their lands. They have 
achieved this through nonviolent action.

Resistance, Nonviolent Action, and Change
I contend that Aboriginal people who reside in Canada have consistently 
resisted colonialism over the decades through nonviolent action. This re-
sistance has been enough to regulate the pressure of colonialism acting as a 
safety valve that provides periodic release of tension that would otherwise 
have resulted in direct violence and destructive civil war. The history of failed 
policies purposely designed to assimilate Indian people47 have provided the 
grounds for oppression and violence but also provided the opportunity for 
learning through active resistance. As June Anonson and her co-authors48 
explain, Indigenous peoples, on average, face poverty and disparity more 
than any other population group in Canada. However, Canada has never 
been faced with open civil war between the Indigenous peoples and the 
colonial second nations of Canada because nonviolent action has been used 
as a means for achieving psychological, social, and political equality for 
centuries by indigenous peoples. 
 Gene Sharp describes nonviolent resistance as a process in which the 
seemingly powerless can achieve some level of influence. This is based on 
the assumption that “the power of rulers and of hierarchical systems, no 
matter how dictatorial, depends directly on the obedience and cooperation 
of the population.”49 Withdrawing consent, cooperation, and submission 
allows a challenge to the system to weaken the opponent’s sources of power. 
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According to Sharp, there are 198 methods of nonviolent action classified 
into three subgroups: protest and persuasion, “mainly symbolic acts of peace-
ful opposition or attempted persuasion;”50 noncooperation, “the deliberate 
withdrawal of some form or degree of existing cooperation with the oppo-
nents or the resisters refuse to initiate certain forms of new cooperation;”51 
and nonviolent intervention, including negative or positive interventions 
which may disrupt, destroy, or established behaviour patterns, policies, 
relationships, or institutions.52

 Kulchyski suggests that Native people in Canada have resisted totaliza-
tion with a good measure of success for a long time—the totalizing force 
being capitalism that “ultimately attacks all social forms that impede its 
progress and oppose or do not accord with its order.”53 In response Native 
resistance has taken the form: 

Of constructing enclaves of culture within the established order, 
of finding space in the interstices of power, of controlling the 
pace and nature of links with the dominant social organization 
and culture, of adapting Western technology to precapitalist 
social relations, of taking the tools of the State and capital and 
using them to strengthen rather than destroy primitive culture.54

These types of cultural enclaves exist in the form of intellectual battlefields 
where “word warriors” who listen to their “Indigenous Philosophers” while 
engaging the intellectual and political practices, resist the hostility of the 
dominant intellectual culture55 and at land claim or resource co-manage-
ment tables where First Nations choose not to participate or work with 
non-Aboriginal academics56 and/or to physically protest through blockades 
or occupation.57

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION
My intent in this short discussion is to provide enough examples and context 
so readers may see the connection between oppression, colonialism, and the 
resulting violence, and to elucidate the ongoing conflict between Indigenous 
peoples and the Canadian nation-state making a clear connection between 
acts of resistance (which I equate as a direct result of oppression), response, 
and the resulting change. In order to be liberated from oppression, resis-
tance must be present at least in equal force to the oppressor. It is the force 
of resistance that identifies the need for change. If strong resistance is not 
present, then as in the case of the Beothuks, the resulting violence can lead 
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to genocide. 
 Evidence provided for this paper indicates clear historical examples 
of direct conflict and personal violence between the two actors. However, 
violence is seldom used in colonial contexts by Indigenous peoples and, I 
assert, has seldom been coordinated beyond localized communities. Clearly 
Indigenous peoples and colonial governments are in conflict. However, the 
methods they use to fight differ greatly. If we consider nonviolent resistance 
as fighting, then I assert that Indigenous people have always fought and 
continue to fight colonialism. 
 To illustrate, Shewell provides a historical account of Indian welfare 
in Canada from 1873-1965. Broadly categorizing this era into three cat-
egories—initial period of subjugation, transition period to citizenship; and, 
the emergence of Indian welfare bureaucracy—he concludes “To achieve 
domination, the state needed to define First Nations in terms relative to 
its superior position and ascribe this definition to them in such a way 
that both they and the state accepted it as truth about their subordinate 
position.”58 Although focussed on explaining the institutionalized racism 
and colonial mentality within the Indian welfare system, it also demon-
strates how, through nonviolent resistance, Indigenous peoples learned to 
organize and fight within the confines of the totalizing Canadian colonial 
state. Similarly, Robin Brownlie explains how Indian agents through the use 
of the Indian Act, “gave department control, particularly over Aboriginal 
resources and political affairs, and it also placed First Nations people under 
legal disabilities that restricted their economic options.”59 Brownlie’s book 
provides many stories of resistance to the constant changes of the Indian 
Act and the resulting further subjugation of Indigenous peoples. It seems 
that whenever Indigenous peoples tried to organize politically, the result was 
another amendment to the law that governed their lives. 
 The reality of contemporary society is that we live in a world that values 
education, economics, and progress. Often times, these values seem to be in 
direct conflict with traditional views on health, peace, and balance. Thus, 
every time we step out of our traditional worlds and into modern times, or 
vice versa, there is a certain amount of disequilibrium. There are times when 
we are unaware of the effects colonialism played and continues to play in the 
way we believe in ourselves and in our people. Inherent in this experience 
is a certain amount of cognitive imperialism that Marie Battiste defined 
as “the imposition of one worldview on a people who have an alternative 
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worldview, with the implication that the imposed worldview is superior to 
the alternative worldview.”60

 Land is the essence of the Indigenous world. It is the foundation of our 
governance systems and cultural ceremonies, and connects us to the spirit 
world.61 It is part of who we are.62 It is intimately linked to our health63 and 
attachment to traditional lands through ceremony and rights of passage is 
critical in the healthy development of Indigenous identity.64 Thus, contin-
ued access to traditional lands is the only way we can move towards peaceful 
coexistence. Unfortunately, accessing land and exploiting natural resources 
is the reason why the second nations of Canada came to this land.65 As 
one senior bureaucrat in the Department of Indian Affairs said in 1947, 
“It is perhaps well that we should have thorough understanding of these 
before we undertake a program aimed at the legitimate exploitation of the 
resources to which the Indian claims ownership.”66 
 Continued access to lands and natural resources by colonial govern-
ments remains the single biggest driver in conflicts throughout the world. 
Ted Robert Gurr suggests that Indigenous peoples have been most adversely 
affected by the worldwide impetus to industrialize and exploit underutilized 
human and natural resources and their reactions have been especially sharp 
in response to the alienation of the lands, forests, and natural resources on 
which they are culturally as well as materially dependent.67 Strategically, 
land access and ownership is clearly the centre of gravity in the war between 
Indigenous peoples and the Canadian nation-state. As resource scarcity 
increases around the world, the value of land and by extension natural 
resources will increase.
 As evidenced by the pattern of resistance—response—change, nonvio-
lent resistance demonstrates the processes by which the oppressive Canadian 
nation-state has systematically weakened and/or destroyed independent Ab-
original institutions to ensure lack of coordination and strategic planning. 
This has positioned Aboriginal people in a state of persistent vulnerability. 
As Sharp explains: 

Oppressive regimes already in existence commonly seek to 
destroy the independence of social, economic, and political 
institutions outside the control of the state or party. Weakened 
or destroyed independent institutions make societal resistance 
very difficult to conduct. The strength or weakness of such 
institutions is important in planning strategy for nonviolent 
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struggle. Social groups or institutions can be organized bases for 
waging nonviolent struggle.68

Charles King suggests that “Even relatively weak organizations can turn the 
very fact of their organizational structure into an important mobilization 
tool.”69 The irony of this oppression and violence is that it has increased 
resiliency among Indigenous peoples in Canada by teaching them how to 
resist. As suggested, the centre of gravity within the conflict is land. How-
ever, land by itself cannot provide the strategic leverage necessary to illicit 
a national response. Elise Boulding appropriately summarized the present 
and ever growing challenge between nation-states and colonized Indigenous 
peoples: “Since mutual respect based on mutual listening and learning is 
a precondition of peaceable relations between peoples, the failure of the 
colonizing West to respect the lands and peoples colonized is perhaps the 
single greatest obstacle to future peaceful cooperation.”70  Alfred echoes this 
sentiment by suggesting that, “resolution involves dialogue, explanation, 
and repair of the fabric of the particular relationship—that is, healing.”71 
However, this cannot be achieved without first challenging the violence of 
historical and contemporary colonialism.72

 The lesson for international peace builders is that solutions must come 
from within. “External intervention, even when undertaken with the best of 
intentions—and usually it is not—has the distinct potential to lead to state 
disintegration or state failure with highly negative consequences for both 
domestic and international order.”73 Similar to the Indigenous worldview 
that accepts change as constant74 and the cyclical nature of Indigenous 
thinking,75 violence, war, and resistance have a life cycle independent of 
other forms of social mobilization.76 In identifying instances of peaceful 
resistance and their location in the structures of society, one can begin to 
predict the following response and facilitate strategic change in instances of 
structural violence. Alfred suggests that “There is no hope – or sense – in 
attacking the state with physical force, or in seeking peace by unpeaceful 
means. The goals that flow from our traditions demand an approach based 
on undermining the intellectual and moral foundations of colonialism and 
exposing the internal contradictions of states and societies that promise 
justice and practice oppression.”77
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CONCLUSION: RESISTANCE, RESPONSE, CHANGE
First Nations peoples of Canada continue to be engaged in a British colonial 
relationship based on what legal scholar James Youngblood Henderson 
described as violence towards Indigenous others, cruelty, destruction, and 
genocide in Europe and the discovered lands.78 Protracted, structural, multi-
layered, and incredibly complex, the relationship has resulted in periodic 
open conflict and death. Although the national and international narra-
tive of peaceful settlement dominates both historical and contemporary 
propaganda related to Indigenous relations in the country, the reality is 
that it continues to be one of violence. This assertion is clearly evidenced 
in the many studies and statistics that seem ubiquitous when discussing 
Indigenous lives and the growing body of literature presenting the case for 
genocide against Indigenous peoples in North America and Canada.79 
 Understanding how this violence towards Indigenous others trans-
formed from one of cooperation, to what Johan Galtung80 defines as cultural 
violence is critical to understand. The British legal system, like the others 
mentioned above imported to Canada with colonial powers, has consistently 
been used as a tool for the subjugation of Indigenous peoples and is a clear 
example of how societal structures transform to one of cultural violence. I 
would suggest it is also a system that binds British colonial countries around 
the world and that tools of the British colonial model were tested and per-
fected before being exported to other countries like Canada. Ironically, it 
has also been the societal structure that often evokes the greatest resistance 
in the context of colonialism in Canada, Indigenous rights, and equality. 
The contemporary Canadian legal system based on British common law, 
has become a flashpoint for the contestation of Indigenous rights and, by 
extension, the assertion of Indigenous law because it is where issues related 
to land are contested. 
 Colonial governments continue to use their positions of power to 
purposefully refine their colonial tools. Each experience of resistance in the 
relationship allows experimentation and that experience provides learning. 
As in the case of the Maori in New Zealand, “The common perception in 
the United Nations is that the New Zealand government has established Ko-
hanga Reo and Kaupapa Maori as alternative systems of schooling for ‘nice 
natives.’ This is not the case. Our gains have come out of intense struggle. 
The process of struggle has also educated us a lot.”81 
 There are patterns to relationships. For the Indigenous Canadian 
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colonial relationship, that pattern starts with land, is constrained within the 
complexity of international organization, facilitated by resistance, and con-
tinues to evolve as a learning process. Are these patterns any different than 
the patterns of contemporary exportation of western values and systems to 
non-western countries?   
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