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A Round Dance forming on the lawn
of Parliament Hill in Ottawa.
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THE ROUND DANCE REVOLUTION

“And I'm wondering, why is it quiet? Why aren’t our
people talking about this? So, I said to myself, I'm re-
sponsible for myself, I'm responsible for my children,
and my grandchildren one day that I will have. [ am
educated now. I can do this. I can come and I can share
with our people what it is that I understand from this
legislation, and let you know what it is that we're fac-
ing. Because whatever we decide to do now, we have to
decide it very quickly” —Tanya Kappo, ].D., Sturgeon
Lake Cree Nation, Treaty 8'

t turned out that the need for a time-sensitive response to Bill
C-45 was not the issue or the force around which Idle No More
would be galvanized into a global movement. Instead, it would
be the cluster of issues, hopes, and sources of frustration brought
to the fore by the four founders, and, as it happened, many more
women, most with university educations. Pent-up frustrations, un-
happiness with traditional Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal politi-
cians, dissatisfaction with “warrior” threats—Aboriginal women ran
with the spark that was Bill C-45 and then suffused the Idle No More
movement with deep cultural meaning and hope—each individual
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event reflecting the particular concerns and cultural norms of the re-
gion’s, locality’s, or event’s participants.

Sylvia McAdam, moving back and forth between Cree and English
in a speech at Sturgeon Lake, Alberta, on December 3, 2012, discussed
the prominent roles and responsibilities of First Nations women:
“That’s how come, at the time of treaty-making, we are always main-
taining we never ceded and surrendered land because women did not
give that authority to the men to cede and surrender the land, and
that still exists today.™ The newcomers, McAdam explained, had with
aggressive intent targeted Aboriginal women: “There was something
that the European nation brought over here, and I mean not to offend
them, but this s fact; it’s found in their documents. When they set out
to hunt down foxes, rodents, rats, all these different things, they tar-
get[ed] the females; they poisoned the nests of those rats, those foxes,
anything they considered rodents. . . . [Blecause we were [thought of
as] not human, they took that mentality and targeted the females, the
women of the Cree Nation, of all the other Indigenous nations. And
when you target the women, you target the nation, and that’s what the
Indian Act has been doing.™

As she underlined the significance of women to the movement,
McAdam encouraged all of her audience at Sturgeon Lake to perse-
vere, to stand up and take part in Idle No More events. And she em-
phasized the necessity of peaceful protests: “[W]e don’t want anyone
harmed; this is contrary to our laws.™ Thus, the movement continued
to emerge quietly, with another meeting, in another town, with a sim-
ilar message to Aboriginal people—and perhaps especially to women,
whose marginalization McAdam emphasized at Sturgeon Lake. The
message was succinct: stand up, be counted, and let the government
know about Aboriginal anger.

Hundreds of times in the past, movements similar to Idle No More
have formed, and then they have mostly collapsed and disappeared.
The vast majority of these nascent movements began with a bang but
were soon swallowed by existing organizations, had their causes tak-
en up by political parties, evaporated after a flurry of media coverage,
or simply vanished as the anger dissipated and the energy faded. This
is clearly what happened to the Occupy movement, which capitalized
on real angst within Western society but dissolved into irrelevance
as quickly as it began. Sustaining purpose is challenging. Most social
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uprisings, having captured the attention of a slice of the public’s
tention, look quickly for a figurehead or come under the sway o
charismatic leader. Many immediately form an organization, ra
funds to sustain the activity, or create alliances and strategic ple
to keep things moving forward. Movements like the Arab Spring
the anti-globalization movement never found a single leader capa
of guiding a broad social group, nor did they coalesce around a s
gle organization. The early environmental movement branched ir
several organizations, like Greenpeace and the Sea Shepherd So
ety, demonstrating a broadly based cause that grew and expanded
strength over time.

Other groups—the gay and lesbian rights movement, for ¢
ample—combine many different elements, from personal suppc
groups to media campaigns, individual and public demonstratio
of the cause, and political lobby groups. The Aboriginal rights aj
justice efforts in Canada already have had a broad base, with arr
extending into many areas of interest, including: Indian Act ban
and elected chiefs and councils; traditional Elder and tribal gove
nance systems; non-Aboriginal supporters; international advoca
groups; and Indigenous political, cultural, and professional organiz
tions. The Indigenous rights movements have not lacked for spoke
people or access to the media and politicians. Indeed, it hardly seer
as though they need any kind of movement or process to draw the
plight to the attention of the Canadian public. But they do.

The manner in which the Idle No More movement leapfrogg:
elected Aboriginal leaders and the usual groups associated with Al
original rights in Canada is a significant part of its story, and, I wou
argue, its success.

This is not to say that Idle No More organizers completely ignore
traditional ways of attracting attention to their cause. The first pa
ticipants in Idle No More rallies and teach-ins clearly intended
persist, and so they soldiered on. Familiar tactics followed the initi
meetings: the supporters calling MPps to lobby against Bill C-4s, fo
lowing up with letters and meetings to political and corporate office
As well, coordinators called for a National Day of Action to occur o
December 10, 2012, the International Day of Human Rights. Name
also as the “Idle No More” National Solidarity and Resurgence Da
the National Day of Action was meant to help propel the movemer



#IOLENOMORE AND THE REMAKING OF CANADA

across the country. The day was meant to be much the same as other
Idle No More events: peaceful demonstrations, a commitment to col-
lective action, and a determination to bring the Government of Can-
ada to heel. Turning to social media, particularly to Facebook and
Twitter, to spread the message, supporters of the movement started
to expand from their Saskatchewan base. Among the communities
that indicated their plans to participate and organize a day of action
event were: Calgary, Edmonton, Goose Bay-Happy Valley, North
Battleford, Saskatoon, Thunder Bay, Toronto, Vancouver, White-
horse, and Winnipeg. Idle No More was taking a bold step, without
money, structure, or a formal agenda, but with a growing number of
supporters. Early participants spread the word quickly, post by post,
tweet by tweet, text by text. The message was clear:

http://www.idlenomore.com/

Where: In your home town

When: December 10th

What: Call or send letters to your mp, Visit mps’
Offices, hold Teach-ins.

Demand that our government be accountable to the
Treaties and to Mother Earth!

Our Silence is Consent!!!®

Although Idle No More was only loosely organized and did not
have a top-down structure, it did have a clear value system. All events
associated with the movement were to be part of “[a] peaceful call to
action requesting acts of solidarity against government and industry
actions that use legislation and disregard free, prior, and informed
consent to further their agendas in the name of profit and progress
disregarding the natural law to live as one with Mother Earth.” The
organizers appealed to high international principles: “The govern-
ment and industries have been failing to implement the United Na-
tions Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People. They have also
been ignoring and pacifying the need to be responsible and live as
one with Mother Earth. We as a collective must do what we as indi-
viduals feel is the best way to show the government and corporations
that we will no longer be silent and apathetic to their activities.”
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Idle No More placed Aboriginal engagement on par with criti-
cizing the government. The call to action also asked participants to
remember their Aboriginal roots: “go visit your Elders, your family,
tell your stories. Go hunt or fish, take part in your ceremonies, speak
your language ... TEACH your language, guide your young ones, sing
your songs and embrace your nationhood in any way you can. Not
only on this day but every day. LIvE 11.”” Word of the National Day of
Solidarity and Resurgence (National Day of Action) spread through
national and Indigenous networks as Jessica Gordon began tweeting,
connecting with prominent Aboriginal spokespeople—like Pamela
Palmater, a Mi’kmagq faculty member in Indigenous Studies at Ry-
erson University and a former candidate for national chief of the As-
sembly of First Nations, and Taiaiake Alfred, a prominent Mohawk
thinker and Indigenous Governance professor at the University of
Victoria—as well as Aboriginal organizations, including the Aborig-
inal Peoples Television Network. Some of Gordon’s tweets were sent
out to people who were invested in the power structure associated
with Indigenous rights, simple invitations to spread the word:

Jessica Gordon @Jessicapgordon 4 Dec 2012
@RussDiabo #ldleNoMore please help spread the word
December 10th National Day of Solidarity & Resurgence
@Taiaiake @Pam_Palmater @aptnnews®

Other tweets spread the word to members of the Indigenous rights
movement and included a clear critique of the existing Aboriginal
power structure in place in Canada:

Jessica Gordon @Jessicapgordon 4 Dec 2012
@kekinusugs @aptnnews we have #ldleNoMore national
day of solidarity & resurgence to do such on the 10th.
Chiefs support or not*

This then is how the call went out though it was not at all assured
that anyone would answer it. We know that people showed up, but
that response was not guaranteed. Check out telephone poles and bul-
letin boards in urban centres, where splinter groups and protestors
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routinely post signs calling for collective action. Most disappear
without a trace, the posters fading and aging over time until some-
one, with a sense of mercy, rips down the failed attempts at wide-
spread protest. It was more likely in December 2012 that the attempt
to coordinate spontaneous uprisings in more than a dozen commu-
nities would splutter and die, with mediocre turnouts and less than
impressive outcomes. There was, after all, no real money, no paid or-
ganizers, no cross-country network, no advertising budget for getting
the attention of the right people to make it happen.

Saskatoon, however, was ready for the National Day of Action,
not surprisingly. Indeed, the city has a large and active Aboriginal
population, a reputation for public activism, and the University of
Saskatchewan, an institution with a strong track record for engage-
ment and leadership on Indigenous issues. Equally important, as the
point of origin for the movement, Saskatoon had a prominent place
in the planning of Idle No More activities. Young people organized
the event, designed to draw attention to the Government of Cana-
da’s legislation and to convince participants to connect with Idle No
More. On December 10, 2012, several hundred people showed up at
the Rainbow Community Centre and marched to the office of local
Conservative mp, Kelly Block, before re-forming in a room in the
Ramada Inn that quickly filled to overflowing. Chief Simon Bird of
the Federation of Saskatchewan Indian Nations kept the focus on the
people: “On behalf of the Federation, we just want to make sure that
we're not taking any credit away from the grassroots because this is a
grassroots movement.”” Colby Tootoosis, the Nakota Cree councilor
from Poundmaker Cree Nation in Saskatchewan, spoke passionately:
“Never in all of our history are we more at risk, are we more in danger
of becoming strangers in our own land, and that’s not an option. This
is a great opportunity for us to really humble ourselves, and to begin
to re-evaluate who we are as Indigenous people.” Milton Tootoosis,
also from Poundmaker and an economic development officer attached
to the Office of Treaty Commissioner in Saskatchewan, celebrated the
prominence of youth: “I saw a lot of young people walking that street,
holding those signs, screaming. It’s really powerful to see!” In early
November, Saskatoon was the site where the torch had first been lit.
Now, one month later, it was the place keeping the torch alight.
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On the same day, thousands of kilometres to the east in Happy
Valley-Goose Bay, Labrador, the Friends of Grand River / Mistashipu
drew a dozen or so people to a much smaller event."” Here the focus
was primarily on questions of the environment and the dislocation
of Indigenous peoples. Protestors greeted passing cars with placards,

proclaiming:

Colonization is alive & well in Labrador. Save Musqut
Falls. Stop the rape!! Protect Labrador.

mp [Peter] Penashue, Overspending? Conflict of Inter-
est? ACCOUNTABILITY!!

Our land, our people demand respect.

The Happy Valley-Goose Bay meeting was significant becat’lse it
not only showed concern about the omnibus bill—Idle No More’s na-
tional spark—but it also gave voice to urgent regional concerns. This
is where the movement encountered a shift, a move on the part of
individual organizers and communities to allow the Idle No More
movement to support a multitude of voices, concerns, hopes, and
dreams. Instead of stalling under the pressure of so many voices,
the movement flourished as a result of them, as the coming months
would prove. The video report of the Labrador event carrif:cl undg-
tones of the broader national campaign, to be sure, but it did so with

a decidedly local feel:

Provincially, we feel we are not being heard as Musk-
rat Falls and area continues to be destroyed, Public
Utilities Board oversight removed, and all indepen-
dent studies skewed to the “Nalcor [Energy]” way of
thinking! People’s rights and Aboriginal concerns are
being dismissed! . . . Rural and remote northern areas
are being treated as the playground for politics an‘d big
development! . . . It seems this government both feder-
al and provincial . . . [is] on a fast track to destroying
all our beauty, our culture, our history, and our inheri-
tance. ... The divide and conquer of Aboriginal peoples,
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of rural and remote compared to urban, of islanders to
mainlanders, and of people to their elected politicians
needs to be put right! Democracy needs to be restored!
We stand in solidarity with others in the nation to say
“NO MORE”; our resistance will continue to grow and
we are gaining strength with other First Nations, en-
vironmentalists, free thinkers, land protectors, river
keepers, democracy fighters, and those who know the
destruction of our most precious lands is wrong!"

At the opposite end of the country to the west, in front of the office
of Ryan Leef, the Conservative Mp for the Yukon, about two doz-
en people showed up, waving signs, declaring, “protect the land &
water,” “zidlenomore,” “Our Home and Native Land,” and “For our

platform for local concerns in addition to concerns about the omni-
bus bill. Cherish Clarke wanted the mMP to take action:

Ryan Leef is our Member of Parliament and he needs to
know that we want him to vote against the legislation.
We do have First Nations here in the Yukon that are still
under the Indian Act and this is just the beginning of
the Conservative agenda, this is just the beginning of
the changes that are coming and if it’s frightening now,
like we should just wait until 2013, 2014, 2015, it’s just
going to go on and on and on unless we stand up as a
grassroots movement and get it to stop."®

Leef responded, arguing that the Government of Canada had con-
sulted with First Nations and that the Idle No More message about
unilateral government action was inaccurate.” First Nations were not
convinced and remained to protest.

Similarly, on the same day, at a Winnipeg gathering, an unidenti-
fied man reminded everyone, “This is our land and we are not going
anywhere.”"® The National Day of Action in this part of Canada drew
close to three hundred people to rally at the Manitoba Legislature.
They carried signs, waved flags, and listened to speeches lambasting
Bill C-4s. The informality of the politics stood out: “We don’t need
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people with headdresses, we need the common, the common Aborig-
inal, the common Indigenous person to lead this charge,” the same
participant said."? Event coordinator Jerry Kim-Daniels connected
the rally to the government’s actions, and at the same time under-
scored the multifaceted approach individuals across the country were
taking to Idle No More events: “There’s a whole slew of issues that we
can rifle off here. The impetus of why we're here today is Bill C-45.7%
Manitoba Grand Chief Derek Nepinak urged the people gathered to
“continue to question everything,” and noted, “It’s been a long time
in the making and it’s really coming together.” He also importantly
called attention to the utility of social media, calling it “a powerful
weapon and powerful tool when we need it to be.™

And so it also went in northern Ontario. Around fifty First Na-
tions people gathered outside the Federal Aboriginal Affairs Office
in Thunder Bay on the same day. They flew the Canadian flag upside
down, drummed, sang, and chanted “Idle No More” over the course
of an hour-long event. Erin Bonnell, a passionate woman protesting
at the event, declared:

We have to do something here in Thunder Bay. We
have to stand in solidarity with our brothers and sis-
ters across the island. But most importantly, I wanted
to honour the call, summoning of all the pipes, all tra-
ditional people together. With what Stephen Harper is
doing, with the legislative assaults on our people, itis an
act of war. . .. All territorial people, all tribal people, by
the laws of the creator, by the tools that [we] carry, the
drums that we carry, we have a duty, a sacred duty to
answer that call. As warrior men and women across the
continent, these boundary lines mean nothing when it
comes to the unity of our red nation. We will defend
our territories. We are serious. We will stop any move-
ment if it means bringing Canadians to the attention
of their sacred duty which is to peacefully co-exist and
to share the lands. First Nations people do not benefit
from the extraction of the wealth of resources from our
territories. We get scraps.”
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The participants were eventually asked to leave the area, moving
a woman to declare that they deserved “[f]reedom to express our-
selves.” She added, “It’s peaceful.”* Another was angrier: “We’re gon-
na take action. If you try and kick us out of here we're going to take
action. We're going to take over this place and we’ll sit in just like
people did in the 70s when they sat in at Indian Affairs. We'll sit in
Don't kick us out of here like the government kicked out our leaders:
at [the] department building. Don’t you dare do that to us!™
.Thc intense commentary at this event was mostly directed at
Prime Minister Harper and the Conservative government. As Bon-
nell commented, “If it means we have to wake up our brothers and
our sisters because there is only one race, the human race stands to
be annihilated with what Prime Minister Stephen Harper is doing
Prime Minister Stephen Harper must not be given that power to pass;
and make laws without consulting.™
Up until this point, and during the day of action on December
10, 2012, Idle No More generated public interest and support pretty
much on its own; local and national press coverage from mainstream
media was limited. Derrick O’Keefe, a reporter and editor with the
progressive online news magazine, Rabble.ca, complained that even
cBC’s usually reliable program, The National, which is generally sup-
portive of Aboriginal causes, skipped over Idle No More’s National
Day of Action. He declared himself “still shocked by the silence from
the mainstream media on the ‘Idle No More’ Indigenous rights pro-
tests this week.”® Another commented: “Waubgeshig Rice ngaub. It
was exciting to follow #idlenomore on twitter today, but disappoint-
ing not to see coverage on national news broadcasts.”” Some sup-
porters of the movement, however, viewed this lack of attention as
an asset and an opportunity. As one observer tweeted: “R11C News
@riicnews rRT @arnelltf: We can’t rely on mainstream media, we
have to do it ourselves. Spread the word/photos/videos on yr social
networks #IdleNoMore.”” And Ryan McMahon observed, “Come-
dy @rMcomedy. No mainstream national coverage of today’s #ldle-
NoMore action speaks to the need for our own independent media.
#IndigenousAlJazeeraTv.”
If the conventional media were not paying attention, Twitter,
Facebook, and other social media sites were instantly on the ball.
Photographs of activists gathering and YouTube videos of full rallies,
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including drummers and dancers, circulated; videos of speakers and
events, of placard-bearing protestors making their case against the
government were uploaded and shared. The Aboriginal groundswell
attracted international attention almost immediately. The hack-
er collective Anonymous—a pain in the backside of governments
and special interests around the world—shouted out: “Anonymous
@YourAnonNews Be sure to keep up with & support #IdleNoMore,
indigenous peoples in Canada are rising up en masse against centu-
ries of colonial oppression!™” Others piped up, too, not only voicing
support but offering it: “Dakota J Lightning @dakotalightning, Who
can put me in touch with the creator of the #IdleNoMore website?
This native geek would like to help out!™
The mainstream media now had something to report, and yet they
still moved slowly at first. Their stories were perfunctory, describing
the actions and capturing some of the key messages. A Huffington
Post article by Lauren Strapagiel, for example, identified the multiple
events and recounted the tenor of the complaints through one of the
protestors: ““The treaties were set by our forefathers,’ Clarence Whit-
stone of Onion Lake, Saskatchewan, told Global News. ‘They lit the
path for us, and if the legislation is passed down to us, like Bill C-45,
then we’ll be losing our lands . . . there will be nothing left for future
generations. That’s what we’re protecting here, that’s what we're here
for’ Other attendees said that for too long, bills with such far-reach-
ing implications as C-45 have been debated behind closed doors and
this day of action is a way for aboriginal people to demand a spot at
the table.”

On several levels, the first National Day of Action marked the end
of the attempt to coordinate or orchestrate the Idle No More protests.
There is no evidence of a deliberate decision to take a new direction.
Instead, it appears as though the people simply took over, just as the
organizers of the first gatherings in Saskatchewan must have hoped
would happen. Groups picked up on the Idle No More message and
format, which was inexpensive, easily reproduced, and readily adapt-
ed to local conditions. As events started to pop up all across Cana-
da, the movement grew enormously, seemingly overnight. Flash mob
Round Dances, rallies, and blockades started to appear spontaneous-
ly, it seemed, throughout mid-December and on; in some cases, hun-
dreds and thousands of people were in attendance. So, despite the
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lack of national news coverage of the initial events, the movement
grew rapidly, and by late December 2012, what had only a month ear-
lier been a local protest against a remarkably complex and little-un-
derstood piece of federal legislation had evolved and attracted both
national and global attention.

A rally in Halifax, for example, organized for December 14, 2012,
was the handiwork of two Mi’kmaq single mothers, Molly Jean Pe-
ters (Paq'tnkek) and Shelley A. Young (Eskasoni), supported by other
young women. Marchers, led by drummers and singers, ended at the
Parade Square, where speakers encouraged the crowd, and dancers
and drummers performed a Round Dance. It was the first time par-
ticipants performed a Round Dance at an Idle No More event.

The Mi’kmag, said Young, picked up on the national momentum:
“[Wle saw that people in the rest of the country were standing up for
it, and we were, like, how come we’re not doing anything for it? We
have to do something.” The commitment to traditional culture at the
Halifax event was evident: “One of the things we made sure that we
were doing was infusing culture,” said Peters. “We wanted to make
sure our Elders were here; we wanted to make sure we had our songs
here, our dance here, our medicines. It was most important that those
were here. That helps to set the tone that this is a peaceful, positive
rally. Our children are here, our Elders are here, and we are here to
send a message, and we don’t want that message to be overtaken by

anything negative. We wanted to keep it positive.”™

Aboriginal women, key players from the earliest stages of the
movement, figured prominently in the Halifax event. Peters declared,
“Women are having conversations in communities, and one of the
conversations is we need to raise strong leaders, and I think as moth-
ers, that really stuck with us. We need to raise a generation of strong
leaders, and the benefit that we have on our side right now is that
we're the largest, fastest-growing demographic in Canada, our youth.
So, we have volume. We have volume in numbers, volume in spirit,

volume in heart. We're there, and the people are ready. All they need-
ed was for somebody to just light the spark, and say okay, it’s time to
do this, we're going to do this.”

That day in Halifax, Jaime Battiste, the citizenship coordinator
for the Kwilmu’kw Maw-klusuagn Mi’kmagq Rights Initiative, spoke
about the multiple concerns Aboriginal people had, which Idle No
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More was helping make public. He m_ade it clear t‘}‘ml Ehe adult‘s were
rallying for the children who would follow them: ‘We re l_ler_e for our
communities so that we don’t lead in every negative StﬁtlSt%Cﬂl cate-
gory that makes life sometimes unbearable in our First Natl’on com-
munities. We're here for our nation, united, saying tl?at were gou:g
to put aside all of our differences and stand t'ogeth.er in solidarity.”
The First Nations gathered in the Nova Scotia c;q‘)ltal.wanted much
more: “We are also here to talk about what isn’t in Bill C-45. There
isn’t a thing about the illegal confiscation of our lands 'ElI"ld resources
in that bill. There isn’t a thing for reconciliation for t.he,lnstor}r of col-
onization and assimilation they’ve put on us. There isn'’t a peep ai?out
equalized education funding, safe drinking water, o:“fm inquiry into
missing and murdered women in our comt.numtles. :
On the same day that this rally in Halifax occurrcc'l—_Df:cember
14, 2012—the Canadian Senate passed Bill C—45.. Aboriginal leaders
condemned the decision—really a rubberstamping i.:-y. thc. Senate of
an action taken by the House of Commons.—descrlb.m‘g it as a bccl:—
trayal of Indigenous interests. As Ontario Regional Chu::t Stan Bea'r y
commented, “At no time in the nine months that Bill C-45 was being
considered did the Government of Canada discuss any matters relat-
ed to it with First Nations—this bill breaches Canadas..(_)wn la“ts on
the fiduciary legal duty to consult and accommodate l~:rst Nations.
The Canadian government just gave birth to a monster.™ ‘
Idle No More’s primary cause had been passed into law. The raillles,
speeches, and singing had not been able to overcome the Conservatwf;
majority in the House of Commons and Senate. However, becausel.cl)
the momentum the movement had already created, .bec‘ause of}: e
other regional issues that Aboriginal peoplclwere bringing to t Cl?
events, and because of the personal nature of Idle No More, none o
the participants felt that the movement was‘dead. "
When the national media did become involved, they gave t_ eir
attention unsurprisingly to the large rallies held in the major cities
where there was ready access to radio, television, and newspaper re-
porters. But many of the Idle No More events—and over time, most
of them—occurred outside major metropolitan areas. On Decem.bt_er
15, 2012, the day after the omnibus bill was passed into la\.v. Tr1c12
Beaulieu of the Sandy Bay First Nation in Manitoba firew close to t::;c
hundred people from Sandy Bay, Long Plain, and Swan Lake to
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Trans-Canada Highway near Portage La Prairie. Beaulieu provided a

classic explanation of the manner in which the Idle No More message
translated into action:

[ heard there was a rally. Where was that? Bc, I be-
lieve . . . They were getting progress there, and then I
thought . . . Why don’t we do something? Why isn’t
anybody coming together and doing something? So I
slept on it Wednesday night. I woke up Thursday: “I'm
doing it. 'm gonna do this for the people.” So I went to
work, looked at my employees, asked them first, “You
think I should do it?” A few said, “Right, let’s do it,”
they said. Then now here I am. ... I'm not just doing it
for myself, I'm doing it for everybody—giving them a
voice. I'm standing here for the people that couldn’t be
here today, who've passed on. ... I'm here for the Elders
who couldn’t get out of bed . . . to be here. So I'm here.
thought, “I'm 25, might as well just take control of it.™*

Carrying signs marked with “My Home and Native Land,” “Oh Can-
ada, Our Home is Sacred Land,” “No 2 Bill C-45. Harper Sucks!” and
“Idle No More,” participants at the rally marched peacefully, under
the close but friendly eye of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.
RCMP Inspector Ron Russell worried about the safety of the march-
ers, who wanted to block the highway in protest. He tried to convince
the protesters to keep off the wintry, busy road, telling them they were
breaking the law but indicating that he had no intention of arresting
them so long as they followed protocol and moved the assembly off
the highway. Emotions ran high. Beaulieu, crying and upset at this
point, responded to the RcmP and to the protestors gathered around
her: “I'm willing to go this far, for you all. I do this for your treaty. I
went this far, now I'm breaking the law for you all to get your treaty
back. I'm doing this for all you people. Look deep in your heart, un-
derstand.” Others thought they had a reasonable point to make by
slowing the traffic on the highway. As one male demonstrator put it:

First Nations people have been inconvenienced for de-
cades and maybe even centuries . . . so it'’s a small price
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to pay today for a little bit of inconvenience on behalf
of Canada . . . to highlight some of; all of the wrongs,
injustice that we are facing day in and .day out. So Elns
bill that was passed is very, very detrimental to First
Nations people. From this point on, it’s goin’g to have
a negative impact and the government doesn’t seem to
be listening. . . . There doesn’t seem to be any pz?rtner,—
ship with First Nations people through the treaties. It's
been disregarded, disrespected and trampled on. That
s the issue. So to take about an hour, two hours, away
from Canadians but still allowing them to go through
doesn’t seem to be a big inconvenience. I think Cana-
dians should understand, and I think the majority of
Canadians understand how this looks.™

Tricia Beaulieu summarized the rally thus: “We will not be quiet n(:1
more. I speak for our ancestors, our Elders, our children, our future.
Idle No More’s Saskatchewan founders, who had no desire to con-
trol the rapidly spreading movement, encouraged thg grmving n.ml-
titudes interested in airing grievances and celebratu.lg Abor‘igl.nal
cultures. They also kept the spirit of the movement .ahve and in the
public’s mind, using Twitter, the Idle No More website (launched on
December 4, 2012), and Facebook to spread the word about Fhe fnove—
ment. And so, activity proceeded, without strong organ‘izatlon or
centralized control but also without the anarchy and socio-intellectu-
al diversity of the previous year’s chaotic Occupy.m'ovement. Occupg
had drawn large crowds, produced prolonged sit-ins, af‘é garnere
global media attention, largely related to the central critique of the
growing wealth securely held by one per cent of the popuiatlc:n anci
the inequality of the modern economy. But the Occupy mov er-];i[l;
generated an often critical response, particularly from Fh.e it e
class and the business community. Both condemned parn.clpantsf.fc;l:
over-simplifying financial realities and ridicu!cd th‘em for 1mpos?1b :
utopian governance models and dirty campsites. ** That the‘ OCtjuP,
events attracted all manner of critics, protestors, and Spef:lal—CdUSC
activists diluted the core message and created conceptual disarray. In
the months to come, Idle No More would be regularly compared to
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the Occupy movement, largely as a way of suggesting that the absence
of a formal organization would undercut its viability and impact.

Yet from its earliest days, Idle No More was different. Like Occupy,
it allowed for individual sentiment, but because it was local, person-
al, and sprang from common experiences and values, the movement
was strengthened by each individual and each unique event. It es-
chewed central control or coordination, and it did not fall apart for
the lack of it. The message was extremely simple: stand up, be heard,
and let the country know that Aboriginal peoples, communities, and
cultures are alive. Certainly, there were common threads holding
the movement together in some way: critiques of Bill C-45, environ-
mental concerns, and anger at the Government of Canada. But these
unifying elements, often and powerfully expressed, represented only
the surface of Idle No More. As the country soon discovered, rally
by rally, gathering by gathering, something much deeper and more
meaningful was under way.

Rumblings of the movement’s acceleration came, appropriately,
from Saskatchewan, this time in the form of a Round Dance at the
Cornwall Centre mall in Regina on December 17, 2012."* The flash
mob—generated by a digital shout-out to local residents to head to
the site—grew to over one hundred people who for fifteen minutes
drummed, sang, and danced around the large Christmas tree in the
mall. There were no speeches, but dozens of people stood and watched
the peaceful event. The Regina gathering drew many families and
children; it was more celebration than angry outburst, marked by
happy cheering at the end. To a casual, outside observer, it may have
seemed meaningless and unfocused. In a video of the event, a wom-
an can be heard asking about the purpose of the event. In response,
another woman identified the Idle No More connection and made a
brief reference to the political protest. Another flash mob swarmed
into the same mall two days after Christmas.

The flash mob idea—spontaneous, joyous, and celebratory—spread
quickly across the country. Twitter commentators and contributing
writers to The Winter We Danced, a valuable compendium of com-
mentaries on and responses to Idle No More, deemed this iteration
of Idle No More as “The Round Dance Revolution.” West Edmon-
ton Mall, one of North America’s largest shopping complexes, also
hosted one of Idle No More’s signature events. Hundreds of people
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jammed into the mall. Hundreds more, including many non-Ab-
original people, watched on. Thirteen drummers played and sang;
women, men, and children joined in the Round Dance. The huge hall
echoed with the beat of the drums and the strident cadence of Plains
singing. An older Aboriginal man, standing on the edge of the gath-
ering, declared himself happy with the turnout and called on other
Canadians—some 37,000 people watched the video in the two days
immediately after the event—to join the movement, protect the land,
and respect First Nations. He was pleased, too, that non-Aboriginal
people showed up and stayed: “I think having this here today, it’s a
support that our people need to get from both sides. As we can see,
our people coming together and other people are here supporting us.
This is a good thing. You know, I think that the government officials
should see this . . . I think that it is finally happening, but we need to
be heard so things can move on the way they were meant to be—to
be in balance.™*

Flash mob Round Dances popped up all over the country, with
Saskatoon following in the footsteps of Regina and Edmonton on De-
cember 20: “neeshy @neeshy 19 Dec 2012 Wuts this I hear about a
Flash Mob Rounddance at Midtown Mall today in Saskatoon? 7pm if
I'm not mistaken! SEE YU THERE! :) #IdleNoMore #rT™

Between 1,400 and 2,000 people, including approximately 400 to
500 Idle No More supporters and 1,000 or more onlookers, flooded
into Saskatoon’s Midtown Mall. More would have come had mall se-
curity not blocked a sizable number from joining in. There were a
few signs and a Mohawk Warriors flag in evidence, loud cheering,
and an air of celebration. In addition to many spectators recording
the event on cellphones, the media showed up, clearly curious about
the movement that was picking up speed and creating drama across
Canada. The dancers had fun. When the drumming stopped, mem-
bers clapped and cheered, chanting “Idle No More,” and then asking
for more. The drummers started up again, and the largely youthful
crowd did not need speeches to fire them up.* They clearly knew why
they were there: to celebrate being Aboriginal.

As the Round Dance rallies proved, the power in the Idle No
More movement truly rested with the people, who determined the
when, where, what, and how of events. The flash mobs were quirky,
purposefully aimless, filled with meaning, but lacking the standard
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organizational elements of a well-oiled protest meeting. There was
youthful energy, loud singing, and spontaneity. Idle No More’s goal of
empowering and representing the Aboriginal people of Canada was
being met at each of the events. Other flash mobs and Round Dances
followed, including ones held at the Rideau Centre in Ottawa; at the
Mall of America in Minnesota; in North Bay, Ontario; and at the Polo
Park Mall in Winnipeg.
- And there were others still to come,

A SIMPLE DANCE WITH A PROFOUND MEANING

he Round Dance emerged as the most prominent symbol

of the Idle No More movement. It is an uncomplicated

dance, typically involving a group organized in a circle,
singing and moving slowly to the beat of a drum. The dance is
inclusive and welcoming, its deep rhythms inviting all comers
into the act of celebration. ’

The Round Dance is a well-established cultural element
among prairie First Nations, typically serving as a high point
in powwows. It lacks the drama and flair of many Aborigin-
al dances, such as the elaborate and costumed perform-
ances of West Coast First Nations. As David Courcheme,
Jr., an Anishinaabe cultural leader, commented, “Our people
had this great faith that there was great power in the Round
Dance. The dancing itself was calling the spirit to help in
healing whatever the community was in need of healing.™”

The Round Dance Sérves many purposes: it helps a
community deal with grief and sorrow, celebrates cultur-
al strength, and provides a means for sharing joy and hap-
piness. The dance is dominated by the simple beat of the
drum and the accompanying singing; the shuffling steps en-
sure that no one is intimidated by performance requirements.

Like many Aboriginal cultural traditions, the Round Dance be-
came less common over the years, a victim of efforts at assimilation
and the suppression of Indigenous cultures. As Aboriginal peoples
have gained confidence and gathered strength, public events,

62

THE ROUND DANCE REVOLUTION

including the Round Dance, have become more commonplace.

Idle No More, which itself representeq an assertion of In-
digenous self-confidence and determination, resurrected the
Round Dance on a national scale. The rh.ythm of the‘d.ance w§§
a simple, clear, and welcoming affirmgtlon of Aboriginal resili-
ence and determination. Combined with Idle No More events,
the Round Dance returned to prominence throughout Canada.

To maintain the momentum, Idle No I\'I(fire founders announced a
second National Day of Action and Solidarity for DEt::eI'ﬂbelI'] 21,:2235,
urging Aboriginal peoples across the ‘coulntry’to take to td fhs r <ls
once more, in peace and with detcrmmatl'on. They wante Zgh :
ernment and non-Aboriginal people to notice and to understa(r:l t ;
the collective silence was over. In the first half of De.cer?lber, hana a
took notice and was, to put it plainly, pu:e:'fled. By this time, t‘ e ?0111-
tentious omnibus bill, Bill C-4s, had made its way thr()}lgh mosct1 oht 12
parliamentary process. By the middle of I‘)f:cember, it S-T]e]?le 2 ege
was no longer a great deal to be gained politically. But ?tl ft he P }?Ert
came. They danced and sang and drunm'led. "‘H.ley spoke of t ellt' urt
and frustrations, of their dreams and their resmence:. But most l), ; ’}.
danced and sang and drummed. To most non-Aboriginal pe;o;; e, ;:,
growing Round Dance Revolution did not mak.e a grcat de}?- 0 tserll é

Just as non-Aboriginal Canadians were adjustm'g to. this sbl.'a g
mobilization, this passionately peaceful set of rallies, it got 1g§fer:
Starting with the December 21 events, Idle No M_ore bec:;r.nislfistov
thing much greater, a movement unlike any other in Flanz; E!. o
ry, with rumblings sweeping across the reserves, through gn d‘a‘s
towns and cities, and, surprisingly, reaching out beyond Cana
bo‘}‘jﬁ?-NO More found new allies among protestors and actl\’ltsltb
across Canada and around the world. The Occupy n'lovernent,r 1:?
loose coalition of anti-establishment forces that had launched ear i:i?;
joined with the First Nations protestors. Occupy Cana‘da annotrmtt:-;;
series of rallies connected with the Idle No Moz'(.: N.atmnal Dal) os A
tion, and they would begin these supportive rallies in Egypt, t,lil )m .
bolic heart of the Arab Spring movement. Other events followed,

63



#IDLENOMORE AND THE REMAKING OF CANADA

curious mélange ranging from small First Nations reserves to major
international metropolitan centres: Sioux Lookout; Denendeh; Owen
Sound; Peace River; Prince Albert; Saskatoon; Winnipeg; Hamilton;
Sudbury; Ottawa; Montreal; Toronto; Vancouver: San Francisco; Los
Angeles; and London, England.

Idle No More had suddenly gone global, with Indigenous peoples
and their supporters standing up worldwide in support of Aborig-
inal rights and Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The events were not
centrally coordinated and certainly not orchestrated, but they shared
certain elements: prayers and ceremony, singing and dancing, drum-
ming, flags and placards, more than a few condemnations of Prime
Minister Stephen Harper and his government, angry speeches (but
fewer in number, and less angry than one would think), and affir-
mations of Indigenous determination and persistence. The Montreal
event, for example, featured guest speakers Viviane Michel, president
of Femmes Autochtones of Quebec; Karine Gentelet of Amnesty In-
ternational; Chelsea Vowel, activist/blogger @apihtawikosisan; and a
Round Dance led by Marie-Ceine Charron, hoop dancer. In Edmon-
ton, the December 21 event started with an assembly at Kinsmen Park
and a march of several hundred protestors to Churchill Square.”™ The
two hundred people who marched in Yellowknife were welcomed by
Dene National Chief Bill Erasmus.” The group assembled indoors,
where there was a presentation of gifts to the youth organizers and
the Elders, who showed up in significant numbers, and a welcom-
ing and thank you to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Although
Occupy was involved, this was not an Occupy event; it was not, like
Occupy, an anti-establishment movement with a rather uneasy rela-
tionship with authorities. Idle No More had the strength to join with
Occupy while maintaining its unique identity.

#ik

he public paid more and more attention to the events—their size,
scale, crowd behaviour, political statements—and the media
picked up on the trend. In a country where a gathering of a half
dozen people is sufficient to attract television cameras and reporters,
itis hardly surprising that the sight of hundreds of Aboriginal people,
often with made-for-v posters, colourful Indigenous flags, and more
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than a few people wearing traditiona! clothing, _drcw thf. atte;tu;n
of journalists. The events were also ‘tallor-made ‘ior grand flsl;: ‘:a”i;}
lines: “Idle No More Protests Hit Calgary and S(I)ublher‘ng Fel a, .
“Idle No More Sweeps Canada and Beyond: Aborlgu-lals § al)(r 41.10u,g);:
is Enough,™ “First Nations and Idle N.() More Push for E{ec? 0n1:lf15,
Participants and organizers recogmzed. that what thlty Wi omﬁ
was important; they began to see t}mt t]‘lf?il.' evel?ts cou drb_c aJ:par
that will ignite a thousand people,” as Métis artist 'and L r.1ter ;min
Paquette, a participant in the Edmonton rally, said passionately to

those gatheled:

You are a spark that is starting a fire that will’spread
across this land, and it will be a fire that doesn’t burn,
but a fire that cleanses; a fire that ignites in our hei.ll‘ts
and creates light. No more living in darkness. Ogr time
now is to be light in the world. Everyone who is her'e
today, you are a spark that will ignite a thousand more
people. We will be one million strong. We are here to-
gether, no matter your background, no matter your Cf}-
lour, no matter your history. You are here, we are here,
one heartbeat. The road ahead will not be easy. They
will try to stop you. They are becoming afraid of_ ym]l:
power.‘\\*'c are here. We are still alive. This is our time!”

In the same vein, Nocokwis Greyeyes, onc‘ of the Decembef .21 cx;r;ti
organizers in Peace River, Alberta, said, “Today was amamn‘gi o
hai for all who came. Everyone was needed and I am so gratefu a

you were all here. Our communities are filled with amﬁzfmg i pieo—'
ple and I'm glad to live in the same territory as you al!. Anfl’Mff;;l:l:
Nakehk’o, a youth organizer of the Denendeh Gatherlpg, ??lm ffknifc.
the earliest days of the movement, spoke to the crowd in Yellow 3

To me, Idle No More, it’s also about a cultural revital-
ization. As a movement, it’s an Indigenous resurgence.
We have to maintain our land connectedness; we have
to be strong in our culture; we have to be on the ,land
and asserting our treaty rights because they cant .céo
anything if we're on the land. Myself as a moose-hide
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tanner, I think about the work tha
to tan moose hide for the rest of m
is poisoned and if the land is dyin
and I can’t teach my kids th

tI'want to do. I want
y life, but if the water
g then I can’t do that
at when they grow up.”

Of course, the rallies, while cele
political. Prime Minister H
out thousands of times across the country. Spe:
British Columbia, a tiny community on the
way, Hu Wani Dene (Sonia Denis) w:
is wrong . . . what you are doing to our peopl
nations. We are going to stand up to
charge because this is our |
no reason why the government should have
These youth that I brought here are standin
stand with thousands of other people.”s*

Another theme present at the r
the future and for Aboriginal you
more dominant than the anger expressed regarding the prime min-
ister and toward Bil] C-45. At one rally in Sarnia, Ontario, on De-

cember 24, 2012, Janelle Nahmabin, a mother protesting with her
daughter next to her, declared:

bratory, w
arper and his

g up and they're going to

allies continued to be concern for
th. In fact, this concern was even

I stand in front of everybody bec
for my daughter .
face: my d

ause I'm here to fight
- . if Harper needs a face, this is a
aughter! I'm worried about our future. If
you have children, you'll stand, too! We w
for our children and our children’s children, I am so
scared of what this bill s going to do to them and I am
here. ... [My daughter] is going to have to grow up into
this. She has no say, so this is our job. Every one of us
here, all over Canada, all over the world. We have 3
voice and we're going to say it. “Idle No More!”s"

ant a future

The crowd echoed her chant; “Idle No More” r

Ta’Kaiya Blaney, an eleven-y
from Sliammon First Nation
Courtney, British Columbia,

angoutover the assembly.
ear-old singer, songwriter, and activist
» addressed the crowd at Simms P

ark in
on December 29, 20

12, In this instance,
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ere also nearly always
government were called
aking in Dease Lake,
Stewart-Cassiar High-
as blunt: “Stephen Harper, this
e, to all people, to a]]
you and we are going to stay in
and. You are just a visitor here and there is
$o much right over this,
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: 5 was front and centre. The young girl cel_ebratedthe gathermg,
Bill C-45 W 1; it Nations people: “we are standing on unc':eded terri
of so man)I }l’l'ie tl;‘dt right and that’s what Idle No More is all about.
tory and we 1-‘1anding up and speaking up. We've never real.Iy beell
Ig i w58 ' more than ever were awake and we're stand.mg up.
asleep, aI.ld ng\\“I think it’s so important that . . . we're standing here
She conllllue‘ N we’re not waiting for our governments to change
today beCa‘Ub"» : .t‘w-litinn for the authorities to change things any-
things;b\e\;:fsen\ci'e kzlow?mw ... that if we keep waiting for change,
more, beca b
i n‘e‘ver‘g'olgf! :12 l-'it:se;lot alone, as hundreds of other Aboriginal Ca-

F[.a [(‘;11,}"3 rc:qed} their deeply felt views about the c.oun.try. Thcf[dle
nadlanb‘ L\pthe‘rin s of December 21 and the ones spinning out rom
0 MIOIZ iacommgn purpose and a shared la'ngifage’ and they contm:
them ha erfully peaceful. During the Winnipeg event on Decem
e {0 t‘)e- pt’}}\ N ;e 3]112 Manitoba Keewatinowi Okimakanak (.\1@), an
o b t-"')l..cxm?};o;them chiefs, circled the airport terminal road in \'eci
ijl:e]; ]i]l::::li:ig and proudly displaying their ﬂcfilgs- ng19:2?’{?‘:;:31_
11CIES, ‘ PG / attentior

ffic considerably, they sought primarily t.o ra?.\ dfor a
tcrzilse and not to disrupt ga;*e}:i pltqnic":l};zl th{;L:Eelathrr Ej?;ocl;{lj\imown

r at the Qodena Celebration é _ ol
i:’:::: i(;l)g.’l:md then thousands marched to t{hehMS::il]tdoil;a {;Eglbhmre
where they performed a Round Dance ar?ull‘ ::l X flash milb in down-

When more than a thousand peop}e (orme. a i - s
town Toronto that same day, at one of Fhe b]:meb[t)m;i;se <ovarlsd vith
city (Yonge and Dundas Square), the city streets e;:m Piowcver, fhs
tra‘fﬁc, much to the chagrin and anger of 111?t_(3r de[a 1 ended
mob moved on quickly without causing EXCCbeIJ\e ¢ te}a‘cl‘l—iils. with
its actions with the first of a series of Toronto- ats}ebont:i'.mg as fea-
Tantoo Cardinal, Hayden King, and Rebeka Tabo

g eakers.” . s ain,
mlgitlslﬁrs took more disruptivc—bklt still Peacefult—‘:tifflill;-ef;iéove_
on December 21, the Aamjiwnaang First Nat1011, pr[? -e_bRivgr in south-
ment of chemicals across their land along thc‘bt- (i‘ld_lf wesmliel
ern Ontario, blocked a railway track tha-t crossed. tl lelcln:rs Shl;t down
through Sarnia, Ontario, and then, for s?’el‘};l p:qm'i;vnaang rail-

High\:'a\' 402, a busy Ontario thoroughfare. 1"[ e (1cifu]lv - Chithe
way blockade lasted for almost two weeks, end ing pez )
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First Nation having made their point about their concerns over the
shipment of chemicals.*?

First Nations across Canada followed th

global developments with interest, fascinated and empowered by the
fact that their rallies had garnered worldwide attention. Non-Aborig-
inal people from outside of Canada clearly connected with their cause
and understood the need for solidarity and action. A series of tweets

sent out in support of Idle No More captured the international senti-
ment that was growing rapidly.

¢ emerging national and

Norlaine Thomas @Norlaine

Idle No More protest in Egypt. EGYPT. They are

protesting our government in EGYPT, Doesn't that say
something? #cdnpoli®

Diana Day @DianaDaydream
Idle No More from Ukraine:

http://youtube/9aevM1G9ddQuia @youtube #idlenomore

— brought a tear to my eyes to see the love and support
from afarties

Non-Aboriginal Canadians reached out in support:

Scott McF @ScottMcFad

As Cdns we pride ourselves in being progressive &
open-minded which is ironic given our abysmal record
on human rights. Props to #idlenomores

Arin Smith @arun_smith

For those of us who are settlers on this land, we must

take responsibility to ensure that we are no longer idle.
#idlenomore #solidarity®®

Luke Bradley @Lukeafbradley
Aboriginal communities must reach out and educate

Canadians. We simply do not understand what is going
on. #idlenomore is a great step ¢
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. ras support, but there con-
As Luke Bradley’s tweet :tuggcsts, ther.e :ﬁj glll;arters. ol o
timued t:o > COnf:‘Si(ll(Y;;‘:S\f;ll_lelltig i?l?;;gthat gn the surface scemtled
perplexing tol_ol.l Olomessage or purpose. At such events, people f%at 1-
to have no polit u:abcrs many young adults and children and o e}:ln a
ered in large nu;ﬂ o ,non-AbOriginal people, simply to declare tl eir
significant = 'e]ll-ies in Moncton, New Brunswick, for examE e—
preseris - 1\1/;i 1I** on December 24, 2012, and another at _C z:i‘n"f
one at Regiz‘lth Etl‘ol'.owiﬂ g year on December 27, 2013—consisted o
plain Plflce t = and a ten-minute Round Dance. The‘re wereno
A 5“(1181(;‘%; cither of these events. But there were mdlcatloriz
speeches reco-r . 1; that surrounded the rallies. Th(? Moncton event-
EHe bro?ddl'n%luals Aboriginal and non-Aborigmal,. d'em(:nsttr?as
attrade.d m]m t r’,l.l as fracking and exploration f‘Ctl"ltY“é* “'th
o aga‘mm'tn]i;eapl:'(;viice one of many issues that intersected wi
beginning ! 3
a N(c)l M(t)rfhtggﬁzsciian media and the people 02 Cant;:da ie;f;:;g
And yet ace or demand in the )
found it hard to locate a.key D More. They looked to key
complex, and varifed ;;ll:; :icﬁfrg&c il TE
spokespeo_ple and ou lain the movement rather than to draw atteg;
s rdt, t:l?érc;igvteos e"‘[\'tllpe‘f()ur women who founded Idle Ntoahbd;);e :EZm
tion to ' : at the story was no ls
a de?iberate poiéllt (tJlf ntl;lrll{f:i ;:‘;i:;:;i tfl:,r getti};lg thil.lgs goi.ng, Ieslii:
While they lnc; r‘esN)[!CA dam, Sheelah McLean, and Nlna'WﬂSOE ;fvi.d
o2 G(l)rdoﬂ» o roots nature of the movement. Speaking to ber 21
phasized the grass s Calgary Eyeopener in Calgary on Decem ]’
S e Rad“;b mofement, “When I started reading [Bill Cl.c?s’;
s “3[ had a hard time understanding it‘and I co;l th?s
I have a law de%f‘:;’r grassroots people could even begin to .rea:.t o o,f
isthom hqw " l:;tic:gfling their intelligence at all, but tbere is sk
fmt o ‘I an'l(’l'ued in these documents, and it’s a massive d(fi\l:e s
Ilt?galef]eorf:t: [‘E;lir hundred pages. So, I told Nina and ]estc};li,ch eans
L i » ' i acquiescence, W .
to do some{.hmg-'ifr::n?.t\}f:fl:gaﬁtn‘is Sil(?nt; silence is conscg:. c;’e—
o comphanceflew critics mocked the name of the r1_1(;nw311'1'f.'ul,d ke
1\./101'8 thanha thought the idea was that First .Nanons \}?0m o4
Tlatﬁg tl!:)?'tj;b:}‘:' Quoting dpihtawikosisan, a Métis woman
ooking .
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Plains Cree-speaking community of Lac Ste. Anne, Alberta, Jessica
Gordon fired back: ““Idle No More’ is not a chastisement or accusa-
tion of laziness on the part of Native peoples, many of whom have
been labouring for years for their communities. It is a rallying cry
that can be taken up by all of us living in these lands. It says, ‘time to
be active, time to put in the effort, time to learn, time to grow, time to
make change.” For those who have been doing this work all along, it
also means, ‘you are supported, we will stand with you, you will not
be alone in this.”

In the midst of the first round of Idle No More gatherings, Sylvia
McAdam spoke to Anna Maria Tremonti on csc Radio’s The Cur-
rent. This interview marked the first national introduction to one
of the founders and the cause they had triggered. McAdam started
by commenting on Bill C-45: “We wanted to let people know that
this is what's happening, and barely anybody knew about it, and it
wasn't right. So, we started doing teach-ins.” She specifically noted
the changes to the Navigable Waters Protection Act as an example
of their concern with the omnibus bill. The women had been upset
with the scale and breadth of the bill, the lack of consultation, and the
need to defend “ourselves against these bills that are going through
because it does feel like we're being attacked.””

As always, even as they articulated the logic and passion behind
the protests, McAdam and others were quick to divert attention from
themselves: “This is a grassroots movement. If they choose to voice
their protest peacefully in whatever way they can, through music,
dance . .. you're witnessing the grassroots people telling the Conser-
vative government, ‘you do not have our consent, and if there were
consultations done, they were obviously not done properly.”” Even
though the grassroots people were the actors in the movement, the
founders were in contact with many of them: “We're getting contact-
ed from the Yukon, from Whitehorse, from Vancouver. I know that
Vancouver is having a rally or teach-in on December 23, and there’s
major rallies happening on December 21, as well as other events call-
ing forth all the drums. Not just Indigenous drums, all of the drums,
to join us on December 21 to make a statement saying that, through
our music, ‘you do not have our consent.”’

Idle No More had provided a pathway to a kind of public voice that
was very different from the ones Aboriginal peoples were accustomed
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to. Indeed, the presence of the movement spoke to Indigenous frus-
tration not only with the Conservative government, but also with
Aboriginal political representation, including the First Nations chiefs
and the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) representatives. The Aborig-
inal political leadership did throw their support, somewhat uneven-
ly, behind Idle No More, although a few realized that the crlt{que of
leadership extended from the Prime Minister’s Office to their very
own Aboriginal governments. The relationship was an uneasy one, as
is shown by one comment Saddle Lake Cree Nation teacher Shannon
Houle made about the Aboriginal “Leadership” and Idle No More:

The Founders and many of the organizers of Idle No
More from across Canada have been given word that
the Leadership is calling for action in the name of Idle
No More. They have also stated in a press release that
they have met with Idle No More representatives thi.lt
support this call. We would like to state that this is
FALSE. The Chiefs have called for action and anyone
who chooses can join with them, however, this is not
part of the Idle No More movement as the vision of.this
grassroots movement does not coincide with the visions
of the Leadership. While we appreciate the individual
support we have received from Chiefs and councillors,
we have been given a clear mandate by the grassroots to
work outside of the systems of government and that is
what we will continue to do. We are not trying to have
division amongst this movement!™

The frustration people had with the elected leadership was real.
National leaders within the Assembly of First Nations, regional repre-
sentatives, and band-level politicians were all criticized. One blogger,
Ray McCallum, was direct and remarkably candid in his analysis of
the situation:

Our First Nations Women founded the grassroots
movement “Idle No More.” The First Nations men stole
the microphones. I was absolutely incensed that both
[Federation of Saskatchewan Indian Nations Chief]
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Perry [Bellegarde] and [National Chijef Shawn] Atleo
and some of the other chiefs [were] grandstanding
in the media and many of them totally missing the
point.... When the Assembly of First Nations was busy
just over a week ago in Ottawa nothing was mentioned
regarding Idle No More. They were busy pontificating
with gusto that is sometimes associated with self-sery-
ing rhetoric of keystone chiefs who know naught what
they do. It was actually a woman chief who suggested to
Chief Wallace Fox, “What are we doing here, shouldn’t
we be on Parliament Hill demonstrating against the
bills that are being fast tracked?”, not exactly in those
words, but close enough. Chief Wallace Fox brought to
it the floor of the Assembly and a few chiefs got up and
they started the march towards parliament.

I applaud those chiefs who chose to march to
Parliament Hill to state their demands and their right to
be heard. This should have been foremost on the agenda
at the AFN assembly two weeks ago. Instead they chose
to proceed methodically on a set of priorities written
months and weeks before. I know that executive bodies
behave like bureaucrats and follow steadfastly their
agenda items and fluster if there is a slight deviation
in their ordered little lives. Some chiefs like to come
looking “chiefly” and postulate with puffs of grandeur
and play alittle politics on the side. In this case, the Arn
was not flexible enough to lay aside the agenda items
and deal with the current crisis that is hitting First
Nations communities.

These self-styled Homies who would play Chief
totally missed the boat or the Opportunity to challenge
Minister Duncan’s statement when he said, “Oh, we
meet with First Nations over 5000 times a year.” By my
calculation that would make it 13.6 consultations per
day and that is including weekends and holidays. Why,
oh, why did not one of our littje curmudgeons ask the
minister to fess up and show us the details about these
so-called consultations? Our leaders are about as slow
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as molasses in January when it comes to Tff:?;?onding to
bald-face lies of the Harperites. Instead, if ifs .and buts
were candy and nuts, every day would be Christmas—
just like our chiefs with too many excuses who opt to
wait for the proverbial wooden nickel. Now we see th.em
after the fact, with bluster and whistle farts, panning
for the media and any fans who care to have them. Yolu
may want to ask them what their endgame really 1s
about if they are just now getting on the band wagon.

Idle No More provided a forum and drew attention l(? Aborigi.nal
issues and causes that had hitherto been given only pa55f1ng n‘]entim:
in the mainstream media. It also allowed the grassroots il VOICT]ttIIa
could speak directly to the nation without going first Hrm.l‘gd ::
traditional leadership. At the same time, the moventlent rgquluer.s; -
terpreters, seasoned speakers, who coulc? go on radio a}r: te e,\ii (i)l ?
and who could speak to print journalists in response to the no“-d ?Or)_
events taking place across the country. Pamela Paimate-r SF;pr.f o
ward to respond to media requests. Democmc,w:ow.orﬁ, iden 1 ?in g
Palmater as a spokesperson for the movement, quoted gr Z’IS ZA} .OE,
“We, First Nations people, have been subsid17:1ng tI_le weallhlandp;n.d
perity and programs and services of Canadians from 01;11' a,1t1 lider_
resources. . .. And that’s the reality here that most peo]?le (])n L e
stand.”” Palmater would remain prominent in the natlon;lvclzng;zw

tary about Idle No More, but she was not the movement. Wa i~ md,
from the Onigaming First Nation in Ontario, a (.ZBC' re[i)o Uni;c,-_
broadcaster, and director now nflndigcn.ous Inclusion at t 1te e
sity of Winnipeg, also emerged as an articulate cm_‘nmenta oc;ia e
Idle No More movement. His regular appearances in the n‘u;.- g
marked by a calmness and Aboriginal pride that closely lm-lt}ier s
spirit of Idle No More. But Kinew was not the 1.110\'enflcnlt, ei 1 : e
neither was another figure who became promment. in the &:‘r )izo ay
of the movement: Chief Theresa Spence of Atlav‘.vapl‘skat, (l)n ;; e.nce
Around Idle No More’s first National Day ?t ACthl‘l,‘ C 1]1e O}:tawa
had started a hunger strike. She chose Vict(?rla Island in twt e
River, a short distance from Parliament Hill, to carry it 0L1~;:qff0]d
while, it looked as though this chief, using Idle No More z;stzlllz ;mire
for her own cause, was going to become the face, if no
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voice, of Idle No More. The national media turned its attention to
Chief Spence because her protest was much simpler and easier to con-
vey to the country at large than the myriad voices that had come to
represent Idle No More as a whole. But as the nation soon discov-
ered, Chief Spence did not equal Idle No More. In fact, in some ways,
she detracted from it, becoming a distraction. The movement of Idle
No More was much larger than one person, one community, and one
protest, a point with which Chief Spence would later agree.

A succinct message—less than 140 characters as required by
Twitter—captured the real essence of the movement up until this
point. It was tweeted by JoyArc on December 1, 2012:

@pmharper The new generation of Educated First

Nations people r knocking on your door and they won't
walk away #ldleNoMore.
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