“Where do we go from here? I would suggest that
those genuinely interested in Indigenous liberation
go back to the grassroots and begin the process of
self-organizing an autonomous resistance move-
ment, without “official” leadership from middle-
class elites and separate from the Indian Act band
councils, who are in reality an Aboriginal business
elite seeking greater participation in industry.”

— Zig Zag
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Interview with Zig Zag on Idle No More

We are living in exciting times, with large numbers of people
clearly fed up and taking action, no longer content to wait for
the right moment or the right ideas or the right leadership to tell
them what to do. Whether we think of Occupy, the Arab Spring,
or the current Idle No More upsurge, spontaneity and taking a
stand seem to be the order of the day. For those of us have lived
through less exuberant times, it is a welcome change. That said,
this new environment that clearly comes with its own potential
pitfalls and weaknesses.

In order to try and understand this better, i asked some ques-
tions of Zig Zag, also known as Gord Hill, who is of the
Kwakwakawakw nation and a long-time participant in anti-co-
lonial and anti-capitalist resistance movements in Canada. Gord
is the author and artist of 7he 500 Years of Indigenous Resistance
Comic Book and The Anti-Capitalist Resistance Comic Book and
500 Years of Indigenous Resistance; he also maintains the website
WarriorPublications.wordpress.com.

K: What are the living conditions of Indigenous people today within
the borders of what is called “canada’?

ZZ: Indigenous people in Canada experience the highest levels
of poverty, violent death, disease, imprisonment, and suicide.
Many live in substandard housing and do not have clean drink-
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ing water, while many territories are so contaminated that they
can no longer access traditional means of sustenance. In the area
around the Tar Sands in northern Alberta, for example, not only
are fish and animals being found with deformities but the people
themselves are experiencing high rates of cancer. This is genocide.

K: Dispossession has been a central feature of colonialism and geno-
cide within canada. Can you give some examples of how people have
resisted dispossession in the past?

ZZ: Well in the past Native peoples had some level of military
capability to resist dispossession, which ended around 1890.
More recently there have been many examples including Oka
1990, Ipperwash 1995, Sutikalh 2000, Six Nations 20006, etc. At
Oka it was armed resistance that stopped the proposed expan-
sion of a golf course and condo project. At Ipperwash people
re-occupied their reserve land that had been expropriated dur-
ing WW?2, and they still remain there to this day. At Sutikalh,
Stat’imc people built a re-occupation camp to stop a $530 mil-
lion ski resort. They were successful and the camp remains to
this day. At Six Nations they re-occupied land and prevented the
construction of a condo project.

K- The canadian state has an army, prisons, police forces, and the
backing of millions of people - not to mention the fact that it is
completely integrated into world capitalism, both as a major source
0f natural resources and as an imperialz'st Junior partner, messing

up peoples around the world. What kind of possibilities are there for
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What is the ‘Aboriginal Business Elite’?

The Aboriginal business elite are Natives who have gained wealth,
status and power through their involvement or association with
the Indian Act system. Much of the Native elite’s wealth comes
from government funding and corporations.

Today, many bands handle mult-million dollar budgets and
double as Native corporations involved in many diverse busi-
nesses (logging, mining, leasing of reserve land, garbage dumps,
airlines, water bottling, etc.). Yet, less than a century ago, bands
were directly administered by DIA and its Indian Agents. What
changed?

In the 1960s, Indian Agents began to be phased out. They were
replaced by chiefs and councilors trained by the DIA to imple-
ment government programs and to administer the band councils.

As well, in the 1970s, thousands of Natives began attending col-
leges or universities. By the 1980s, as many as 30,000 Natives
may have gone to university to study economics, political sci-
ence or law, skills which became valuable as they returned to
their reserves and began their careers in the Indian Act system.

In return for their collaboration, many chiefs and councilors en-
joy lives of material wealth and luxury. Their collaboration in-
volves enabling corporations to better exploit natural resources,
and maintaining a system of oppression over Natives.
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Indigenous people to successfully break out of this system, and resist
canadian colonialism? What is the strategic significance of Indig-
enous resistance?

ZZ: Indigenous peoples must make alliances with other social
sectors that also organize against the system. The strategic sig-
nificance of Indigenous peoples is their greater potential fighting
spirit, stronger community basis of organizing, their ability to
significantly impact infrastructure (such as railways, highways,
etc, that pass through or near reserve communities) and their
examples of resistance that can inspire other social movements.

K: What are bills C-38 and C-45, and how do they fit into the cur-
rent global economic and political context?

ZZ: Bills C-38 and C-45 are omnibus budget bills the govern-
ment has passed in order to implement its budget. They include
significant revisions of various federal acts, including the Navi-
gable Waters Protection Act, environmental assessments, and the
Indian Act'. These are generally seen as facilitating greater cot-
porate access to resources, such as mining and oil and gas. The
amendments to the Indian Act affect the ability of band councils
to lease reserve land. The move to open up resources, by remov-
ing protection from many rivers and lakes and “streamlining”
environmental assessments is clearly meant to bolster Canada
as a source of natural resources and to overcome public opposi-

~-See the appendix for an explanation of the Indian Act, Band Councils, etc.
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tion to major projects such as the proposed Enbridge Northern
Gateway pipeline and others.

K- Is this something new, or more of the same old same old from the
canadian state?

ZZ: These bills are new in that they’re designed, in part, to fa-
cilitate greater corporate access to resources, primarily in the
changes to the environmental assessment and Navigable Wa-
ters Protection Act. These are measures designed to re-position
Canada as a major source of oil and gas for the global market,
and particularly Asian markets, while diversifying Canadian ex-
ports of such resources away from a US focused one, as the US
economy continues to decline. At the same time they are indeed
a continuation of policies adapted by the federal government
for many years now, which include major projects such as the
Alberta Tar Sands and proposed pipeline projects. These policies
are the result of the neo-liberal ideology that states have been
following for the past few decades.

K: What is one to make of this Idle No More movement that has
sprung up over the past six weeks?

ZZ: It’s similar to Occupy in that it reveals a yearning for social
change among grassroots Native peoples, but it is also reform-
ist and lacks any anti-colonial or anti-capitalist perspective. It is
fixated primarily on legal-political reforms, specifically repeal-

ing Bill C-45 (which passed in mid-December). Although it has
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ment policies are carried out. The first Indian Department was
formed in 1755 as part of the British military in North America.
Many of its first ministers were military officers.

What is the Government’s Strategy Re: the Indian Act?

The strategy of the government is to remove the Indian Act and
all special legal status for Natives and reserve lands. This has al-
ways been its long-term goal, for it would mean the legal (and
political and economic) assimilation of Native peoples was com-
plete. In 1969, Canada proposed abolishing the Indian Act &
DIA (the “White Paper’) but was met with strong opposition
from Natives. Today, both government and chiefs call for an end
to the Indian Act, which they claim is now an obstacle to eco-
nomic progress. Of course, how can Natives be assimilated if they
continue to have special legal status (including reservations)?

What is Self-Government?

Self-government is the current government plan for assimilation.
It involves transforming band councils into municipal govern-
ments, with similar powers and responsibilities. Under self-gov-
ernment, bands gain more control over land, resources, finances,
and local governance. Selling or leasing land, resource exploita-
tion and taxation are seen as the primary means for bands to at-
tain economic self-sufficiency. In this way, self-government will
really be the self-administration of our own oppression.
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replace traditional forms of social organization. Many of the first
band councils were organized by missionaries, who used them to
exert control over communities.

A band council derives its authority to govern from the Indian
Act, and is subject to both provincial and federal laws, as well
as the Department of Indian Affairs. It gains power from the
money & resources provided by the government, which is used
at the discretion of the chief & council. This provides it with a
great amount of control and influence over the community (as
intended).

What is a Reserve?

Under the Indian Act, 1876, a reserve is “Crown land set aside
for use by an Indian band.” The land belongs to Canada but is
“reserved” for use by Indians. Like the Indian Act, reserves were
meant to be temporary; the land was to be used for housing
and establishing economic self-sufficiency (a necessary part of
assimilation).

What is the Department of Indian Affairs?

The DIA (presently titled Indian & Northern Affairs Canada,
INAC) is the federal department responsible for administering
the Indian Act over some 609 bands across Canada. It has an
annual budget of some $6 billion, some of which is distributed
to band councils as both a form of control and to ensure govern-
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mobilized thousands of Natives, this is only to create political
pressure on the government. The four women from Saskatch-
ewan who founded the movement are lawyers, academics, and
business managers, so it is no surprise that the entire trajectory
of the movement has been focused on legal-political reforms.
Another prominent speaker on behalf of INM has been Pam
Palmater, a lawyer and Chair in Indigenous Governance at Ry-
erson University. Last summer, she campaigned against Shawn
Atleo for the position of “grand chief” of the Assembly of First
Nations (AFN).

As it isn’t anti-colonial or anti-capitalist, it has been a safe plat-
form for many Indian Act chiefs and members of the Aboriginal
business elite to participate, and many have in fact helped or-
chestrate the national protests and blockades that have occurred.
In fact, INM allied itself early on with chiefs from Saskatchewan,
Manitoba, and Ontario. It was chiefs from these provinces that
made the symbolic attempt to enter the House of Commons on
Dec. 4, an event that in many ways really launched INM and
built the December 10 day of action.

These chiefs oppose Atleo, support Palmater, and have been the
driving force behind most of the major rallies and blockades that
have occurred in their respective provinces (with notable excep-
tions, such as the Tyendinaga train blockades).

The involvement of the band councils has helped stifle any real
self-organization of grassroots people. The reformist methods
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promoted by the original founders has included the imposing of
pacifist methods and so has dampened the warrior spirit of the
people overall. Another factor in the INM mobilizing has been
the fast carried out by the Indian Act chief Theresa Spence in
Ottawa. This has motivated many Natives to participate in INM
due to the emotional and pseudo-spiritual aspects of the fast (a
“hunger strike” to the death). Despite the praise given to Spence,
she revealed her intentions in late December when she made a
public call for the chiefs to “take control” of the grassroots.

K: What you are outlining seems to be a class analysis of the INM
movement. Some people have suggested that class analysis is incom-
patible with anticolonial analysis, that it is divisive, or amounts to
applying a european framework that is not relevant to Indigenous
people. What do you make of this?

ZZ: Under colonization the capitalist division of classes is im-
posed on Indigenous peoples. The band councils and Aboriginal
business elite are proof of this. Under capitalist class divisions,
there are new political and economic elites that are established
and who have more to gain from assimilation and collabora-
tion, despite any movements for reform they may be involved
in. As separate political and economic elites, they have their own
interests which are not the same as the most impoverished and
oppressed, which comprises the bulk of Indigenous grassroots
people. Middle class elites are able to impose their own beliefs
and methods on grassroots movements through their greater ac-
cess to, and control of, resources (including money, communica-
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system.

The success of assimilation can be measured in how much a
person accepts these values and beliefs as their own, which is
reflected in their way of life. Today, many assimilated Natives see
getting a job, having money and material items, etc., as positive

life goals.
What is the Indian Act?

The Indian Act is a law first passed by Canada in 1876. It im-
posed government control over all Natives, covering many as-
pects of daily life. It focused on three main areas, however: band
councils, reserves, and status (membership). Its primary purpose
was (and is) to control Natives and assimilate them into Canada.
It was always intended as a temporary set of laws until Native
peoples were successfully assimilated.

What is a Band Council?

Under the Indian Act, 1876, a band is a “group of Indians for
whom reserve land has been set aside and money is held by the
Crown” (the government of Canada). A band council is com-
prised of a chief and a certain number of councilors, usually
elected by band members.

The band council corresponds to a municipal town or village
council, and the chief to a mayor. Band councils were used to
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APPENDIX

How the Indian Act Made Indians
Act Like Indian Act Indians
taken from WarriorPublications.wordpress.com

What is Assimilation?

Assimilation is the merging of one entity, or group, into another.
In North America, this has involved the destruction of tradition-
al Native culture and social organization, and their replacement
with European forms.

In order to accomplish this, Native peoples first had to be weak-
ened through biological warfare and military violence. After this,
they were forced onto reservations where they were then sub-
jected to policies of assimilation.

These policies included Christian-ization and Residential Schools
(run by the Churches). Until the 1970s, generations of Native
children and youth were forced into Residential Schools, where
they were forbidden to practise their culture (inc. language) and
indoctrinated with European values and ways of life.

Today, this assimilation continues through the educational sys-
tem as well as the corporate media and entertainment industries.
Through these, our views, beliefs and values are shaped by the
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tions, transport, etc.).

For a genuinely autonomous, decentralized and self-organized
Indigenous grassroots movement to emerge, the question of
middle-class elites, including the band councils, must be re-
solved. I would also say that in any liberation movement there
are internal and external struggles. The internal one determines
the overall methods and objectives of the movement, and there-
fore cannot be silenced or marginalized under the pretext of pre-
serving some non-existent “unity.” In fact, only when internal
struggles are clarified can there be any significant gains made in
the external one, against the primary enemy (state and capital).

K- January 11 was the day that Harper was initially supposed to
meet with Spence and other chiefs from across canada. But on the
day of the meeting, due to Harper’s shenanigans, Spence and most
other chiefs opted to boycott it, and Spence declared she would be
continuing her hunger strike. How deep is this split, and does ir
signify that some chiefs are breaking with the neocolonial setup and
developing a radical potential?

ZZ: There have always been divisions within the AFN and be-
tween regions. As I mentioned, some Indian Act chiefs, espe-
cially in Saskatchewan, Ontario and Manitoba, have been spear-
heading many of the Idle No More rallies and breaking from the
AFN’s agenda. This shouldn’t be interpreted as proof that they

are more radical, but rather that they have their own agenda.
“Grand chief” Nepinak of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, the
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AFN’s provincial wing, has been very active in promoting INM
rallies and blockades, etc. But Nepinak’s AMC also suffered mas-
sive funding cuts announced in early September. His organiza-
tion will see their annual funding cut from $2.6 million down
to $500,000. He is fighting for his political and economic career
and has little to lose by agitating for more grassroots actions, but
that doesn’t mean he’s now a “radical.” Rather, the band councils
and chiefs must be understood as having their own agenda in
regards to their power struggle with the state. Many are easily
fooled by militant rhetoric and symbolic blockades, but these are
old tactics for the Indian Act chiefs.

Along with chiefs fighting for the maintenance of their provin-
cial or regional organizations (such as the AMC or tribal coun-
cils), which is contributing to band council participation across
the country in INM mobilizing, the chiefs in Saskatchewan,
Manitoba, and Ontario have a political struggle with Atleo and
have their own vision for greater economic development. It was
the chiefs from these provinces that boycotted the meeting be-
tween the PM and Adeo, and who called for the January 16
national day of action.

Delegations of these chiefs have travelled to Asia, Venezuela,
and Iran secking corporate investors, especially in the oil and
gas industry. Chief Wallace Fox of the Onion Lake Cree Nation,
one of those at the forefront of recent events and an outspoken
opponent of Atleo, is the chief of the top oil producing Native
band in the country (located in Alberta and Saskatchewan). Fox
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proaches that are more effective than others? And are there things
to avoid?

ZZ: 1 would say Indigenous anti-colonial groups should engage
such movements critically, and not simply take the role of cheer-
leaders. When large numbers of people are aroused and mobi-
lized, it means they’re thinking about, and discussing, concepts
such as colonialism, tactics, strategies, methods, etc. So it is an
opportune time to contribute radical anti-colonial and anti-cap-
italist analysis, even though some participants in the movement
think that such debate “divides” people. I would avoid denounc-
ing such movements, or opposing them, of course, because there
are both positive and negative aspects. Promote the positive and
try to illuminate the negative, the contradictions, etc. As many
participants are new and inexperienced, anti-colonial groups can
contribute a lot to expanding and radicalizing the movement.
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This leads to the situation where mobilizations are called, gain
traction and then expand — but they have a very shallow analysis
of the system and lack experience in real resistance. In both Oc-
cupy and INM we see inexperienced organizers who believe they
have re-invented the wheel, who feel they know best how social
movements should conduct themselves, etc. At best, these mobi-
lizations show that there is a yearning for social change among a
growing number of people, but social media enables them to by-
pass more experienced and radical groups, and their naivete leads
them to think that these groups fail because they’re too radical.
Therefore they appeal to the most basic and populist slogans, the
least threatening forms of action, etc.

I don’t know if I would characterize it as a failure on the part
of radical groups that they are somewhat disconnected from
these types of mobilizations. They’re not revolts, they’re largely
reformist rallies without a radical analysis dominated by liber-
als and pacifists, middle-class organizers, etc. Until these move-
ments are radicalized there is little possibility for radicals to be
fully involved. Another aspect of these types of mobilizations is
their relatively short duration. Occupy was largely over three or
four months after it began, with some exceptions (such as Oak-
land). How long will INM endure?

K: Although their leadership may be neo-colonial and middle-class,
surely many of those in the grassroots who are attracted to surges
like INM are not. How should established Indigenous anti-colonial
groups relate to these mass mobilizations? Are there specific ap-
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and other chiefs have also attempted to gain access to OPEC, the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, for part-
nerships with corporations. Nepinak and other chiefs also met
with Chinese officials in December, also looking for potential
partnerships.

The rationale of these chiefs, Palmater and their allies in INM
(the four “official founders”) is that Adeo is collaborating with
the assimilation strategy of the Harper regime. Meanwhile, it
is they who seck to take control of the AFN and impose their
own version of Native capitalism, based in part on foreign in-
vestment in resource industries. Ironically of course, many INM
participants are rallying to defend Mother Earth, in many ways
being used as pawns in a power struggle between factions of the
Aboriginal business elite. Many INM participants, I would say,
are unaware of these internal dynamics. Their mobilization un-
der the slogans of “stop bill c-45,” “defend land and water,” etc.,
are positive aspects of INM, and show the great potential for
grassroots movements. But this is something that is in the early
stages, and the movement will have to overcome the parasiti-
cal participation and control of the Indian Act chiefs as well as
middle-class elites for it to advance.

K- There were hundreds of Idle No More actions on January 11.
Here in Montreal, roughly three thousand people demonstrated, by
Jar the largest protest related ro Indigenous issues i have ever seen
in this city. At the same time, the demonstration was overwhelm-

ingly made up of non-Indigenous people, ranging from radical an-
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ticapitalists to members of Quebec nationalist and social democratic
groups. This seems in line with the INM strategy of framing the
movement as representing all canadians. How compatible is this
with an anticolonial perspective, and what are the strengths and
weaknesses of such diverse support?

ZZ: The first priority and main focus for an anti-colonial libera-
tion movement must be its own people. This is how it develops
its own autonomous methods and practise, free from outside
interference. This helps to unify the movement and establish it
as an independent social force. Alliances are clearly necessary,
and while the ultimate goal might be a multi-national resistance
movement, colonialism and the unique history as well as socio-
economic conditions of Native peoples means they must be able
to organize autonomously from other social sectors.

I think in principle to frame Idle No More as one representing
all Canadians is correct, but the way in which they are doing
this waters down and minimizes the anti-colonial analysis that
is necessary for radical social change. By trying to appeal to the
“Canadian citizen” it may broaden its appeal but to what end?
In the process it will have weakened the anti-colonial resistance.
Even now you can see the renewed calls for “peaceful” protests
from INM’ers, as well as statements from the “official found-
ers” that they don't support “illegal” actions such as blockades.
They’re very sensitive to any loss of public support, claiming it
is now an “educational” movement and that they don’t want to
inconvenience citizens. The reformists might claim that in this

ticapitalists to members of Quebec nationalist and social democratic
groups. This seems in line with the INM strategy of framing the
movement as representing all canadians. How compatible is this
with an anticolonial perspective, and what are the strengths and
weaknesses of such diverse support?

ZZ: The first priority and main focus for an anti-colonial libera-
tion movement must be its own people. This is how it develops
its own autonomous methods and practise, free from outside
interference. This helps to unify the movement and establish it
as an independent social force. Alliances are clearly necessary,
and while the ultimate goal might be a multi-national resistance
movement, colonialism and the unique history as well as socio-
economic conditions of Native peoples means they must be able
to organize autonomously from other social sectors.

I think in principle to frame Idle No More as one representing
all Canadians is correct, but the way in which they are doing
this waters down and minimizes the anti-colonial analysis that
is necessary for radical social change. By trying to appeal to the
“Canadian citizen” it may broaden its appeal but to what end?
In the process it will have weakened the anti-colonial resistance.
Even now you can see the renewed calls for “peaceful” protests
from INM’ers, as well as statements from the “official found-
ers” that they don't support “illegal” actions such as blockades.
They’re very sensitive to any loss of public support, claiming it
is now an “educational” movement and that they don’t want to
inconvenience citizens. The reformists might claim that in this

manner we can build a bigger movement to defeat Bill C-45, but
clearly such bills are just part of a much larger systemic problem
we can identify as colonialism and capitalism. Without address-
ing the root causes we'll just be doing the same thing next year
against another set of bills. And of course, basing one’s anti-colo-
nial resistance on the opinion of the settler population will never
lead to liberation.

K: We seem to have entered a period of spontaneous upsurges like
INM internationally, be it the Arab Spring or Occupy or the recent
anti-rape protests in India; in each of these cases masses of people
are clearly fed up and willing to throw themselves into action, but
Jor better or for worse they often bypass any of the organized anti-
imperialist or anti-capitalist groups or traditions. Is this a sign of
a failure on our part, that when circumstances finally give way to
revolt we are not connected to those doing the revolting? Or is there
something else going on?

ZZ: 1 would say a part of these mobilizations is the use of so-
cial media in spreading information and coordinating actions.
Certainly in the Arab Spring, Occupy and now Idle No More,
this has been a significant component of the mobilizing that has
occurred. It seems that there are more people who have been in-
fluenced by these ongoing social revolts and mobilizations, that
then decide to take action of some kind, and the internet em-
powers them to organize rallies, etc. They don't need the already
existing radical groups to do this, and may not even know of
their existence.
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