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This pamphlet is meant to contribute to the discussion 
about reimagining and changing our relationships with 
one another. It offers commentary and a collection of  
information and statements relevant to the “Occupy” 
Movement.  People’s Assembly of Victoria, October 15, 2011

OCCUPY & DECOLONISE VICTORIA

We are on occupied land. Victoria is located on Lekwungen (Songhees) 

Territory. The Lekwungen, along with their neighbours the Esquimalt 

and WSANEC (Saanich), are often referred to in English as Salish 

peoples. The occupation of these territories has an historic relationship 

with the colonial and economic forces that are being criticised in the 

global movement on October 15, 2011. The global critique is based on 

the notion that our social, economic, and political relationships must 

be organised in other ways. 

We urge that the organisation in Victoria be motivated through a differ-

ent ethic and expressed through other metaphors than” occupy.” To this 

point, Tim Smith writes: 

The persistence and growth of the Occupy Wall Street movement 

and the creation of a North American Autumn, perhaps even a Glob-

al Autumn beginning with the Arab Spring is impressive. Organizers 

and participants deserve admiration for the effective dissent they 

have accomplished, and the constructive possibilities they have 

opened up in an age defined by the despair. The despair of a uniform 

world defined the 9/11 era of home foreclosures, prisons, financial 

disaster, wars and a dis-empowered public that comes with it all.

“Occupy” is more than an unfortunate banner to run a new social 

movement through. And too frequently it is a typical banner of the 

euro-american left. A generous reading is that they are inspired by 
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old school 60s style sit-ins and the success of the ‘Arab spring.’ Both 

iconic examples used civil disobedience in the form of sit-ins in 

major public spaces. Camp in the square! Occupy the Dean’s office! 

Sit-in at the legislature! etc.. These are all worthwhile actions.

But an unfortunate tragedy is that the spirit of radical democracy and 

civil disobedience is limited by and wrapped-up in a colonial lexicon, 

“occupy,” in places (Wall St., New York, the U.S., Victoria, B.C. Canada) 

that are so definitively shaped by the history and ongoing practice of 

colonialism. In fact settler colonialism seems to be the most profound 

commonality connecting these diverse and distant locations.

Decolonizing the left, along with decolonizing the present in gen-

eral, is itself a key social movement. The free enterprise vision of 

Wall Street (which is the superficial face of a corporatist reality) and 

the counter just society/welfare state vision of its critics both fail 

to take colonialism seriously. Merely redistributing wealth, benefits 

and security back to a middle class, which is where much (but not 

all!) of the support for Occupy Wall Street lies, is a far too narrow 

project. To the extent that this characterization is true, this strikes 

me as meaningless to those subject to severe conditions of poverty. 

And perhaps lacking in significance to those concerned with and 

subject to the exploitation and violence of settler-state societies.

It is the colonially enforced corporate exploitation of the resources 

on Indigenous peoples’ land around the globe from which a signifi-

cant portion of the wealth circulated through Wall St in question 

is derived. It seems that any contestation of the way that wealth is 

managed and distributed can only be ethically worked out by bring-

ing the problem of colonialism to the heart of the movement.

We stand in solidarity and applaud the contesting of the undemocratic, 

unequal, and socially unjust features of liberal democracies and its 

system of finance and global governance. And if this movement can take 

a life of its own and go beyond “occupy” and the concerns of the middle 

class and take colonialism seriously, it is our hope something powerful 

could unfold out of the spread of this dissent. But if colonialism is yet 

again silenced for the sake of a settler Euro-American unity that glosses 

over the most profound aspects of the undemocratic, unequal and social-

ly unjust features of our present, then a generation may find they have 

failed themselves and each other by missing an opportunity to challenge 

the most profound political fact of our age: the fact of colonialism.

LOCAL INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES ON 
TREATY RELATIONSHIPS: 

Nick Claxton (Saanich) has written that 

…on southern Vancouver Island Governor James Douglas negoti-

ated 14 land purchase agreements with the indigenous nations of 

the area. With respect to indigenous fisheries, the Douglas treaties 

explicitly state that those indigenous groups signatory to the trea-

ties have the “liberty to carry on their fisheries as formerly”. If taken 

literally, those indigenous peoples had a system in place, a system 

of governance over their fisheries, which indeed formed the core of 

their traditional societies. 

In R v. White and Bob, the judgment is considered the first legal 

affirmation that the Douglas Treaties are in fact and remain to be 

valid treaties in accordance to Canadian law. It was ruled that 

Governor James Douglas who at the time was the Chief Factor in the 

Hudson’s Bay Company, acted on behalf of the Crown in his nego-

tiations, arguably then the Douglas Treaty represents a Nation to 

Nation Agreement. The court ruled that Douglas Treaty beneficiaries 

could hunt in accordance to treaty rights rather than under provin-

cial regulations. Since this ruling, Aboriginal and Treaty rights have 

been recognized and affirmed in the Canadian Constitution under 

section 35. This is not to say that there is now justice today and the 

Douglas Treaties have been respected as “International” agreements, 

but to me strengthens the argument that they should be. 

The Douglas Treaty in the eyes of the Crown is in fact a valid treaty, 

where hunting rights extend into the whole of the traditional terri-

tory of the Saanich, and there is a traditional fishery of the Saanich 
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that needs to be protected. This is by no means a complete picture; 

the courts have sidestepped the issue of a right to governance, 

which I would argue is vital to understand. If the Treaty is a “treaty” 

or an international agreement, then the Saanich do have a right to 

govern themselves, fishing and hunting included, within the whole 

of their traditional territory. Yet the courts, which are a non-indig-

enous institution, and adversarial in nature, are not the solution. 

As Saanich we should not depend on the courts to tell us what are 

rights are and how to live by them. We instead have the answers 

within our community, homelands, and our culture. Just ask any one 

of our respected elders or listen to the teachings of our ancestors; 

they have not proven us wrong. The courts only reaffirm that these 

teachings need be respected. 

If the Crown continues to maintain that the Douglas Treaty is in fact 

a valid treaty between the Saanich and the Crown, then a true treaty 

relationship must be restored. In terms of fisheries then, the Saan-

ich continue to have jurisdiction over their fisheries and do have the 

right to govern all fisheries that are taking place within the bounds 

of the Saanich Territory. 

In the context of the contemporary treaty process, the Te’mexw Treaty 

Association explains that they are formed from five Coast Salish First 

Nations: 

Songhees (Lekwungen), Nanoose (Snaw’Naw’As), Beecher Bay 

(Scia’new) T’Souke and Malahat. The five Te’mexw Member First 

Nations initially joined together with one common objective to sup-

port one another and combine forces to work together under one 

organization to negotiate a treaty under the British Columbia Treaty 

Process.

Songhees (Lekwungen), Nanoose (Snaw-naw-as), Beecher Bay 

(Scia’new), T’Sou-ke, and Malahat all share common history, culture 

and experiences with federal and provincial governments. Each of 

these member first nations is descendants of the original signatories 

of the Douglas Treaties on the mid-nineteenth century. James Doug-

las signed fourteen treaties on Vancouver Island during this period. 

These Douglas treaties encompass approximately 358 square miles 

of land around Victoria, Saanich, Sooke, Nanaimo and Port Hardy. 

These treaties were never honoured or recognized by both the fed-

eral and provincial governments.

Our objective to negotiate a treaty that is acceptable to each of our 

individual Nations that will sustain us well into the future for our 

children and great grandchildren and the many generations to come.

It is clear from the statements that Indigenous Peoples are minimally 

in agreement that they wish to be enter into fair and just relationships 

with Settlers. It is also clear that Indigenous Peoples do not wish to 

assimilate into foreign cultural and political systems. What are our 

obligations to these political but non-assimilative relationships?

A SETTLER RESPONSE

The linked concepts of “reconciliation” and “decolonization” are taking 

leading roles in conversations about the relationship between Indig-

enous peoples and the Canadian state. In particular, they have become 

a central focus of recent interpretations of Constitution Act, 1982 and 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous jurists conclude that if significant pro-

gress towards reconciliation is to be made, it will require work beyond 

the courtroom and particularly within the public at large. The impor-

tance of such a focus is articulated specifically, for example, in the 

recent Aboriginal title case Tsilhqot’in Nation, where Justice Vickers of 

the BCSC recognizes in his judgment that “Tsilhqot’in people have sur-

vived despite centuries of colonization. The central question is whether 

Canadians can meet the challenges of decolonization.”

The necessity of a process of reconciliation connected to wider projects 

of decolonization is further underscored in the work of Cree political 

scientist Kiera Ladner, who notes that there is much the general public 

needs to address in preparation for a robust form of reconciliation. She 

states in her article, “Take 35: Reconciling Constitutional Orders”:
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While many Canadians may not be cognizant of their history and 

may choose to ignore the realities of the present, reconciliation 

is necessary. It is a necessity for Indigenous peoples as they seek 

to realize their goals of self-determination, cultural renewal, and 

economic independence; it is also a necessity for Canadians as they 

grapple with the demands for a new, or renewed, relationship be-

tween Indian peoples and settler nation(s) (Ladner 2010: 281).

At a minimum, true reconciliation and decolonization will require new 

approaches to conveying information to both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous communities. In order to foster these new methods, a small 

group of us has formed the free knowledge project with an eye to of-

fering existing courses and developing and delivering teaching materi-

als about the Canadian state, including representations of Indigenous 

peoples, law, policy, research and options. It is important to note that 

the materials are intended to inform Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

audiences about the actions and attitudes of the Canadian state and its 

approaches to the issues being raised, not to offer information about 

Indigenous peoples per se.

Our first venture began in May 2010 when Dr. Marc Pinkoski taught a 

five-week class on the topic of Anthropology and Indigenous Peoples in 

Canada. Offered for free in a downtown Victoria café to a diverse audi-

ence, Marc drew on courses he had been teaching at the University of 

Victoria over the past decade. He offered the class in this way to answer 

calls from students to make the information more widely available, 

addressing topics including anthropological representations of Indig-

enous peoples, anthropological science, the role these representations 

and methods have in Aboriginal rights litigation, and the history of the 

Canadian state’s and BC’s engagement with Indigenous peoples. In Oc-

tober 2010, Marc offered the course again, expanding it to six classes; 

and he is currently teaching a nine week version. 

Subsequently, we were very fortunate to have had Dr. Michael Asch 

offer the third free class, entitled Indigenous-State Relations – a six 

week class framed as “Canadian Studies.” These lectures were based 

on a number of experiences, but in particular Michael’s many years of 

teaching and his voluminous research at the University of Alberta and 

UVic. Dr. Rob Hancock, also presented a four week course on “Aborigi-

nal Rights, Anthropology, and Development in the North.” He focused 

on the emergence of Canadian Aboriginal rights law in the context of 

Indigenous resistances to resource development in their homelands, 

and examined the roles played by anthropologists in this history. Rob 

is currently teaching in Indigenous Studies at UVic, and has recently 

returned home from the University of Western Ontario, where he 

completed a post-doctoral fellowship teaching and writing on anthro-

pology and Indigenous political history. Podcasts of the lectures are 

accessible on the site and video is being uploaded. 

Currently, Marc is offering another course on Anthropology and Indig-

enous Peoples in Canada. This 9-week course is designed from a set of 

classes he has recently taught at UVic. He has two purposes for offer-

ing it: the first is to introduce students to the discipline of anthropol-

ogy, and the second is to show the relationship of anthropology to In-

digenous peoples and the history of Canada. His objective is to answer 

the calls of many students to make this information more accessible. 

We also hope that offering classes in this manner may assist those 

who feel alienated from some forms of learning such as high school or 

university. The class is free.

This class is open and no registration is required. We ask that students 

commit to attending as many classes as possible. Classes will run on 

Monday nights from 7:15-9:00pm until November 28th (except October 

31st) at the Solstice Café, 529 Pandora Avenue, Victoria, BC. 

Info: freeanthropology@gmail.com; or, the free knowledge project on 

facebook and freeknowledgeproject.wordpress.com
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SUGGESTIONS FOR A VICTORIA STATEMENT

We:

Acknowledge that we are on Lekwungen land, territory that has 

never been ceded and although complicated is Treaty territory. 

Acknowledge that Lekwungen, WSANEC and other First Nations from 

the area continue to endure despite great pressures. 

Will take responsibility to learn the history of Vancouver Island 

and surrounding area, including colonial legal history and 

the Douglas Treaties. 

Will resist framing Indigenous Peoples in evolutionary and euro-centric 

ways, whether through environmental, technological, civilizationalist 

or racial terms. We will focus on political, legal and 

philosophical discourse.

Will be open to cultivating political and social relationships 

with Indigenous peoples that will effect change.

Will be open to change that may place Settlers in seemingly 

vulnerable positions.
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