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For the past few years, The  Walrus 
has published the O’Hagan Essay on 
 Public Affairs — an opportunity for a 
 writer to explore a complex issue of 
 interest to Canadians. This year, we in-
vited Chris Turner, author of The Patch: 
The People, Pipelines, and Politics of the 
Oil Sands ( winner of the 2018  National 
Business Book Award), to look at the 
question of  climate change  nationally 
and internationally. In “We’re Doomed. 
Now What?”  Turner examines the 
chal lenges of tackling the crisis with-
in  Canada: a federation of provinces, 
each with its own levels of preparedness 
and policies (some of which are leading 
the world).

Other stories in this issue compare 
short- and long-term thinking about 
the environment. In her last issue as 
head of research at The Walrus, asso-
ciate editor Viviane Fairbank  pro� les 
Chris Magwood, a designer who is 
challenging people in his industry to 
rethink the  environmental impacts of 
their materials — and the idea of “green 
 building.” The story, “Greener and 
Cleaner,”  elucidates our tendency to 
look for solutions in the form of com-
modities instead of  simply  reducing our 

 consumption (maybe that’s why 
so many of us own a preponder-
ance of reusable tote bags). “The 
Great Law of Peace,” Julian Brave 
Noise Cat’s story about the Hau-
denosaunee confederacy’s com-
mitment to its 500-year- old 
constitution, is not specifically 
about climate, but it makes a re-
lated point: in retracing a history 
of con� ict and collaboration, Hau-
denosaunee stories  advise  future 
generations on how to  survive cata-
clysmic events.

I recently asked Catherine Mc-
Kenna, minister of environment 
and climate change, what it feels 
like to work on her � le. “It’s frus-

trating,” she said, referring to the on-
going politicization of climate change. 

“But it’s just really important [work].” 
 McKenna has faced challenges to the 
bare facts (People’s Party of Canada 
founder Maxime Bernier denies the 
 urgency of climate change), pushback 
on policies her government enacted 
( Ontario premier Doug Ford directed 
the province’s gas stations to display 
stickers decrying the federal  carbon 
tax), and threats to her own  personal 
 safety.  Shortly after our interview, it was 
 announced that the minister would be 
bolstering her security detail.

Climate “shouldn’t be a partisan issue,” 
McKenna had told me. Like many com-
plex, multifaceted issues — health care, 
housing, immigration—the climate 
crisis challenges us to think  collectively. 

“ Climate change is no longer just an 
 environmental issue,” the minister said. 

“It’s a health issue, it’s an economic issue, 
it’s a national-security issue, it’s a social- 
justice issue.” If it has become easier to 
talk about climate, maybe that is because 
we no longer see it as an isolated issue. 
The story of climate has become the story 
of everything. I

—Jessica Johnson

FOR MANY YEARS, the ac-
cepted wisdom for pub-
lishing stories about 
climate change has been: 

don’t say they’re about climate 
change. Guided by experts in news-
stand sales and social media, my 
colleagues and I have � led “busi-
ness” articles on the increasing dif-
� culty of obtaining home insurance 
in � ood-prone parts of Canada and 

“society” stories on the rise of “go 
bags” — a form of apocalypse pro-
visioning. It seems that resistance 
to confronting environmental prob-
lems head-on is rooted in feelings 
of helplessness — what some people 
now call “climate fatigue” — pos-
sibly  dating back to Silent Spring, Rachel 
Carson’s 1962 warning shot about the 
ecological crisis.

Things are quickly changing. The 2018 
report by the UN’s Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change put climate top 
of mind by revealing that most countries, 
Canada included, fall far short of meet-
ing recommendations aimed at limiting 
global warming to 1.5 degrees by 2030. 
The report rendered immediate an issue 
that, for many, had remained in the back-
ground, like remembering to � oss. Some 
have responded with activism: Swedish 
teen Greta Thunberg’s school strike, for 
example, has inspired others to stage 
strikes, walkouts, and demonstrations of 
their own. More of us are incorporating 
climate into our daily conversations, espe-
cially after extreme weather events, like 
wild� res in Alberta and  British  Columbia 
and Hurricane  Dorian, lead to specula-
tion about climate change’s intensifying 
e� ects. In the past year, at The Walrus, 
online page views for  stories labelled 

“ climate change” have risen 28 percent.
Still, for many of us, an overriding 

question remains: Now that we’ve � gured 
out how to talk about climate change, 
what do we do about it?

Editor’s Le� er
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julian brave noisecat 
“The Great Law of Peace,” p. 24

“The story of Indigenous laws and 
constitutions as powerful govern-
ance structures has been overlooked 
for many years. But the emergence of 

storytellers like the CBC’s Connie Walker and Duncan McCue 
and author Richard Wagamese has helped create a media 
market for this kind of inquiry. That’s the context that makes 
reporting a story like this possible.”

Julian Brave NoiseCat is a correspondent for Real America with 
Jorge Ramos, a contributing editor at Canadian Geographic, 
and a freelance writer whose work has appeared in the Guardian, 
The Nation, and The Paris Review.

kate yoon
“Distant Relatives,” p. 21

“If someone asks me, ‘Where’s home 
for you?’ the answer gets compli-
cated because I have half my family 
in Toronto and the other half in Korea. 
Part of the reason I wanted to write  

this essay on how Canada’s immigration policies separate  
families is that I find it hard to explain where home is. Phys-
ically, my home has been an apartment in Toronto. But, emo-
tionally, my home is in Korea. I live in this middle space.” 

Kate Yoon is a graduate student at the University of Oxford. 

Contributors’ 
Notes

chris turner
“We’re Doomed. Now What?” p. 36

“The solutions to climate change don’t 
just look like stopping something. 
They look like starting new things. 
And, speaking from a mental-health 
point of view, it could be good that, 

when the next piece of news about melting ice sheets in Green-
land comes along, you can say, ‘That’s terrible, but we are not 
motionless. There is work being done to tackle climate change.’  
We need to be doing more of that work; we need to be doing 
it faster; and we need to be doing it in more places — but at 
least there is a place to funnel that energy rather than just ex-
pending it in grief for the planet.”

Chris Turner is the author of The Patch: The People, Pipelines, 
and Politics of the Oil Sands. He is based in Calgary. 

Anne thériault
“Flight of Imagination,” p. 66

“I watch a lot of documentaries about 
plane crashes. I was flying to Paris 
once, and there was a problem with 
the in-flight video, which freaked me 
out. The flight attendant said, ‘It’s okay, 

that system has nothing to do with the operation of the plane.’ 
And I said, ‘Actually, I’ve heard it was because the entertain-
ment system sparked a fire that Swiss Air Flight 111 went down.’ 
Another time, I had to stop myself from sharing with my seat-
mate horrible things I’d read, like, ‘Did you know that gender 
is the second greatest predictor, after seating arrangement, of 
who will survive a plane crash?’”

Anne Thériault is a Toronto-based writer whose work has appeared 
in the Washington Post, Vice, and The Toast.

Ian Teh
“China’s New Deserts,” p. 52

“I find it strange to view landscapes 
as static. The timeline of how land 
changes is different from how we 
humans perceive those changes. The 
transformation of the Yellow River is 
not just a product of recent economic 

reform. For centuries, the Chinese have tried to engineer the 
river with dams, dikes, and levees to prevent devastating floods 
from destroying the towns and cities along its banks. There’s 
hardly a single part of the surrounding landscape that can be 
called free from human influence.”

Ian Teh is a photographer based in Kuala Lumpur.

At Amgen, we believe that the answers to medicine’s 
most pressing questions are written in the language of 
our DNA. As pioneers in biotechnology, we use our deep 
understanding of that language to create vital medicines that 
address the unmet needs of patients fighting serious illness 
– to dramatically improve their lives. 
 
For more information about Amgen, our pioneering science 
and our vital medicines, visit www.amgen.ca
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REACHING THE STAR
Suzannah Showler’s article about 
Céline Dion and the artists who im-
personate her (“Will the Real Céline 
Dion Please Stand Up?” September) 
is a heartwarming read. It o� ers a 
glimpse into the one-sided relation-

ship between an impersonator and their icon. I work as 
a drag queen in Montreal, and Dion is revered as a  goddess 
here — virtually every drag queen in the city has at least 
one Dion act. Though my work as a performer is to  create 
 caricatures, I have come to see her as an ordinary person. 
To  create an honest portrait of your favourite celebrity, 
you have to see the human behind the curtain.

Crystal Slippers / Guy Hermon
Montreal, QC

can be attractive loopholes to big corporations. Our 
government should  prioritize awarding contracts 
to smaller busi nesses that are committed to follow-
ing the law and respecting the people with whom 
they work. Instead of looking for “ human qualities” 
in corporations, let’s protect humans by holding 
corporations accountable.

Felina Arsenault
Fernie, BC

HISTORICAL CONTEST
In his essay about a controversial new history text-
book in Quebec (“Quebec Rewrites Its History,” Sep-
tember), Martin Patriquin shows how education can 
shape children’s views of their nation’s history. This 
happens elsewhere too. When I was fourteen years 
old, in Denmark, I was taught that Vice- Admiral Hor-
atio Nelson’s 1801 destruction of the Danish � eet in 
Copenhagen was an unprovoked attack on a neutral 
country. Later, at a school in the UK, I was taught 
that it was one of Nelson’s most  heroic and justi� ed 
battles. Patriquin is right: the teaching of history is 
political, and it deserves careful, critical attention.

John Molgaard
St. John’s, NL 

WELL PLAYED
Thank you for Dimitri Nasrallah’s pro� le of Wajdi 
Mouawad, the Montreal playwright and director 
(“Scene Change,” September). I work as a transla-
tor and began collaborating with Mouawad some 
fourteen years ago. I regularly read articles about 
his work, and Nasrallah’s essay is the � nest I have 
encountered in English. It captures so much of 

Mouawad’s complexity and deftly outlines how  relentlessly 
he probes the ways war a�  icts people around the world. 

Linda Gaboriau
Montreal, QC  

TUSK, TUSK
In the September issue, the article “Wrongfully Accused”  stated 
that the University of Victoria gave Roderick MacIsaac his PhD 
posthumously at the urging of William Warburton. In fact, 
it was Rebecca Warburton, William’s wife, who helped initi-
ate the process. In the October issue, the article “Independent 
Streak” stated that Stou� ville is located northwest of Toronto. 
In fact, it is northeast of Toronto. The Walrus regrets these errors.

“The time has come,” The Walrus said, “to talk of many things.” 
Send us a letter, email ( letters@thewalrus.ca ), or tweet, or post 
on our Facebook page.  Comments may be published in any 
medium and  edited for length, clarity, and accuracy.

411 Richmond Street East, Suite B15 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5A 3S5

I’ve noticed that letting people know something touched you 
deeply, even if it isn’t new or cool, runs the risk of making you 
seem weird or ridiculous. Liking something with ironic de-
tachment seems safer, even if it removes all joy. But  Showler’s 
article reminds us that Céline Dion lives her life with fearless 
sincerity, which is re� ected by the fans who love her. May we 
all live with the same full-throated passion.

Brigitte Jambresic
Toronto, ON 

PERSONAL BUSINESS
In his article about the use of deferred prosecution agree-
ments (DPAs) for companies accused of crimes (“What Do 
We Do About SNC-Lavalin?” September), Max Fawcett asks 
 whether corporations can be rehabilitated in the same way 
individuals can be. But corporations are not people, despite 
having the same rights as people under the law. Humanizing 
them in this way might make it easier for people to trust in 
companies while overlooking examples of inhumane corpor-
ate behaviour—such as dumping toxins, deadly working condi-
tions, and creating carcinogenic products. DPAs, in this sense, 

Le� ers
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Ekow Nimako, Building Black: Civilizations. Photo by: Samuel Engelking. LEGO® and the Brick configuration are property of the LEGO 
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the exhibition’s travel to the National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institution. Additional support is provided by the National 
Endowment for the Arts, the Myers Foundations, the Alumnae of Northwestern University, the Robert Lehman Foundation, the Elizabeth 
F. Cheney Foundation, and the Illinois Arts Council Agency.
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The 2019 CBC Massey Lectures
Award-winning author, journalist, and human rights activist  

Sally Armstrong illustrates how the status of the female half of  
humanity is crucial to our collective surviving and thriving.

Power Shift will be broadcast on CBC Radio’s IDEAS in November

“Armstrong explores the darkest reaches of women’s experience and  
brings back astonishing news of hope, challenge, and change.” 

— Michele Landsberg, author of Writing the Revolution

Four-time winner of the  
Amnesty International Canada  
media award and an Officer of  

the Order of Canada. 

Sally Armstrong



In June, a nation bore 
down on Nathan Phil-
lips Square under a 
hanging sun, hun-

dreds of thousands clad 
in patterns of red, black, 
and gold. It arrived with 
babies in mothers’ arms, 
fans cheering beneath 
concrete arches, steel-
drum processions wind-
ing through the memory 
of morning. All the while, 
police held their positions, 
thirsty and waiting, their 
barricades broken and sur-
mounted. The locust of a 
helicopter rattled over-
head; the thunderous 
flyby of Snowbirds spread 
awe as necks craned sky-
ward. And, after hours of 
waiting, the energy of ex-
pectation crested, and be-
fore us appeared the 2019 
NBA Champion Toronto 
Raptors. We the North 
had arrived, champion-
ship in hand, the stage 
set for the one person 
everyone wanted to see: 
Kawhi Leonard, the king 
of the north.

The faces of those who 
celebrated reflected jour-
neys beyond hopes and 
dreams, beyond polite ex-
pectations. This victory was bigger than 
one NBA championship: it was the sum 
of countless journeys from margin to 
centre, from there to here, and all the 
sacrifices made in between. Sacrifices 
of language and land, sacrifices of chil-
dren and families, sacrifices between 
generations, trauma handed down like 
dominion, understanding ceded to sec-
urity and the promise of a better future. 
This country was built on the forgetting 
of the first accord of friendship and the 
persistent erosion of both sacred know-
ledge and space — the very disappearance 
of those who hold such knowledge. The 
victory of one basketball team cannot 
fix this. But it can demonstrate what  
may come next.

I was there when the new nation 
arrived. It was apparent then as it is now, 
at the cusp of a new basketball season, 
what the Raptors’ victory meant for this 
country. We live in a country that does 
not recognize Indigenous peoples, that 
routinely others people of colour, and that 
is marred by anti-immigrant billboards. 
The nation will not stand for that. It is not 
bound by the country’s old solitudes. It 
marks a departure from what was there 
before to what is here today. The out-
siders have become insiders. And when 
the new NBA season begins, on Octo-
ber 22, a championship banner will hang 
from the rafters of Scotiabank Arena in 
Toronto. A banner that is a symbol of the 
nation’s rising power.

This nation is not bound 
to the white-supremacist 
roots of former prime min-
isters John A. Macdonald 
and Wilfrid Laurier. It is not 
simply a new face for the 
country. This new nation 
has the power to change 
the very direction of the 
country. A little over a year 
ago, most of the country 
didn’t know much about 
Kawhi Leonard. Today, 
he’s the one who helped 
give the country its first Big 
Four sports championship 
since Kim Campbell was 
prime minister. The cele-
bration parade this past 
summer in Toronto was 
likely the largest civic 
celebration in the coun-
try’s history. Millions were 
there. There wasn’t the 
typical maple-leaf hoopla, 
or the laissez-faire furor of 
July 1, or even the corporate 
nosedive that accompanies 
the Olympics. This was au-
thentic. It was a surprise. It 
had been earned. And this 
nation poses fundamental 
challenges to consent and 
choice: the choice of where 
this country is going and 
what it will become.

The dreams of millions in this 
country have rarely, if ever, hung 
on the desires of one American, 

one athlete, one hero. Kawhi Leonard’s 
journey from the periphery to the centre 
of the national interest is without com-
parison. Despite his decision, as a free 
agent this summer, to leave the Raptors 
after the team’s NBA victory, there are 
children across the nation who worship 
him. He showed them that the power of 
a dream, a ball, and a court can achieve 
the unprecedented. That old orders can 
be overcome.

Heroes often operate within binar-
ies of opposition: good versus evil, the 
familiar versus the othered. Sometimes 
this opposition is oblique; other times it 
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is violently clear. Authority determines 
who and what a hero is through means 
stronger than simple morality and taste. 
Power gives affection to that which is al-
lowed to be heroic and casts judgment 
on that which challenges that power. 
This has been true in this country since 
Macdonald and Louis Riel. But times are 
changing — along with buildings, bridges, 
and memorial statues that honour cruelty. 
Through the clarity of justice and the ero-
sion of hegemony, heroes of previous 
generations are giving way to new heroes.

It is a reconciliation of sorts. But one 
that is slow and winding — a journey 
weighed down by the heroic binaries 
composing the country’s virtue. Leonard 
upends the weight of those binaries. For 
those who still believe in old solitudes, 
yes, he is still one of them: an American, 
a basketball player, a Black man, an out-
sider playing an outsider’s game — if not 
in origin, then in perceived culture and 
verve. But, for a great many more, he is 
part of a greater us: heroes who belong 
to this new nation, one whose name has 
yet to be spoken.

That is why Leonard’s decision to leave 
the Raptors, and the intense speculation 
and hand wringing that preceded this 
decision, says a lot about the country. It 
says a lot about those who have choice in 
the country and those who do not. Many 
in the country expressed understand-
ing about Leonard’s decision to leave 
Toronto for his home team, the Los An-
geles Clippers, to sign a three-year con-
tract reportedly worth $103 million (US). 
They contended he had every right to 
leave. That attitude is reflective of the 
settler yearning for a homeland — the pro-
verbial “old country” many are desper-
ate to hold on to. The violence of these 
dreams of home is apparent in the ranks 
of who is not included. When people talk 
about the old country, they mean places 
in Europe, often the British-French axis. 
When they utter the xenophobic man-
tra, “Go back to where you came from,” 
they never mean go back to the old coun-
try. They mean another country, another 
other. The old country does not refer 
to any home in Asia, Africa, Central or 
South America. And it certainly does not 
include Indigenous peoples.

Leonard’s decision to leave for Amer-
ica follows a path similar to that of other 
sports superstars, such as Wayne Gretzky, 
Vince Carter, and Roberto Alomar: taking 
all of that talent and heading south. But, 
as much as the country may lament it, 
that metric, from here to there, is the 
foundational direction of the country’s 
economy: logging, mining, the mass ex-
traction of water — this is still largely a 
staple economy. The question of whether 
that is good, desirable, or even sustainable  
is at the heart of many political challen-
ges facing the country. Indeed, the fight 
over pipelines is really a rehash of the 
debate over Macdonald’s 1878 National 
Policy — the essence of which continues to 
hang over our country. All of that is why 
Leonard’s choice to leave the country was 
so symbolic for many in the nation. It is 
a choice that my nation has yet to make.

F or the past 150 years, my nation, 
the Ktunaxa Nation, has met a 
long line of Crown representa-

tives who each display a continually fickle 
attention toward our apparent best in-
terest. From the first desperate, hungry, 
and lost representatives of the Crown 
who crossed the Rockies to our lands to 
the most recent “sunny ways” delegates, 
Ktunaxa have had little choice in the re-
lationship. The country wants all and will 
settle for nothing less. If that means our 
demise, well, so be it.

At first, the very idea of a country 
seemed inane. But, as the slow tide of 
settlers turned from camps to towns, 
a new and inevitable reality emerged: 
an inescapable country that would trump 
our nation at every turn. Our nation was 
no longer able to live anywhere within 
Ktunaxa ʔamakʔis save for on small re-
serves established for our polite extirpa-
tion. The only choice for our nation was 
this: whether we would live through the 
genocide, our minds and bodies warped 
by those intent on converting, control-
ling, or condemning us — survival in some 
regards but not without a continuum of 
brutal consequences. And now, against 
a mantle of child rapes, cultural genocide, 
and old-fashioned racism, we have done 
the impossible. Our nation survives, in 
spite of the country.

So when I consider the old country,  
I think expressly of Ktunaxa ʔamakʔis —  
our territory. This land is our home, and 
we are not going anywhere. We do not 
have an old country to return to. We have 
a nation without a country. A nation 
that is threatened, as we are, denied 
and despised.

I do not believe in the country. When 
its anthem played at the end of the Rap-
tors celebration parade in June, I didn’t 
stand. Hu n’ini Ktunaxa. I am Ktunaxa. 
As Ktunaxa, I do not have the power to 
choose the country. It has chosen me, 
chosen Ktunaxa lands, claimed Ktunaxa 
history, memory, and time as necessary 
resources to exploit; it is genocide in 
action. My understanding of the country 
is forged through long, violent intergener-
ational conflict. There is no ambiguity. 
For more than a century, the country has 
taken everything from Ktunaxa: land, lan-
guage, children, hope, prosperity. Every-
thing is still being taken from us — by and 
for a country that barely knows our name.

The emergence of a new nation after 
the Raptors’ win does not represent jus-
tice as an inevitable destination. It is sim-
ply another path forward — one that may 
not be mired in the struggle of surviving 
an ongoing genocide. The nation offers 
questions about what may come rather 
than conclusions about what has been. 
Somewhere in that space, we may find 
a place to exist.

It is remarkable when a person of colour  
has the power to command the attention 
of the country, to have an offer of un-
precedented riches, privilege, renown, 
and record levels of adulation from Dan-
forth to Eskasoni, from Ottawa to At-
tawapiskat, from Victoria to ʔaq’am. But 
what is even more incredible is to see that 
offer for all that it is, to see the country for 
what it represents and for what it is — and 
be able to reject it altogether. That is what 
Kawhi Leonard’s choice means for the 
nation: the power to reject the country 
for something else. In the aftermath of 
that choice, a new nation awaits. a

troy sebastian  / nupqu ʔa·kǂaM’ 
is a Ktunaxa writer whose work has ap-
peared in The Malahat Review, The New 
Quarterly, and Quill & Quire.
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In my family, when I’m at home, 
dinnertime is a daily ritual. On 
a Friday in December, the smells of 
a full Korean dinner fill our cramped 

apartment in north Toronto. Many storeys 
below, darkness falls over the last of the 
rush hour cars. My sister and I move 
several Tupperware containers of side 
dishes — kimchi, seaweed salad, pickled 
cucumbers — onto the table. As we set out 
the cutlery, my mother’s phone rings. It 
is my father. Her hands filled by a bowl of 
hot soup, my mother instructs my sister 
to answer it.

“What did you do today?” my father asks.
“I went to school,” says my sister. She 

recently started university. She tells him 
that her classes end next week and exams 
start after that. Her description of univer­
sity life is matter of fact, contrasting with 
the detailed accounts of her day she excit­
edly relates to me every evening. When 
my sister is done giving her briefing, it 
is my turn to take the phone.

My parents live in two different coun­
tries, but they are not divorced or sepa­
rated. As we set the dinner table each 
night in Toronto, my father drives to work 
in Seoul, South Korea, and calls us on his 
Bluetooth device. Despite happening 
daily, these phone conversations don’t 
usually go into great depth or last more 
than a couple of minutes. They serve 
more as reminders of our family-ness: 
the act of checking in is more important 
than the content of the check-in itself.

In South Korea, long-distance families 
like ours are called “wild geese families” 
because one person, usually the father, 
makes trans-Pacific voyages that echo 
the seasonal migrations of geese. In the 
context of the Chinese diaspora, these 
families are commonly called “astro­
naut households”; geographer Lan-
Hung Nora Chiang describes them as 
(usually nuclear) families where “one 
family member returns to East Asia to 
maximize their earnings while the rest of 

the family remain in Canada,” usually to 
improve the children’s educational oppor­
tunities. In a lot of ways, prolonged separ­
ation is easier now than it has ever been, 
as apps enable free international calling 
for anyone with an internet connection.

Still, prolonged separation is far from 
ideal; the best option would be for fam­
ilies to stay together. The Canadian 
government states that family reunifi­
cation is a policy priority, but in practice, 
immigrants still face many obstacles to 
building new lives in Canada — obstacles 
that can pull families apart.

In the early 2000s, my father, 
a young, ambitious earth scientist 
with a master’s degree, quit his pres­

tigious job in South Korea to bring his 
family to Canada. To even qualify for 
jobs that suited his skill level, he needed 
Canadian credentials, so he applied to 
Canadian graduate programs. My parents 
were disadvantaged in Canada not only 
because their skills and experience were 
not recognized but also because of lin­
guistic and cultural barriers and their 
lack of professional networks. In the end, 
despite his efforts, my father could not 
find an adequate job. Having received 
an attractive offer in South Korea, he re­
turned. Now he advises the government 
and other clients on environmental policy, 
renewable energy, and carbon taxes.

As was the case in most Western 
nations, Canada’s immigration policy 
maintained racial and ethnic restric­
tions into the 1960s, partly because 
individual immigration officers could 
exercise a large degree of discretion 
about whom to admit. Responding to 
criticisms of this system, as well as to 
labour-market demands, the government 
introduced the points system currently in 
use. This system assigns values to certain 
criteria to decide whether prospective 
immigrants qualify for permanent resi­
dence. Immigration is still restrictive 
but on the grounds of seemingly neutral 
qualities like education, age, language 
skills, and employability. After the intro­
duction of the points system, immigrants 
increasingly came from a wider range of 
places outside of the previously favoured 
Western European countries. But, as was 
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the case with my family, immigration poli­
cies prioritized skills that turned out to be 
less valuable than Canadian experience.

Experts have spent decades pointing 
out that employers’ preferences for Can­
adian experience — explicitly stated or 
not — effectively exclude many people 
with foreign credentials and work experi­
ence. Some immigrants have years of 
work experience and advanced degrees 
from their home countries, which count 
in their favour when they apply to come 
to Canada. Once they get here, though, it 
becomes clear that what matters when it 
comes to getting a job is having worked 
in Canada already. A report from the 
Ontario Fairness Commissioner found 
that, in 2011, internationally educated 
immigrants were half as likely to be em­
ployed in their professions (licensed pro­
fessions include engineering, nursing, 
and accounting) as their Canadian-born 
and -educated peers. While these large 
discrepancies might be attributable to 
various factors, it is clear that immigrant 
professionals struggle to find employ­
ment at their skill levels. This mismatch 
between the points system and employ­
ment prospects can be the reason fam­
ilies like mine end up separated. In recent 
years, the Canadian government has 
introduced immigration policies to ex­
plicitly favour people who already have 
work experience or job offers in Can­
ada. This meant the government policies 
took greater consideration of employers’ 
preferences, but these policies continue 
to put the onus on the immigrant and 
reinforce the exclusion of diverse back­
grounds from the Canadian workforce.

Another cause of family separation is 
our immigration policy’s focus on short-
term labour needs. Between 2005 and 
2012, the number of temporary foreign 
workers more than doubled, even as the 
number of permanent-resident immi­
grants remained relatively stable. Many 
of these temporary workers occupy 
low-wage jobs in sectors such as con­
struction and agriculture and are not 
formally guaranteed the right to stay in 
Canada or to reunite with their families. 
Recent pilot programs allow caregivers to 
come to Canada with their families, but 
they still have to meet strict education 

and language requirements. Financial 
burdens pose an even stronger constraint 
on family life: under conditions of precar­
ious, low-wage work, it is even harder for 
these workers to fly back home to see their 
families or even to talk to them regularly.

Regardless of cause, these arrange­
ments inevitably change family dynam­
ics. Jeong-Eun Jeong, a “goose mother” 
of four in Toronto, has been living apart 
from her partner for about four years. 
They had immigrated together, intending 
to settle in Canada permanently, but her 
partner could not find a suitable job. In 
the end, they made the difficult decision 
to live as a goose family.

Her youngest child was not yet two 
years old. “There aren’t many benefits,” 
she says about the goose family lifestyle. 
Aside from the practical difficulties of 
raising her children alone, Jeong says 
that she misses spending quality time 
with her family. “I really envy my neigh­
bours who can go on short camping trips 
on the weekends,” she says.

During one of my father’s visits, 
I woke up to the sound of him 
talking on the phone. He was tell­

ing someone how to get into his house in 
Gunpo, a small city near Seoul: explaining 
the passcode to the building and where 
to find his key. Concerned, I rushed out 
of bed to ask if everything was okay. It 
turned out that, before leaving, he had 
asked a coworker to feed his goldfish for 
him. I forgot about this incident until later 
that year, when the rest of my family vis­
ited him. He gave us a two-minute tour 
of his small studio, ending in his proud 
display of the goldfish. “This one’s gotten 
pretty fat,” he said as he reached inside 
the tank to prod it. It occurred to me only 
then that, every evening, this is the com­
pany he comes home to.

Our immigration system 
does not have to be this way. 
Canada can implement poli­

cies that enable the recognition of im­
migrants’ skills and qualifications and 
can encourage professional associations 
to create similar guidelines. Recogniz­
ing that those with families to feed and 
take care of are less able to go back to 
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school or take unpaid internships, we 
should help immigrants gain experience 
in  Canada. Our policies should  also make 
it easier for immigrants and temporary 
workers to bring their families with them. 
Migrant­worker advocacy groups have 
long been fi ghting for “status on  arrival,” 
granting permanent residence to  migrant 
workers as soon as they arrive in Canada. 
More generally, we need an approach 
to immigration that sees immigrants as 
humans and neighbours rather than as 
sources of labour that can move  fl exibly 
across  borders, untethered to family 
and community. Families come here 
for new starts, new opportunities, and 
new challenges. But without  changes to 
our  system, we risk alienating the very 
people we are  encouraging to move here. 
If one family member ends up returning 
to their home country, the rest of the 
family is caught in limbo, unable to be 
fully present in one place or the other.

A few months ago, my mother trav­
elled to South Korea to visit family. She 
sent me selfi es of her and my father out to 
 dinner. I tried to imagine their conversa­
tions but couldn’t — for the simple  reason 
that it had been so long since I had heard 
them talking together.  Waiting at the 
 airport in Seoul to fl y back to  Toronto, my 
mother called me. “Your grandparents 
want me to come back to Korea perma­
nently,” she said. Now that my sister is 
in university, they see my mother’s job 
as done. My mother carries much of the 
burden of our uncertainty, as familial 
and cultural expec tations on both sides 
of the Pacifi c pull her in diff erent direc­
tions. “I want to be with my children, but 
I’ve got a  husband and parents too.” 

KATE YOON is a graduate student at 
the University of Oxford. She writes 
about the intersection of politics and 
philosophy.
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Blessing for  Twitter
by aDaM Sol

Before I am fully a person
 I want to know what great
horror happened in the night.
 The icon’s head 
is too thick for its hopeful wings
 but responds to my thumb
like a faithful servant of the Eternal.
 Give me insult and dogs,
give me West Coast results 
 and a drunk self-own from B at 3 am.
Give me the stream of those I admire
 who have been � ghting all night
for truth, and the maniacs who hate
 everything they can’t touch.  
Concentrate, nimBy. Today, do 
 some work that is not 
fuelled by rage. But � rst, 
 do some work with rage. 
Just outside, a robin cackles
 its � rst bad joke of the day.
Grey unruly dawn begins 
 to interfere with the clear
loud light in my palm.
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What we can learn from a 500-year-old Haudenosaunee constitution
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from which they had travelled: Quebec, 
Ontario, New York, Wisconsin. In keep­
ing with longhouse policy for certain 
ceremonies, all in attendance were In­
digenous. Several burly Mohawk men 
wearing black shirts with “Security” let­
tered in yellow on the back watched over 
the Haudenosaunee, the longhouse, and 
the parking lot.

In Kahnawà:ke, I hoped to gain in­
sight into what it might take for my own 
people, the Secwepemc and St’át’imc, 
to reclaim our nationhood. Against my 
habit as a journalist, I decided to take 
no notes and make no recordings. In­
stead I listened and observed, journaling 
only at night to respect the Mohawk on 
whose lands and under whose authority 
I stayed. Over decades, outside anthro­
pologists have come into the community 
to extract ceremonies and stories, taking 
the intellectual property of a people who 
have lost almost all their physical rights to 
land — stirring distrust atop pain. Thomas 
Deer, a volunteer technician in the Mo­
hawk Nation at Kahnawà:ke Longhouse, 
told me a story about a researcher who 
attended a community funeral, disrupt­
ing the service to interview mourners. 
Against this history and in accordance 
with the hosts’ wishes, I kept my note­
book and recorder tucked in my bag.

By breaking my journalistic routine, 
I was also engaging in what Kahnawà:ke 
scholar Audra Simpson, my former pro­
fessor at Columbia University, has called 
an “ethnographic refusal.” The gov­
ernments of outsiders have long used 
knowledge of Indigenous peoples to 
fortify their dominance. To control a 
population, you must know it, often inti­
mately — its government, economy, cul­
ture, demographics, political divisions, 
and so on. If a person wants to practise 
refusal, fly the Mohawk Warrior flag, and 
strengthen the Haudenosaunee against 
intruders, they must break some habits, 
including the need to google whenever 
curiosity strikes.

For hundreds of years, the Mohawk 
have defied the governments superim­
posed over their own. Since the 1600s, 
they resisted successive French, Dutch, 
British, American, and Canadian in­
vasions, often successfully. And when 

I
n early August 2019, a 500-year-old government con­
vened to discuss its constitution. The gathering was not 
held in a glittering, white, neo-classical Capitol propped 
up by columns crowned with Corinthian ornaments. The 
proceedings did not take place on a hill, or in a city, or 
within the boundaries of a capital district. The ceremony 

did not begin with a thunderous, patriotic anthem. The consti­
tution was not read from archival parchment or legislative text. 
In fact, the constitution was not read at all. The speakers did 
not stand before a podium in the chambers of Parliament or 
halls of Congress. They did not prepare soundbites. If you had 
searched Twitter, you would not have found a single hot take 
about it. No chanting agitators came to protest. Minutes were 
not taken. Few beyond the attendees even knew it happened. 
But what transpired was historic, foreshadowing the return of 
a good government: an Indigenous government.

On this morning, the Haudenosaunee 
gathered to recite Kayanerenkó:wa, or 
the Great Law of Peace, an oral consti­
tution that recounts the end of an era of 
conflict and the founding of their confed­
eracy by the Peacemaker, Deganawida, 
and his brother, Hiawatha. This was the 
seventh consecutive year they had gath­
ered for such a recital. They invoked the 
law in a brown longhouse oriented east 
to west along Route 207 in Kahnawà:ke —  
a Mohawk community, home to more 
than 8,000 people, across the St. Law­
rence River from Montreal. On the left 
side of the longhouse entrance, roughly 
at the midpoint of the structure, sat three 
men. One, Robert Brown of the Oneida, 
spoke Onayota’á:ka, the Oneida language. 
Kanentokon Hemlock was his translator. 
A third speaker, Karhowane, helped open 
and close the longhouse with ovations 
of hospitality, notes about housekeep­
ing, and appeals to ceremonial protocol.

On tables before the men and the lis­
teners lay belts made from wampum, 
purple and white tubular beads. They 
conveyed Haudenosaunee stories, teach­
ings, and treaties. Among the belts rest­
ed one that I recognized: the Hiawatha 
belt, a white pine tree at its centre con­
nected, with rows of white, to two white 
squares on either side. The central tree 
represents the Tree of Peace and the 
council fire of the Onondaga nation at 

the heart of the confederacy. The four 
squares symbolize, from right to left 
and east to west, the Mohawk, Oneida, 
Cayuga, and Seneca. (In 1722, the Hau­
denosaunee adopted a sixth nation, the 
Tuscarora, who were retreating from vio­
lent conflict in the south.) At the ends of 
the tables sat Haudenosaunee feather 
headdresses known as gustoweh.

Pinned on the wall next to the speakers 
was a flag emblazoned with the head of 
a warrior encircled by a yellow sun atop 
a red background — the standard of the 
Mohawk Warrior Society. After the 1990 
Oka Crisis, a confrontation between the 
Mohawk and the city of Oka that even­
tually involved the Canadian military, 
this flag became a symbol of resistance 
for Indigenous peoples. 

Though it was the first day of the cere­
mony, and many more Haudenosaunee 
had yet to arrive, the crowd overflowed 
the wooden benches inside the long­
house. Men and boys, many with long 
braids or neatly combed hair hanging 
down their backs, sat attentively, like 
worshippers at a service. Women and 
girls, their hair hanging loose or fixed 
with barrettes beaded with flowers and 
animals, outnumbered the men in the 
crowd. The majority there, a local told 
me, were from Kahnawà:ke, though many 
had come from across the confederacy. 
Their licence plates revealed the places 
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the wars ended, they kept fighting. In 
the early 1900s, a Mohawk ironworker 
crossed the US–Canada border with his 
family to live and work in Philadelphia. 
When the Americans prosecuted him as 
an “illegal alien,” he insisted that free 
passage was his birthright as a Haudeno­
saunee party to the Jay Treaty of 1794. 
He won the case. Under the authority 
of that same treaty, my father emigrated 
to New York, where he met my mother. 
Without the Haudenosaunee, I probably 
would not exist. Today, the confeder­
acy issues its own passports. And, most 
importantly, it insists that it has never 
ceded sovereignty to Canada, the United 
States, or any other nation or empire. 
It remains a distinct and prior govern­
ment — and an alternative.

Amid intersecting ecological, economic, 
political, and cultural catastrophes, In­
digenous alternatives look increasingly 
appealing. Against the ecological crisis, 
the Indigenous suggest we understand 
land, water, and all living things not as 
resources, but as relatives. As the gap be­
tween rich and poor widens, Indigenous 
economies foster subsistence, generos­
ity, and redistribution against greed and 
exploitation. While the hollow promise 
of party politics turns away millions, far 
older participatory and consensus-driven 
systems developed by Indigenous nations 
feel more personal and fair. And as soci­
ety splits along racial, religious, gender, 
class, and cultural lines, many Indigenous 
communities look comparatively tolerant 
and inviting. This is especially true for a 
diverse emergent majority who under­
stand that so-called “democracy” was 
not built for them in the first place.

Where invaders once burned the long­
house to make way for the marble edi­
fice of white hegemony, it is now possible 
to imagine the opposite: the return of 
the Indigenous. Three years ago, more  
than one million people used Facebook 
to check in to Standing Rock in solidar­
ity with the campaign against the Dakota 
Access Pipeline — lending digital sup­
port to the rekindled council fires of the 
Oceti Sakowin. Thousands of British 
Columbians have turned to First Nations 
like the Tsleil-Waututh to stop the pro­
posed Trans Mountain pipeline expansion, 

which became a flashpoint issue for Jus­
tin Trudeau’s Liberal Party ahead of the 
October election. Through a sustained 
campaign, Native Hawaiians have recast 
Mauna Kea as not just a mountain but an 
ancestor — rebuffing plans to build a mas­
sive telescope on this sacred site.

As I sat with the People of the Long­
house, I realized that, for their govern­
ment to flourish — and for Indigenous 
governments across the continent 
to return to their former strength —  
I would need to do more than practise 
ethnographic refusal. I would also need 
to trust. Canada and the United States 

are constituted from the death of the 
Indigenous. To rebuild on a continent 
where the vast majority come from else­
where, First Peoples will need the faith of 
our own and others. Gaining trust from 
those who can’t imagine the longhouse 
standing alongside Parliament or Con­
gress, or even from those who under­
stand that their own wealth is derived 
from generations of plunder, is no small 
task. Yet the Great Law of Peace holds 
many lessons about how that trust might 
be secured: through persuasion, diplo­
macy, compassion, the occasional bit 
of cunning, and, maybe, a little magic.

When the invocation to welcome and 
give thanks was finished, Brown stepped 
up to the microphone and, in the staccato 
of Onayota’á:ka — a language of melodic, 
short, percussive syllables punctuated by 
sharp consonants and glottal stops — he 
began to recite.

Long ago, in an era of war and 
bloodshed, a boy was born to 
a young virgin in Kanienkeh, 

a Huron-Wendat village near the Bay 
of Quinte, on the shores of Lake Ontario. 
Or, at least, that’s how the story begins 
in Kayanerenkó:wa, a legal analysis of the 
Great Law of Peace written by Six Nations 
lawyer Kayanesenh Paul Williams and 
published last year by the University of 
Manitoba Press. Others, it’s important 
to note, recall the story a bit differently. 
Some say, for example, that the boy was 
Mohawk, born in the Tyendinaga terri­
tory, and that later narrators changed the 
telling to protect his actual birthplace.

Since 2013, the Haudenosaunee 
have gathered every year to honour 
these differences and revive the law. 
In Kahnawà:ke, the People of the Long­
house took nine days this August to 
recite a version of this elegant constitu­
tion in vivid detail — a Haudenosaunee 
speaker narrating in five- to ten-minute 
chunks, followed by an English translator. 
Every morning, attendees gathered for 
breakfast. We broke for lunch at midday. 
In the evening, we came back together 
for supper. Each meal included healthy 
helpings of corn, squash, beans, berries, 
pork, bison, tea, juice, coffee, and con­
versation. We brought and washed our 
own plates, bowls, mugs, and utensils, 
to minimize waste. Then we returned 
to our seats to listen.

As the Haudenosaunee spoke, I fol­
lowed along with Williams’s book. Later 
on, I read Traditional Teachings, a book 
published by the North American Indian 
Travelling College, which also tells the 
Peacemaker’s story. In Indian country, 
the People of the Longhouse are revered 
for their traditional government and 
steadfast sovereigntist movement, which 
has fortified their confederacy against 
hundreds of years of intrusion — and even 
inspired the US Constitution. I assumed 
lessons would arrive through an elder’s 
explication of a clever system or through 
my own epiphany — like a sort of decol­
onial algebra problem. But, as I read and 
listened, I came to understand that, for 
those who know the language and the 
law, the beauty — and even the fun — of 
Kayanerenkó:wa is in the telling.
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“Go back to your 
people,” said the 

Peacemaker. “Tell 
them good news  
of peace, power, 

and righteousness 
has come to  
your nation.”





As I read and as Brown explained, 
the Creator foretold the boy’s birth and 
name — Deganawida, the Peacemaker —  
to his mother, Kahetehsuk (She Walks 
Ahead), in a dream. But the boy’s arrival 
made Kahetehsuk’s mother, Kaheto’ktha’ 
(End of the Field), suspicious. The mother 
and grandmother had chosen to live apart 
from their people — a safe distance from 
the scalping and killing. But in this war-
torn world, the young mother’s preg­
nancy, absent an obvious father, made 
Kaheto’ktha’ wonder. Had a warrior taken 
advantage of her daughter in the woods? 
Had the family been cursed?

When the boy was born, the 
grandmother took him out on 
a frozen lake, chopped a hole 
in the ice, and chucked him in. 
But when she returned home, 
she found him nursing in his 
mother’s arms. What power 
could do that? The next day, 
she carried the child into the 
woods, built a roaring fire, and 
cast him in. But again, when 
she returned, the babe was 
at his mother’s bosom. This 
must be the work of a sorcerer, 
she thought. And so, on the 
third day, convinced the child 
was cursed and determined 
to protect her daughter, she 
conspired to take a hatchet to 
the infant. But that night, a spirit came 
to her and explained the boy’s signifi­
cance. Ashamed, Kaheto’ktha’ helped 
her daughter raise Deganawida.

When the boy became a man, he began 
to build a canoe from white stone to travel 
the lakes and rivers of this land, spread­
ing his philosophy of peace, power, and 
righteousness. When this canoe was com­
plete, he bid his family farewell and pad­
dled in the direction of the sunrise. At 
the Bay of Quinte, Williams writes, near 
the place on the shore where the Peace­
maker is said to have launched his craft, 
there is a strip of white rock like the tail of 
a canoe, which creates eddies in the water.

Across Lake Ontario, the Peacemaker 
sighted the land of the nations that would 
become the Haudenosaunee but saw no 
sign of their villages. These were wicked 
days of mindless and endless war. The 

People of the Longhouse had retreated 
into fortifications built into wooded hills. 
As he approached, his white-stone canoe 
glistened in the sun, reflecting off the 
water. The spectacle caught the eyes of a 
group of hunters ashore, who were flee­
ing an attack. Out of curiosity, they ap­
proached the magnificent vessel as it 
neared land. “Go back to your people,” 
the Peacemaker told the men. “Tell them 
that good news of peace, power, and 
righteousness has come to your nation.”

Continuing his journey east, toward 
the sunrise, the Peacemaker came upon 

the house of Tsikonsaseh, a witch who 
lured travellers into her home with the 
promise of a meal. Over food, she would 
poison them. But the Peacemaker knew 
this woman’s scheme. Invited inside, he 
confronted her with the message he had 
shared with the fearful hunters. “Your 
words are true,” she said, telling him she 
would accept his message and enforce it. 

“I vow never to return to my evil prac­
tices of bringing harm to humans who 
come to my lodge.” As the first to accept 
the Peacemaker’s law, the woman and 
the clan mothers were given the power 
to select chiefs. The Peacemaker con­
tinued on his journey.

As Brown spoke, I saw one Mohawk 
woman, undoubtedly familiar with the 
story, turn to her friend. “Has he made it 
to our nation yet?” she asked. “Not yet,” 
the friend whispered back.

Brown continued. In the land of the 
Mohawk, the Peacemaker came upon the 
house of Tekarihoken, who boiled human 
prey in a large kettle. The Peacemaker 
climbed onto the roof of the cannibal’s 
home and waited. When Tekarihoken 
arrived, a corpse slung over his shoul­
der like a sack of potatoes, Deganawida 
peered through the smoke hole of the 
lodge. Inside, as Tekarihoken bent over 
his kettle to prepare his meal, he saw the 
reflection of the Peacemaker. Believing 
the face was his own, Tekarihoken had a 
moment of clarity. How could a man so 

obviously good continue to 
inflict such wrong? The can­
nibal carried the gruesome 
contents of his kettle out of 
the lodge, dug a hole, and 
buried it. When he returned, 
the Peacemaker approached. 

“I am the Peacemaker,” he 
said. “I am the one who has 
caused this change to take 
place in your mind. I will 
bring to you what the Cre­
ator wishes you to eat.” The 
Peacemaker left and, in short 
order, returned with a freshly 
killed deer. That night, the 
two ate venison. Tekarihoken 
accepted the Peacemaker’s 
law, becoming the first chief 
of the Mohawk.

Continuing on, the Peacemaker built 
a fire outside a Mohawk village to sig­
nal that he came in peace. The Mohawk, 
weary from years of conflict, approached 
with caution. They were surprised to 
find that the man greeting them had 
no weapons. They received his word. 
But how could they know it was true? 
If this was a great man — a messenger of 
Creator, no less — surely he could do great 
things. They instructed the Peacemaker 
to climb to the top of a tree overlooking 
a waterfall. With him on top, they said 
they would cut it down and that, if he 
lived, they would accept his law. When 
they sent Deganawida cascading into the 
rapids below, he did not emerge from 
the water. Disappointed, the Mohawk 
returned to work.

But the next day, at sunrise, children 
saw a thin trail of smoke rising across 
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the cornfields. Racing toward it, they 
came upon the Peacemaker sitting be­
side his fire. The Mohawk brought the 
man into council. “Let us take hold of 
the good news of Peace and Power,” the 
Peacemaker is remembered to have said. 
The Mohawk became the first nation to 
accept Kayanerenkó:wa.

The story of the Great Law con­
tinues to the south, among the Onon­
daga, where, at the same time, another 
man, Hiawatha, was delivering a simi­
lar message of unity. But, unlike Degana­
wida’s, his wisdom fell on deaf ears, for 
his people lived in fear. The Onondaga 
suffered under the cruelty of a cunning 
sorcerer named Thadodaho — a man so 
evil that he had seven crooks in his body 
and snakes for hair. Like Tekarihoken, 
Thadodaho had an appetite for human 
flesh. He terrorized the Onondaga, who 
followed his every word, afraid that he 
might use his powers against them if 
they disobeyed. Today, we would call 
Thadodaho a tyrant or, perhaps, a fascist.

Hiawatha resolved to change Thado­
daho’s mind. With his Onondaga brethren,  
Hiawatha twice tried and twice failed to 

from the north, Deganawida. The Oneida 
sent five men to escort Hiawatha on his 
journey east. On the fifth night, they 
arrived outside the village where the 
Peacemaker resided. The Mohawk greet­
ed their visitors from afar and escorted 
Hiawatha to the Peacemaker’s lodge. 
From their first meeting, many say the 
Peacemaker addressed Hiawatha as “my 
younger brother.” Recognizing the pain 
of the Onondaga man’s loss, Deganaw­
ida asked his brother for the shells he had 
collected. He performed the first cere­
mony of condolence. When the Peace­
maker had wiped the Onondaga man’s 
tears and set his mind at ease, he called 
a council to unite a league of nations.

First, the Peacemaker and his coun­
cil sent a message to the Oneida to con­
sider confederation. A year later, the 
Oneida sent word that they would join. 
Then the Peacemaker sent runners to 
the Onondaga and the Cayuga. They, 
too, took a year to mull the decision be­
fore both deciding to commit. Then the 
Peacemaker sent word to the Seneca, 
a fierce people who were greatly divided 
on the matter, arriving in a deadlock each 

reach Thadodaho, who used his pow­
ers to trick and kill Hiawatha’s party. 
Demoralized, the Onondaga returned 
home. Soon more misfortune befell Hia­
watha. One by one, his seven daughters 
fell ill and died. Stricken with grief, Hia­
watha wandered, looking for someone or 
something to console him. On the fifth 
day of his lament, Hiawatha came up­
on a pond where a flock of ducks rested 
together in the water.

“If I am to be a leader among men, 
I would like to discover my powers,” Hia­
watha said. “All you ducks floating in the 
water, lift up the water and allow me to 
cross!” Amazingly, the ducks took off, 
lifting the water as they flew. Hiawatha 
walked across the dry bottom of the pond. 
The empty purple-and-white shells of 
freshwater clams underfoot caught his 
eye. These he collected and fashioned 
into beads: wampum.

On the seventh day of his lament, in 
the land of the Oneida, Hiawatha found 
an empty hut in which to rest. Eventually 
a runner arrived with instructions for 
Hiawatha to come to the land of the Mo­
hawk and meet the messenger of peace 
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time they gathered in council. Recogniz­
ing the ferociousness of their  warriors, 
the Peacemaker bestowed upon the 
 Seneca the responsibility of protection. 
A threat was transformed into a strength. 
A  number of years after the Peacemaker 
wiped Hiawatha’s tears, the four nations 
of the confederacy became fi ve.

But there was one last order of busi­
ness to which the young league  needed 
to attend before they could have peace: 
Thadodaho. Before they set out on their 
last campaign to pacify the tyrant, the 
Peacemaker taught the Haudenosaunee 
the hymn of peace. As they came to 
Thadodaho’s lodge, they sang this song. 
The Peacemaker fi rst directed two men 
to approach the sorcerer’s home sing­
ing the hymn, but each lost the tune and 
turned back. The Peacemaker then took 
the lead, walking right up to the door of 
Thadodaho’s house, where the tyrant was 
waiting. When the Peacemaker fi nished, 
he laid his hands on the man to let him 
feel the power he possessed. Thadodaho’s 
seven crooked parts straightened and 
the snakes in his hair retreated. In an 
act of diplomacy and political savvy, 

 Deganawida made Thadodaho the 
highest­ ranking chief of the Haudeno­
saunee. With the powerful man appeased 
and restored to reason — like Hiawatha, 
Tekarihoken, and Tsikonsaseh before 
him — the Great Peace could begin.

With the fi ve original nations of the 
Haudenosaunee — the Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca — of one 
mind, the Peacemaker called a constitu­
tional convention over which he and Hia­
watha would preside. With the  nations 
assembled, the Peacemaker addressed 
the People of the Longhouse. “Roots 
have spread out from the Tree of the 
Great Peace: one to the north, one to 
the east, one to the south, and one to the 
west,” he told them. “The name of these 
roots is the Great White Roots, and their 
nature is Peace and Strength.”

The clan mothers would steward 
the fertile lands and select the leaders, 
the Peacemaker instructed. The chiefs, 
whom the women elected, would wear 
the antlers of the deer on their head­
dresses,  because it was the deer that 
fed the people and gave them strength, 
like it had with Tekarihoken. Each chief 

had his own role. They were told to con­
sider the impact of all their decisions for 
 seven future generations. And these deci­
sions were to be made by consensus. The 
titles of chiefs would be held by clans in 
perpetuity — and could be taken away by 
the clan mother. Orators illustrated each 
of these laws with the help of the many 
belts and sacred items laid before the 
People of the Longhouse in Kahnawà:ke.

In line with the Peacemaker’s values, 
the chiefs were to be selected from rea­
sonable men who preferred words to war 
clubs. Citizens and nations were free to 
leave the league — and would, through­
out its history — but were always wel­
come back. And, no matter where the 
Haudenosaunee went, as they travelled 
the continent over the centuries, they 
were always part of this confederation. 
The fi nal teaching spoken at Kahnawà:ke 
was that of respect: for people, home, 
and property — a check on the power 
of the leaders and the longhouse. This, 
and more, would be the law of the land. 
Hiawatha and all in attendance agreed. 
Through the act of recitation, their des­
cendants gave their consent.

“The kind of story that changes 
how you look at the world, that 
shows us how amazing human 

beings can be, so capable, 
strong, resilient, powerful.” 

KATHERENA VERMETTE, 

bestselling author of The Break
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At night, in the white tent outside the 
longhouse, we danced. Teenage boys and 
girls took the lead, coiling around the 
floor counter-clockwise: shuffling, twirl­
ing, and jumping to the rhythm of songs 
that referenced themes from Haudeno­
saunee creation. Some of the harmonies 
were call and response. Others were led 
by a group of young men at the centre of 
the floor, playing a small drum, shaking 
rattles, or beating sticks against the bench. 
Little kids in diapers, with messy hair 
and dirt caked onto their arms and legs, 
watched big kids singing at the tops of 
their lungs and bouncing to the rhythm. 
Moms, aunties, and grandmas kept their 
eyes on the little kids. Young men kept 
their eyes on young women, and vice 
versa. Boys played catch with their la­
crosse sticks until it was too dark to see 
the ball. Then they came in and danced 
too — outnumbered by the girls. We all 
swatted away at squadrons of mosquitoes.

On the sixth and final night of social 
dancing, I got pulled onto the floor and 
did my best to stomp and slide like the 
Haudenosaunee, following the young 
feet ahead of mine.

survived an earth-shattering reckon­
ing — one that continues today. Not long 
after the arrival of Europeans, the Hau­
denosaunee were struck by smallpox. It 
began with a burning fever that became 
a rash that swelled with pus. The pox 
burst under the agonized itching of the af­
flicted, scabbing over and leaving hideous 
scars on those it did not kill. Limbs made 
for affection — hands, mouths, arms —  
became conduits of invisible contagion. 
As the epidemics spread, matrilineal lines 
died out — infants, elders, and pregnant 
women. The People of the Longhouse 
dispersed into smaller villages, often 
abandoning multifamily longhouses for 
log cabins and bark homes. They were 

“melting away rapidly,” remarked the 
Dutchman Jasper Danckaerts in 1680. 

“I have heard tell . . . that there is now 
not one-tenth part of the Indians there  
once were.”

Conflict with neighbours, Indigenous 
and foreign, soon followed as the Hau­
denosaunee wrestled for control over the 
beaver and over the guns and military 
power the critter’s fur purchased. The 
American Revolution helped to divide the 

The same week Six Nations gath­
ered in Kahnawà:ke, the United 
Nations released a report fore­

telling a hotter future, when the risk of 
conflicts over lands and resources will 
increase. Apocalypse, which Indigen­
ous peoples know intimately, now ap­
pears potentially universal. Surviving 
impending end times has become the 
most pressing concern of our era. As a 
consequence, Indigenous peoples — long 
marginalized and forgotten — are emer­
ging as some of the most interesting 
characters of a global drama. These 
days, the Mohawk Warrior Society flag 
is a common sight at protests, marches, 
and encampments across the continent. 
With the climate brewing a civilizational 
reckoning, the resilience and resurgence 
of First Peoples is a reassuring parable. 
Our comeback shows that it is possible to 
survive, and even thrive, in the wake of  
Armageddon.

Unlike the US Constitution, the British 
North America Act, or any other artifact 
of colonial modernity, the Great Law, and 
the belts resting in the Kahnawà:ke Long­
house that memorialize it, has already 
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longhouse, with the Oneida and Tusca­
rora fi ghting alongside the rebels, while 
the Mohawk, Onondaga, Cayuga, and 
Seneca allied with the Crown. Even tually, 
the Haudenosaunee fl ed north,  taking 
their council fi re with them. After the 
war, the confederacy’s leaders signed the 
Treaty of Fort Stanwix in 1784 and then 
the Treaty of Canandaigua in 1794, relin­
quishing land to the United States. Specu­
lators swindled away much of the rest of 
the confederacy’s territory. The War of 
1812 once again divided the Haudeno­
saunee. But as in the days of Degana­
wida and Hiawatha, the Great Law and 
the rite of condolence enabled enemies 
on the battlefi eld to become  brothers at 
peace in the longhouse.

In 1831, the Mohawk Institute, the fi rst 
residential school in Canada, opened in 
Brantford, Ontario. Children from the 
Six Nations of the Grand River were 
taken there. In the decades that fol­
lowed, similar schools plucked Hau­
denosaunee kids out of communities in 
both Canada and the United States. Poli­
cies designed to further assimilate Hau­
denosaunee people and then  terminate 

 Haudenosaunee sovereignty soon fol­
lowed. The Canadian Indian Act of 1876 
and its subsequent revisions stipulated 
that  Native women who married white 
men and  Native men who could read, 
vote, or pay taxes were, legally speaking, 
no longer Indians. In the 1950s, the Can­
adian government dug the St. Lawrence 
Seaway straight through the Kahnawà:ke 
community. The Mohawk still remem­
ber how they could once cast fi shing lines 
out of their backyards and into the  river. 
Battered by disease, war, theft, abuse, 
and racism — genocide across genera­
tions — the Haudenosaunee and their 
Great Law, however, endure. With each 
recitation, the roots of their tree spread 
and deepen.

In an era of tumultuous change and 
confl ict, we may need more visionaries 
like Deganawida and Hiawatha. We will 
probably have to organize communities 
and arrange unlikely alliances, as the 
Peacemaker did, through words brim­
ming with ideals and decisions exe­
cuted with tact. But to survive the next 
apocalypse, as the Haudenosaunee sur­
vived the last, we will need a common 

 narrative — perhaps even a constitution 
and government — like the Great Law. 
This, more than anything else, can steel 
people against the abyss.

To close the longhouse, two Kahna­
wà:ke women spoke on behalf of their 
nation, presenting baskets full of gifts 
to the cooks and speakers, which were 
exchanged over hugs between atten­
dees lined up out the door to show their 
appreciation — as the people must have 
done when they fi rst established this 
confederacy so many generations ago. 
Then Karhowane stood a fi nal time and 
 off ered closing words, turning to address 
all the people and nations assem bled 
in the longhouse. After one last hearty 
lunch, the Haudenosaunee hugged 
friends and relatives from across their 
confederacy. Bellies full and minds mull­
ing the teachings of the Peacemaker, 
they got in their cars and began the long 
drive home. 

JULIAN BRAVE NOISECAT is a corres­
pondent for Real America with Jorge 
Ramos and a contributing editor at 
 Canadian Geographic.
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Norie Campbell has quite the role. 
As Group Head of Customer 

and Colleague Experience at TD 
Bank, she is also Chair of its Inclusion 
and Diversity Leadership Council. For an 
organization that’s been leading the way 
on diversity and inclusion for over fifteen 
years, it’s an extensive portfolio.

Through “The Ready Commitment,” 
TD’s global corporate citizenship 
platform, the bank recently supported 
the creation of a TD Chair on Disability 
and Inclusion at The Walrus. Sarah Trick, 
the inaugural appointee, is assisting 

The Walrus in exploring multiple issues 
related to disability and inclusion. 

Campbell and Trick recently met to 
discuss TD’s work in the area of People 
with Disabilities (PWD). Given that 
they are based in Toronto and Ottawa 
respectively, the pair spoke via video chat, 
with Norie dialing in from TD’s Assistive 
Technologies (AT) Lab in Toronto. 

Sarah: Diversity and inclusion appear to 
be intrinsic elements of the culture at 
TD. Can you give us some background 
on that?

Norie: While TD is well known for its long-
standing commitment to the LGBTQ2+ 
community—we were the first major bank 
in Canada to be the presenting sponsor for 
a Pride festival, the first Canadian financial 
institution to profile same-sex couples in 
mainstream advertising, and the first bank 
in Canada to introduce same-sex spousal 
benefits in 1994—the bank’s inclusion and 
diversity efforts span many other areas. 

People with Disabilities (PWD) has been 
a strategic focus for us for over a decade, 
with considerable progress being made to 
reduce stigma, build targeted recruitment 
programs, and put in place policies and 
processes to support and advance the 
careers of colleagues with disabilities. 
We employ over 5,000 colleagues who 
have self-disclosed a disability.

Sarah: How does your commitment come 
to life for employees who identify as 
having a disability?

Creating an Inclusive 
Workplace: How TD Is 
Advancing Careers

Since its creation in 2006, the AT Team has 
deployed almost 10,000 pieces of technology to 

enable colleagues to do their jobs more effectively. 
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Trailblazers
in banking
TD Bank 
continues 
to push new 
boundaries

The percentage of TD colleagues who 
self-identify as having a disability 

was 7.9 in Q3 of 2019.

7.9%
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Norie: We have a dedicated team in place to 
source and attract talent from our diverse 
communities—including PWD.

This team is aligned with an enterprise-
wide talent acquisition strategy focused on 
mitigating bias in both talent review and 
new hiring practices.

Attracting and developing individuals 
with unique and varied abilities, 
experiences, and perspectives; focusing on 
their contributions and engagement; and 
harnessing their innovative thinking will 
be fundamental to our continued success.

It really matters that the experience 
of our employees in the workplace 
matches the promises made during the 
recruitment phase.

We have a Workplace Accommodation 
Program in place to meet the employment 
needs of people with disabilities. 

We work hard on helping colleagues 
feel comfortable and confident coming 
forward to highlight the need to have 
something changed to make the workplace 
work better for them. Due to these efforts, 
our Workplace Accommodation Program 
continues to manage an increased number 
of requests year over year—with over 
2,700 requests in 2018 alone.

Sarah: Are there any TD accomplishments 
in the PWD space that you’re particularly 
proud of?

Norie: We have a lot to be proud of at TD. 
But if I had to identify one 

accomplishment, it would be the Assistive 
Technologies (AT) Lab that I’m speaking 
to you from today. 

The AT Lab is the only one of its kind 
that I know of at any financial institution 
in Canada. It’s a jewel for the bank, and 
the work that the team does here makes 

us all very proud. The team researches, 
develops, and tests the latest in assistive 
technologies to provide employees access 
to innovative and useful tools.

Anyone can come in, and it’s fast 
and easy to get what you need. It’s 
approachable and simple, making sure 
people are getting the help they need 
to be as engaged and productive in the 
workplace as possible.

Sarah: Given that you’re a people 
business, can you describe some of 
the ways that your efforts in the PWD 
space impact your customers and the 
communities that you serve? 

Norie: The employee inclusion strategy 
impacts the customer experience as well. 
The two are inextricably linked. We’ve 
made a lot of progress, but there’s a lot of 
progress still to make. 

In addition to building accessibility 
into new projects and premises, some of 
the ways TD is providing accessibility 
for customers include having American 
Sign Language (ASL) available on all 
in-branch tablets in Canada, offering 
the deaf and hard of hearing community 
greater flexibility for banking, as well as 
the opportunity to express themselves 
more fully and easily. All our ATMs 
across Canada are accessible, with design 
features such as lower screens, buttons, 
and partial shelves for wheelchair 
accessibility and an audio capability that 
offers customers the option to be guided 
through their transaction in English 
or French. An accessibility icon at the 
bottom of the ATM screen reduces reach 
challenges, giving customers the choice 
of using the touchscreen or the keypad to 
complete their transaction.  

We’re dedicated to continuing to 
innovate while maintaining what is core 
to the banking relationship—customers’ 
trust and privacy. Accessibility benefits 
go beyond an individual customer or 
colleague experience—they reinforce 
an inclusive environment that benefits 
everyone.

Sarah: You’ve spoken a lot about inclusion. 
In your opinion, what’s the key difference 
between diversity and inclusion?

Norie: In recent years, we expanded 
our strategy from diversity to add 
inclusion—a substantial change. 

Inclusion opens up the dialogue from a 
focus on what the diverse person needs to 
do to become successful at TD to a focus 
on what we can all do—as leaders and 
colleagues—to create a workplace where 
people are able to reach their full potential.

We are removing barriers and enabling 
colleagues to develop meaningful careers 
at the bank. Our goal is to be an inclusive 
employer, one that reflects our society, 
including being an employer of choice for 
people with disabilities.

Norie Campbell is Group Head, 
Customer and Colleague Experience, 
TD Bank Group, and leads the teams 
responsible for Human Resources, 
Marketing, Corporate and Public 
Affairs, and Enterprise Projects.

Previously a freelance journalist, 
Sarah Trick is the TD Chair on 
Disability and Inclusion at The Walrus, 
where she covers disability, politics, 
and other issues. 

TD is currently the only financial institution 
with a dedicated Sign Language Interpreter 

(SLI) on staff to support colleagues.
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87 percent of TD colleagues who 
identify as having a disability have 

an invisible disability.

87%
TD’s Workplace Accommodation Program continues 
to manage an increased number of employee requests; 

2,763 cases in 2018, 16% more than 2017

2,763
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Now What?

An optimist’s guide to the climate crisis
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agreement. The late German politician 
Hermann Scheer, who guided his coun-
try’s policy as it became the first major 
industrial economy to commit to re-
newable energy as the primary power 
source of its future, characterized this 
morass of protocols, bans, targets, and 
limits as the “burden-sharing bazaar” —  
a place where the world’s ruling elites 
and industrial titans meet to decide who 
should be allowed to do the least to reduce  
emissions.

None of the most important climate- 
protecting achievements of the last 
twenty years have come about in re-
sponse to pledges that have emerged 
from this bazaar. China isn’t even a signa-
tory to Kyoto, and it is the world leader in 
clean-energy and electric-vehicle invest-
ment. Similarly, the achievements that 
define the next twenty years likely won’t 
be charted by bureaucrats counting emis-
sions against UN targets. That’s because 
climate change is not an “environmental 
issue” in the sense that term has come 
to mean. It is not a discrete ecological 
phenomenon that can be contained 
by symbolic declarations, nonbinding 
agreements, top-down regulations, and 
hair-shirted personal sacrifice — which, 
taken together, deliver maximum pain 
for far too little gain. Climate change is 
rather, at its core, about life’s most basic 
necessity: energy.

Changing how we make and use 
energy — everywhere, all at once, on the 
fly — represents a shift in daily life more 
dramatic than anything humanity has 
ever attempted. No two nations (indeed, 
no two provinces in Canada) govern 
energy exactly the same way. The global 
energy transition now underway will re-
quire more than setting emissions targets 
and developing plans to put those targets 
within reach. It will require technological 
innovations and marketplace incentives 
at a scale and pace capable of reinvent-
ing the industrial basis of our civiliza-
tion. Instead of allowing our hopes to 
rise and fall with each new round of 
climate talks and policy proposals, we 
would do better to pay more attention 
to the ongoing progress toward building 
the industrial base of a new, low-carbon  
economy.

F
atih Birol’s diagnosis was grim. On April 9, the 
executive director of the International Energy 
Agency took the stage at a packed conference 
hall in Berlin. The occasion for the speech was 
the Berlin Energy Transition Dialogue (BETD), an 
annual event hosted by the German government 

to assess the ongoing transformation of the global energy sector. 
Birol conceded that renewable energy was getting cheaper by 
the day, and his research showed that its use was expanding as 
never before. But, he warned, renewables weren’t being built fast 
enough to keep pace with CO2 emissions from fossil fuels, which 
had reached a historic high in 2018. “There is a growing discon-
nect,” Birol said, “between political statements, targets, and what 
is happening in real life.”

That disconnect ran like an electric 
current through the conference, buzzing 
in the subtext of every pronouncement 
and lighting up every networking lunch. 
The BETD attracts a wide range of energy- 
and climate-policy wonks — including 
fifty ministers and state secretaries from 
around the world — and no one involved 
in such work in 2019 could be unaware 
of the mounting climate chaos. Only 
months earlier, in late 2018, the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), the committee charged with pro-
viding governments with scientific infor-
mation about climate change, issued a 
special report on the environmental and 
socioeconomic consequences of global 
warming proceeding past 1.5 degrees. 
Breaking with the restraint that often 
characterizes scientific writing, the re-
port baldly asserted that, without “rapid 
and far-reaching transitions” in, among 
other things, energy and industrial sys-
tems, a cascading array of disasters 
awaited that would make the current 
state of affairs — record-breaking heat 
across Europe, water-scarce Indian cities, 
the apocalyptic cataclysm of wildfires in 
Cali fornia and western Canada — seem 
like a tepid prelude. Humanity was 
running out of time to act.

The bluntness worked. “Final Call to 
Save the World from ‘Climate Catastro-
phe,’” read a representative news head-
line. Activists and pundits the world over 
invoked variations on the phrase “only 

twelve years to save the planet” — in the 
worst-case scenario, the IPCC report 
explained, we will hit 1.5 degrees as soon 
as 2030 — and the Guardian issued a dir-
ective urging reporters to use terms like 

“climate emergency” instead of “climate 
change.” A wave of protests against cli-
mate inaction spread worldwide, led by 
Britain’s Extinction Rebellion movement 
and by Swedish teen Greta Thunberg 
and the student strikers she inspired. 
The general public was coming awake 
as never before, urging governments to 
do more, faster, now.

No one in attendance at the BETD con-
ference questioned the science driving 
this call to action, but many of us were 
also intimately familiar with the limits 
on the pace of change. Those limits are 
often cast by climate activists as failures 
of leadership and political will. The crisis, 
however, is well beyond the reach of any 
single conference hall full of diligent 
technocrats. It is a crisis of such scope and 
complexity that it can’t be fully addressed 
by elected policy makers beholden to 
the whims of voters. Yet this continues 
to be our preferred collective response: 
we call on politicians to assemble insti-
tutional tools as near as they can mus-
ter to the planetary scale of the calamity. 
Since the mid-1990s, the face of this 
approach has been a series of summits 
convened by the UN, which have led to 
two landmark climate agreements — the 
1997 Kyoto Protocol and the 2016 Paris 
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That progress has been spectacu-
lar. For example, there are now cheap 
solar panels ready for installation the 
world over because the German govern-
ment heaped generous subsidies on the 
solar industry to make it happen. This 
breakthrough joined an expansive kit of 
climate-fixing tools: wind turbines from 
Denmark and Spain, electric vehicles 
financed by Chinese bureaucrats and 
a Silicon Valley billionaire alike, and 
green-building designs drawing on ex-
pertise from around the world.

Canada has also played a role — one 
that could come to be seen as pivotal. 
For the last three years, the federal gov-
ernment has led a push to implement a 
price on carbon nationwide, imposing a 
federal carbon tax on provinces unwilling 
to bring in their own. This serves as the 
centrepiece of a broader package of in-
centives and regulations, many of which 
have been gathered under the banner of 
the Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean 
Growth and Climate Change. The frame-
work, launched in 2016, coordinates the 
climate action of every province and ter-
ritory except Saskatchewan (which never 
signed). It includes a nationwide phase-
out of coal-fired power plants and more 
than $80 billion in new federal invest-
ments in green infrastructure and clean 
technology. The political will behind this 
shift remains precarious, and Canada is, 
at present, on course to fall short of its 
Paris emissions-reduction targets. Still, 
Canada has begun to put in place a model  
of how an oil-producing, resource-
driven economy can pivot away from 
the carbon-intensive status quo — diffi-
cult as this might be to discern amid our 
constant political brawls over pipelines.

Listening to Birol speak in April, I was 
not demoralized by our collective failure 
on the emissions front. There was no es-
caping the fact that the climate crisis was 
already an everyday reality that would 
get worse before it got better, but I felt 
a unique strain of inspiration I’ve come 
to associate with such discussions —  
a quiet, resolute, miles-to-go-before-
we-sleep optimism. If the global transi-
tion to a low-carbon economy was not 
yet moving fast enough, it was already 
moving faster than virtually anyone had 

I find myself deeply skeptical that some 
incontrovertible inflection point is about 
to arrive.

The war-footing metaphor stumbles 
on its understanding of the kind of prob-
lem climate change really is. A war, af-
ter all, implies an enemy. Whom are we 
trying to defeat? There have been vali-
ant and sometimes useful attempts to 
identify adversaries. From the earliest 
days, fossil-fuel companies have been 
singled out for propping up junk science, 
lobbying politicians, and burying good 
climate science in a fog of misinforma-
tion — all to sow doubt in the minds of 
the public. In some climate-activist cir-
cles of late, a meme has emerged: “Just 
100 companies are responsible for more 
than 70 percent of the world’s emissions.” 
The idea’s origin, near as I can tell, is a 
2017 report by a British environmental 
group called the Carbon Disclosure Pro-
ject. Their data seems to support this 
claim — since 1988, the majority of the 
world’s industrial greenhouse-gas emis-
sions have begun their atmospheric jour-
ney in the activities of the 100 companies 
and state entities on the list, which is 
mostly a roll call of the world’s largest 
fossil-fuel producers, from oil majors 
like ExxonMobil and Saudi Aramco to 
coal-industry stalwarts such as Rio Tinto 
and Peabody Energy. This would seem 
to be the face of the enemy — and a force 
small enough to be rounded up, disarmed, 
and defeated.

The 100-companies meme, however, 
elides the most important piece of infor-
mation about the problem: the custom-
ers and users of the fuels produced by 
those 100 companies constitute virtually 
all of humanity. More than 80 percent of 
all the world’s energy, at last count, was 
still derived from fossil fuels. At the very 
top of the Carbon Disclosure Project’s 
list, for example, is “China (coal)” — as 
in the world’s most populous country and 
its primary source of electricity. Even 
if China could be persuaded to sign an 
immediate ban on coal use, there’s no 
readily available substitute in the same 
way other chemicals were available in 
the wake of the 1987 Montreal Protocol 
banning chlorofluorocarbons (the class 
of chemicals responsible for damaging 

predicted. In the long run, I expect it to 
win the race against catastrophe. I’d like 
to tell you why.

F or nearly as long as we’ve 
been grappling with the climate 
crisis on an international scale —  

roughly the past quarter century — there 
has been a parallel hunt for the right 
metaphor to describe the scope of the 
challenge. Solving climate change has 
been likened to the US civil rights move-
ment, the global crusade to end slavery, 
and the mission to the moon.

Maybe the most common and compel-
ling framing is the call for a return to a 
war footing. The climate crisis, the argu-
ment goes, is as great and at least as ur-
gent a threat to civilization as the Second 
World War. So then: What if the world’s 
great powers were to switch their entire 
industrial might to solving it as fast as 
possible — retooling factories for green 
power and clean technology; deploying 
a global allied army of citizens to install 
solar panels and erect wind turbines; 
freeing up vast pools of capital to build 
energy storage facilities, electric-vehicle 
charging stations, commuter trains, bi-
cycle lanes, and hyperefficient every-
thing? If we have only eleven years left, 
and if we have the tools (and the best 
evidence suggests we mostly do), then 
why pursue anything less than total war 
on the climate crisis?

Stating a goal, however, is not at all 
the same as tabling a plan to achieve it. 
What levers of power would enable such 
a massive, coordinated, sustained ef-
fort? The BETD is as near a gathering of 
the war economy’s would-be planners as 
exists anywhere, and I tried to imagine a 
war footing emerging from such a meet-
ing. What would the precipitating event 
look like? What climatic invasion of Po-
land or ecological Pearl Harbor — greater 
than the wildfires, floods, droughts, and 
hurricanes already ravaging swaths of 
the planet — would compel everyone in 
Berlin and beyond to abandon all vested 
interests and fossil-fuelled prosperity to 
join the allied cause? Fourteen years after 
Hurricane Katrina turned nearly half of 
America’s Gulf Coast into a livestreaming 
dystopian movie about climate refugees, 
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the Earth’s ozone layer). China is indus-
trializing rapidly while also positioning 
itself to lead the next wave of tech and 
manufacturing; coal remains the cheap-
est way to power that shift.

The 100 - companies meme, in 
other words, points to the crux of the 
climate-change dilemma — its madden-
ing complexity and resistance to fast, 
decisive solutions across a single negoti-
ating table. As George Marshall, a British 
climate-communications expert, once 
put it, climate change “suffers from the 
fact that there is no clear enemy with the 
intention to cause us harm. In 
fact, if anyone is responsible, 
it is ourselves. And that gen-
erates another level of anx-
iety and moral challenge for 
us that makes us want to push 
this issue even farther away, 
into the far distance, and not 
to deal with it.”

Another common theme in 
climate activism is a sort of 
anguished disbelief. Knowing 
what we do about the crisis, 
how can so many of us sim-
ply carry on as before? One 
way to begin to answer that 
is to consider what Univer-
sity of Toronto political phil-
osopher Joseph Heath calls 

“Hobbes’s difficult idea”  
(a reference to seventeenth-
century English philosopher Thomas  
Hobbes). Heath teaches at the Munk 
School of Global Affairs and Public Policy 
and has spent years studying the phil-
osophy and ethics of public policy — par-
ticularly climate policy. How is it, Heath 
asked in a response to Naomi Klein’s 2014 
book about climate change and capital-
ism, This Changes Everything, that we can 
find ourselves acting in a way that has 
foreseeably disastrous consequences yet 
fail to change our behaviour? “Hobbes’s 
answer,” Heath wrote, “was that, when 
we do so, it is because we, collectively, 
have an interest in changing our behav-
iour, and yet no single one of us, taken 
individually, has an incentive to change 
his or her own behaviour.”

Put another way, all of humanity might 
have an existential interest in shrinking 

emissions to zero tomorrow, but you and 
I have errands to run today, and the tank’s 
already full of gas. All of us, Heath argues, 
care just a little more about ourselves 
than about other people. There is a name 
for this kind of dilemma: a collective-
action problem.

Collective-action problems are not 
defeated by barrages of climate data or 
harrowing catalogues of ecological horror 
or even by protests against a particular 
pipeline project. No tally of voluntary 
individual decisions to forgo air travel 
or quit eating meat or bike to work will 

change the emissions math sufficiently. 
There are even reasons to question the 
utility of the claim that only twelve 
years (eleven, now) remain — the most 
widely cited takeaway from the IPCC’s 
alarm-ringing 2018 report. “Please stop 
saying something globally bad is going 
to happen in 2030,” wrote climate scien-
tist Myles Allen of Oxford University, one 
of the lead authors of the report, in an 
article addressing climate campaigners. 

“Bad stuff is already happening and every 
half a degree of warming matters, but 
the IPCC does not draw a ‘planetary 
boundary’ at 1.5°C beyond which lie 
climate dragons.”

The larger problem with the twelve-
years-left rhetoric is that it takes our 
present moment as its starting point, 
equating our inability to reduce overall 

global emissions with a failure to take 
any meaningful action at all. This as-
sessment negates the substantial work 
undertaken over the past two decades 
to build the industrial infrastructure re-
quired to replace the fossil-fuelled sys-
tem — a Herculean effort triggered less 
by conservation campaigns and regu-
latory measures than by government-   
spurred market forces and near-term 
incentives. The Germans saw oppor-
tunities to reboot the manufactur-
ing sector in former East Germany 
and reduce their dependence on Rus-

sian fossil fuels. The Danes 
had been improving wind- 
turbine technology since 
the oil crises of the 1970s. 
China, striving to become 
the global industrial power-
house of the twenty-first cen-
tury, saw more opportunity 
in churning out solar pan-
els and electric buses than 
in making gas furnaces and 
internal-combustion engines. 
This side of the climate equa-
tion is less about stopping 
harmful activities and more 
about technological innov-
ation and inducements to 
invest in beneficial work.

If we focus on doing the 
right thing, how might we 
change those incentives? In 

fact, we’ve already begun to do so. If you 
want to change collective behaviour in 
a hurry, few incentives are as effective 
as putting a price on offending activities. 
Canada’s array of carbon-pricing regimes 
is intended to do just that — rewarding 
energy sources that emit fewer green-
house gases by making carbon-intensive 
products and services more expensive.

Until recently, this was not a particu-
larly controversial idea. Liberal leader 
Stéphane Dion may have been pillor-
ied by political opponents for backing a 
straight-up carbon tax in his 2008 Green 
Shift plan, but even the Conservative cli-
mate package of the day reflected the 
wisdom of putting a price on carbon 
pollution — Stephen Harper’s Turning 
the Corner plan committed his govern-
ment to “establishing a market price for 
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carbon.” It was shelved, however, and 
the idea of carbon pricing has become 
a political cudgel for many conserva-
tive politicians.

Today, when we talk about Canada’s 
contentious carbon price, we argue about 
the cost and who is paying or about the 
impact it will have on pipeline approvals 
or job creation. We say far too little about 
how effective it is as a tool for creating 
new economic opportunities in the name 
of solving the greatest collective-action 
problem humanity has ever encountered.

Agreement among economists 
and academics on the merit of 
carbon pricing exists to an extent 

rarely seen in the discipline. One recent 
proposal for a carbon tax in the United 
States was endorsed by over 3,300 econo-
mists, led by former Federal Reserve 
chair Janet Yellen. In another study,  
75 percent of environmental economists 
and others with climate-policy exper-
tise supported putting a price on car-
bon. A flat, economy-wide tax on every 
tonne of carbon dioxide emitted is sim-
ple and transparent. Setting up a carbon 
tax is fast, cheap, and requires almost no 
additional bureaucracy to administer. 
And, because fossil-fuel flows are large 
in scale, readily counted, and governed 
by bottlenecks such as refineries and 
power plants, tracking greenhouse-gas 
emissions is far easier than it is for most 
pollutants.

This isn’t just praise for an elegant 
theory — where carbon taxes have been 
applied, they’ve delivered on their prom-
ise. One of the most widely praised models 
is right here in Canada: British Colum-
bia’s carbon tax, introduced in 2008. In 
the six years after it was enacted, BC’s 
fuel use declined by roughly one sixth; 
overall, the tax is credited with reducing 
emissions in BC by 5 to 15 percent while 
having an impact on the provincial econ-
omy that a 2015 study deemed “negligible.” 
Perhaps even more surprising, given the 
current state of garment rending over 
Canada’s national carbon-pricing plan,  
is that many British Columbians all but 
forgot about the provincial carbon tax.  
In a 2018 poll, only 45 percent of them 
were even sure it was there.

Canada’s various carbon-tax regimes 
survive the coming election cycles to 
the point where all Canadians, like Brit-
ish Columbians before them, adjust to 
the point of mostly forgetting they are 
there, we might well look back on them 
as an achievement as significant—and 
as irreversible—as universal health care.

Let’s get down to where Canada 
fits into all of this today. The coun-
try’s bestselling vehicle is the Ford 

F-150, one of three top-selling light-
duty trucks — outsize vehicles not val-
ued highly for their achievements in 
fuel efficiency. The most common new 
building developments in Canada are 
outer suburban and exurban — winding 
residential avenues and wide driveways, 
office parks and big box retail and broad 
stretches of parking lot to access it all. 
The leading political debate of the day 
is whether to maintain a middling car-
bon price or eliminate it entirely, while 
the average Canadian’s carbon foot-
print remains firmly in the global top 
five. This hardly looks like leadership on 
the defining collective-action problem of  
the century.

There is, however, another way of 
looking at Canada’s position in the cli-
mate fight. It requires us to set aside 
our overgrown footprints and slippery 
emissions targets and instead consider 
where we began and where we’re head-
ing now. To be sure, Canada’s climate 
politics often don’t look like models of 
anything but squabbling stasis, mired as 
they are in interprovincial and intergov-
ernmental battles over jurisdiction. But 
this isn’t because Canada is uniquely re-
sistant to climate action so much as it is a 
by-product of the sheer range of compet-
ing interests we have on the climate and  
energy fronts.

Canada contains entire jurisdictions 
(Alberta and Saskatchewan, in par-
ticular) that are deeply dependent on 
fossil-fuel production and others (BC, 
Manitoba, Quebec) that are among the 
world leaders in emissions-free power 
generation. BC is a hydro-dammed 
clean-energy powerhouse and an am-
bitious exporter of natural gas and a 
coal transshipment port. Canada’s most 

A 5 to 15 percent cut in emissions might 
not sound revolutionary — it might well 
seem barely evolutionary — but the car-
bon price is not meant to be a stand-alone 
solution. That’s why the federal govern-
ment rolled it out as part of a larger pack-
age of investments and incentives. It’s 
better understood as the necessary re-
calibration of an economy, a way to place 
it firmly on the low-carbon track before 
beginning the more complicated work of 
wholesale decarbonization — a first step 
and a strikingly simple one. Perhaps most 
importantly, it is a push on a true lever of 
power. By changing the way prices are 
set for virtually everything bought and 
sold, the carbon tax rewrites the baseline 
operating code of an economy.

What’s more, carbon pricing scales up 
and out in ways that few climate policies 
have to date. California, Quebec, and 
Ontario (prior to Doug Ford’s election as 
premier) have already worked across the 
border in cap-and-trade carbon-pricing 
regimes, as have the member nations 
of the European Union. China, wary of 
most economic interventions from be-
yond its borders, is also experimenting 
with carbon pricing. In a 2015 paper, Yale 
University economist William Nordhaus 
(who has since won the Nobel Prize for 
his work on climate economics) argued 
that carbon pricing could serve as a more 
effective basis for coordinated inter-
national action on climate change than 
the cumbersome UN treaty process that 
repeatedly leads to agreements that lack 
the teeth of sanctions to make them stick.

Opponents of carbon pricing in 
Canada have spent a decade pushing 
back — from placing its repeal front and 
centre in election campaigns to suing 
the federal government in an attempt 
to reverse it at the provincial level. In 
Ontario, Premier Doug Ford has even 
forced gas stations to put stickers on their 
pumps to show the carbon tax’s impact 
on fuel prices; Jason Kenney, meanwhile, 
scrapped Alberta’s carbon tax as his first 
order of business as premier.

But the larger shift underway is sig-
nificant enough, and the overall progress 
being made inexorable enough, to over-
come any short-term political change 
or single act of recalcitrance. Should 
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populous province, Ontario, is a paceset-
ter in the global coal phase-out and the 
home of a massive automotive industry. 
All these viciously conflicting interests 
mean trade-offs, and the awkward com-
promises of the global climate negotia-
tion are mirrored at a domestic scale in 
Canada. Small wonder, then, that ham-
mering together a climate-and-energy 
plan able to mostly balance these com-
peting factions and regions was a pro-
cess that only happened nearly twenty 
years after the ratification of the Kyoto 
Protocol.

Nowhere else do such pitched op-
ponents even attempt to find common 
ground in this way. There is, for ex-
ample, no oil-and-gas industry in the 
EU significant enough to impede its shift 
toward clean energy, and in those juris-
dictions where competing interests are 
present, the pushback has been no less 
troublesome than it has been in Can-
ada. Germany’s vaunted climate plans, 
for example, have been slowed by both 
the powerful domestic auto industry and 
the ferocious, highly organized political 
movement against nuclear power. The 
US, meanwhile, has played host to the 
single greatest oil-production expan-
sion of the twenty-first century — add-
ing, in little more than a decade, roughly 
three times as many barrels per day of 
production as the entire current output 
of Alberta’s oil sands — with little effect-
ive domestic opposition. Only in Can-
ada have the fossil-fuel and low-carbon 
economies met repeatedly, face to face, 
across boardroom tables and legislature 
floors, to openly debate carbon prices, 
pipelines, and the rest.

From this angle, Canada look less like 
a laggard and more like a pioneer chart-
ing some of the most difficult terrain in 
climate politics. The survival of Canada’s 
carbon-pricing regime matters — beyond 
its ability to reduce near-term emissions 
at home — because, if the oil sands and 
automaking plants can find ways to live 
in even reluctant harmony with green 
power and clean tech here, there’s cause 
for optimism everywhere. “Perhaps the 
government will build a new oil pipeline 
and will also miss its 2030 target. But 
these don’t matter much for the global 

climate challenge,” wrote Mark Jaccard, 
an energy economist at Simon Fraser 
University, in the Globe and Mail recently. 

“In climate policy, experts agree that Can-
ada is finally a global leader.” Jaccard has 
long been a vocal and prominent critic 
of Canada’s slow climate progress, and 
there was something almost like sur-
prise in his tone.

The objects of praise extend well be-
yond carbon taxes. Here in Canada, 
our political battles sometimes leave 
little room to seize on anything else, 
but Jaccard notes that other elements 
of Canada’s various federal and prov-
incial climate plans are earning laur-
els from his international colleagues. 
Jaccard reported that his colleagues were 
impressed by the 2016 Pan-Canadian 
Framework’s nationwide coal phase-out, 
the clean-fuel standard, and national 
efforts to reduce methane emissions, 
among other projects.

Beyond these, the framework contains 
a range of energy-efficiency efforts suffi-
cient, all by themselves, to meet a third of 
Canada’s Paris pledge to reduce our over-
all emissions to 30 percent below 2005 
levels by 2030. The framework also laid 
out plans for higher vehicle-emissions 
standards, better building codes, faster 
deployment of zero-emissions vehicles, 
and lower emissions from heavy indus-
try. Taken together, this multifaceted, 
multilevel policy package covers a wide 
swath of the ground laid out by US rep-
resentative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 
and her colleagues in their widely cele-
brated Green New Deal plan. One cru-
cial difference, though, is that the Green 
New Deal is a proposal that has yet to 
win support from Congress, whereas 
the Pan-Canadian Framework and its 
adjuncts are — notwithstanding a spate 
of rollbacks by newly elected Con-
servative governments in Alberta and 
Ontario — the law of the land. If Canada 
is a climate laggard, whom exactly is it 
trailing?

On the question of pace, as well, Can-
ada has begun to provide case studies 
attesting to the maddening difficulty 
of closing the gap between ambition 
and achievement — and to the real tri-
umphs that can emerge from the struggle. 

Consider British Columbia, which has 
operated under its pioneering carbon 
tax for more than a decade. Like any 
other carbon price, BC’s tax was never 
intended to stand alone. Efforts were al-
ready underway to tackle the rest of the 
province’s carbon footprint when it was 
enacted, and they accelerated in its wake. 
Several years after the carbon tax began 
to quietly encourage British Columbians 
to burn a little less fuel, meetings were 
convened, reports commissioned, and 
task forces struck on other topics.

Let’s look at one in detail: the energy 
efficiency of buildings of all types across 
the province. In 2008, the BC govern-
ment required municipalities to begin 
incorporating climate targets and plans 
into their growth strategies and com-
munity planning. This triggered a wave 
of rethinking and new accounting meth-
ods — the kind that led to “sustainability 
checklists” for all the workaday business 
of building management and construc-
tion. In more ambitious jurisdictions, 
up went “green” buildings aiming for 
special certifications such as the well-
known LEED standards. The local rules 
became a messy regulatory patchwork, 
and the BC government stepped in again, 
in 2015, with a new law giving the prov-
ince sole authority over technical require-
ments for buildings. The ever-ambitious 
City of Vancouver, meanwhile, aimed 
to bolster its self-image as Canada’s 
greenest municipality with a new plan 
for the construction of net-zero build-
ings — the emissions-free dream — and 
BC set up a working group to start devel-
oping province-wide plans based on Van-
couver’s work. And on it went, the slow 
sausage-making grind of policy wonkery, 
through committees and working-group 
recommendations and ministerial orders.

I’m belabouring all of this because 
there’s no known way around it. Yet the 
climate-emergency declarations, and the 
open letters from scientists demanding 
more urgent action, and the protest plac-
ards howling for a zero-carbon world in 
eleven years’ time (if not sooner) — they 
never begin to account for this bureau-
cratic complexity. How, for example, do 
you mandate emissions-free standards 
for an entire province’s construction 
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and building-management industries, 
 including all the tradespeople they rely 
on to frame in houses and wire up offi  ces 
and pour concrete? This is how — this 
 agonizing grind.

In the spring of 2017, the BC govern-
ment could fi nally claim, without quali-
fi cation, that its new BC Energy Step 
Code was the fi rst in North America to 
lay out the clear, rigorous requirements 
and regulations that would guide the 
entire province’s building industries to 
the construction of nothing but net-zero 
structures by 2032. Which is both amaz-
ing and not enough — nearly a decade of 
work, after the province fi rst committed 
to climate action, toward a goal still thir-
teen agonizing years of mounting global 
emissions away. It’s a triumph, yet who 
celebrated it? Who even noticed?

“I Don’t want you to be hopeful; 
I want you to panic.” So goes one 
of Greta Thunberg’s most widely 

cited quotations. But, in a world where 
the only certainty is that the crisis is deep-
ening by the day, panic is not enough. No 
 society can function on panic  indefi nitely, 
and no one writes new building codes 
well in a panic. There has to be another 
 motive, a future to move toward as well 
as one to fl ee.

Let’s think of it, then, not as a war foot-
ing but as a sort of global Green Marshall 
Plan. Let’s take our inspiration from that 
moment after the Second World War 

when the United States decided not to 
leave Europe in ruins but instead to give 
it the contemporary equivalent of over 
$100 billion (US) in development aid, 
infrastructure fi nancing, and expertise to 
rebuild itself. This Green Marshall Plan 
would, by necessity, be crowdsourced 
to every level of government, wherever 
there would be suffi  cient will at any given 
time. The BC government has a useful 
building code. The Canadian govern-
ment is trying, under a barrage of pol-
itical shrapnel, to demonstrate what a 
carbon price can do in a nation built on 
resource extraction. There are cheap 
solar panels everywhere in the world 
now — and that, more than its own cur-
rent emissions profi le, is Germany’s gift 
to the overheating Earth. It was put to me 
just like that once, in Berlin, ten years ago. 
A solar-industry specialist by the name of 
Tobias Homann was addressing the Ger-
mans’ early investment in that technol-
ogy. “The German electricity consumer 
pays a higher price for this energy revo-
lution than others do,” he told me. “So 
people, I think, will thank Germany in 
the  future for its role.”

So think again about those Ford F-150s 
parked in wide driveways and out front 
of big box stores and row by row in of-
fi ce parks all across Canada. This sub-
urban dream was where we went after the 
last war footing, likely because it best 
approximated the war’s grand ideals 
of freedom, security, and  prosperity 

to the greatest number of Canadians. 
The split-level homes, the two-car 
 garages, the good jobs making cars or 
drilling for oil or turning petroleum  into 
a million diff erent plastic gadgets for sale 
on a thousand shelves at your nearest 
Walmart.

Now imagine this replaced by a  denser 
and more vibrant urban life, a power 
bill that zeroes out more often than not, 
a commute to work by train or bike or foot 
that doesn’t involve gridlock, a car — still, 
if you’d like — with a battery pack that 
fi lls up on the cheap overnight and that 
sells back surplus power at a profi t while 
it’s parked outside the offi  ce all day, and 
good jobs, with futures, in carbon capture 
and effi  ciency retrofi tting and smart-grid 
software. This is a silhouette on a dis-
tant horizon right now — but I’d wager 
it’s a more fi xed and focused target than 
a blind, panicked scramble could ever 
hope to off er. 

CHRIS TURNER is the author of The 
Patch: The People, Pipelines, and Politics 
of the Oil Sands. He is based in Calgary.

The O’Hagan Essay on Public Aff airs is 
an annual research-based examination of 
the current economic, social, and  political 
 realities of Canada. Commissioned by the 
editorial team at The  Walrus, the essay is 
funded by Peter and Sarah O’Hagan in 
honour of Peter’s late father, Richard, and 
his considerable contributions to public life.
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or so. Until recently, most architects 
and engineers insisted that the environ­
mental impact of embodied carbon was 
near-trivial compared to operational 
emissions. But Magwood’s calculations 
show how far off those assumptions could 
be: in some cases, if architects accounted 
for embodied emissions in their build­
ings, they would be admitting responsib­
ility for at least twice the carbon footprint.

A few days before the Green Living 
Show, Magwood and two colleagues 
from Vermont, Jacob Racusin and Ace 
McArleton, delivered the keynote lecture 
at Boston’s BuildingEnergy conference. 
It was one of the first times Magwood 
had presented his work before a broad 
audience of engineers, remodellers, 
architects, and policy-makers. Those 
assembled would already have known 
that building construction is one of the 
largest sources of greenhouse-gas pollu­
tion in the world. But, that day, Magwood 
revealed something not everyone was 

T
he Metro Toronto Con­
vention Centre, a towering 
complex of glass, steel, and 
concrete, is the kind of 
structure Chris Magwood 
has spent decades denoun­

cing. Yet the specialist in sustainable con­
struction found himself in the building 
last March to present at the Green Living 
Show, a trade fair dedicated to a healthier 
planet. Since Magwood’s specialty is cal­
culating the environmental costs of vari­
ous construction materials, the biggest 
elephant in the room that weekend was 
the room itself.

Magwood pointed out to me that we 
were sitting on chairs with plastic uphol­
stery, on a carpet that he says will likely 
eventually be “ripped up and go in a land­
fill,” under a steel beam that was created 
by extracting ore, “heating it up, melting 
it, melting it again, shipping it,” and sur­
rounded by laminated wooden panels 
that “can’t be recycled.” Such wasteful 

building materials, he said, are “very 
hard to justify.” He gave an apologetic 
chuckle.

At Trent University, in Peterborough, 
Ontario, Magwood has been studying em­
bodied carbon — a term for the greenhouse-
gas emissions associated with a product’s 
creation — as it applies to buildings. Usually, 
architects judge a building based only 
on its operational emissions — the pollu­
tion caused when tenants turn on a light, 
for example, or run the air conditioning. 
Magwood is asking architects to look 
instead at a structure’s entire lifespan. 
His calculations take into account the 
environmental costs of manufacturing 
construction materials, including glass, 
steel, and concrete, transporting them 
to the job site, assembling them, then 
decommissioning them when the building 
is eventually torn down.

Magwood didn’t invent the term 
embodied carbon; it has circulated in the 
architecture world for the last decade 
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 savings are meant to cut costs for home­
owners in the long term.

Over the past three decades, passive 
houses have surged in popularity across 
the world, with more than 20,000 units 
certifi ed by Germany’s Passive House 
Institute (many more exist without 
certifi cation). Along with other zero­ 
energy buildings, passive houses have 
 become badges of environmentalism 
for those who can aff ord them, and well­ 
intentioned corporations and individuals, 
including celebrities Bryan Cranston 
and Julia Louis­Dreyfus, have invested 
in green homes as a way to reduce their 
own carbon footprints.

Low­energy buildings, as  Magwood 
sees them, are a dramatic example of 
how embodied carbon can call into 
question a building’s environmental 
impact. Yes, passive houses cut down 
on energy usage after they’ve been con­
structed, but some of the materials used 
to build them come with exceptionally 
high  carbon costs. (And, because net­ 
zero houses, by defi nition, have no oper­
ational emissions, embodied carbon 
could represent 100 percent of their 
pollution.)

For environmentally minded architects, 
the realization that supposedly green con­
struction can be more  environmentally 
damaging is  especially  painful. Depending 
which estimate is used, approximately 
20 percent of all global greenhouse­gas 
emissions come from embodied carbon 
in construction. As architects make build­
ings more energy effi  cient, that percent­
age might only increase. “You think you’re 
doing the right thing,” says Magwood. 

“But, if you choose the wrong materials, 
you could be having the opposite eff ect.”

The problem is not particular to archi­
tecture: it can be seen in nearly every 
 environmental problem (and proposed 
solution) of the past few years. The 
 practice of “life­cycle analysis,” which 
helps industries measure products’ 
 overall impacts on the environment, has 
existed for decades in fi elds such as agri­
culture and engineering. But most con­
sumers are unaware of the concept — let 
alone how to process the resulting data. 
We’re often told, for example, that it’s 
better to avoid eating meat because 

prepared to hear: many of the build­
ings their firms had  created — even 
the ones bearing the most respected 
 environmental stamps — had caused 
more pollution than they realized.

Estimates vary, but it’s now safe to 
say that between 20 and 60 percent of 
an average building’s carbon emissions 
are embodied as opposed to operational. 
The numbers quickly add up: in Canada, 
a report looking at only non residential 
buildings found that their embodied 
carbon was responsible for releasing 
an  annual 2.3 million tonnes of carbon­ 
dioxide equivalents (CO2e), a unit that 
standardizes the way we measure green­
house gases. (Carbon and carbon dioxide
are used interchangeably in many indus­
tries.) That value, the report’s authors 
noted, is equivalent to about 487,000 
cars driving nonstop for a year.

“It was like a light turning on,” says 
Paul Eldrenkramp, a remodeller who 
attended the keynote lecture in Boston. 

“We’ve been doing everything wrong.” 
Like many attendees that day, Eldren­
kramp returned to his office, looked 
at the list of projects on their drawing 
board, and reevaluated every material 
they planned to use. By highlighting the 
environmental impact of preparing and 
transporting building ma terials, Mag­
wood, Racusin, and McArleton have 

“changed the conversation,” Eldren­
kramp says.

Since the energy crisis of the 1970s, 
when industrialized countries became 
acutely aware of their heavy reliance 
on oil, the green standard for houses 
in North America, as set by organiza­
tions such as the Canada Green  Building 
Council, has been energy effi  ciency. For 
years, architects have worked toward air­
tight, well­insulated homes that require 
little heating or cooling and are able to 
generate renewable energy. Their eff orts 
culminated in the “passive house” move­
ment, which promotes the construction 
of “zero­energy buildings.” Touted as 
the future of green architecture, these 
self­sustaining homes generate their own 
power with solar panels, for example. 
And, though their construction tends 
to be more expensive than that of the 
 average building, their cumulative energy 
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raising animals releases a  substan­
tial amount of greenhouse gases. But 
if the choice is between purchasing 
locally sourced chicken and quinoa 
shipped from Bolivia, the plant-based 
option might actually generate more  
pollution.

Scholars, including Magwood, are 
realizing that, unless environmental 
strategies take life-cycle analyses into 
account, they often end up being counter­
productive. It’s time to refine how we 
think about environmentalism.

Studies show that it’s usually 
inaccurate to present actions as 
either “good” or “bad” for the en­

vironment. Environmentally friendly is 
a relative term; by mistakenly treating 
the designation as absolute, even the 
most conscious environmentalists often 
grasp at climate solutions that exacer­
bate the problem or deflect it elsewhere.

Kiel Moe, chair of architecture at 
McGill University, has blamed this 
tendency for the growth of the “con­
temporary sustainability apparatus”: 
techniques that are meant to address 
one environmental concern but un­
wittingly aggravate others. We reduce 
plastic waste by buying cotton tote bags 
and reusable water bottles, or we install 
solar panels in our backyards to gener­
ate renewable energy. But, while tote 
bags can certainly reduce plastic waste, 
cotton derives from an especially pol­
luting industry — organic cotton, even 
more so. When it comes to greenhouse-
gas emissions, an organic-cotton bag 
needs to be used 20,000 times to be 
an improvement over single-use plastic 
bags. The production of one stainless-
steel water bottle, according to the 
New York Times, emits fourteen times 
more greenhouse gases and causes 
hundreds of times more toxic risk to the 
environment than making a single-use 
plastic bottle. Solar panels can pro­
vide renewable energy, but depending 
where they’re manufactured and where 
they’re installed — in a solar farm, on 
a suburban home, in a city with frequent 
cloud coverage — their construction 
might expend more energy than they 
can produce in their lifetime.

It’s easy to think, based on these and 
other findings, that many of our environ­
mental efforts are so scattered as to be 
ineffective. But the 2018 report from the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) provides some clarity and 
focus. The world’s top environmental 
priority, according to the report, should 
be to limit global warming through the 
reduction of carbon emissions, with the 
goal of making all human activity carbon 
neutral (emitting a net-zero amount of 
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere) 
by 2050. Though that’s a stupefying 
target, it’s also quantifiable. It distills 

every action or product to its atmo­
spheric impact: How much greenhouse-
gas pollution does it represent? To make 
significant progress, we need to be able 
to calculate our emissions correctly in 
the first place. That’s where research like 
Magwood’s comes in.

Magwood’s calculations of embod­
ied carbon are based on environmental 
product declarations — a kind of nutri­
tional label for manufactured products 
that has emerged as part of the life-cycle-
analysis movement. Anything, from  
a block of concrete to a cotton T-shirt, 
can be evaluated in terms of its “global-
warming potential” — the environmental 
equivalent of a calorie count. One bottle of 
red wine from the La Rioja region of Spain, 
for example, has a GWP of just under one 
kilogram of CO2e, meaning its production 
has the equivalent effect on our atmos­
phere as one kilogram of carbon dioxide 
emissions. A bottle of Swedish single malt 

“We can’t afford 
to have emissions 

today in the 
name of reducing 
emissions in fifty 
years from now.”

whisky, on the other hand, is worth more 
than two tonnes of CO2e. That knowledge 
can make the environmentalist’s bever­
age choice a little easier — depending how 
slowly they drink their whisky, of course.

Over the past decade, this essentialist 
attitude has led to a new line of thinking 
in the environmental movement, in line 
with the IPCC’s recommendations: if an 
object or action releases a certain amount 
of carbon, then its climatic effect can be 

“neutralized” by pulling the same amount 
out of the atmosphere — by planting a tree, 
for example, or by physically capturing 
carbon dioxide and storing it in the earth. 
As long as it’s done properly, this approach, 
known as carbon offsetting, is arguably 
the most practical way to achieve a net- 
zero existence.

In British Columbia, a firm called 
Carbon Engineering is selling direct-
capture technology that can “remove 
CO2 directly from the atmosphere at an 
affordable price point.” Some airlines 
will suggest purchasing carbon offsets 
to make up for the pollution associated 
with air travel (a single passenger flying 
one-way from Vancouver to Quebec City 
represents approximately 620 kilograms 
of CO2e). Lyft, a ride-sharing company, 
has announced that it is becoming 
a “carbon-neutral company” because 
of the carbon offsets it has purchased to 
counteract its cars’ emissions.

But, for some architects and engin­
eers, it can be tricky to maximize a build­
ing’s efficiency while also reducing carbon 
output. In their presentation at Building­
Energy, Magwood and his colleagues 
showed the potential downsides of spray 
polyethurane foam (SPF), a substance that 
is often used in passive houses because 
of its high efficiency and sealant capabil­
ities. Because SPF is made by combining 
a cocktail of chemicals, many of which are 
petroleum-based, under high pressure, its 
creation releases a large volume of green­
house gases into the atmosphere — its 
embodied carbon is especially high. Mag­
wood’s calculations have shown that, 
when taking into account SPF’s embod­
ied carbon, a low-energy building made 
with foam could in fact be more harmful 
to the planet than a standard residential 
building of the same size.
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store more carbon than they release, he 
can create buildings with materials that 
pull carbon out of the atmosphere. Straw, 
for example, is a natural by-product of 
farming wheat, rice, rye, and oats, so 
it requires little energy to create and is 
easily available. It also stores sixty times 
more carbon than it requires to grow, 
which makes it one of the most power­
ful carbon-storing building materials in 
the world.

Magwood is also proposing new build­
ing regulations in Ontario to make GWP 
computations mandatory. The carbon-
storing buildings he has designed cost 
the same amount of money to build as 
the province’s code-compliant structures 
that emit carbon, and they’re just as easy 
to construct. A typical eight-unit residen­
tial building in Ontario today, according 
to Magwood, emits 240,000 kilograms 
of embodied CO2e before anyone even 
steps inside. Magwood says that, by using 
materials available at a local hardware 
store, construction workers could be 
making buildings that emit less than 
half that amount.

Within two to three years, once they’ve 
had time to adapt their practices, they 
could be making buildings that sequester — 
 pull from the atmosphere — 11,000 kilo­
grams of CO2e instead. And, within five 
years, they could be sequestering more 
than ten times that amount. That shift 
in practice could make a substantial dif­
ference to climate change: by 2025, new 
homes built in Canada could sequester 
half a million tonnes of CO2 every year, 
helping to offset the carbon output of 
other industries.

Other architects are turning to straw-
bale insulation. Anthony Dente, an engin­
eer in California, became one of the first 
in his field to start measuring embodied 
carbon in building projects a couple of 
years ago. His firm, Verdant Structural 
Engineers, often designs buildings with 
straw bales and earth. Now that archi­
tects and engineers are finally turning 
their attention to embodied carbon, 
Dente thinks it will eventually be­
come standard practice. The future of 
building construction might look like the 
work of Arkin Tilt, a California-based 
architecture firm, which often partners 

The long-term benefits of energy-
efficient houses also rely on the whims 
of human behaviour — behaviour that 
can be counterproductive. The so-called 
rebound effect has shown that, when 
people feel warm at home, they would 
rather wear less clothing than lower 
the heat, losing the opportunity to save 
energy. One study in Britain, as reported 
by the Economist, found that homes meant 
to reduce energy use by 20 percent ended 
up saving only 1.7 percent because of 
their occupants’ habits.

Even if residents do manage to keep 
operating emissions low, so that their 
building saves energy compared to 
a regular building over a period of, say, 
fifty years, those efforts might be ren­
dered useless by the embodied carbon 
already released during the building’s 
construction. “We can’t afford to have 
emissions today in the name of reducing 
emissions fifty years from now,” says 
Melinda Zytaruk, the general manager 
of Fourth Pig Worker Co-op, a relatively 
new sustainable-construction company 
in Ontario. Between 2015 and 2050, the 
IPCC’s deadline for when the construction 
industry would have to become carbon 
neutral, more than 2 trillion square feet 
of construction and renovation will have 
taken place — the equivalent of building 
New York City from scratch every thirty-
five days, writes Bruce King, an engineer, 
in his book The New Carbon Architecture.

It’s not yet mandatory, in any green-
building code in North America, to cal­
culate embodied carbon. The Canada 
Green Building Council “hasn’t figured 
out how to talk about it yet,” Zytaruk says. 
If more institutions, governments, and 
even individuals took embodied carbon 
into account when planning construc­
tion projects, Magwood says, they could 
easily halve their emissions overnight. 
And in only a matter of years, by using 
materials that sequester carbon in con­
struction, many sectors of the industry 
could meet the IPCC’s carbon-free goals.

The focus of Magwood’s work 
today is net carbon storage — the 
next step in the evolution of sus­

tainable architecture. Using materials 
such as timber and straw, which naturally 
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with Dente’s firm. They recently com­
pleted a mixed-use commercial build­
ing with straw and clay that sequestered 
10.9 tonnes of CO2e.

Firms like that of Eldrenkramp, the 
veteran remodeller, have also committed 
to incorporating Magwood’s findings into 
their work. They know because of his 
comparison data, for example, that it is 
generally better to use material such as 
hempcrete, a biocomposite made out of 
hemp and lime mixed with silica, instead 
of cement: cement represents some of 
the highest carbon emissions, while 
hempcrete will instead store — or offset —  
nearly 4,000 kilograms of CO2e in an 
average residential building.

But it’s far more complicated to scale 
up Magwood’s work to the level of calcu­
lating the embodied carbon of an entire 
building. Environmental product declara­
tions, which Magwood uses to mine data, 
are provided by manufacturers, which 
means that architects are at the mercy 
of various industries and just how much 
they’re willing to disclose about their pro­
cesses and materials. Whether a product 
is transported by rail or by diesel trucks, 
for example, is rarely accounted for in 
its EPD.

In a 2015 study, Kate Simonen, an archi­
tecture professor at the University of Wash­
ington, found that about 25 percent of 
a high-rise residential tower’s embodied 
carbon came from “additional compon­
ents” — plumbing, light fixtures, or exter­
ior paving — typically not accounted for in 
building analyses. As the founding dir­
ector of the Carbon Leadership Forum, 
a research group that is developing a digital 
calculator to help architects determine 
the net carbon impact of their buildings, 
Simonen’s goal is to make embodied-
carbon data more simple and accessible 
to construction firms.

Some scientists warn against putting 
too much faith in carbon-calculating 
technologies. By treating carbon offset­
ting the same way they treated energy 
savings three decades ago — focusing 
their efforts on one goal — architects risk 
falling into the trap of helping the planet 
one way while harming it another. (For 
instance, studies have found that, while 
some carbon-capture technologies — the 

kind used to sell companies carbon 
offsets — help to reduce greenhouse-gas 
emissions, they can have other damaging 
environmental impacts.) So far, however, 
Magwood has found that building with 
low-carbon products, such as straw and 
hempcrete, helps mitigate other harms 
at the same time.

For architects, one of the biggest chal­
lenges in measuring embodied carbon 
is setting boundaries: it’s hard to know 
where the calculations end. Should the 
pollution caused by commuting to and 
from the job site during construction be 
part of a building’s emissions? What about 
the energy used to conduct research and 
print documents during the initial phase 
of the project? Or the carbon footprint of 
the furniture and appliances the house 
will be equipped with afterward?

Zytaruk points out that many sustain­
able homes are built in the countryside, 
which feels like it should be more eco­
logical. But those locations require more 
driving, so they might cause more pollu­
tion than a standard home in the city does. 
Does that mean it’s better not to build 
that sustainable home in the first place?

“I think about this all the time. In every­
thing,” Magwood says. He built his first 
home in rural Ontario twenty-five years 
ago with his then partner. It was the first 
house approved in the province to be 
built with straw bales. He felt satisfied 
at first, but he was spending “all kinds 
of time” driving to and from work and 
other appointments. “I realized that the 
rural life I had attached to being more 
environmentally friendly actually wasn’t.”

Magwood built his second home in the 
centre of Peterborough, where taking 
public transit, biking, and walking are 
much more feasible. He keeps track of 
his home’s environmental impact, and 
he conducted an analysis of its energy 
efficiency for the first two years. He 
knows that the second home, in the city, 
is a huge improvement over the first. In 
the end, “there are pretty clear path­
ways to doing the right thing,” he says. 

“I calculate the things I can change, but 
I can’t change everything.” 

viviane fairbank is the associate 
editor and head of research at The Walrus.
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above  
The Chinese 
government 
built the town 
of Maqên in the 
1960s to establish 
its authority 
in the region. 
Nomadic Tibetan 
herders were 
forced to settle 
here — in part, 
the government 
claimed, to 
protect the 
region’s grasslands  
from excessive 
grazing, one of 
the factors it says 
is exacerbating 
desertification.

right The streets 
of Madoi County, 
a settlement near 
the source of the 
Yellow River, are 
often deserted.



F
rom Madoi County, a settlement near the 
headwater of the Yellow River, our two-car con-
voy headed out to visit a desert Yang Yong first 
viewed through binoculars in 1997. At the time, 
the geologist had seen a small, wind-blown patch 
of sand surrounded by greenery. This time, Yang 

looked out past a stretch of sloping grassland to where a new 
desert extended beyond the horizon. That sandy expanse, 
Yang told me, was where we would spend the night.

Yang, now sixty, is one of China’s most prominent environ-
mentalists. For nearly thirty years, he has studied environmental 
changes in the Tibetan plateau, in particular the region where 
the Yellow, Yangtze, and Mekong Rivers originate. Using sat-
ellite images, remote sensing, and data collected on exped-
itions, he and his crew are documenting the degradation of 
lands along the headwaters of China’s major rivers. In May 
2018, I joined Yang on an expedition to capture the trans-
formation of the Yellow River and its surrounding landscapes.

We piled into our cars and drove off the road, with Yang’s yel-
low SUV leading the way through the grasslands and down the 
side of a hill. With no obvious route, the uneven ground caused 
the car to jolt so violently that some of our heads hit the roof. 

Partway, Yang stopped the car and got out. It looked like 
he had changed his mind about driving any farther. He lit a 
cigarette, taking long drags as he contemplated the rough 
terrain ahead.

Shortly afterward, Yang got back in the car and told us to 
buckle up. With a series of deft manoeuvres, he slalomed 
down the hill, twisting the vehicle like an Olympic skier.  
I thought that, when we reached the sand, the rest would be easy.  
But, almost as soon as we did, our tires spun freely. We got stuck.

There are many forces causing desertification on the plateau, 
including natural physical processes, human mismanagement, 
and climate change. The land, which ranges from semiarid to 
arid, is unable to sustain high densities of human and wildlife 
populations, while the high altitude and dry climate can make it 
vulnerable to wind erosion. Rising temperatures accelerate the 
melting of permafrost, exposing once-frozen topsoil to winds 
and burrowing rodents. Some claim that overgrazing has con-
tributed to the damage. The Tibetan plateau’s water cycle is 
also under severe stress, with shrinking glaciers, expanding 
lakes, and overflowing rivers in some parts.

Yang hopes his research will help officials protect the 
Sanjiangyuan, a nature reserve established in 2000 to pro-
tect the headwaters of the Yangtze, Mekong, and Yellow Rivers. 
He is careful not to criticize government officials for their mis-
management of natural resources; instead he shares his findings 
with them. By involving them in his work, he tries to influence 
rather than challenge them. To Yang, when it comes to the  
environment, diplomacy is far more effective than shame. 

ian teh is a photographer based in Kuala Lumpur.

This story was produced with support from the Pulitzer Center

visual essay

China’s New Deserts
The lands around the Yellow River are turning to sand

text and photography by ian teh



above The Sanjiangyuan National Nature Reserve was created in 2000, when it became clear that  
the Yellow River was drying up: in 1997, the river failed to reach the sea for nearly eight months. 
Despite efforts to sustain the river, industry, agriculture, and urbanization continue to take a toll.



below Yaks graze around a lake in the Sanjiangyuan. Experts disagree about whether grazing 
herds are exacerbating the desertification of grasslands — some believe that human activity,  

such as gold mining in the outer regions of the reserve, bears more responsibility.



Yang Yong (right); 
his wife, Wang 
Qiang, who 
handles the 
research team’s 
finances; and 
drone operator 
and logistics 
coordinator 

“Captain” Lu—
an old friend of 
Yang’s—plan the 
next stages of 
their expedition.
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above Yang’s 
expedition group, 
the Hengduan 
Mountain 
Research Society, 
includes his 
brother Yang 
Hongbing—the 
crew’s unofficial 
chef—and his 
apprentice 
Xiao Wei, who 
records Yang 
Yong’s scientific 
observations. 
Their fieldwork 
can require 
physical labour.

left Sheep graze 
at the boundary 
between desert 
and grassland.

ian teh 57china’s new deserts



above The Yellow River’s Liujiaxia dam, built in the late 1960s, generates electricity and is used to 
control flooding and irrigation. China has more than 87,000 dams—more than any other country. 

Around 23 million people have been displaced from their homes for such projects.



below The lush vegetation in the agricultural town of Guide is fed by upstream reservoirs.  
Farther downstream, the river turns its characteristic yellow, a sign of high silt content,  

which wears down the river’s many short-lived dams.



above Saplings take root on a hillside, where they’ve been planted  
as part of a government program known as the Green Great Wall,  

an initiative aimed at slowing desertification in northwestern China.



below Lanzhou, the last stop on my journey along the Yellow River,  
is also one of China’s oldest cities. Today, it is a major petrochemical hub.
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SInCe THe laTe 1970s, Jeff 
Wall has been synonymous 
with backlit, large-scale photo-
graphs. Though his works have 

never maintained the same theme or 
genre, he has an unmistakable style: 
whether he is exploring gender and rela-
tionships, war, or imagined scenes from 
literature, his images have a subtle and 
sometimes humorous poetry.

Consider 1992’s Dead Troops Talk 
(A  Vision after an Ambush of a Red  Army 
 Patrol, Near Moqor, Afghanistan, Winter 
1986): the photograph depicts a group 
of soldiers who have come back to life 
to  despair and to taunt one another 
from  beyond the grave. It is a macabre 
 panorama, and at over two metres by four 
metres, the scale makes the suff ering 
of these newly dead men seem intim-
ate. In 2012, it was bought at auction 
for $3,666,500 (US), making it, at the 
time, the third most expensive photo-
graph ever sold. Another of Wall’s epics, 
 After “ Invisible Man,” by Ralph Ellison, 
the  Prologue (2000), shows the narra-
tor from Ellison’s novel sitting in his 
basement suite installed with 1,369 
lights — the backlit  format gives the 
bulbs a radiant eff ect. Along with the 
work of American photographer Cindy 

Sherman and German Andreas Gursky, 
Wall’s  meticulously composed  images, 
which nod to masterpieces from art his-
tory, helped put photography on equal 
 footing with other forms of  classic and 
contemporary art.

And so, one afternoon this past April, 
I walked to the Gagosian Gallery on West 
Twenty-First Street in New York to see 
what Wall, now seventy-three, had in store 
for his fi rst exhibition of new work in four 
years. Most of the nine prints exhibited 
were signature Wall. The diptych Summer 
Afternoons presents two images of what 
 appears to be the same room (a re-creation 
of Wall’s former home): one with a nude 

male lying on the 
floor, back to cam-
era, the other with 
a woman  reclining 
on a daybed, not unlike the courtesan in 
Édouard Manet’s Olympia. The triptych 
Giardini/The  Gardens, meanwhile, seems 
to depict the fi ring of a servant at an Ital-
ian villa, each print illus trating a diff erent 
point in the process. It marks the fi rst time 
Wall has ever  created a  series that tells 
a continuous narrative, yet The  Gardens, 
like all of his images, only  off ers pieces 
of the story’s puzzle.

My eye, however, was immediately 
drawn to the enormous picture in the 
middle of the main wall: the Day-Glo 
 Recovery. It wasn’t like anything Wall 
had ever made. At fi rst glance, Recovery 
may seem like a painting of loungers 
and picnickers at a park. Unlike Wall’s 
typical realism, the scene is a barrage 
of brilliant colours: the ground is yellow, 
the tree trunks are cyan and persimmon, 
and the hills in the background are a light 
mauve. There is an other worldly qual-
ity to the image, reminiscent of David 
Hockney or Henri Matisse. In the centre 
of the menagerie is a young man. His left 
leg, left arm, and shoes are of the same 
painterly quality as the rest of the  picture, 
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Je�  Wall’s 
New Look

Four decades into his career, 
the artist is still pushing the limits 

of what a photograph can be

BY AARON PECK

above 
Recovery, 
2017–2018



but the remainder of his body is that of 
a  normal, photographed person. He 
stares off into the distance, looking dazed 
and bewildered, somehow appearing 
more unreal than all the pigmented 
people around him. Only on close con-
sideration does it become clear that the  
artist, who has spent nearly four dec-
ades making photographs with an eye for 
the history of painting, has  
advanced that project to a 
bizarre new level by taking 
a picture of a painting.

At first glance, Recovery 
may seem primed for the 
selfie generation. At about 
2.5 metres by four metres, its 
size and brilliant colours can 
make it seem like trite pop 
art — something that would 
make for a nice background 
on a social-media post. This 
may be why reaction to the 
image has been mixed. As 
I stood in front of Recovery, 
another guest walked up 
to join me. “That fucking 
thing,” they said before 
walking away. Later, Karen Rosenberg, 
writing for the New York Times, called 
the work “a bold move, with an uncer-
tain payoff ” and further criticized Recov-
ery for bringing to mind “Instagrammers  
posing in front of street art.”

But Recovery proves to be something 
more. Wall has been a consistent critic 
of contemporary visual culture through-
out his career and has often tested the 
possibilities of what photography could be. 
Over the decades, he has constantly rein-
vented his work and how he approaches 
his craft, prodding us to see the world, 
and his chosen medium, in a new way. 
Recovery is not an aberration when meas-
ured against the rest of Wall’s oeuvre; all 
appearances aside, it’s a perfect fit.

Jeff Wall’s fascination with mod-
ern art dates back to childhood. As 
a teenager in Vancouver, he trav-
elled to Seattle’s 1962 World’s Fair 

and saw an exhibition that included work 
by Jackson Pollock. In 1968, he graduat-
ed from the University of British Colum-
bia with a degree in fine arts and, after 

starting out as a painter, took an inter-
est in conceptual art. Two years later, 
he exhibited Landscape Manual at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York. This 
early piece took the form of a booklet that 
combined documentary photography 
and text. Following that achievement, he 
ceased exhibiting, instead studying art 
history at London’s Courtauld Institute. 

When Wall returned to his own 
practice, in 1976, it was as a pho-
tographer. Two years later, he 

exhibited The Destroyed Room in the 
window of Vancouver’s Nova Gallery 
and arrived as an artist. The Destroyed 
Room is a photograph that looks like its 
name: a pea-green mattress is torn open 
and thrown against a carmine wall; the 
drawers of a dresser are open and ran-
sacked, their contents scattered across 
the floor. Within the unruly mess of 
broken walls and upended furniture, the 
composition references Eugène Dela-
croix’s 1827 masterpiece The Death of 
Sardanapalus. Through an open door 
on the edge of the mise en scène in Wall’s 
work, the viewer can see that the image 
is a stage set — the artifice part of the 
picture. Perhaps the most notable thing 
about the photograph was how it was 
displayed: in a light box, reminiscent of 
an outdoor advertisement. These Ciba
chrome, backlit transparencies soon 
became Wall’s signature — the use of 
fluorescent lights managing to be simul-
taneously captivating and crass.

Wall’s photographic tableaux were 
critical, complex, and pleasing to the 
eye. Perhaps unexpectedly, these radiant 

scenes and the light boxes he displayed 
them in were received as punk-like pro-
vocations, contradicting the art-world 
orthodoxy that pictures could not be 
critical of the systems in which they 
circulated. (It makes sense that, years 
later, Wall photographed Iggy Pop for 
one of the singer’s album covers, and The 
Destroyed Room was used as the cover for 

a collection of Sonic Youth 
B-sides.) Here were the old 
masters as modern ads.

Wall quickly proved him-
self a pioneer in other ways. 
He was one of the first art-
ists of his generation to use 
movie production methods 
to stage his shots (from The 
Destroyed Room onward, 
his pictures have been 
taken on meticulously con-
structed sets, using crews 
and models). Wall was also 
at the vanguard of artists 
who digitally altered their 

images, and starting in the early 1990s, 
his tableaux became composites of num-
erous photographs taken during produc-
tion. For example, A Sudden Gust of Wind 
(after Hokusai), based on an 1832 Hokusai 
woodblock print, depicts a group of people 
along a canal: the wind has just scattered 
a dossier of papers into the air, and four 
figures in the foreground struggle against 
the gale. The central figure, a man in 
a suit, looks to the sky to see a hat hurtling 
toward the heavens. Instead of capturing 
what Henri-Cartier Bresson called “the 
decisive moment” or following the street-
photography methods made famous by 
the likes of Walker Evans, Robert Frank, 
and Diane Arbus, Wall planned his way 
to precise, deliberate pictures such as this. 
A Sudden Gust of Wind was rehearsed, shot, 
and shot again before being digitally col-
lated to bring together the final image.

Wall’s style of photography was 
a critical and commercial success, and 
he has since had retrospectives at the Mu-
seum of Modern Art in New York, the Art 
Institute of Chicago, the Tate Modern in 
London, the Henri Cartier-Bresson Foun-
dation museum in Paris, the Stedelijk in 
Amsterdam, and the Louisiana in Den-
mark. He received Sweden’s prestigious 

above  
The Destroyed 
Room, 1978
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Hasselblad Award in 2002 and the Order 
of Canada in 2007.

By that year, he could have easily put his 
production on autopilot and churned out 
light box after light box, making certain 
collectors and vendors very happy. (Wall’s 
large-scale light boxes can cost hundreds 
of thousands of dollars on the second-
ary market; major works go for the low 
millions.) Instead, when we encounter 
a Wall work produced after 2007, there 
is no radiance from fluorescent tubes: 
rather than retreat into repetition, he 
ditched his signature format altogether 
and began producing large prints. He has 
rarely spoken about the reasons for this 
change, but it is worth noting that the 
light box had morphed into a common 
way of viewing large-scale photography.

Few critics remarked on this depar-
ture at the time, but the shift was telling: 
Wall has always refused certain financial 
pressures and cultural trends, working 
instead with an eye on aesthetic goals. 
His risky return to painting in Recovery 
is no different.

In on late style: Music and Litera-
ture against the Grain, literary critic 
Edward Said discusses the idea that 

age imbues some artists with wisdom and 
others with stubbornness. He gives the ex-
amples of Matisse, Bach, and Wagner, all 
of whom have later works he claims reflect 
harmoniously on life. “But what of artis-
tic lateness,” Said continues, “not as har-
mony and resolution but as intransigence, 
difficulty, and unresolved contradiction?”

Recovery seems to be a culmination 
of Wall’s post–light box output, and it is 
certainly “intransigence, difficulty, and 
unresolved contradiction” in Said’s sense. 
Wall could have exhibited the painting 
(and maybe even sold it for a considerably 
greater sum), but he didn’t. In Recovery, 
after we understand that it’s a photo-
graph of a painting, the half-real, photo-
montaged man further disrupts the 
harmony of the reverie. The formal dis-
junction is unsettling, a reminder that the 
picture we’re looking at is not only an illu-
sion but also an affront to our expectations.

The sheer size of Wall’s work also com-
promises gallery goers’ attempts to capture 
it fully on Instagram (something I realized 

myself on opening night). With Recovery, 
what might at first seem like a capitula-
tion to selfie culture is another refusal: 
get too close and you miss the entirety 
of the image; stand too far back and you 
lose the detail. Like with Dead Troops Talk, 
each viewing reveals more richness: sec-
tions of Recovery contain miniature com-
positions (take the man in the towel with 
two dogs: each grouping of human and 
animal figures hints at its own story). 
This depth is yet another example of how 
Wall’s images may initially seem to con-
form to the commercial but, on reflec-
tion, do the opposite. As David Campany 
wrote in the Financial Times, reviewing the 
same Wall material when it appeared at 
London’s White Cube Gallery this summer:  

“If there is one photographer who has 
championed slow looking and an art of 
fewer but better images, it is Jeff Wall.”

Yet, amid all this seriousness, Wall 
still shows his sense of humour. At the 
Gagosian, a self-reflexive wink came in the 
placement of the black-and-white Weight-
lifter (2015) on the wall opposite Recovery. 
Weightlifter depicts a sweaty, muscular 
man struggling to lift 100-odd kilograms 
in a gym. The strain on the model’s face 
shows the pain, focus, and determination 
going into the feat. Even so, we’re uncer-
tain if he ever succeeds. t

Aaron Peck’s work has recently 
appeared in the New York Review Daily, 
Frieze, and The White Review.
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It was more the thought of being back in 
that full-body terror, trapped hour after 
excruciating hour until the plane landed. 
Fear of fear itself — maybe of myself, of 
my unpredictable reactions — was its own 
particular hell. I made peace with the 
fact that I didn’t fly.

Then, at the beginning of May, 
I began working on a project about 
Saint Dymphna, a seventh-century Irish 
princess. After the death of Dymphna’s 
mother, her widowed father became ob-
sessed with marrying her. Dymphna, still 
a teenager, fled to present-day Belgium. 
Her father pursued her to the town of 
Geel and beheaded her. According to 
one version of the legend, several people 
who had witnessed her death were mir-
aculously cured of their mental-health 
problems. Over time, Dymphna became 
known as the patron saint of mental ill-
ness. Her shrine is now a popular site 
for pilgrimages, and Geel has gained 
international recognition for its radical 
mental-health programs.

Dymphna’s story touches on so 
many of my interests: women’s history, 
medieval saints, psychiatry. For years, 
especially after my own struggles with 
Canada’s fractured mental-health system, 
I’ve been obsessed with her life and 
legacy. When a magazine offered to 

pay for a trip to Geel to write about 
Dymphna, I was ecstatic. But even 
as I booked my tickets, I felt panicky 
about boarding the plane.

As my departure date drew nearer, 
I started thinking that, if anyone 
could cure my anxiety, it was 
Dymphna. Although I framed it as 
a joke, I bought into it on some level. 
Years of trying to reason my way 
through my phobia hadn’t worked. 
I was willing to try the supernatural.

I tucked a Saint Dymphna prayer card 
into my wallet and read it so often that, 
soon, I could recite it from memory. Pray-
ing, I discovered, is a bit like meditation: 
eventually, you fall into a rhythm. Once 
I was in my seat, I closed my eyes and 
began repeating the prayer; as we took 
off, I opened them and watched the land-
scape dwindle beneath us. I felt fine.

The first place I went in Geel was 
Dymphna’s church, where I lit a candle in 
thanks. I spent the rest of my time there in 
a euphoric haze. Four days later, I board-
ed my flight home without a problem.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t still afraid. 
But taking that flight to Belgium was like 
opening a locked door inside myself and 
discovering a whole suite of rooms that 
lay beyond; even now that the door has 
swung shut, I still know the rooms exist. 
Did I do it? Did Dymphna do it? The 
best answer I can come up with is that 
rational beliefs can’t overcome irrational  
fear. Sometimes, to get through the worst, 
we need the help of some higher power: 
a god, a love, a sweeping narrative. But at 
the centre of that higher power is always 
a bigger version of our own selves.  7

anne thériault is a Toronto-based 
writer who has contributed to the 
Guardian, Chatelaine, and Longreads. 

This past spring, I did 
s omething I  thought 
I might never do again: 
I got on an airplane. The 

last decade had been filled with 
a dread of flying so intense that 
even watching a character in a 
movie board a plane made me feel 
queasy. I knew my fear of crashing 
was unreasonable, but I couldn’t 
talk myself out of it.

It was a 2009 flight to Paris that 
made me swear off airplanes altogether. 
My husband and I were on our honey-
moon, and I was buoyed by the intense 
romance of it all. But, as I dissolved one 
tablet of benzodiazepines and then 
another under my tongue, my fear bal-
looned. Every little jolt seemed like the 
precursor to a crash; I kept scanning the 
flight attendants’ faces, sure I could de-
cipher expressions of panic. I sobbed 
until the drugs finally kicked in, some-
where over the Atlantic. At the end of 
our week in Paris, I took the maximum 
dose of pills and forced myself to get on 
the plane home. I wept with relief when 
we landed in Montreal.

I spent the next few years using cre-
ative workarounds to avoid flying. My 
limitations often frustrated me; I missed 
family weddings, important conferences, 
and other events that I couldn’t reach by 
train or car.

Seeing photos of friends jetting off 
on adventures gave me pangs of envy. 
I wanted so badly to be the kind of per-
son who could casually fly somewhere 
new, but the more time elapsed since 
my last flight, the larger my fear loomed. 
I wasn’t even sure what I was afraid of 
anymore — it wasn’t crashing, exactly, 
or death, although those were the twin 
seeds out of which my anxiety had grown. 

november 2019The Walrus66

illustration by tallulah fontaine

first person

Flight of Imagination
To overcome my fear of air travel, I turned to a seventh-century saint

by anne thériault
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