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Introducing Inroads 48

It may seem odd to be highlighting immigration when borders are 

largely closed here in Canada and around the world. And yet, there 

are good reasons for doing so. First of all, finding the right bal-

ance on immigration is bound to be a major challenge for Western 

governments after the pandemic, as it was before. Second, at least in Canada 

as Anne Michèle Meggs and Mark Stobbe explain from different perspectives, 

immigration is not only, or even primarily, about crossing borders – it’s about 

people who are already here.

Meggs meticulously examines all the various routes that people take to 

attain permanent resident status in Canada, and finds that the points system, 

supposedly the pillar of our immigration policy, plays a much smaller part in the 

process than is generally believed. A large proportion of Canada’s immigrants 

enter the country under various temporary work and education programs and 

then transition to permanent resident status. In her article in this issue, the first 

in a two-part series, she focuses on international students. Stobbe draws on his 

own experience teaching college classes with significant numbers of international 

students to question a system in which postsecondary institutions become a 

back door to immigration.
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In the current context, no explanation is 

needed for paying close attention to events 

in the United States, and especially the Black 

Lives Matter protests that followed the killing 

of George Floyd in May and the election cam-

paign that culminated in the defeat of Donald 

Trump in November. Derek Shearer, who has 

observed his society as scholar, political activist 

and government official, provides a personal 

account of what it has meant to be White in 

America from the 1950s to the present. Over 

the summer, the Inroads listserv kept coming 

back to a web of interrelated topics including 

policing methods, high homicide rates in U.S. 

cities and the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. 

We offer a selection from late August. In his 

postelection editorial, Henry Milner sees in-

stitutional reform as key to stopping the next 

populist wave.

In another section, John Richards and 

Harold Johnson present analyses of social 

pathologies in First Nation communities and 

ask “What’s to be done?” For Richards, ad-

dressing these pathologies – as manifested in 

the disproportionate number of “deaths of 

despair” – requires addressing high unemploy-

ment first and foremost. Johnson sees a differ-

ent way forward: land-based healing.

Also in this issue:

• Gareth Morley asks whether the “new 

intolerance” reflected in “cancel culture” 

is really either new or intolerant.

• In an interview, Craig Jones advocates 

legalizing and regulating all drugs and 

dealing with substance use through a 

lens of harm reduction.

• Jon G. Bradley and Sam Allison find that 

Canada’s electoral map, far from pro-

moting equal representation, maintains 

old strongholds and denies new realities.

• While acknowledging that the West has 

flaws, Kamel Daoud maintains that it 

needs to be perfected, not destroyed.

• In their columns, Reg Whitaker writes 

about how current policy, partisan and 

regional divides play out in federal pol-

itics; Arthur Milner draws lessons from 

speeches by three prominent figures on 

Canada’s right – Andrew Scheer, Scott 

Moe and Erin O’Toole; and Julia Smith 

maintains that if we want to promote 

equality, we need to do a better job of 

teaching children to read.

• Ronald Beiner wonders whether Ben-

jamin Teitelbaum got too close to 

his subjects in writing a book about 

former Trump adviser Steve Bannon 

and his ideological soulmates in other 

countries; in his review of Eric Kauf-

mann’s Whiteshift, Andy Hira finds 

that Kaufmann pays too little attention 

to economic factors in accounting for 

populism; and Henry Milner takes us to 

the world of Russia’s “illegals” program 

in his review of Gordon Corera’s Rus-

sians Among Us.

• Philip Resnick continues his poetic diary 

of this year of COVID-19 with another 

suite of “pandemic poems”; I review 

Philip’s recent memoir, Itineraries.

— Bob Chodos
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Picking up the pieces 
after the U.S. election
Institutional reform is key to stopping the next populist wave

by Henry Milner

Henry Milner 
is co-publisher 
of Inroads. In late October, when I wrote the first draft of this editorial, 

the polls showed Joe Biden leading Donald Trump by 

10 per cent. In that draft, I asked whether this result 

could lead the Republican Party to eschew Trumpism 

and return to an earlier, more consensual form of politics if invited to do 

so by the new President. I concluded that the Democrats could not expect 

this and should instead make reforming political institutions their priority.

The goal would be to undo the damage caused by the unabashed gerry-

mandering the Republicans had been doing. Since the 1980s, when the time 

came for the decennial reapportionment of districts based on population 

shifts revealed in the census, Republican state legislatures have been espe-

cially eager to carve out boundaries to favour their candidates. Typically, 

central city district boundaries were drawn to include the largest possible 

number of Democratic (often largely minority) voters and place the rest of 

the urban population in districts extending into the Republican hinterland, 

resulting in a false “red” majority in the House of Representatives as well as 

state legislatures. And with each state, large or small, having two senators, 

no gerrymandering is needed to ensure that small deindustrializing states 

are massively overrepresented in the Senate (as well as, to a lesser extent, 

in the Electoral College), their “red” voters persuaded that immigrants and 

minorities responsible for their plight run the Democratic Party.

Inroads 48 | E DI TORI A L
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In light of the election results, some re-

thinking is required. The Biden-Harris ticket’s 

popular vote margin was four percentage 

points – much lower than the eight-point 

margin the final polls predicted, primarily 

because of especially high turnout among 

Republicans. Thus Trump was defeated, but 

Trumpism was not marginalized, and Repub-

licans did significantly better than expected at 

the congressional and state levels. My guess 

is that the main explanation for this lies in 

the GOP door-to-door and mass-rally “stop 

socialism” campaign, a level of campaigning 

the Democrats responsibly eschewed because 

of the pandemic.

What matters most of all, of course is that 

Trump, to the relief of the civilized world, is 

on his way out. For all his huffing and puffing, he cannot reverse his defeat in the courts, though 

most of his supporters will continue to believe his unfounded assertions that the election was 

stolen. Such an erosion of confidence in the legitimacy of the election process is dangerous in a 

democracy, at the core of which is losers accepting the results of an election.

Overall, despite concerns, the election went smoothly: American democratic institutions 

proved resilient. Joe Biden will be inaugurated as President, of a deeply divided country, in 

January. Still uncertain, as I write this, is what Trump will do in his remaining weeks in office. 

Once his groundless challenges are rejected, he will lose congressional support if he continues 

to obstruct the transition. His priority at that point will be to seek pardons and other unsavory 

deals to keep out of jail and stave off bankruptcy.

From the perspective of those of us focused on the United States from abroad, what matters is 

that in the most powerful country in the world, corrupt ideologues are giving way to competent 

professionals taking charge of U.S. foreign and environmental policy. Had Trump been reelected, 

the few remaining civil servants who could rein him in would have been replaced by ignorant 

hacks. As Ron Susskind wrote in the New York Times on October 30,

That guy you saw in the debate ... bullying, ridiculing, manic, boasting, fabricating, re-
lentlessly interrupting and talking over his opponent. That’s really him ... He was all but 
un-briefable. He couldn’t seem to take in complex information about policy choices ... in 
Oval Office meetings .... He’d switch subjects, go on crazy tangents, abuse and humiliate 
people, cut them off midsentence ... In the middle of a briefing, turn away and ... phone 
... Fox television hosts like Sean Hannity or Lou Dobbs ... would instantly become the 

Trump was defeated, 

but Trumpism was not 

marginalized. My guess is 

that the main explanation 

for this lies in the GOP door-

to-door and mass-rally “stop 

socialism” campaign, a level 

of campaigning the Democrats 

responsibly eschewed 

because of the pandemic.
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key voice in the debate ... Senior officials ... during briefings ... would ask Trump friends, 
members of Congress, assorted notables — to call Mr. Trump not letting on who had put 
them up to it.

Out of office, will he remain in the political spotlight? Trump’s deciding to be a poor loser, 

going on TV to mouth outrageous lies about the voting process, weakened him before the 

court of public opinion and among the inner circles of the Republican Party, if not among the 

Trumpites. Had he accepted defeat gracefully, he would have been left in a stronger position 

to shape the future of his party and face his creditors as well as prosecutors, judges and juries. 

Whatever happens, he will be spending the rest of his life bemoaning how all this could have 

been avoided if others (not him, ever) had not made the mistakes that lost him the shield of the 

presidency, including (completely without foundation) conspiring to delay annoucement of the 

discovery of a vaccine against COVID-19.

But he and his admirers will be around to keep Republicans from acting responsibly. Given 

the unexpectedly close election results, there will be no second-guessing about their defeat or 

public repudiation of Trump. Instead they will focus on winning the 2022 midterms. In the 

interval, they will have to decide to what extent they will try to undermine Biden the way they 

undermined Obama under Mitch McConnell’s leadership. Much will depend on the outcome of 

the two Senate runoffs in Georgia, a state unexpectedly, but very narrowly, won by Biden. To have 

a chance of winning both, rather than fighting on local issues, the Democrats will effectively have 

to ask voters not to let McConnell once again thwart the agenda of the President they elected.

If that strategy proves successful, and as Trump gradually becomes further discredited with 

each revelation about his financial shenanigans and criminal activity, a door to some across-

the-aisle congressional cooperation could open. Could, say, Susan Collins, who won her Senate 

seat in Maine while Biden won the state by an even greater margin, threaten to jump ship? I 

do not rule out such a scenario, but overall I remain 

pessimistic. Republicans know that, under American 

institutions, continued polarization assures their 

return to power down the road.

Among Democrats, soul-searching over the 

disappointing result is inevitable, but hopefully will 

not degenerate into a futile blame game between 

moderates and progressives. The incoming Biden 

Administration will have its hands full undoing the 

Trumpian damage at home and abroad, playing a con-

structive role in addressing climate change, migration, 

and antidemocratic developments around the world. 

Biden must be given the space to seek bipartisan 

support for such efforts, even if they lead nowhere.

Whatever happens, he will 

be spending the rest of 

his life bemoaning how 

all this could have been 

avoided if others (not him, 

ever) had not made the 

mistakes that lost him the 

shield of the presidency.
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So what should the forces mobilized by 

the Democratic Party against Trump do now? 

The immediate task is to win the Senate – if 

not in the Georgia runoffs then in the 2022 

midterms. Priority should be placed on efforts 

to get enough states to inhibit gerryman-

dering and establish nonpartisan redistricting 

commissions. More states should adopt the 

rule that their Electoral College votes will go 

to the winner of the national popular vote. 

A second priority is to reduce the impact 

of money in politics by capping campaign 

contributions and spending, and by requiring 

campaigns to publicly disclose the amounts 

as well the identity of the people or entities 

that finance political advertising.

Should there be sufficient support for such 

efforts, the Democrats’ campaign should seek 

a mandate in 2024 for more sweeping institu-

tional changes that would make it harder for 

a Trumpian minority to return to power. Such 

changes would give Republicans an incentive 

to turn their focus away from angry voters in 

small red states toward more moderate suburban voters in purple states.

Part of this process would entail making it possible for more candidates from third parties to 

get elected by eliminating the obstacles to their even getting on the ballot. As it stands, an outsider 

entering U.S. electoral politics, confronted by such obstacles, effectively has no choice but to 

enter the primary of a major party, usually the dominant one in the district. The pure two-party 

system is thus reinforced. This was less of a problem when there was room in the parties for a 

wide spectrum of views, but now, especially with a Republican Party that demands ideological 

purity and loyalty to the chief, it is pernicious. If these obstacles were removed, it would make 

it possible for Never Trump Republicans to win traditionally Republican suburban districts.

Unless and until the American party system becomes more open, the danger will persist. The 

content of populist demagogy in the United States is like that in old democracies elsewhere, but 

only in the United States has it come to dominate a major mainstream political party capable 

of winning a (false) majority. Until the institutions that facilitate this are changed, the way will 

remain open for an equally dangerous demagogue – one with fewer personality flaws than 

Trump – to usher in the next populist wave.

The incoming Biden 

Administration will have its 

hands full undoing the Trumpian 

damage at home and abroad, 

playing a constructive role in 

addressing climate change, 

migration, and antidemocratic 

developments around the world.
PHOTO: GAGE SKIDMOREVIA FLICKR
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Inroads 48 | OP INION

Candy before supper

By Arthur Milner

Arthur Milner is 
Inroads’ culture 
columnist and 
a playwright 
and theatre 
director. He lived 
in Calgary for 
two years and 
was teaching at 
the University 
of Calgary 
until COVID-19 
ended that. In 
September, he 
moved to Regina.

Now that we’ve had a close look at the United States 

and soon-to-be-former President Trump, how do 

our own right-wing populists measure up? Luckily, 

Canadian right-wing populists have provided us with 

evidence of where they stand in the form of three major speeches in 

recent months. On August 23, Saskatchewan MP and recently departed 

federal Conservative Party leader Andrew Scheer bade farewell to 

party members:

The Liberals are all candy before supper ... Then all you’re left 
with is a stomach ache and a serious case of buyer’s remorse … 
They believe that bigger government and more state intervention 
will somehow solve all the world’s problems. Conservatives fight 
for those who don’t have powerful lobbyists getting insider deals. 
We fight for the men and women who don’t have well-connected 
friends in Ottawa, who are too busy raising their kids and work-
ing hard to attend the cocktail circuit.

The Soviet bloc and eastern European countries all had the same 
rhetoric. Their policies were supposed to help the poor and 
promote equality – the exact same rhetoric that the left is using 
today, but all it caused was misery … It may be tempting to use 
the government to address the challenges society often faces, but 
once invited inside, the government is a terrible houseguest … 
After all, no one ever got shot trying to jump the wall into East 
Berlin or paddle the raft to get to Cuba.1

Long live comrades Stalin, Castro and Trudeau.
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The people of Saskatchewan enjoy Saskatchewan Medical Services, Saskatchewan Govern-

ment Insurance, SaskTel, SaskPower and SaskEnergy. You’d think Scheer would have noticed 

that, even with all those awful houseguests, Saskatchewan continues to have elections and – I 

know from personal experience – you don’t need to jump a wall to get out. Still, we’re told 

Donald Trump got good mileage, especially in southern Florida, out of comparing Joseph Biden 

to Hugo Chávez, so maybe Scheer isn’t as ridiculous as he appears.

In the provincial election held on October 26, Scott Moe led the Saskatchewan Party to its 

fourth majority government in a row, taking 48 of 61 seats and nearly 62 per cent of the vote. In 

his victory speech, Moe politely acknowledged the NDP (13 seats and 31 per cent). But he kept 

his most heartfelt declaration for the recently formed Buffalo Party of Saskatchewan, formerly 

the recently formed Wexit Saskatchewan Party (no seats and 2.65 per cent):

To those voters I want to say, “I hear you,” and I want to say, “This government hears 
you.” We share your frustrations and we share many of your objectives. We are not happy 
with the federal government either. You have my word that we will continue to stand up 
for Saskatchewan as we have always done. There is no government in Canada that has 
advocated more strongly against a federally imposed carbon tax than the government of 
Saskatchewan. Together with Alberta we have been steadfast in our opposition to Bill C-69, 
the no-more-pipelines bill, as well as Bill C-48, the no-more-tankers bill ... So tonight, I 
offer you this: We will be unrelenting in defending our Saskatchewan industries and our 
Saskatchewan people. We’ll defend them here in Canada and we will defend them around 
the world. We will always stand up for a strong and independent Saskatchewan.2

The next day Moe clarified: “Saskatchewan should be ‘taking care of ourselves to the degree 

that we can.’”3

It may be tempting to use the 

government to address the challenges 

society often faces, but once invited 

inside, the government is a terrible 

houseguest. – Andrew Scheer

PHOTO: PARTI CONSERVATEUR DU QUÉBEC FLICKR
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Question 1: On October 30, 2020, which Canadian 
political party leader said the following?

Private sector union membership has collapsed. In the 1950s, one in three private sector 
workers were union members. Today it’s closer to one in twenty-five.

Increasingly, especially for younger people, a job can be a dead end, an endless cycle of 
contract work, with no benefits, no security, no obligation on the part of the employers. 
Do we really want a nation of Uber drivers?

Free markets alone won’t solve all our problems. GDP growth alone is not the be-all and 
end-all of politics. The goal of economic policy is more than just wealth creation.

We need policies that build solidarity, not just wealth.

It’s time [we] Canadians took inequality seriously.

___ Justin Trudeau (Liberal)   ___ Jagmeet Singh (NDP)

___ Annamie Paul (Green)   ___ Elizabeth Rowley (Communist)

___ Erin O’Toole (Conservative)

Answer: Erin O’Toole.4 Does it turn out the new leader of the Conservative Party of Canada 

is some kind of Marxist-Swedophile?

Question 2: Which policies did Erin O’Toole suggest 
would help to promote equality?

___ Increase taxes on corporations  ___ Inheritance tax

___ Raise the minimum wage    ___ Job creation program  

___ Make it easier to form unions  ___ National housing program

___ Pharmacare program   ___ Guaranteed income

Answer: None of the above.

Here are a few more things O’Toole told his audience:

Middle-class Canada has been betrayed by the elites on every level. Political elites. Finan-
cial elites. Cultural elites. These elites have only one set of values, centred on unchecked 
globalization, political correctness, while middle-class Canadians have had another set 
rooted on family, home and nation.
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Full-time employment, a regular, steady salary, a pension, these sound straight out of a 
bygone era. A generation ago, married couples, with steady jobs and with homes they paid 
off before they retired, assumed their kids would flourish. Now we’ve come to accept those 
as quaint notions from a distant past.

Exploiting understandable concerns for the environment, [the Liberals] want to imple-
ment vast green energy experiments and operate the sharpest leftward shift of the federal 
government since Pierre Trudeau.

In 2014, Canada’s National Research Council was hacked by China and hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars worth of intellectual property appears to have been stolen. Think of this 
as your intellectual property: gone, to your competitor, at no cost and at no consequence.

O’Toole seems to have gone further than other right-wing populists in his use of left-wing 

criticisms of capitalist excesses. But his attack on the elites is standard populist rhetoric, as is 

his condemnation of “unchecked globalization” and “political correctness.” Then there’s the 

glorification of our idyllic past, the middle-class family and the military (“I was 18 years old 

when I joined the armed forces to serve Canada”).

Lessons learned

It’s become clear that a great many voters are willing to overlook a great many personal short-

comings if a candidate’s program suits. Trump’s behaviour is, of course, a clear example, as is 

Scott Moe’s shady driving record.5

Populist politicians are always supporting ordinary people against “Political elites. Financial 

elites. Cultural elites.” However, the strongest characteristic of liberal voters is not their economic 

or social status but that they live in cities. In the United States, city dwellers were most likely 

to vote Democratic, followed by suburbanites. There were fewer in small towns and fewer 

still in the countryside. It seems surprising that in these 

days of increased social media penetration and focus, the 

strongest characteristic of politically similar groupings is 

physical proximity. It’s interesting to note too that “Amer-

icans living in the predominantly red [Republican-voting] 

counties of rural America have the worst internet access 

in the country.”6

Canada’s Atlantic provinces lack big cities and are 

sparsely populated. They often elect Conservative govern-

ments, but they don’t elect right-wing populists. When 

The strongest 

characteristic of 

liberal voters is not 

their economic or 

social status but that 

they live in cities.
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asked if Prince Edward Island would support Saskatchewan’s court challenge of the federal 

carbon tax, Conservative Premier Dennis King was forthright: “In no way, shape or form should 

anyone suggest that we are joining [the fight against the carbon tax], because we’re absolutely 

not ... Islanders want us to work towards carbon neutrality. They want us to do it responsibly 

in a common-sense way.”7

For the populist right, domestic enterprise rules. As Moe promises, “We will be unrelenting 

in defending our Saskatchewan industries and our Saskatchewan people. We’ll defend them 

here in Canada and we will defend them around the world.” We’ll defend our Saskatchewan 

industries against taxes of all kinds, and against those fighting climate change and COVID-19.

It’s said that farmers will do anything to help a neighbour. I believe that is literally true. There 

seems, however, to be a reluctance to help a metaphorical neighbour – in the next town, province 

or country – who might be suffering from climate change, COVID-19, foreign wars, poverty 

or statistical racism. If we want to engage in honest discussion with supporters of the populist 

right, at least we know where to find them. We’ll probably want to choose our battles carefully.
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https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/us-politics/article-decoding-the-us-election-what-data-reveal-about-who-voted-for-biden/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/5-steps-to-get-the-internet-to-all-americans/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/5-steps-to-get-the-internet-to-all-americans/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/prince-edward-island/pei-saskatchewan-carbon-tax-challenge-1.5201535
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What happened to social democratic Saskatchewan?

Saskatchewan’s CCF-NDP MLAs used to be elected almost entirely in rural districts, but now they come 

almost entirely from Regina and Saskatoon. If you look at the electoral maps of 1991 and 1999, for example, 

you’ll see the stark transformation (figures 1 and 2). In the recent provincial election, the NDP won the 

support of close to 50 per cent of voters in Saskatoon and Regina and fewer than 25 per cent of voters 

almost everywhere else.a

I asked Jim Harding what happened. Harding, a much respected longtime activist, environmentalist and 

friend, said the NDP needs to move to the left and become more environmentalist. I agree, I said, but that 

doesn’t explain why the party lost support in the countryside. Well, he said, CCF-NDP voters were always 

pretty socially conservative.

Click! A light goes on. We’ve heard of the Social Gospel. We know that Tommy Douglas was an ordained 

Christian minister, as were J.S. Woodsworth, William Irvine and Stanley Knowles. Agnes Macphail could not 

have been a minister, but she “was swept up in the evangelical movement in the early 20th century.”b It 

would have mattered to rural voters that many CCF-NDP leaders were also religious leaders. But most of my 

generation of leftists, good atheists that we were, dismissed these religious proclivities as relics of an earlier 

age. We pretended they didn’t matter.

In 1961, the CCF and the Canadian Labour Congress joined forces to create the NDP. The focus on the 

working class no doubt helped the NDP in the cities, but the left was changing in other ways: a growing focus 

on “underprivileged minorities,” including women and gays and lesbians, and on abortion rights and same-

sex marriage. These were, to put it mildly, not of particular interest to religious rural folk.

Notes

a “2020 Saskatchewan general election,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/2020_Saskatchewan_general_election

b John Douglas Belshaw, “Social Gospel,” in Canadian History: Post-Confederation, https://opentextbc.ca/
postconfederation/chapter/7-6-social-gospel/
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Without literacy, there 
is no equality
We need to do a better job of teaching children to read

by Julia Smith

Julia Smith 
is Inroads’ 
social affairs 
columnist.

Over time, from the Bill of Rights in 1960 to the 1982 

constitutional reform that included the Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms, Canada encoded a 

right to equality regardless of personal demograph-

ics. Nevertheless, many changes and government programs later, we 

still live in a highly stratified world. Most programs seek to address 

inequality experienced by adults and older youth. This emphasis largely 

ignores the fact that one of the largest predictors of life success is almost 

entirely set in stone by the age of eight – the ability to read.

Low literacy rates have long been a common – and fully justified 

– focus of governments and civil society. Literacy has been proven to 

be a strong predictor of lifetime success, with childhood literacy gaps 

linked to detrimental health outcomes, poverty, high incarceration 

rates and high risk of injury.

What isn’t talked about enough is uneven access to literacy. There 

is ample evidence that there are disproportionate gaps in literacy 

achievement among people with learning disabilities, those of low 

socioeconomic status, Indigenous peoples and minorities. In the United 

States, only 18 per cent of Black children attain reading proficiency 

by the end of Grade 4 compared to 45 per cent of White children. In 

Canada we do not collect and analyze holistically data on literacy 

achievement by race, but the limited data we have, mostly from To-

ronto, suggest that there is a link here as well.
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Traditionally, governments have recognized this gap by spending large sums of money on 

programs geared toward adults. These programs are necessary, but they represent an ineffective 

way to address these issues. For reasons having to do with evolution and modern advances, 

the path to literacy or illiteracy is mostly set by the age of eight. Unlike spoken language which 

was an early humanoid skill, reading and writing are, from an evolutionary perspective, new 

processes. As a result, the brain creates the pathways to reading in a much clumsier way than 

it creates the ability to use oral language. Oral language rests in one region of the brain and 

mostly requires just exposure to acquire. Reading links multiple separate parts of the brain and 

requires rewiring to connect these skills.

Put more simply, we learn to speak the way we learn to dance – through watching, exposure 

and what appears to be instinct. However, the way we learn to read is more like the way we 

learn to drive a car or to apply calculus – by combining various discrete tasks and skills into a 

new product.1 At age eight, however, the brain loses some of its neuroplasticity – so while it is 

still possible to teach a struggling reader at this point, it becomes increasingly resource-intensive 

as time passes.

One of the largest 

predictors of life success 

is almost entirely set in 

stone by the age of eight 

– the ability to read.
PHOTO BEN WHITE/UNSPLASH
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Reading is a combination of a number of 

different pieces which our brain uses to map the 

visual cues of a group of letters to meaning. The 

process of learning to read involves mastering 

seemingly disparate things and then combining 

them into the magic that is knowledge acquisi-

tion through a page of letters. Some of these 

precursor skills are acquired before school starts. 

Gaps in those skills, as assessed through early 

years screening, indicate that groups of historic 

disadvantage – minorities, low economic status, 

neurodiverse individuals and Indigenous people 

– are already behind at about age four. Early 

skills include things like letter recognition (think Sesame Street), phonological awareness such 

as rhymes, oral language skills and others.

At this point the finger is often pointed at parents. While it is completely true that having 

a parent who talks, sings and reads to their child is a key component of early success, gaps in 

the early years are not as simple as parental attentiveness. A major distinguishing factor at this 

age is access to high-quality early education – that societal function we have been accustomed 

to thinking of as daycare to allow women to enter the workforce. Children in high-quality care 

settings are being educated. They receive instruction in a play-based environment in a way that 

is meant to improve their fundamental building blocks. In a societal mindset that “daycare” is 

the responsibility of families and its purpose is only to allow families to work and have children, 

we start building an inequality edge at an early age. This gap is not a slight deviance – research 

shows that children from low socioeconomic backgrounds often enter school with word gaps 

in the millions.

Once children enter school they begin the rigorous academic process of becoming a reader. 

For an adult, reading is automatic. For a child, it is the need to acquire multiple skills at rapid 

speed and synthesize their use. Grade 1, which some term the “reading mountain,” requires 

children to build on their foundation in the various strands of reading – skills that let kids break 

the alphabetic code and those, such as vocabulary and background knowledge, that allow them 

to comprehend the words they have decoded.2

Reading, as an unnatural process, is akin to learning to read music and play an instrument. 

It requires explicit instruction for the skill to be gained. For reading, a small percentage of 

children (estimated at 5 per cent) will appear to acquire this skill effortlessly, while around one 

third can learn to read with some broad instruction. The majority of children, however, require 

explicit instruction to learn to read, and still others (10–15 per cent) can learn to read only with 

extensive explicit instruction.

The process of learning to 

read involves mastering 

seemingly disparate 

things and then combining 

them into the magic that 

is knowledge acquisition 

through a page of letters.
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The predominant teaching philosophy in English Canada and the United States is one referred 

to as balanced literacy, built on programs developed by corporate heavyweights Lucy Calkins 

and Fontas and Pinnell. It leans heavily on guessing and guided reading rather than instruction. 

Using a broad instruction approach, the teacher acts more as a guide than as an instructor. On 

the basis of what we know about how children learn to read, that means instruction time is 

going to help only the first two groups – those who learn almost on their own and the group 

that requires minimal broad instruction. In other words, the predominant approach is setting 

up only 40 per cent of children for success.3 Recently, an internal memo from Lucy Calkins’s 

team conceded that the evidence showed their practices were flawed.4

The other school of thought, structured literacy, helps all children. Jurisdictions such as Aus-

tralia, the United Kingdom and various U.S. states that have adopted this approach have been 

producing notable results. For example, Mississippi, which provided professional development 

to its teachers in structured literacy practices, was the only state to see its national standardized 

results at the Grade 4 level improve. Black and Hispanic students in the state narrowed the gap 

with their White counterparts and did better than their peers in all other states.5

Going back to the equality question, what we see is that those groups that entered school with 

a disadvantage aren’t receiving the “great leveller” we think we provide. The gaps widen. The 

reason requires a step out of the classroom. If 40 per cent of children are getting the instruction 

they need in school, of the remaining 60 per cent, many are learning in other ways. Whether it 

is a parent working with the child, resource kits from bookstores with extra supports, tutors, 

summer camps or learning institutes like Kumon and Sylvan, many parents with large amounts 

We start building an inequality edge at an 

early age. This gap is not a slight deviance 

– research shows that children from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds often enter 

school with word gaps in the millions.

PHOTO LAURA FUHRMAN/UNSPLASH
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of capital are supplementing classroom instruction with additional time and/or funds. Since 

minorities are overrepresented in low socioeconomic status, this requirement to pursue outside 

help has a negative impact on those who are already disadvantaged. It also completely fails 

those with learning disabilities.

In Canada, no province has moved to a structured approach, though some steps are hap-

pening unevenly. The Ontario Human Rights Commission is currently completing an inquiry 

into the systemic discrimination caused by the balanced literacy method for people with reading 

disabilities. Since there is another method, structured literacy, that meets the requirement of 

universal design – in other words, would help everyone – the fact that 53 per cent of those with 

learning disabilities do not meet the provincial Grade 3 standard is avoidable. Those with learn-

ing disabilities can learn to read with early diagnoses and structured approaches. The failure to 

provide this means that in Ontario, over 50 per cent of children with learning disabilities are 

not at grade level at the end of Grade 3.6

To improve equalities in the next generation we need to prioritize early education and rec-

ognize the important role it plays in life outcomes. Part of this requires supporting our teachers 

and administrators to learn high-impact practices and requiring that educator training programs 

provide better instruction in the science of reading and methods of teaching reading. Currently, 

neither early childhood educators nor elementary teacher trainees receive a comprehensive 

education in how reading works and how to teach it. We can also retool the various volunteer 

tutoring programs to provide more structured (while still fun) support.

Fixing inequality in literacy acquisition will not fix everything – systemic inequality is broad-

ranging and multifaceted. It is, however, a way of moving the starting line for those who are 

disadvantaged so that it is closer to that of their peers.

Notes

1 Augusto Buchweitz, “Language and Reading Development in the Brain Today: Neuromarkers and the 
Case for Prediction,” Jornal de Pediatria, Vol. 92, No. # Suppl. 1, pp. S8–S13, https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0021755716000486

2 “Scarborough’s Reading Rope,” https://www.researchgate.net/figure/
Scarboroughs-Reading-Rope_fig2_332933729

3 “Chart of Statistics Undepinning Nancy Young’s The Ladder of Reading Infographic,” https://6c25bd81-
9ae3-46df-b84b-1b9a9453cf77.filesusr.com/ugd/c10b02_183897775f6f458db4ff7a39f6b24ca1.pdf

4 Emily Hanford, “Influential Literacy Expert Lucy Calkins is Changing Her Views,” 
APM Reports, October 16, 2020, https://www.apmreports.org/story/2020/10/16/
influential-literacy-expert-lucy-calkins-is-changing-her-views

5 Kayleigh Skinner, “Mississippi Students No. 1 in the Country for Reading Improvements,” Biloxi 
SunHerald, November 1, 2019, https://www.sunherald.com/news/local/education/article236868048.html

6 Ontario Human Rights Commission, Right to Read: Inquiry into Reading Disabilities Backgrounder, 
http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/right-read-inquiry-reading-disabilities-backgrounder
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The changing Ottawa dance card

by Reg Whitaker
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In late September, the Liberal government delivered 

a throne speech outlining plans for economic 

recovery from the pandemic. Predictably, the 

official opposition decried the inadequacies of 

the government’s plans and signalled its intention to vote against 

the speech at its first opportunity. The Conservatives were joined by 

their provincial partisan counterparts in Alberta and Saskatchewan, 

all three pointing to shameful neglect of the oil and gas industry as 

the main failing of the federal government’s recovery plan.

A minority government could fall over a defeated throne speech, 

so attention shifted to the NDP. Although in broad agreement, the 

New Democrats discerned two major drawbacks in the Liberal plan: 

less money per week ($400) in the successor to the Canada Emer-

gency Response Benefit than in the original ($500), and inadequate 

federal assistance for sick pay. They hinted they might even vote 

against the speech.

No worries: the very next day the Liberals announced they were 

accommodating the two NDP demands. The NDP indicated support 

for the throne speech, but reiterated that Liberals never do anything 

progressive without being pushed by the NDP.

The Alberta and Saskatchewan premiers continued muttering 

about Ottawa encouraging western separatism. In the National 

Post, John Ivison discerned a dark secret unfolding: a centre-left 

Inroads 48 | OP INION
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Liberal-NDP alliance threatening to take control of Canada. A failed candidate in the recent 

Conservative leadership contest wrote in the same paper that she had discerned a “socialist 

coup” underway at Justin Trudeau’s direction, one that relied not on force of arms but on the 

redistributive tax system.

The Liberals presented the most ambiguous face: were they really socialist zealots out to 

remake the country? Or were they reactionaries led into captivity by the NDP?

The Liberal Party of the last century was resolutely centrist in an age when catch-all broker-

age parties, as opposed to programmatic parties, tended to be dominant. Political marketing in 

the pre-internet era favoured broad appeals to as wide a group of potential supporters as could 

be feasibly targeted. The old Liberals were masters at responding to shifts in public opinion 

from whatever direction. Were they facing the old Liberal Party, the NDP could justifiably fear 

that their partners in the de facto alliance might bolt to the right at the first opportunity. Now 

this fear would be misguided, but not because the Liberals have undergone conversion into a 

principled party of the left. The Liberals have adapted to a new age in political marketing by 

becoming a different kind of party, one that opportunistically recognizes the left of centre as 

more attractive than the right of centre for hunting Liberal votes.

The Liberals weren’t the only centrist brokerage party. Brian Mulroney’s Progressive Conserva-

tives formed a broad centrist government in the late 1980s. But the PCs were virtually wiped 

off the electoral map in 1993, losing the West to the hard-right Reform Party and Quebec to 

the sovereigntist Bloc Québécois – two programmatic parties.

It’s largely a matter of political marketing in the new media age. In the past, party platforms 

were directed like aerial bombing in World War II: fly over the general area, open the bomb 

bays, and hope for the best. Broad centrist appeals to be all things to all people seemed the 

best approach to voters. However, new infor-

mation technologies have enabled marketing 

that resembles the computer-guided precision 

targeting of missiles in contemporary warfare, 

with party advertising no longer designed to be 

all things to all people, but instead particular 

things to particular people.

The dirty secret of this political marketing 

is that it plays on divisions. When appeals can 

be calibrated to particular targeted groups, 

what one group gains, others lose. Successful 

party brands are as much defined by who are 

against it as by who are for it. “Our enemies 

are your enemies” is the implicit message to 

carefully targeted supporters. One result: across 

The Liberals have adapted 

to a new age in political 

marketing by becoming 

a different kind of party, 

one that opportunistically 

recognizes the left of 

centre as more attractive 

than the right of centre for 

hunting Liberal votes.
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the Western world, what Arthur Schlesinger, 

Jr., long ago dubbed the “Vital Centre” has 

been eroding. The fierce implacable tribalism 

of American politics marks the apex, or nadir, 

of this trend, but similar signs can be found 

elsewhere.

When the Conservative Party of Canada 

was born out of a hostile takeover of the 

remnant of the PCs by the Reform/Canadian 

Alliance in 2003, the new party staked out 

a more sharply defined centre-right position. 

The Harper governments (2006–15) estab-

lished a near monopoly of the centre-right 

for the Conservative brand, for the most part 

displacing inroads the Liberals had made over 

the years among more conservative voters.

Though partisan divisions have never attained the brutally divisive levels of recent American 

politics, the rock-hard solidity of centre-right support for the Conservatives since Harper has 

been remarkable and has formed one of two broad clusters of political opinion. It appears to 

be diverging, at an accelerating rate, from the other cluster, which is moderately centre-left. The 

two clusters are not equally balanced. Public opinion research regularly shows the centre-left to 

represent about two thirds while the centre-right represents about one third of voters.

This imbalance has less political impact than might be expected, since the smaller centre-

right is united behind the Conservative Party, yielding it political reach and seats beyond its 

base. This advantage is magnified by the fact that the centre-left is split among four parties: 

Liberal, NDP, BQ and Green. On a range of issues and values, supporters of these parties tend 

to be indistinguishable from one another, even as they maintain fierce partisan rivalry. True, 

BQ supporters are out of step with the rest of the centre-left on Quebec sovereignty, but differ-

ences tend to stop there. One particularly interesting survey compared Quebec sovereigntists 

to western separatists. The westerners were way to the right of mainstream opinion on a wide 

range of issues, while the Quebecers, except on the one issue of Quebec sovereignty, were situ-

ated squarely in the Canadian mainstream.

The partisan implications of the centre-left/centre-right distribution are further distorted by 

the regional distribution, starkly evident in the 2019 election results. The centre-right cluster is 

not only concentrated behind the Conservative Party but is regionally skewed. In Alberta the 

Conservatives swept 33 of 34 seats with a towering 69 per cent of the popular vote; in Sas-

katchewan the haul was all 14 seats on the basis of 65 per cent of the vote. This helped produce 

Across the Western world, 

what Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 

long ago dubbed the “Vital 

Centre” has been eroding. The 

fierce implacable tribalism 

of American politics marks 

the apex, or nadir, of this 

trend, but similar signs 

can be found elsewhere.
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a Conservative popular vote plurality of 34 per 

cent in the country but a shortfall in seats, given 

all their “wasted” votes on the prairies.

It was also apparent, even before the results 

were in, that the only way Andrew Scheer could 

have become prime minister was with an out-

right majority of seats. None of the other parties 

could have countenanced supporting a Tory 

minority, except at the cost of alienating their 

own voters. The reason for this is the yawning 

policy divide between the Conservatives and 

all the other parties over the crucial issue of the 

environment versus economic development (for 

the latter, read pipelines and oil sands exports). 

Analysis of the centre-right/centre-left opinion 

clusters shows that a dramatic acceleration of 

differences over the past decade has been over this very issue. Centre-right voters increasingly 

privilege development of oil and gas and constructing pipelines over protection of the environ-

ment, while centre-left voters increasingly place the need to combat climate change ahead of 

further fossil fuel development. Pro–fossil fuel views are concentrated not only in partisan 

terms within the ranks of Conservative voters but also regionally in Alberta and Saskatchewan.

When the Conservatives made opposition to a national carbon tax the centrepiece of their 

2019 campaign, they set in motion potent symbolic politics that were interpreted in diametrically 

opposite ways. For Conservatives, it seemed to be a case of saving the Canadian economy from 

environmental radicals out to tear it down. For the centre-left parties, it looked like saving 

the environment from climate change deniers. Exaggerations on both sides, no doubt, but the 

raw psychology of symbolic politics goes a long way toward explaining the predicament of a 

Tory party shut out of power in Parliament, as well as Alberta and Saskatchewan threatening 

western separation.

Andrew Scheer has departed but his successor, Erin O’Toole, owes a great deal of his successful 

leadership campaign to early intervention on his behalf by Alberta Premier Jason Kenney. Nor 

has O’Toole forgotten this. Since taking over the party reins, he has persistently raised western 

alienation as the most pressing problem facing the federal government, demanding major con-

cessions from an “anti-western” Liberal government. The Conservatives continue to campaign 

against the carbon tax, in the courts and on the hustings, as if this were their signature brand.

The federal Conservative alliance with Alberta and Saskatchewan faces greater problems 

than being temporarily shut out of Ottawa. Not only has the pandemic brought the oil and gas 

industry close to disaster territory, but the place of fossil fuels in the post-pandemic economy 

The only way Andrew 

Scheer could have become 

prime minister was with an 

outright majority of seats. 

None of the other parties 

could have countenanced 

supporting a Tory minority, 

except at the cost of 

alienating their own voters.
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is also in serious question. Major investors, state and private, have begun pulling out of fossil 

fuels, and oil and gas giants like BP, Shell and Total are joining the flight, shifting to greener 

alternatives to avoid being left holding stranded assets as the world’s leading economies set net 

zero-emission standards for the next decades.

The Liberals, in what may well prove their last effort at an old-fashioned centrist compromise, 

used billions in tax dollars to buy the Trans Mountain pipeline from the Texas owners who 

were bailing out. If they imagined this would bring any gratitude and political benefit to the 

Trudeau government, they were badly mistaken. Liberal political standing in Alberta could not 

be any worse if they had simply left Trans Mountain to die on the market. On the other hand, 

they have lost serious credit with environmentalists. Yet plans for guiding economic recovery 

by encouraging Alberta to shift its petro-economy to greener alternatives are angrily rejected 

as Ottawa interference, as Kenney doubles down on his oil sands cargo cult.

The centre does not hold.

Major investors, state and private, have begun pulling 

out of fossil fuels, and oil and gas giants like BP, Shell 

and Total are joining the flight, shifting to greener 

alternatives to avoid being left holding stranded assets.

CONSTRUCTION ON TRANS MOUNTAIN PIPELINE 

PHOTO BY ADAM JONES /GLOBAL PHOTO ARCHIVE  CC BY-SA 2.0
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There are a few cracks in the Conservative façade. Under pandemic pressure, Ontario Premier 

Doug Ford has become an enthusiastic booster for the federal Liberals, and has let it be known that 

in a future federal election he has no intention of supporting the federal Conservatives. In 2019, 

the federal Tories shut down Ford, judging him a liability, but invited Jason Kenney to campaign 

in Ontario for Andrew Scheer, so this may simply be payback time for Ford. For his part, the 

new Tory leader O’Toole has been quick to criticize Ontario’s handling of the pandemic recovery, 

contrasting it unfavourably with Kenney’s Alberta. Personal politics aside, Ford’s doubts about 

a united Conservative front may reflect a dawning recognition that the manufacturing heartland 

of Ontario has interests that diverge from the western petro-economy. Significantly, two major 

auto companies, Chrysler-Fiat and Ford, have announced plans to convert Ontario plants to 

manufacture of electric and hybrid vehicles.

From another direction, the Conservatives face a threat from the far right in the form of the 

“western” (read Alberta/Saskatchewan) separatist movement, now taking form as a political party 

under the leadership of former Conservative MP Jay Hill and calling itself the Maverick Party. 

If Kenney fails to gain major concessions from Ottawa or, less likely, if he compromises what 

separatists consider core western interests, the Mavericks just might cut into the Tory support 

base enough to render serious damage.

Over on the government side in Ottawa, it does seem most likely that the Liberals will continue 

to tack to the left on purely practical, opportunistic grounds if nothing else. Some may advocate 

further grand compromises with the petro-economy along the lines of the pipeline purchase, 

although with the forced departure of Bill Morneau, those Bay Street voices may have grown 

fainter. Smart hunters go where the ducks are, and there are precious few ducks for the Liberals 

on the right. On the other hand, the Liberals face the daily challenge of competition from their 

left in a fractured left-centre. The dangers are exacerbated by the first-past-the-post system. The 

more ground the Liberals concede to the NDP, BQ and 

Greens, the more likely it becomes that a regionally 

based Tory minority, if it can seal the cracks in its own 

base, might just slip back into majority government.

The political landscape for the post-pandemic 

recovery is daunting, with frustrating policy gridlock 

one potential outcome. Given the hard realities of the 

current political configuration, Liberal leadership of 

the centre-left toward a socially responsible and more 

equitable green recovery might seem the best hope. As 

partisans, the NDP, BQ and Greens will be unhappy 

about this, but in terms of advancing the interests of 

their progressive supporters, it may just be the most 

practical way forward.

Smart hunters go where 

the ducks are, and there 

are precious few ducks for 

the Liberals on the right. On 

the other hand, the Liberals 

face the daily challenge of 

competition from their left 

in a fractured left-centre.
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In September 2018, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, 

along with Foreign Affairs Minister Chrystia 

Freeland and International Trade Minister Jim 

Carr, sat down for a roundtable discussion in 

New York hosted by James Haass of the Council of Foreign Rela-

tions. Responding to a question about possible Russian intervention 

in the Canadian election, Trudeau explained,

Canada already has a fairly strong set of electoral laws ... 
The big differences you guys might notice is you can’t donate 
more than $1,500 a year to a political party, and you can 
only make individual donations that are, you know, fully 
disclosed: no corporate, no union, no other donations ... And 
our electoral district boundaries are determined ... every ten 
years by fully independent commissions. So you get actual, 
you know, reasonable-looking electoral districts and not some 
of the zigzags that you guys have.1

If only it were true! In reality, Canada’s federal electoral districts 

are unequally distributed throughout the country via a provincially 

maintained silo system that favours some regions over others 

while thwarting any form of levelling of the electoral landscape. 

Electoral districts are a hodgepodge of unequal sizes determined by 

self-serving provincial commissions operating under arcane laws 

and rules that skew the overall fair distribution of citizen opinion. 
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Canada’s electoral map is a giant tapestry 

designed to maintain old strongholds and 

deny emerging realities, one that distorts the 

democratic right of its citizens to fairly make 

their wishes known. The end result is that, 

as voters, many citizens are denied the basic 

principle of each citizen having an equally 

valued vote.

Since Confederation, the electoral map has 

continually evolved with new rules expanding 

the voting franchise and additional or trans-

formed districts to accommodate population 

shifts. The secret ballot has been introduced, 

women have obtained the right to vote, prop-

erty/means tests have been abolished, limits on 

electoral financing have been imposed, the vot-

ing age has been lowered from 21 to 18, fixed 

election dates have been mandated, advance 

voting has been instituted, eligible inmates in 

federal prisons have been allowed to vote, and 

the guarantee in the 1867 constitution that 

English-speaking Quebecers would have a 

20 per cent share of representation from that 

province has been eliminated

Most recently, issues surrounding mail-

in, electronic and absentee balloting, along 

with possible foreign interference designed 

to skew the vote count, confront Elections 

Canada. In this context, we cannot ignore the 

absence of a level playing field, of an electoral 

landscape that is truly representative. Wonky 

communications and difficult terrain are not 

as formidable as in the past and can no longer 

justify inequality in representation. New chal-

lenges surround our democratic mechanisms, 

and we should not shy away from opening 

the Pandora’s box of constitutional reform to 

create a level playing field of equal districts.

The Supreme Court of Canada and the 
façade of “effective representation”

Unlike the United States Supreme Court, 

which continually arbitrates and monitors 

election activities, Canada’s Supreme Court 

is conspicuously negligent in enforcing its 

own past decisions. In 1991 it discarded the 

well-established Churchillian principle of “one 

person = one vote = one value”2 and set into 

motion the unequal system of state-sponsored 

district distortions that characterize the con-

temporary Canadian electoral landscape.

In the Reference re Provincial Boundaries 

case, the Court was asked whether Sas-

katchewan’s setting a quota for the variation 

between urban and rural regions of between 

15 and 25 per cent violated Section 3 of the 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Writing for 

the majority in a split 6-3 decision, Justice 

Beverley McLachlin said,

The stated purpose of the right to vote 
in section 3 of the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms is not equality in 
voting power but the right to effective 
representation. Our democracy is a 
representative democracy. Each citizen 
has the right to be represented within the 
government edifice. [Emphasis added]3

Nowhere in the decision, however, does 

the Court define “effective representation” or 

“representative democracy” or provide guid-

ance as to practical implementation when it 

comes to preventing gross deviations in the size 

of federal electoral districts. What the Court 

did make very clear was that boundary com-

missions could take into account geographical 
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factors as well as the history, interests and pos-

ition of minority groups when setting electoral 

districts. In the words of Judge McLachlin,

I adhere to the proposition ... that “only 

those deviations should be admitted 

which can be justified on the ground 

that they contribute to better govern-

ment of the populace as a whole, giving 

due weight to regional issues within the 

populace and geographic factors within 

the territory governed.”4

For the last 30 years, Canada’s fed-

eral electoral landscape has been governed 

by this Supreme Court decision and various 

constitutional and statutory provisions. Voter 

ranges are officially authorized up to 25 per 

cent but even that limit has been ignored (see 

table 1). As the table shows, across Canada 

federal electoral districts vary in size from 

Niagara Falls at 101,505 eligible voters to 

Labrador at 20,084.

Lax legal oversight and vague statements 

regarding communities, minorities and hist-

ories are wrapped around this vague dual 

principle of “effective representation” and 

“representative democracy.”

As a result, notwithstanding the fine-

sounding words and terms, or the bland as-

surances of Prime Minister Trudeau, the basic 

TABLE 1: ELIGIBLE VOTERS IN THE LARGEST AND SMALLEST FEDERAL ELECTORAL DISTRICT IN EACH PROVINCE

PROVINCE ELECTORAL DISTRICT ELIGIBLE VOTERS

British Columbia
largest Kamloops–Thompson–Cariboo 92,130

smallest North Island–Powell River 57,911

Alberta
largest Edmonton–Wetaskiwin 95,162

smallest Calgary Skyview 71,741

Saskatchewan
largest Regina–Lewvan 61,879

smallest Desnethe–Missinippi–Churchill River 43,128

Manitoba
largest Selkirk–Interlake–Eastman 69,587

smallest Churchill–Keewatinook Aski 47,940

Ontario
largest Niagara Falls 101,505

smallest Timmins–James Bay 60,202

Quebec
largest Laurentides–Labelle 95,907

smallest Avignon–La Mitis–Matane–Matapédia 60,721

New Brunswick
largest Moncton–Riverview–Dieppe 70,357

smallest Miramichi–Grand Lake 47,813

Nova Scotia
largest South Shore–St. Margarets 75,086

smallest Central Nova 58,513

Prince Edward Island                                         4 federal electoral districts averaging 27,235 eligible voters

Newfoundland and 
Labrador

largest Long Range Mountains 70,272

smallest Labrador 20,084
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principle of “one citizen, one vote of equal 

weight” is effectively absent from Canadian 

federal elections.

Institutionalized voter inequality

Every ten years following the census, Elections 

Canada must – under the Electoral Boundaries 

Readjustment Act (last amended in January 

2019) – review all federal electoral districts. 

Separate provincial boundary commissions 

assess their federal electoral maps and propose 

alterations within their own boundaries. 

Essentially, each commission operates in 

isolation, and the electoral districts are not 

compared or contrasted with those of other 

provinces. The contours result from a variety 

of “special circumstances,” some emanating 

from court decisions and others embedded 

in the constitution. The most recent relevant 

legislation, 2019 amendments to the Electoral 

Boundaries Readjustment Act and the Canada 

Elections Act, recognized “special circum-

stances” including population shifts within 

a territory, ethnicity of an area, geographical 

location, history and minority considerations. 

In addition, three overarching circumstances 

are embedded in law: the Senatorial Clause, 

the Grandfather Clause and the Representa-

tive Rule.

The Senatorial Clause guarantees each 

province at least as many MPs as it has seats 

in the Senate, the numbers of which were 

determined in 1915. With a minimum of 30 

seats – New Brunswick and Nova Scotia have 

10 senators each, Prince Edward Island 4 and 

Newfoundland and Labrador 6 – Atlantic 

Canada is allocated considerably more seats 

in the House of Commons than its present-day 

eligible voter numbers warrant.

Furthermore, the Grandfather Clause, 

which guarantees that each province will never 

have fewer MPs than it had in 1985, works 

in conjunction with the Senatorial Clause to 

maintain an inflated level of representation 

for some provinces in the House of Commons. 

In sum, regardless of population decline and 

eligible voter loss, no province will elect fewer 

MPs than it had in 1985 or than its number of 

senators in 1915!

The Representation Rule is a typically Can-

adian construct that, according to the Elections 

Canada website,

will only apply to a province whose popu-
lation was overrepresented in the House 
of Commons at the completion of the last 
redistribution process. If such a province 
would now be under-represented ... it will 
be given extra seats so that its share of 
House of Commons seats is proportional 
to its share of the population.5

Notwithstanding the fine-sounding words and terms, 

or the bland assurances of Prime Minister Trudeau, the 

basic principle of “one citizen, one vote of equal weight” 

is effectively absent from Canadian federal elections.
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Elections Canada allocates electoral dis-

tricts individually by province rather than by 

a Canada-wide calculation of eligible voters. 

The calculations are further complicated in 

that formulas are based on “population” 

rather than on “eligible voters.” At the present 

time, a detailed four-stage process determines 

each province’s districts:

STAGE 1: The provincial population (as deter-

mined by most recent census) is divided by the 

Electoral Quotient (established for the most 

recent redistribution at 111,166 people) and 

this leads to an initial allocation of electoral 

districts within each province.

STAGE 2: Elections Canada now applies the 

Senatorial and Grandfather clauses.

STAGE 3: The Representation Rule is applied.

STAGE 4: Finally, the total number of districts 

for each province is settled, thus arriving at a 

total of House of Commons seats for the next 

federal election.

Both the Representation Rule and the 

Grandfather Clause can be changed by a 

simple majority vote in Parliament. While 

the elimination of these two oddities will not 

magically restore a balanced electoral field 

across Canada, their removal would begin 

the process of electoral reform. As a result, 

the House of Commons would have approxi-

mately 317 seats rather than the present 338, 

established by adding 21 extra seats to selected 

areas. Of these additional seats, Quebec was 

allocated 6, the Atlantic provinces 9 and two 

Prairie provinces 6. British Columbia, Alberta 

and Ontario do not benefit, although together 

they contain more than half of Canada’s cit-

izens. These provinces were underrepresented 

in the House of Commons prior to 2015 

and will be even more underrepresented in 

future federal elections. The end result is 

that Canadian citizens in some regions have 

significantly – and increasingly – more political 

influence than others.

A Great Reform Bill for Canada

Several months before his unexpected elec-

tion defeat in July 1945, Winston Churchill 

reminded his people,

The foundation of all democracy is that 
the people have the right to vote. To 
deprive them of that right is to make 
a mockery of all of the high-sounding 
phrases which are so often used. At the 
bottom of all tributes paid to democracy 
is the little man, walking into the little 
booth, with a little pencil, making a little 
cross on a little bit of paper. No amount 
of rhetoric or voluminous discussion 
can possibly palliate the overwhelming 
importance of that point.6

Regardless of population decline and eligible voter 

loss, no province will elect fewer MPs than it had in 

1985 or than its number of senators in 1915!
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We have not followed the British model, 

from the Great Reform Bill in in 1832 which 

eliminated many of the “rotten boroughs” then 

anchored within the British political system to 

the reforms postulated by the Boundary Com-

mission for England in 2018, which constitute 

a continuing effort to ensure balanced electoral 

districts and respect the equality of every voter.7

In her seminal treatise on voter suppres-

sion, Carol Anderson identified two main 

types of gerrymandering, both of which she 

categorized as “lethal.”8 The first, which she 

termed “racial,” dealt with ways and means to 

keep ethnic and racial minorities from being 

fairly represented via the electoral system by 

swamping their geographical areas with other 

groups or separating their enclaves to dilute 

their impact. The second type was “partisan” 

(religious, cultural, linguistic) gerrymandering 

tied to party affiliation.

What is described here might be termed 

a third type of gerrymandering, one that is 

state-sanctioned. Whatever justification there 

may have been in the past for favouring less 

populated regions, under emerging technolo-

gies that – as we have learned while confined 

during this pandemic – allow us to meet online, 

these inequities are no longer acceptable.

In sum, Canada’s landscape is not, as Prime 

Minister Trudeau asserted, “reasonable-look-

ing.” It is time to embark on a Canada-wide 

creative democratic journey to strike down 

the Representation Rule and the Grandfather 

Clause via legislation and the Senate Floor 

Rule/Senatorial Clause via constitutional 

amendment, and draft a Great Reform Bill of 

our own.

Notes

1 Council on Foreign Relations, A Conversation with 
Justin Trudeau, Chrystia Freeland, and Jim Carr, 
September 25, 2018, cfr.org/event/conversation-
justin-trudeau-chrystia-freeland-and-jim-carr

2 Rt. Hon. Winston Spencer Churchill, MP, “The 
Conciliation of South Africa,” (British) House 
of Commons, April 5, 1906, in Liberalism and 
the Social Problem, 2nd ed. (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1909), pp. 3–15, https://www.
gutenberg.org/files/18419/18419-h/18419-h.
htm#THE_CONCILIATION

3 Supreme Court of Canada, Reference re: Prov. 
Electoral Boundaries (Sask), [1991] 2 SCR 158, 
case no. 22345, https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/
scc-csc/en/item/766/index.do

4 Ibid.
5 Elections Canada, The Representation Formula, 

https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=re
s&dir=cir%2Fred%2Fform&document=index&
lang=e

6 Winston Churchill, “Prolongation of Parliament 
Bill,” House of Commons Debates, October 
31, 1944, Volume 404, cc662–712, https://api.
parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1944/
oct/31/prolongation-of-parliament-bill

7 Boundary Commission for England, 2018 Review 
– Final recommendations for England, September 
5, 2018, boundarycommissionforengland.
independent.gov.uk/2018-review/2018-review-
final-recommendations-for-england/

8 Carol Anderson, One Person, No Vote: How Voter 
Suppression is Destroying Our Democracy (New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2018).

Whatever justification there 

may have been for favouring 

less populated regions, under 

emerging technologies that 

allow us to meet online, these
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Don’t destroy the West

by Kamel Daoud

Kamel Daoud is 
an Algerian writer 
and journalist. 
His books include 
The Meursault 
Investigation, which 
won the Goncourt 
first novel prize in 
2015. This article 
first appeared in 
French in Le Monde 
on June 22, 2020, 
and was translated 
by DeepL Translator 
with the assistance 
of Bob Chodos and 
Henry Milner.

Should the West be destroyed? Should it be set on fire 

and drenched in blood so that it can be rebuilt – or 

trampled in its ruins? The “antis” who inhabit this 

space, both historical and imaginary, are divided: 

between those who fear the end of the world and those who want it, 

between those who are trying to make it happen and those who are 

wary of it. There are those who see the West as being on the verge of 

collapsing. There are messianic ecologists, radical antiracists, popu-

lists. Some are nostalgic for the days when the Third World was in 

vogue; others rouse the people with victimization rhetoric. Boosters of 

the “old stock.” Reverse racists. In their multitudes, they are starting 

to act like armies.

No use denying or relativizing it: there is the whiff of a death wish 

in the total revolution being imagined. Since the West, according to 

some, is guilty by definition, the demand is no longer for change but, 

little by little, for destruction, for a return to a barbarity of revenge.

The reasons are diverse. Anger that had long been silent, guilt 

among “native” Western elites, the end of an exceptional reprieve 

given to traditional democracies, raging populisms and social media. 

We must never forget that the internet has stirred up the crowds just 

as the printing press did centuries ago, or as papyrus did in ancient 

times. You don’t transform the means of communication without 

changing the way revolutions are made or the way crowds are stirred 
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up. It’s important to remember that the screens 

come first and then the guns – not the other 

way around.

The struggles for the best end of this world 

thus converge: those revelling in victimhood, 

antiracists, along with intellectual masochists 

and professional sceptics, artists proclaiming 

supremacy or defeat. The wish to change the 

West is deeply contaminated by the wish to see 

it die a painful death. And in the exhilaration 

the suicidal consequences are ignored: the 

death of the West means your own death, and 

the death of the hope of living there or going 

there by small boat or plane, destroying the 

only space where it is truly possible to send 

out your cry of anger.

The very fact of defending the West as a 

space of freedom – admittedly an incomplete 

and imperfect one – is regarded as blasphem-

ous in this new struggle of classes and races. 

It is forbidden to say that the West is also the 

place you flee to when you want to escape the 

injustice of your country of origin: to escape 

dictatorship, war, hunger or simply boredom. 

It is fashionable to say that the West is guilty 

of everything as a way of defining your own 

absolute innocence. The West, in the form of 

a white body, will then be crucified so that we 

can all be saved: a horizontal trinity, with the 

two other thieves to the left and right of this 

giant Christ.

Costly errors and illusions. The West is 

both guilty and innocent. But killing the guilty 

does not break the cycle of pain. It simply 

makes victims and executioners exchange 

robes. We all know this: a truism we need to 

remember.

It is urgent to remember that, with so many 

radicalisms grafted onto today’s anger, we 

won’t be able to avoid violence if we continue 

blindly along the same path. The internet and 

the agitators on social media glibly market 

as legitimate the vision of burning down the 

West as a “new purity,” but it’s a mistake 

that will have grave consequences. In a few 

decades, we will find ourselves living in these 

bare fields, forging the barbarity we thought 

we were denouncing.

Putting the West on trial, Soviet-style, in 

ease and comfort, costs little when you don’t 

live in the dictatorship you’ve fled. Conducted 

by intellectuals from the South in comfortable 

exile in the West and misguided locals, these 

show trials are an evasion: devoid of courage, 

sincerity or utility, they lead nowhere. Why 

reread the ravings of a journalist who fled his 

country in the Maghreb 20 years ago, content 

to denounce the “local” dictatorship without 

setting foot in it while spending his time cas-

tigating the democracies that welcomed him? 

Living in comfort, such people obey the rule 

that it is easier to topple the statue of a tyrant 

in the North, with smartphones flashing, than 

There is the whiff of a death 

wish in the total revolution 

being imagined. Since the 

West, according to some, 

is guilty by definition, 

the demand is no longer 

for change but, little by 

little, for destruction.
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to topple a real tyrant living in the South. Why 

even bother to respond to those who accuse 

you of intellectual servility for simply stating 

the obvious?

Monstrous when hungry (as an internet 

user would have it), with its predatory past, 

unjust, yet attractive, fascinating in the 

night of the world, surrealistic dream for 

the migrant, well-pleased with its unfinished 

democracy, hypocritical about its plunder of 

resources and its murderous colonial past, 

oblivious and happy, the West is what it is. 

It is imperfect and needs to be perfected, not 

destroyed. Those who dream of destroying 

the West have found no better dream than 

the barbarity of revenge, unable to rise above 

personal slights.

This is what we must remember if we are to 

avoid giving simplistic and hateful expression 

to our just anger. Antiracism is a just struggle. 

It must not become an act of intellectual van-

dalism or destructiveness in this fragile world. 

Its goal is not a past that blinds us but a better 

future. For everyone. Of this I am convinced.

In the exhilaration the suicidal consequences are ignored: the death of the West means your own 

death, and the death of the hope of living there or going there by small boat or plane, destroying 

the only space where it is truly possible to send out your cry of anger.  PHOTO AMINE-ROCK-HOOVR/UNSPLASH
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Pandemic poems – the second wave
In which the coronavirus is not the only plague to endure

by Philip Resnick

The Poor Empress

You work on paper which is smooth, supple and offers no opposition to your 

imagination or pen. But I, a poor Empress, work on human skin which is rather 

irritable and sensitive.

— Catherine the Great to Diderot

Pity the poor Empress

who must contend with human frailty

while seeking to weave, almost against nature,

a far-flung and discordant empire together.

Pity the Party Secretary

who has reason to fear

the duplicity of his rivals

and the resistance of an exhausted populace

to promises of a glorious tomorrow.

Pity Presidents and Prime Ministers

who must sacrifice their privacy

to the full glare of prying eyes

and the pursuit of personal gains

(or so they claim)

to the blandishments of power.

Pity the poor subjects

whose skin and bones so often pay the price

for what those who wield dominion over them

determine to be their fate.

July 12
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On a Passage in Dante

Rejoice, Florence, since you are so great that you beat your wings over sea and 

land, and your fame spreads throughout hell.

— Inferno, xxvi, 1–3

America, the beautiful,

the free, the powerful,

the most envied state on earth,

unflappable in its self-confidence,

a league or two above its would-be rivals

in technological prowess, in material abundance,

in its approximation to El Dorado.

Florence had been no backwater in its day,

its commerce spreading far and wide,

its artisans justly esteemed,

its architects, painters, sculptors, literati

setting the gold standard for the Renaissance.

But the exiled Dante in visiting the Inferno

noted how many of its illustrious denizens

had ended up down there,

their self-preening the flip side of the disaster

which endless conflicts between Guelfs and Ghibellines

and factions within each could not allay.

So with America in the year of the pandemic,

its failures too conspicuous to conceal,

its racial tensions, its venal rulers,

its overweening rich

amidst a sea of hapless losers,

its divisions even more bitter

than Dante had ever had reason to record.

July 13
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In illo tempore

It doesn’t matter if you’re stupid or smart, if you’ve got money or not, if you’re 

handsome or ugly. The earth swallows us all.

— Miguel Braga, São Paulo gravedigger

Some lock themselves

behind concrete walls and gardened villas,

others throwing caution to the wind,

party as though there were no tomorrow,

a few seek solace in jogging for hours,

others in yoga or stern meditation,

myriads suffer from hunger, others from gorging,

some from solitude, others from crowding,

experts declaim on the need for strict measures,

white coats compete for a miracle cure,

tensions show no signs of abating

as infections keep surging and reprieves prove hollow,

and despite the bromides one hears from one’s leaders

the gravediggers prove the wisest of all.

July 23
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A Global Age

Crafty inventions, subtle beyond believing, now onto evil bring them, now onto good.

— Antigone, 364–5

It seemed a global age had dawned,

consumer goods to adorn the shopping malls,

connectivity reducing the barriers of space and time,

air travel for a song, exotic holidays,

a burgeoning middle class’s dreams fulfilled.

Multinational corporations had proven more powerful than states,

wooing politicians with the glitter of high tech,

promises of jobs in droves,

tax havens with their pots of gold.

Journalists and academics, the paparazzi of the age,

made the rounds of global entrepôts,

touting a fail-proof economic model,

a perpetual motion machine,

destined, in the ripeness of time,

to lift les misérables from the planetary slums.

Like a Sunday sermon to the faithful,

globalization had become a generation’s credo.

Yet nature held a trick or two in store,

ice sheets melting in the polar regions,

the atmosphere overheating,

ever fiercer tornadoes, floods, desertification, droughts,

with zoonotic interlopers driving markets to a halt.

Only for a brief intermission, to be sure,

for the push to economic growth and global domination

would inevitably resume,

with continuing rivalry between contending powers,

the intrepid lifting themselves off the ground

as they had always done,

convinced that they too could become

masters of the universe

and put the lie to doomsayers of old

warning that overarching ambition

heralds an ignominious fall.

August 17
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Shedding

Slowly we have learned to shed

simple verities we took for granted,

easy intercourse with strangers, friends

now that the very air had become a lethal conduit,

venues where we had turned for simple satisfactions –

restaurants, bars, gyms, cinemas or sports arenas –

the workplace with its endless bustle,

subway lines, airport hubs,

vacation getaways, family celebrations.

We have come to face

new trials and tribulations,

clouds of locusts,

wildfires of surreal proportions,

surging seas with cyclone after cyclone,

diluvial downpours from the pages of Gilgamesh.

Peeling away layer after layer,

we have discovered how little we had progressed

from civilization’s earlier foundations,

from the Cro-Magnons who had preceded us,

from when sheer survival as a species

sweeps away all sundry preoccupations.

September 17
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The Second Wave

It was tough enough adjusting

to incessant calls to wash your hands with soap,

avoid touching your face,

remember to mask up,

stay as far away from strangers in your path

as safe distancing dictates,

work from inside your domicile when possible,

help your kids negotiate

the bargain basement classes on the screen,

and keep your sanity intact.

Now comes a second wave,

perhaps less lethal than the first, perhaps not,

where congregating together, eating out in groups,

rallying in numbers for some cause,

praying communally to some god,

are once again taboo.

This time the young, or young at heart,

are designated as the carrier group,

as overstretched hospitals and staff

prepare for yet another round of testing sites,

improvised wards and ICUs,

the mood out there darkening with the autumn sky

as folks who thought the virus was a one-season pest

learn that visitors like this

have come to call our species home.

September 24
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One Million

The death of one man is a tragedy. The death of millions is a statistic.

— Stalin

COVID-19 has passed the official one million mark,

though we know it is a good deal higher,

for statistics are lacking or suppressed in scores of countries,

and many who die outside of hospitals and nursing homes

will not be properly reported.

Those who have lost a loved one

can pin a face, a life story,

a tragic turn of fate,

to their disappearance.

As for the millions who may be lost

in the carnage still underway

 – the little father of the people was an expert in such matters –

we struggle to think of them

as more than a statistic,

given the challenge to our constricted human minds

to grasp the full significance of seven-digit numbers.

September 29
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Masks

An uninvited stranger masked in red,

crashing the survivalists’ retreat

in Poe’s macabre tale,

Verdi’s masked ball,

where jealous rivalry

does in a reigning king,

a geriatric on a Kyoto bus,

spine contorted,

face masked from hostile gaze,

Halloween revelry

as squealing kids, suitably disguised,

weave their way

along toffee-dappled streets,

and now a universal presence,

bedecking rich and poor alike

in one bold planetary sweep.

October 1

Hermit Crabs

You must catch the October sun between 10 and 2,

before it begins to wane

as fog descends on the beach once again

and a breeze off the sea

sends shivers through the spine,

forcing you to hurry along.

For if temperatures are surprisingly mellow

for this time of the year,

you sense this is but a side-effect

of climate change,

even as the virus continues to eat away

at familiar things,

turning us into hermit crabs,

self-absorbed in the only world we still know,

the one contained within our shells.

October 7
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M

You wake as the infection rate or R

ticks up another notch,

even as the morale index or M

incrementally continues to collapse.

October 16

The Horror, the Horror (For Samuel Paty)

Like a scene out of the Reign of Terror,

a decapitation in broad daylight

in a quiet suburban town

of a high school teacher who had dared to show

a caricature of the prophet Muhammad

as part of a classroom discussion of free speech

in what passes for a secular republic.

Knowing what had preceded

 – the Charlie Hebdo massacre,

the rampages of ISIS and its associates

through Africa and the Fertile Crescent,

9/11 and its aftermath –

should we be in shock?

Intolerance seems to be the mantra of our era,

not only of the religious sort,

but political, ethnic and racial as well,

and one more horrific martyr

will do little to stem the spiral.

October 17
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Pandemics

Violence pandemic like a new disease.

— W.H. Auden, “Sonnets from China,” XIX

For leaders right and left

we are at war with a pandemic

which unchecked would put our hallowed civilization

– GDP, consumer goods, jobs,

health care and vaunted pension plans –

into meltdown mode.

And well it might,

for who but a few Cassandras on the battlements

might have foretold

what zoonotic transfers might unleash?

What of the other kinds of war,

the ones that marked the century now passed,

with their mangled corpses in the muddy fields,

their incarcerated bodies,

their starving masses and burned-out towns

or closer to our age

the civil wars that rage

from the sands of the Sahel to the Afghani hills?

And what of the lies

with which puppet-masters

with their fake blond hair, military swagger,

wooden sloganeering Maoist-style,

arrogance of Sultans from yesteryear

hold populations in their sway?

So many pandemics to endure.

November 5
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What kind of immigration 
policy does Canada want?

An Introduction by John Richards

Among high-income OECD countries, Canada currently has 

one of the highest proportions of foreign-born individuals in 

its population. While Canadian immigration rates have risen 

substantially over the last three decades, Canada has long been 

a “country of immigrants.” Figure 1 shows the foreign-born share in Canada 

since Confederation. After hitting a low point of 13 per cent in 1901, the 

foreign-born share shot up to over 20 per cent through the next three decades. 

It then dropped and stabilized at 16 per cent until late in the 20th century, when 

it began to rise. In the 2010s, it once again surpassed 20 per cent.

Perhaps the most important distinction between the two periods of high 

immigration is geographic dispersion. In the early 20th century, immigration 

rates were highest in the western provinces, largely as a result of rural settlement 

in the Prairies, while rates were also high in British Columbia, Ontario and 

Quebec. In sharp contrast, over the last three decades, immigration has been 

concentrated in a handful of large cities. Over a third of 2019 immigrants settled 

in Toronto (35 per cent). Another third settled in four cities with population 

over a million – Vancouver (12 per cent), Montreal (10 per cent), Calgary (6 

per cent), and Edmonton (5 per cent). The final third settled elsewhere.

To date, Canada has avoided the serious conflicts that have taken place in 

the United States over immigration levels and rural/urban political divisions. 

Whether we can extrapolate present-day immigration trends over the next 

two decades and avoid serious political divisions deserves discussion. In the 
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latest poll on public attitudes, opinion was not 

enthusiastic about government projections of 

higher immigration levels: 17 per cent favour 

higher levels; 36 per cent favour lower levels; 

40 per cent favour the status quo (340,000 

immigrants in 2019).1

In this issue, we are publishing two articles 

on immigration. Mark Stobbe writes on the 

excessive resort to international visa students 

as a “back door” immigration route. Increas-

ingly, colleges and universities are relying on 

visa students paying high fees (at least four 

times those charged to domestic students). 

From his experience as an instructor, he finds 

that most visa students are not much interested 

in his lectures, while university and college 

administrators are primarily interested in the 

fee revenue.

Anne-Michèle Meggs dissects the com-

plex channels whereby immigrants achieve 

“permanent residence” and citizenship. Over 

a third of the 340,000 immigrants accepted 

in 2019 did not come from abroad but were 

already in Canada, most under student or 

conditional work permits. She discusses the 

declining role of the “points system” in deter-

mining immigration, and expands on Stobbe’s 

concern over the unintended consequences 

for postsecondary institutions of the growing 

number of international students. In a second 

article on immigration in the Summer/Fall 

2021 issue of Inroads, Meggs will examine 

temporary worker programs.

Note

1In a Nanos poll released in November 2020, 
respondents answered the following question: “As 
you may know, in 2019 Canada accepted about 
340,000 immigrants as permanent residents. 
Should Canada accept more, the same amount or 
fewer than 340,000 immigrants in 2021?”
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How immigration really 
works in Canada
Part 1: International students

by Anne Michèle Meggs

Anne Michèle 
Meggs is the 
former Director 
of Planning and 
Accountability of 
the ministère de 
l’Immigration, de 
la Francisation et 
de l’Intégration 
of Quebec and 
a contributor 
to Inroads.

To get a handle on Canada’s immigration policy, 

we first need to address two misconceptions 

surrounding Canadians’ understanding of how 

their country’s immigration system works.

When the government announces that close to 340,000 immigrants 

will be admitted1 in a given year, many interpret this to mean 340,000 

new arrivals that year. This is the first misconception. The reality, as 

revealed by a recent OECD study, is that – outside the context of the 

pandemic – hundreds of thousands of people arrive in Canada each year 

on a temporary basis, and this pool of people accounts for around 35 per 

cent of all those in the annual planned immigration total, including close 

to half of those accorded permanent residence in the economic category.

To be precise, in 2019, of the 341,180 people who obtained permanent 

resident status in Canada, 120,535 or 35 per cent were already legally in 

the country with some form of temporary status, broken down in table 

1.2 The remainder were outside the country when they obtained their 

permanent residence visas; most of these were admitted through the family 

and humanitarian categories (see figures 1 and 2). The result is that many 

included in the overall immigration numbers are not new arrivals. They 

have been working or studying in Canada for at least two years and may 

well be settled with a spouse and children; some of those children are 

native-born Canadians.
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The second misconception is that the 

standard path to being selected as a perma-

nent resident is through the points system 

that gives foreigners wishing to reside in 

Canada an equitable opportunity to do so 

and ensures that those selected will have all 

the qualifications necessary to integrate suc-

cessfully into the workplace and society in 

Canada. In fact, temporary residents generally 

are admitted through provincial and federal 

programs that apply specific criteria thereby 

fast-tracking their applications and bypassing 

the traditional selection grid. As a result, a 

relatively small proportion of total admissions 

are actually selected through the regular basic 

points system.

In this two-part article, I examine the two 

main groups of temporary residents who 

become permanent Canadian residents – for-

eign students and temporary workers – and 

attempt to highlight some of the issues raised 

by this trend. This first part focuses on inter-

national education, and the second part, to 

be published in the Summer/Fall 2021 issue 

of Inroads, will look at temporary workers. 

Quebec’s immigration policy situation has its 

own specific features, which I occasionally 

describe.

A complex system

I begin with an overview of the complexities 

of the overall Canadian immigration system. 

Figure 1 is a schematic of the main permanent 

immigration categories in Canada. It should 

be noted that the business class includes 

various federal and provincial programs for 

entrepreneurs or self-employed applicants.3 

Express Entry is the platform for the reception 

and processing of almost all applications for 

permanent residence from foreign workers. 

There is an exception for those applying to live 

in Quebec, which has a similar platform called 

Arrima. This platform receives and processes 

applications for a Quebec Selection Certificate 

(known as a CSQ) under the Regular Skilled 

Worker Program.4 According to a longstand-

ing agreement between the Quebec and fed-

eral governments, Canada accords permanent 

residence to those who have obtained a CSQ 

from Quebec.

FIGURE 1: SCHEMATIC OF THE MAIN PERMANENT IMMIGRATION CATEGORIES IN CANADA
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The regular foreign skilled workers pro-

grams, Canadian and Quebec, are what most 

Canadians understand to be the core of the 

immigration process. Under these programs, 

applicants, generally living outside the coun-

try, complete an online questionnaire indicat-

ing their interest in applying for permanent 

residence. An algorithm searches for the 

applications that correspond best to Canada’s 

or Quebec’s needs and are most likely to 

obtain the necessary points to be selected. 

Invitations to apply are sent to those people, 

who then have two months to make a formal 

application. These requests for permanent 

residence are subjected to the Canadian or 

Quebec selection grid, and those who obtain 

the required number of points are selected to 

receive a permanent residence visa.

These visas are issued to the principal ap-

plicant and also to all accompanying members 

of the applicant’s family. Inclusion of family 

members is important to note. Even among 

those selected by the points system, more 

than half are family members of a principal 

applicant. Admissions through the Foreign 

Skilled Worker Program selection grid in 

2019 amounted to 77,800, or 39.6 per cent 

of the economic category and 22.8 per cent 

of total admissions. Of these 77,800, roughly 

half were spouses and dependants. In effect, 

of all admissions in 2019, about 11 per cent 

were explicitly selected by the regular basic 

points system.

Moreover, included in the 77,800 are 

Quebec CSQs, which include many students 

and temporary workers already in Quebec. 

The share of those explicitly admitted via 

the points system is probably less than 10 

per cent of the total. (Temporary residents 

can apply through the Canadian Experience 

Class or, in Quebec, through the Programme 

d’Expérience Québécoise or through various 

provincial nominee programs which heavily 

favour people with a valid temporary work 

permit in the particular province.)

The schematic in figure 2 breaks down 

immigration via Express Entry into its com-

ponents. The bright red box represents the 

admissions explicitly selected through the 

basic Canadian points grid.
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FIGURE 2: COMPONENTS OF IMMIGRATION VIA EXPRESS ENTRY
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Of the 341,180 people who obtained 

permanent residence status in Canada in 2019, 

120,535 or 35 per cent were already legally 

in the country with some form of temporary 

status, broken down in table 1.5

residence, the two main temporary categories 

generating transitions to permanent status 

while within Canada are temporary workers 

and foreign students. Generally, foreign stu-

dents need to have work experience in Canada 

as well as a Canadian 

diploma. Each of 

these groups raises 

specific issues, some 

innocuous, others 

more consequential. 

In what follows I con-

centrate on foreign 

students.

A significant 
increase in 
foreign students

Table 2 shows that, 

in 2019, there were 

27,515 transitions 

from a postgraduate 

work permit and 

11,565 from a Study 

Permit6 to perma-

nent residence. These 

39,080 transitions 

are more than double 

the comparable num-

ber in 2015 (10,215 

transitions from a postgraduate work permit 

and 8,565 from a Study Permit). Even more 

dramatically, by 2019 the overall numbers of 

the two types of student-related permit holders 

had grown by 264 per cent since 2009, and the 

number of postgraduate work permit holders 

alone was seven times greater.

TABLE 1: TRANSITIONS FROM TEMPORARY TO PERMANENT 2019 
(INCLUDING SPOUSES AND DEPENDANTS)

From IMP* Postgraduate Work Permit 27,515

From IMP* Workers Permit 57,360

From Study Permit 11,565

From Temporary Foreign Workers Program 5,660

Protected Persons in Canada** 18,435

TOTAL 120,535

* IMP = International Mobility Program
** Asylum seekers whose refugee status had been recognized who obtained 

permanent residence

TABLE 2: NUMBERS OF TEMPORARY PERMIT HOLDERS, 2009 AND 2019

Temporary permit holders

Program Dec. 31, 2009 Dec. 31, 2019

Humanitarian and Compassionate* n.a. n.a.

International Mobility Program (IMP) 139,855 444,160

Temporary Foreign Workers Program** 112,500 73,775

IMP Postgraduate 22,920 183,400

Study Permits 204,005 642,480

TOTAL 479,280 1,343,815

* The number of humanitarian and compassionate permit-holders present on December 
31 of each year is not available, and hence not in the table. We do know that the 
number of humanitarian and compassionate permits issued during the calendar 
year 2009 was 16,650 and during 2019 was 63,155.

** Includes caregivers, agricultural workers and other permits justified by employers.

As set out in table 2, all of the above 

categories of temporary permits are on the 

rise except the temporary foreign workers 

subcategory, which requires a Labour Market 

Impact Assessment (LMIA).

Other than asylum seekers, who are also 

in Canada at the time of obtaining permanent 
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According to the OECD report on the 

Canadian immigration system, a survey by the 

Canadian Bureau for International Education 

showed that 60 per cent of all international 

students plan to stay permanently in Canada. 

While there is good reason to believe that 

almost all of those eligible who apply are ac-

cepted, it is difficult to determine the actual 

percentage of foreign graduates of Canadian 

educational institutions who request perma-

nent residence. The numbers who are eligible 

for the various federal and provincial immi-

gration programs, and are therefore potential 

applicants, would have to be calculated from 

data held by each jurisdiction. What we do 

know, as shown above, is that 825,880 people 

resided in Canada with either a study permit 

or an IMP postgraduate work permit on 

December 31, 2019. That same year, 39,080 

people with these types of permits became 

permanent residents.

FIGURE 3: INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS, AS A PERCENTAGE OF ENROLMENTS, 
BY ACADEMIC YEAR AND INSTITUTION TYPE

FIGURE 4: INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS, AS A PERCENTAGE OF NEW ENROLMENTS, 
BY ACADEMIC YEAR AND INSTITUTION TYPE
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This uptake is also evident in enrolment 

figures. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the increases 

in international students as share of all enrol-

ments and new enrolments in colleges and 

universities over recent years.7

It would be wonderful if these trends 

were solely linked to the reputation of our 

institutions of higher learning or to a greater 

awareness of the academic, scientific and 

cultural advantages of international education. 

But that cannot explain the upsurge in new 

enrolments. A closer examination suggests 

that international education has become a 

full-fledged industry. Many stakeholders 

have a vested interest in the presence of these 

students. Clearly, the potential of eventual 

permanent residence and Canadian citizenship 

is a key selling point above and beyond the 

value of the education offered.

Across the world, more than half of all 

international students are Chinese and Indian. 

The same is true in Canada, with the excep-

tion of Quebec where French students are the 

largest group as a result of specific bilateral 

favoured-nation agreements signed between 

the Quebec and French governments. While 

more study permits are issued to attend uni-

versity than to attend college, the number of 

college-level permits is growing faster than the 

number of university-level ones. Moreover, at 

the college level Indian students outnumber 

even Chinese students. The fact that college 

programs are generally more employment-

oriented suggests that enrolment as foreign 

students is especially immigration-driven 

among those from India.

The financial incentives

In 2019–20, average undergraduate fees in 

Canada were more than four times higher 

for international students ($29,714) than for 

Canadian students ($6,463).8 Graduate-level 

fees were a little more than one and a half 

times higher. Undergraduate fees for domestic 

students increased by 4 per cent over the past 

five years, but for international students the 

increase has been 33 per cent. At the graduate 

level fees for domestic students increased by 

8 per cent and for international students by 

22 per cent.

At the same time, provincial government 

funding of institutions has been declining 

despite increased enrolment. A recent study 

points out that for “the first time since the 

1950s, public sources are no longer the 

dominant source of income for Canada’s 

postsecondary system,” and that “not only 

do many universities now derive more fee 

income from international students than 

International education 

has become a full-fledged 

industry. Clearly, the potential 

of eventual permanent 

residence and Canadian 

citizenship is a key selling 

point above and beyond the 

value of the education offered.
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domestic ones, many now derive more income 

from international students than from their 

provincial governments” (emphasis added).9

This increase in foreign students, pay-

ing much higher tuition fees than domestic 

students, is keeping some smaller universities 

and colleges from having to close, especially 

in regions affected by deindustrialization. Two 

thirds of students at Cape Breton University 

now come from a country other than Canada 

(primarily from India and China). Students 

from France and Africa are helping to assure 

the survival of some colleges (CÉGEPs) in 

Quebec, particularly those outside urban cen-

tres. This is best illustrated by a linguistic furor 

arising from an initiative of the francophone 

CÉGEP in the Gaspé Peninsula.10

After years of unsuccessful begging for 

increased funding from the Quebec govern-

ment to maintain local programs, in 2015 

the CÉGEP de la Gaspésie et les Îles opened a 

satellite campus in Montreal offering specific 

certificate programs in English that targeted 

largely Indian and some Chinese students. The 

result was that in 2019, 2,000 international 

students in Montreal were helping to finance 

programs in French for 1,200 students at 

four small campuses in the Gaspé Peninsula, 

making the college not only self-sufficient but 

profitable.

FIGURE 5: CHANGE IN GOVERNMENT AND STUDENT FEES INCOME, UNIVERSITIES

Note: 2006–07 = 100
Source: Alex Usher, The State of Postsecondary Education in Canada, 2019 (Toronto: Higher Education Strategy Associates, 2019), p. 33.
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Political sensitivities surrounding English-

language education for foreign students in 

Quebec being what they are, the nationalist 

CAQ government in Quebec City was called 

upon to intervene. It is a testament to the place 

that revenues from international education 

occupy in Quebec that the “intervention” 

amounted to insisting that the college’s website 

be bilingual, that it be clear on the site that 

French is the common language in Quebec, 

and that French second-language courses be 

provided for the international students. In 

the 2019–20 budget the CAQ improved the 

financing formula for CÉGEPs, favouring 

smaller regional institutions by introducing 

criteria sensitive to both the territory covered 

and the number of students. But like all other 

governments, it is clearly not prepared to 

introduce measures that might reduce the 

number of international students.11

A comparable situation has arisen at St. 

Clair College in the Windsor-Chatham area 

of southwestern Ontario. Reporters Isabel 

Teotonio, Nicholas Keung and Grant LaFleche 

wrote that the college’s 2019–20 budget

shows for the first time that international 
student tuition is the largest source of 
revenue, with a projected $71.8 mil-
lion. By comparison, operating grants 
are $41.3 million, and tuition for its 
budgeted 7,600 domestic students is 
about $24.3 million. This fall, the col-
lege, which has seen its population of 
international students grow from just 
about 500 in 2014 to 4,200, increased 
tuition for new international students by 
15 per cent.12

Not all in the academic milieu agree that 

the increased dependence on foreign students 

is a good thing. Some agree with Doug Todd’s 

conclusion in the Vancouver Sun:

The programs have lost their humanitar-
ian ideals, grown into a giant business, 
largely draw second-tier students, 
put a disguised burden on taxpayers 

In 2019, 2,000 international 

students in Montreal were 

helping to finance programs 

in French for 1,200 students 

at four small campuses 

in the Gaspé Peninsula, 

making the college not only 

self-sufficient but profitable.
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(especially on health programs) and 

are leading to declining standards in 

classrooms, particularly because many 

foreign students struggle with new 

languages.13

Educational institutions have been mak-

ing adjustments in priorities and hiring to 

attract and accommodate foreign students. 

Resources are allocated to greeting students 

at the airport as flights arrive and providing 

advisers and support staff who offer welcome 

services to the students. These include helping 

them to find housing, buy their first groceries, 

open a bank account, find winter clothing, 

and learn how rental leases work and what 

their responsibilities are as tenants. Informa-

tion on health insurance and driver’s licences 

and other government services is provided. 

Workshops explain the cultural specificities 

of life in Canada, and advice on immigration 

procedures is provided as well as language 

lessons to help them master English or French. 

Occasionally, remedial classes are established 

to bring students up to minimally necessary 

levels. Partnerships are established with insti-

tutions in other countries to facilitate bilateral 

mobility. Joint and dual degree programs 

contribute to attracting international students. 

Recruitment efforts include promotional costs 

and often, particularly outside Quebec,14 ma-

jor contracts to firms that specialize in the field.

The broader economic impact

The federal government justifies such recruit-

ment efforts in these terms:

As a trading nation, Canada must con-
tinually expand and diversify not only 
its customer base, but also its roster 
of potential exporters. This requires 
securing markets, as well as encouraging 
and enabling new exporters. The new 
strategy contributes to these goals by in-
creasing the diversity of inbound student 
populations, skill sets and programs, and 
by fostering people-to-people ties and 
international networks. This will help 
build labour markets, spur economic 
development in target regions and indus-
tries, and support diversity at Canada’s 
educational institutions.

In other words, internationalizing edu-

cational institutions is basically a matter of 

money. Just prior to the 2019 election, the 

Canadian government proudly announced 

that young people coming to study in Canada 

spent approximately $21.6 billion on tuition, 

housing and other costs in 2018, and that 

their presence had supported nearly 170,000 

jobs for Canadians in 2016. It concluded that 

this spending had a greater impact on the 

Canadian economy than exports of auto parts, 

lumber or aircraft. Canada is hardly alone in 

seeking to attract foreign students. Australia 

has calculated that international education is 

its “largest service export, contributing $37.6 

billion to the Australian economy last year and 

supporting 240,000 jobs.”15

Since there are not many bursary programs 

available to international students, many are 

dependent not only on family support but also 

on part-time and summer work. Moreover, 

the various immigration programs geared 

toward international graduates of Canadian 
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universities require six months to a year of 

Canadian work experience on top of their 

diploma. They and their spouses are eligible 

for work permits for up to three years. Work-

ing under revocable visas makes them ripe for 

exploitation, especially given the strong family 

pressure to succeed in their studies, their work 

and their immigration applications.

In India, sending a young person to study 

abroad is often an important investment 

supported by the extended family. There 

are reports of marriage scams in India and 

China in which a family wanting their son to 

emigrate will offer to pay all expenses for a 

girl capable of passing the required English 

tests to marry the young man. The wife will 

pursue her studies in Canada while he works, 

sending home remittances to his family. Once 

permanent residence is acquired, the young 

people undertake the process of bringing 

family members to Canada through family 

reunification, even if the marriage is dissolved.

Through their work and that of their 

spouses, these students send money to their 

country of origin. India and China are the 

biggest recipients of such funds from around 

the world. Stories abound of their exploitation 

by employers, sometimes members of the same 

community, as a reliable source of low-paid 

labour. The exploitation of Indian students 

recruited into the trucking industry has been 

recorded several times. The example of this 

industry is also significant for jurisdictional 

reasons (see below).

Some (though fewer and fewer, it would 

seem) raise the “brain drain” ethical argument 

– that this rush to recruit foreign students, 

often from developing countries, deprives 

the poorer countries of needed educated 

population. According to Doug Todd, “Indian 

education officials, especially in the Punjab, 

are complaining about losing students to 

Canada.” There are allegations that “many 

of the foreign students are being exploited 

by unscrupulous immigration agents and 

English-language trainers in India, as well as 

by money-hungry colleges and universities, 

landlords and South Asian business owners 

in Canada.”16

When I raised this issue (in writing) with an 

expert in international education in Quebec, 

he replied,

Young people want to be educated 
abroad so that they can benefit from the 
training they feel is of higher quality than 
they could get at home. They want access 
to better-paying jobs that allow them to 
realize their full potential, which their 
home country is not necessarily able to 
provide. Forcing them to return home 
would have a major demobilization 
effect and would contribute to a drastic 

Working under revocable visas 

makes international graduates 

of Canadian universities ripe 

for exploitation, especially 

given the strong family 

pressure to succeed in their 

studies, their work and their 

immigration applications.
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drop in the number of international 
students in Canada ... International 
students from developing countries who 
choose to settle in Canada will continue 
to support their families back home 
through remittances. They will thus help 
their families to educate their children, 
support the start-up of a business or 
income-generating activities. Ultimately, 
they will have made a concrete contribu-
tion to the development of their country, 
even if on a small scale, something that 
they may not have been able to do by 
staying at home.17

Agencies and consulting firms offer recruit-

ment services. Educational institutions often 

pay commissions for such services, but the 

students’ families are also often charged in 

return for a promise to secure permanent resi-

dence and citizenship for the family member 

sent abroad. The recruiters direct international 

students to programs and institutions most 

likely to meet immigration criteria. As Mark 

Stobbe describes in the accompanying article, 

this results in students in courses that don’t 

interest them in the slightest, doing the 

minimum to obtain the required diploma or 

certificate, which can make life miserable in 

the classroom. These recruiters have also been 

known to facilitate the production of false 

language tests or other types of fraud.

Other worrying situations have been re-

ported. In Australia young Chinese students 

have been identified as acting as agents of 

their government to infiltrate sensitive sci-

entific research projects, while some Chinese 

students in the United States have reported on 

compatriots who dare to criticize the Chinese 

government through participation in human 

rights activities or protests.

The jurisdictional tangle

While international education started out as – 

and thankfully largely remains – an academic 

and research initiative fostering cross-border 

sharing of knowledge and cultural experi-

ence, the trend in recent years toward an 

immigration-driven project has significant 

repercussions for public policy. Constitution-

ally, education is a provincial responsibility, 

foreign policy and citizenship are federal, and 

immigration is a shared responsibility. Both 

the provinces and the federal government 

intervene in matters of language and integra-

tion, not to mention the economy, security, 

employment and labour.

Hence there are multiple actors involved 

at each level of government. When the fed-

eral government made public its five-year 

Some (though fewer and fewer, it would seem) raise the 

“brain drain” ethical argument – that this rush to recruit 

foreign students, often from developing countries, deprives 

the poorer countries of needed educated population.
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international education strategy in August 

2019, three ministers attended: the Minister of 

International Trade Diversification; the Minis-

ter of Employment, Workforce Development 

and Labour; and the Minister of Immigration, 

Refugees and Citizenship. Other departments 

come into play as well, such as those respon-

sible for security or finance.

At the provincial level, the departments 

involved are those responsible for education, 

immigration, immigrant integration, labour, 

employment and finance. In Quebec, the 

departments responsible for international 

affairs and the French Language Charter are 

involved as well.

It is difficult at the best of times to ensure 

interministerial collaboration on a single 

policy issue. In Quebec in late 2019, the 

Minister of Immigration decided to change 

the criteria of a program for foreign students 

designed to provide a fast track to a CSQ for 

foreign students. The changes would have 

restricted access and reduced the number of 

students eligible. The uproar was instantan-

eous from all sides – educational institutions, 

immigrant lobby groups and the students 

themselves. Internal divisions came to light 

when it became apparent that the minister 

had not thoroughly consulted his own cabinet 

colleagues, including the Minister of Higher 

Education. The government ended up scrap-

ping the proposed changes within three days, 

and several months later brought out a modi-

fied version of the reform.

If interministerial collaboration is complex 

at one level, ensuring coherent policy deci-

sions when both federal and provincial levels 

are involved is more than doubly complex. 

Indian-owned trucking companies in Canada 

provide a concrete example. If such a com-

pany is engaging in local hauling within a 

single province, provincial labour laws and 

protections apply; if it is doing interprovincial 

hauling, federal labour laws apply. How are 

the many students from India hired by these 

companies to understand their rights in such 

a morass of legislation?

To sum up: international education has be-

come a major industry, far beyond its original 

educational, cultural and research objectives. 

So much so that governments have become 

more and more explicit in dangling the carrot 

of citizenship. The students so attracted are 

pawns more than beneficiaries.

But another Canadian policy stalwart, 

planned immigration, could also be losing out 

in the process. As we can see with regard to 

foreign students (and, as will be discussed in 

the second part of this article, with regard to 

temporary workers), the short-term needs of 

the universities and colleges and the market-

place are guiding the selection of these new 

immigrants, not a points system based on 

long-term social and economic priorities.

Agencies and consulting firms offer recruitment services. 

The recruiters direct international students to programs 

and institutions most likely to meet immigration criteria.
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The postsecondary 
education extortion racket 
for international students

by Mark Stobbe

Mark Stobbe 
is a sociology 
instructor who 
has taught at 
the University of 
Saskatchewan, 
Keyano College 
in Fort McMurray, 
Alberta, and, 
most recently, 
Okanagan 
College in British 
Columbia.

It was the first class of my first day teaching Introductory 

Sociology at Okanagan College. I had been told that most 

of the students were enrolled in a two-year diploma course 

in Criminal Justice. There were just over 30 students in 

the room. I began by asking, “How many of you are Criminal Justice 

students?” Almost all the hands went up.

“How many of you want to become police officers?” Half a dozen 

hands went up.

“How many of you want to become corrections officers?” A few 

more hands went up.

“How many of you want to work in community corrections services 

– like being a probation officer or work in a transition house?” Another 

half dozen hands went up.

I was perplexed. There was a huge gap between the number of people 

enrolled in the Criminal Justice program and the number of people 

with a career goal typical of the program. I pointed this out and asked, 

“Why are the rest of you here?”

From the back of the room, a hand went up slowly and tentatively. 

I smiled encouragingly. A young woman said very hesitantly, “To get 

a Permanent Resident visa for Canada.”
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My students were among the 350,000 people sitting 

in classrooms for the purpose of gaining permanent 

entry to Canada. If collected in one place, they would 

create the sixteenth largest city in Canada.
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I agreed that this was a good and valid 

reason. About ten students looked very 

relieved. For these young people, this was 

indeed a good and valid reason for being in 

this program. The students were from India. 

According to the World Bank, the per capita 

GDP in Canada (2018) was $48,130 USD 

compared with $7,763 in India. Transparency 

International rates Canada as the 12th least 

corrupt nation out of 180 surveyed. India 

ranks 80th. A young person moving to Canada 

has made a choice that will very likely mean 

a better material standard of living and less 

unpleasantness such as the need to pay bribes.

These international students in my class 

were not alone. According to the Canadian 

Bureau of International Education, in 2018 

there were 572,415 international students in 

Canada – up 154 per cent since 2010. Sixty per 

cent said they planned to apply for a Perma-

nent Resident visa upon graduation. This 

means my students were among the 350,000 

people sitting in classrooms for the purpose 

of gaining permanent entry to Canada. If 

collected in one place, they would create the 

sixteenth largest city in Canada.

I understand why these young people des-

perately want to become part of Canada – and 

I think they help make this country a better 

place for those of us who had the good fortune 

to be born here. As a college instructor, what 

I have trouble with is a system that makes 

them pay large amounts of money to colleges 

and universities as the price of admission. 

Our colleges and universities have become a 

combination of immigration gatekeeper and 

extortionist. We have created a situation in 

which tens of thousands of young people, if 

they want to immigrate to Canada, are forced 

to pay thousands of dollars and waste a few 

years sitting in classes they have no occupa-

tional or intellectual interest in, and for which 

they are often inadequately prepared.

In my classes, the student path to becom-

ing a resident of Canada resulted in a row of 

scared and confused young people sitting in 

the back of the classroom desperately hoping 

that I would give them a passing grade. Many 

of them were unable to gain any actual learn-

ing from the experience. This was not the fault 

of either them or me. It was a consequence of 

our postsecondary education system becoming 

a tollgate for admission to Canada.

So why do colleges and universities aggres-

sively recruit tens of thousands of students 

who have no real desire to go to school for 

either intellectual or occupational reasons, and 

who often lack skills that are prerequisites for 

actual learning?

The movie All the President’s Men about 

the Watergate scandal popularized the slogan 

“follow the money.” It’s good advice. To show 

the monetary motivation for colleges and 

universities, I’ll speak from my experience, the 

Sociology classes I taught at Okanagan College 

in the winter 2020 semester. Let’s “follow the 

money” in my classes:

• I taught four classes with a total of 

exactly 100 students. Sixty-five were 

Our colleges and universities 

have become a combination 

of immigration gatekeeper 

and extortionist.
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“domestic” – that is, either Canadian 

citizens or permanent residents. Thirty-

five were international students.

• Each domestic student paid $347 for 

the privilege of listening to me talk and 

having me grade their exams and assign-

ments. Each international student paid 

$1,416 for the same somewhat dubious 

privilege.

• Total revenue for the college from these 

classes was $72,164. The domestic 

students generated $22,604 in revenue 

while the international students gener-

ated $49,560.

• My compensation for teaching these 

courses, including benefits, holiday pay 

and the employers’ contributions to 

CPP, EI and WCB was $28,651. For the 

college, this was the cost of “me” as an 

intermediate product necessary to earn 

$72,164. The college needs “me” in the 

same way that a grocery store needs cans 

of beans to sell groceries.

• My teaching generated $43,514 in 

revenue for the college over and above 

what I was paid. This pays for other 

costs such as administration, utilities, 

registrar office, promotion, libraries, 

janitorial services, security and so on.

• If you view “me” as the product be-

ing resold, the markup as would be 

calculated by retailers was 60.3 per 

cent. If there had been no international 

students, the college would have lost 

money on the sale of “me.”

Some markup is essential if a retailer is 

to stay in business. The magnitude of the 

markup varies by industry. It’s estimated that 

the average markup for new car dealerships 

is about 10 per cent, for grocery stores about 

15 per cent, for jewellery stores about 50 per 

cent, for restaurants about 60 per cent and for 

clothing stores over 100 per cent. The markup 

on “me” as a product was thus very close to 

the markup on food by a restaurant.

Many young people who want to emigrate 

to Canada are forced to attend our postsec-

ondary educational institutions as the price 

of a Permanent Resident visa. They also have 

to pay much more for this than do domestic 

students. This higher price dramatically 

improves the retail margins of colleges and 

universities. If the international students in my 

classes had paid the same tuition as domestic 

students, the markup on “me” as a product 

would have dropped to from 60.3 per cent to 

17.6 per cent. In order of magnitude, this is 

similar to the difference between buying food 

in a grocery store and buying it a restaurant. 

In my classes, the student path to becoming a resident of 

Canada resulted in a row of scared and confused young 

people sitting in the back of the classroom desperately 

hoping that I would give them a passing grade.
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The difference is that grocery stores and 

restaurants add different amounts of value 

to the foodstuff. Not so in college classes. 

International students are paying restaurant 

prices for grocery-store food.

Colleges and universities across Canada 

have become addicted to the revenue pro-

vided by international students. Without these 

students, colleges and universities would be 

smaller and less affluent. The ability to extract 

high revenue from international students 

does not have to do with the education being 

provided, but with the difference in living 

standards between Canada and countries such 

as India and China, combined with immigra-

tion regulations that provide a back door to 

the normal points-based screening process 

for economic immigrants. Colleges and uni-

versities are part of an extortion system that 

includes immigration consultants, traffickers 

and others.

The addiction to the revenue generated by 

international students is very dangerous to the 

colleges and universities. It has helped bloat 

the size and cost structure of these institutions 

beyond what is needed to meet Canadian 

requirements. A change in immigration policy 

or a reduction in international income gaps 

would cause a painful day of reckoning. The 

drop in the number of international students 

generated by COVID-19 may trigger abrupt 

and severe budget crises in our colleges and 

universities.1

An ongoing debate about the purpose of 

postsecondary education has been based on 

the dichotomy between education as a means 

to provide occupational training and educa-

tion as a means to help develop students as 

whole people and citizens. This is a pointless 

either/or debate, since both objectives are 

meaningful. However, in the past decade, 

our colleges and universities have become 

a lucrative back-door bypass to the official 

immigration system – which surely should 

not be the goal of postsecondary institutions. 

But “following the money” is hard to resist.

Note

1 Sadiya Ansari, “Can Canada’s Universities 
Survive COVID?”, Maclean’s, September 18, 
2020, https://www.macleans.ca/education/
can-canadas-universities-survive-covid/

Colleges and universities 

across Canada have become 

addicted to the revenue 

provided by international 

students. Without these 

students, colleges and 

universities would be 

smaller and less affluent.
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Finding better solutions 
to the opioid crisis
How do we get out from under the zombie policy of drug prohibition?

An interview with Craig Jones by Gareth Morley

A longtime student of the unintended consequences of drug prohibition, Craig Jones was 
Executive Director of the John Howard Society of Canada during the rollout of the Harper 
crime agenda and then of the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws 
in Canada (NORML) until the legalization of cannabis. He was interviewed by email by 
Inroads editorial board member Gareth Morley, whom he would like to thank for offering 
substantive criticisms which improved this piece.

GARETH MORLEY: In July 2020, the Canadian Association of Chiefs of Police endorsed “alternatives 

to criminal sanctions for simple possession of illicit drugs.” Dr. Bonnie Henry, the hugely popular 

Provincial Health Officer in British Columbia, put out a report calling for decriminalization 

of people who use drugs back in April 2019 and Premier John Horgan has recently written to 

the Prime Minister about it. Do you think decriminalizing consumption of all drugs is an idea 

whose time has come?

CRAIG JONES: Before talking about the present moment, let me put a few things on the table about 

how we got here, because this issue is moving really fast.1 Some readers might think we reached 

the point where we are breaking mortality records every month because of a breakdown in 

public, specifically drug, policy.
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The truth is that drug policy, legislation 

and enforcement in this country have from 

the outset been about demonizing and pun-

ishing drug users as a threat to good, regular 

people – as moral sanction for behaviour that 

violated late-19th-century Victorian norms 

and values. The original intent of the Opium 

Act of 1908, and all subsequent amendments 

to it, was to deter and denounce through 

punishment and criminal stigmatization. It 

was never about rehabilitation or recovery or 

reintegration of drug users, much less about 

minimizing the risk to them. What we today 

think of as “drug policy” was “moral reform” 

or “rearmament.”

Seen in its original context, the Opium Act 

is properly understood as an assertion of the 

social power of one group against a racial 

minority in the guise of responding to a moral 

threat.2 As G.E. Trasov wrote in 1962,

Marked hostility to the use of opium did 
not become apparent until the Chinese 
became competitors for jobs previously 
held by white people. During a labour 
shortage the Chinese were regarded 
as industrious, sober, economical and 
law-abiding. They were highly regarded 
as domestic servants and gardeners. 
However, when the railroad construction 
and “Gold Rush” relaxed its intensity 
and the influx of white people again 
produced a surplus of labour, the earlier 
friendly feelings toward the Chinese 
changed to hostility. There was a great 
demand that Chinese immigration be 
restricted or discontinued.3

Criminalization and legal sanction are 

expensive responses to any problem. There 

is no evidence that they are effective as drug 

policy, if “effective” means minimizing the 

health risks from drugs. What they do is 

perpetuate the ideological, moral and racial 

interests embedded in the original legislation, 

all of which could be summarized as the idea 

that a drug user is a threat to the rest of us, in 

need of punishment.

In this respect, Canada was in step with 

the global effort to control and regulate the 

trade in psychotropic substances.4 What 

emerged from a protracted tug-of-war among 

the professionalizing of doctors and pharma-

cists, the business interests of pharmaceutical 

companies, the national security interests of 

nation-states and the push and pull between 

moral entrepreneurs and their opponents was 

a regulatory regime targeting the supply of 

drugs arising from the belief that oversupply 

caused abuse. All parties wanted these sub-

stances available for scientific research and 

alleviation of pain, but they also wanted to 

capture the value-added generated by their 

production, processing and export. Supply 

suppression – at the source and on the street 

– became the operating principle and remains 

so to this day. By an accident of history, the 

Drug policy, legislation and 

enforcement in this country 

have from the outset been 

about demonizing and 

punishing drug users as a 

threat to good, regular people.
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responsibility for Canada’s supply suppression 

regime fell to the same people charged with 

its enforcement. Drug prohibition came to 

be an instrument favouring the bureaucratic 

advancement of law enforcement authorities.5

What we today call “drug policy” carries 

this burden from the intent of the original 

legislation: it’s about deliberately imposing 

pain, not minimizing risk. The lesson of our 

long experience teaches us that drugs are 

things people want to consume, with health 

risks they want to avoid. Drug policy, properly 

conceived, would try to help people avoid 

those risks without causing them more harm 

than the use of the drugs themselves.

So that brings us to the current crisis. On 

May 30, 2019, Statistics Canada reported 

“4,108 drug overdose deaths in Canada in 

2017.” This represented an increase “from 

5.8 deaths per 100,000 population in 2015 

to 11.5 deaths per 100,000 population in 

2017. The rise in mortality rate over this 

two-year period was 1.7 times greater than the 

increase over the previous 15 years.”6 Since 

the onset of pandemic 2020, the death rate 

has spiked alarmingly.7 In British Columbia 

this year, drug overdoses killed 554 people 

as of the end of May, according to the Globe 

and Mail.8 Quoting data from the Ontario 

coroner’s office, the CBC reported that “there 

was roughly a 25 per cent increase in overdose 

deaths from March to May 2020 compared 

with the same three-month period last year.”9 

In Alberta, according to the same report, “the 

number of opioid-related calls to Emergency 

Medical Services went from 257 in March to 

550 this May.” The pandemic has exacerbated 

an already serious crisis: isolation is dangerous 

to people with an opioid addiction.10

Why is this? Several reasons, all traceable 

to the problem of getting appropriate supplies 

and treatment for those who need them. The 

pandemic lockdown administered a shock to 

the established supply chain for illicit substan-

ces, interrupting supplies of heroin and pro-

voking traffickers to substitute more fentanyl 

than they otherwise might.11 Drug traffickers 

don’t actually want to kill their clients, but 

they are not the most diligent chemists either. 

Fentanyl is considerably more potent than 

heroin, which means it is easier to conceal and 

secret across international boundaries. Because 

profit drives all considerations in black market 

economics, not purity or safety of the user, 

there is an economic incentive to substitute 

fentanyl for harder-to-acquire heroin. Fentanyl 

delivers “more bang for the buck,” so the spike 

in deaths is a product of users not understand-

ing the potency of the drugs they’re purchasing 

on the street – a problem that a regulated 

market would resolve.12 These deaths are the 

unintended consequence of disruption to the 

opioid supply chain coupled with pressure for 

Drugs are things people want 

to consume, with health risks 

they want to avoid. Drug 

policy, properly conceived, 

would try to help people avoid 

those risks without causing 

them more harm than the use 

of the drugs themselves.
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profits as traffickers and suppliers cook up 

concoctions in their home laboratories.

Additionally, the “shelter in place” require-

ment imposed by the pandemic inhibits drug 

users from using in safe injection sites where 

they can be monitored and overdoses reversed. 

Isolated from frontline harm reduction spe-

cialists, and from one another, they die alone 

when they could have been saved by prompt 

administration of naloxone. The psychosocial 

stress of lockdown – the severing of contact 

with social networks, co-workers, etc. that had 

been helpful to their recovery plus heightened 

anxiety about contracting the virus – has in-

creased the incidence of relapse. June saw 175 

preventable deaths in B.C., a new record.13

For people who study drug policy and its 

real-world effects, the time to decriminalize 

came long ago. What’s ironic about the timing 

is that when you talk to police managers in 

private – away from cameras and microphones 

and off the record – they were saying all this 

20 or more years ago. Ask any student of 

drug policy reform how many times they’ve 

heard police say some variation on “we’re 

never going to arrest our way out of our drug 

problem.” So it would appear to me that 

the answer to the question “What will make 

police managers say – on the record – that 

drug prohibition does not and cannot work?” 

is “pandemic.”

GARETH MORLEY: What do you see as the major 

harms of prohibition?

CRAIG JONES: The most damaging harm is its 

effect on liberal democracy.

First of all, prohibition of a substance 

people want requires organized crime to meet 

the demand. As organized crime becomes 

increasingly powerful and violent, police and 

security agencies grow to address it. In effect, 

police and criminal organizations develop a 

symbiotic relationship. This empowers the 

two social forces most menacing to liberal 

democracy: organized crime and organized 

repression. One is interested only in profit, 

the other in growing its organizational ambit.

Public choice theory holds that police agen-

cies will use the growing menace of organized 

crime to justify greater resources and enhanced 

surveillance powers.14 The United States is 

the poster child for a police culture that is at 

war with a large part of its own population 

because a war on drugs is in practice a war 

on drug users. Radley Balko has documented 

this ominous development and it is almost 

entirely driven by the war on drug users.15 

The disproportionate effect of drug war poli-

cing is always on minority and marginalized 

communities. At its peak, the United States 

incarcerated 25 per cent of all prisoners in the 

world, despite having only 5 per cent of the 

planet’s population. The vast majority were 

sentenced for offences – possession or traf-

ficking – arising from the supply suppression 

It would appear to me that the 

answer to the question “What 

will make police managers 

say – on the record – that 

drug prohibition does not and 

cannot work?” is “pandemic.”
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strategy of the war on drugs coupled with 

mandatory minimum sentencing laws.16

In addition, since the Reagan era, ordinary 

police forces across the United States have 

become increasingly battle-ready in response 

to the militarization and growing violence of 

drug traffickers gunning it out in the streets 

and neighbourhoods for control of markets.17 

The lion’s share of drug-related violence arises 

not from drug use or the effects of drugs on 

users but from black market transactions – 

principally control over street-level markets. 

This is well understood among drug policy 

researchers.18 Because these disputes cannot 

be litigated in courts of law, drug traffickers 

employ violence and assassination of rivals: 

it is a replay of alcohol prohibition but on a 

much larger and more lethal scale.

Prohibition imposes a form of natural selec-

tion on traffickers: only the most ruthless and 

violent survive as the weaker and less efficient 

are weeded out by law enforcement. Prohibi-

tion, then, incentivizes an upward spiral of 

violence and disorder as the less capable are 

eliminated by law enforcement and the more 

efficient capture market share.19

Drugs, in particular, are incredibly profit-

able – which is why Mexican cartels are able to 

hold off the Mexican army, construct multiple 

air-conditioned cross-border tunnels, buy off 

the judicial system, bribe border officials, 

pay off lawmakers, lose a certain amount to 

seizure and still reap astronomical profits. In 

the process, of course, they kill thousands of 

innocent and not-so-innocent people through 

intercartel competition over supply routes 

and markets.

And finally, drug prohibition is, in theory, 

supposed to raise prices so that users migrate 

to less expensive and even legal substitutes, 

like alcohol. Indeed, the increase in price from 

farm gate to end user is impressive.20 But the 

overall trend since the 1990s has been a decline 

in price, with more actors entering the market 

along with an increase in purity. Furthermore, 

prohibition not only creates a globe-spanning 

underworld of violent criminality, social may-

hem, failed states, mass killings and money 

laundering but also, as it turns out, provides 

cheaper and more potent drugs at the street 

level 21: “In 1979, a milligram of pure heroin 

sold for about $9 in today’s prices; today it 

costs less than 25 cents. Fifty grams of fentanyl 

– just over an ounce and a half – has the punch 

of a kilogram of heroin, and it’s way, way 

cheaper.”22 Why is this? Because prohibition 

compels traffickers to constantly reduce the 

physical bulk of any given product relative to 

its potency: reduced bulk improves prospects 

of successful transport to the end user but 

increased potency also increases the potential 

for overdose. It is for these reasons that The 

Police and criminal 

organizations develop a 

symbiotic relationship. This 

empowers the two social 

forces most menacing 

to liberal democracy: 

organized crime and 

organized repression.
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Economist refers to legalization as the “least 

bad solution.”23

GARETH MORLEY: How would you explain a 

“harm reduction” approach to substance use?

CRAIG JONES: When I put on a seatbelt or bi-

cycle helmet, I’m not reducing the chance of 

a road accident, I’m reducing the harm that 

may arise from an accident. This is ordinary, 

garden-variety harm reduction and it’s un-

controversial. The same is true of substance 

use: a large percentage of people – we don’t 

actually know how large – use these substances 

with few bad consequences, as with alcohol, 

while a minority overdose or are poisoned by 

adulterants.

So a harm reduction approach to substan-

ces such as those killing users across Canada 

would make these substances available in 

doses that would alleviate the craving as-

sociated with addiction in as safe a way as 

possible. But this would only be a step toward 

recovery and rehabilitation. Harm reduction 

is about keeping people alive long enough to 

entice them into recovery and rehabilitation. 

It is about reconnecting people to affirmative 

networks of care and compassion. I am of 

the view that the opposite of addiction is 

connection: addiction is an extremely lonely 

state of being. Harm reduction offers the 

hope of reconnection with a loving and caring 

community if only we can keep the user alive 

long enough.

GARETH MORLEY: What do you say to concerns 

that decriminalization, let alone legalization, 

would increase substance use, especially of 

opioids?

CRAIG JONES: First, opioids are – and have long 

been – the last word in the management of 

physical and psychosocial pain. That’s their 

enduring appeal since at least the Bronze 

Age.24

Second, we have to get over the idea that 

“drugs” are the problem. Human beings are 

the problem and the drugs are, for some, a 

solution – it’s just that prohibition results in a 

toxic and often poisoned drug supply. Nobody 

endorses a lifetime of drug use as a solution 

to chronic pain or psychosocial displacement: 

human beings need love and connection and 

meaning and hope in their lives, but those 

things are not easy to come by for some people 

with complex trauma or mental illness.

Third, there is no evidence to substantiate 

this concern. People have other reasons for 

not becoming addicted to opioids other than 

fear of the criminal law. If criminal justice 

instruments were effective in the management 

of substance abuse problems, a hundred years 

of prohibition ought to have demonstrated 

that. Public health problems are manageable 

with education, prevention and rehabilitation. 

We should be less interested in what people 

We have to get over the idea 

that “drugs” are the problem. 

Human beings are the problem 

and the drugs are, for some, 

a solution – it’s just that 

prohibition results in a toxic and 

often poisoned drug supply.
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put into their bodies and more interested in 

ensuring that it’s pure and unadulterated. We 

regulate the purity and toxicity of many other 

products, with great success, so why not these?

If, in the wake of decriminalization or 

legalization, we see an increase in opioid use – 

presumably because they’re no longer crimin-

ally stigmatized – then we’ve got to address the 

question of why we accept so much untreated 

psychosocial and chronic pain. In other words, 

we’ve got problems bigger than opioid use. 

People self-medicate, and always have, with 

a variety of substances and activities – food, 

shopping, sex, work, alcohol, Jesus – to make 

their lives tolerable. I’m certainly not advocat-

ing wider use of opioids, but I do think that 

we as a society have been dismissive of, even 

cruel toward, people suffering complex trauma 

and untreated or undertreated pain.

What if we discovered that some people 

could greatly improve the quality of their 

lives – maintain jobs, sustain families, be 

productive and contributing members of 

their communities – while addicted to safe 

and regulated opioids that did not kill them 

or require regular transport to an emergency 

ward? Would they be worse off? Would we? 

These are the kinds of questions that we 

should have the courage to ask, once drug use 

is stripped of its stigma.

Intelligent people governing a mature 

democracy ought to be able to ask themselves, 

“How did we get here and what corrective 

lessons can we draw from our errors?” That’s 

what we need to do in regard to all aspects of 

drugs, dependence and addiction. We need 

not stay imprisoned inside the prejudices and 

particular interests of another age. We have 

learned so much since the legislative founda-

tions of drug prohibition were laid in the late 

19th century. What, except path dependency 

and political cowardice, prevents us from ap-

plying that learning to our current situation?

GARETH MORLEY: Many people think that the 

increase in opioid use disorder in the last 20 

years was due to overprescription of legal 

opioids by doctors, encouraged by pharma-

ceutical companies. Do you agree with this? If 

you do, doesn’t that suggest there are dangers 

in a legal market as well?

CRAIG JONES: There are dangers in every kind of 

market. The question is whether some markets 

are more susceptible to generating harm than 

others, and I think our experience demon-

strates that unregulated markets are the most 

dangerous of all. Whatever we can do to shrink 

the power and influence of the black market, 

we should do. Overprescription of opioids 

has raged out of control across the United 

States, driven by a combination of rapacious 

profit-seeking corporations, political pressure 

to deregulate markets and lessen surveillance 

of opioid prescribing and the willingness of 

doctors to be bribed by Big Pharma.25 But 

there’s more to this story than the malpractice 

If criminal justice instruments 

were effective in the 

management of substance 

abuse problems, a hundred 

years of prohibition ought to 

have demonstrated that.
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of doctors, the indifference of policymakers or 

the criminality of corporations, and reregula-

tion along the lines I propose is not a panacea 

because there is no panacea.

What accounts for the demand for pain 

relief? Isn’t that question at the root of this 

crisis?

We have an epidemic of physical and 

psychosocial pain and opioids blunt the impact 

of that pain – until they become the cause of 

their own problems. Could it be that the win-

ner-take-all political and economic civilization 

we have developed is as injurious as its critics 

claim? Why are there not less toxic alternatives 

to opioids for this kind of pain management? 

Why are there not more treatment options 

for people with chronic pain, chronic mental 

illness and complex trauma? The fact is that, 

once drugs were decriminalized and destig-

matized, many people could manage their 

pain and reclaim their lives, if they were not 

in danger of overdose, fentanyl poisoning or 

incarceration for possession.

Bottom line: the demand for opioids – and 

other pain-mitigation remedies – is telling us 

something profound and important about 

ourselves. We need to get to the root of that 

and figure out what it means and how to ad-

dress it. In the meantime, we ought to try to 

keep people alive, reduce the burden on our 

emergency medical services and relieve the 

police of a job they should not have to do.

The demand for opioids – and other pain-

mitigation remedies – is telling us something 

profound and important about ourselves. 

We need to get to the root of that and figure 

out what it means and how to address it.
PHOTO BY SANEEJ KALLINGAL/UNSPLASH
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GARETH MORLEY: What, from your perspective, 

would be the most effective way to address 

overdose deaths from fentanyl and synthetic 

opioids?

CRAIG JONES: The first thing would be to ask the 

users themselves, their advocates on the front 

lines and the people working in harm reduc-

tion and safe injection sites. I do not envision 

a single model for every community with an 

opioid epidemic. I suspect that individual com-

munities will respond to their specific needs in 

their unique ways and some models will scale 

better than others. The most effective way to 

address overdose deaths is to find whatever 

works to keep people alive.

The second thing I would do is make avail-

able a supply of clinically pure heroin – or 

appropriate analogue – that people can use in 

supervised settings without risk of overdosing 

and establish the structures and institutions 

to provide rehabilitation and recovery from 

those opioids when and as people are ready 

to exit. Some, of course, will take longer than 

others – and there will be no one-size-fits-all 

method for transitioning people off opioids.

GARETH MORLEY: Criminal law responds to 

deeply held moral values in society more 

than to evidence. How do you think that can 

change?

CRAIG JONES: Parliament sets the criminal law 

and Parliament can amend it. Moral values 

change as our understanding of human affairs 

changes. In my childhood, it was scandalous 

for a black woman to marry a white man. 

Today it’s not even noticed except by a small 

cadre of retrogrades. Only a few years ago it 

was illegal for two people of the same sex to 

marry. Today we acknowledge same-sex mar-

riage as a basic human right – and no serious 

person is advocating turning back that clock. 

There will always be small factions of people 

for whom any social change is unacceptable, 

but they ought not dictate social policy, which 

should be humane and compassionate and 

responsive to human needs.

Prohibition is immoral. It “works” for 

the wrong interests. If it actually reduced 

drug-use-related harm, one could make a case 

for it – but is there any evidence that we can 

make prohibition work if we give it another 

hundred years?

GARETH MORLEY: What would you like to see the 

government of Canada do?

CRAIG JONES: If you look around the advanced 

democracies, they’re all wrestling with how to 

get out from under the zombie policy of drug 

prohibition. It doesn’t work. It never did and 

it only enriches organized crime and expands 

police and security interests.26 First, I would 

give the United Nations six months’ notice 

that Canada is vacating the international 

Drug Conventions. Then I would like to see 

the federal government commission a panel 

of epidemiologists, public health specialists, 

addictionists and rehabilitation therapists 

to tour the country, visiting large and small 

communities, to ask “What’s the best suite 

of solutions for your community? How can 

we make that happen and what resources 

do you need?” They could visit Portugal and 

Amsterdam to ask “What would you do dif-

ferently with the benefit of hindsight? What 

ought Canadians to learn from you?”
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We have to prioritize compassion and evidence-

based solutions, put the humanity of users 

front and centre and be unafraid to do the right 

thing. Is that a big ask? PHOTO TED MCGRATH VIA FLICKR

This has to be, as much as anything else, a 

public education initiative because prohibition 

has been protected by a bodyguard of lies, 

myths and misinformation. We have to explain 

to Canadians why a century of prohibition 

has not worked and walk together with them 

toward an ensemble of solutions tailored to 

the needs of our various communities. We have 

to prioritize compassion and evidence-based 

solutions, put the humanity of users front and 

centre and be unafraid to do the right thing. 

Is that a big ask?

Short of that, do this thought experiment: 

draw a circle around the drugs you can’t pos-

sibly imagine regulating – methamphetamine, 

crack, whatever – and those are the drugs you 

consign to organized crime.

The way I see it, public policy is about 

trading big problems for smaller and more 

manageable ones. Usually, evidence is neces-

sary but not sufficient: political will – for 

which demand always exceeds supply – is 

imperative. As are luck and intelligence. 

We legalized cannabis – after a thoughtful 

and deliberative public consultation – and 

in so doing we relieved thousands of mostly 

inner-city and minority kids of the burden of 

a lifelong criminal record. That’s a big deal, 

because a criminal record forecloses all kinds 

of life options as one matures out of one’s 

cannabis-using years. Not only did the sky 

not fall, but no one is seriously arguing for its 

recriminalization. If we’re lucky and smart, 
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we can do the same thing with opioids and 

prevent a lot of people from dying.

This pandemic crisis presents us with an 

opportunity to make some long overdue chan-

ges to failed policies that have imposed un-

necessary and inhumane harm and suffering. 

Opportunity always accompanies crisis: if 

we approach this moment with the kind of 

thoughtful deliberation that infused the Le 

Dain commissioners,27 we can turn the corner 

on the zombie politics of prohibition. We can 

save lives. We need not careen blindly down 

the path of moral panic bequeathed to us by 

the generation of the Opium Act. We can do 

better. We must.
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A view of the United States 
from the inside
An introduction by Henry Milner

I early on developed an acute interest in American politics, which led me to spend 

1968–69 living in Washington, D.C., in a commune linked to a New Left think 

tank, the Institute for Policy Studies. It was an intense year. There were antiwar 

protests and rallies, teach-ins and many meetings. I was brought into contact with 

student and antiwar movement leaders, several of whom stayed with us when in D.C. 

A young Washington Post journalist, Carl Bernstein – later of Watergate fame – found 

us interesting enough for a long positive article.

My experience in the movement, seeing how much courage and commitment it took 

to challenge the powers-that-be from inside “the belly of the beast,” made me especially 

sympathetic to the American left. Over the years, I increasingly came to see the darker 

side of the United States: a people too easily susceptible to purveyors of “fake news.”

Sadly, I have lost touch with almost all of my confrères and consœurs from those 

heady days. One exception is Derek Shearer, who was much involved in local politics 

in “the People’s Republic of Santa Monica,” California, and who invited me to visit 

Occidental College in Los Angeles, where he taught. Our acquaintance was renewed 

when I was based in Stockholm, researching Nordic social democracy, and he was 

President Clinton’s Ambassador to Finland.

Conversations with Derek – such as a recent one about the characterization of Tom 

Hayden, with whom he had worked in Santa Monica, in Aaron Sorkin’s Trial of the 

Chicago 7 – continue to provide insight into American politics. Derek will bring us up 

to date with his reflections on current developments in an article in the Summer/Fall 

2021 issue of Inroads.

Here he focuses on the racial dimension of American life, going back to his earliest 

experiences. I was acutely aware of this dimension when I lived in Washington. Just 

going ten blocks east from our comfortable setting in the city’s northwest, one entered 

an entirely different world. But I came to know it essentially as an outside observer. Not 

so for Derek, who begins this insightful article as follows: “Growing up in the United 

States after World War II, one could not escape the effects of systemic racism – no 

matter how liberal and well-intentioned a White person might be.”

PHOTO: TODD-TRAPANI/UNSPLASH
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Growing up White

Race and politics in post–World War II America

by Derek Shearer
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Small White city

Growing up in the United States after World War II, one could not escape 

the effects of systemic racism – no matter how liberal and well-intentioned 

a White person might be.

I’m a Baby Boomer, born in 1946 in Los Angeles, California. My 

parents met and married during World War II while my father was serv-

ing in the U.S. Army. Soon after I was born, we moved to Culver City, a 

separate political jurisdiction on the west side of the Los Angeles area. 

Using a GI loan, with $500 down they could afford to buy a lot and build 

a modest single-family home for $10,000. Neither of my parents came 

from a wealthy family, but both had graduated from college.

With a population of almost 20,000, Culver City was a town of 

working- and middle-class families. Founded by developer Harry Culver 

in 1913, it was one of many separate cities that grew up adjacent to or 

surrounded by the city of Los Angeles – Santa Monica on the coast and 

Beverly Hills along Wilshire Boulevard being other examples. Culver 

marketed the town as a “small White city” with lots restricted to people 

of European descent. A number of techniques, some legal and others 

not, allowed Culver City and other cities in California to prevent Black 

families from purchasing or renting homes. Among them was a restrictive 

covenant in the property deed which stated “that said premises shall 

not, nor shall any part thereof, ever be conveyed, transferred, leased 

or demised to any person other than of the White or Caucasian race.” 

Inroads 48 | R A C E  IN  T H E  U NI T E D  S TAT E S
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Although the U.S. Supreme Court prohibited 

the enforcement of racially restrictive coven-

ants in Shelley v. Kraemer in 1948, they con-

tinued to be included in deeds into the 1970s; 

other mechanisms including zoning laws and 

banking practices have kept Black families out 

of White neighbourhoods to this day.

On my block, our neighbours included a 

German immigrant family in which the father 

was a gardener, a Mexican-American family 

in which the father repaired pinball machines 

and a native Hawaiian family in which the 

father was a principal at the junior high school. 

Next door to us was a White-Filipino couple 

in which the husband drove a delivery truck 

for the Helms Bakery, a major employer in 

town, and across the street lived a policeman’s 

family and a unionized machinist who worked 

at Hughes Aircraft. A few blocks away stood 

MGM, one of the leading film studios of the 

golden era of Hollywood, as well as RKO 

studios and other film-related companies.

There was only one Black family living 

in Culver City during my youth. The Culver 

City police force helped to enforce the Whites-

only social norm by making it clear to Blacks 

working in the city or passing through that 

they were expected to depart by sunset. Real 

estate brokers would not show houses or 

rental properties to Black families.

If asked, most residents would have said 

that Blacks chose to live together – that it 

was de facto segregation based on free choice 

and social practice, not de jure segregation 

supported by government compounded by 

racial bias. This was a myth. As historian 

Richard Rothstein has written, “Racial segre-

gation in housing was not merely a project of 

southerners in the former slaveholding Con-

federacy. It was a nationwide project of the 

federal government in the twentieth century, 

designed and implemented by its most liberal 

leaders ... Scores of racially explicit laws, regu-

lations, and government practices combined to 

create a nationwide system of urban ghettos, 

surrounded by white suburbs.”1 Segregation 

in housing which resulted in segregation in 

schooling and in jobs was the policy of gov-

ernment in all regions of the country. It was 

systemic – and has had ruinous consequences 

to this day.

The son of the only Black family in Culver 

City was a year ahead of me in school. He had 

a rock band which played at school dances. He 

was popular but none of us knew his parents 

or how they had managed to find a home in 

the city. I later heard an unconfirmed story 

that a White teacher rented a home for them 

in his name.

The Culver City police force 

helped to enforce the Whites-

only social norm by making 

it clear to Blacks working in 

the city or passing through 

that they were expected 

to depart by sunset. Real 

estate brokers would not 

show houses or rental 

properties to Black families.
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The only Black person whom I knew well 

growing up was Mamie Rice, an elderly woman 

who came to live with us in the early 1950s 

after my younger twin brother and sister were 

born. My parents were both working journal-

ists and needed help with child care. They had 

known Mamie through family friends on the 

east coast. Mamie shared a room with my 

sister, and my brother moved in with me. In 

addition to watching the twins, Mamie cooked 

our meals and ruled the kitchen. I felt that she 

was a member of the family, but she wouldn’t 

eat with us at the dining room table, saying it 

would make her uncomfortable.

Because Jackie Robinson had integrated ma-

jor league baseball as a member of the Brooklyn 

Dodgers, that was Mamie’s team. On weekends 

and summer evenings, we would watch the 

Dodgers together on a TV in her room. I shared 

her interest in other Black Dodger players like 

catcher Roy Campanella and star pitcher Don 

Newcombe. When the Dodgers moved to Los 

Angeles in 1958, I was overjoyed.

While I watched Black athletes play 

baseball or football (the Los Angeles Rams 

had been one of the first NFL teams to hire 

Black players), I had no Black teammates on 

my sports teams. My Little League baseball 

team included Latino players – our coach one 

year was Latino – and the sons of European 

immigrants. At Culver City High School 

where I played varsity basketball, there were 

no Black players on the team since the only 

Black student in school played in a band. As 

best I can recall, there was not a single Black 

basketball player in the Pioneer League, which 

included high school teams from Beverly Hills 

and a number of White working-class cities 

along the Southern California coast. Once 

a season, we would play a non-league game 

against a team from a Black-majority city like 

Compton and lose badly.

Most of our teachers at Culver City High 

were decent White liberals. One English 

teacher introduced us to Huckleberry Finn, 

Mark Twain’s great antislavery novel, reading 

The author as a member of the Culver City Cardinals Little League baseball team, 1958. Left: with his younger 
brother in front of their home. Right: on the field.
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it aloud in class. It became one of my favourite 

books. Friends and I went to a small theatre in 

Hollywood to see A Raisin in the Sun by Black 

playwright Lorraine Hansberry, about the 

life of a Black family in Chicago’s segregated 

South Side.

As working journalists for national publica-

tions, my parents weren’t political activists, but 

it was clear that they were liberals and voted 

Democratic. We watched the 1960 Democratic 

convention in Los Angeles nominate John F. 

Kennedy. During the campaign, urged by aides, 

Kennedy placed a call to Coretta King while 

her husband Martin Luther King was in jail 

for leading a protest march. Jackie Robinson 

had initially supported Vice President Richard 

Nixon in the 1960 race: having personally 

experienced racism in the solid Democratic 

south he had, like many other Black Americans, 

supported the Republican Party as the party 

of Lincoln. He asked Nixon to call Mrs. King 

and speak out about Dr. King’s jailing; when 

Nixon refused his request, Robinson switched 

his allegiance to JFK.

As president, pressured by the growing 

civil rights movement, Kennedy appealed for 

Black voter support, promising to bring in a 

voting rights bill. This represented a historic 

change in the Democratic Party’s stance – even 

Franklin D. Roosevelt had largely excluded 

Blacks from most New Deal programs in the 

1930s because he needed southern Democrats’ 

votes to govern. After Kennedy’s assassination 

and Lyndon B. Johnson’s landslide victory over 

Barry Goldwater in 1964, LBJ’s fulfilment of 

the pledge with the 1965 Voting Rights Act 

would lead the Republican Party to shift its 

strategy toward the south.

As president, pressured 

by the growing civil rights 

movement, Kennedy 

appealed for Black voter 

support, promising to 

bring in a voting rights 

bill. This represented a 

historic change in the 

Democratic Party’s stance.

Civil rights leaders meet with President John 
F. Kennedy in the oval office of the White 
House after the March on Washington, D.C., 
August 28, 1963 (left to right): Willard Wirtz 
(Secretary of Labor); Floyd McKissick (CORE); 
Mathew Ahmann (National Catholic Conference 
for Interracial Justice); Whitney Young 
(National Urban Leage); Martin Luther King, 
Jr.(SCLC); John Lewis (SNCC); Rabbi Joachim 
Prinz (American Jewish Congress); A. Philip 
Randolph, with Reverend Eugene Carson Blake 
partially visible behind him; President John F. 
Kennedy; Walter Reuther (labor leader), with 
Vice President Llyndon Johnson partially visible 
behind him; and Roy Wilkins (NAACP) GPA PHOTO 

ARCHIVE / WARREN K. LEFFLER, U.S. NEWS & WORLD REPORT 

MAGAZINE PHOTOGRAPH COLLECTION, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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As a family, we watched the 1963 civil 

rights march on Washington at which Martin 

Luther King delivered his famous “I have a 

dream” speech and the moving funeral of civil 

rights workers Andrew Goodman, Michael 

Schwerner and James Chaney who were 

abducted and murdered in Mississippi in the 

summer of 1964.

It was, however, the 1962 Cuban Missile 

Crisis that initially fuelled my own activism. 

During the height of the crisis we gathered in 

the quad at our high school, refusing to attend 

class. (Male students tried to persuade the girls 

that the end of the world was at hand, so they 

should experience sex before it was too late.) 

We skipped school to watch the opening of 

the classic antiwar film Dr. Strangelove or: 

How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love 

the Bomb. In my final year of high school, 

I decided to apply to a special program for 

advanced students at UCLA which taught 

Russian. I wanted to become a diplomat who 

could make peace with Russia and prevent a 

nuclear holocaust.

Yale: A strange diversity

My grades and athletic accomplishments at 

Culver High led to acceptance at several elite 

schools. I chose Yale because of its system of 

residential colleges modelled after Oxford and 

Cambridge. Yale was changing in the 1960s. 

Our class that came to New Haven in the fall 

of 1964 was the first to have as many gradu-

ates of public schools as of private eastern 

prep schools. It also had a record number 

of Californians – a fact which my classmate 

George W. Bush praised as a sign of diversity. 

However, there were only 14 Black students 

in the class out of a thousand male students 

(Yale did not admit women). At least a third of 

the Black students were African or Caribbean, 

sons of diplomats or elite parents.

I was assigned to Calhoun College, built in 

1933 and named after Yale graduate John C. 

Calhoun, an early-19th-century vice president, 

secretary of state and senator who had owned 

slaves while a student at Yale. The naming 

of the college was part of the revival of the 

myth that support for the Confederacy had 

been a noble cause and that the Civil War was 

about states’ rights, not slavery. Many of the 

statues, buildings and military bases named 

after Confederate generals and politicians 

that have drawn protests by the Black Lives 

Matter movement were erected in the 1920s 

and 1930s. The 1939 Hollywood blockbuster 

Gone with the Wind spread this myth of the  

past into popular culture.

C. Vann Woodward, a Southern-born 

historian at Yale, gave a set of lectures at 

Yale was changing in the 1960s. Our class that 

came to New Haven in the fall of 1964 had a record 

number of Californians – a fact which my classmate 

George W. Bush praised as a sign of diversity.
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the University of Virginia in 1954 which he 

published under the title The Strange Career 

of Jim Crow.2 He documented how Blacks 

and Whites had begun to work together in 

the Reconstruction period after the Civil War, 

but political compromises at the federal level 

returned power to the southern planter class. 

Starting in the 1880s a series of so-called Jim 

Crow laws were passed across the south, 

segregating the races – denying voting rights, 

allowing lynching of Blacks to go unpunished 

and creating the harsh reality of separate and 

unequal.

It was the Jim Crow form of racial apart-

heid that the civil rights movement led by 

Martin Luther King would struggle against 

in the 1950s and 1960s. In 1965, Woodward 

saw televised images of civil rights marchers 

being beaten by state troopers as they headed 

out of Selma, Alabama, on the Edmund Pet-

tus Bridge, aiming to reach the State Capitol 

in Montgomery. He flew to Montgomery to 

meet the marchers when they finally arrived 

at the Capitol, and was surprised to hear 

Martin Luther King, in his memorable speech, 

explain the origins of Jim Crow by citing his 

work. King called The Strange Career of Jim 

Crow “the historical bible of the civil rights 

movement.”

In response to Jim Crow, millions of Blacks 

would leave the south in what historians call 

the Great Migration, chronicled in Isabel 

Wilkerson’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book The 

Warmth of Other Suns.3

I hated the fact that my college was named 

after a slaveowner and a traitor to the Union, 

but I’m sure that it did not rankle me the way 

it did Black students. Two of my classmates, 

leaders of the Black Student Alliance at Yale 

(BSAY), recalled their feelings in an essay for 

our 25th reunion class book:

But even today, we still gag at the 
memory of our shock , anger, and then 
outrage, when summoned in 1965 
to the Calhoun College Lounge, at 
discovering Confederate battle flags, 
proudly mounted above the fireplace, 
and accompanied by two very large bull 
whips – crossing each other, we assumed 
in honor of their many uses. To some 
this may seem a harmless reminder of 
Calhoun’s era. But to the descendants of 
former slaves, whips resembled instru-
ments employed in the 1960s by the 
KKK to terrorize and intimidate Blacks 
demanding equality. Symbols send many 
messages. And for those of us committed 
to movements for social justice, the dis-
play in Calhoun College formed a brutal 
symbolic reminder of a time at Yale when 
people like ourselves were unwelcome as 
anything other than servants.

While Calhoun’s name was not removed 

from the residential college until 2017, the 

BSAY did win incremental victories. Because 

of its efforts, Yale became the first college to 

I hated the fact that my 

college was named after 

a slaveowner and a traitor 

to the Union, but I’m sure 

that it did not rankle me the 

way it did Black students.
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establish a degree-granting Black Studies pro-

gram. By 1968, the number of Black students 

at Yale had increased to 100.

I focused my freshman studies on intensive 

Russian. In the summer of 1965, I went on a 

study trip to the Soviet Union organized by 

the University of Michigan and funded by the 

Defense Education Act – a Cold War effort 

to develop Russian expertise. I remember 

standing outside in Moscow looking up at the 

electronic news bulletin that ran across the side 

of the Izvestia newspaper building and seeing 

a word that appeared to be Vatts. It took me 

a few moments to realize that the word was 

Watts, a Black neighbourhood in south central 

Los Angeles which had erupted in an urban 

rebellion following a routine traffic stop of a 

Black driver. The confrontation with police 

and National Guard lasted six days with 34 

deaths, thousands of injuries and the destruc-

tion of over a thousand buildings. It was a 

wakeup call that the economic and geographic 

consequences of systemic racism had gone 

unattended for generations, and adopting a 

voting rights bill was not enough.

In the immediate years following Watts 

there would be urban uprisings in Chicago, 

Detroit, Newark and more than a hundred 

other cities, all resulting in deaths primarily 

of poor Blacks and causing economic destruc-

tion of Black neighbourhoods. In 1968, the 

President’s Commission on Civil Disorders, 

appointed by LBJ, would conclude that “our 

nation is moving toward two societies, one 

black, one white – separate and unequal.” The 

commission’s recommendations for desegrega-

tion programs and major investment in inner 

cities would be ignored.

In the summer of 1966, after my second 

year at Yale, I worked as a researcher in 

Washington, D.C., for investigative journalist 

Jack Anderson, assisting with a book he was 

co-authoring with his partner Drew Pearson 

called The Case Against Congress. One of 

my assignments was to draft the section on 

South Carolina Congressman John McMillan, 

chair of the House District Committee which 

oversaw most aspects of life for the residents 

of the District of Columbia. The head of the 

House District Committee of the Congress 

was, in effect, the mayor of the capital, the 

nation’s first Black-majority city.

After reviewing the clip file in Anderson’s 

office, I rented a car to drive to McMillan’s 

district for interviews. Crossing from Virginia 

into North Carolina, I was startled to see a 

large billboard alongside the highway pro-

claiming “Welcome to North Carolina – the 

Heart of Klan Country.” It was my first trip to 

the Deep South. Mullins, South Carolina, was 

a pleasant town dependent on tobacco farm-

ing. People to whom I spoke were friendly and 

polite until I asked directions for an address 
Burning buildings during Watts Riots, August 1965 LIBRARY 

OF CONGRESS/NEW YORK WORLD-TELEGRAM VIA  WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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on the “wrong side of the tracks” belonging 

to Congressman McMillan’s Black driver. As 

I crossed the tracks, the streets quickly went 

from paved to unpaved and the housing stock 

from sturdy homes with watered lawns to 

wood shanties on dusty lots.

Although the District of Columbia eventu-

ally got an elected municipal government, 

a nonvoting member of Congress and three 

electoral votes (the same as the least popu-

lated state), Congress can still overturn D.C. 

laws and expenditures. Republicans oppose 

statehood for D.C. because it would result 

in the addition of two Black members to the 

Senate. Earlier this year, Republican Senator 

Tom Cotton of Arkansas made a speech 

opposing statehood for D.C., comparing its 

residents unfavourably with the people of 

Wyoming who, while fewer in number, are 

more deserving than residents of the District. 

He called Wyoming “a well-rounded working-

class state,” but neglected to mention that it 

is almost entirely White.

Race played a role in the Cold War. The 

Russians used America’s racial segregation 

as propaganda in their effort to win hearts 

and minds in newly independent countries in 

Africa and Asia. The U.S. State Department 

responded by sending Black jazz musicians 

to play in Eastern Europe and Africa. Indeed, 

challenging this narrative on race was one 

reason Kennedy and Johnson had become 

reluctant champions of civil rights.

The head of my residential college, a pastor 

and professor of religion, had moved to Stan-

ford, where my sister was enrolled, to become 

chaplain of the university. In 1967, Secretary 

of State Dean Rusk’s only daughter Peggy, a 

Stanford undergraduate, asked him to conduct 

her wedding to a Black employee of NASA 

named Guy Smith. Rusk told the chaplain that 

he could not give away his daughter to a Black 

man because of the feelings of his Georgia 

relatives. The chaplain called my father who 

printed the story in his column in Parade, a 

Sunday magazine with a readership in the mil-

lions. Rusk called the publisher to complain, 

trying to get my father fired. This was just 

a few months after the Supreme Court had 

overturned Virginia’s anti-miscegenation law, 

making interracial marriage legal nationwide.

In the fall of 1967, my final year at Yale, 

California Governor Ronald Reagan came 

to campus as a visiting fellow, invited by 

conservative faculty. As a student leader and 

member of the senior honour society, I was 

invited to a discussion over lunch with Reagan 

at which a Black student friend asked him why 

he had refused to support the Voting Rights 

The Russians used America’s 

racial segregation as 

propaganda in their effort 

to win hearts and minds in 

newly independent countries 

in Africa and Asia. Challenging 

this narrative on race was one 

reason Kennedy and Johnson 

had become reluctant 

champions of civil rights.



PAGE 88 |  RACE IN THE UNITED STATES

Act of 1965. He replied that it was a matter of 

states’ rights – a trope that he would later use 

when he ran for president. During his campus 

stay, Reagan mentioned more than once that, 

as a young sportscaster, he had supported 

Jackie Robinson’s right to play baseball, and 

that the Black actor Sammy Davis Jr. was a 

personal friend. It was my first taste of how 

Republican politicians put a smiling face on 

systemic racism.

Another glaring example of racism was the 

Vietnam War. Framed as part of the Cold War, 

the war effort relied on working-class Amer-

icans, particularly poor Blacks and Latinos, 

and the Vietnamese were dehumanized as 

“commie gooks.” World heavyweight boxing 

champion Muhammad Ali famously made the 

connection explicit when he announced that 

he would refuse to be drafted to fight, saying, 

”I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Cong.” 

Why should he go to Asia to fight against a 

people who had done him no harm while people 

in his own country had been lynching Black 

Americans? (This theme is explored in Spike Lee’s 

recent film Da Bloods).

Opposing the Vietnam War was the focal 

point of my political activism in college. I organ-

ized teach-ins, signed letters against the war with 

other student leaders, and met with Yale gradu-

ates in the Johnson Administration to explain our 

opposition. I was thrilled when Martin Luther 

King began publicly to criticize the war – a stance 

which lost him the support of some Democratic 

allies and angered President Johnson. King made 

the same connection as Ali had made: it was time 

for justice at home, not war abroad. On April 

4, 1968, King was assassinated, and again the 

nation’s cities erupted in protest and violence. In 

August, I attended the Democratic Convention 

in Chicago and watched as the Poor People’s 

March down Michigan Avenue led by civil rights 

leaders was set upon by Mayor Richard Daley’s 

police – the same police who attacked antiwar 

protestors in Grant Park with tear gas and clubs 

in front of the TV cameras.

The Republican nominee for President, 

Richard Nixon, focused on the urban demonstra-

tions and the violence in Chicago in running a 

campaign based on law and order. Former (and 

future) Alabama Governor George Wallace ran 

an openly racist third-party campaign, winning 

five southern states. Seeing Wallace’s success 

with the law and order theme, Nixon adopted 

a strategy to win over White voters in the south 

to the Republican ticket, which became the Re-

publican playbook. The party of Lincoln would 

become the party of White people, united by a 

fear of Blacks and other minorities.

Then California Governor Ronald Reagan visits Yale 
University , Dec. 4, 1967 WIKIMEDIA CC 4.0
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Politics of race and class

After graduating in 1968, I worked as 

a journalist in Washington and Boston, 

then returned home to California where I 

briefly worked in state government during 

Jerry Brown’s first term as governor in the 

mid-1970s. Brown supported United Farm 

Workers leader César Chávez, passing a bill 

to legalize farm worker organizing, but he 

had little understanding of the state’s Black 

communities. In one cabinet meeting that I 

attended to discuss uses for a surplus military 

base, Brown suggested flippantly that we could 

open a multiracial summer camp for young 

men “where the White kids would teach the 

Blacks how to read and the Black kids would 

teach the Whites how to fight.”

I finished a degree in public policy and 

began teaching at Occidental College, an elite 

private liberal arts college in Los Angeles. At 

Occidental, I was lucky to work with the col-

lege’s president, John Slaughter, the first Black 

director of the National Science Foundation. 

Slaughter brought to the college a commitment 

to equity and excellence, arguing that recruit-

ing a more diverse student body and faculty 

did not mean sacrificing academic standards. 

In addition to initiating a new program in 

public policy, I hosted visiting speakers and 

organized conferences, including a program 

on Race and Class in America.

As part of the series, Black sociologist 

William Julius Wilson gave a presentation on 

his path-breaking research on the effects of de-

industrialization on the poor Black community 

of Chicago, arguing that class as well as race 

had to be considered in understanding the pos-

ition of minorities in the United States. Jour-

nalist Anthony Lukas discussed the turmoil 

over school busing in Boston in a presentation 

based on his Pulitzer Prize–winning book 

Common Ground.4 Because of a misguided 

Supreme Court decision, court-ordered busing 

to desegregate schools – a result of segregated 

housing – pitted inner-city Black families 

against working-class White families. Lukas’s 

compelling narrative described the tragic ways 

that this situation played out in one American 

city. “Forced busing” provided the Republican 

Party with a political lever to win over White 

working-class votes outside the south. Black 

Harvard law professor Derrick Bell spoke 

about the civil rights movement since 1954 

and the legal and social obstacles to attaining 

racial justice. Bell used storytelling – fictional 

chronicles rather than dry legal analysis – to 

examine why progress seemed stalled and how 

things might improve.

Richard Nixon adopted a strategy to win over White voters in the 

south to the Republican ticket, which became the Republican 

playbook. The party of Lincoln would become the party of 

White people, united by a fear of Blacks and other minorities.
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I have always been a liberal Democrat in 

political outlook. I did not think that the Black 

nationalism of the Black Panther Party or the 

Black separatism of the Nation of Islam would 

bring progress in race relations. I advocated 

a nonreformist reform approach to politics 

like FDR’s New Deal or that of the social 

democratic parties in Nordic countries – but 

with the inclusion of Americans of colour as 

partners in political coalition-building to win 

elections and enact change. I co-authored 

books on these ideas with economist Martin 

Carnoy5 and wrote numerous articles for 

journals and newspapers. I also tried to put 

my beliefs into practice through political 

involvement, first at the local and then at the 

national level.

In the1980s, living in the Ocean Park sec-

tion of Santa Monica, a coastal city of 90,000 

surrounded by the city of Los Angeles, I helped 

to build a political coalition which won ma-

jority control. In a city composed mainly of 

renters, a basic issue is housing. We formed 

Santa Monicans for Renters’ Rights (SMRR) 

as a coalition of the local Democratic Club, 

housing and minority activists, trade unionists 

and environmental activists. In addition to en-

acting one of California’s first rent regulation 

laws, which included setting up an elected rent 

control board, we campaigned on a program 

of community-based policing – a model in 

which police are seen as guardians of citizens’ 

safety, not as armed warriors.

In winning the support of the police for 

our program, we were part of a reform move-

ment which saw former police lieutenant Tom 

Bradley elected the first Black mayor of Los 

Angeles in 1973, supported by a coalition of 

White liberal, Jewish and minority voters. We 

worked closely with Bradley’s staff and built 

a strong relationship with Black Congress-

woman Maxine Waters who represented the 

Watts district. Reagan jokingly referred to the 

Santa Monica government as Communist, but 

some of his supporters took the ironic expres-

sion “People’s Republic of Santa Monica” 

literally.

Growing up in Santa Monica, my eldest son 

had a few Black friends. One, who played on 

his Little League team, became a major league 

baseball player. Another was shot in a drug 

deal that went bad and was paralyzed from the 

waist down for life. I came to understand that 

problems of race and class can be addressed 

in one city, but they cannot be solved by local 

action alone.

Along with friends from the civil rights, 

antiwar, women’s liberation, gay rights and 

environmental movements, I became part of 

an effort to promote a national strategy of 

multiracial reform-based political coalitions 

operating as part of the Democratic Party 

at the state and national level. With the sup-

port of the United Auto Workers and other 

unions, we formed the Progressive Alliance to 

unite local and state political groups. We also 

established a national clearinghouse to host 

conferences where progressive local and state 

politicians – like Bernie Sanders, the Mayor 

of Burlington, Vermont; Paul Soglin, the 

Mayor of Madison, Wisconsin; Ken Cockerel, 

a Black city councillor from Detroit; Harold 

Washington, the first Black Mayor of Chicago; 

Jim Hightower, the progressive agricultural 

commissioner of Texas; Byron Dorgan, the 

populist state tax commissioner of North 
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Dakota; and Bill Clinton, Attorney General 

of Arkansas – would discuss reform policies 

and politics.

In 1988, I served as an adviser to Senator 

Gary Hart before his campaign ended when 

the press caught him in an extramarital 

affair, and the Democrats chose Governor 

Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts to run 

against Vice President George Bush. The 

Republicans played the race card, airing an 

emotionally powerful ad featuring Willie 

Horton, a convicted criminal released from 

prison on furlough who committed a brutal 

kidnapping and murder. It was this racially 

infused strategy that won the GOP five of six 

national elections between 1968 and 1988 by 

undermining the class basis of the Roosevelt 

Democratic coalition.

In 1992, I was a senior adviser to Bill 

Clinton’s campaign for president. I had known 

Clinton since university days and admired 

his skills as a liberal politician who could get 

elected in Arkansas by supporting educational 

and economic reforms. I helped to write the 

campaign’s program and gave it the title Put-

ting People First. Clinton chose as his running 

mate a fellow southern liberal, Tennessee 

Senator Al Gore. The campaign focus was “the 

economy, stupid,” as consultant James Carville 

put it. Clinton set out a program of economic 

reforms, including universal health care, that 

would appeal across class and racial lines.

In March 1991 police in Los Angeles had 

been caught on camera badly beating a Black 

man named Rodney King during an arrest. The 

police went on trial for use of excessive force. 

In April 1992, when a jury in the suburbs 

of Ventura County – nine White jurors, one 

Latino, one biracial and one Asian-American 

– voted to acquit them of all charges, LA’s 

Black community erupted in protest. Police 

responded and violence broke out across 

the city, resulting in 50 people killed, 2,000 

injured, 6,000 arrested, and over a thousand 

buildings destroyed. Clinton was campaigning 

in New York, where a primary was to take 

place. I advised him to fly to LA immediately, 

which he did, meeting with Black leaders and 

local politicians, attending church gatherings 

and calling for an end to racial division.

As a southern politician Clinton had experi-

ence with the politics of race, and he wasn’t 

going to let the Republicans play the race-

baiting card as they had with Dukakis. During 

the campaign, Clinton publicly criticized Black 

rap singer Sister Souljah for her anti-White 

lyrics. Jesse Jackson defended her, but Clinton 

held firm. Clinton also announced that as 

president he would “end welfare as we know 

it.” While this undermined the GOP strategy 

going back to Ronald Reagan of using welfare 

as a cudgel against Democrats, it also, to the 

disappointment of many of us, continued the 

scapegoating of welfare recipients.

The author on the campaign trail with Bill Clinton, 1992
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Black former civil rights activist Vernon 

Jordan cochaired the Clinton transition 

team and became known as Clinton’s “First 

Friend.” Black author Maya Angelou delivered 

the Inaugural poem. Novelist Toni Mor-

rison later pronounced Clinton, “white skin 

notwithstanding,” the “first black president” 

because he was comfortable with Black people. 

In the face of united Republican opposition in 

Congress, Clinton managed to a pass a budget 

that raised taxes on the wealthy and created 

the Earned Income Tax Credit which provided 

funds to low-wage working Americans. Clin-

ton also tried to increase voter participation – a 

problem in poor and minority neighbourhoods 

– by passing Voter Motor legislation that 

allowed state departments of motor vehicles 

to register citizens when they got a driver’s 

licence. Republican refusal of all compromise 

and distorted media attacks derailed Clinton’s 

plans for universal health care.

When Newt Gingrich’s Republicans took 

over Congress in the 1994 midterm elections, 

Clinton tacked to the right on crime and 

welfare, trying to shield himself and the party 

from the Republicans’ racially slanted attacks. 

In August 1994, Clinton signed a massive $30 

billion crime bill. The “get tough on crime” 

approach, supported by liberal Democrats 

including members of the House Black caucus, 

would lead to mass incarceration, mainly of 

Black men – what lawyer Michelle Alexander 

calls the New Jim Crow. In August 1996, 

Congress passed the Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, 

drafted by Republican Congressman John 

Kasich – known as the “welfare to work” 

bill. Three top officials of the Department of 

Health and Human Services including former 

civil rights activist Peter Edelman resigned to 

protest Clinton’s signing of the law, which 

condemned millions of women and children 

to poverty.

Because I had been singled out for attacks 

by the Wall Street Journal and other conserva-

tive media, I was kept out of Clinton’s eco-

nomic team and was not given responsibility 

for carrying out the urban policy program I 

had prepared for the campaign. Instead, my 

interest in Russia and diplomacy led to my 

being named U.S. Ambassador to Finland. 

Helsinki, I learned, is the place where for many 

decades Cold War diplomacy with the USSR 

was conducted.

As Ambassador, I greeted and met Black 

entertainers when they came to perform. I 

received personal advice for President Clinton 

from the king of soul, James Brown, before 

his concert. I met with blues legend B.B. King, 

who told me that he’d never been invited to the 

White House. I let Clinton’s staff know and the 

next year King was honoured at the Kennedy 

Center. I presented an award to Tina Turner 

when she appeared for a sold-out concert at 

Helsinki’s Olympic stadium.

Novelist Toni Morrison 

pronounced Bill Clinton, 

“white skin notwithstanding,” 

the “first black president” 

because he was comfortable 

with Black people.
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My hardest task regarding race was to ex-

plain to the Finnish media the LA jury’s decision 

in the O.J. Simpson murder trial. I had met O.J. 

when he lived in West Los Angeles. A former 

football star, he was lionized as the Black man 

every White family would like to have next 

door. We would frequently see O.J. and his 

kids at the local market. My eldest son went 

to preschool with his son and once was invited 

to play basketball at O.J.’s home. When O.J. 

Simpson was acquitted by a jury of the murder 

of his White wife and her male friend, it was 

difficult for Finns to understand how jurors had 

voted. I explained that, for Black members of 

the jury, the testimony of the police was not 

considered trustworthy, especially that of the 

My hardest task regarding 

race as Ambassador to Finland 

was to explain to the Finnish 

media the Los Angeles jury’s 

decision in the O.J. Simpson 

murder trial. I explained that, 

for Black members of the jury, 

the testimony of the police was 

not considered trustworthy.

As Ambassador to Finland, the author welcomed numerous 
American visitors. Above: with President Clinton and 
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright at the 1997 summit 
with Russian President Boris Yeltsin. Top right: with R&B 
singer Wilson Pickett at the Pori Music Festival. Bottom 
right: welcoming Tina Turner to Helsinki before her concert 
at Olympic Stadium.
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lead police detective who had a history of 

racist behaviour. Decades of police harassment 

and brutality against the Black population 

of LA could not but affect the views of most 

Black jurors.

Obama to Trump

I was a foreign policy adviser to Vice President 

Al Gore who won the popular vote against 

George W. Bush, my Yale classmate, but lost 

the 2000 election when Bush prevailed in the 

southern state of Florida by 537 votes. From 

1888 to 1968, not a single Black person had 

been elected to the Florida legislature. The 

state constitution banned felons from voting 

for life, a measure that disenfranchised one of 

every five Black adults. This was part of the 

Republicans’ strategy of voter suppression as 

they found ways to prevent eligible voters from 

going to the polls. It is highly likely that Bush 

won the presidency by depriving many Black 

citizens of the franchise.

After Gore’s defeat, I returned to Occi-

dental College, accepting a chair in diplomacy 

and teaching courses on Terrorism, American 

Foreign Policy and Diplomacy. Some years 

earlier Barry Obama, as he was known grow-

ing up, had come to Occidental from Hawaii. 

His Kenyan father and his White mother from 

Kansas had met as students at the University 

of Hawai’i. After Occidental, he went to 

Columbia University and Harvard Law School 

and, after serving in the Illinois legislature, 

was elected to the U.S. Senate. During the 

2008 campaign and afterward, a “birthers” 

movement, in which Donald Trump became 

the most prominent figure, falsely claimed 

that Obama was not born in America. In the 

context of economic insecurity caused by the 

financial meltdown of that year, Obama ran 

as a candidate of unity and hope, not as a 

Black politician, although the colour of his 

skin could have been more of a factor had the 

Republican nominee, Senator John McCain, 

not been a decent man who refused to run a 

race-baiting campaign.

As president, Obama took decisive action 

to revive the American economy, saving the 

auto industry in the process, but he mainly 

governed from the centre. His major accom-

plishment was the passage of the Affordable 

Care Act, which expanded health coverage to 

millions of Americans. He recognized issues 

of racial discrimination and appointed Eric 

Holder as the nation’s first Black Attorney 

General. His head of Homeland Security, Jeh 

Johnson, was a Black lawyer. He appointed 

Obama ran as a candidate of unity and hope, not 

as a Black politician, although the colour of his skin 

could have been more of a factor had the Republican 

nominee, Senator John McCain, not been a decent 

man who refused to run a race-baiting campaign.
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Susan Rice as Ambassador to the United 

Nations and later as his National Security 

Advisor. However, he tried to steer clear of 

embracing issues that would become central to 

the Black Lives Matter movement. On policing 

and discrimination, he appointed a commis-

sion – often a political excuse for inaction 

– which produced standards for community 

policing, but he did not make it a priority.

In June 2015, during the eulogy for Rever-

end Clementa Pickney, a South Carolina state 

senator who was one of nine Black Americans 

killed in a Charleston church by a 21-year-old 

White supremacist, Obama walked to the 

pulpit and sang the hymn “Amazing Grace.” 

It was one of the most powerful moments of 

his presidency. Obama’s administration asked 

localities receiving federal funds to identify 

patterns of racial discrimination and take 

meaningful action to provide desegregated 

housing options. President Trump would re-

scind the measure.

Obama’s election and two terms in of-

fice were hailed by many as the coming of a 

postracial America, but this was never true. 

Deep-seated, persistent racism did not dis-

appear with his coming, something Donald 

Trump instinctively understood. In the second 

part of this article in Inroads next spring, I will 

look at how Trump played the race card, with 

attention to its effects during his presidency 

and the legacy it has left us.

Notes
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Hobbes, Lee Kuan Yew and 
Black Lives Matter
Selected and edited from the Inroads listserv by Bob Chodos

The Inroads 
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to link Inroads 
readers and others 
interested in policy 
discussion. It 
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few chances for 
people of diverse 
views to grapple 
with social and 
political issues 
in depth. To 
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listserv@lists.
queensu.ca with 
the following in the 
subject and body 
of the message: 
subscribe inroads-l

Changes are 
underway that 
will make the 
listserv more 
widely available. 
Please stay tuned 
for details.

Police killings of African Americans had sparked pro-

tests before, but the scale of the response to the killing 

of George Floyd by Minneapolis police on May 25, 

captured on video that was to be replayed countless 

times, was unprecedented. There were ongoing Black Lives Matter 

demonstrations in cities across the United States, as well as in Canada 

and other countries. As the protests multiplied, many people sought 

a deeper understanding of a web of interrelated topics, from policing 

methods to high homicide rates in U.S. cities to the legacy of slavery 

and Jim Crow. One forum where these topics were – and continue to 

be – discussed is the Inroads listserv. The following exchange from late 

August provides a sampling of the opinions expressed.

John Richards | August 27

The Chicago Sun-Times is running a special feature. Its journalists write 

up a short story on every homicide victim in Chicago this year, and 

have organized an interactive filter that enables readers to determine 

race, age, neighbourhood, murder weapon. As of August 26, there have 

been 477 homicides in Chicago: 334 Black, 37 White, 45 Hispanic, 

61 not determined. On Mondays, the Sun-Times reports the number 

of Chicago gunshot victims and homicide deaths over the weekend. 

Inroads 48 | LIS T S E R V
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The latest weekend was more peaceful than 

the average: 66 gunshot victims, five deaths.1

The New York Times publishes occasional 

stories on homicides in large U.S. cities. Not 

surprisingly, Chicago has experienced the 

largest increase in homicides among these 

cities. The article concludes that the onset of 

the pandemic is a cause. The 2020 increase 

over the same dates in 2019 was “only” 16 

per cent prior to the lockdown orders due to 

the pandemic, but 34 per cent from onset to 

mid-June. Spikes in homicides predate George 

Floyd’s murder. Chicago had the highest 

number of victims (433 by the end of June) 

among large U.S. cities; the second highest 

was Philadelphia (247). Overall, in 23 large 

U.S. cities, homicides in the first six months 

were 1,800 in 2019, 2,200 in 2020 – a 22 per 

cent increase.2

The police are part of the story. Over 

the first seven months of 2020, police in the 

United States shot to death 558 people (215 

White, 111 Black, 71 Hispanic, 161 other or 

unknown). Relative to population, the police 

killings are three times higher among Blacks 

than among Whites.3

Beyond the obvious conclusion that 

homicide is far more prevalent in the United 

George Floyd Memorial, South Minneapolis PHOTO: CHAD DAVIS PHOTOGRAPGY/FLICKR
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States than in other high-income countries, 

what explains these statistics? The “social 

justice” (Black Lives Matter) explanation boils 

down to slavery and White racism. This is a 

partial explanation, but inadequate. It cannot 

explain the large number of “Black on Black” 

murders, as in Chicago. The liberal media 

in Canada (e.g. CBC, the Globe and Mail) 

report fulsomely whenever the police kill a 

Black man. However, I have seen no Canadian 

and few American journalists attempting to 

explain this complex reality comprehensively. 

One of the best journalistic assessments I have 

read is German Lopez’s article in Vox, in which 

he cites a number of possible explanations:

• the changes forced on people by the 

COVID-19 pandemic;

• reduced policing in response to protests, 

as occurred after the killing of Michael 

Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 

and Freddie Gray in Baltimore in 2015;

• loss of trust in police that led people 

to rely more on street justice and other 

illegal activities to resolve disputes;

• more gun violence resulting from a 

surge in gun buying, likely in response 

to concerns about personal safety during 

a pandemic;

• an increased number of deaths because 

hospitals, overwhelmed as a result of 

COVID-19, were unable to treat victims 

of violent crime;

• possible increased conflict because of 

boredom resulting from the pandemic 

(unemployment, closed schools, absence 

of entertainment, suspended support 

programs) – although this is speculative;

• effects of the bad economy: people 

pushed to desperate acts, disruptions 

in the drug market, less state and local 

funding for social supports (this too is 

speculative).4

Gareth Morley | August 28

John points out that violence between young 

Black men in Chicago is unacceptably high and 

that it is higher than deaths from the police.

This is undeniably a fact.

But John wants to go beyond just an as-

sertion of fact. He wants to say it is relevant 

in two ways:

1. He says “Black on Black violence” can-

not be explained by the theorists of systemic 

racism who point to the legacy of slavery and 

Jim Crow as defining America’s contemporary 

race problems.

The “social justice” (Black 

Lives Matter) explanation 

boils down to slavery and 

White racism. This is a 

partial explanation, but 

inadequate. It cannot explain 

the large number of “Black 

on Black” murders, as in 

Chicago. – John Richards
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2. He at least implies that the extent of 

this problem should temper demands for a 

more accountable police force, including more 

restrictions on police use of force and more 

consequences for officers who breach those 

restrictions.

Unlike the facts, both of these implications 

are extremely deniable.

1. There are many ways to draw a line from 

slavery and Jim Crow to high rates of violence 

within contemporary Black communities, just 

as there are many ways to draw a line from 

colonialism and residential schools to high 

rates of violence, including sexual and do-

mestic violence, within Canadian Indigenous 

communities. Indeed, that is exactly what the 

proponents of claims of ongoing genocide are 

doing. Whether you agree with these accounts 

or not, it is just misunderstanding what is 

being said to think that antiracist activists, 

whether moderate or radical, are unaware of 

the fact of high levels of violence within their 

communities.

2. Speaking in my own voice, I would say 

that it is precisely the lack of legitimacy of 

police forces – combined with their inability 

to rule by fear – that is a major explanation 

of the high levels of irregular violence. This 

is a lesson that goes back to Hobbes, Locke 

and Hume.

Young men killing one another over status 

is not a strange thing that requires special 

explanation. It is the standard of human 

history, as the Hamilton musical or a typical 

19th-century Russian novel makes clear. If you 

live in a violent situation, you are likely to be 

taken advantage of unless you have a reputa-

tion for being willing to react violently when 

disrespected. Of course, if you live among 

young men who feel a strong need to project 

a reputation that they will react violently if 

disrespected, you live in a violent situation.

Hobbes’s solution to this was the Levia-

than. If there is a monopolist on the use of 

force – and if that monopolist reliably uses 

force when retail violence is on offer – then 

there will be less retail violence. This seems 

to work, which is why Iceland today is not as 

violent as Iceland during the sagas.

But Hume pointed out that the Leviathan 

itself needs to rest on some form of consent. 

He rejected the “social contract” myth that the 

state originates in a universal act of consent, 

but he noted that it requires a broad coalition 

of the acquiescent and enthusiastic to repress 

everyone else. This coalition does not need to 

include everyone who is subject to the Levia-

than. One approach to “order” is repression 

There are many ways to 

draw a line from slavery and 

Jim Crow to high rates of 

violence within contemporary 

Black communities, just 

as there are many ways to 

draw a line from colonialism 

and residential schools 

to high rates of violence 

within Canadian Indigenous 

communities. – Gareth Morley
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by external forces, as existed with respect to 

Black people in the Jim Crow south. To be 

sure, these forces may not care that much if 

there is violence among the repressed group, 

but they will keep it under some degree of 

control. They do not need any legitimacy 

among the people who are repressed because 

they gain their legitimacy within an external 

population from which they can recruit.

Another solution is to have legitimacy 

among the people who are policed based on 

a more or less justified sense that the force of 

the Leviathan is under some sort of popular 

control, mediated through legal institutions. 

If that is the prevailing view, then most people 

will cooperate with the police since they have 

no reason to fear them.

Neither situation prevails in much of 

America today. The police are not given the 

full ability to repress – “Giuliani time” in 

the (disputed) phrase of the NYPD officers 

who sodomized Abner Louima with a broom 

handle in a Brooklyn precinct. At the same 

time, they are not fully legitimate – an alterna-

tive “Dinkins time” in which elected officials 

could actually control their police forces.

In the old joke, when a physicist, engineer 

and economist are trapped on a desert island 

with a crate of canned goods, the economist 

proposes to “assume a can opener.” John is 

making the mistake of “assuming the can 

opener” of legitimacy when viewing force as 

an alternative to a genuinely bad situation. 

But how do you get to legitimacy when police 

react to demands for accountability with 

work-to-rule strikes – which of course have 

the effect of increasing crime rates? Isn’t it 

basic political economy that disputes have to 

be resolved somehow, and if the formal system 

isn’t reliable, informal violence will be used? 

As Locke suggested, this ultimately gets out 

of hand because everyone is a judge in their 

own cause.

If there are institutions in the South Side of 

Chicago that could get past this, aren’t they 

the Black church and the Black Lives Matter 

movement? Doesn’t the idea that the federal 

government is at war with these institutions 

and sees major political gains from their failure 

just make the problem worse?

John Richards | August 29

There is much to criticize among us economists 

but we display some virtues. One is to enter-

tain a belief that many factors combine to de-

termine outcomes. At its simplest, economists 

like to describe changes in some outcome, y, 

as a function of changes in x1, x2, x3 and so 

Isn’t it basic political economy that disputes have to be 

resolved somehow, and if the formal system isn’t reliable, 

informal violence will be used? As Locke suggested, 

this ultimately gets out of hand because everyone 

is a judge in their own cause. – Gareth Morley
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on. The relative importance of each variable 

depends on the magnitude of the relevant 

coefficient and the variance in the “x”s: y = 

a1x1 + a2x2 + a3x3 + ... + [error term]. To the 

extent that there is an answer, it requires some 

sort of empirical assessment.

 The logic of the Black Lives Matter move-

ment – or “social justice” or Critical Race 

Theory – is that the explanation for the fact 

that violent Black deaths (y) far exceed those 

of Whites can be attributed to slavery and 

subsequent Jim Crow laws and practices (x1) 

and current White racist attitudes (x2) that 

support racist policing, policing that is viewed 

as illegitimate by the Black community. End 

of story. There is no need for a more complex 

explanation that entails additional relevant 

factors (x3, x4 and so on).

 Gareth does acknowledge the fact that the 

great majority of Black homicide victims suffer 

from “Black on Black” homicide, not from the 

police. However, in his telling, Black on Black 

homicide is simply a consequence of present 

reversion to the Hobbesian war of all against 

all: “Young men killing one another over 

status is not a strange thing that requires spe-

cial explanation. It is the standard of human 

history.” Implicitly, he is arguing that there 

are only two relevant variables, x1 and x2, 

and the only means to lower Black casualties 

arising from the Hobbesian war is to end all 

forms of White racism, the basis for policing 

inevitably deemed by the Black community to 

be illegitimate.

Gareth accuses me of ignoring the matter 

of legitimacy. I agree with him that a well 

functioning society requires some combina-

tion of powerful norms concerning sanctity of 

life and some means of legitimizing exercise 

of a police power. For Gareth, there are two 

sources of legitimacy in the Black community, 

“the Black church and the Black Lives Matter 

movement.” These are, I suggest, weak reeds 

to hold onto. I grant that religious institutions 

can play a major role in instilling norms that 

constrain violence, and in the U.S. context 

Black religious leaders have played a powerful, 

largely positive, role – from Harriet Tubman 

to Martin Luther King. (I’m not so sure about 

Al Sharpton and Malcolm X.)

As for Black Lives Matter, what is its 

contribution? Is it promoting some altogether 

different form of nonracist policing able to 

tackle the Hobbesian war of all against all? 

If so, I have not heard about it. In nearly all 

discussions this year of undeniable serious 

racial inequalities, I have found almost no 

academics or journalists analyzing “Black 

on Black” violence. Admittedly, some who 

do discuss such violence do so essentially to 

exacerbate White racism. In his 1968 presi-

dential campaign, Richard Nixon successfully 

interpreted widespread violence associated 

with Black community protests as a threat to 

Is Black Lives Matter 

promoting some altogether 

different form of nonracist 

policing able to tackle the 

Hobbesian war of all against 

all? If so, I have not heard 

about it. – John Richards
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peace, order and good government in America. 

Trump is attempting a similar strategy in 2020. 

He too may succeed.

 My “x3” variable is that of William Julius 

Wilson, a prominent Black sociologist whose 

early work at the University of Chicago 

emphasized the lack of decent employment 

prospects in inner-city Black neighbourhoods 

as key to understanding the high rates of homi-

cide, women choosing to be single parents, 

and endemic drug use. Wilson’s explanation 

amounts to the necessity of a social democratic 

agenda of decent publicly funded education 

and preservation of near-universal employ-

ment at decent wages for those who want to 

be in the labour force. Such an agenda requires 

higher taxes than Americans have been willing 

over the last half century to accept. American 

society has not seriously tackled this agenda 

since the Great Society programs of the 1960s.

In any industrial society, a necessary con-

dition for community harmony is an adult 

population with near-universal decent-quality 

secondary education and a majority with some 

form of postsecondary training (trades certifi-

cation or university degree). Income transfers 

via welfare, free housing and so on are not an 

adequate substitute. In my (admittedly crude) 

interpretation of Maslow’s pyramid of needs, 

we all have “esteem needs” (prestige and feel-

ing of accomplishment). If young men cannot 

achieve self-esteem via employment at a decent 

wage level, they are unlikely to form stable 

unions with women, and unlikely to assume 

long-term responsibility for raising children. 

They are likely to revert to a Hobbesian world 

Black Lives Matter Plaza in front of the White House, Washington D.C. PHOTO CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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of “young men killing one another” (to quote 

Gareth). Rahm Emanuel, a close confidant 

of Obama and former mayor of Chicago, 

understood all this, and did his best to im-

prove schools and employment prospects for 

Black communities. Unfortunately, not much 

remains of his efforts. A mayor, however smart 

and innovative, cannot succeed if higher orders 

of government are ineffective partners.

Implicit in a successful social democratic 

agenda is that leaders of both majority and 

marginalized minority identity groups agree 

that this agenda is crucial. Singapore under 

Lee Kuan Yew is perhaps the iconic example 

over the last half century of providing high-

quality social services and full employment, 

and thereby persuading diverse cultural groups 

(Malay, Indian and Chinese) – which in the 

mid–20th century had been engaged in armed 

conflict – to live in reasonable harmony.

An old joke about Pierre Trudeau and 

Jacques Parizeau summarizes the emergence 

of a social democratic agenda in mid-20th-

century Quebec. Both grew up in Outremont; 

both criticized the victim ideology of trad-

itional Quebec nationalists and condemned 

fellow Quebec leaders for tolerating religious-

dominated unworldly schools; both wanted 

ambitious social democratic governments. 

There was only one small difference. Trudeau 

wanted one such government, in Ottawa; 

Parizeau wanted two such governments, one 

in Ottawa and one in Quebec City.

Gareth, do you see any element of a social 

democratic agenda in Black Lives Matter? I 

don’t, but maybe I am wrong.

Henry Milner | August 30

As I see it, real progress for the Black com-

munity can only take the form of a virtuous 

circle: Policies/programs/actions are instituted 

that help Black children break out of the self-

destructiveness of the ghetto (drugs, crime ...). 

Once they have succeeded, a sufficient num-

ber of them choose to invest their resources 

(money, contacts, knowledge, experience ...) 

in areas (business, politics, media, schools, 

community organizations ...) that further help 

Black children break out of the ghetto. And 

the circle continues. Hence, concretely, it is 

primarily a matter of channelling energies and 

resources at the community level where they 

can be most effective.

Where do defunding the police and Black 

Lives Matter protests fit into this perspective? 

Media-focused protests draw attention to 

examples of racist actions by police forces but 

also to those of looters and rock throwers. 

They serve an educational purpose, reminding 

Real progress for the Black 

community can only take 

the form of a virtuous circle. 

Concretely, it is primarily 

a matter of channelling 

energies and resources 

at the community level 

where they can be most 

effective. – Henry Milner
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people about the legacy of slavery and Jim 

Crow, but in so doing they also serve to 

legitimate aspects of ghetto life holding back 

needed progress.

A useful discussion of these issues would 

weigh these factors based on actual evidence.

Bob Chodos | August 30

I hope economists understand that explana-

tory variables are not always independent of 

one another. Let’s take John’s “x3” – lack of 

decent employment prospects in inner-city 

Black neighbourhoods. Why are African 

Americans’ employment prospects inferior 

to those of White Americans? Why is their 

educational attainment lower? Why are they 

concentrated in inner-city neighbourhoods 

in the first place? And why is the sensible 

social-democratic agenda John advocates such 

a tough sell in the United States? Surely x1 

(the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow) and x2 

(ongoing systemic racism, which goes beyond 

White racist attitudes) are implicated in all 

these phenomena. In other words, x1 and x2 

could be causes of y (disproportionate violent 

Black deaths) indirectly through x3 as well as 

directly.

Simon Rosenblum | August 30

One does not have to be an economist to agree 

with John that racial economic disparities in 

the United States should not be understood 

through a “one shoe fits all” type of explana-

tion. Not even two shoes will do! Probably 

all of us agree that movement toward social 

democracy is where most of the necessary 

redress will come from. And the Democratic 

Party is headed in that direction.

I do however feel that John might be a bit 

harsh in his rather fulsome dismissal of Black 

Lives Matter. Admittedly the organization 

– which is not totally synonymous with the 

movement which bears the same name – can 

be more than a little problematic in some its 

rhetoric and policies, but one can detect some 

moderation as it becomes more mainstream 

in the American Black community. There is 

much in its evolving platform (ending voter 

suppression, stopping police violence against 

innocent Black people, strong investment in 

Why are African Americans’ employment prospects inferior 

to those of White Americans? Why is their educational 

attainment lower? Why are they concentrated in inner-

city neighbourhoods in the first place? Surely the legacy 

of slavery and Jim Crow and ongoing systemic racism 

are implicated in all these phenomena. – Bob Chodos
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Black communities, etc.) that we surely can 

find common ground with. Yes, the devil is 

always in the details but I see no useful purpose 

served in writing them off. That said, criticism 

is necessary when we disagree – as we surely 

will – but their presence and evolution can be 

part of a solution. It needs to be.

Gareth Morley | August 30

I don’t have much to add to Simon here. 

“Black Lives Matter” is a movement and 

the organizations using that name have a 

complex relationship to that movement. By 

any reasonable account, they are broadly 

social democratic. There are a few more 

radical slogans – but the same could be said 

of the German Social Democrats’ Erfurt 

Program or the CCF’s Regina Manifesto. 

Most movements have a maximum program 

and a minimum program – and for BLM, the 

minimum program includes a larger public 

sector, investments in reducing pollution in 

poor communities, jobs guarantees and so on. 

If you look into it, even “defund the police” 

really turns out to be “deemphasize the use of 

force in law enforcement.” Poor and working-

class Whites would benefit a lot from BLM’s 

program.

Generally speaking, Black Americans have 

been consistently social democratic since the 

New Deal – when many moved from the party 

of Lincoln to the Democrats even though 

New Deal programs often excluded them as 

the Democrats sought to sustain support in 

the Jim Crow south. By 1964, this transition 

was complete – and Black Americans have 

overwhelmingly voted for the most social 

democratic alternative in American politics 

ever since. Older African Americans con-

cluded, probably correctly, that Bernie Sanders 

was unelectable, but that did not indicate a 

lack of support for more government spending 

or regulation.

While social science about the causes 

of violent crime is obviously complex and 

uncertain, activists inevitably have to take 

a simpler line. They encourage young Black 

men to stop shooting one another, arguing 

that in doing so they are performing systemic 

racism. That analysis isn’t wrong, although of 

course an econometric model would put things 

differently and emphasize other standards of 

causation and evidence. But the same kind of 

pedantic response could have been made in 

response to Tommy Douglas’s mice-and-cat 

speech. Activist rhetoric and social science 

There is much in the 

evolving platform of Black 

Lives Matter  (ending voter 

suppression, stopping 

police violence against 

innocent Black people, 

strong investment in 

Black communities, etc.) 

that we surely can find 

common ground with. 

– Simon Rosenblum
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models are just playing different language 

games.

If we agree that the police need legitimacy 

to be effective and that they lack it with certain 

racial groups – in Canada and in the United 

States – then there is no tradeoff between 

effectiveness and reform. The problem is that 

the police themselves respond to pressure to 

reform by going on de facto strike. The only 

solution is a big enough movement to make 

politicians take risks to try to break that 

resistance.

Garth Stevenson | August 30

The problems the Americans are suffering now 

might not exist if the Republican Party after 

the Civil War had stuck to its original plan of 

Reconstruction: break up the large estates of 

the slaveholders and give each Black family 

“50 acres and a mule” – in other words land 

reform. Ulysses Grant, an underrated presi-

dent, tried to implement that program but 

made little progress during his eight years in 

the White House, although southern Blacks 

did have some political power during his 

administration.

In 1876 the Republicans reached an ac-

commodation with the southern Whites who 

controlled the Democratic Party, which al-

lowed the Republican candidate (Rutherford 

Hayes) to take the presidency although the 

Democrat (Samuel Tilden) had really won the 

election. The price of this accommodation was 

to give up Reconstruction and hand over the 

south to the people who had lost the Civil War. 

After that the whole country, north and south, 

was doomed to the misery that has lasted unto 

the third and fourth generation, and beyond. I 

am not hopeful that the misery will ever end, 

at least in our lifetimes.

By way of contrast look at Ireland, which 

was also dominated in the 19th century by a 

landowning elite that treated the native Irish 

as little better than slaves. The British govern-

ment imposed land reform which paved the 

way for Ireland, apart from the northern six 

counties, to become the democratic republic 

that it now is. And I think even the six counties 

will join it within the lifetime of many who 

will read this.

The moral of the story is that political rights 

mean very little, and can easily be taken away, 

without some redistribution of economic 

resources.

While social science about 

the causes of violent crime 

is obviously complex and 

uncertain, activists inevitably 

have to take a simpler line. 

Activist rhetoric and social 

science models are just 

playing different language 

games. – Gareth Morley
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Garth makes a good addition to the discussion: 

“Political rights mean very little, and can easily 

be taken away, without some redistribution 

of economic resources.” He recalls Ulysses 

Grant’s failed hope of providing freed slaves 

with “50 acres and a mule” in the context of 

land reform. In today’s economy, the equiva-

lent is a decent education – which the United 

States does not provide in inner-city ghettos. 

For a century following the U.S. Civil War, its 

K–12 + college system was superior to those 

of almost all other OECD member countries. 

The system succeeded in integrating millions 

of European immigrants pre–World War I, mil-

lions of Asians post–World War II, and (with 

less success) millions of Hispanic immigrants. 

Over the years of Jim Crow, Black segregated 

schools were generally weak. Since the 1970s, 

the entire K–12 public system has been in 

decline – and shamefully has not provided 

inner-city ghetto communities with decent 

schools. The best evidence of U.S. education 

decline is to be found in the mediocre rank 

of upper-level secondary students (age 15) in 

the OECD Program for International Student 

Assessment.
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Jobs and land
An introduction by John Richards

In the Summer/Fall 2020 issue of Inroads, we pub-

lished my review of Firewater, Harold Johnson’s 

analysis of the devastation wrought by alcohol 

in many Indigenous communities. In this issue, 

both Johnson and I have written articles on the theme, what’s to be 

done? Johnson writes on “land-based healing”; I write on the role 

of employment, the implication being that to increase employment 

more “reserve-to-town” migration is both necessary and desirable.

At one level, we obviously disagree – but, at another level, maybe 

not. We both argue that the current reconciliation agenda, an agenda 

that celebrates success stories among First Nation communities 

and ignores the extent of social pathologies in these communities 

is woefully inadequate. I agree that enabling healthy First Nation 

communities is a high priority. I maintain however that to date, 

because First Nation employment rates have remained stagnant at 

unacceptably low rates for over three decades, the recommendations 

of the 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples have failed.
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First Nations, employment, 
and “deaths of despair”

by John Richards
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Social conditions in many of Canada’s First Nation 

communities are, by expectations of a modern soci-

ety, intolerable. While, on average, social conditions 

among those who have “gone to town” are better, 

they remain intolerable for many urban First Nation families. 

What’s to be done?

At least since the 1996 report of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples, the dominant answer among First Nation and 

non-Indigenous political leaders, academics and newspaper editors 

has been affirmation of First Nation identities via an expansive inter-

pretation of treaty rights and emphasis on autonomous Indigenous 

communities separate from mainstream society. A prominent image 

in the RCAP report is a “birch bark canoe, for the Indian people, 

their laws, their customs, and their ways [and] a ship ... for the 

white people, their laws, their customs, and their ways ... Neither 

of us will try to steer the other’s vessel.” Here is a somewhat fuller 

exposition of the RCAP goal:

Assimilation policies have done great damage, leaving a legacy 
of brokenness affecting Aboriginal individuals, families and 
communities ... Yet the damage is not beyond repair. The key 
is to reverse the assumptions of assimilation that still shape 
and constrain Aboriginal life chances ... To bring about this 
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fundamental change, Canadians need 
to understand that Aboriginal peoples 
are nations [emphasis in original] ... To 
this day, Aboriginal people’s sense of 
confidence and well-being remains tied 
to the strength of their nations. Only as 
members of restored nations can they 
reach their potential in the twenty-first 
century.1

A quarter-century after the RCAP pub-

lication, it is time to ask: has the agenda 

succeeded? Arguably, the most important 

criterion of success is the ability of First Nation 

communities to create employment for their 

members. By this criterion, the answer is no. 

There are, obviously, relevant criteria other 

than employment. But however important 

these other criteria are, they are complements 

to, not substitutes for, employment.

Following each census, the federal Indigen-

ous services ministry constructs the Commun-

ity Well-Being Index (CWB), a heroic attempt 

to assess the social well-being of more than 

600 First Nation and Inuit communities across 

Canada. The employment rate is one element 

in constructing the CWB. From the first CWB 

iteration, based on the 1981 census, to the 

most recent, based on the 2016 census, the 

employment rate in First Nation communities 

remained two thirds the rate in non-Indigen-

ous communities. At a regional level, the rate 

has risen in some regions, stagnated in others 

and declined in one region.

In this article, I aim to illustrate the 

relevance of employment as a factor associ-

ated with three social pathologies that have 

received extensive attention in government 

reports and academic and policy studies: 

suicide, alcohol abuse, and homicide. Ideally, 

the analysis should be conducted at the level 

of individual First Nation communities, but 

in the absence of disaggregated data, regional-

level data suffice to show the existence of 

dramatic differences in prevalence of these 

pathologies associated with differences in 

regional employment rates.

First Nation families voting with their feet 

is an indication that employment matters. In 

the 2001 census, 49 per cent of those who 

had the right to live on-reserve (“registered 

Indians” pursuant to the Indian Act) did so; 

in the 2016 Census, only 40 per cent did so. 

Another measure of mobility is the distribution 

of those who identify in the census as First 

Nation whether or not they are “registered.” 

In 2001, 45 per cent lived on-reserve; in 2016 

only 34 per cent did. The majority of First 

Nation people now live in cities, and more 

than a third live in large cities (population over 

100,000). Probably the best explanation for 

this migration comes from the large-scale sur-

vey of 2,600 urban Indigenous people (Métis 

and Inuit as well as First Nation) undertaken 

for the 2010 Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study:

When asked (unprompted, without 
response options offered) why they first 
moved to their city, equal proportions 
cite the opportunity to be closer to family 
(38%), and the pursuit of education 
(37%) and employment opportunities 
(37%). Smaller proportions say they 
moved to their city because it offered 
better amenities (18%), the chance to 
escape a bad family situation (10%) and 
the opportunity for career advancement 
(9%).2
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None of the above implies that the urban 

Indigenous population enjoys overall social 

conditions on a par with their non-Indigenous 

neighbours or that urban natives have aban-

doned their Indigenous identity. Emphasis on 

the RCAP agenda has obscured the extent to 

which Indigenous communities display social 

pathologies – which also afflict many in non-

Indigenous communities – that can only be 

addressed by the overall society. A key factor 

underlying these pathologies is absence of 

employment.

Suicide

A frequently cited article on suicide among the 

Indigenous population is Michael J. Chandler 

and Christopher Lalonde’s 1998 study of 

suicide in British Columbia.3 Chandler and 

Lalonde established the residence of each 

Aboriginal suicide in one of 29 tribal councils. 

Then, using an index of “cultural continuity” 

that each tribal council achieves (based on 

such measures as the percentage of children 

attending on-reserve schools and the extent of 

band control of health and other services), they 

found a connection between this index and 

suicide: the higher the tribal council’s cultural 

continuity, the lower the suicide rate. I do not 

deny that “cultural continuity” matters. The 

major problem with this study is the attempt 

to attribute suicide to a single factor.

In 2017, a parliamentary committee 

submitted its report on “The Suicide Crisis 

in Indigenous Communities,” which is worth 

quoting at some length:

Jack Hicks noted there is a connection 
between “job losses, unemployment, 
social despair, and suicide.” Sheila 
North Wilson, in describing the recent 
loss of her cousin to suicide, noted 
he had trouble finding work when he 
returned to his home community, “How 
is a young man, a young father, and a 
young husband supposed to feel when 
they don’t have any jobs to provide for 
their family?” ...

For those living in remote communities, 
the Committee heard there is clear con-
nection between unemployment and 
hopelessness. For example, when the 
Weeneebakyo Area Health Authority 
asked a young First Nation woman why 
there are many suicides in her reserve she 
replied, “It is simple, no jobs, no future 
and no hope.” Will Landon explained 
how “a lot of suicides can be linked to 
low economic opportunity. They don’t 
feel there’s a lot for them out there. Sit-
ting on welfare is not a great option for 
them and it gets depressing.”

In addition to providing a source of 
income to provide for their families, 
work can also be an important aspect 
of developing self-worth and confidence. 
For instance, Joachim Bonnetrouge 
from the Deh Gah Got’ie First Nation 
noted that about half of his community 
is currently unemployed and that more 
opportunities would substantially benefit 
the community, “If you have a family 
and a father, and they could give him 
a job, holy man, you’d see that would 
make a big difference in anybody’s life.”
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This passage from the parliamentary com-

mittee report emphasizes lack of employment 

as the key factor associated with suicide. But 

like the cultural continuity cited by Chandler 

and Lalonde, employment is not the sole cause 

of high community suicide rates. In a recent 

Statistics Canada study that attempted to 

identify the role of several socioeconomic fac-

tors, Mohan B. Kumar and Michael Tjepkema 

conclude with respect to First Nation adults:

After adjusting for age and sex, the risk 
of suicide ... was twice as high as that 
among non-Indigenous adults. Adjust-
ing for household income resulted in a 
decrease in risk by 35%. After further 
adjusting for labour force status, level 
of education and marital status, First 
Nations adults were still at a higher risk 
of suicide than non-Indigenous adults. 
Together, these factors accounted for 
66% of the excess suicide risk. Further 
adjusting for living on and off reserve 
resulted in a HR [hazard ratio] of 1.2, 
which was not significantly different 
from 1.0. Together, all these factors ac-
counted for 78% of the excess suicide 
risk among First Nations adults.4

Not only are multiple socioeconomic 

factors relevant, but the factors are also 

interdependent. For example, higher education 

improves the probability of employment, 

which improves family income. It’s important 

to consider which socioeconomic factors are 

most subject to policy intervention. Employ-

ment and education stand out as obvious 

candidates.

That employment yields social benefits 

beyond the direct value of income for the 

worker is hardly a new idea. Historically, 

employment as a strategy to address poverty 

and social pathologies is associated with harsh 

poor laws in Elizabethan England. In current 

social policy debates, many – on both left and 

right – argue that whatever the excesses of 

poor laws and workhouses, high unemploy-

ment is a fundamental factor in explaining 

high rates of social pathologies. Social policy 

that ignores employment will not succeed.

Among those who have insisted on increas-

ing employment among marginalized groups, 

William Julius Wilson figures prominently. 

Wilson is an American sociologist much of 

whose early research analyzed the role of un-

employment in the context of American inner-

city ghettos. Writing in 1996, he summarized:

The disappearance of work and the 
consequences of that disappearance 
for both social and cultural life are the 
central problems in the inner-city ghetto. 

Not only are multiple socioeconomic factors relevant, but the 

factors are also interdependent. It’s important to consider which 

socioeconomic factors are most subject to policy intervention. 

Employment and education stand out as obvious candidates.
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To acknowledge that the ghetto still 
includes working people and that nearly 
all ghetto residents, whether employed 
or not, support the norms of the work 
ethic ... should not lead one to overlook 
the fact that a majority of adults in many 
inner-city neighborhoods are jobless at 
any given point in time.5

Wilson’s research has inspired recent stud-

ies on the decline in employment rate and 

working conditions among working-class 

Americans over the last quarter-century. Prom-

inent in this literature is research undertaken 

by the husband-wife team of Angus Deaton 

(winner of the 2015 Nobel economics prize) 

and Anne Case. In several recent publications, 

they have analyzed increases in U.S. age-

adjusted mortality rates due to suicide, alcohol 

abuse and drug abuse among populations 

defined by race, education level and geography. 

These three proximate causes of premature 

death they label “deaths of despair.”6 Follow-

ing Deaton and Case, the second pathology to 

discuss is alcohol.

Alcohol

Large-scale surveys of alcohol abuse have 

found that excessive alcohol consumption 

is more prevalent among Indigenous than 

non-Indigenous Canadians.7 Rather than a 

summary of epidemiological studies, a better 

introduction to the consequence of alcohol is 

the memoir of Harold Johnson, a First Nation 

lawyer who, for two decades, acted as defence 

counsel and crown prosecutor in northern 

Saskatchewan. The RCAP commissioners 

concluded, “The widely held belief that most 

Aboriginal people consume excessive amounts 

of alcohol on a regular basis appears to be 

incorrect.”8 Johnson bluntly retorts, “The 

Royal Commission obviously got it wrong.”

Harold Johnson traces 

the link between alcohol 

and employment to the 

disappearance over the 

second half of the 20th 

century of traditional 

employment opportunities in 

the north: logging, trapping, 

freshwater fishing. The 

disappearance of such jobs 

exacerbated alcohol abuse.
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He traces the link between alcohol and 

employment to the disappearance over the 

second half of the 20th century of traditional 

employment opportunities in the north: log-

ging, trapping, freshwater fishing. The dis-

appearance of such jobs exacerbated alcohol 

abuse. At the core of his memoir is a harrowing 

description of multiple cases in which alcohol 

figures prominently.

Johnson advances four interpretations of 

alcohol abuse in First Nation communities, 

each of which he finds wanting because each 

denies the obligation of First Nation leaders 

to assume responsibility and address the 

problem.

He first analyzes the victim model: present 

problems are the consequence of coloniza-

tion. Obviously, White settlers were coloniz-

ers; they expropriated land and introduced 

alcohol. However, argues Johnson, “If we 

believe that the only reasons for our problems 

rest with colonization, we can never fix our 

problems, because we cannot go back and fix 

colonization.”9

The second interpretation is that the 

psychological trauma of colonization, and 

of residential schools in particular, induced 

destructive drinking habits. This, he concludes, 

is a variant of the first interpretation: “Many 

people who attended residential schools were 

severely traumatized. But traumatic events 

did not end when the residential schools were 

closed. Alcohol creates its own trauma. More 

often than not, the trauma our relatives experi-

ence occurs as a result of excessive drinking.”

He is equally dissatisfied with the med-

ical model, which treats alcoholism as a 

disease similar to others, such as smallpox 

or tuberculosis. Once again, he concludes, 

the medical interpretation denies any respon-

sibility within Indigenous communities to 

introduce social reforms.

The fourth interpretation is reliance on the 

law to resolve problems arising from abuse 

of alcohol:

On the northern court circuit, the judge 
and the prosecutor and the defence 
lawyer ... fly into remote communities 
once or twice a month ... We hold court 
all day and often late into the evening ... 
After a day in court, after doing what the 
Law Enforcement Model requires, after 
hearing over and over again that, “when 
he’s sober, he’s a good guy; it was just 
the alcohol”, we are driven back out to 
the airplane by the RCMP.

Reliance on the law, concludes Johnson, is 

“insane.” Asking judges to weigh partial con-

flicting evidence presented by defence counsel 

and prosecutor requires that judges choose one 

side or the other and ignore complex reality:

Law can never solve our problem with 
alcohol in our communities and the 
devastation it causes, because law is not 
rational. It refuses to look at the whole 
of the problem, even though alcohol and 
its aftermath are the primary matters 
that the courts deal with every day, all 
day long. In its deliberate blindness, law 
is actually quite insane.

His tentative short-term solution turns 

around “sober houses”:

If you have a sober house, if you are one 
of the 35% of our people who never use 
alcohol, you put a Sober House sign on 
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your door and people will know that 
you welcome sober people to come and 
join you ... A safe place, a cup of tea, 
someone to talk to, some who under-
stand: the experience of what a healthy 
life and a healthy home look like would 
be, for many of our relatives, something 
superior to any treatment centre.

Sober houses may be a weak reed on which 

to rely. Johnson has much to say about cultural 

revival of Indigenous values and employment 

as means to restore community health.

Homicide

The causes of homicide are similar in many 

ways to those of the three deaths of despair 

analyzed by Case and Deaton. The recent 

report on murdered and missing Indigenous 

women (MMIW) is the most prominent 

TABLE 1: AVERAGE INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS HOMICIDE VICTIMS, 
CANADA AND SELECTED PROVINCES, 2016–2018

Indigenous male non-Indigenous male

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 25.0 21.1 12.7 2.3

Saskatchewan 23.7 24.9 8.7 1.8

Alberta 24.0 16.9 55.7 2.8

Canada 109.0 12.2 363.0 2.1

Canada minus Prairies 36.3 6.8 286.0 2.0

Indigenous female non-Indigenous female

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 7.0 5.7 3.0 0.6

Saskatchewan 5.3 5.4 4.0 0.9

Alberta 10.0 7.0 14.3 0.7

Canada 37.0 4.0 123.3 0.7

Canada minus Prairies 15.7 2.8 102.0 0.7

Indigenous total non-Indigenous total

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 32.0 15.8 13.3 1.2

Saskatchewan 29.0 15.0 10.3 1.1

Alberta 34.0 12.7 60.3 1.5

Canada 146.0 8.6 434.0 1.2

Canada minus Prairies 51.0 4.9 350.0 1.2

*rate, annual average per 100,000 in the relevant population
Source: Data in tables 1–3 are author’s calculations from Homicide in Canada (Statistics Canada), various issues.
Note: Indigenous includes both those identifying as First Nation and as Métis.
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TABLE 2: AVERAGE INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS HOMICIDE PERPETRATORS, 
CANADA AND SELECTED PROVINCES, 2016–2018

Indigenous male non-Indigenous male

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 34.3 29.1 11.7 2.2

Saskatchewan 27.7 29.1 7.7 1.6

Alberta 31.7 22.3 41.3 2.1

Canada 136.0 15.3 297.0 1.7

Canada minus Prairies 42.3 7.9 236.3 1.7

Indigenous female non-Indigenous female

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 12.7 10.5 1.0 0.2

Saskatchewan 3.7 3.7 0.0 0.0

Alberta 7.0 4.9 5.0 0.3

Canada 36.3 4.0 28.0 0.2

Canada minus Prairies 13.0 2.4 22.0 0.1

Indigenous total non-Indigenous total

annual average rate* annual average rate*

Manitoba 47.0 19.6 12.7 1.2

Saskatchewan 31.3 16.2 7.7 0.8

Alberta 38.7 13.5 46.3 1.2

Canada 172.3 9.6 325.0 0.9

Canada minus Prairies 55.3 5.1 258.0 0.9

official acknowledgment in Canada of the high 

homicide rate among the Indigenous popula-

tion. Like the RCAP analysis of alcohol, the 

MMIW analysis of homicide is woefully inad-

equate. The report notes that in recent years 

nearly one quarter of female homicide victims 

have been Indigenous, a share far higher than 

the Indigenous share of the Canadian female 

population. The explanation for this state of 

affairs, MMIW concludes, is straightforward: 

White settler colonialism and continued White 

racism:

The violence the National Inquiry 
heard amounts to a race-based geno-
cide of Indigenous Peoples, including 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis, which 
especially targets women, girls, and 2SL-
GBTQQIA people. This genocide has 
been empowered by colonial structures 
evidenced notably by the Indian Act, 

*rate, annual average per 100,000 in the relevant population
Source: Data in tables 1–3 are author’s calculations from Homicide in Canada (Statistics Canada), various issues.
Note: Indigenous includes both those identifying as First Nation and as Métis.
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TABLE 3: HOMICIDES BY CLOSEST RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VICTIM AND PERPETRATOR, INDIGENOUS 
AND NON-INDIGENOUS IDENTITY OF THE VICTIM, CANADA, AVERAGE 2014–2017

Indigenous non-Indigenous difference

number per cent number per cent
percentage 

points

Family Relationship 45 36.1 103 31.6 4.5

Spouse 16 12.4 44 13.5 - 1.1

Other Family 
Relationship

30 23.8 59 18.1 5.7

Intimate Non-Family 
Relationship

6 4.8 16 5 - 0.2

Acquaintance 53 41.9 109 33.3 8.6

Criminal Relationship 9 7.2 40 12.3 - 5.1

Stranger 13 10 58 12.3 - 7.8

Unknown Relationship 1 3 0

Total Solved Homicides 126 100 329 100 0

Unsolved Homicides 17 124

Total Homicides 143 453

the Sixties Scoop, residential schools 
and breaches of human and Indigenous 
rights, leading directly to the current 
increased rates of violence, death, and 
suicide in Indigenous populations.10

If past colonialism and allegedly persistent 

White racist attitudes are the only relevant 

factors to explain contemporary pathologies, 

perhaps the RCAP agenda of parallel societies 

is the only option to pursue. However, there is 

a great deal missing from the MMIW report – 

beginning with the absence of any discussion 

of homicide among Indigenous men, both as 

perpetrators and victims (see tables 1–3). Here 

is a summary of recent statistics11:

While a quarter of female homicide victims 

are Indigenous, male Indigenous homicide 

victims are also a quarter of all male homicide 

victims (table 1). Since the total male homicide 

victim rate is much higher than the female 

rate, three quarters of Indigenous homicide 

victims are male.

In terms of perpetrators of homicide, the 

overall rate is much higher among males than 

among females, and the rate is much higher 

among Indigenous males than among non-

Indigenous males (table 2).

The distributions of relationships between 

perpetrators of homicide and their victims are 

similar among Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

victims (table 3). In both cases, the relation-

ship is overwhelmingly one of spouses, family 

members, intimate nonfamily members and 

friends. In the case of Indigenous homicide 

Source: Data in tables 1–3 are author’s calculations from Homicide in Canada (Statistics Canada), various issues.
Note: Indigenous includes both those identifying as First Nation and as Métis.
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FIGURE 1: EMPLOYMENT RATE (REVISED), FIRST NATION COMMUNITIES, CANADA, AND REGIONS, 1981–2016

Source: author’s calculations from Canada, The Community Well-Being Index, various dates.
Note: The First Nation labour-force score incorporated in the CWB construction includes labour-force participation rate and 

employment rate. The latter is defined in a manner significantly different from that used by Statistics Canada. In 
figure 1, the CWB regional employment rates have been defined in a manner similar to that in the census.

victims, only 10 per cent of perpetrators are 

strangers to the victim.

Consistent with the data on relationships 

between Indigenous victims and homicide 

perpetrators, over a third of all homicide 

perpetrators are Indigenous (table 2), which 

implies that a large majority of homicides of In-

digenous women are perpetrated by Indigenous 

men. Which brings us back to the discussion of 

pathologies associated with low employment.

The link between “deaths of 
despair” and employment

What is the relevance of employment to 

this discussion of suicide, alcoholism and 

homicide?

In Canada, there has been no detailed 

linking of community-level First Nation em-

ployment conditions and “deaths of despair” 

comparable to the research undertaken in the 

Over a third of all homicide perpetrators are Indigenous, 

which implies that a large majority of homicides of 

Indigenous women are perpetrated by Indigenous men.
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United States by Case and Deaton and others. 

However, fragmentary evidence does exist. 

The Statistics Canada study discussed above 

reaches a firm conclusion that “labour force 

status” is a significant socioeconomic factor 

associated with high suicide rates among 

First Nations. I introduced the Community 

Well-Being Index (CWB), constructed from 

four subindices (per capita income, housing 

quality, education level, labour force status).12 

The community employment rate is a second-

order statistic that enters into calculation of 

the labour force status subindex.

Since the initial CWB based on 1981 census 

results, the employment rate in First Nation 

communities has remained at two thirds the 

rate in non-Indigenous communities. Regional 

employment rates, however, have diverged. In 

Atlantic Canada, Quebec and the Territories 

(one fifth of the total First Nation population), 

2016 employment rates are higher than in 

1981 by over 10 percentage points. In Ontario 

and B.C. (over one third the total), rates have 

risen at rates similar to those of the non-

Indigenous population. In the Prairies (nearly 

half the total), employment rates in 2016 are 

either the same as in 1981 or slightly lower 

(see Figure 1).

Correlation is a crude measure to assess 

causality. But, in the absence of more detailed 

evidence, correlation conclusions should be 

addressed. The Statistics Canada study quoted 

above reports provincial-level statistics on 

suicides, in the form of ratios of First Nation 

to non-Indigenous suicide rates. Nationally, 

the ratio over the years 2011–16 is 3:1 (First 

Nation 24.3/100,000 vs. non-Indigenous 

8.0/100,000). At the provincial level, the 

range of ratios is from 1.9 to 4.6. The three 

highest ratios are in Manitoba (ratio 4.6), 

Saskatchewan (4.5) and Alberta (3.5). There 

is a negative correlation between regional First 

Nation / non-Indigenous suicide ratios (highest 

in Prairies) and First Nation regional employ-

ment rates (lowest in Prairies).

There is also an obvious negative correlation 

between Indigenous homicide rates, for both 

victims and perpetrators (highest in Prairies) 

and First Nation regional employment rates 

(lowest in Prairies). Over the years 2016–18, 

two thirds of all Indigenous homicide victims 

and Indigenous homicide perpetrators were 

in the Prairie provinces. Indigenous homicide 

rates in the Prairies, for victims and perpe-

trators, are roughly three times comparable 

Indigenous homicide rates elsewhere in Canada 

(tables 1 and 2).

Strenthening employment 
and education

If past colonial relations and present White 

racism suffice to explain the incidence of 

suicide, alcoholism and homicide among the 

Indigenous, why are there such dramatic 

regional differences? If we exclude the Prairies, 

the Indigenous homicide rates (as victims and 

perpetrators) and suicide rate are approximate-

ly three times the respective non-Indigenous 

national rates. In the Prairie provinces, the 

Indigenous homicide and suicide rates are ap-

proximately three times the respective Indigen-

ous rates elsewhere in Canada. This is strong 

evidence that addressing social pathologies 

requires addressing low employment among 

many Indigenous communities.
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First Nation families that want to live in 

their First Nation communities should be able 

to do so with reasonable employment pros-

pects. That is seldom the case at present. For 

it to be feasible, successful out-migration must 

become an option for those who want to “go to 

town.” At present, those living in a First Nation 

community with weak education outcomes face 

severely limited employment options – whether 

in their community or “in town.” Hence, many 

stay on-reserve and on welfare.

In the medium term, successful out-migra-

tion requires K–12 education outcomes that are 

similar to those among non-Indigenous chil-

dren. Historically, on-reserve band-controlled 

schools have not performed well. The core 

obstacle is not inadequate government school 

financing. With honourable exceptions, First 

Nation leaders have not made sufficient com-

mitment to strengthening student outcomes 

in their schools – which does not excuse 

provincial education ministries. Most First 

Nation secondary school students attend 

provincial schools and provincial governments 

vary widely in terms of the priority attached 

to successful First Nation student outcomes.13

For a small minority of First Nation com-

munities, the RCAP agenda is succeeding in the 

creation of jobs. Thanks to the courts having 

strengthened treaty rights, communities with 

rights bearing on resource projects are now 

able to strike beneficial partnerships with 

resource companies, which generate income 

and employment for community members. We 

can get a picture of where these more success-

ful communities stand by looking at the top 

decile, in terms of employment rate, among 

the more than 600 First Nation communities 

included in the CWB. It is well above the First 

Nation average, but still six percentage points 

below the average rate for non-Indigenous 

communities. In other words, fewer than 60 

First Nation communities enjoy employment 

rates above or reasonably close to the non-

Indigenous average.14

In the short term, affirmative action is 

justifiable. There should be no illusions: there 

is a long history of mixed results from past 

affirmative action initiatives. One avenue is 

decentralization of relevant federal administra-

tive offices from major cities to small towns, 

which would increase the probability of 

Indigenous employment. Another avenue is to 

further strengthen treaty rights that engender 

sustainable employment, such as First Nation 

fishing and logging rights. An important, 

highly controversial precedent is the 1974 

Boldt decision (named after the trial judge) 

in Washington state. It awarded American 

Indian tribes along the Columbia River the 

right to half the allowable salmon catch, a 

share far more generous than the equivalent 

allocation among First Nations in B.C. Over 

the decades, Washington state tribes have de-

veloped significant employment in processing 

salmon and managing an intertribal regulatory 

regime.15 Other controversial quota options 

exist: Ottawa could impose quotas regulating 

Fewer than 60 First Nation communities enjoy employment 

rates above or reasonably close to the non-Indigenous average.



INROADS 48 |  PAGE 121

the minimum number of First Nation workers 

to be hired by firms wanting to hire temporary 

foreign workers.

None of this will happen as long as the 

dominant discourse is one of colonialism and 

White settler guilt.
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Land-based healing
I do not say I own this land. I say instead, this land owns me.

by Harold Johnson
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The human species has evolved on this planet for about 

300,000 years. For the first 290,000 years we were all 

hunter-gatherers; then, about 10,000 years ago, some 

people began playing with the idea of agriculture. Their 

lives have steadily worsened since then. They have more material in 

their lives, more substance, but their lives increasingly lose their essence.

About 250 years ago these people entered the industrial revolution 

and again they gained substance and lost essence as they were driven 

off the farms and into the factories. Their last connection to the land, 

their hands in the dirt, was severed.

About 60 years ago, with the development of the transistor, they 

entered the technological revolution. Now they are connected; they are 

wired in. But their essence, their connection to the life of the planet, 

is so thin that most can no longer even imagine it.

Not everyone participated in the agricultural revolution 10,000 

years ago. Indigenous People around the planet continued as hunter-

gatherers. Our connection, our relationship with nature, remained. Our 

lives had essence. As hunter-gatherers evolving on this planet for three 

hundred millennia, we understood our place, our relationship with all 

the other species that we coexisted and coevolved with.
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With colonization, Indigenous Peoples were 

forced off the land, onto reserves and into 

residential schools. The sudden severance of 

the connection, the relationship with the land, 

had dramatic negative impacts. Dispossessed 

and disconnected, we struggled in this new 

imposed world to find who we were, where 

we belonged.

Our societies decayed; our Knowledge 

Keepers died with what they knew. Ceremon-

ies were lost. The people were lost. Elders, 

people who remembered, kept saying, “We 

have to go back to the land.” Some of us 

listened.

We understand our connection to the land. 

Long ago my ancestors died and were placed 

upon scaffolds, an offering to the sky. Their 

bodies rotted, the scaffolds rotted, then fell to 

the ground. The worms took my ancestors’ 

atoms into the earth. The grasses and other 

plants reached down with their roots and took 

up those atoms and brought them to the sur-

face. The deer and the moose ate those plants 

and I eat the berries from those plants and I 

eat the deer and the moose. Atoms that once 

were in my ancestors are now in me. When 

I die, I too will return to the ground and the 

worms will disperse my atoms for the plants 

to take up once again.

I do not say I own this land. I say instead, 

this land owns me. I belong here. I belong to 

this land. I am related to the plants who hold 

my ancestors’ atoms. I am related to the deer 

and the moose and the wolf and the bear 

and the birds. They too carry atoms from my 

ancestors. In the same way, I am related to the 

earth and to the worms.

We are learning. It has taken decades and 

generations, but we are figuring it out. We 

tried self-medicating with alcohol and other 

substances. They didn’t work. They brought 

more suffering and trauma.

Then we tried land-based healing. We 

knew from memory and from the words of 

our Elders and the few remaining Knowledge 

Keepers that the land was healing, that it 

rejuvenated us.

Western world therapies for substance use 

disorders typically have success rates around 

2 to 5 per cent. Alcoholics Anonymous and 

twelve-step faith-based therapies have success 

rates closer to 8 per cent.

Camp Hope, initiated by Jarred Nelson and 

Joyce Knight at Montreal Lake, Saskatchewan, 

achieved success rates in the 70 per cent range. 

We’ve proven it works. Take people back 

out onto the land, allow them to reconnect, 

work them through the trauma wrought by 

colonization and they will respond. Jarred told 

me that sometimes when he brought people 

back to the camp at the end of the day, they 

would be crying. They would tell him, “I am 

an Indian, but I never set a rabbit snare before. 

I am an Indian, but I’ve never set a fish net.”

Atoms that once were in my 

ancestors are now in me. 

When I die, I too will return to 

the ground and the worms 

will disperse my atoms for the 

plants to take up once again.
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The reason for the success of Camp Hope 

was that the clients were reconnected with 

the land. They discovered who they were. 

They were Indians. They discovered where 

We tried self-medicating with 

alcohol and other substances. 

They didn’t work. They brought 

more suffering and trauma. Then 

we tried land-based healing. We 

knew from memory and from the 

words of our Elders and the few 

remaining Knowledge Keepers 

that the land was healing.

Camp Hope, Montreal Lake Cree Nation, Saskatchewan 

they belonged. They belonged here. This was 

their home, their birthright. When people 

know who they are and where they belong, 

their essence increases. Land-based healing 

is a resurrection. It brings our people back to 

life by reconnecting them to the life force of 

the planet.

In all of our struggles since first contact 

with the settler peoples, it has been about 

the land, about our connection to it and the 

disruption of that connection. Oka was about 

the land, a burial site and a golf course. Over a 

hundred years before Oka, when we were ne-

gotiating Treaties with the newcomers, it was 

about our relationship with the land. We didn’t 

talk about territory during those negotiations. 

Instead we talked about how we were related. 

We talked about hunting and fishing and 

gathering. The Treaty commissioner assured 
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us that we would not be interfered with in 

those pursuits and we agreed to share the 

land with the children of the Queen. Today’s 

protests over pipelines are about the land and 

our relationship with it. They are about that 

other aspect of the land: the water and our 

relationship with that as well.

I have been told by Elders and Knowledge 

Keepers that the Treaties were adoption 

ceremonies whereby we adopted the Queen’s 

children as our relatives. I was told to call them 

Kiciwamanawak (our cousins) and to treat 

them well. Through the adoption ceremony 

of Treaty, we shared our ancestors with them. 

Our ancestors became their ancestors. Now 

they too are related to the land. Their atoms 

will mingle with ours and we will be a family.

When we work together to protect the land 

from clearcuts and dams and destruction, we 

The author on the land PHOTO VIA TWITTER

will preserve a space for everyone to heal. We 

will know who we are; we are moral human 

beings. We will know where we belong. We 

belong to the earth. We belong to the worms.

When we were negotiating 

Treaties with the newcomers, 

it was about our relationship 

with the land. We didn’t talk 

about territory during those 

negotiations. Instead we talked 

about how we were related. 

We talked about hunting 

and fishing and gathering.
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Is Cancel Culture a thing?
A centrist White guy’s guide to the weaponization of free speech

by Gareth Morley
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A spectre is haunting academia, journalism and politics 

– the spectre of Cancel Culture. The powers aligned 

together against this spectre today are as diverse as 

the Holy Alliance of “Pope and Czar, Metternich and 

Guizot, French radicals and German police spies” that Marx and Engels 

identified in 1848. But is “Cancel Culture” – as Marx and Engels proudly 

claimed of Communism – truly a world power recognized as such by 

the existing world powers? To use a more contemporary lexicon, is it 

even really a thing? Is this “New Intolerance” either new or intolerant?

The Republican National Convention and the Harper’s Letter

Some people think so. The danger of “Cancel Culture” was the theme 

of the August 2020 Republican National Convention. The 2020 RNC 

was the first in history not to include a platform of policy proposals, all 

the better to emphasize the cultural grievances of the staatsvolk, those 

whose ethnic identity is to be simply Americans.

This is hardly a new theme for Republicans, of course, who have 

been railing against the predecessors to “Cancel Culture” – “political 

correctness” or the “nattering nabobs of negativity” – since the 1960s. 

But the relative emphasis has clearly shifted. Freedom is no longer U.S. 

self-determination under threat from foreign actors – what remains of 

that theme has been left to MSNBC personalities like Rachel Maddow 
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worried about Russian interference in Amer-

ican elections. Nor is Freedom really concep-

tualized any longer as market capitalism under 

assault from an Economic Left promoting 

redistributive taxation and spending or in-

trusive regulation of business. Republicans 

still talk about “socialism,” and the policy 

legacy of the first Trump Administration is 

undeniably lower business taxes and fewer 

environmental regulations, along with a lot 

of federal judges who will make these changes 

difficult to reverse. But that is not where the 

passion is.

To anyone listening to the speeches, it be-

came clear that Freedom is really under threat 

from the Cultural Left: reformers or radicals 

who oppose “systemic racism,” particularly 

police violence disproportionately affecting 

black Americans, or contest traditional ideas 

of gender and sexuality, particularly to 

promote the rights of transgender people. 

The RNC occurred shortly after mass Black 

Lives Matter protests expanded across the 

world – sometimes accompanied by looting 

and violence. The BLM movement had been a 

target of Trump’s 2016 campaign and he quite 

clearly welcomed the ability to fight against 

it again, rather than defend his record on the 

COVID pandemic.

Conservatives have always promoted the 

defence of order and property against mobs, 

and American conservatives have long resisted 

demands for any sort of racial reckoning as 

disrespect to America’s Founding Fathers 

and tradition. It is also perfectly normal for 

conservative parties to support traditional 

gender norms and resist the demands of sexual 

minorities. What was perhaps surprising – at 

least to a listener who had not been paying 

attention to recent American political rhetoric 

– was that the Cultural Left was represented 

not just as a threat to law and property, but 

also, and especially, as a threat to the American 

public’s ability to speak. The party of racial 

and sexual order presented itself as the party 

of transgression, while supporters of change 

were presented as puritan scolds and censors. 

“Cancel Culture” was attacked not so much 

for undermining traditional propriety as for 

stopping Red Americans from saying whatever 

they want whenever they want. No one repre-

sents this position more than Trump, whose 

rhetorical style is borrowed from standup 

comedians and “shock jock” radio show hosts.

This rhetorical frame of healthy trans-

gression stifled by the schoolmarms of the 

Cultural Left is also found among opponents 

of the Trump Administration and the cur-

rent Republican Party. If there is a manifesto 

of this camp, it is the July 7 open letter to 

Harper’s magazine. The letter was signed 

by a popular front of the National Security 

Right, the Democratic-establishment Centre 

and the Economic Left, ranging from David 

Frum and Michael Ignatieff through baby 

boomer feminist icons Margaret Atwood 

The party of racial and sexual 

order presented itself as 

the party of transgression, 

while supporters of change 

were presented as puritan 

scolds and censors.
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and Gloria Steinem to anti-imperialist leftist 

academics Noam Chomsky and Cornel West. 

The Harper’s Letter (as it soon became known) 

described what this coalition is against as “a 

new set of moral attitudes and political com-

mitments that tend to weaken our norms of 

open debate and toleration of differences.” 

The letter was careful to pair this new threat 

to tolerance with the “forces of illiberalism” 

associated with Donald Trump.

Perhaps as a price of such a broad coalition, 

the Harper’s Letter was unclear as to what 

events in the world it was responding to. It 

observes that “powerful protests for racial and 

social justice are leading to overdue demands 

for police reform,” a clear reference to the 

upsurge in mass protests that punctuated the 

COVID shutdowns as a result of the killing of 

George Floyd on May 25. The Letter implied 

that this movement, and movements associ-

ated with transgender rights, had “intensified” 

a challenge to norms of open debate in favour 

of that enemy of American individualism and 

sixties counterculture alike: “conformity.”

It is of course not at all uncommon for 

moderate members of reformist movements 

to criticize those more radical than themselves 

for extreme tactics or unrealistic goals. But, as 

with the Republican National Convention, the 

Harper’s Letter took up the more surprising 

perspective of the id against the superego. The 

problem with the excesses of the Cultural Left, 

as suggested by the cooler and wiser heads 

who signed the letter, were not the traditional 

problems of radicalism. Rather, their rhetoric, 

like the Republicans’, was about excessive 

conformism and limitations on debate. The 

warning was not of the risks of violence or 

utopianism, but of the danger posed to letting 

one’s freak flag fly.

While no single case seems to have pro-

voked the Harper’s Letter, it was widely seen 

as a response to the resignation of James Ben-

nett as senior editor for the New York Times 

op-ed page. On June 3, the Times published 

an opinion piece by Tom Cotton, a right-wing 

senator from Arkansas, calling for using the 

U.S. military to suppress the protests. Cotton 

It is of course not at all uncommon 

for moderate members of reformist 

movements to criticize those 

more radical than themselves for 

extreme tactics or unrealistic goals. 

But the Harper’s Letter took up 

the more surprising perspective 

of the id against the superego.
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had earlier tweeted that there should be “no 

quarter” for “for insurrectionists, anarchists, 

rioters, and looters”(the order of “no quarter” 

in war means to kill surrendering soldiers and 

is universally regarded as a war crime).

The op-ed was published two days after 

the Trump Administration apparently directed 

the use of tear gas by federal police to disperse 

protesters in Lafayette Park near the White 

House so that Trump and other senior ad-

ministration officials, including the Defense 

Secretary and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, General Mark Milley, could cross 

to a nearby church. Milley later apologized 

for his involvement, amid reports that the 

military had been asked – and refused – to 

become involved in policing the Black Lives 

Matter protests. The printing of the Cotton 

op-ed sparked a backlash both within the New 

York Times staff and among its predominantly 

upper-middle-class liberal readership. Bennett 

resigned on June 7.

The Harper’s Letter was widely interpreted 

as having been triggered at least in part by 

these events. Bennett-hire and Harper-letter-

signator Bari Weiss publicly resigned, accusing 

the Times of discrimination, hostile work 

environment and constructive discharge. Weiss 

came to prominence organizing a campaign to 

deny a Palestinian American anthropologist 

tenure at Barnard because of controversial 

criticisms she had made of Israeli archeology. 

Weiss had long been a leading figure among 

ostensibly liberal critics of the censorious 

nature of “identity politics” linked, coherently 

or otherwise, with a frequent tendency to see 

anti-Semitism lurking under criticisms of Israel 

or America’s pro-Israel foreign policy. Weiss 

received support from many centrist pundits 

and politicians, including Andrew Yang, the 

pro–universal basic income candidate for the 

Democratic Party nomination.

There are paradoxes here. It might seem 

that the obvious, even proud, authoritarian 

in the story was Senator Cotton. Even on the 

most sympathetic view, he represented the 

party of order and tradition, not of transgres-

sion or sceptical thought. The inclusion of 

“anarchists” – an ideological category that 

includes Chomsky – among those who should 

be put down by violence suggests a lack of 

concern with the First Amendment, however 

understood. Cotton followed up by calling for 

restricting federal funding to any state or local 

education system that used a Pulitzer-Prize-

winning New York Times series, the “1619 

Project,” which argued that race and slavery 

and had not been made sufficiently central 

to American history. By September, President 

Trump had instructed the Department of Edu-

cation to follow up on this and promised he 

would consider Cotton for the Supreme Court 

if reelected. Critics like Bari Weiss wondered 

It might seem that the obvious, 

even proud, authoritarian in 

the story was Senator Cotton. 

Even on the most sympathetic 

view, he represented the 

party of order and tradition, 

not of transgression or 

sceptical thought.
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whether they had correctly identified the main 

threats to freedom of expression and civil 

liberties in America today.

The anti-Trump-anti-Cancel-Culture 

coalition was more concerned with what 

happened to Bennett, as editor, than with 

really defending the Cotton op-ed. They saw 

here a threat to the kind of cross-ideological-

but-curated discourse represented by the New 

York Times. The paradox here is that the New 

York Times is a for-profit enterprise that, like 

the Washington Post, increased its subscriber 

base by more or less explicitly presenting 

itself as part of the opposition (“resistance”) 

to the Trump Administration. Its op-ed page 

is intended to generate money. It does not 

of course purport to represent all opinions 

tolerated under the First Amendment, or even 

a reasonable cross-section of actual American 

political views: it has three regular “Never 

Trump” conservative columnists (ranging 

from the interesting Ross Douthat through the 

past-his-prime David Brooks to the execrable 

hack Bret Stephens), despite the tiny share 

of the electorate that this strand of opinion 

represents.

The New York Times’s subscriber base cer-

tainly thinks of itself as open-minded and likes 

to be “challenged,” but like everyone else, they 

have their limits. In July 2020, in the midst of 

a worsening pandemic, the Trump Administra-

tion was preparing to put troops in the streets 

of the big cities where those subscribers live. 

From the perspective of the kind of people 

who keep the Times afloat, this was a personal 

threat, not a debating point. The Times is not 

a charity. And the customer is always right. In 

the best traditions of American capitalism, the 

Times acted to protect shareholder value – and 

The New York Times is 

a for-profit enterprise 

that increased its 

subscriber base by 

more or less explicitly 

presenting itself as 

part of the opposition 

(“resistance”) to the 

Trump Administration. Its 

op-ed page is intended 

to generate money.
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while we can all sympathize with Bennett’s 

fate, he knew the business he was getting into.

Of course, lingering on a particular ex-

ample may miss the point. A culture is not 

a law, and it is not a single instance either. I 

could have given the more Canadian example 

of Don Cherry’s loss of his perch at “Coach’s 

Corner” last year for accusing immigrants of 

not wearing poppies for Remembrance Day. 

Or any number of other controversies that 

seem to punctuate the news cycle. But a list 

of examples never gets us closer to a concept.

Opposing “Cancel Culture” gives meaning 

to both a certain kind of Cultural Right and 

a Cultural Centre in just the same way that 

opposing Communism did to homologous 

parts of the political spectrum after World 

War II. But Communism had a clear referent 

in the form of the Soviet government. It had 

secret police and loyal party members. It was 

clearly devoted to a form of coercion that 

liberals, of all stripes, could coherently op-

pose. By contrast, Cancel Culture consists of a 

loose array of human resources professionals, 

youthful activists and cultural anthropologists 

exercising the preeminently liberal rights of 

employers, protesters and academics to con-

tract, assemble and theorize.

But as we move from a single example, we 

have trouble getting hold of the thing itself. 

The paradox is in making a specific conception 

of open debate beyond legitimate debate, and 

in labelling the questioning of polite, social 

tolerance of certain “differences” an intoler-

able difference. It is possible to forbid some 

considerations from entering into state action 

against certain ideas. And it is also possible 

to say that other considerations should not 

be part of deciding what is published in par-

ticular forums, or grounds for promotion or 

firing. But it is not possible to forbid cultural 

sanctions for expressing opinions – at least 

not without formal censorship. It is not even 

possible to criticize such sanctioning without 

engaging in sanctioning of one’s own. We are 

in need of some analysis, whether linguistic, 

historical or psycho.

Intolerance: An intolerably 
confused concept

Anyone who wants to supply analysis bet-

ter show their credentials – particularly in 

a case like this one. They need to “situate” 

themselves.

I am a middle-aged White man with a 

well-paid professional job. I am probably 

more sympathetic to the movements of the 

Cultural Left than the median person fitting 

Cancel Culture consists 

of a loose array of human 

resources professionals, 

youthful activists and cultural 

anthropologists exercising 

the preeminently liberal rights 

of employers, protesters 

and academics to contract, 

assemble and theorize.
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that demographic profile. But it would not 

be hard to find someone woker than me. For 

example, I am not in favour of abolishing or 

defunding the police, although I think some 

of the reforms unfortunately gathered under 

one or both of those slogans are worth taking 

a look at. While there is no doubt that social 

problems in North America – from COVID 

deaths to police violence – are disproportion-

ately racially distributed, or that the reasons 

this is the case are the product of racial and 

colonial histories, I agree with those who say 

these problems have primarily race-neutral 

class-based solutions.

While I am not going to bite the bullet of 

defending every statement or action by every 

antiracist or transgender activist, though, I do 

not think that the “Cancel Culture” frame is 

defensible. In some cases – most transparently 

Trump’s or Cotton’s, but also among their 

anti-Cancel critics – it is a rhetorical device 

to silence or marginalize the people the user 

of the phrase disagrees with. Trump regularly 

calls for people who criticize him to be fired or 

even prosecuted and has repeatedly bemoaned 

the restrictions the First Amendment places 

on his ability to sue people for defamation. 

But even people more self-reflective than he is 

sometimes confuse criticism with censorship.

Alternatively, “Cancel Culture” might be 

identified with discourteous or self-righteous 

expressions by activists, especially online. To 

be sure, “piling on” on social media can be 

destructive and it would be unresponsive to 

contemporary reality to regard much of what 

happens when a large group focuses on one 

person’s alleged misdeeds as just “criticism” 

that should be addressed with resilience. The 

paradox, though, is that this is precisely what 

free speech centrism counsels. Moreover, 

whatever the sins of the Cultural Left in this 

regard, they are hardly the worst offenders. 

Anyone who wants to be controversial online 

faces trolls, most of them right-wing. Women 

who express controversial opinions can count 

on threats of sexual violence and ethnic min-

orities can be sure of racial epithets. While 

there is indeed a problem of “troll armies,” it 

is a cross-ideological problem, and one of lack 

of effective regulation of speech – to which 

American First Amendment fundamentalism 

has undoubtedly contributed.

One issue that quickly comes up in these 

conversations is how big a deal it is to label 

someone’s actions or statements “racist.” 

Outside the Cultural Left, at least in the 

North American middle class, racism is seen 

as an individual moral flaw that is both rare 

and terrible. From this perspective, accusing 

While I am not going to 

defend every statement or 

action by every antiracist or 

transgender activist, I do not 

think that the “Cancel Culture” 

frame is defensible. In some 

cases it is a rhetorical device 

to silence or marginalize 

the people the user of the 

phrase disagrees with.
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someone of being racist is essentially accusing 

them of being a member of the Ku Klux Klan. 

This is not how the Cultural Left understands 

things: racism for them is primarily structural. 

It is difficult to get White liberals to under-

stand that this implies that claims of racism 

are therefore injunctions to reform, but not 

statements of irremediable evil. By contrast, 

middle-class men in heterosexual relationships 

have no particular difficulty understanding 

that a claim something they did or said was 

“sexist” does not imply that they are morally 

indistinguishable from Marc Lepine. It is a call 

to rethink behaviour. Whether you agree with 

a particular claim or not, it would obviously 

be unacceptable to make it a precondition 

for any polite conversation to preclude the 

possibility that anyone other than the most 

violent misogynist is in any way sexist. But it 

is considered a perfectly reasonable demand by 

both right and centrist critics of the Cultural 

Left that talk of racism be limited to references 

to neo-Nazis.

The final type of “cancellation” that raises 

difficult issues is the exercise of economic 

power over hiring and firing – either directly 

by employers themselves or through the mar-

ket power of major customers – to discipline 

those who have engaged in what is considered 

intolerable expression.

From the libertarian or classical liberal 

perspective adopted by both Canadian and 

American free speech law, the exercise of 

economic power does not violate constitu-

tional guarantees of freedom of expression. 

Some people on the Cultural Left take this as 

meaning that targeting a person’s job for what 

they say cannot raise freedom of expression 

issues in a broader sense. As a social democrat, 

however moderate, I disagree because I regard 

employer power as power potentially as des-

potic as that of the state. This is a particularly 

stark reality in America, where almost all 

employment is “at will” and few jurisdictions 

have protections against employer retaliation 

for political expression.

Of course, a right to say things an employer 

or its customers do not like to hear cannot 

possibly be absolute – a vice president of 

marketing cannot be expected to be allowed 

to praise a competitor’s products as better than 

those of her own company. But the American 

system of total protection from censorship by 

the state – to what seem to me like ludicrous 

extremes (the U.S. Supreme Court struck down 

laws against pretending to have a military 

medal or limiting the use of racially offensive 

trademarks1) – combined with total vulner-

ability to censorship by employers seems to 

me a real problem. And, it must be conceded, 

While there is indeed a problem of “troll armies,” it is a 

cross-ideological problem, and one of lack of effective 

regulation of speech – to which American First Amendment 

fundamentalism has undoubtedly contributed.
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sometimes this power is exercised by the 

Cultural Left.

But most of the time? Is it really true that 

economic power to restrict expression is 

mostly from the Left? No, it is not. The most 

comprehensive data set of political firings at 

American postsecondary institutions since 

2000 is maintained by Acadia Univesrity 

professor Jeff Sachs.2 There are interpreta-

tion issues, but it is clear that the majority of 

terminations occur because of criticism from 

the right (usually for being unpatriotic or too 

critical of Israel). As Sachs points out, since 

there are far more left-of-centre academics 

than right-of-centre ones, the probability 

of being fired from an academic position 

for political speech is lower on the left. But 

academics in fact have unusually high levels 

of job security. If we broaden our gaze to 

American society more generally, there can be 

no question that job insecurity chills speech, 

but also no reason to think it particularly chills 

right-wing speech.

By any reasonable metric, there is a broader 

array of political opinions available than ever. 

While social and economic pressures as well 

as the unwanted attention of troll armies 

make most people unwilling to attach their 

own names to controversial views, pretty 

much any opinion can be expressed on the 

internet pseudonymously. Canada, like every 

other country outside the United States, takes 

a less absolute view on free expression as a 

matter of constitutional law.3 But Canadian 

law is more protective of freedom of speech 

than it has ever been.4 More practically, it 

has proven very difficult for any country that 

wants to participate in the global internet to 

enforce more restrictive standards than those 

permitted in America. While all this speech 

has not led to the flourishing of the reasoned 

discussion hoped for by John Stuart Mill, that 

perhaps speaks more to the lack of realism of 

Mill’s ideal than any culture of intolerance.

Why cultural change is 
experienced as silencing

Nevertheless, we overwhelmingly think 

“Cancel Culture” or “political correctness” 

is a thing. In a comprehensive study in 2016, 

Angus Reid found that two thirds of Can-

adians thought political correctness had “gone 

too far,” with a similar number agreeing that 

“it seems like you can’t say anything without 

offending someone these days.”5 Americans 

are polled on these issues more regularly: 

they agree with similar statements in similar 

numbers. While people say things are worse 

than they used to be, they have always said 

they are worse than they used to be – there is 

no upward trend over time in people thinking 

this is a problem. The sentiment that political 

correctness has gone too far is held in similar 

numbers across racial groups in both coun-

tries, although it is slightly higher among men 

than among women.

The ubiquity of this sentiment makes sense 

once we accept that any speech act will take 

place in a context of social approval and dis-

approval. Unless we are absolute monarchs, 

when we say something we are simultaneously 

asserting some kind of authority and making 

ourselves responsible to the judgement of those 

who are listening. These norms are invisible 

when they are traditional and universal. But 
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cultural reform consists precisely in seeking 

to change those norms, based on some higher 

norm of equality or autonomy. It can only be 

expressed as disapproval of the existing struc-

ture of value, and therefore only experienced 

by those within that existing structure as an 

unexpected loss of status.

Think of Mill’s complaint in On Liberty 

of the “tyranny of custom” restricting the 

principle of individuality in Victorian England, 

particularly of women or eccentric men. The 

only way this culture could change was by a 

self-conscious group of reformers – the first 

wave of feminists, along with the Victorian/

Edwardian freethinkers so influenced by Mill. 

But the disapproval of these feminists and 

freethinkers for what they saw as the bigotry of 

more conventional Victorians was experienced 

as elite condescension at best and as suppres-

sion of the freedom of Englishmen at worst.

Moreover, any movement of reform must 

rely on solidarity. If those within that move-

ment are seen as conceding to the social 

structures it is struggling against, they can only 

be disciplined by social disapproval within the 

movement. In some cases, this results in sectar-

ian division, in others in conformity around 

the cause. But for anyone whose identity is 

caught up in the broader movement, disap-

proval by those “to one’s left” is likely to sting 

more than it would for the self-consciously 

reactionary.

Of course, once the cause is won, the norms 

that the movement sought to create become 

part of the tyranny of custom. I grew up in the 

1980s in a relatively liberal city, Victoria. But I 

can assure you that no one at my high school 

was as free to say they were gay or to express 

a nonconforming gender identity as their 

children are. This newfound freedom is only 

possible because homophobic and transphobic 

abuse became subject to social sanction (and 

sometimes school discipline), which they were 

not in the 1980s. Then and now there were 

things that could be said and things that could 

not be said. The total amount of “tyranny of 

custom” has been conserved – but it has been 

redistributed in a way that allows for greater 

freedom and equality.

Not every effort at social reform in the past 

succeeded, and many of those efforts may not 

have been good ideas. And I would not suggest 

that all such efforts in the future will or should 

succeed either. But if they are meaningful at all, 

they will all involve changing what is socially 

disapproved. Custom may change from a 

tyrant to a constitutional monarch, but will 

never cease to rule. In that sense, someone will 

always feel cancelled.

Notes

1 United States v. Alvarez, 567 U.S. 709 (2012); 
Matal v. Tam, 582 U.S. ___ (2017).

2 The US Faculty Termination for Political Speech 
Dataset (2000–2020), https://docs.google.
com/spreadsheets/d/1eeTHZQOh9faZ2P3C_
O3sVBuRAG1LzIZnsq6LB50NUHk/
edit#gid=122618086

3 Saskatchewan (Human Rights Commission) v. 
Whatcott, 2013 SCC 11, [2013] 1 SCR 467

4 See, for example Grant v. Torstar Corp., 2009 
SCC 61 (CanLII), [2009] 3 SCR 640, restricting 
the availability of defamation to promote 
communication on matters of public interest.

5 Angus Reid Institute, “Majority of Canadians 
Say Political Correctness Has ‘Gone Too 
Far,’” August 29, 2016, http://angusreid.org/
political-correctness/
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War for Eternity is a remarkable book. It centres on 

three figures who were influenced by a spooky, 

esoteric philosophy called Traditionalism and 

went on to become Rasputins for world leaders: 

Steve Bannon (Donald Trump’s Rasputin), Alexander Dugin (Vladimir 

Putin’s Rasputin) and Olavo de Carvalho (a former astrologer and 

Jair Bolsonaro’s Rasputin). The author, Benjamin Teitelbaum, has had 

conversations with all of them, and gives us an eye-opening window 

into how dangerous the world must now be if “malignant actors” 

like these (to borrow a phrase from the last episode of season 2 of 

the television series Succession) are influential string-pullers. (There is 

actually a fourth Rasputin discussed in the book as well: Tibor Baranyi 

of Hungary’s Jobbik party.)

All of these Rasputins seem hypnotized by Julius Evola, a thinker 

who wanted to resurrect a society ruled by priests and warriors, who 

urged men to rule women with a whip, who defended a vision of hu-

man existence centred on race (albeit “spiritual” rather than biological 

race), and who desired that people be locked into castes as rigid as 

those legislated by the Law-book of Manu. Traditionalism, as laid out 

by its founder, René Guénon (whose disciple Evola took himself to be), 

is a philosophy that deems modernity to be doomed by its materialism 

and its evisceration of the spirit.

This is a view of modernity that is not per se crazy, but Traditional-

ists – at least those under the spell of Evola – go on to prescribe remedies 

such as conceiving war as spiritually purifying, celebrating ruthless hier-

archy and conjuring up myths of an Aryan Ur-race. Evola characterized 
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his politics as being to the right 

of European fascism (because 

it was supposedly more aristo-

cratic than what Mussolini or 

Hitler had to offer). Bannon 

has previously dropped hints 

about his esteem for Evola, 

but Teitelbaum’s conversa-

tions with him tease out how 

central these wild ideas are to 

his worldview.

The book’s big bombshell is 

that Bannon had an eight-hour 

conversation with Dugin in 

Rome in November of 2018. Critics of Bannon 

(including me1) have always suspected that he’s 

more of a fascist than he lets on. Teitelbaum 

supplies us with abundant evidence to back up 

those suspicions. Bannon goes to Rome with 

hopes of striking up a secret partnership with 

Dugin. He says that he’s intrigued by Dugin’s 

views about Martin Heidegger. Right! Really, 

the aim of the rendezvous is to convince Dugin 

that China, not the United States, is the real 

enemy.

What were the prospects of success for this 

bizarre mission? Even as a fellow Traditional-

ist, Carvalho seems to have Dugin rightly 

pegged as the truly menacing character that 

he is: “In order to fulfill his plans, [Dugin] 

counts on Vladimir Putin’s strong arm, the 

armies of Russia and China and every terrorist 

organization of the Middle East, not to men-

tion practically every leftist, fascist, and neo-

Nazi movement which today place themselves 

under the banner of his ‘Eurasian’ project.” 

Consider the following sample of typical 

Duginite ranting posted on Twitter earlier this 

year: A Biden win in 2020 will 

be “the victory of gangrene. 

Some kind of necro-victory.” 

U.S. dominance of the world 

would then be kaput. But a 

Trump win would promise 

big rewards: “Hillary, Obama, 

Zuckerberg, Gates, and above 

all Soros would be literally [!] 

beheaded.”

Liberation of the rest of 

the world requires the end of 

American democracy, either 

through “the victory of So-

rosite scum” or through the imposition of 

Trumpite “real (and not imagined) dictator-

ship.” If it turns out to be the latter, Dugin 

awaits with glee “inner purge and anti-liberal 

cleansing.” March the decadent liberals off 

to concentration camps! Is this the kind of 

political thinker and actor with whom one 

would want to do business? In fact, a major 

riddle running through this book is why Ban-

non would allow Teitelbaum to reveal to the 

world the extent of his entanglements with 

fascists from Evola to Dugin. Even Teitelbaum 

admits to being quite puzzled by this. Bannon 

on Dugin: “You know, I’m, I’m such a fan of 

his writing.” This is not a minor confession 

coming from someone who held high office in 

the White House for roughly seven months.

Teitelbaum’s Traditionalists all claim to be 

committed to the project of defeating material-

ism and restoring spiritualism; yet they stay in 

very fancy hotels, eat very lavish meals and 

seem obsessed with the hard realities of power 

and geopolitics. Teitelbaum not unfairly calls 

Bannon “a limousine populist.”2 Very much 
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relevant to this characterization is Bannon’s 

arrest on August 20 for defrauding precisely 

the kind of folks who adhere to Bannonite 

ideology so that Bannon and his friends could 

spend their time on luxury yachts like the one 

on which he was arrested.

Teitelbaum notes the common tendency 

among Bannon commentators to conclude 

“that in Steve, there was no ‘there’ there – no 

ideology, in fact, but just the empty ramblings 

of a blowhard.” Yet Teitelbaum’s concerted 

efforts to construe Bannonism as a coherent 

doctrine come up short, as Teitelbaum himself 

fully recognizes. Bannon thinks that one can 

craft a relatively egalitarian version of Evola 

– Evolanism without Evola’s notions of caste, 

race and sexual hierarchy – which is obvious 

nonsense. Bannon wants people to accept 

the image of him as a pious conservative 

Catholic; but when pushed to choose between 

the cyclical view of history associated with 

Evola’s paganism and the linear-progressive 

view associated with Christian soteriology, 

Bannon sides with Evola. Again, among Teitel-

baum’s three Traditionalist “power brokers,” 

Carvalho, the more renegade Traditionalist, 

seems to be more clear-sighted: “Evola was 

completely insane. He wanted to bring down 

the church so he could create a new European 

paganism. Ha!”3 Bannon has somehow con-

vinced himself that America, a liberal republic 

founded on the thought of the Enlightenment, 

can be reconceived as a land of “roots, spirit, 

destiny,” even “blood and soil,” as if he were 

dealing with Heidegger’s German Volk.

The colourful cast of characters in Te-

itelbaum’s book goes well beyond the three 

Rasputins: Bannon, Dugin and Carvalho. 

Teitelbaum is by profession an ethnomusicolo-

gist – that is, an anthropologist focusing on 

musical aspects of a given culture. He started 

his career with a study of the White-power 

music scene in Sweden, and having cultivated 

a big network to pursue that research, he 

clearly in some sense got hooked on the intel-

lectual ecosystem of the contemporary radical 

right. The current book builds on that earlier 

research, giving us a guided tour of the cranks 

and weirdos who populate that world. In an 

extensive symposium devoted to his work 

in the journal Current Anthropology (June 

2019), Teitelbaum argues that his way of 

doing ethnography requires him to befriend, 

advocate for, and even “collaborate with” his 

subjects. (The “collaboration” was modest: he 

supplied a Swedish skinhead with feedback 

on the literary qualities of a White-nationalist 

novel that the skinhead had published.)

This may be a benign principle if the object 

of study is, say, an imperilled indigenous 

culture in need of all the sympathy it can get. 

But who in his or her right mind would want 

to befriend, advocate for, and collaborate with 

the racists and fascists who are the subjects 

Critics of Bannon (including me) have always suspected that 

he’s more of a fascist than he lets on. Teitelbaum supplies 

us with abundant evidence to back up those suspicions.
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of Teitelbaum’s research? Hence the fact that 

Teitelbaum refers to his protagonists on a 

first-name basis (which will grate on many 

readers) is not merely a stylistic matter. For 

Teitelbaum it is a “methodological” principle 

defining how he practises his trade. He even 

gets a hug from Steve – which, for me, doesn’t 

seem a whole lot more attractive than getting 

a hug from Julius Evola.

One of Ben’s buddies is a dubious char-

acter named John Morgan. Originally from 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, Morgan migrated 

to India, where he apprenticed as a Hindu 

monk, then to Budapest, where he helped 

run Arktos, the far-right press founded by the 

ex-neo-Nazi Daniel Friberg (another friend of 

Teitelbaum’s). But Friberg is not an easy guy to 

work for, and Morgan was until recently em-

ployed at Counter-Currents, which Teitelbaum 

identifies as a White-nationalist outfit. Yes, it’s 

White-nationalist, but Teitelbaum doesn’t tell 

us that its chief, Greg Johnson, reveres Savitri 

Devi, who in turn revered Adolf Hitler (she in 

fact tried to found a religion with Hitler as its 

god!). Moreover, Johnson’s website goes so far 

as to celebrate Hitler’s birthday4: “It wasn’t a 

perfect fit for John, but nothing was.” Well, 

the fit may appear a bit less awkward than 

this suggests after we learn from Teitelbaum 

that Morgan was set on his spiritual/political 

journey by the Nazi broadcasts of William 

Luther Pierce: “That early influence made 

[Morgan and his collaborators] who they are.”

Teitelbaum becomes equally friendly with 

Morgan’s successor as editor-in-chief of 

Friberg’s Arktos, Jason Jorjani. Jorjani subse-

quently acquired a bigger public profile when 

he teamed up with America’s top celebrity-

Nazi, Richard Spencer, in co-founding the 

AltRight Corporation. Jorjani apparently 

entertained grand designs of seizing control 

of Arktos from Friberg and of the AltRight 

Corporation from Spencer, and then using 

them as platforms for the founding of a new 

Aryan civilization. “Jason was an unusual 

character,” Teitelbaum comments.

Indeed! Jorjani has published mind-blow-

ing texts in which he displays an approbation 

of Hitler to rival Greg Johnson’s. The sections 

of the book devoted to Jorjani take on the style 

of a fast-paced thriller. Jorjani gets himself 

mixed up with some very shady characters 

who promise to help him realize his imperial 

ambitions. Anyone familiar with the Jorjani 

saga already knows that it is a story (sad or 

comic?) of megalomania and delusion, but 

Teitelbaum’s detective work nicely documents 

just how delusional Jorjani allowed himself to 

Teitelbaum argues that his 

way of doing ethnography 

requires him to befriend, 

advocate for, and even 

“collaborate with” his subjects. 

Who in his or her right mind 

would want to befriend, 

advocate for, and collaborate 

with the racists and fascists 

who are the subjects of 

Teitelbaum’s research?
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be. In the words of Jorjani’s ex-partner, Ri-

chard Spencer: “Jason has a tendency to LARP 

[Live Action Role Play]” – a characterization 

that it is impossible to improve on.

Teitelbaum claims that his work gives him 

insight into “deeper complexities in places I 

expected only to find brutal dullness.” In an 

interview with Rod Dreher related to the book, 

Dreher asks Teitelbaum what can be salvaged 

from the ideas ventilated by his interlocutors. 

This is his reply: “I think people stand the best 

chance of deriving something good from Trad-

itionalism when they treat it, not as a guide 

for action, but instead as a narrative to inspire 

new analyses of society, which thereafter might 

function as a basis for action.”

This formulation is way too kind or too 

generous for my tastes. The leading figures 

of Traditionalism are all deeply problematic. 

Guénon “died paranoid and embroiled in 

conflicts with his former followers.” Evola 

was besotted with the SS, and near the end 

of his life (he died in 1974), he served as 

a guru to Italian terrorists of the far right. 

Frithjof Schuon, the leader of a Traditionalist 

cult to which Carvalho once belonged, was 

probably a sex-crazed child molester. Dugin, 

as we have seen, is a foaming-at-the-mouth 

ideologue. The suggestion that we should exert 

ourselves to look for “something good” that 

can be extracted from Traditionalism strikes 

me as misguided and perverse. In the Dreher 

interview Teitelbaum also says, “I think it is 

common to fear complex portrayals of people 

who threaten you,” as if moral failure lies on 

the side of people who are too quick to judge 

fascists rather than on the side of the fascists 

themselves.

Teitelbaum opens the book with an epi-

graph conveying an image made famous by 

Evola: modernity is a tiger that cannot be 

defeated by direct combat. So one rides the 

tiger until it becomes so old and decrepit that 

one can strangle it: “Liberal modernity ... has a 

limited lifespan and will eventually succumb to 

time.” In elaborating on this Evolan metaphor, 

Teitelbaum writes that critics of modernity 

need to “withdraw and wait ... maybe don’t 

even tell your friends what you really think. 

Don’t be honest with the outside world. Heck, 

pretend to hold the opposite values if that’s 

what it takes.”

I can well imagine that some readers, when 

they see the Evolan epigraph and then read 

this commentary on it, will wonder exactly 

what Teitelbaum is up to. He has, after all, 

strayed a fair way from musicology. He sent 

me a lengthy, distressed email after reading 

an earlier draft of this review essay. In it, he 

insisted that his own politics are situated on 

the left wing of the Democratic Party, and that 

he is anything but the fellow traveller that one 

might at times suspect him of being when his 

sympathies as an ethnographer get the better 

of his critical faculties. I tend to believe him. 

Yet while Teitelbaum’s trek through the wilder 

The suggestion that we 

should exert ourselves to 

look for “something good” 

that can be extracted from 

Traditionalism strikes me as 

misguided and perverse.
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borderlands of the far-right intelligentsia is 

genuinely illuminating and even gripping, the 

style and tone of his interactions with these 

characters are often unsettling.

This brings us back to the problem of his 

identity as an ethnographer and his preferred 

methodological approach to that discipline. 

He generally comes across as altogether too 

chummy with these dangerous people and too 

respectful of their ideas. At moments when one 

starts feeling really repelled by them (quite 

possibly Teitelbaum does too), he goes out of 

his way to assure us of how “complicated” 

they are as human beings and how “complex” 

their thought is. He thus runs the peril of go-

ing too far in making apologies for them by 

portraying the fundamental (normative) issues 

as more complicated than they really are. If 

this is what ethnography requires, I would 

certainly prefer to deal with the Bannons and 

Fribergs and Morgans and Jorjanis of the 

world via some intellectual discipline other 

than ethnography.

I can think of two books that do something 

similar to what Teitelbaum is doing. One is 

Raphael S. Ezekiel’s 1995 book The Racist 

Mind. The other is much more recent: Anti-

social (2019) by Andrew Marantz. Both books 

feature long conversations with people on the 

far right, and give faithful reports of the ac-

counts these people give of themselves. But nei-

ther Ezekiel nor Marantz adopts Teitelbaum’s 

become-friends-with-them methodology. They 

don’t feel it’s incumbent on them to dwell, in 

an apologetic tone, on how supposedly com-

plicated their subjects are, or how admirably 

complex their thinking is. In those two books, 

there isn’t a page where one doubts that the 

author regards the folks that he’s interviewing 

as demented and dangerous. Still, it remains 

the case that Teitelbaum’s book does us all an 

important service. It peels back the curtain 

on a weird intellectual subculture that has 

somehow, seemingly impossibly, seeped into 

the minds of powerful political actors driven 

by an ambition to strangle liberalism.

Notes

1 See my essay “The Rise, and Apparent Fall, of 
President Bannon,” Inroads, Summer/Fall 2017.

2 Cf. Michelle Goldberg, “Trumpism’s a Racket. 
Steve Bannon Knew It,” New York Times, 
August 23, 2020, p. SR 9: “Shaggy, pretentious 
and endlessly cynical, Bannon presented himself 
as a man with a limbic connection to Trump’s 
base. But few people had more disdain for the 
members of the right-wing grass roots – whom 
Bannon sometimes referred to as ‘hobbits.’ In 
‘The Brink,’ a 2019 documentary about Bannon, 
there’s a scene in which he speaks to supporters 
in a modest living room stuffed with furniture 
and bedecked with crosses. As his small audience 
sits rapt, he lauds the room’s similarity to one in 

While Teitelbaum’s trek 

through the wilder borderlands 

of the far-right intelligentsia 

is genuinely illuminating 

and even gripping, the style 

and tone of his interactions 

with these characters 

are often unsettling.
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his grandmother’s house and pays homage to the 
‘working-class, middle-class’ people who make up 
nationalist movements everywhere. Then he and 
a young man traveling with him walk out and 
step into their chauffeured car. ‘You couldn’t pay 
me a million dollars a year to live in that house,’ 
sneers Bannon’s associate. They head to a private 
airport. Bannon starts to make a crack about the 
luxurious locale. ‘This is the populist…’ Then he 
thinks better of it and shoves some popcorn into 
his mouth.”

3 Relevant to the Bannon-Carvalho relationship, 
one can find on the internet (https://www.
facebook.com/carvalho.olavo/photos/visitante-
ilustre-steve-bannon-na-minha-casa-ontem-foto-
josias-te%C3%B3filo/1211297179022354/) 
an intriguing photo posted on Facebook by 
Carvalho. Bannon is paying a visit to Carvalho 
(Carvalho calls him “a distinguished visitor”), 
and both men appear in high spirits. Bannon 
stands over Carvalho, holding up a copy of a 
publication with pictures of Carvalho and Dugin 
on the cover. The book is entitled The USA and 
The New World Order: A Debate between Olavo 
de Carvalho and Aleksandr Dugin (published 
by the Inter-American Institute for Philosophy, 
Government, and Social Thought, a think-tank 
run by Carvalho). The New World Order is a far-
right conspiracy theory.

4 Check out Johnson’s “Remembering Adolf Hitler: 
April 20, 1889–April 30, 1945” ( https://www.
counter-currents.com/2017/04/remembering-
adolf-hitler-4/). Johnson has a shocking essay on 
his website (“The Burden of Hitler”) in which he 
suggests that it is wrong for White nationalists 
to condemn Hitler, for this would amount to 
“throwing a loyal white man under the bus.” 
Johnson’s attitude toward Teitelbaum offers an 

instructive window into just how deranged the 
far-right scene surveyed in War for Eternity is. In 
a comment he posted on his website concerning 
Mark Sedgwick’s edited volume Key Thinkers of 
the Radical Right (Oxford University Press, 2019), 
for which Teitelbaum wrote the Daniel Friberg 
chapter, Johnson writes the following: “The 
problem is that [Teitelbaum’s] Friberg chapter is 
a transparent puff piece presenting a sociopathic 
grifter expelled from 109 organizations as a 
metapolitical mastermind. So it makes Sedgwick 
come off as an uncritical promoter of Friberg. Not 
a good look for an academic. Those with a more 
paranoid bent would connect the dots between 
Friberg being an antifa and police informant 
and the fact that Teitelbaum is an American Jew 
and conclude that he is simply an enemy agent 
being puffed up as a movement mastermind, i.e., 
controlled opposition.” In the Sedgwick book 
Teitelbaum writes: “Friberg can take credit for 
having replaced [the White-power skinhead 
subculture in Scandinavia] with ... fluency in a 
body of radical Right intellectual thought and 
aspiration toward personas of erudition and 
professionalism.” In contrast with this positive 
assessment, I sympathize with Greg Johnson’s 
less generous judgement: Spencer and Friberg 
“are shallow, self-promoting, pseudo-intellectual 
poseurs.”

If this is what ethnography requires, I would certainly 

prefer to deal with the Bannons and Fribergs 

and Morgans and Jorjanis of the world via some 

intellectual discipline other than ethnography.

https://www.facebook.com/carvalho.olavo/photos/visitante-ilustre-steve-bannon-na-minha-casa-ontem-foto-josias-te%C3%B3filo/1211297179022354/
https://www.facebook.com/carvalho.olavo/photos/visitante-ilustre-steve-bannon-na-minha-casa-ontem-foto-josias-te%C3%B3filo/1211297179022354/
https://www.facebook.com/carvalho.olavo/photos/visitante-ilustre-steve-bannon-na-minha-casa-ontem-foto-josias-te%C3%B3filo/1211297179022354/
https://www.facebook.com/carvalho.olavo/photos/visitante-ilustre-steve-bannon-na-minha-casa-ontem-foto-josias-te%C3%B3filo/1211297179022354/
https://www.counter-currents.com/2017/04/remembering-adolf-hitler-4/
https://www.counter-currents.com/2017/04/remembering-adolf-hitler-4/
https://www.counter-currents.com/2017/04/remembering-adolf-hitler-4/
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Russian spies, and the 
spymaster-in-chief
Vladimir Putin’s view of the world is that of an intelligence officer

by Henry Milner

Gordon Corera, 
Russians Among 
Us: Sleeper 
Cells, Ghost 
Stories and the 
Hunt for Putin’s 
Spies. New 
York: William 
Morrow, 2020. 
444 pages.

This book tells the story of a ring of deep-cover Russian 

agents in North America – the sleeper cells, or illegals – 

uncovered by the FBI and expelled in 2011. It is the story of 

young Russians selected and rigorously trained to take up 

lives as middle-class Americans (and Canadians) – but it is also far more. 

Indeed, it offers real insight into the man who runs Russia. To understand 

Vladimir Putin and Russia’s meddling in elections in the United States and 

elsewhere, one needs to begin at the time the Soviet Union was teetering, 

and Putin was a KGB agent based in East Germany. Gordon Corera, 

the BBC’s security editor, who has reported on intelligence agencies for 

two decades, suggests that the United States and United Kingdom have 

failed for too long to appreciate that Putin’s understanding of the world 

has been that of an intelligence officer in a polarized world. Hence, to 

understand Putin and his associates, you must understand the KGB and 

its domestic successor agency, the FSB.

Going back to the 1990s, Corera recounts how the new leadership 

of the KGB appointed by Boris Yeltsin apparently decided to end its 

sophisticated surveillance of Westerners in what had been the Soviet 

Bloc. In response MI6, Britain’s international spy organization, stopped 

monitoring the London branch of the SVR, the former “First Directorate” 

of Russian foreign intelligence. This, he argues, was shortsighted. Beneath 
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the changes, the Soviet intelli-

gence infrastructure remained, 

to be reinstituted by Putin who

believed in the cult of the 
spy and understood its 
power among the public. 
The new leader breathed 
life into his own decaying 
spy services, turbocharging 
them with more resources 
and a renewed sense of 
purpose. Just as he would 
build a cult of personality 
around himself, so he built 
one around his spies. They would once 
again become heroes and the source of 
pride – and that particularly applied to 
illegals.

At the core of the book is the story, based 

on interviews and other first-hand informa-

tion, of the 11 illegals. It begins with their 

recruitment and the efforts invested in prepar-

ing them for their task. Especially interesting 

to readers of Inroads is the detailed narrative, 

evidently based on long discussions with the 

author, of Andrez Bezrukov, born in 1960, and 

Elena Vavilova, born in 1962, a couple who 

had met as students at Tomsk State University 

where they were recruited. They were given 

their new identities as Donald Heathfield 

and Ann Foley (the names of two deceased 

Canadians) and were trained for four years 

before arriving in Canada in 1987, working 

first in Montreal and then moving to Toronto 

three years later.

The plan was to send them to the United 

States at the appropriate time. In the mean-

time, two sons were born, and from Toronto 

they watched mystified as the 

old Soviet Union was replaced 

by the new Russia. But despite 

a period of some uncertainty, 

there was no question of end-

ing their mission. In 1999 they 

moved to Massachusetts where 

Donald had been accepted into 

Harvard’s Kennedy School, 

considered a ticket into a 

world of leaders in business 

and government. He soon 

took a position in high tech 

business in Cambridge, all the 

while carrying out his basic function, that of 

a “talent spotter” identifying possible recruits 

who would spy for Russia. In fact, we find out, 

almost from the start their true identity was 

known to the CIA, but Heathfield and Foley 

were not arrested. Instead the FBI placed them 

under surveillance. It was only in 2011 that 

they were two of the exposed Russian spies 

traded for four jailed Russians who had spied 

for the West in the famous swap on the tarmac 

of Vienna airport.

This swap came at the culmination of al-

most a decade of observation of the illegals by 

the FBI. We learn of this in Corero’s recounting 

of the role of Alexander Poteyev, one of 60 

spies in New York based at the UN. During 

the Yeltsin period, the FBI recruited Poteyev 

as a counterspy. After returning to Moscow, 

Poteyev joined the senior ranks of “Directorate 

S,” the secret unit inside the KGB which ran 

the operation, in 2000. He was thus in a pos-

ition to learn the identities of the illegals, and 

it was he who exposed Heathfield and Foley 

along with the others. Poteyev’s appointment 
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thus turned out to be “a godsend.” Now the 

United States “had its window into the illegals 

program.” It was only a decade later, when 

Poteyev realized that the FSB was closing in 

on him, that the window was closed and the 

spies exchanged.

Corera describes how what to do with the 

illegals was placed before President Obama 

and his top aides. They had only a brief win-

dow once Poteyev was pulled out of Russia 

before Putin would realize that the illegals had 

been exposed. In the meeting the heads of the 

FBI and CIA, supported notably by Secretary 

of State Hillary Clinton, sought to immediately 

arrest the spies and expel the diplomats who 

had facilitated their efforts. They did not be-

lieve that the new Russian President, Dimitri 

Medvedev, about to arrive in the United States 

to sign a new START nuclear treaty, was any 

different from then Prime Minister Putin. But 

Obama, Vice President Biden and key advisers 

disagreed. The resolution was that the spies 

would be quietly arrested but, rather than 

tried, they would be swapped. The arrests took 

place on June 27, 2011, just after Medvedev 

left. To be swapped, the illegals were required 

to first plead guilty before a New York court, 

which they did 10 days later. Putin, Corera 

reports, was furious and “drew a lesson he 

would not forget. Medvedev had been played. 

Russia had been humiliated.”

According to Corera, the Obama Ad-

ministration treated the whole incident as a 

throwback initiated because of “some old-

fashioned Russian spying, and it was time to 

put the whole thing behind them.” From his 

description of this decision and what came 

afterward, it is clear that he sympathizes with 

the dismay expressed by the American intelli-

gence officers. Misjudging Putin, he concludes, 

would have consequences.

Andrey Bezrukov (Donald Heathfield), Yelena Vavilova (Tracey Lee Ann Foley) and the other 8 Russian agents 
apprehended in the U.S. on June 27, 2010 PHOTOS VIA WIKIPEDIA COMMONS 

Corera sympathizes with the dismay expressed by 

the American intelligence officers. Misjudging Putin, 

he concludes, would have consequences.



INROADS 48 |  PAGE 147

At the time of the swap, Heathfield and 

Foley’s two sons were on what they thought 

would only be a short visit to a foreign country, 

Russia, apparently still unaware that this was 

the native land of their parents. Knowing no 

one and not understanding the language, they 

found it hard to become Russians (Alex, born 

four years after Timothy, chose to go to court 

to try to regain his Canadian status, and in 

2018, at age 23, he succeeded).

It was not hard, however, for their parents 

to go back to being Russians. Donald Heath-

field, now again Andrez Bezrukov, was soon 

hired as assistant to the president of the energy 

giant Rosneft and as a lecturer at the Moscow 

Institute of International Relations. When 

asked by students what his previous life was 

like, he told them to watch The Americans, 

the television series about an illegal family 

like theirs. Corera quotes from an interview 

with Elena Vavilova: “The producers captured 

well the atmosphere of the eighties ... the il-

legals’ human side with believable emotions 

and problems,” though the violence, she 

believed, was added “to keep the attention 

of viewers.” Andrez and Elena did not regret 

their decision, except that “nobody asked my 

kids whether they wanted to live like that. Or 

the consequences of being the sons of spies.”

In the swap on the tarmac of Vienna 

airport, among the four exchanged Russians 

who had spied for the West and been caught 

and jailed in Russia was military intelligence 

(GRU) officer Sergei Skripal, who had been 

recruited when operating out of the Russian 

mission in Madrid. Years later, in 2018, Skri-

pal and his daughter Yulia, then living peace-

fully in Salisbury in the U.K., were poisoned 

by GRU agents. These well-known events are 

recounted in a later chapter and needn’t be 

retold here, but it is useful to cite Corera’s 

answer to the question he poses – “why was 

Skripal targeted?” – since it goes well beyond 

this particular case.

It was about sending a message ... to 
those within Russia ... Your former col-
leagues would come looking for you ... 
even after close to a decade, when you 
thought you were living a quiet life, they 
would hunt you down and try to kill you 
and not care about hurting those you 
loved as they did it.

Corera suggests that Skripal was targeted 

in part because the British were seen as weak. 

That weakness was revealed in an earlier, 

similar case recounted here, that of Alexander 

Litvinenko, who had been recruited by MI6 

and poisoned in 2006 by radioactive material 

Russian agents had placed in his tea, “leaving 

tiny particles scattered across London ... The 

Sergei Skripal
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British state did its best for years to block an 

inquiry, an inquiry that was launched only 

years later and whose chair, Robert Owen, 

reported 10 years after the murder that it had 

been carried out by the FSB and probably 

approved by President Putin.” Another case 

in point is that of the attempted murder of 

exiled oligarch Boris Berezovsky: the British 

state turned his assassin over to be deported 

to Russia where he (was) disappeared.

Corera stresses that to understand Putin’s 

attitude, one needs to understand his basic 

conviction, strengthened by certain events 

like the revelations of Edward Snowden, that 

Russia is a fortress besieged by the West, 

and everything is legitimate in fighting back: 

Corera stresses that to understand Putin’s attitude, one 

needs to understand his basic conviction, strengthened 

by certain events like the revelations of Edward 

Snowden, that Russia is a fortress besieged by the 

West, and everything is legitimate in fighting back.
RED SQUARE, MOSCOW PHOTO: VICENTE VILLAMÓN/FLICKR
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“Because the West was trying to undermine his 

grip, he believed it had become ... vital to keep 

the West off-balance and divide it.”

He is especially critical of the attitudes of 

his compatriots. At the time of the swap, in 

2011, British Prime Minister David Cameron 

was visiting Russia to drum up business and 

invite Putin to come to the U.K. the following 

year. And still today, Corera notes bitterly, 

wealthy Russians continue to buy British 

soccer teams and mansions in Knightsbridge 

and Belgravia. They pay handsomely for the 

services of London professionals and their 

companies are listed on the London stock 

exchange. They open art galleries in Mayfair, 

attracting the attentions of diplomats and 

celebrities and all sorts of interesting people 

for spies among them to report on. Huge man-

sions “lie dark and dormant. No one is living 

there. In these places, but also in its heart, 

London has become a ghost town.”

The last chapter of Russians Among Us 

tells of cyberspies who replace and comple-

ment flesh-and-blood ones, building up “a 

massive machinery of disinformation.” The 

new illegals pretending to be U.S. grassroots 

activists need not physically exist; they can be 

“ghosts” controlled by someone at a computer 

in Moscow, like the spy who penetrated the 

Democratic National Committee computer 

system during the 2016 election campaign. 

The objective was to undermine the credibility 

of the DNC process that chose Hillary Clinton 

over Bernie Sanders, and all was set to do so 

with the election results should Clinton have 

won. In March 2016, Clinton campaign chair 

John Podesta was contacted, supposedly by 

Google, to change his password, inadvertently 

giving GRU hackers access to 50,000 emails. 

By late August more than 100 real Americans 

had been contacted by fake U.S. persons to 

organize rallies.

But some traditions continue. I end with ex-

cerpts from Corera’s two closing paragraphs:

On the evening of June 28, 2017, Pu-
tin went to [the] Yasenevo [district in 
southwest Moscow] for a special gala 
to celebrate ninety-five years of illegals. 
Standing at a podium in the main audi-
torium, he paid tribute to Directorate S 
as a “legendary unit” and gave a roll call 
of its heroes ... who had displayed valor 
and courage while fulfilling special mis-
sions in life-threatening circumstances 
... “They were needed more than ever.” 
Putin ended with a call to arms for those 
in front of him and for “the agents who 
are now serving abroad”. “I wish you 
good health, good luck, and new victor-
ies for the greater good of Russia.”

Make no mistake, somewhere – living 
in suburbia, picking up their children 
from parties, smiling at the neighbours 
as they water the hydrangeas – illegals 
are still out there. “We don’t consider 
ourselves heroes,” Elena Vavilova said 
looking back, nearly a decade after she 
had been swapped in Vienna. “We just 
honestly did our duty.” Her husband 
also plays down his role. “I am an aver-
age undercover agent. Hopefully not the 
worst, definitely not the very best. You 
have never heard about the best ones. 
And never will.”
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White majorities at a 
transition point

by Andy Hira

Andy Hira is 
Professor of 
Political Science 
at Simon Fraser 
University in 
Burnaby, B.C., 
and founder of 
the Clean Energy 
Research Group.

Eric Kaufmann, 
Whiteshift: 
Populism, 
Immigration, and 
the Future of 
White Majorities. 
New York: Abrams 
Press, 2019. 
624 pages.

In Whiteshift, Eric Kaufmann recognizes the long-term, 

unavoidable decline in White majorities in the West and 

begins to pick apart the implications. This is an old-

fashioned book, with 600+ pages dissecting topics from 

a wide variety of angles. While lacking in causal clarity, it is a fascinating 

compendium that sheds much light on the sources and strains of racial 

evolution in the West. Kaufmann’s underlying motivation is mentioned 

but not analyzed in detail: declining birth rates in the West mean that 

non-European-origin populations will become majorities by midcentury. 

Many themes are treated, but the principal ones are the links between 

White decline and the rise of populism in the United States and Europe, 

immigration and the potential for managing the “shift.”

Sections of the book rely on polls and surveys, others on historical 

background and simple observations. Kaufmann must have spent many 

years compiling these strands of evidence, and his assiduousness must 

be commended. However, multiple strands and methods lead to some 

incoherence, making it difficult to tie the evidence to his policy and social 

recommendations which, while plausible, are not well argued.

Populism as a racial backlash

The debate around populism over the last decade has centred around 

two theories: race and economic decline. In parts of this book, Kaufmann 

dismisses the economic decline argument. He contends that the populist 

Inroads 48 | BO OK S
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wave represented by Trump 

and Brexit, his two main case 

studies, is linked to White 

backlash, rather than any 

economic factors. He provides 

survey data reflecting consist-

ent anti-immigration attitudes 

across economic classes, and 

he declares in the introduction,

No one who has honestly 
analysed survey data on 
individuals – the gold stan-
dard for public opinion 
research – can deny that 
white majority concern over immigra-
tion is the main cause of the populist 
right in the West. This is primarily 
explained by concern over identity, not 
economic threat.

Kaufmann admirably traces the discourse 

around race relations and immigration poli-

cies in the West from imperial superiority to 

a generally bifurcated response of nativism 

and cosmopolitanism. He includes historically 

dense national studies of the United States, 

the United Kingdom and Canada. He traces 

the nativist response in the United States back 

to anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant move-

ments in the second half of the 19th century. 

Cosmopolitanism in the United States gained 

ground and legitimacy during the civil rights 

conflicts of the 1960s and the introduction of 

academic Critical Race Theory, which pushes 

cosmopolitanism from toler-

ance to a proactive embrace of 

diversity and has roots going 

back to anti-bourgeois writers 

at the turn of the 20th century.

Kaufmann describes the 

deeper roots of contemporary 

“culture wars” reflected in the 

evocation of “cancel culture” 

at the 2020 Republican Na-

tional Convention as well as 

the more inflammatory threat 

stories, such as the “war on 

Christmas” and radical right 

conspiracy theories on Fox News and its 

internet-based soulmates such as Breitbart. 

It’s impossible to deny the role of Steve Ban-

non and race-baiting in Trump’s approach, 

including his infamous tolerance of the White 

supremacist rally in Charlottesville in 2017. 

However, the cultural war is not simply 

partisan, as Kaufmann points out. It is part 

of a wider debate in society that has been 

building for many decades, as seen in debates 

around whether controversial speakers should 

be given a platform at universities, and how 

to deal with cultures whose practices, such 

the wearing of a burqa, go against Western 

concepts of basic rights.

The racial content of the Brexit vote is less 

clear. Kaufmann points out that the pro-Brexit 

UK Independence Party, under the diection 

of Nigel Farage, determinedly avoided racial 

Kaufmann contends that the populist wave represented 

by Trump and Brexit, his two main case studies, is linked 

to White backlash, rather than any economic factors.
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depictions of the immigration issue. However, 

racial themes are more manifest elsewhere in 

the European Union, from the Front National 

in France and the rise of the Alternative für 

Deutschland in Germany to the more overtly 

discriminatory policies of eastern European 

leaders, most prominently Viktor Orbán 

in Hungary, who shut the border to Syrian 

migrants and offers bonuses for native Hun-

garians willing to give birth to more children. 

These events show that racial tensions in the 

West go well beyond the delusional fantasies of 

Anders Breivik (who shot 75 young supporters 

of the social democratic party in Norway in 

2011) or those who subscribe to the dystopian 

Islamophobia of Jean Raspail’s famous 1973 

novel The Camp of the Saints.

Undoubtedly the Syrian refugee crisis, 

which peaked in 2015, the terror attacks 

across the EU from 2004 (the year of the 

Madrid train bombing) and illegal immigra-

tion from the Middle East and North Africa 

have affected European sensibilities. The same 

is true, to a lesser extent, going back decades 

in the United States. Trump’s 2015 campaign 

initiation speech depicted illegal Mexican 

immigrants as “drug dealers, criminals and 

rapists.” Kaufmann (questionably) asserts 

that the Brexit vote was not based on wage 

competition arising from immigrating eastern 

Europeans but on increased non-European 

immigration.

Historical perspective is important. As 

Kaufmann points out, the United States, Can-

ada and Australia are all immigrant nations, 

and thus immigration has very positive con-

notations in all three countries – as reflected in 

the Statue of Liberty, a welcoming beacon for 

“your tired, your poor, your huddled masses 

yearning to breathe free.” Kaufmann corrects 

the current cosmopolitan discourse reflected 

in Democratic platforms. He notes the west 

European White majority resistance to waves 

of mid-19th-century Irish immigration and, 

later, south and east European immigration 

at the turn of the 20th century. Kaufmann 

compares current Australian and U.S. anti-

immigration politics to previous history, 

noting that the challenges of assimilating 

non-Whites will be much greater than those of 

assimilating European immigrants. Moreover, 

present anti-immigration platforms reflect 

post-1960s surges in migration to the West 

from non-European countries. The differences 

in birth rates, generally declining in the West 

and rising in the South, figure in the nativist 

discourse.

Furthermore, more fundamentalist groups, 

from Orthodox Jews to Mormons to those 

tied to Islamic fundamentalism, tend to have 

higher birth rates, according to Kaufmann, 

and are less likely to intermarry. Canada and 

Australia, privileged by geography, do not 

have the steady stream of illegal immigration 

in the U.S. and EU. Canada has formally 

embraced immigration, despite (or perhaps 

because of) the struggles between anglophone 

and francophone Canada. Kaufmann, who 

grew up in Vancouver, sees Canada as a 

potential proto-model for the future, though 

he is less sanguine about Quebec. He does 

not really unpack the reasons why there is 

an underlying civic discourse in Canada that 

makes racist and xenophobic statements un-

acceptable. One plausible suggestion is that the 

language split forced Canada into embrace of 



INROADS 48 |  PAGE 153

multiculturalism, in an attempt to transcend 

this bipolarity.

Melting pot or salad bowl?

Those of us who witnessed the birth of the 

Canadian Nationalist Party as well as the 

treatment of Haitian immigrants put in a 

Montreal stadium for shelter in 2017, know 

that the cosmopolitan multicultural discourse 

in Canada is far from being fully embraced. 

For example, assimilation of immigrant pro-

fessionals is an ongoing concern. As Kaufmann 

notes, the rapid rise of real estate prices in 

Toronto and Vancouver over the last decade 

led to British Columbia’s imposing a nonna-

tive home purchase tax in Vancouver. Ethnic 

enclaves, such as Richmond and Surrey in 

greater Vancouver, reflect more of a mosaic 

of cultures than a melting pot.

Multiculturalism as promoted by political 

theorist Will Kymlicka has not been well de-

fined in practice. Does it mean equity of oppor-

tunity or, for example, more affirmative action 

outcomes ensuring proportional representa-

tion by ethnicity, gender and sexuality? Does 

it mean that we should strive for a cultural 

mélange (“postethnic society”) or see a long-

term continuation of ethnic differences as long 

as everyone plays by the same rules? And who 

would set the rules? At present, Canadian 

multiculturalism is a formal “live and let live” 

approach, tolerating and approving ongoing 

ethnic differences, while in practice there are 

subsurface conflicts, such as Quebec’s pushing 

of a pro-francophone assimilation policy and 

burqa ban. While Kaufmann focuses on the 

issues posed by Quebec policies, there is a 

wider hand-wringing discussion about First 

Nations culture as well. As Kaufmann notes, 

such an approach is hard to transfer to any 

other country, including Australia, where 

the sense of national identity through shared 

history and cultural symbolism (“a convict 

nation”) is much stronger than Canadian 

equivalents.

Kaufmann largely ignores the power vari-

able in much of his discussion, specifically the 

fact that racial differences represent stark dif-

ferences in opportunities, particularly among 

indigenous and African-origin citizens. He 

observes that whiteness is a universal historical 

marker for power across societies, including 

those in the South, where whitening creams are 

popular and shades of whiteness continue to 

Canada has formally embraced immigration, despite (or 

perhaps because of) the struggles between anglophone 

and francophone Canada. Kaufmann, who grew up in 

Vancouver, sees Canada as a potential proto-model for 

the future, though he is less sanguine about Quebec.
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matter. He concludes that the White majority 

in most nations is not prepared at this point to 

give up their national culture and identity for 

an ambiguous polyglot definition of national-

ity. He illustrates this, noting opposition to the 

removal of statues of Columbus, particularly 

among Italian Americans. The same debate 

has arisen in Canada around removal of 

Macdonald statues. Should his racist notions 

about “Indians” bear more weight than his 

contributions to nation-building?

Kaufmann suggests that assimilation of 

some sort is a more acceptable course to most 

Whites than legitimizing long-term racial 

enclaves. The melting pot, he implies, should 

be based on principles, such as democratic 

norms and tolerance for free speech. Resist-

ance to religious fundamentalism should be 

separated from prejudice. This is the rationale 

for the French interpretation of assimilation. 

Laïcité républicaine entails immigrant embrace 

of Western liberalism. For example, religious 

freedom does not extend to preventing women 

from having access to education. Kaufmann 

has an important contribution to make here, 

though it is underdeveloped. More controver-

sial is his suggestion that immigration policies 

be based on the likelihood of prospective 

entrants assimilating to national norms. How 

could this be implemented? Many refugees are 

Muslims with conservative moral attitudes, 

fleeing Muslim-majority countries in crisis. 

How do we weigh the humanitarian needs 

of refugees against their potential embrace of 

Western liberal values?

Overall, Kaufmann suggests four possible 

responses by Whites to demographic change:

• fight ethnic change, which he suggests 

is a losing battle;

• repress anxieties through antiracism 

campaigns, which he concludes will not 

remove prejudice, just bury it;

• flee to separate neighbourhoods, clubs 

etc. defined by ethnicity or race;

• mix with newcomers whatever their 

attitudes toward liberalism.

In the end, he surmises that both the 

third and fourth processes will take place. 

Some Whites will continue to flee to their 

homogeneous White neighbourhoods (which 

he demonstrates using geographic data on 

rural and exurban ethnic composition) while 

others will mix (which he shows is happen-

ing through intermarriage in cosmopolitan 

neighbourhoods, principally in urban centres). 

Kaufmann adopts a more conservative ap-

proach than many multicultural advocates. 

He is favourable to immigration, so long 

as immigrants don’t harm others, which he 

terms “negative liberty.” He rejects the asser-

tions of Critical Race Theory. This rejection 

Many refugees are Muslims with conservative moral 

attitudes, fleeing Muslim-majority countries in crisis. How 

do we weigh the humanitarian needs of refugees against 

their potential embrace of Western liberal values?
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is problematic considering the differences in 

basic services (such as quality of education) 

by race, which in turn limits immigrant 

economic mobility and income. Kaufmann 

acknowledges that “Whites get used to a 

minority presence” over time; thus, the rate 

of change, and not change itself, is more likely 

to be the issue.

One trend Kaufmann underplays is differ-

ences in attitudes by age of cohort. Younger 

people are far more cosmopolitan and intoler-

ant of racism than older cohorts, as seen in 

voting trends in the United States and in the 

Brexit vote. As Kaufmann states, “cultural 

tradition, not genes, tells us which markers 

matter and which don’t.” Perhaps with the 

dying off of the old, a more tolerant society 

can be built. A mixed-race candidate with 

an Islamic-sounding name, Barack Hussein 

Obama, won the presidency with widespread 

cross-ethnic support, particularly strong 

among younger cohorts. Kaufmann acknow-

ledges as much in his allusion to declines in 

religiosity in the West (in contrast to the rapid 

growth of Christianity and Islam in the South), 

and increases in intermarriage across ethnic 

groups. One can add increasing acceptance of 

racial, gender and sexual equality.

The Democratic Party in the United States 

represents the cosmopolitan direction, oriented 

toward the country’s developing majority-min-

ority status. While this orientation is bound 

to become more pronounced over time, the 

major stumbling block is geography and the 

U.S. constitution, especially the composition 

of the Senate and Electoral College. Hillary 

Clinton resoundingly won the popular vote 

while losing the 2016 presidential election, in 

good part because minorities’ turnout in swing 

states was down relative to 2012.

To sum up, we are at a transition point. We 

have yet to construct a new definition, ethos 

and set of myths that define a Western nation. 

Nor have we dealt with the fact that rapidly 

increasing migration from non-Western states 

is bound to make assimilation challenging. 

The existence of ethnic ghettos in the United 

States and Europe is not just a replay of previ-

ous waves of immigration. Significant areas 

of concentration by ethnicity raise questions 

about exacerbation of both cultural/ethnic and 

socioeconomic differences and the accompany-

ing backlash against them, rather than the 

rosy picture painted by multiculturalism. The 

persistence of widespread illegal labour in the 

American food sector and the ghetto origins 

of some recent Islamic European terrorists 

are examples.1

It’s the economy, stupid

The major weakness of Kaufmann’s treatment 

is his complete dismissal of economic fac-

tors. It is easy to show that economic issues 

Kaufmann acknowledges 

that “Whites get used to a 

minority presence” over time; 

thus, the rate of change, 

and not change itself, is 

more likely to be the issue.
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routinely register as the most important in 

Western voters’ minds absent an immediate 

crisis; usually, immigration ranks consider-

ably lower. In my 2019 book The Great 

Disruption: Understanding the Populist Forces 

Behind Trump, Brexit, and LePen I make the 

economic argument for populism, putting it 

in the perspective of larger disruptive forces.

Populism is a global phenomenon, in-

cluding many actors from Duterte in the 

Philippines to Bolsonaro in Brazil to Modi 

in India. It cannot be based solely on race. In 

addition, I point to the survey shifts Kaufmann 

acknowledges: in general, Western attitudes 

have become steadily more cosmopolitan, 

accelerating in the post–World War II period. 

The voting blocs for Trump, Brexit and LePen 

very clearly reflect a map of economic winners 

and losers. Kaufmann dismisses the increase 

in White rural suicides in the United States2; 

I link them to a loss of well-paying jobs in 

labour-intensive industries from coal mining 

to manufacturing.

Moreover, he ascribes Brexit solely to 

White resentment at changing neighbour-

hoods because of increased non-European 

immigration. Undoubtedly the challenge to 

White identity played a role, but he ignores 

the geographic nature of the Brexit vote. 

London, the region whose ethnic composition 

has changed more than anywhere else in 

the U.K., is prosperous and voted Remain. 

Northern and rural areas of the U.K. suffer 

from postindustrial decline, similar to the 

U.S. midwest and northern France. Here the 

majority voted Leave.

Kaufmann concludes that education, 

not income level, predicted the Brexit vote, 

which allows him to dismiss economic fac-

tors in favour of racial identity. To quote 

him, Leave voters were “willing to sacrifice 

economic benefits to cut immigration”; yet 

the Leave campaign was premised in good 

part on the idea that the U.K. was not get-

ting a fair economic deal from the EU, and 

post-exit negotiations are stalled on economic 

terms. Education levels closely correlate with 

income levels as well as race. It seems strange 

to completely dismiss the ubiquitous stories 

of British working-class (with less than high 

school) resentment against eastern European 

immigrants. The same voter profile supports 

Trump and LePen. On this subject, identity vs. 

economic interests, Kaufmann is inconsistent. 

Later in the book, he concludes that Brexit 

marginalized UKIP: “As long as Britain’s 

economy remains healthy ... immigration will 

be difficult to reduce to 1990s levels.” Given 

this conclusion, how could he claim that the 

The major weakness of 

Kaufmann’s treatment is 

his complete dismissal of 

economic factors. It is easy to 

show that economic issues 

routinely register as the most 

important in Western voters’ 

minds absent an immediate 

crisis; usually, immigration 

ranks considerably lower.
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Brexit vote was based only on non-European 

immigration?

If we accept some measure of economic 

causality, then how do we explain the anti-

immigrant rhetoric of Trump and Europe’s 

far right? As previously mentioned, the surges 

of migration and Islamic terror, mentioned in 

passing by Kaufmann, help to explain the tim-

ing, but the real challenge is the diffuse causal 

reasons for economic disruption. A politician 

cannot readily point a finger at automation, 

whereas pointing a finger at immigrants as a 

convenient scapegoat is easy. Politicians blame 

immigrants even though their crime rates are 

no higher than those of the U.S.-born, and that 

they tend to assimilate over a few generations, 

as seen in the case of Hispanic-origin leaders 

such as Ted Cruz, who is now seen as a White 

politician. Given demographic decline, what 

choice does the West have but to accept a man-

aged increase in immigration? The alternative 

is a declining population and size of economy, 

as in Japan.

Another factor ignored by Kaufmann is 

globalization, and in particular the shift in 

manufacturing to Asia. This has led to in-

creasing inequality of incomes in high-income 

countries, including the financialization of the 

economy, as reflected in urban/coastal vs. rural 

incomes. This inequality, rather than a sudden 

retrograde increase in racism, underlies the 

growing backlash against urban elites.

Like racial mixing, globalization seems 

impossible to reverse in the long run. We are 

all now global consumers, used to purchas-

ing items at the lowest price, largely ignoring 

labour and environmental conditions of those 

who do the manufacturing, as well as their 

country. Despite Trump’s trade war against 

China, there has been no effective return 

of manufacturing to the continental United 

States, and despite his war against Huawei, 

China continues to improve its technological 

competitiveness and potential leadership. 

Brexit has yielded no plan to restore the U.K. 

to its previous economic state; if anything, we 

see movement of companies to the continent. 

As Kaufmann notes, support for the EU is 

strong in continental Europe, and growing 

among younger demographics.

A real break from globalization would be 

impossible given the complex integration of 

supply chains and the free flow of global fi-

nance, including vast Chinese holdings of U.S. 

Treasury bonds and company shares. Thus, 

populism is properly seen as a retrograde 

resistance in the face of overwhelming change 

on several fronts; it cannot be reduced to racial 

resentment. Moreover, in Kaufmann’s focus 

on nations, he misses action on the global 

level. In the end, it’s hard to see how a sensible 

immigration policy could ignore the “push” 

factors in the South, yet that’s what the West 

has done to its own detriment.

Notes

1 For example, the 2015 Charlie Hebdo and the 
Bataclan theatre attacks were carried out by 
European citizens of Middle Eastern origin, 
claiming to attack on behalf of Islam.

2 For more on U.S. White suicide rates, see Anne 
Case and Angus Deaton, “Rising Morbidity and 
Mortality in Midlife among White Non-Hispanic 
Americans in the 21st Century,” Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences, Vol. 112, No. 
49 (2015), pp. 15078–83.
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Odyssey. 
Vancouver: 
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A friend of mine once said (in relation to Rupert Brooke, 

the early-20th-century British poet, and his Letters from 

America) that poets are the only political scientists who 

should be allowed to practise. I think of that remark 

often when I’m reading the work of Philip Resnick. As attentive readers 

of Inroads well know, his poems express the well-honed insights of the 

astute political scientist, with the discipline, focus and precision that are 

the mark of the poet.

We learn in Itineraries, Resnick’s memoir of his “intellectual odyssey,” 

that when he was in Grade 10 he stomped on a Bible and was told to 

leave Herzliah High School, the Hebrew day school in Montreal he was 

then attending. I also did my secondary studies in a Hebrew day school in 

Montreal (a different one) so it’s not hard for me to picture the consterna-

tion this gesture must have caused.

Resnick’s departure from Herzliah marked his abandonment of organ-

ized religion, but he notes a number of ways in which he has been marked 

by his Jewish upbringing. Perhaps the most significant is his consistently 

serious engagement with ideas, strongly suggested in his list of Jewish 

“cultural heroes,” from Spinoza to Einstein, Freud, Kafka and Arthur 

Koestler – none of them conventionally religious. At Herzliah he also 

would have had his love of language nurtured by his English teacher, 

Irving Layton, one of the leading Canadian poets of his time and mentor 

to Leonard Cohen.

Resnick would travel widely, both geographically and intellectually. 

His Jewish influences blended with many others. Itineraries contains 

Inroads 48 | BO OK S
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vignettes from Belgium, Spain, 

the Soviet Union (as it was 

then), Australia and Japan, 

among other places, along 

with a more extended engage-

ment with France. But the 

place that affected him most 

deeply and became his “second 

home” was Greece – an adopt-

ed homeland through his wife 

Andromache, to whom he 

was married for 45 years until 

her untimely death in 2016. 

Greece, of course, is home 

to one of the world’s great 

intellectual traditions, and the frequency of 

Greek references in Resnick’s poems testifies 

to how thoroughly that tradition became part 

of his thought.

Much of Itineraries is taken up with 

reflections on the issues and concerns that 

have engaged Resnick as a political scientist, 

including socialism, democracy and academic 

freedom. Questions of Canadian identity 

and Canada-Quebec relations figure promin-

ently. Coming of age in Quebec at the time 

of the Quiet Revolution of the early 1960s, 

he carried a sympathetic view of progressive 

Quebec nationalism with him to his new 

home in Vancouver, and favoured the Yes 

side in Quebec’s first sovereignty referendum 

in 1980. That sympathy was 

severely strained by the wide-

spread support among Quebec 

nationalists for the Canada-U.S. 

free trade deal in 1988 – a deal 

he and most other people in 

English Canada who shared 

his political leanings strongly 

opposed. During the Meech-

Charlottetown imbroglio of the 

late 1980s and early 1990s, he 

became a leading commentator 

in English Canada on what was 

at stake and the possible future 

of the country. His observations 

on all these matters in Itineraries are lucid and 

judicious, if short of groundbreaking.

But it was the more personal chapters, the 

ones (even if written in prose) where Resnick 

the poet is allowed to come to the fore, that I 

found most compelling. A memoir such as this 

is at its best when it presents to the reader not 

just a mind confronting a series of problems 

but a sensibility – what Resnick’s teachers at 

Herzliah might have called a soul. Itineraries 

comes close enough for it to be a satisfying 

journey.

A book-length collection of Resnick’s “pan-

demic poems,” of which Inroads has published 

a substantial selection in the last two issues, is 

due out in the spring.

A memoir such as this is at its best when it presents 

to the reader not just a mind confronting a series of 

problems but a sensibility – what Resnick’s teachers 

at Herzliah High School might have called a soul.



Inroads
The Canadian Journal of Opinion | Issue No. 44 | Winter/Spring 2018 | $14.95 

44

NEW POLITICAL 
LANDSCAPE

THREE BOOKS TRACE DEMOCRACY’S DECLINE │ U.S. MIDTERMS: THE VIEW FROM GEORGIA

A turn to the right in Canada’s
two largest provinces
Ontario’s Doug Ford and Quebec’s François Legault

The populist threat to democratic institutions:

Reports from five European countries

INROADSIt’s not too late to be informed 
Limited quantities of Inroads back issues
are still available. For details, contact  
inroadsjournal@gmail.com

inroadsjournal.ca

WE’VE BEEN PRODUCING 
GREAT ANALYSIS 
SINCE 1992



PM40808027

In this issue

PM40808027

FRONT MATTER

Henry Milner picks up the 
pieces after the U.S. election

Reg Whitaker identifies the players 
and positions in Canada’s post-
pandemic political landscape

Arthur Milner finds Canada’s 
own right-wing populists

Julia Smith examines the relationship 
between equality and literacy

Jon G. Bradley and Sam Allison 
explain what’s behind Canada’s 
skewed electoral map

Kamel Daoud defends the 
West against those who 
want to burn it down

PANDEMIC POEMS: THE SECOND WAVE

Philip Resnick continues his poetic 
diary of this tragic but revealing year

BLACK AND WHITE IN POSTWAR AMERICA

President John F. Kennedy meets 
with Civil Rights leaders, 1963

CANADA’S IMMIGRATION REALITY

Anne Michèle Meggs: Temporary work 
and study programs, not the points 
system, are the ticket to Canada

Mark Stobbe: Universities 
and colleges have become a 
back door to immigration

DRUGS AND THE OPIOID CRISIS

Gareth Morley interviews Craig 
Jones: We need to get rid of the 
zombie policy of drug prohibition

RACE MATTERS IN THE UNITED STATES

Derek Shearer traces the journey 
of Black and White America from 
the 1950s to the Obama era

The Inroads listserv discusses 
Black Lives Matter, inner-city 
homicides, and the legacy 
of slavery and Jim Crow

FIRST NATION COMMUNITIES

John Richards on employment 
and “deaths of despair”

Harold Johnson on land-
based healing

CANCEL CULTURE

Gareth Morley asks whether 
the “new intolerance” is 
really new or intolerant

BOOKS

Ronald Beiner on Steve 
Bannon and his ideological 
soulmates around the world

Henry Milner on Russia’s “illegals” 
program and its spymaster-in-chief

Andy Hira on populism, White 
backlash and economic decline

Bob Chodos on Philip Resnick, 
poet and political scientist


	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk55796175
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_Hlk51488371
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	Picking up the pieces after the U.S. election
	Institutional reform is key to stopping the next populist wave
	by Henry Milner

	Candy before Supper
	By Arthur Milner

	Without literacy, there is no equality
	We need to do a better job of teaching children to read
	by Julia Smith

	The changing Ottawa dance card
	by Reg Whitaker

	Canada’s unreasonable electoral districts
	by Jon G. Bradley and Sam Allison

	Don’t destroy the West
	by Kamel Daoud

	What kind of immigration policy does Canada want?
	An Introduction by John Richards

	How immigration really works in Canada
	Part 1: International students
	by Anne Michèle Meggs

	The postsecondary education extortion racket for international students
	by Mark Stobbe

	Finding better solutions to the opioid crisis
	How do we get out from under the zombie policy of drug prohibition?
	An interview with Craig Jones by Gareth Morley

	A view of the United States from the inside
	An introduction by Henry Milner
	Growing up White
	by Derek Shearer

	Hobbes, Lee Kuan Yew and Black Lives Matter
	Selected and edited from the Inroads listserv by Bob Chodos
	Jobs and land
	An introduction by John Richards

	First Nations, employment, and “deaths of despair”
	by John Richards

	Land-Based Healing
	I do not say I own this land. I say instead, this land owns me.
	by Harold Johnson

	Life among the far-right Rasputins
	by Ronald Beiner

	Russian spies, and the spymaster-in-chief
	Vladimir Putin’s view of the world is that of an intelligence officer
	by Henry Milner

	White majorities at a transition point
	by Andy Hira

	The political scientist and the poet
	by Bob Chodos




