
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

A TIME TO LEAP
BECAUSE SMALL STEPS WON’T CUT IT

 

“We can’t keep asking our members to sacrifice. They are losing so
much. They need those pipeline jobs—we have to offer them
something.”

The man making this plea was an executive of a major trade union,
with many members in Canada’s oil and gas sector.

Sitting in a large circle, sixty people listened and shifted in their
chairs. What he was saying was undeniable. Everyone has a right to a
decent job. And energy workers are hurting badly.

But the people in the room knew too that the case for even one more
pipeline was not a matter of bargaining with environmentalists; it was
a doomed attempt to bargain with science and chemistry. It is
impossible to both keep building new fossil fuel infrastructure and
have a chance of keeping temperatures at anything like safe levels.

That’s when Arthur Manuel took the floor. A highly respected
Indigenous intellectual and former chief from the Secwepemc Nation
in British Columbia, Manuel leaned forward, looked the union leader
in the eye, and spoke just above a whisper. “Do you think you are the
only people who have had to sacrifice? Do you know how much
money, how many jobs, my people have turned down from oil and gas
and mining companies? Tens of millions of dollars.

“We do it because there are things that are more important than
money.”

It felt as if the whole room was holding its breath. It was one of



several wrenchingly honest exchanges that happened over the course
of a two-day gathering in Toronto in May 2015. In the room were
leaders and organizers from Haida Gwaii on the west coast to Halifax
on the east coast, representing movements across a huge spectrum of
issues and identities.

We had come together to figure out what connects the crises facing
us, and to try to chart a holistic vision for the future that would
overcome many of the overlapping challenges at the same time. Just as
in Standing Rock, more and more people are starting to see and speak
about these connections—pointing out, for instance, that the economic
interests pushing hardest for war, at home and abroad, are the very
same forces most responsible for warming the planet. And that the
economic precariousness that the union representative was speaking
about, and the attacks on Indigenous land rights and on the earth itself
that were referenced by Arthur Manuel (who died suddenly at the start
of 2017), also flow from the same place: a corrosive values system that
places profit above the well-being of people and the planet. The same
system has allowed the pursuit of money to so corrode the political
process in the United States that a gang of scandal-plagued plutocrats
could seize control of the White House.

The connections between so many of the emergencies that compete
for our time and care are clear. Glaring, even. And yet, for so many
reasons—pressure from funders, a desire for “clickable” campaigns, a
fear of seeming too radical and therefore doomed—many of us have
learned to sever those natural connections, and work in terms of
walled-off “issues” or silos. Anti-austerity people rarely talk about
climate change. Climate change people rarely talk about war or
occupation. Too seldom within the environmental movement are
connections made between the guns that take Black lives on the streets
of cities such as Ferguson and Ottawa and the rising seas and
devastating droughts destroying the homelands of Black and brown
people around the world. Rarely are the dots connected between the
powerful men who think they have the right to use and abuse women’s
bodies and the widespread notion that humans have the right to do the
same thing to the earth.



So many of the crises we are facing are symptoms of the same
underlying sickness: a dominance-based logic that treats so many
people, and the earth itself, as disposable. We came together out of a
belief that the persistence of these disconnections, of this siloed
thinking, is why progressives are losing ground on virtually every
front, left fighting for scraps when we all know that our historical
moment demands transformative change. These divisions and compa-
rtmentalizations—the hesitancy to identify the systems we are up
against—are robbing us of our full potential, and have trained too
many to believe that lasting solutions will always be out of reach.

We also came together out of a belief that overcoming those
divisions—finding and strengthening the threads that run through our
various issues and movements—is our most pressing task. That out of
those connections would emerge a larger and more fired-up
progressive coalition than we have seen in decades, one capable of
taking on not only the symptoms of a failed system, but maybe even
the system itself. Our goal, and it wasn’t modest, was to try to map not
just the world we don’t want but the one we want instead.

The diversity in the room led to plenty of tough exchanges. But with
long, painful histories of failed collaborations and too much broken
trust, tough is what happens when people finally decide to make space
to dream together. You’d think imagining the world we want would be
fun and easy. In fact, it’s the hardest work of all. It also happens to be
our only hope. As we have seen, Trump and his cohorts are intent on
pushing the world backward on every front, all at once. Only a
competing vision that is pushing us forward on multiple fronts has a
chance against a force like that. Our experiment in mapping these
intersectional agendas began in Canada, but it’s part of an
international conversation—in the US, the UK, Australia, across
Europe, and beyond—in which more and more people are arriving at
the same conclusion: it’s time to unite around a common agenda that
can directly battle the political poison spreading through our
countries. No is not enough—it’s time for some big, bold yeses to rally
around.



Time for a People’s Shock

Ever since the 2008 financial meltdown, I have been puzzling over the
question of what it would take to pull off a truly progressive populist
response to the crises we face.

I had thought, at one point, that the factual revelations of climate
science—if we truly understood them—might be the catalyst. After all,
there couldn’t be a clearer indication that our current system is failing:
if business as usual is allowed to continue, ever-larger expanses of our
planet will cease to be hospitable to human life. And as we’ve seen,
responding effectively to climate change requires throwing out the
entire pro-corporate economic playbook—which is one of the main
reasons so many right-wing ideologues are determined to deny its
reality. So it seemed to me that, just as the aftermath of the Great
Crash and World War II became periods of massive social
transformation, so could the climate crisis—an existential threat for
humanity—become an opportunity for once-in-a-century social and
economic change.

The urgency of the climate crisis also gives us something that can be
very helpful for getting big things done: a firm, unyielding science-
based deadline. We are, it bears repeating, out of time. We’ve been
kicking the can down the road for so many decades that we are just
plain out of road. Which means if we want a shot at avoiding
catastrophic warming, we need to start a grand economic and political
transition right now.

And yet, as we all know, climate change doesn’t play out like a
market collapse or a war. With the exception of increasingly common
monster storms, it’s slow and grinding, making the warming
dangerously easy to push away into our subconscious, behind more
obvious daily emergencies. Which is why what brought us together for
that meeting in the spring of 2015 wasn’t only the climate crisis, but
something that was grabbing front-page headlines: the collapse in oil
prices, which has been such a problem for ExxonMobil, Rex Tillerson,
and Vladimir Putin. For us in Canada—where governments had bet the
farm on the expensive tarry oil in Alberta—the sudden drop in price



was proving a devastating economic blow. Investors started fleeing
from the tar sands, tens of thousands of workers were losing their jobs,
and there was no Plan B—whether for creating jobs or raising
government revenues.

For years, Canadians had been hearing that we had to choose
between a healthy environment and a robust economy—now it turned
out we had neither. Huge swaths of Alberta had been logged and
contaminated to get at that heavy oil, Indigenous land rights had been
grossly betrayed, and the economy was tanking anyway. Indeed, it was
tanking precisely because we had pinned so much on a commodity
whose price was on a roller coaster ride nobody seemed able to
control.

Which was why a few of us had started discussing the idea of a
national meeting, wondering if perhaps the oil price collapse,
combined with the urgency of the climate crisis, might provide the
catalyst for the deep transformation our society and economy needs on
so many fronts. We began imagining that we could seize this juncture
of overlapping crises to advance policies that dramatically improve
lives, close the gap between rich and poor, create large numbers of
well-paying, low-carbon jobs, and reinvigorate democracy from the
ground up. This would be the inverse of the shock doctrine. It would
be a People’s Shock, a blow from below.

So we sent out a letter, headed “From price shock to energy shift,”
and invited leaders from across the country to meet in a circle for two
days and dream big. I’m sharing what happened next in the hope that
the experience might be useful at a time when so many are looking for
ways to bridge divides.

A Platform without a Party

In response to our invitation, they came. Heads of labor federations
and unions, directors of major green groups, iconic Indigenous and
feminist leaders, key organizers and theorists focused on migrant
rights, open technology, food justice, housing, faith, and more. The
fact that we were able to bring so many players together with only a



few weeks’ notice reflected a shared understanding that this was a rare
political opening—not unlike the 2008 financial crisis. Only this time,
people were determined not to let the opportunity pass us by.

The other factor lending urgency to our gathering was a looming
federal election campaign. The Conservative Party, led by the
extremely pro-oil Stephen Harper, had been in power for a decade, but
the national mood was shifting and the political landscape looked
likely to change. Yet, at that stage in the campaign, there wasn’t a
political party that had succeeded in exciting voters with a different
vision for the country. On climate, both principal opposition parties—
the centrist Liberals under Justin Trudeau and the center-left New
Democratic Party—were running conventional campaigns that called
for new tar sands pipelines, still failing to honestly reckon with either
the price collapse or the climate crisis.

So, at our gathering, we decided to do something that movements in
our country had not attempted for several decades: intervene in a
national election by writing a “people’s platform,” one that would
attempt to reflect the needs not of one particular constituency, but of a
great many at once.

We saw this as a chance to begin to heal not only our relationship
with the planet but the colonial and racial wounds that date back to
our country’s founding.

We kept something else in mind too: the way of life that is leading to
both climatic and economic destabilization is creating other crises as
well. It’s giving rise to an epidemic of anxiety and despair, expressed
through everything from rising prescription drug dependence to high
suicide rates, from road rage to screen addiction. So we asked
ourselves to imagine: what would it take to build happier, healthier
communities? And could those be the same things that would make
the planet healthier?

In short, we aimed high. It felt, on some cellular level, like the only
moral thing to do: for everyone in the room, whether they were
working on migration or homelessness or Indigenous land rights or
the climate, there had rarely been so much at stake.

The goal was to come up with a vision so concrete and inspiring that



voters could, practically speaking, do two things at once. They could go
to the polls to vote against what they didn’t want (the disastrous
government of the day); and they would still have a space, even if it
was outside electoral politics, to say yes to a vision we hoped would
reflect what many actually do want, by adding their names to our
people’s platform or otherwise voicing public support.

We figured that if we built up enough momentum behind the
platform, it might exert some pressure on our elected representatives.
But before that could happen, we first had to agree on the planks of the
document—and that wasn’t going to be easy.

Connections, Not Competition

There were a few ground rules in that initial meeting, some unspoken,
some not. The first was that no one was allowed to play “my crisis is
bigger than your crisis,” nor argue that, because of the urgency and
scope of the climate crisis, it should take precedence over fighting
poverty or racism or other major concerns. Instead of ranking issues,
we started from the premise that we live in a time of multiple,
intersecting crises, and since all of them are urgent, we cannot afford
to fix them sequentially. What we need are integrated solutions,
concrete ideas for how to radically bring down emissions while
creating huge numbers of unionized jobs and delivering meaningful
justice to those who have been abused and excluded under the current
extractive economy.

Another ground rule was that respectful conflict is healthy and a
necessary part of getting to new territory. Arguments mean it’s
working!

Many of the groups and people in the room talked about how, while
they had formed coalitions before, most had been coalitions of “no”—
no to a lousy pro-corporate trade deal, no to a punishing austerity
agenda, no to a particularly egregious politician, no to oil pipelines or
fracking. But we realized that it had been a long time since the
progressive side of the political spectrum had assembled to say yes, let
alone yes to a sweeping vision for the next economy. So conflicts were



inevitable, especially since, like all gatherings, ours was imperfect,
with people missing from the room who should have been there.

There were moments of ease and joy too, where ideas for a “just
transition” flowed fast and furious. Whiteboards grew crowded with
suggestions and questions:

• Free high-quality child care.

• Less driving.

• Less work, more music and gardens and family.

• Super-fast trains. Solar roads.

We also heard challenges we knew we couldn’t resolve in two days
but would continue puzzling over for years:

• If we don’t address ownership, how can we move toward equitable
justice?

• How do we move beyond the idea that what we own is what protects
us? Security comes from community, from solidarity. Security is
based on how solid my ties are, not how much I own.

• How do we build the public sector so we, the public, feel part of it?
We should all feel ownership over public housing, public resources.

• How can we ensure that informal and unpaid work around
caregiving, domestic work, and land care is recognized and valued
in a just transition?

• What should a guaranteed basic income look like?

• Climate justice is indivisible from decolonization. How do we
imagine reparations to the people most impacted by extractive
industries and climate change?

And on all our minds as so many thousands of refugees continued to
flee their homes in search of safety:

• Migrants are not looking at the climate crisis. They are in the



climate crisis.

Lead with Values, Not Policies

My role in all this was to listen closely to the two days of
conversations, notice common themes, and come up with a rough first
draft, which everyone would have an opportunity to revise. It was the
most challenging assignment of my writing life (I struggle to cowrite
with one other person, let alone sixty). And yet some very clear
common themes emerged that made a synthesis possible.

One such theme was that we have a system based on limitless taking
and extracting, on maximum grabbing. Our economy takes endlessly
from workers, asking more and more from them in ever-tighter time
frames, even as employers offer less and less security and lower wages
in return. Many of our communities are being pushed to a similar
breaking point: schools, parks, transit, and other services have had
resources clawed back from them over many decades, even as
residents have less time to fill in the gaps. And of course we are all part
of a system that takes endlessly from the earth’s natural bounty,
without protecting cycles of regeneration, and while paying
dangerously little attention to where we are offloading pollution,
whether it be into the water systems that sustain life or the
atmosphere that keeps our climate system in balance.

Listening to the stories—workers being laid off after a lifetime of
service, immigrants facing indefinite detention under deplorable
conditions, Indigenous knowledge and culture ignored and attacked—
it was clear to all of us that this is what a system addicted to short-
term profits and wealth is structurally required to do: it treats people
and the earth either like resources to be mined to their limits or as
garbage to be disposed of far out of sight, whether deep in the ocean or
deep in a prison cell.

In sharp contrast, when people spoke about the world they wanted,
the words care and caretaking came up again and again—care for the
land, for the planet’s living systems, and for one another. As we talked,
that became a frame within which everything seemed to fit: the need



for a shift from a system based on endless taking—from the earth and
from one another—to a culture based on caretaking, the principle that
when we take, we also take care and give back. A system in which
everyone is valued, and we don’t treat people or the natural world as if
they were disposable.

Acting with care and consent, rather than extractively and through
force, became the idea binding the whole draft together, starting with
respect for the knowledge and inherent rights of Indigenous peoples,
the original caretakers of the land, water, and air. Though many of us
(including me) had originally thought we were convening to draft a list
of policy goals, we realized that this shift in values, and indeed in
morality, was at the core of what we were trying to map.

The specifics of policy all flowed from that shift. For example, when
we talk about “green jobs,” we usually picture a guy in a hard hat
putting up a solar array. And that is one kind of green job, and an
important one. But it’s not the only one. Looking after elderly and sick
people doesn’t burn a lot of carbon. Making art doesn’t burn a lot of
carbon. Teaching is low-carbon. Day care is low-carbon. And yet this
work, overwhelmingly done by women, tends to be undervalued and
underpaid, and is frequently the target of government cutbacks. So we
decided to deliberately extend the traditional definition of a green job
to anything useful and enriching to our communities that doesn’t burn
a lot of fossil fuels. As one participant said: “Nursing is renewable
energy. Education is renewable energy.” It was an attempt, in short, to
show how to replace an economy built on destruction with an economy
built on love.

Red Lines

We tried to touch on as many issues as possible that reflected the
values shift people were calling for (from welcoming many more
migrants to putting an end to trade deals that force us to choose
between “growth” on the one hand and protecting the environment
and creating local jobs on the other). But we also decided to resist the
temptation to make laundry lists that would cover every conceivable



demand. Instead, we emphasized the frame that showed how so many
of our challenges—and solutions—are interconnected, because the
frame could then be expanded in whatever place or community the
vision was applied.

At the same time, there were certain demands, specific to different
groups in the room, that needed to be in the platform. For the
Indigenous participants, it was crucial to call for the full
implementation of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, which states that no development can take place
on the land of Indigenous peoples without their “free, prior and
informed consent.” For the climate activists, there needed to be an
acknowledgment that no new fossil fuel infrastructure can be built.
For trade union participants, it was critical to call for workers to be not
only retrained for new green jobs but democratic participants in that
retraining.

For many people in the room, a bright red line was a rejection of
nostalgia. The platform could not fall back on an idealized memory of
a country that had always relied on land theft and the systematic
economic and social exclusion of many communities of color. The
inspiration would have to come from the picture of the future that we
painted together. Ellen Gabriel, one of the coauthors of the draft and a
well-known Indigenous rights activist from Kanehsatà:ke in the
province of Quebec, said the process for her represented “a rebirth of
humanity.” Rebirth, not a resurrection.

Christina Sharpe, a Tufts professor of English who wrote a powerful
book called In the Wake about the ongoing reverberations of the slave
trade, participated in a recent discussion inspired by the platform and
offered an important warning on this score: the task, she said, was “to
connect but not collapse.” This means that though we can and must
look for points of unity and commonality across very different
experiences and issues, everything cannot be blended into an
indecipherable mush of lowest-common-denominator platitudes. The
integrity of individual movements, the specificities of community
experiences, must be reflected and protected, even as we come
together in an attempt to weave a unified vision.


