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DEREK
RASMUSSEN
Derek Rasmussen, pictured left on a trip to South
Georgia Antartica in 1991, has been involved in various human rights, anti-nuclear and anti-war movements
since the 80s, including direct actions such as blocking
nuclear facilities and trying to end Canadian support for
the Indonesian occupation (1975-1999) of East Timor.

   Hi Derek, I was wondering

if you could talk about your involvement during the East TImor
Crisis a little.

  Yes, Indonesia was a military

dictatorship, and East Timor was half of an island that
Indonesia had occupied the other half of. In 1975, Portugal started de-colonizing these colonies and handing
back local rule to Mozambique, and so on. And because
there were resources at stake in these places, then nearby
countries started getting involved in trying to take these
places over; in this case it was backed by the US. It was a
language, cultural and resource battle and the overwhelming military might of the American equipments supplied
to the Indonesian military forces, they easily wiped out
what was there in Timor.

 

They won their independence just recently too

right? It was just 1999.

 Right. Well this thing about the word ‘activ-

Above: From left to right;
Sonam Senge, David Joanasie,
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whale watching trip.

from Indonesia after decades of destruction.

ism’, what’s the opposite of the word activism’, ‘inactvism’?
What was I before I became an activist, an inactivist?
Generally I don’t really call myself an activist. I use that
term when I’m trying to talk to someone in, what I would
call, the outside world. If I’m writing for a newspaper,
well I’ll say I’m a community activist, meditation teacher,
etc., just give someone shorthand so they note the things
I’m involved in. It just feels like normal stuff you know,
there’s nothing particularly different about it, it’s just
a handle, in fact, a kind of misleading handle, because
everyone is doing something. I don’t think the rest of
the world are inactivists. I just think that there’s positive
things to be doing in this world, and that is a long list.
And that can be looked at one way in this world, so you
can be planting gardens, raising kids, teaching music,
singing, doing theatre, doing design, you know, grow
people’s understanding, connection, feeling and meaning
of joy. This is great and there’s also things to do to try and
undo impacts of negative things going on. It tends to be
that activism is connected to that side of the spectrum,
undoing negatives right?

 

 

 Right, they won their independence recently

Was there other involvements that you’d like to

include other than the ones I’m aware of?

 I just wonder about how relevant my bio would

be, I mean there’s so many new things that you can be
doing that’s happening in the world, other than what I’ve
been involved in the past.

 

I just wouldn’t want to do any disservice to your

involvements that have been a part of your development in
activism.

Sure.

 That’s not necessarily, in the long run, very nur-

turing, enriching, to be continually focused on negatives
and trying to stop them from happening. And that’s basically the definition of a lot of activism, and that’s what I
find is problematic. It can make for a harsh difficult life
to have your main definition to be, to run around trying
to undo negatives. That there’s some kind of a black tide
sweeping over the planet that you have to stand up with
your two little hands and try to push back against and
prevent it from swamping things. Whether that black
tide is gonna sweep over mother nature, or a particular
country or women, or Inuit, or whatever, you’re fighting
against it because you’re an activist. To have that be your
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To be continually focused
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and that’s what I find is
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I value most, the people I
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justice, and have a deep
sense of what’s good
and how it needs to be
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defining motif in life, to fight against stuff, it’s kind of
crummy, to be honest.

 

Uh huh.

 It’s not enough for a life, and it shouldn’t have

to be a defining thing in your life. The people I value
most, the people I most enjoy being around, have a sense
of social justice, and have a deep sense of what’s good
and how it needs to be encouraged. They’re not in the
grip of focusing on the negatives all the time, but certainly not naive about the challenges in the world. And
this is really important to me because it’s the difference
between folks who — there’s a certain type of dogmatism
and narrow-mindedness, that lack of sense of humor,
that’s the measuring stick. If there is no sense of humor
you know you’ve kind of treaded over into some kind
of politically correct territory, so it’s kind of a drag. So I
came out of high school, went into university, got involved
in the peace movement and an East Timor group. Julia
Milton and I started an East Timor group in Canada,
apparently it was the first one. And we and other people
were involved in blockades around the cruise missile parts
factory that was in Mississauga. There was a group there
that other people had started called the Cruise Missile
Conversion Project.

 

And you were arrested for that action right?

 Yes, several people were arrested, and I was one

of them. There were 12 of us that were arrested the first
year, and we went back and blockaded it again and again,
and we did other civil disobedience actions to protest
against the Canadian government giving a license for
small arms to be shipped to the military dictatorship in
El Salvador at the time. It’s not there now but there was

a dictatorship in the 80s there and Canada was arming
them. We did a civil disobedience blockade at the External Affairs building in Ottawa, and a group of 20 or 30
got arrested there. There was a blockade of an air force
base in New York state where they stored and shipped
nuclear weapons, and I can’t remember how many people
got involved there. There was a blockade of the Pentagon
where we took Kryptonite bike locks and locked the Pentagon shut, and that was a year or two after that. So there
were all these civil disobedience actions and at the time I
was learning the ethos of that and how civil disobedience
works. Its part of a spectrum of things you can do to draw
attention to injustice. But that spectrum is really important because without the other parts of the spectrum civil
disobedience on its own is not very effective.
There needs to be a wide spectrum of cultural activities
that put a context to that, that make it possible to understand why the civil disobedience is happening, so I think
there needs to be a general discussion. It’s really helpful if
there’s media owned not just by corporate power, which
is often sympathetic to government and military, but by
popular interests so that you can have a discussion of these
things in a reasonable way, using things like theatre, and
music. When schools and teachers discuss it, and it gets
on radio, internet, TV, etc., then civil disobedience as a
part of a spectrum of these activities is reasonable. Off
on its own it’s not. So anyway that was one thing that
the folks I was involved with embraced. So through that
group I learned something about civil disobedience and
how and where to use it and where it might be effective.

 

I see.

 But it was also about how to build a movement

for something. And the idea that you can’t just build a
movement on what you’re against, you have to be able to
say what you’re for. So this was important. Around this
time, there was an article printed, I think it was an article
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it’s not.

~

by John Saxon, and it was a pivotal article for those of us in
the anti-nuclear peace movement at the time. And he wrote
an article called ‘Disarmament in a vacuum’ and it was a
critique of the middle-class white anti-nuclear movement in
the United States that didn’t realize that most of the deaths
on the planet were happening due to conventional warfare
without a lot of nuclear wars going on.
But the role of nuclear weapons was essentially to be a big
bully threat, and a backup; because the US had threatened to
use nuclear weapons on 30 different occasions when it was
in danger of losing a conventional war. These conventional
wars were usually against local forces that were trying to
protect their country against US incursion and stealing of
their resources. But what Saxon was saying was that all these
conventional battles are often local groups of people fighting
to protect their culture, language and resources against the
incursion of corporate or government forces from the west.
Whether it be France, or Germany or England, mostly the
United States, but generally it was western corporate forces
that want access to some small country’s oil, or agriculture, or
minerals, or something or other.
This is a highly simplistic way of putting it, but Saxon said in
his article that the middle-class White Americans anti-nuclear protesters were quite happy with the inequities and the
thefts of resources from other countries and didn’t seem to
be concerned about protesting conventional war. What they
were concerned about was nuclear war (this is me paraphrasing and being cynical) which might lead to an exchange of
nuclear bombs going off in the backyard in the United States
and blowing up their bungalows and BMWs. But as long
as violence and high death toll is confined to some country
you can’t pronounce in the third world, that’s OK. That was
his critique and it was quite a biting critique, it upset a lot
of us in the anti-nuclear movement, but it got some traction. Certainly I re-evaluated things after reading that, and it
was that that got me more involved in the East Timor work,
because I discovered, doing some research that Canada was
the largest investor in East Timor. So we had some ability
to change things there. So it led to certain pivotal conversa-

tions that I had with activist friends, and one of them was
Claire Culhane. She was a prison abolitionist and had
been a nurse in Vietnam, and she was really critical in my
understanding. I had a conversation with her at a Wendy’s
in Ottawa, and she told me, about wanting to get back in
Vietnam, but this time she actually wanted to go to North
Vietnam in the second trip to help out. So she approached
the North Vietnamese embassy, I think in Paris, and said,
‘Can I get some paperwork and go back and help because I am upset about the American bombing of North
Vietnam?’ And the ambassador said to her, ‘Miss Cohen,
let the bombs fall on our heads. Why don’t you go back to
home and prevent the bombs from coming out in the first
place.
It was her explanation, as well as Noam Chomsky’s
explanation that if you really want to do activism that was
productive, you should focus on where the stuff was all
originating from, instead of thinking you have to go to the
field of battle and fix it out there. It was actually easier in

Above: Derek attended various anti-nuclear actions and
protests, such as this one in
Ottawa in 2004, where he
was part of a guerilla theatre
illustrating the importance of
humor to get their message
across.
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some ways, while more difficult in other ways, to think,
‘Well, shouldn’t we be cutting this off at the source?’.

 

Of course.

 If the issue is that we have a rapacious lifestyle

that’s dependent on consuming enormous amounts of
resources for free or a very low cost, from places where our
companies enforce extremely low labour rates, no environmental protection and we take things so that we can have
a way of life that’s extremely rich compared to the rest of
the planet, shouldn’t we be changing that way of life and
stopping these wars and killings going on in our name? It
makes sense to go to the source of it all. Canada was the
number one supplier to the United States for the equipment it was using in the Vietnam war.
My activist mentor was saying, ‘Why do we go all the
way over there?’. It’s admirable by the way, and it’s great
to go somewhere far away to be in solidarity with people
who are suffering and to sit under the bombs with them,
but maybe it would be better to be at home preventing the bombs from being shipped out in the first place.
And that’s the same conclusion I reached when I found
that Valcartier industries in Quebec was making bullets
and guns that were being put in the hands of people in
El Salvador or Nicaragua. Here there were right wing
government forces under dictatorships that were killing
the populace. Or the Indonesian military that was putting
these bullets into Timorese people. Instead of saying,
“Let’s send the Red Cross and bandage up the Timorese
or Salvadorean peasants”, maybe the bullets shouldn’t be
shipped out of Quebec in the first place. And so maybe
we oughtta be blockading Valcartier industries and talking
about it and raising interest in Canadian military production that leads to all this death. And why? There’s a way
of life attached to this right? A way of life that is being
protected and fueled by this military action.

 

~

Of course, it’s all intricately connected I guess.

 That’s right. It’s not so intricate that you can’t

see it, but essentially we benefit from it. I think that
Reese’s book on ecological footprint shows that, what is
it, 20% of the people on the Earth, namely us and the
wealthy parts of the world consume 80% of the world’s
resources. Meanwhile 80% of the world has to rely on
20% of the resources. So this is why all this stuff is going
on. But in a way it also means that, it’s actually good news.
Because you don’t have to buy a 3,000 dollar plane ticket
to go to East Timor to fix things, you can buy a 20 dollar
bus ticket to Ottawa to fix things here. Because the problem starts over here, not over there.

 

So we have this Think Tank course, where we talk

about world issues and alternative perspectives on issues. I
remember mentioning at one point that we, as people pursuing these goals of getting a degree and having a successful
life, were as much involved in creating these problems as
anyone else, right?

 Well, let me stop you there and disagree a little

bit. I believe you do have to calculate the varying effects
of things. Yes you’re part of an overall system, but it wasn’t
built overnight, so it won’t be dismantled overnight. In
terms of Buddhist thinking, your karma is determined by
your intention; so the Buddha said ‘Cetana’ is karma, and
Cetana is the Pali word for intention. You didn’t wake up
one morning with the intention of creating an oppressive
system that was unfair. You’re following your interests and
developing skills that are good for you and you are able
to do things that are pleasant and interesting for other
people to interact with.

I believe you do have
to calculate the varying
effects of things. Yes
you’re part of an overall
system, but it wasn’t built
overnight, so it won’t be
dismantled overnight.

~

~

We need to have other
forms of knowledge
transfer other than
institutional education. I’m not doing this
because I’m a part
of your curriculum,
you know, and all the
people you’ve talked
to and mentioned to
me for this project,
none of them, from
what I can see, came
to you through your
institutional education
process.

~

So there’s also a wuestion of how knowledge is transferred
in this society at the moment. It’s relatively recent, it’s called
institutionalized education. You’re part of it. Institutionalized
education is problematic; there’s some parts of it that are actually focused on training people to kill or make machinery
that kills, or training people to create economic systems that
deprive others, those are the worst parts. Or training people
to develop mono-cultured seeds, and things that exterminate
other seeds, so that one company can own a whole bunch of
genetic material about plants and people don’t have that as a
common use anymore–that’s also a bad use of education.
So compared to those things, what you’re doing is not so
bad, it’s actually pretty good isn’t it? So, yes education and
this society is fueled by these inequities, but you know, your
intention on going to school, you didn’t wake up one morning and say, ‘I’m going to make these inequities worse’. That
wasn’t your intention, so I understand where you’re coming
from, and I agree that these systems are problematic, but
you have to be able to put them into an overall context and
evaluate your intentions.
So you would be better off thinking, ‘My intentions are to
do these good things, but my avenues for doing these good
things are narrow until we grow some new avenues.’ We
need to have other forms of knowledge transfer other than
institutional education. The friendship you and I have is not
based on institutional education. I’m not a paid professor at
your school. I’m not doing this because I’m a part of your
curriculum, you know, all the people you’ve talked to and
mentioned to me for this project, none of them, from what
I can see, came to you through your institutional education process. You found them through your connections and
compassionate work in the world. That’s great. So that proves
that there are other avenues other than institutional education.

 

Uh huh.

 That’s what I’m trying to say, we’ve got to grow

other ways of doing things. At the same time, avenues of
living outside of the monetized way of life are very hard
to find. It used to be possible to live outside of a way of
life of everything being monetized, money-derived, it’s
not so easy to do anymore. So if you’re hungry in an hour
and you want lunch, you’re probably going to have to eat
something that will cost you paper currency to purchase.
It’s not like you’re going out to your garden to pluck
something and eat it, or hunt something and eat it.

 

That’s true. I recently watched a documentary

called ‘Berkeley in the 60s’. And it was about the student
protest movement that was so huge. I think it was when Nixon
was in power. The kinds of things he said about the student
movement against VIetnam, I was like, ‘Holy crap this was
America?’ I think from those movements that were suppressed so strongly, sprung the hippie movements right?

 Ok.
 

One of the people interviewed in that film said

it came about because they saw how problematic everything
was to the core and decided, you know what, we’re just going
to live an alternative lifestyle, and not challenge things face to
face anymore. It was about living differently because everything was so problematic to the core.

 I don’t know, I wasn’t active then, I was too

young. But there’s probably something to what you say. I
remember reading an old Time magazine from 1972 that
said a million American youth were involved in moving back to the land and living on communes, trying to
grow their own food in 1972. That’s a huge movement
that hasn’t been discussed and talked about. That’s a very
positive thing that we’re only going back to now with

issues around local agriculture and so on. But the hippie
movement was, from what little I understand about it, was
a widespread thing that involved music, culture, but also
resistance to unjust issues at home and abroad. The antiVietnam war movement essentially seemed to overlap
directly with the hippie movement.
I don’t really know a lot about that, but I do want to
speak to one other thing though that was pivotal to my
understanding and that was written at that time by Noam
Chomsky wrote in a book, called ‘American Power and
the New Mandarins’, where he wrote an essay called ‘Responsibility of intellectuals’. And he talked about this in a
couple of other places as well. Basically what he said was,
if Russia is invading Afghanistan, for example, and you
work for Pravda national newspaper, the Soviet newspaper, you’re not gonna criticize that invasion because it’s
going to be tricky for you and you’re gonna end up in jail.
In the United States, they were invading Vietnam in the
60s and 70s, and if you work for the Washington Post,
you wouldn’t criticize it–not because you’ll end up in jail,
it’s actually less severe– you might actually lose your job,
so you wouldn’t criticize that.
He said that real courage for media types and intellectuals
would be to do the opposite in both those cases. Because
the Washington Post writer might be critical about the
Afghanistan invasion and the Pravda reporter might be
critical of the American invasion of Vietnam. But that’s
easy for them to do isn’t it? They’re just criticizing the official enemy. But it takes courage to say something where
it really matters. To speak to an audience that is your own
audience in a meaningful way and to really bring about
change, that does take some courage. It’s a risk and it’s
important to do it. So the Pravda writer should write
about the Russians and say what’s wrong, unjust and
incorrect, what Russia is doing in Afghanistan. And the
American writer for the Washington Post shouldn’t write
just about the official enemies of the US, it’s not even that
interesting to do that actually, it’s far more helpful if he

talks about his own country and what they’re doing. That’s
the audience you’re gonna affect change in right?
So to me, this becomes a governing ethos for Canadians. What are we involved in? What are we doing that’s
wrong, that we need to stop doing? And we need to have
the courage to speak about these things. And on the other
hand, I would like to say this is where your brother and
his work with Greenest City comes in, we also have to be
able to talk about what’s good that’s going on in our cities
and communities and promote that. And that’s the part of
activism that I find is sorely lacking: this kind of positive
gossip.

 

Celebratory talk.

 Yea, and also fun. Basically it always seemed an-

noying to me that right wingers had kind of monopolized
the idea of fun. That if you had fun you weren’t caring
enough about the suffering on the planet. How can you
possibly dance tonight when there’s suffering somewhere?
Yeah there is, but there has to be room in our social justice
work, in our environmental work, and so on, for fun and
celebration as well. We can’t just leave that turf entirely to
the right-wingers. You’ve got to be able to enjoy sports,
you have to be able to go dancing, you know, all these
things have to be part of it. A balanced life, not a life out
of whack, where we’re sort of consumed by what’s wrong,
and there is an awful lot that’s wrong, but we don’t feel
we’re allowed to be involved in fun stuff, positive stuff,
good things.

 

Of course. Associations with words like agitation,

you could say they have an aggressive quality about them.

 I can see there’s places where it’s helpful to draw
people’s attention to something. But I think where that

~
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element of taking things
to an absurd extreme so
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stuff is, but in a way that
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and gives them room to
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is all very effective. If
people feel cornered, you
know, they get their backs
up and they get angry
and they don’t feel like
they got enough room to
change their mind.
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works best is through methods like guerilla theatre, where
there’s some kind of humor involved. That can be really
good, because a person is much more likely to change
their mind if if you can get them laughing. On the other
hand, if you get them angry, generally, what I’ve observed,
is, angry people, their points of view rigidify. If you’re
laughing, your point of view is malleable, and you might
change it. That’s why comedians who touch on race issues
and open them up and explore them, like Chris Rock and
Dave Chapelle, they get listened to far more than someone who’s just a straight protester. Using humor, they get
far more traction in explaining things and they get more
people converted to understanding what they’re talking
about.

 

 

Right. And Derek I’ll have to cut to the questions

so we don’t miss some parts that I want to ask about.

 Go ahead.
 

For the first part of my thesis in research, I found

this article from a study that said that people in the digital
age might be less emotionally responsive due to the heavy
flow of information online. It gets processed faster than the
mind has time to respond to emotionally right?

And do you know about George Carlin as well?

 Yeah, of course.
 

and this doesn’t happen if you’re just shouting at each
other.

He uses that strongly in his routines.

 And he was brilliant. A brilliant guy, and he

exposed these hypocrysies and things that needed to
change, and did it with humour. That’s why it was effective. So to me, agit-prop theatre and things like guerilla
theatre, street theatre, especially if they have an element
of taking things to an absurd extreme so you show folks
how nutty stuff is, but in a way that allows them to laugh
and gives them room to change their opinion, is all very
effective. If people feel cornered, you know, they get their
backs up and they get angry and they don’t feel like they
got enough room to change their mind. Like when you’re
driving and you need enough room to make a 3-point
turn. If you get boxed in you can’t turn around. So the
point is that we want a society that can actually have a
dialogue and people talk to each other and work together

 Yes.
 

How do you feel about such studies, and have

any of your experiences reflected some truths in this study?
Do you feel the digital age to be much more of a boon or a
curse in terms of information saturation?

 Well Ursula Franklin, who was a professor at U

of T, she coined an expression about the amount of information coming through the internet, and her expression
is ‘Censorship by stuffing’. There’s so much information,
that your ability to filter it and find what’s useful is limited; that’s where you have to start to develop some skill.
Also let’s distinguish between wisdom and knowledge.
Knowledge to me is data, information, a bunch of stuff
about things or how to do things. It’s instruction manuals,
descriptions, that kind of stuff. But my life has not necessarily been enriched by the quantity of knowledge. It’s
been enriched by having wise people find different types
of knowledge. Having them explain to me what kind of

~

My life is enriched because of the wise people,
those good honourable,
ethical people who I have
been fortunate enough
to have as teachers and
mentors. That cannot be
done through an electronic medium.

~

knowledge was helpful to them, through their stories and
guidance, and example. I’ve gone looking for similar types
of knowledge, and then I’ve gone off and explored on my
own but generally it’s meant that I’ve been able to go and
look for a limited number of things (because wise people
in my life help me narrow down what to look for).
There’s a lot of discussion about the internet, but there’s
not a lot of discussion about mentors. My life is enriched
because of the wise people, those good honourable, ethical people who I have been fortunate enough to have as
teachers and mentors. That cannot be done through an
electronic medium. Once you’ve met that person face to
face, you have a rapport, you have a friendship going, then
parts of that relationship can be conducted via internet,
sure, or by telephone or by letters, that can happen. But
what needs to happen first is we need to have genuine
face to face interactions where we have heart-contact with
people who have our best interests at heart and help us
understand things. Also help us to overcome our limitations and to see our limitations, our narrow points of
view, where our hearts might be closed. So they help us
open our hearts and our minds.

 

It has to be an organic process where there is in-

teraction on more than one level as opposed to sitting at one
side of the computer and checking information. It’s a much
more different experience.

 Yeah I don’t think what’s missing is a lack of

information, I think what’s missing is the opportunities to have a meaningful connections with people who
also themselves understand that there is a responsibility and a joy that comes from teaching and mentoring.
That it’s endless. That even the people who might teach
and mentor me also might have their own teachers and
mentors. And that this is part of what society has had for
thousands and thousands of years, is a form of wisdom

transmission. But the internet isn’t about that, it’s about
data and knowledge.
I think the internet certainly helps us get around censorship of data and knowledge, that helps us find out things.
These are good things, but I think these are two different
discussions. So when you ask me, you know, about the
internet, and are people more likely to be more complacent, I think they are. Because you can get so much
information and because of this distinction between faceto-face connection, wisdom and community, and dataknowledge. These two things are different. This distinction
isn’t explained and impressed upon us enough, and also
because it’s easy to buy a computer and turn it on and get
the knowledge, but you can’t buy mentorship and teaching. I mean you can get some of that through college and
university, but really these meaningful long-term connections aren’t necessarily gonna happen through colleges and
universities.
Only some of us will establish connections in college
that will continue through life. One of my most important mentors I did meet through Trent university, and
to this day he’s still one of my most important mentors,
you know, many years later. But it’s not so easy. And the
dangerous thing about the internet is, or the dangerous misunderstanding, not about the internet, but about
not knowing this distinction, is that you can get lulled
into a sense that you are learning a lot or making a lot of
progress just because you consume a lot of stuff through
the computer. That doesn’t necessarily mean your heart or
mind are opening.
In fact, I think a lot of time spent just in a sitting position staring at a computer is quite frankly just bad for
your brain and body. I’d rather people be more involved in
sports, which would make them more physically healthy
and more likely that they would get into contact with people with whom they can have some kind of a friendship
or real communal interactions. You know, go play frisbee,
play sports, do something. That way you’ll also encounter
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There’s face-to-face
connection, wisdom and
community, and then
data-knowledge. These
two things are different.
The dangerous thing
about the internet is, or
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internet, but about not
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into a sense that you are
learning a lot or making
a lot of progress just
because you consume a
lot of stuff through the
computer.

~

people who don’t agree with your points of view and you’ll
find that you’ll have to develop social muscle.

 

It’s interesting you bring that up, the idea of

developing social muscle as being crucial. That’s one of the
things I brought up in the first semester, when I presented
the progress of my research. The fact that now that you have
ways to connect with peopel who agree with your point of
view online, that you don’t have to try to have a dialogue with
someone who lives in the next block.

 Let me add here that there is a way though, for

extremely local internet. You can google Bill McKibben
and the issue of exteremely local internet, that he’s written
about from commondreams.org. There’s a certain type of
web function now that can be set up but limited to 400
households in less than a mile in distance.

 

That’s very interesting.

 It’s used in Vermont for example, and people

are using it to figure out in small communities of about
a thousand people, who their neighbours are, and it uses
extremely ordinary html graphics and no complex things.
Simple email and chat programs that allow you to put an
announcement saying, ‘I’m moving tomorrow, I need help.’
And then people will come over. The particular thing he
describes though, is that anonymity is banned. Everybody
needs to be open about who they are, and what their address and phone number is. But it’s limited and no one
can access it from the outer internet.
So it prevents people from doing unpleasant things that
they would do if they could hide behind anonymity and
it allows people to come to know people who live near
them, and use internet in a positive way for local development. That’s an extremely positive idea and I think that’s

really helpful. Leaving that aside, however, I think what’s
missing for decades, not just because of the internet, but
because of general isolation as we consume entertainment
like television, radio, internet in our homes and we go out
less often, is that we ‘coccoon’, as the leisure experts call it.
Also we’ve created a society that has professional classes
that do all sorts of uncomfortable work for us. If you’ve
got a neighbour who’s being too noisy, you call the police
to deal with them. You don’t have to have that uncomfortable discussion of, ‘Well, can you keep your stereo down?’.
And you also don’t necessarily celebrate when that person
is having a bash because they’re so loud. My point here is
that there is a type of social muscle that people need to
have and they had, before when there was more face-toface interaction. The type of skills you need to develop
to deal with conflict, unfairness, but also celebration and
good things. Also sharing tasks, dealing with adversity,
when there’s a crisis, an earthquake, the electric power
goes out. There was a discussion 2 or 3 years ago when
there was a blackout in Toronto, how people got out on
the front steps, in the dark, looked at the stars and talked
to their neighbours for the first time.

 

I remember the blackout did that.

 Yeah, so what’s more of interest to me is, how do

we learn this social muscle? Because if not, our muscles atrophy. If you don’t use them, they get weaker and weaker.

 

Until they disappear.

 There’s a certain type of social muscle we need
to develop and by handing over all our problems to corrections officers, parole officers, policemen, doctors, you
know, we hive off the parts of society we don’t want to
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There is a type of social
muscle that people need
to have and they had,
before when there was
more face-to-face interaction. The type of skills
you need to develop to
deal with conflict, unfairness, but also celebration and good things.
Also sharing tasks,
dealing with adversity,
when there’s a crisis, an
earthquake, the electric
power goes out.

~

~

If you publish a paper in
a journal you’re respected by your peers but if an
Inuk hunter knows where
all the Caribou are on the
Southern Baffin Island,
that’s not necessarily
something that’s high
status. But it’s high context knowledge, you really
have to know the weather
and the environment and
picked up all the nuances
of that over decades to
understand what the
caribou are like.
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deal with, but it also makes us a kind of weak society in a
way.

 

And I guess you could say the same thing about

leaving information-gathering to sites and non-persons, not
having to deal with the social action of going to someone and
talking to them about their knowledge.

 What I’m describing though is leaning more towards wisdom, and yeah, social skill and wisdom. Because
when it comes to talking to a person, generally, you’re going to get into this interesting area where hopefully you’re
gonna actually be getting some wisdom from someone
else, and wisdom doesn’t lend itself to thin forms of transfer. And this is something I sent you an email about the
difference between ‘High context knowledge’ and ‘Low
context knowledge’.

 

Yes that was very interesting to look at.

 You know, the stuff that is essentially paper-

based, can be low-context but it’s considered a high-status
knowledge. If you publish a paper in a journal you’re respected by your peers but if an Inuk hunter knows where
all the Caribou are on the Southern Baffin Island, that’s
not necessarily something that’s high status. Nobody in
the south considers that a really fantastic thing, he’s not
really gonna get a Nobel prize for it. But it’s high context
knowledge, you really have to know the weather and the
environment and have picked up all the nuances of that
over decades to understand what the caribou are like.
So there’s differences between high context and low context knowldge, high status and low status knowledge, and
they’re really the reverse of each other. High status knowledge is generally low context (not always) and low status
knowledge is generally high context. So what you want

is to say, how do I get involved in high context circumstances? Things that will grow roots in my community and
my space. One of the most upsetting things I think, that
David Suzuki ever said to environmentalists, when they
were asking ‘what can I do to help the environment?’ (he
was quoting Garry Snyder) he said ‘Stay put’. That really
upset people, when he said ‘Stay put’. You know, progressive people or so-called progressive people love to get on
planes and fly around to conferences.
My friend Tommy Akulukjuk sort of sarcastically says,
‘Yeah we’re saving the world one conference at a time.’
You know, we’re flying all over the place, but what are we
actually doing? To me, again going back to your brother
and what he’s doing in Parkdale, to get roots, and to get
to actually know your neighbours and to get to deal with
the difficult issues of a multi-cultural neighbourhood like
Parkdale, and to develop the social muscles to deal with
that, and to come to have skills to deal with your Afghan,
Somalian, European and Chinese neighbours is fantastic,
and very important. Not always fun, but sometimes there’s
great fun and sometimes it can be very uncomfortable and
awkward. But these are the things we’ve gotta learn how
to do. This is the stuff that takes face-to-face interaction,
it builds social muscle, it’s not something you can do over
the internet.

 

Yeah, for sure. I mean it’s pretty much directed

my entire thesis. How much do we lose in the internet age
with this media, and how much do we gain? The fact that you
know, your physical location is constantly being lost. But Bill
McKibbon, who you mentioned, and his article about using
that to connect people to each other in a very specific locale,
that’s very interesting as well.

 Yes.
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Most of the work that’s
going to be positive that
you do in your life, is
going to be in groups of
less than 12 people. It’s
going to be face-to-face
work, that’s what I think.

~

 

Speaking of physical interaction, do you think

that protests and rallies are still relevant at this day and age.
I remember stating in my research book that the street is not
as visible anymore. But a lot of activists disagree and state
that it is still a vital part of action, being out there and being
on the streets. What do you have to say about that?

 About the relevance of marches, rallies and
protests?

 

Yea, I mean at one point, during Martin Luther

King’s and Gandhi’s marches, they were so strong that they
symbolized pretty much an entire movement. How effective is
something like that still, in this age?

 I think they’re of marginal benefit. I don’t want

to overstate how cool that stuff is.I was involved in those
things and civil disobedience, and like I said, I think
there’s a spectrum of positive things you can do in a society. And the reason I’m hestitant and my issue with the
word activism is that it renders anything that isn’t activism to be inactivism. And I don’t think that going to work
in the Greenest City garden, to be inactivist. I don’t think
getting together with your family for a communal meal,
inviting the neighbours, should be rendered less useful
than going to an SFT board meeting. What is the overall
spectrum of developing a good society, and let’s just boil
it down to what is ‘the good’? There is a lot that is ‘the
good’, and sometimes we have to gather in large groups
and express our opinions on things (like protests). But
most of the work that’s going to be positive that you do in
your life, is going to be in groups of less than 12 people.
It’s going to be face-to-face work, that’s what I think.
And, getting to protests, and rallies, I do that, but generally I’ve attended with my activist choir that I’m part of.
This choir was started by a guy from Toronto who is a bicycle activist who had a bicycle choir that sang progressive

songs, environmental songs, labour songs, things like that.
And they sing them on bicycles. He came and founded it
in Ottawa and I joined. Because I wanted to sing and do
something positive, and most of the people in the group
were tired of going to demonstrations and marches where
you just chant some slogan until you lose your voice. We
wanted to do something better, more pleasant, more fun
so we sing. That’s made going to a protest great for me, I
don’t know about the other people who have to listen to
us, maybe they have to plug their ears, but we had fun.
I also got involved in some street theatre with a couple of
groups and I enjoyed that immensely as a part of activism
and street protest. But like I said before, there’s opportunities to make people smile or laugh about something, because it’s not just the like-minded people standing next to
you and chanting. What about people who are in the office building, on their break and looking at you? Are they
going to have their minds changed by seeing you? Well
if you used your skill at design to poke fun at something
or be able to make someone have an insightful change of

Above: An idea of the
spectacle of Canadian bicycle
choir group Song Cycles. On
their website, Song cycles group
member Shannon Thompson,
who also used to be director
of urban community farming
group Greenest City writes:
We’re a cult. It’s true. Why else
would adults don purple and
lime-green attire and try and
drown out the noise of big-city
traffic with melodic odes to
the bicycle?
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It should be a feeling
that this is an overall
community that is evolving and not just a group
of random strangers that
comes together, screams
a slogan for an hour and
a half and gets on a bus
and goes home. I just
don’t think that’s productive for a better society.
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mind because they appreciate the way you’ve juxtaposed
some image and some slogan, if you can do that in the
blink of an eye with some imagery, then I think that’s a
very skilful use of design. And it should be in a design,
with some big sign that you’ve designed that does that. Or
some form of imagery or display that gets that message
across in a way that gets that person to open their heart
or their mind. That’s great, but just having a hundred
thousand people in the street, that’s OK, I mean that’s fun
sometimes, but I’m not sure how much that accomplishes.
I’ve been parts of those demonstrations you know, million people in New York city in 1982, things like that.
But I don’t look back particularly and think they were
milestones or they changed my life for the better in
any particular way. Much more important were certain
conversations and friendships that I had. I can remember
certain really important conversations, or certain gatherings where something really meaningful happened and I
learned something. Or some story was told to me, and it
really hit home, my opinions were challenged, my mind
was opened or my heart was opened in some way. Or I
had fun and I celebrated something with somebody, these
were the kinds of things that were meaningful to me. I’m
not opposed to big protests, I think that big street activity
should be part of a spectrum of things we should do. But
it shouldn’t be the main thing you intend to do.

 

Right of course, and for some people who come

to these things, it can be a sort of negative experience right?
If you just come to protests only, and don’t get involved in
other forms of activism.

 Yeah, and I don’t think it should be just activ-

ism, I think the group of you should go out and you know,
have a falafel and have a chat about things, and go see
a band, and go dancing, enjoy yourselves. It should be a
feeling that this is an overall community that is evolving and not just a group of random strangers that comes

together, screams a slogan for an hour and a half and gets
on a bus and goes home. I just don’t think that’s productive for a better society.

 

Speaking of humour and enjoyment being neces-

sary, there is a film/documentary called ‘Qallunaat’ where it
speaks of the fallacies of North American culture and shows a
humourous take on studying westerners, where it is the Inuit
that are actually scientists and enframing westerners in their
social living habits, and studying them, as the ‘other’. It was a
very refreshing and humorous way to suddenly have the looking glass turned back towards the westerners by the Inuit who
are the so-called exotic people. Have you utilized this form of
media in your work with the Inuit?

 No, I haven’t seen that movie although I think

I know some of the ideas in it because there was a radio
series in the 90s called ‘Qallunology’ and I sent a bit of
research to the author (Zebeedee Nungak) of that series
while he was living in Northern Quebec and he used
some of that stuff. And we had fun communication by
telephone and email about that, those radio shows he did.
And I think some of that may have ended up influencing that film that you’re talking about, but I’ve never seen
it. But no, I don’t have that kind of experience that way.
Recently I’ve been asked to introduce a movie a couple
of times, one called ‘Experimental Eskimos’, directed by
a Toronto director. It’s a documentary about three Inuit
boys who were taken from their communities in the 60s
and dropped into suburban Ottawa life to go to school
basically their entire childhood and teenage years, and it’s
about how they lost their culture and language because of
that.
Anyways I’ve been introducing that film when Barry
wasn’t available, a couple of times I introduced it and
talked about some of the issues, but like I said before and
have said introducing the movie, I’m not speaking as an
Inuk, I’m not speaking as someone who knows the Inuit
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If I want to be doing
the type of things we’ve
been talking about the
past hour, more face-toface interaction, singing,
meeting with people,
cooking, being mentored
and mentoring others,
this requires me to be
available to people
face-to-face.

~

world or stuff, I’ve lived as a neighbour and friend in Inuit
communities but what I think I know and what I can talk
about is white people. That’s what we ought to be doing,
is, we shouldn’t be shy about talking about our own society and what it does, good and bad, and trying to make it
better. It’s dangerous to try and be something you’re not,
that’s kind of obvious. But I don’t have that sort of experience, making movies or DVDs, I haven’t really worked in
that sort of media.

 

You don’t have facebook yet right?

 No.
 

For me, it’s been a constant learning experience,

with this social media that is totally taking over in a span of
few years, even as we speak, we still don’t really know its full
potential. It’s been appropriated by businesses, advertising,
social causes, opinion groups, etc. and all sorts of things. I
myself have used it for personal and social purposes, whether
it is for SFT campaigns, or personal socializing. So what is
your opinion on how effective that can be, and how it can be
used, for any sort of purpose, this separate social world?

 The Buddha outlined four requisites to a

materially happy life: food, shelter, clothing and medicine. When you form bonds with people that involve the
exchange of none of those, I question the value of such a
bond. You can not provide these to people you only know
through online connections or even broadcast media. It
is therefore important and will always be relevant regardless of how many years into the future, that we have these
basic necessities, and that our relationships with other
people involve these aspects in some way or the other. So
that’s one thing.

The other thing is, when I last checked there was still 24
hours in a day. If I need 8 hours to sleep that leaves me
with 16. I take an hour for each meal, which is long but
I really want to enjoy my meal, that leaves me with 13
hours. Let’s say you’ve got to run errands, get groceries,
few other things, another couple of hours off of that, so
you’re down to ten hours. I haven’t found, you know, getting to do whatever you want to do in life, and generally
if you have an 8 hour job, that leaves me with a couple of
hours of leisure time.
Now the general consumption rate for television I think,
for Canadians is 4 hours a day. I don’t know where people
get the time to consume this amount of television, let
alone add to it, how much time people spend on social
sites like facebook. I have e-mail, but you know, if I want
to be doing the type of things we’ve been talking about
the past hour, more face-to-face interaction, singing,
meeting with people, cooking, being mentored and mentoring others, this requires me to be available to people
face-to-face.
I’m not on facebook, it’s interesting you phrase the question ‘You’re not on facebook yet’ as if that would be on
at some point in the future. And that’s quite possible, it’s
likely that I will be, but it’s interesting that you assume
that I will be and that I’m just a late comer to it. I’ve been
asked to be on facebook for years. I just can’t quite figure
out how I can have the time to do that and to do things
that are valuable to me. And I don’t believe I can inform
and answer questions as to the merits of social sites like
facebook, because I’m not on it am I? You’ll probably have
to ask your other peers about these questions.
By the way, some of the groups I’m part of, do have
facebook sites which I use as an outsider just to get
information on events and happenings. I log on just to
see when a certain date is for a certain event, or even use
google groups for things like that. And it’s helpful, sure,
but e-mail is also helpful for that. But even e-mail I find I
can’t keep up with. You know there’s so many e-mails that
come in a day, it’s difficult to keep up with everything. You
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It seems there’s so much
going on so quickly, at
the moment I haven’t
figured out how I can interact through facebook
in a way that gives the
amount of attention to a
person on the other side
of the exchange that I
think they deserve. So I
haven’t signed up to it.
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don’t want to be facile or superficial when people have real
questions, real problems or real celebrations they want to
share with you by e-mail, and you want to give them a
meaningful response.
It takes me time to craft responses, I’m not a fast typist,
and if I want to be genuine with people, even through
the internet, I find I am slow. I’m not a very quick person.
And when I’m quick I’m not able to give as much attention to the person on the other side of the exchange as
I ought to be. And this is mostly measured based on the
type of attention I’d like them to give me. And if I look at
that, I go, well, I need to slow down. I haven’t found yet,
I just can’t imagine given when my friends have facebook
on, or when I log on to sites from the outside, it seems
there’s so much going on so quickly, at the moment I
haven’t figured out how I can interact through that kind
of medium in a way that gives the amount of attention
to a person on the other side of the exchange that I think
they deserve. So I haven’t signed up for it. That’s the
reason. It’s linked in with all the rest of what we’ve talked
about.

 

I think that’s a very good reason. Derek, these

have been great responses, I thank you again so much for
your time and hope you can visit the grad show.

 No problem, good luck for this and I look forward to seeing how this comes out.

 

Take care.

The interview was recorded
using Skype and Call
recorder for Skype. The
activist interviewees were
reached using email, facebook and phone.

