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“In these times of social and ecological crisis, we have had to 

re-evaluate what it is we really need for well-being to flourish.  

It involves dismantling Western ideals of well-being and their 

entanglement with economic growth and consumption.”

N a t a s h a  C h a s s a g n e ,  p a g e  4 4
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FROM THE EDITOR 

What the Rest of the World Knows

Zenobia  

Jeffries Warfield

YES! executive editor

I t  w a s  a  b i t t e r  r e a l i t y  t o  w i t n e s s  residents in this country 

having to fend for themselves against the devastating impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic. Millions have lost their jobs and homes. Hundreds of thou-

sands have lost their lives. 

The pandemic has brought home some undeniable truths about the way 

our country is run, and specifically, how it stacks up against the rest of the 

world.  

We watched as other countries confidently and compassionately took care 

of people—putting their lives, their needs first. Their response to the pan-

demic demonstrated the exact function of social safety nets. Some Nordic 

countries were able to shut down and still support their residents. If we’d 

simply even had an honest federal response, we could have acted sooner with 

testing and contact tracing, protecting more people and limiting the eco-

nomic damage.

Our editorial team noticed that while so many in the United States were 

suffering, governments in Asia, Africa, and Europe were putting their people 

first. We kept seeing helpful policies that we wished we had here, and wanted 

to know how we could get them.

In the face of increasing climate catastrophe as well as pandemics, the 

“Better Ideas” issue explores the structures and systems in other countries 

that not only save lives during chaos, but also provide a better quality of life.  

Did you know there’s a 25% tipping point to creating social change? We 

didn’t either.

In this issue, social scientist Damon Centola’s new research reveals how 

social change happens—how long it takes for an idea to catch on. According 

to Centola, for beliefs and behaviors held by a few to become dominant we 

just need to convince 25% of the population to embrace a new idea.  

Here are some of the better ideas you’ll also read about: Places that decided 

rehabilitation is a better answer than incarceration. Norway’s economy that 

prioritizes people. Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation process. Eleven exam-

ples of inspired policies and practices around the globe. And, we’ll give you a 

peek into what an ecological civilization can look like through the lens of an 

Indigenous community in Ecuador’s Cotacachi highlands who practice the 

philosophy Buen Vivir, the Good Life.

As media report the threat of another COVID-19 surge and uncertain 

impacts from the election, we can find inspiration in this issue. There are 

real solutions to our problems in the U.S., and we might find them by learn-

ing from the rest of the world.

Peace, 
PHOTO BY IAN MCALLISTER
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Join our conversations!
Send us your ideas and responses.

READERS RESPONDREADERS RESPOND

Email us at letters@yesmagazine.org

Fall 2020: The Black Lives Issue

Hundreds of you ordered a box of our Black Lives issue to 

share in your communities, and even more joined YES! 

Presents for a virtual panel discussion with Zenobia Jeffries 

Warfield, Angela Bronner Helm, Michael Harriot, and Jamon 

Jordan. The impact was far-reaching:

W
hen they say that one man’s trash is another’s 

treasure, believe it! Today during a walk with my 

children, I stumbled upon a community library 

and found the Fall 2020 issue of YES! Upon returning home 

and settling in, I began to scan the issue. I want to express 

my gratitude for the stories written in your most recent issue. 

From the beautiful cover art to the engaging pieces featured in 

the issue, I was quite simply in awe.  

Not to be long-winded but the article on “Microaggres-

sions? How to Do Microinterventions” added such perspective 

and guidance to something that I have dealt with for over 20 

years as one of the only Black male English educators in the 

suburban high school where I am employed. Furthermore, the 

article, “Notes on the Inequality of Grief” gave such compas-

sion and succinctness to the immense and constant grieving 

that BIPOC face when our own are murdered in the streets. I 

could go on and on about what this issue afforded. However, I 

just want to say thank you.

Victor Alcindor

South Orange, New Jersey

M
y biggest takeaway is that I still have a lot to learn, 

and I’m inspired to keep learning more on these 

topics. I really enjoyed hearing Michael Harriot 

speak at length on the topic of White theft as a basis for repa-

rations. All panelists were knowledgeable, passionate, and 

compelling speakers. As for a future impact, the information 

and ideas discussed, as well as that printed in the current 

issue, have led me to new understanding and studies. Who 

knows where that will lead me, but I feel better equipped to 

step forward with such information.

Denver D. Robinson

Portland, Oregon

A
s a White person, I need to keep educating myself 

about how to be an effective ally. I’m sorry to say that 

I’ve been a passive participant in racism. This panel 

motivated me to continue to dig into how to do better, and I 

trust YES! to give me positive tools for change.

Ginger Danz

Roanoke, Virginia
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Start Each Day  
With a Better World

GET OUR DAILY NEWSLETTER

Our newsletters bring you the stories you need: 

The inspiring solutions that give you hope, the powerful ideas  

that spark important conversations.

FOR A  

LIMITED TIME,  

when you sign up  
for the newsletter, 

 you’ll get our digital  
re-release of this  
magazine issue:  

“A Resilient Community.”

Go to yesmagazine.org/signup
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T
oss a crimson cranberry in your mouth and an irre-

pressible response begins. That sweet zip followed by a 

puckered sour. All your tissues constrict, as if your body 

is trying to fold in on itself, absorbing the medicinal 

benefits of cranberry. 

Traditional and Western Medicine: Tart, crisp, and instantly 

cooling—these gems are packed with phytochemicals, 

antioxidants, antivirals, and antibacterial actions. As if that 

weren’t enough power packed into this teeny fruiting body, 

they also assist in treating inflammation with a high Vitamin 

C and manganese content. These lively little fruits contain a 

compound called proanthocyanidins, which work to impede 

the ability of bacteria like E. coli to adhere to the lining of the 

bladder, making them an effective treatment for urinary tract 

infections. This combination culminates in the ability to clear 

heat from inflamed tissues, specifically in the liver, kidneys, 

and bladder. 

12,000 Years of Cultivation: The American cranberry is 

indigenous to North America, and regional varieties adorn 

the continent in a belt of distinctive flowering and fruiting 

bogs that spans from the Pacific Northwest to the Northeast. 

Native peoples, from the Quinaults to the Wampanoags, have 

been cultivating and harvesting wild cranberries for more than 

12,000 years. Close cousins to other valued Indigenous foods, 

such as blueberries and huckleberries, they are sought out 

each fall. Indigenous languages name the berry “bitter berry” 

or “sour berry.” In the springtime, cranberry bogs produce 

a blanket of delicate pink flowers that resemble the bill of a 

crane. When the settlers saw this they started to refer to it as 

the “craneberry.”  Wild cranberries can still be found for forag-

ing in small pockets in coastal areas.  

Modern Production: America now cultivates and produces 

more than 404,880 metric tons of cranberries each year, most 

of which become sugary beverages or dehydrated versions. 

Ocean Spray is a cooperative buying from more than 700 cran-

berry growers. During Thanksgiving week, 20% of the annual 

harvest is consumed—often in the form of jelly in a can. Yet, 

cranberries are tasty and most nutritious when eaten fresh. So 

now’s the time to buy them fresh—you can always freeze them 

for later use. And when you buy them in their whole form, 

farmers make the most profit. Here are three recipes that use 

whole cranberries.

Cranberries Three Ways:

Sliced fresh cranberries are delicious on a bed of fresh greens 

with sliced apples, walnuts, and feta. 

Make your own fresh juice by simmering 1 cup of berries in 6 

cups of water for 20 minutes. After the berries have popped 

open and released their medicine, strain. Add a splash of 

maple syrup to sweeten it, and drink warm or cold. Juice will 

last for three days in the fridge. 

Make a quick cranberry sauce by combining 1 cup of fresh 

cranberries with ½ cup of apple cider, zest of half a lemon, and 

a few tablespoons of maple syrup. Heat them in a saucepan on 

a low boil until the berries pop open. This sauce is excellent 

on top of turkey or as an accompaniment to brie and crackers. 

Yum! 

Valerie Segrest (Muckleshoot) is a nutrition educator who specializes 

in local and traditional foods. She is regional director for Native Food 

and Knowledge Systems for the Native American Agriculture Fund.  

INDIGENOUS FOODWAYS

Valerie Segrest

A POWERFUL 

PUNCH

American Cranberry 

Latin name: Vaccinium macrocarpon

The American cranberry is indigenous to North 

America and genetically distinct from European 

varieties. Previous page: Wild cranberries on the 

shore of Hudson Bay in Manitoba, Canada.
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Top: Pacific Northwest cranberry blooms. Bottom: Pacific Northwest cultivars ready for picking.

BOTTOM PHOTO BY VALERIE SEGREST



yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  10

4 PLACES

Chris Winters

N
ever underestimate the power of direct action. Starting in March 2020, the 

COVID-19 pandemic exposed the lack of safety and health protections for 

a vast number of workers. Then, in May, when George Floyd, a Black man, 

was killed by a White Minneapolis police officer, demonstrations broke out 

in major cities and smaller towns, and have now occurred in all 50 states and more 

than 60 countries worldwide. Some of those actions have included strikes, which 

sometimes were grassroots-led, instead of being called by labor unions.

WORKERS FLEX FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Los Angeles 

Fast Food Workers

Target: McDonald’s, Burger King, and 

other service industry businesses

Backstory: During the COVID-19 

pandemic, labor organizers surveyed 

800 McDonald’s workers and reported 

that 42% were told not to wear masks 

and gloves by managers, which the 

company disputed. Workers started 

becoming ill. 

Actions: In April, Los Angeles-area 

McDonald’s workers staged a drive-thru 

strike against unsafe work conditions as 

the COVID-19 pandemic was spreading 

and employees were falling ill. In May, 

the strikes were joined by workers in 

20 cities in 17 states, with the support 

of the Service Employees International 

Union and organized by the Fight for 

$15 campaign. 

Also: Strikes spread across the country 

in July, when Angela Martinez Gómez, 

a trans woman who worked at a Burger 

King in Santa Monica, California, 

died from COVID-19 after a manager 

dismissed her symptoms as side effects 

of hormone therapy. A similar strike 

of Burger King workers took place in 

Chicago.

Strike for Black Lives, St. Paul, Minnesota, July 20, 2020

Fast food workers strike, Los Angeles, August 7, 2020



11 yesmagazine .org   : :   yes!  winter  2021

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Sports Teams

Target: The NBA and WNBA, and 

other professional sports leagues

Backstory: It started on Aug. 26, with 

the players of the Milwaukee Bucks 

refusing to take the court during one of 

their playoff games to protest the police 

shooting of Jacob Blake, a Black man 

shot seven times in the back by White 

Kenosha police officer Rusten Sheskey. 

Blake survived the encounter, but was 

paralyzed from the waist down. 

Actions: The protests spread across 

the country, as games were called off 

for the NBA, WNBA, and Major League 

Baseball (the Brewers refused to play 

one of their home games, and 10 games 

were postponed league-wide). Even 

Major League Soccer postponed five 

matches in solidarity, and nine NFL 

teams canceled practices. The Kenosha 

shooting led to three nights of protests 

in Wisconsin, which culminated with 

the shooting of three protesters, two 

of whom died, by Kyle Rittenhouse, 

a 17-year-old Trump supporter from 

Illinois.

Also: The Bucks’ action led directly to a 

conference call—from the Bucks’ locker 

room—with Wisconsin Attorney Gen-

eral Josh Kaul and Lieutenant Governor 

Mandela Barnes, according to ESPN. 

Sheskey and other officers were placed 

on administrative leave. The prelimi-

nary investigation into the shooting of 

Blake concluded Oct. 9, but as of Oct. 

19, no charges had been filed.

Minneapolis, Minnesota

8 Minutes 46 Seconds 

Target: Service sector businesses 

nationwide

Backstory: On May 25, George Floyd 

was killed by Minneapolis police officer 

Derek Chauvin after Chauvin knelt on 

Floyd’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 sec-

onds, an act that was caught on video 

and triggered a new wave of nationwide 

protests seeking an end to police vio-

lence against Black people. 

Actions: On July 20, tens of thousands 

of fast food, ride-share, nursing home, 

and airport workers in more than 25 

cities walked off the job for 8 minutes 

and 46 seconds in remembrance of 

Black men and women killed by police. 

Dubbed the “Strike for Black Lives,” 

organizers were demanding action by 

corporations and governments to con-

front systemic racism in an economy 

that chokes off economic mobility and 

career opportunities for many Black 

and Latinx workers. Organizers also 

stressed the need for guaranteed sick 

pay, affordable health care coverage, 

and better safety measures for low-wage 

workers who can’t work from home 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Also: The event was organized by a coa-

lition of labor unions, including SEIU, 

the Teamsters, and American Feder-

ation of Teachers; civil rights groups 

such as the Movement for Black Lives 

and the Poor People’s Campaign; and 

the Fight for $15, among many more.

New York City

Service Workers Walk

Target: Amazon, Whole Foods, 

Instacart

Backstory: In April, Amazon, its 

subsidiary Whole Foods, and grocery 

delivery service Instacart announced 

they would hire thousands of workers 

to meet the exploding demand set by 

people staying home to avoid the coro-

navirus pandemic. As of Oct. 1, nearly 

20,000 Amazon and Whole Foods 

workers had tested positive for the 

novel coronavirus, and one warehouse 

in Kentucky was forced to close for 

several days after an outbreak.

Actions: On March 30, Amazon and 

Instacart employees walked off the job. 

Amazon workers demanded more per-

sonal protective equipment against the 

virus, more paid sick time, and more 

time for warehouse cleaning. Instacart 

workers also asked for paid sick time, 

hazard pay of $5 per order, higher 

default tip rates, and hand sanitizer 

for delivery drivers. Amazon’s Staten 

Island, New York, facility was targeted. 

Instacart is largely a virtual company.

Also: In mid-March, Amazon bumped 

up its warehouse worker pay by $2 

per hour, but reversed itself at the end 

of May. The company also ended its 

longstanding unlimited time-off policy 

on April 30. Instacart distributed hand 

sanitizer, but it classifies its drivers as 

contractors, and has threatened to pull 

out of markets that mandate hazard 

pay (as of Oct. 1, Instacart still offered 

service in New York City). Seattle was 

the first city to require hazard pay for 

delivery or ride-sharing workers, and 

at least $350,000 had been paid out 

to employees of various other delivery 

companies by Sept. 17. 
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PEOPLE WE LOVE

Isabella Garcia

HURRICANE RELIEF 

THROUGH MUTUAL AID

     to produce more intense hurricane seasons, 

many communities have stopped relying on federal money, which is slow to arrive, 

and started looking to their neighbors for hurricane relief. Here are three groups 

using mutual aid as a tool for natural disaster response.

lmagine Water Works volunteers, from left, Bryan Bradshaw, Bradley Spiegel, and Thom Smith, 

load donated chainsaws, buckets, hammers, gloves, extension cords, and other supplies to send to 

southwest Louisiana in September during a relentless 2020 hurricane season.    

PHOTO FROM IMAGINE WATER WORKS
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ASSATA DELA CRUZ

CENTRAL GULF COAST PEOPLE’S 
COUNCIL

The Central Gulf Coast People’s 
Council was born out of spontaneous 
protests in Pensacola, Florida, 
following the death of George Floyd. 

“We wanted to start creating 
something more sustainable,” said 
Assata Dela Cruz, the executive 
director and president of the nonprofit, 
which serves coastal areas of 
Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida. 
The POC-led group first focused on 
creating a people’s assembly—a 
way for community members to come 
together and harness their collective 
power to advocate for their interests. 
But when Hurricane Sally battered 
communities on the Gulf Coast in 
September, the group pivoted to 
providing mutual aid for underserved 
communities.

Members of the council, who all 
had taken part in hurricane relief 
before, travel to underserved, often 
rural, communities and set up free 
markets and food shares, while also 
helping with cleanup and demolition. 

“We give mutual aid with no 
stipulations and no catch, but a big 
part is also education and advocacy,” 
Dela Cruz said. The organization 
aims to provide educational materials 
on how communities can make 
environmentally sustainable choices 
in an effort to slow climate change, 
as well as develop their own people’s 
assemblies and budgets. 

KLIE KLIEBERT

IMAGINE WATER WORKS

Imagine Water Works, founded in 
2012 as a water management and 
disaster preparedness nonprofit, acts 
as the Louisiana chapter for Project 
South—a cohort developing physical 
hubs called mutual aid liberation 
centers. When hurricane season hit 
during a global pandemic, Imagine 
Water Works turned to Facebook to 
organize mutual aid requests digitally.

“It takes huge amounts of 
intention to set up a community that 
is sustainable,” said Klie Kliebert, the 
group’s executive director. Kliebert 
noted that they spend a lot of time 
moderating the group’s Facebook 
page, using their experience in 
disaster preparedness to prioritize 
requests for food and clothes, offers 
of overnight laundry service, and 
facilitating supply drop-offs at hotels 
where evacuees are sheltered. Almost 
all the requests are answered within a 
few hours of posting, Kliebert said.
Imagine Water Works is led by 
Black, Indigenous, queer, and trans 
New Orleanians who have a deep 
knowledge of disaster relief and other 
service networks, which Kliebert said 
is critical to the group’s success.

NAEEMA MUHAMMAD

NORTH CAROLINA FREE

For Naeema Muhammad, it’s all about 
staying ahead of the next storm. 
“We learned from [Hurricane 
Floyd] that the people in harm’s way 
the most, with the least amount of 
resources to recover, also got the 
least amount of assistance from the 
state,” said Muhammad, co-director 
of North Carolina Environmental 
Justice Network, which is a member 
of North Carolina Free, a coalition of 
environmental justice groups that aim to 
provide emergency hurricane relief for 
underserved communities.

For 2020’s relentless hurricane 
season, the coalition has been stocking 
local community meeting places, called 
“resiliency hubs,” in the southeastern 
part of the state with emergency 
supplies. The coalition is also covering 
expenses for people who evacuate to 
hotel rooms. Muhammad said North 
Carolina Free’s collective experience 
with hurricane response keeps the 
coalition prepared to respond quickly 
without overspending on unneeded 
supplies, allowing the group to sustain 
itself throughout the season.
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THE PAGE THAT COUNTS

Miles Schneiderman

Number of Senate votes needed to remove an impeached justice from the Supreme Court: 67 
1

Number of times an impeached Supreme Court justice has been successfully removed: 0 
2

Number of Senate votes needed to pass an act of Congress: 51

Number of times the size of the Supreme Court has been changed by an act of Congress: 7

Number of years since the last change in the size of the Supreme Court: 151

Number of times the Supreme Court has been directly involved in a presidential election: 1 (in 2000)3

Number of demonstrations in the U.S. from May 24 to Aug. 22, 2020: More than10,6004

Number of protests linked to the Black Lives Matter movement: More than 7,750

Percentage of these protests in which protesters engaged in “violence or destructive activity”: Less than 7

Number of counter-protests during the same time period: More than 360

Percentage of these counter-protests that turned violent: 12

Percentage of BLM-associated protests during this period that were met with government intervention: More than 9

Percentage of all other protests during this period that were met with government intervention: 3

Average reduction in driving in California, Idaho, and Maine from early March to mid-April 2020 

 as a result of stay-at-home orders: 69%

Average number of large animals killed every day on California, Idaho, and Maine state highways in the four weeks prior to 

those states issuing stay-at-home orders: 10.8

Average number of large animals killed per day in the four weeks after the orders: 6.8

Estimated number of large animals whose lives could be saved every year in these three states if traffic remained reduced: 

5,700 to 13,000 5

Average annual increase in total miles traveled by American vehicles from 2011 to 2018: 42.2 billion6

Sources:  

1. U.S. Constitution, Article 1, Section 3 

2. U.S. Supreme Court 

3. National Constitution Center 

4. Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project

5. Road Ecology Center, University of California, Davis 

6. Federal Highway Administration 



15yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  ILLUSTRATION BY IRENE RINALDI/YES!  MAGAZINE

ISSUE

The Secret 
to Making  

Social Change
PAGE 23

Colombia!
Car-free 
streets

Portugual!
Decriminalize 

drug use

Rwanda!
Women

rule

Kenya!
No single-use 

plastics

Sweden!
Free child care

Brazil!
No

hunger

Belarus!
Healthy 
moms

WHAT THE REST  
OF THE WORLD KNOWS



yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  16

Where 

Incarceration Isn’t 

the Answer
MARK P. FANCHER

ILLUSTRATION BY IRENE RINALDI/YES!  MAGAZINE



17yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  

D
espite declining incarceration 

rates in some states, the United 

States still outpaces the rest of the 

world when it comes to putting human 

beings in cages. The U.S. is home to 

approximately 20% of all prisoners in 

the world even though it has only 4.4% 

of the world’s population. A staggering 

2.12 million people are in U.S. prisons 

instead of in the communities they call 

home.

Progressive voices long ago character-

ized America’s penal system as a failure. 

However, in recent years, even a few 

button-down conservative, law-and-order 

types have grudgingly acknowledged the 

need for change. Of course, they don’t 

sign on to so-called “bleeding heart” con-

cerns about human rights. But they do 

express alarm about the dollars and cents 

required to warehouse human beings 

with no financial return. 

Texas lawyer Marc Levin, who helped 

establish the organization Right on 

Crime has asked, “How is it ‘conserva-

tive’ to spend vast amounts of taxpayer 

money on a strategy without asking 

whether it is providing taxpayers with 

the best public safety return on their 

investment?” 

In his essay “The Conservative Case 

for Jail Reform,” Arthur Rizer of the 

conservative think tank R Street Institute 

writes, “Incarceration separates offend-

ers from their families, which increases 

rates of homelessness and single parent-

hood. Approximately 17 million children 

are currently being raised without a 

father, a growing social problem that 

only perpetuates cycles of violence and 

crime.”

While Rizer and other conservatives 

have defaulted to “family values” as a 

reason for concern, true conservatives 

Frustrations with the U.S. prison system have 
prompted a global search for alternatives. 
Yet the solution might not be as simple as 

“be like Scandinavia.”

have to acknowledge the immorality 

of corporate exploitation of warehous-

ing humans. Specifically, conservative 

rhetoric decries welfare and other forms 

of government assistance for individuals. 

Nevertheless, some corporations have 

shamelessly looked to government to 

feed them a guaranteed, steady diet of 

people to populate their private prisons. 

Some corporations have also relied on 

government to cut their labor costs by 

providing access to prisoners as low-paid 

or unpaid workers.

However conservatives might arrive at 

their reservations and objections to mass 

incarceration, the frustrations with the 

U.S. system are now universal across the 

political spectrum and have prompted a 

global search for better alternatives. 

LOW INCARCERATION

Let’s begin our search in countries 

with the smallest prison populations 

per 100,000 residents. Several such 

countries are in Africa. Those coun-

tries include, among others: Ghana, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, 

Guinea Bissau, and the Central African 

Republic. As a whole, the African conti-

nent confines 1 million of the 11 million 

prisoners worldwide. 

These countries’ small prison popula-

tions are not necessarily an indicator 

of progressive prison practices worthy 

of imitation. In fact, overcrowding, 

violence, and corruption exist there as 

well. The very concept of “prison” was 

mostly imposed on African countries by 

European colonizers to curtail rebel-

lion, and to maintain social, economic, 

and political order. Moreover, in certain 

cases there has been no commitment of 

resources or creative energy to refining 
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approximately 68% of formerly incarcer-

ated persons are arrested within three 

years.

Norway’s experience is attributed to 

a 1998 decision to radically redirect the 

prison system away from retribution and 

toward rehabilitation. A second wave of 

reforms in 2007 involved the creation of 

special programs for job training (many 

who are incarcerated will be released 

with carpentry or culinary skills) and 

education, as well as assistance with the 

search for housing, employment, and 

other necessities of re-entry to the world 

outside of prison walls.

Also, unless they’ve been convicted of 

a crime that “targets the state or demo-

cratic order,” Norwegian prisoners can 

vote, and they have access to health care.

Perhaps most striking to observers 

are the Norwegian prison facilities. 

Halden is a maximum-security prison 

near Oslo that has been dubbed by Time 

Magazine as “the world’s most humane 

prison.” There is only a single wall, and 

many features of the standard American 

prison, such as guard towers, massive 

cell blocks, and barbed wire are con-

spicuously absent. Instead, prisoners 

have private bedrooms, bathrooms, and 

kitchens. The underlying philosophy is 

that prisoners are sufficiently punished 

by depriving them of their liberty, and if 

there is any hope of rehabilitation, other 

aspects of their lives must be as normal 

as possible.

The experience of Norway’s prison 

guards is also different. After observing 

Norwegian prison facilities, one Penn-

sylvania prison official was quoted by 

HuffPost as saying, “We feel we’re serving 

our communities by keeping these dan-

gerous individuals enclosed from society, 

and here, I think they feel like they’re 

serving their community, serving their 

society, by taking those dangerous indi-

viduals and changing them for the better. 

… I’d never really looked at my job as an 

opportunity to change somebody’s life.”

Doran Larson, who toured and wrote 

about prisons in Denmark, Norway, 

Sweden, and Finland, writes in his 

article “Why Scandinavian Prisons Are 

Superior”: 

“Each prisoner has a ‘contact offi-

cer’ who monitors and helps advance 

progress toward return to the world 

outside—a practice introduced to help 

officers avoid the damage experienced 

by performing purely punitive functions: 

stress, hypertension, alcoholism, suicide, 

and other job-related hazards that today 

plague American corrections officers, 

who have an average life expectancy of 

59.”

Clearly these restorative justice prac-

tices provide a different paradigm.

Finland’s prisoners are allowed civil-

ian clothing, extensive opportunities to 

visit with families, and opportunities to 

keep tabs on what’s happening in the 

outside world with modern technology 

like mobile phones and flat-screen TVs. 

Prison officers don’t carry batons, hand-

cuffs, tasers, or other weapons. 

In Finland, there are also “open 

prisons,” where even those who have 

committed murder get to experience the 

semblance of a normal life. At the open 

prison in Kerava, prisoners work for $8/

hour, and they pay rent to the prison. 

They study at the nearby university, do 

their own grocery shopping, and get 

vacation days. 

Although open prisons in Finland 

have been around since the 1930s, it’s 

taken decades for the country to remake 

its penal policy. All of this contributes in 

various ways to preserving the dignity of 

prisoners with hopes that they will also 

be transformed. (According to Finland’s 

Criminal Sanction Agency, the open 

prisons actually cost less because there’s 

not the expense of extra security mea-

sures and personnel.) 

But whether open or closed, restor-

ative justice is one of the more impor-

tant aspects of Scandinavia’s rehabilita-

tion process.  

“One point of criticism of traditional 

criminal justice was that the victim 

is absent and the offender is silent,” 

explains Norwegian scholar Anna Nyl-

und in her study “Restorative Justice and 

Victim-Offender Mediation in Norway.” 

“The offender does not need to face 

the victim and the consequences of the 

crime, nor take responsibility for his or 

these institutions into effective rehabili-

tation facilities. The general poverty in 

certain African countries resulting from 

underdevelopment and the ravages of 

colonialism have in some cases yielded 

prisons with unacceptable conditions of 

confinement.

“What seems to be generally accepted 

is that penitentiary institutions are not 

legacies of African traditions from the 

past,” writes Jeremy Sarkin in his paper 

“Prisons in Africa.” “Imprisonment 

was by no means a standard practice in 

African justice. In fact, the local judi-

cial systems in African states generally 

focused more on supporting victims, 

rather than focusing on perpetrators. 

Indeed, the purpose of this system was 

the restitution of the harm.”

It is tragically ironic that the very fea-

tures of traditional African systems that 

were suppressed by European coloniz-

ers in the past are what have now been 

adopted by some European prison sys-

tems. These traditional African concepts 

like ubuntu, which has varied transla-

tions related to human connectivity but 

simply means “humanity,” have not only 

distinguished some European prisons, 

but they have also attracted the attention 

of those looking for progressive incarcer-

ation alternatives. The systems viewed 

with greatest favor are in Scandinavia. 

For example, Finland moved to 

reforming their open prison system in 

the 1960s, and in the 1990s Norway 

implemented restorative practices.

Consequently, those who look to these 

systems for different ways of addressing 

criminal justice are in some ways look-

ing to traditional Africa.

A LOOK AT SCANDINAVIA

Many believe that not only are the prison 

systems in Scandinavia the best thing 

going, but the Scandinavian way of doing 

things may also be the best option for 

the U.S. Norway attracts special attention 

because recidivism rates in that country 

are among the lowest in the world. Only 

20% of those released from Norwegian 

prisons are arrested within the next two 

years. Compare that to the U.S. where 
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her action. The victim cannot share his 

or her feelings and view of the crime, nor 

understand why and how the crime was 

committed.”

Nylund continues, “Restorative justice 

is not about fact-finding: The offender 

must at least admit to the facts or plead 

guilty. The main interest is how to repair 

the wrongs of a crime and to make the 

offender take responsibility for his or 

her actions, by recognizing the pain and 

problems inflicted on the victim and by 

apologizing. The victim shares his or her 

views and feelings with the offender, as 

does the offender, consequently both get 

a better understanding of the crime, the 

actions before and during the crime, and 

consequences of the crime.”

Although restorative justice is a flex-

ible process that does not easily lend 

itself to rigid procedural rules of the type 

used in court proceedings, Norway has 

institutionalized the method by estab-

lishing a National Mediation Service 

under the auspices of the Ministry of Jus-

tice and Police. Services are provided in 

22 regions where more than 8,000 cases 

are processed each year. Trained com-

munity volunteers are used rather than 

professional mediators. Agencies refer 

cases with no limitation on the types of 

offenses that are eligible for services. 

It is even possible for these cases to be 

diverted away from the criminal justice 

system altogether, leaving the offender 

with no criminal record for the offense.

But can these successful models work 

in the U.S.?

Careful deliberation and analysis 

are prompted by the radically different 

demographic circumstances of Scandi-

navia and America, as well as the overall 

contrasting socio-economic and political 

cultures.

THE RACE FACTOR

In his article, Larson explains, “Scandi-

navian prisons are roughly as racially 

and ethnically homogeneous as Ameri-

can prisons: 70% of Nordic prisoners are 

ethnically white citizens; the other 30% 

are foreign-born (mostly from other EU 

countries). In U.S. prisons, ethnic and 

racial minorities make up over 60% of 

the population.” 

It’s not just the optics of the racial 

demographics that matter. America’s 

tragic racial history adds innumerable 

layers of complexity to any effort to 

rehabilitate prison populations. These 

challenges involve, among many other 

things, the explicit and implicit racial 

bias against prisoners of color that 

causes many in the broader society to 

regard them as a throwaway population 

not deserving of the resources needed 

for genuine rehabilitation. Because of 

this, many politicians likely assume that 

providing U.S. prisoners with the living 

amenities provided to Scandinavian 

prisoners would be a hard sell. 

“The difference is that the majority 

of Scandinavian prisoners look like the 

majority—including the voting major-

ity—outside,” Larson writes. “Laws, 

enforcement policies, and prison 

practices are those that the majority of 

citizens assume would work for them-

selves.” If the population outside of 

prison walls does not identify with those 

within, the political and social will for 

meaningful rehabilitation opportunities 

is unlikely to exist.

This suggests that a rehabilitation 

strategy in a homogeneous society is 

As officials in New York City prepared to close the Rikers Island Prison Complex, they 

looked for inspiration from Norway, where the prison system is a radical departure from 

that in the U.S. Above, the yard where inmates play chess and spend time outdoors at 

the Romerike Prison in Ullensaker, near Oslo. Below, a Romerike Prison warden, Leif 

Arne Rosand, shows a room used to house prisoners with drug problems.

PHOTOS BY DAVID B.  TORCH/THE NEW YORK TIMES/REDUX
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more likely to have effective, productive 

results in a homogeneous community, 

while the opposite may be true when 

the offender’s reality outside of prison is 

that of an alien of sorts—a sojourner in 

a hostile world. A Black prisoner newly 

released into a dominant White culture 

is likely to encounter dismissiveness at 

best and cruelty at worst because of both 

his race and his criminal history. A Black 

job seeker with a criminal record is not 

generally welcomed by employers. The 

Equal Employment Opportunity Com-

mission concluded that because of the 

disproportionate incarceration of people 

of color, with only a few exceptions, 

employers who disqualify job applicants 

solely because of a criminal record 

engage in racial discrimination. The fre-

quency of such discrimination prompted 

the formation of a movement to “ban the 

box” on job applications where candi-

dates must place a checkmark to report 

their criminal convictions.

If whatever was done in prison to 

prepare prisoners for re-entry into soci-

ety has not prepared them for hostility, 

or at least indifference, to their efforts 

to rejoin the community, the chances 

of recidivism will be increased. For a 

Scandinavian-style prison system to work 

in a racially diverse country, there must 

be a supportive, affirming community 

that embraces offenders who are people 

of color. Because community was of 

great importance in traditional Africa, 

this may be especially important for Afri-

can Americans because of their ancestral 

roots and an enduring culture.

Tanzanian law professor Julena Jumbe 

Gabagambi, in her paper “A Comparative 

Analysis of Restorative Justice Practices 

in Africa,” explains, “This makes perfect 

sense because African peoples tend to 

live communally and abhorred anything 

that could strain relationships, discon-

nect an individual or family with the 

community, and paralyze their social 

relationships.” Gabagambi goes on to 

say, “[P]eople who know the offender 

are community members and they are 

better placed to reconcile and reinte-

grate the offender by making him or her 

accountable for his or her criminal acts 

or conduct.” 

The desired supportive community 

may not be present because of America’s 

racial challenges, and the prospects 

for a good outcome for a Black former 

prisoner are at least dubious. A released 

prisoner may receive support and affir-

mation from his immediate family and 

maybe even from his neighborhood. But 

when dealing with the anti-Black, anti-

former-prisoner wider world, he will be 

faced with not only barriers to employ-

ment, but also to housing and other 

necessities, not to mention problems 

presented by police officers who have not 

yet learned that Black lives matter.

The challenges are not limited to 

external threats posed by a hostile com-

munity. In some cases, the problems are 

internal. Black offenders who have taken 

pervasive White supremacist messages 

to heart can descend into self-hatred and 

become their own worst enemies. If a 

Scandinavian model is to be used in the 

U.S., internalized White supremacy or 

“internalized oppression” must be thor-

oughly understood, and systems must be 

adjusted to address it, because it is a real 

phenomenon. 

Notions of White superiority that were 

created in the 15th century to justify 

conquest and slavery have a firm grip 

on the minds of people of all colors. 

Harvard law professor Randall Kennedy 

explains in his book Nigger: The Strange 

Career of a Troublesome Word,  how even 

his own African American grandmother 

was affected: “She swore that she would 

never allow a ‘nigger doctor’ to care 

for her and repeatedly warned that ‘if 

you see a bunch of niggers coming, 

turn around and go the other way.’ Big 

Mama had clearly internalized antiblack 

prejudice. She truly believed that white 

people’s water was wetter than black 

people’s water, that as a rule, whites were 

nicer, better looking, and more capable 

than blacks.”

In the 1950s, psychiatrist Frantz 

Fanon of Martinique, who was a partici-

pant in African decolonization struggles, 

explained in his book, Black Skin White 

Masks, how this sense of inferiority is 

created. He wrote that comic books “are 

put together by white men for little white 

men. This is the heart of the problem. 

… In the magazines the Wolf, the Devil, 

the Evil Spirit, the Bad Man, the Savage 

are always symbolized by Negroes or 

Indians; since there is always identifica-

tion with the victor, the little Negro, quite 

as easily as the little white boy, becomes 

an explorer, an adventurer, a missionary 

‘who faces the danger of being eaten by 

On an island about 45 miles south of Oslo is a minimum-security prison called 

Bastoy.  Inmates are housed in cottages and work on a farm. About 115 prisoners 

work and live on the island under the supervision of four to eight unarmed guards. 

Reoffending rates have been reported at 16%, compared to a European average of 

around 70%. During their free time, inmates have access to outdoor activities year-

round—horseback riding, fishing, and cross-country skiing. 
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the wicked Negroes.’”

In 21st-century America, popular 

culture is still dominated by “wicked 

Negroes” in the form of thugs in cop 

shows, music videos, movies, and other 

media. If an individual hates himself 

because of his skin color, it is only a 

short step to hating and victimizing 

others of his race. When those crimes 

are committed, how does one answer the 

question of who is at fault? If Scandina-

vian rehabilitation strategies are focused 

on seeking an acknowledgment of guilt 

from the offender, are the broader social 

and historical forces that played a role in 

the conduct to be left unaddressed? If so, 

is a rehabilitative process truly complete 

if those loose ends are left dangling? 

Because restorative justice is at the heart 

of Scandinavian rehabilitation models, 

there may be value in first examining 

how well that process addresses prison-

ers’ racial circumstances.

Henry McClendon, director of com-

munity engagement for the Interna-

tional Institute for Restorative Practices, 

suggests that as a restorative justice 

facilitator engages in a colloquy with the 

offender, there are likely to be clues that 

the feelings or emotions that prompted 

the offending conduct were not experi-

enced for the first time during the crime. 

This will prompt participants to revisit 

other occasions when there were similar 

feelings until ultimately, they identify the 

triggering event—which could involve 

feelings of racial inferiority experienced 

during early childhood. “At the core 

people are the same,” McClendon says. 

But “[a facilitator] should be culturally 

sensitive” in addition to being properly 

trained.

Beyond the issues that are personal 

to the offender, account must also be 

taken of his or her community’s unique 

historical and social experience and the 

consequent psychological impacts. For 

example, it may not be enough to com-

municate to a Black offender that he has 

been “bad,” and he needs to commit to 

being “good.” On some level a person 

of African ancestry who has navigated 

America’s racial landscape may not 

even know what that means. Consider 

that the dominant culture tells children 

police officers are “good.” Yet many Black 

children routinely observe police officers 

being violent, deceptive, and indifferent 

to human suffering. 

If that is what a “good” person does, it 

is possible that the offender has already 

signed on to that program, and it is what 

caused him to become incarcerated in 

the first place. Thus the rehabilitation of 

such an individual demands a depro-

gramming of sorts that defies the use of 

checklists and routines. What may be 

required is a highly individualized evalu-

ation and program that considers how all 

of America’s racial negatives may have 

contributed to the production of an indi-

vidual who the broader society regards as 

“criminal.”

KEEP POLITICS OUT 

In the U.S., more than 2 million people 

are warehoused in state and federal 

prisons, local jails, juvenile correction 

facilities, detention facilities, Indian 

Country jails, state psychiatric hospi-

tals, etc.  That’s approximately 700 per 

100,000 people.

According to the Prison Police 

Initiative, the most contentious issues 

in our criminal justice system—the 

overcriminalization of drug use, private 

prisons, and low-paid or unpaid prison 

labor—still do not explain why most 

people are incarcerated and how we can 

dramatically and safely move toward 

decarceration. 

But Larson gives us a hint. He writes 

that the reform of Scandinavian prisons 

was possible because their criminal jus-

tice policy “rarely enters political debate.” 

Decisions about the criminal justice 

system are left to the professionals in the 

field, Larson writes.

So there is, for example, no “War 

on Drugs” waged by politicians that by 

default targets particular people (as is 

the case in the U.S. where Black, Brown, 

Indigenous, and poor people make up 

the majority of the incarcerated). Also 

absent is a class divide and culture of 

socio-economic disparities that can pro-

duce violent behavior.

In the U.S. where punishment along 

the lines of race and class is common, 

Larson writes, “This peculiarly American 

institutionalization has created a nation 

where few middle-class white Americans 

can name anyone they know person-

ally who has been sentenced to prison, 

and even fewer black Americans of any 

class cannot.” According to Norwegian 

criminologist Nils Christie, “The more 

unlike oneself the imagined perpetra-

tor of crime, the harsher the conditions 

one will agree to impose upon convicted 

criminals, and the greater the range of 

acts one will agree should be designated 

as crimes.”

It’s not hidden that the United States 

was established by and for property-

owning (read: wealthy) White men. 

The same make up the majority of U.S. 

politicians at every level—federal, state, 

and local. There is a range of retribution 

toward those who are not part of that 

demographic. 

In tailoring a Scandinavian model 

for use in the U.S. while addressing the 

scars of White supremacy, U.S. prison 

officials may have to be both thoughtful 

and creative. 

They may, for example, have to con-

sider the possibility that elimination of 

racial self-hatred will require an injection 

of racial pride and self-esteem. Perhaps 

that can be accomplished at least in part 

with professionally designed courses 

on the history of Africa and its global 

diaspora. There might also be benefits to 

providing all prisoners with a structural 

analysis of society that helps them to 

gain a full understanding of systemic 

racism and the ways in which their per-

sonal circumstances were influenced, if 

not determined, by broader social forces. 

There are many other programmatic 

possibilities. 

The bottom line is that what may 

work well in Finland or Norway may 

not fit in the U.S. unless adjustments 

are made. This should not stand in 

the way of developing a U.S. criminal 

justice system that is both humane and 

transformative. y 

Mark P. Fancher is a human rights attorney, writer, 

and activist.  Email: mfancher@comcast.net
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The 25% Tipping Point 

JUST THE FACTS

Tracy Matsue Loeffelholz

ILLUSTRATION BY IRENE RINALDI/YES!  MAGAZINE

T 
here are a lot of good ideas in the world—new and different ways 

of being that challenge the status quo. What does it take to upend 

conventional beliefs and behaviors? 

Social scientist Damon Centola at the University of Pennsylvania 

has studied how social change happens, from the civil rights movements to 

the Arab Spring revolutions to #metoo and #BlackLivesMatter. Much about 

how social change happens is predictable, and he examines the implications 

of that for grassroots strategies in his upcoming book Change: How to Make 

Big Things Happen (Little Brown, 2021).

“If you want to change a culture or a social system, you need to understand 

the power of social networks—and I’m not just talking about social media. 

Information and disease spread as ‘simple contagions,’ requiring only one 

contact for transmission. But social change typically spreads as ‘complex 

contagions,’ requiring multiple sources of social reinforcement to induce 

adoption,” he explains. 

His new research reveals precisely when cultures shift. “This is the           

first-ever demonstration that tipping points lead to change in collective 

behavior,” Centola said. When 10% or 15% or even 20% of a  

population grabs hold of an idea, progress is slow. Failure looms. 

But then, a few more people get on board. And suddenly,   

success.

Here’s how it works.

New research reveals how to make social change.

23yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  
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EVERY PERSON COUNTS

Centola’s 2018 small-group 
experiments show how sensitive the 
tipping point is. Sometimes adding 
just a single person to the committed 
minority meant hitting 25%—and the 
transition from failure to success.

Varying numbers of activists were 
planted into groups in 10 trials. 
Their goal was to sway the larger 
population to adopt a new norm.  

Because the pressure of social norms keeps people half-heartedly aligned 

with the status quo, revolutions are hard to predict. Economist Timur 

Kuran in “The Inevitability of Future Revolutionary Surprises” (1995) 

describes how change seems far off when activist groups are just below 

the tipping point. But with just a little more effort and a few more people 

on board, social change can erupt.

Then change can be explosive.

The Black Lives 
Matter movement 
against police 
violence became a 
global call to action 
in May 2020. This 
chart tracks spikes 
in the number of 
public Twitter 
posts using
“#BlackLives 
Matter.”

 
BLACK LIVES 
MATTER

July 13 
George 
Zimmerman 
acquitted in 
shooting death 
of Trayvon 
Martin

July 17 
Eric Garner 
dies in police 
custody

November 24 
Police officer not 
indicted in shooting 
death of Michael 
Brown

June 16 
Police officer 
who killed 
Castile 
acquitted March 18 

Police shoot 
and kill 
Stephon Clark 

May 5 
Video posted  
of the killing  
of jogger
Ahmaud Arbery

May 25 
George Floyd 
killed by police  

July 7 
Five police officers 
killed following 
protests against police 
shootings of Philando 
Castile and Alton 
Sterling 

9 
million

8

7
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5

4

3

2
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Source: Pew Research Center

2013                           2014                           2015                           2016                           2017                           2018                           2019                           2020
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Centola’s research shows a cascade of change is triggered when 25% of a 

population embraces an idea. Minority views of what is acceptable quickly 

become majority views. Historically, majority-rules economic thinking 

assumed change happened when 51% of a population wanted it. But in 

1977, Harvard University’s Rosabeth Moss Kanter studied tokenism in the 

workplace. She found that women as small minorities were subject to an 

oppressive culture of discrimination and harassment. But when women 

occupied 20%–35% of leadership roles, work culture shifted.

Source: “Experimental Evidence for Tipping Points in Social Convention,” Centola, et al, Science 360, 2018

Failure Success

17%
activists

TIPPING 
POINT

19%
activists

19%
activists

20%
activists

21%
activists

25%
activists

27%
activists

28%
activists

28%
activists

31%
activists

Change 
happened fastest

The tipping point for 
social change is precise: 25%.

THE EXPERIMENT:

CASE IN POINT:

2
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How do you get critical mass? 
Strong social ties ... 
The key accelerant for conversion to new ideas is social 

reinforcement: strong ties among friends and neighbors, even 

friends of friends, and across different social groups. Extensive 

reach is less important than close relationships and redundancy. 

 
SOLAR REVOLUTION 

Germany is a world leader in solar 
energy production per capita. How 
did that happen?

1992: 2,000 solar homes 
2009: 576,000 solar homes  

A 2016 study of the German 
initiative found that neighborhood 
social relationships tipped the 
social norms. When advertising 
or incentives weren’t sufficient to 
trigger change, a federal program 
to activate a specific number of 
people in each neighborhood 
was able to trigger a nationwide 
cascade of adoption.

Weak social ties 
look like this:

• Acquaintances and
 long-distance 
relationships

• Each person has  
little redundancy of 
connections

• Information travels quickly 
—but not persuasion

Lots of groups have some level of 

representation in society yet alone can’t 

make an impact on a large scale. Bridges 

are tenuous connections between people 

in diverse social groups. By targeting “wide 

bridges” among different communities and 

political constituencies, even small groups 

can build coalitions, and coordinated actions 

to reach a critical mass.

 
NEWFANGLED CORN 

During the Dust Bowl years, a drought-
resistant hybrid corn was developed. 
But Iowa farmers weren’t interested. 

1931: 60% of Iowa farmers received 
information about hybrid corn from 
media and from sales reps.

1933: 70% had heard about it. Less than 
1% switched over to it.

But then a small number of farmers 
decided to experiment with the new 
seeds. In this “lab” atmosphere they had 
peer support against pressure from the 
conventional farmers. As more farmers 
began to try the corn—because their 
peers were trying it—social norms 
began to tip.

1943: 98% of farmers in Iowa had 
adopted hybrid corn, soon reaching 
100% nationwide.

Narrow bridges 
look like this:

• Fastest way to 
share information 

Wide bridges 
look like this: 

• True collaboration

• Multiple overlapping 
connections

• Social reinforcement

... and wide, inclusive
bridge-building.

Source: Unless otherwise noted, Damon Centola, Change: How to Make Big Things 

Happen (Little Brown 2021), and interviews with the author.

Strong social ties
look like this:

• Abundance of social 
redundancy with each 
person connected to 
friends of friends

• Trust and intimacy 

• A foundation for 
cooperation or solidarity 

CASE IN POINT:

CASE IN POINT:

3

4

25yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  



yes!  winter  2021  ::   yesmagazine .org  26

MIKE PINAY

Qu’Appelle Indian Residential School

1953-1963

“It was the worst 10 years of my life. I was away from my family from the age 

of 6 to 16. How do you learn about family? I didn’t know what love was. We 

weren’t even known by names back then. I was a number.”

“Do you remember your number?”

“73.”

“Signs of Your Identity,” by Daniella 

Zalcman, is a visual exploration 

of the lasting harm of Canada’s 

residential schools on the 

Indigenous population. In multiple 

exposure portraits, Zalcman 

overlays images of survivors with 

the memories of their boarding 

school experiences. The last 

residential school closed in 1996. 

The Canadian government issued 

its first formal apology in 2008. 

PHOTOS AND INTERVIEWS 

BY DANIELLA ZALCMAN
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LEONA LIBERTY

Muskowekwan Indian Residential School

1960-1966

“My mother and her siblings went to school [at Muskowekwan] too. When my 

mom’s sister was 7 years old, she was pushed down a flight of stairs by a nun and 

broke her back. She died instantly. All of the kids were terrified that the same 

thing would happen to them. My mother didn’t tell me her story until 1993, 

when she was crippled by arthritis and at the end of her life. It finally became 

clear why she had never been able to care for me—when I was two weeks old, she 

abandoned me in high grass on our reserve … We all abuse each other this way. 

It’s what we were taught.”
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ROSALIE SEWAP

Guy Hill Indian Residential School

1959-1969

“We had to pray every day and ask for forgiveness. But forgiveness 

for what? When I was 7, I started being abused by a priest and a nun. 

They’d come around after dark with a flashlight and would take away 

one of the little girls almost every night. … You never really heal from 

that. I turned into an alcoholic and it’s taken me a long time to escape 

that. I can’t forgive them. Never.”

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY DANIELLA ZALCMAN
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I
n the summer of 2011, Simon 

Hogaluk of Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, 

Canada, sat at a microphone and 

began telling a story. He spoke through 

tears of being torn from his parents 

as a child and forced onto an airplane, 

where he joined others who were 

being shuttled, against the will of their 

families, off to schools aimed at erasing 

their culture under the guise of “educa-

tion.” During those Northern Hearings 

and others held throughout the country, 

thousands of Indigenous Canadians 

participated in a mission of truth-telling 

and reconciliation as part of a nationwide 

reckoning with a particularly dark piece 

of the country’s history.

After hundreds of years of outright 

atrocities and more subtle oppressions 

against Indigenous and Black people, the 

United States, too, has a past to atone 

for. Although officials, including Presi-

dents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, 

have offered a handful of apologies, 

these statements have been criticized 

for failing to condemn the govern-

ment’s complicity and for offering only a 

symbolic, rather than systemic, resolu-

tion. And, while in the wake of highly 

publicized killings of Black people by 

law enforcement, White Americans are 

more likely to acknowledge that racism 

is real and often shapes experiences with 

police, they remain unlikely to support 

defunding the police or paying repara-

tions to Black Americans. 

This is where a Truth and Reconcili-

ation Commission like the one held in 

Canada can come in, says Cyanne E. 

Loyle, an associate professor of political 

science and international affairs at Penn-

sylvania State University. The process 

can serve as a way to launch a national 

conversation, even when faced with vast 

ideological rifts. “The point is to get 

everybody on the same page, not to start 

on the same page,” she says. From there, 

citizens and their governments can 

identify actionable steps toward change. 

Canada’s effort has been imperfect and 

reconciliation is still ongoing, but it 

carries important lessons for the United 

States’ own process.

THE CANADIAN CONTEXT

From the late 1800s to the 1990s, 

Canada removed more than 150,000 

Métis, Inuit, and First Nations children 

from their homes and sent them to 

church- and government-run board-

ing schools. The schools, much like 

those in the U.S., were established with 

the intention of breaking Indigenous 

children’s connection to culture, family, 

and identity. Once arrived, the children 

were stripped of their—often homemade 

and valuable—clothes, prohibited from 

speaking their own language or dancing 

traditional dances, punished for practic-

ing Indigenous spirituality, and taught 

that their families, bands, and entire 

way of life were inferior. Indeed, in 1883, 

Canada’s first prime minister, John A. 

Macdonald, said, “When the school is on 

the reserve the child lives with its par-

ents, who are savages; he is surrounded 

by savages, and though he may learn to 

read and write, his habits and training 

and mode of thought are Indian. He is 

simply a savage who can read and write.” 

As such, Macdonald called for Indig-

enous children to be removed from their 

homes and placed in residential schools 

where they would “acquire the habits 

and modes of thought of white men.” 

In addition to these practices, which 

would come to be known as cultural 

genocide, many students suffered physi-

cal and sexual abuse as well as extreme 

neglect. Survivors recall eating oatmeal 

with worms, “rotten soup,” and having 

to pick from scraps intended for the 

pigs. Multiple studies have shown that 

this suffering has had intergenerational 

consequences for Indigenous communi-

ties, leading to elevated rates of chronic 

and infectious disease as well as mental 

distress, depression, addictive behav-

iors, and more. During the program’s 

100-plus-year tenure, at least 139 gov-

ernment-supported residential schools 

and similar programs operated through-

out Canada. In 1969, the government 

severed its partnership with the churches 

that often ran them, but the last federally 

supported school didn’t close until the 

late 1990s. For years—decades—many 

survivors didn’t speak about it, even to 

their own families, and too many non-

Indigenous Canadians had no idea the 

system existed until relatively recently.

Prompted by the Indian Residential 

Schools Settlement Agreement and 

former students’ calls for a government 

acknowledgement and apology, Canada 

formed a Truth and Reconciliation Com-

mission in 2008. Through the effort, 

which drew on a legacy of transitional 

justice that began in post-Apartheid 

South Africa, survivors and their loved 

ones shared almost 7,000 stories in 

public panels, sharing circles, and 

private testimonies. The Commission 

also gathered documents from schools, 

governments, and other sources.

As the chair of the commission, 

then-Justice on the Provincial Court of 

Manitoba Murray Sinclair explained to 

attendees at one truth-telling event that 

Canada’s TRC process aimed to capture 

stories to ensure that they were available 

for the future. But it was also intended 

to lay the groundwork for a new future. 

STACEY MCKENNA

Can Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation efforts 
help the U.S. with its own reckoning?

A Way Out 
of a Dark Past
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STUART BITTERNOSE

Gordon Indian Residential School

1946-1954

“After I’d had enough of that place, one day I jumped the 8-foot-high 

fence and I took off down the highway. I found a farm, and I asked if 

I could work, and I stayed there for two and a half years on a salary of 

a dollar a day. I told the farmer I’d run away [from residential school], 

and he said he didn’t care—and if anyone came looking for me he’d 

chase them off for trespassing. He saved me.”

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY DANIELLA ZALCMAN
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Sinclair, who has served in the Canadian 

Senate since 2016, said at a 2011 sharing 

panel held in Kuujjuaq, Quebec, “Our 

responsibility in doing all of this is to 

record the truth of residential schools, 

because it is only through knowing 

the truth of that story, and all of those 

stories, that we’ll be able to engage in 

a discussion with Canada about the 

second part of our mandate, which is 

reconciliation.”

RECKONING WITH THE PAST

The TRC process is not unique to 

Canada. Rather, from Sierra Leone to 

Guatemala, TRCs have in recent decades 

become a familiar way for transitioning 

governments to address—with varying 

degrees of success—acute traumas and 

violence that they and their predeces-

sors have committed or permitted. What 

makes the Canadian example especially 

relevant for the U.S. is its similar con-

text. First, in both countries, a distinct 

but related legacy of colonialism has 

wrought modern-day consequences. 

Second, whereas many TRCs are used 

following civil war or regime change, 

Canada’s Commission occurred as part 

of a shift in ideology. 

     “The idea is, when you have this 

kind of space, this kind of power shift, 

you have the opportunity to reckon with 

some of the events of the past,” Loyle 

says. In the U.S., despite daunting ideo-

logical divides, coming to terms with the 

past may be key to building a more civil 

society going forward. If the increasingly 

diverse and widespread protests against 

police brutality and systemic racism are 

any indication, we are ready.

Unfortunately, however, the process of 

unearthing, documenting, and publiciz-

ing the truths of injustice is neither sim-

ple nor inherently beneficial, especially 

for those who are active participants. 

Each individual engages differently with 

the process, Loyle notes, and outcomes 

vary for people who have shared their 

experiences. In the Canadian TRC, some 

survivors actively wanted to be heard 

and found the act of sharing their story 

cathartic or even empowering. Others 

found that participation led to a sense of 

exploitation all over again, which added 

to their trauma. Still others questioned 

why those who had been victimized were 

left to do the labor of reliving their pain-

ful experiences.

Nonetheless, a TRC’s ability to raise 

awareness and change opinions may be 

one of its greatest strengths, Loyle says. 

In South Africa, the 1995 TRC taught 

White South Africans about the extent 

of the atrocities carried out by the state, 

which Loyle says ultimately dismantled 

broad acceptance of apartheid policies. 

In Canada, too, the process has raised 

awareness and improved people’s under-

standing of their country’s past: In partic-

ular, the Canadian TRC—which included 

numerous nationally televised events—

made the testimonies of extreme abuse 

suffered by residential school survivors 

widely available for the first time.

As Aboriginal Peoples Television 

Network, the world’s first national Indig-

enous television broadcaster, reported 

on the nationwide events held around 

testimonies, the importance of the TRC’s 

truth-telling role to Canada’s Indigenous 

communities stood out. “The most 

important thing that we heard from 

people is that it was documented, people 

know about it,” says Cheryl McKenzie, an 

Anishinaabe and Cree woman from Hol-

low Water and Peguis First Nations in 

Manitoba and APTN’s executive director 

of news and current affairs. “You can’t 

ignore it anymore, and hopefully nobody 

forgets it.”

IS KNOWING THE TRUTH ENOUGH?

Despite the power of these stories to 

potentially shift perspectives, academics 

and activists challenge whether a process 

that is centered on individual suffering 

can effectively lead to structural change. 

After all, like the enslavement of Black 

people and the Indian Boarding School 

system in the U.S., Canada’s Indian 

residential schools left their mark on 

subsequent generations and entire com-

munities of Indigenous peoples, says 

Monika Ille, a member of the Abenaki 

First Nation of Odanak. “All of this 

impacted not only the generations that 

went through it, but the generations to 

come as well. Those children became 

parents, and what was it to become a 

parent? What happened to their culture? 

Their language?” says Ille, who is the 

CEO of APTN. “All of that still affects 

people today.” 

Yet a substantial proportion of the 

stories in mainstream media focused 

on the abuse, rather than the fact that 

the schools represent just one piece of a 

systematic attempt to erase Indigenous 

cultures. The Canadian government also 

terminated treaties, outlawed Indig-

enous spiritual practices, eliminated or 

replaced existing governing bodies, and 

denied Indigenous people the right to 

fully participate in the nation’s politi-

cal, economic, and social worlds. The 

consequences have not stayed in the 

past. They continue to affect the lives of 

Indigenous Canadians, and left unad-

dressed, will shape the existence of 

future generations. 

McKenzie explains that, while both of 

her parents attended boarding school, 

their experiences were decidedly differ-

ent. Her mother remembers a “kind” 

teacher who brought her home on 

weekends, where she learned to bake 

and got to sleep in a comfortable bed. 

The absence of explicit abuse, McKenzie 

says, can cause even survivors to over-

look the oppressive function the schools 

played. “[My mom didn’t] experience 

any sexual abuse, but of course there’s 

the abuse that comes when one person 

thinks they’re superior over Indigenous 

people. And the loss of her language, 

being closely connected with her family,” 

McKenzie says.

Those losses carried forward.           

McKenzie’s mother became an adult 

who no longer spoke her native lan-

guage and was unable to teach it to her 

children. And for Indigenous people 

across Canada, the loss of culture and 

systematic fracturing of communities 

by residential schools has contributed to 

increased rates of psychological, physi-

cal, economic, and spiritual suffering. 

But the Canadian TRC may have 

been slightly better poised to address 

structural problems than many of the 

truth and reconciliation processes that 

preceded it. In a 2013 article in the 
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International Journal of Transitional 

Justice, gender equality and social justice 

scholar Rosemary Nagy argued that the 

Canadian TRC’s de-emphasis on indi-

vidual accountability, while potentially 

problematic in its own right, may have 

opened the door for a more contextual-

ized approach. “There was a desire on 

the part of many survivors to have public 

education on larger systemic and collec-

tive issues,” she wrote.

TOWARD RECONCILIATION

More than a decade has passed since 

Canada’s TRC began its mission and five 

years since the Commission released its 

“Calls to Action.” The 94 recommen-

dations therein span issues of educa-

tion, media, language, child welfare, 

and Indigenous sovereignty, and are 

intended as a framework for working 

from truth to reconciliation. It seems 

that the TRC is having an impact. In a 

2016 survey conducted by the Environics 

Institute, two-thirds of non-Indigenous 

respondents were aware of residential 

schools, up from just 51% in 2008. The 

same survey found that most of those 

who knew about the schools saw the 

experience as a factor that continues to 

affect Indigenous Canadians’ lives.  

Despite these changes, many still 

believe that reconciliation is a long way 

off at best. Despite Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau’s claims of commitment to the 

process, Indigenous people in Canada 

still suffer the consequences of coloniza-

tion, such as: lack of equitable access to 

healthcare and education, elevated levels 

of incarceration and unemployment, and 

disproportionate rates of child death, 

suicide, and other mental and physical 

health issues.

Asked what he sees as the biggest bar-

rier to reconciliation, Niigaanwewidam 

Sinclair, an Anishinaabe activist from the 

St. Peter’s Band of the Little Peguis First 

Nation of Manitoba, doesn’t hesitate: 

“Land theft is the problem,” says Sinclair, 

who is also a columnist at the Winnipeg 

Free Press, and an assistant professor in 

Native studies at the University of Mani-

toba. “When you steal all the land, 99% 

of the land, then you remove a people’s 

way of life, you remove a people’s way 

of expressing themselves, raising their 

children, creating an economy. And so 

the biggest challenge of reconciliation is 

land theft.”

That doesn’t mean that smaller steps 

to reduce the current atmosphere of 

violence don’t matter. Changing racist 

names of sports teams or tearing down 

statues celebrating slavery have value, he 

says. But that value is in facilitating an 

atmosphere in which bigger conversa-

tions and actions might take place. “We 

haven’t even had the conversation yet, 

and the conversation is where reconcilia-

tion lies,” he says. “Reconciliation starts 

with returning the land. … Indigenous 

peoples need to self-govern.” 

And, while Canada’s TRC provides 

a roadmap for enacting reconciliation 

in its calls to action, the vast majority 

of those calls remain unmet: In fact, 

according to a report by the Yellowhead 

Institute, a First Nation-led research cen-

ter, only nine of the 94 had been com-

pleted as of December 2019. Thus, says 

Sinclair, “It’s the people themselves that 

have to perform reconciliation when they 

begin the process of enacting the calls. 

Because when you enact the calls, you’re 

setting the stage for that conversation.”

COULD THE U.S. BENEFIT FROM A TRC?

Several grassroots and local-level truth 

and reconciliation commissions have 

already been held in the U.S. In 1997, 

a Greensboro, North Carolina, TRC 

addressed the 1979 murder of labor 

organizers by members of the Ku Klux 

Klan and American Nazi Party. From 

2013 to 2015, the Maine Wabanaki-State 

Child Welfare Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission addressed the abuse of 

Native American children by the state’s 

welfare agencies. In April of 2019, a 

Maryland TRC began investigating the 

dozens of lynchings that took place in 

the state between 1854 and 1933.

These local efforts, among oth-

ers—including the National Memorial 

for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, 

Alabama—have brought some healing 

and reconciliation for participating com-

munities, and they can be essential to 

information gathering, Loyle says. They 

do not, however, constitute the nation-

wide reckoning with the country’s his-

tory of genocide, land theft, and slavery, 

or with the persistence of systemic rac-

ism that some argue we need. According 

to Loyle, research shows that processes 

at the national level are important to 

achieving and maintaining peace. Thus, 

she advocates for an approach “that 

would actually try to go back as much 

as possible to the historical evolution” 

of contemporary policies and structural 

injustice in the U.S.

The widespread Black Lives Matter 

protests against police brutality might 

finally provide the momentum we need to 

make a TRC happen. In fact, in June, U.S. 

Rep. Barbara Lee, D-Calif., called for a 

racial healing and truth commission. And 

Christine Diindiisi McCleave, an enrolled 

citizen of the Turtle Mountain Ojibwe 

Nation and CEO of the National Native 

American Boarding School Healing Coali-

tion, wants to make sure such a process 

includes both Black and Indigenous 

peoples. McCleave argues that in order to 

move the needle against all racial oppres-

sion we need to start with our nation’s 

original sin that includes the mass killing, 

displacement, and attempted cultural 

annihilation of Indigenous peoples. 

Despite the challenges faced by 

Canada, and the complexities inher-

ent in seeking an approach that could 

work across 50 states and 574 federally 

recognized Tribal Nations, the Healing 

Coalition is exploring the possibility of 

a national TRC to address the U.S. gov-

ernment’s mistreatment of Indigenous 

peoples. 

“The acknowledgement of the cultural 

genocide of Indigenous peoples is 

imperative to reparations or a movement 

to improve the lives of Black Americans,” 

Diindiisi McCleave says. “We were the 

first people they came in and oppressed. 

It needs to start at the beginning. It 

would help others if we had some kind 

of reckoning about how the country has 

treated Indigenous people.” y 

Stacey McKenna is a Colorado-based 

freelance journalist who writes about 

science, justice, travel, and all things 

equine. Instagram: @revelingfluttering
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Journalism for people building a better world

We Are in a Moment 
of Radical Possibility. 

The world we have is fracturing. The world we want is coming 
into focus. 

With each new outrage, we see more clearly that the systems that govern 
our lives need to be profoundly reimagined: Stripped of racism. Designed 
for equity. Focused on the welfare of people and planet, instead of profit.

Shocks, like the ones we’ve experienced this year, lead to 
realignments. Perhaps never more so than now. Unprecedented 
numbers of people have raised their fists and voices demanding change 
that can profoundly reshape this nation. From health care to public safety, 
from climate to the economy, once “radical” ideas have moved into the 
mainstream.

Now it’s up to all of us to build on this momentum. We must 
keep our eyes on the horizon. We must believe that, despite “unbeatable” 
odds, we will get there. And, with relentless determination, we must keep on 
marching. Together.  

What we do now will set the course for decades to come. Our 
collective actions will determine whether our nation moves forward in 
the hard work of dismantling racism, elevating people over profit, halting 
climate change, and transforming our democracy into one where all voices 
are heard and valued.   

By showing the way forward, YES! stories can help us realize a world 
that works for all. 

We’re committed to this work. We know you are, too.
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How Norway 
Built an Economy That 

Puts People First

ISABELLA BREDA

The national ethos of 
economic equity was decades 

in the making.
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W
hen Scandinavian Airlines in 

May announced a 50% drop 

in quarterly revenue due to 

pandemic-related travel restrictions, the 

company was forced to cut 5,000 posi-

tions and temporarily lay off 90% of its 

employees.

Pia Berg Flaten, a young flight 

attendant for the airline, still got paid, 

however, even as the airline’s business 

dropped to almost nothing. 

“I was still employed. I was receiving 

money from the government, not from 

my airline,” Flaten says. “Whenever an 

employer in Norway goes into financial 

trouble, the government goes in and 

pays your paycheck.”

The Norwegian parliament recognized 

that initiating a nationwide closure, 

and thus reducing business operations, 

would require that Norwegians’ incomes 

be supplemented. 

Norway’s ability to preserve the fiscal 

and physical well-being of its residents 

during the COVID-19 pandemic is just 

one small example of a decades-long 

effort to create an equitable economy. 

What began as a result of the labor and 

feminist movements in the 1970s now 

suffuses most parts of society, includ-

ing how the country responded to the 

outbreak. 

On March 12, Norway began its 

nationwide lockdown, and by April 7, 

Parliament had adopted a package that 

Trygve Slagsvold Vedum, a member of 

Parliament and the leader of the Center 

Party, told Norwegian Broadcasting was 

“the largest [monetary] commitment the 

parliament has ever made.” 

The roughly $480 million relief pack-

age included tax relief for businesses 

experiencing losses, a reduction in the 

European Economic Community Value 

Added Tax, and tax deferrals for self-

employed individuals such as freelance 

writers and artists. The package helped 

maintain stability in the economy while 

Norwegians did their part to slow the 

spread of the virus.

As a result, this fall in Norway has 

shaped up to be fairly typical. Primary 

school students and teachers have 

reunited in the classroom, employees are 

enjoying company-sponsored wellness 

nights in the countryside, and bars and 

gyms are lively again, although they are 

operating with some restrictions. 

As of Oct. 22, Norway had reported 

16,771 COVID-19 cases among its popu-

lation of 5.4 million since the beginning 

of February, according to the World 

Health Organization. That’s 311 cases per 

100,000. A total of 279 people had died 

from the disease.

Neighboring Denmark has recorded 

more than 37,000 cases in the same time 

frame, and Sweden, which took a more 

laissez-faire approach to lockdowns, has 

had more than 107,000, or about 1,070 

per 100,000 population, and more than 

5,900 deaths.

Norwegians beat back the coronavirus 

from a 10% to a 1% positivity rate of 

those tested (although it climbed back 

to just above 1% in October) and the 

unemployment rate is returning to pre-

pandemic levels, according to the Labor 

and Welfare Administration, with about 

106,000 out of work as of Sept. 22—

about 2% of the population.

Following medical advice is one 

reason Norwegians have weathered 

the pandemic better than most of their 

neighbors. But that was built on a 

national ethos of economic equity, laid 

down decades ago, that prioritizes the 

well-being of citizens and residents over 

business profits.

A HISTORY OF LABOR ACTIVISM

Norwegian workers pay a roughly 25% 

income tax rate—a flat rate of 22%, plus 

a personal income tax of 2-16%, depend-

ing on income. That’s on par with what 

the average American family pays in 

income tax, but in Norway, those taxes 

pay for generous social welfare programs 

for almost all Norwegian residents, 

including migrant workers—or those on 

temporary work permits—and immi-

grants with legal residence status.

Norwegian social welfare encompasses 

comprehensive unemployment benefits, 

retirement pay, and healthcare coverage 

that covers just about everything, from 

mental health care to ambulance and 

emergency services to clinical care for 

transgender residents.

Workers are uniquely safeguarded, 

as salaries and labor rights are deter-

mined both at the local and national level 

through collective bargaining agree-

ments between the trade unions and 

employers, rather than through legisla-

tion, according to the European Trade 

Union Institute. 

The leaders of the trade unions, repre-

sented within the Norwegian Confedera-

tion of Trade Unions, and representa-

tives of employers, represented within 

the Confederation of Norwegian Enter-

prise, develop agreements pertaining to 

minimum wages, pension funds, and 

paid holidays. On the local level, unions 

work to adapt national agreements and 

add agreements to fit their needs.

Trade union leaders are also tasked 

with discussing and prescribing hiring 

quotas pertaining to gender and race, 

and policies for family and medical leave. 

The system, however, didn’t always 

cater to the working class.

In the 1920s and ’30s, Norway experi-

enced a high rate of inflation as a result 

of World War I and the Great Depres-

sion. Factory workers and farmers were 

able to motivate the middle class to 

join them in the streets to march for an 

equitable economy and advocate for the 

welfare state as it exists today, said Astrid 

Hoem, vice president of Arbeidernes 

Ungdomsfylking, or the Workers’ Youth 

League.

“A lot of wealth vanished due to this 

inflation,” she says. “After World War II, 

the Labor Party took more control of the 

economy; more governmental owner-

ship, higher taxes, stronger unions—this 

The Radisson Blu Plaza Hotel in Oslo turned on the lights in some 

of its rooms to draw a heart on March 25, 2020. The Norwegian 

response to the pandemic prioritized the well-being of citizens and 

residents over business profits.

PHOTO BY STIAN LYSBERG SOLUM/NTB SCANPIX/AFP/GETTY IMAGES
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was a recipe for success.” 

Labor Party leaders first entered the 

political arena in 1935, abolishing eco-

nomic austerity measures and encourag-

ing the first collective agreement between 

the union and business confederations. 

The agreement laid the groundwork 

for compromise between workers and 

the interests of capital, balancing rights 

to unionize and strike with business 

interests.

This initial movement in the streets 

led by the working class set a precedent, 

creating a platform for marginalized 

voices to rise and demand an equitable 

economic system.

RADICAL FEMINISTS CHANGE THE 

LABOR STANDARD

When Vaaler Skurlag, a sawmill in 

southern Norway, conducted mass layoffs 

of women workers in the 1970s, the local 

union had nothing to say.

“There was a big fight in the middle of 

the ’70s when one workplace in southern 

Norway argued it was more important to 

give men the work,” says Torill Nustad, 

a national board member of the activist 

group KvinneFronten. “And their trade 

union accepted that.”

KvinneFronten, or the Women’s Front, 

led protests for days that garnered the 

attention of national media and union 

leaders.

“People all over the country protested 

and changed that situation,” Nustad says. 

The massive protests over equality in 

the workplace prompted the passage of 

the Equal Status Act of 1978, allowing 

what Nustad refers to as “positive discrim-

ination,” or preferential hiring of women 

in the workplace and in politics. 

Since the 1970s, the Women’s Front 

and many other feminist organizations 

have evolved into more than just nonvio-

lent action coalitions. 

“In 10 years’ time, many of us got posi-

tions in the trade unions, and with hard 

work and discussions were able to change 

the trade unions so they could stand for 

the women,” Nustad says.

Today, trade unions across the country 

are dominated by women. 

According to the European Trade 

Union Institute, in Norway union 

representation is higher among women 

(58%) than men (46%). These trade 

unions have worked to offer more 

equitable access to a stable career for all 

Norwegians.

Progressive programs enacted in 

Norway, such as universal daycare for all 

children 1 year old and up, and a full year 

of parental leave divided between parents, 

allow young parents to maintain careers 

while growing their family, Nustad says.

But despite policy changes that sup-

port working women, there have been 

roadblocks.

In the 1990s, some less progressive 

Labor Party leaders eradicated education 

stipends for women divorcees, and under 

the current conservative parliamentary 

leadership the issue of income equality 

has yet to be addressed, Nustad says.

Though women are equally active in 

the economy, they still disproportionately 

fill lower-wage jobs, such as nurses and 

primary school teachers, according to 

the Norwegian Ministry of Children and 

Equality.

But overall, the feminist movement’s 

constant pressure on parliament has 

resulted in gradual, progressive policy 

change. “We went to the streets, press 

conferences and seminars, we went to 

the parliament building to work to have 

pressure on the politicians in equal pay, 

equal rights,” and daycare, Nustad says.

“We work both inside these organiza-

tions and together in the streets and in 

the media.”

By keeping the pressure on, feminist 

organizations have kept even today’s 

more conservative parliament focused on 

the plight of the working class.

Fakhra Salimi, executive director of 

the nonprofit MiRA Resource Centre for 

Black, Immigrant, and Refugee Women, 

and also an immigrant from Pakistan, 

said that while policies may lay out a 

recipe for equity, they may not always be 

successful in their application. 

When government jobs advertise that 

they are hiring, “they sometimes say 

they encourage minorities to apply for 

the job,” Salimi says. “The thing is that 

many [government] institutions do that, 

but it is not required that they should be 

given the job. The requirement is to call 

in one or two minorities for interviews... 

and that’s it. Then you have already done 

your duty.”

MiRA offers consulting for women, 

non-White immigrants, and people 

with disabilities who have experienced 

workplace discrimination, and works 

with the Norwegian Equality and Anti-

discrimination Ombud, an independent 

agency within the Ministry of Culture, 

for legal support.

Salimi’s organization advocates for 

migrant women’s rights both at ground 

level, in helping women obtain residency 

through work rather than marriage, and 

at the parliamentary level, by lobbying 

for more equitable hiring practices.

The group’s work helps ensure Nor-

wegian society can support an increas-

ingly diverse population under the same 

equitable ideals the working class fought 

for in the 1930s. By 2013, Norway had 

become home to people from 223 coun-

tries and autonomous regions.  

“We are in a historical time where 

Norway is a multi-racial, multilingual 

society,” Salimi says. “We need to kind of 

reimagine Norwegian society—imagine 

it in the 21st-century context.”

 IT STARTS WITH AN EDUCATION

While feminism paved the way for radi-

cal changes in labor lawmaking, youth 

activists say that an equitable economy 

really starts with education.

“When it comes to college tuition and 

some conservative politician brings that 

up, nobody really wants to debate,” says 

Alexander Fossen Lange, international 

director of Sosialistisk Ungdom, or Social-

ist Youth. “We all really agree on public, 

free education for all.”

According to the Organization for Eco-

nomic Cooperation and Development, 

Norway was one of the top spenders on 

education in the world, averaging about 

$23,500 per university student in 2020. 

Few countries break the $20,000 

mark in expenditures per college stu-

dent. While young Americans rack up an 
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average of $30,000 in debt for a college 

education, creating incentives to finish 

their education as quickly as possible so 

they can enter the workforce, Norwegian 

students of all socio-economic back-

grounds have the opportunity to take a 

gap year to travel or pursue employment 

in service industries.

Flaten, a 22-year-old university 

student, ended up working as a flight 

attendant for Scandinavian Airlines dur-

ing her gap year. But with the downturn 

of airline travel during the COVID-19 

pandemic, she decided to accept a gener-

ous separation package from her airline 

and enroll in university. 

Not only do all students—regardless 

of citizenship—attend school for free, 

but the cost of school supplies is also 

subsidized.

“You get like 130,000 kroners [approx-

imately USD $14,300] so people can 

afford books and supplies,” Flaten says. 

“Students don’t have to work or save up 

and anyone can go to school.” 

Making higher education accessible 

to everyone leads to access to fulfilling 

careers, with nearly 90% of college-

educated 25–34-year-old Norwegians 

employed full time as of 2018. Norwe-

gian law requires the Labor and Welfare 

Administration to provide all job seekers 

with advice and help to find job place-

ments after graduation.

But Sosialistisk Ungdom’s Lange says 

that the idea that everyone can go to 

school is an ideal that the country doesn’t 

live up to. 

AN ECONOMIC DIVIDE IN THE SCHOOLS

Students with limited or low-quality 

access to commodities such as inter-

net connectivity and tutoring services, 

especially in migrant communities such 

as Tøyen and Grønland in Oslo, are more 

likely to be lower-performing students, 

Lange says.

“Primary school grades reflect social 

and economic differences.” Those with 

greater access to educational resources 

and with less responsibilities in the home 

will have better grades, Lange says. 

The majority of higher education 

admissions are based on original second-

ary school transcripts. In addition, the 

Norwegian university system offers no 

programs offering additional support or 

guidance to help first-generation students 

navigate college.

Despite the socioeconomic differences 

between immigrant and native Norwe-

gian children, according to Statistics 

Norway, Norwegian-born children with 

immigrant parents attend college directly 

after secondary education at a rate of 

63.7%, 23.2% higher than the rest of the 

population. 

Today, with restricted travel, fewer 

students are taking a gap year and Norwe-

gian university placements are quickly 

filling up, thus making it even more 

competitive to enter higher education.

In fall 2020 alone, Norwegian uni-

versities have seen an 8.7% enrollment 

increase from 2019, according to Univer-

sity World News.

For example, in 2020 the government 

allocated 70 additional placements at 

the Norwegian School of Economics due 

to the pandemic. But that still wasn’t 

enough to mitigate the increased compe-

tition for limited university seats.

In order to ensure equal access for 

future generations, Hoem’s organization 

is working to revise the country’s “genera-

tional compact,” a societal trust that youth 

will care for the elderly, who in turn will 

have provided for the younger genera-

tions’ future.

“We are working on getting a youth 

guarantee,” says Hoem of the Workers’ 

Youth League. “You should be able to get 

a job or to be a student in Norway.”

In 2017, the Norwegian Labor and 

Welfare Administration initiated its first 

“youth effort,” replacing earlier guaran-

tees, to connect job seekers under 30 

who have been unemployed for at least 

eight weeks with work or education 

opportunities.

This program, however, is only 

enacted at the discretion of the country’s 

nearly 500 local welfare offices, and 

Hoem says she believes it’s essential 

that the federal government establish 

a national guarantee, with consistent 

guidelines, including connecting high 

school graduates with the resources they 

need to find a satisfying career. 

At the end of the second quarter of 

2020, Norway’s overall unemployment 

rate was around 6.4%, but for immi-

grants the rate was 13.7%. By ensuring 

job training, higher education or employ-

ment for all youth, Norway could bridge 

the gap in access to careers for immi-

grants, Hoem says.

Both the Socialist Youth and the Work-

ers’ Youth League work directly with 

their mother parties, the Socialist Left 

Party and the Norwegian Labor Party, 

respectively, to draft agendas that will be 

presented and debated in Parliament. 

Norway’s economy can be equitable, 

and not just in name. But over the years, 

it’s been activists that have held the gov-

ernment to account. Today’s activists are 

continuing this commitment to equity.

“How we talk about it [at the Workers’ 

Youth League]—the ones who set the 

agenda are the ones who get to come up 

with the solutions,” Hoem says. y 

Isabella Breda studies journalism and 

political science at California Lutheran 

University. Twitter: @BredaIsabella

By keeping the pressure on, feminist organizations 
have kept even today’s more conservative parliament 

focused on the plight of the working class.
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20 WAYSMountains and Rivers 
Have a Say  

The rights of nature movement 

seeks to grant legal standing to 

the environment—rivers, trees, 

mountains, forests, and more. 

While a handful of U.S. cities have 

adopted the idea, it’s been most 

successful abroad. Ecuador was 

the first nation to incorporate rights 

of nature into its constitution in 

2008, going beyond simple legal 

standing. There, nature has the right 

to restoration, regeneration, and 

respect. Bolivia followed, enacting 

its Law of the Rights of Mother 

Earth in 2010. New Zealand has 

approached nature’s rights more 

specifically, granting personhood 

to the Whanganui River in 2017, 

as well as naming royal and 

Maori legal guardians who are 

empowered to bring suit on behalf 

of these newly affirmed ecological 

persons.

1

11
Better
Ideas

for a Country 
in Need 

of Social Change
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A Focus on Drug Rehab, Not Punishment

After more than a decade spent battling rising heroin use, 

Portugal made history in 2001 by becoming the first country in 

the world to fully decriminalize the “consumption, acquisition, 

and possession” of all narcotic and psychotropic drugs. The 

sale and distribution of drugs remain illegal—and drug dealers 

are prosecuted, though penalties are reduced for users who 

sell solely to fund their own habit. But anyone found with less 

than a 10-day supply of any illicit substance, from marijuana 

to heroin, is referred to a local commission composed of three 

people: one legal expert and two medical doctors, psychologists, 

sociologists, or social workers. That commission then makes 

a recommendation for treatment, with an explicit goal of 

rehabilitation. Methadone and clean needle services are easily 

accessible. In 2016, 30 people died of drug overdose in Portugal; 

in the U.S., more than 63,600 people died.

2

More Women in Government

In the wake of the Rwandan genocide of 1994, women’s societal 

roles shifted drastically, and a generation of widows and orphans 

was pivotal in rebuilding the economy. Women’s political 

equality took center stage. The country’s new constitution, 

adopted in 2003, mandated that women make up at least 30% 

of parliament; they took 48% of seats in the first election. 

Today, Rwanda’s parliament has the highest level of women’s 

representation of any country in the world. As of August 2020, 

61.3% of the members of Rwanda’s lower house of parliament 

are women, and in the upper parliamentary chamber, 38.5% of 

members are women. While Rwanda continues to struggle with 

poverty, corruption, and gender-based violence, it also boasts 

some of the highest rates of women in the workforce in the 

world, and the maternal mortality rate dropped 77% between 

2000 and 2013. 

3

AC R O S S  T H E  G LOB E,  NAT ION - S TAT E S  P R OV I DE  B E N E F I T S  that remain elusive to those living in the 

United States, from universal child care and health care, to women’s representation in government, 

to humane addiction treatment, to meeting the basic human need for sustenance, joy, and a clean, 

healthy environment. Governments from Australia to Rwanda, from Sweden to Brazil, and from Kenya 

to Belarus have devised policy solutions to bolster the health, well-being, and basic functioning of their 

societies, sometimes at the urging of grassroots organizers. And while no country is a utopia, even 

nations with long histories of inequality and violence carry lessons for how to move toward what might 

be called a more perfect union. Each of these examples prove that with policy and grassroots activism, it 

is possible to create equitable opportunities for everyone to grow and thrive.  

SUNNIVIE BRYDUM

Daily-dose methadone clinics and other health care services for 

drug users are easily accessible in Lisbon, Portugal.

Rwanda’s parliament has the highest percentage of women 

of any national governing body.

Left: Kayakers explore the Whanganui River and 

surrounding rain forests.

PHOTOS ABOVE:  HORATIO VILLALOBOS/GETTY IMAGES,  MI  CHAEL ZUMSTEIN/AGENCE VU/REDUX 
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The End of Single-Use Plastic

Kenya imposed the world’s strictest ban on plastic bags in August 

2017, imposing steep fines ($40,000 USD) and potential prison 

time for anyone caught using, selling, or producing plastic bags. 

Eight months after the ban’s implementation, environmental 

officials reported fewer plastic bags flying through the air, and 

less plastic waste in waterways and in the guts of fish and other 

animals. Although enforcement was uneven—street vendors 

were particularly hard-hit, without subsidies to offset the high 

cost of cloth bags or other reusable containers—most officials 

called the ban a success, and neighboring nations considered 

similar policies. In June 2020, Kenya took another major step 

toward reducing plastic waste by banning single-use plastics in 

all protected areas, including national parks, wildlife reserves, 

beaches, forests, and conservation areas. 

Car-Free City Streets  

In the mid-1970s, the Colombian capital city of Bogotá 

pioneered what has grown into a global movement to—at least 

temporarily—remove cars from congested city streets. Every 

Sunday and national holiday, the city of more than 7 million 

people closes most of its streets to vehicle traffic, in a tradition 

known as ciclovía, which means “bikeway.” Pedestrians and 

bicyclists swarm the streets, and vendors, artists, and musicians 

turn out in force for the weekly city-wide stroll. Today, cities across 

Europe, Latin America, and even a handful of U.S. municipalities 

have joined the car-free or “Open Streets” movement, designating 

days or entire areas of the city where cars are forbidden. In 

addition to encouraging bike transit infrastructure, cultivation of 

green spaces, and social cohesion, removing cars from city streets 

has tangible environmental benefits. A 2016 research review on 

European and Latin American cities found as much as a 40% 

reduction in nitrogen dioxide levels on car-free days. 

5

6

Universal, Affordable Child Care 

In Sweden, child care has been a cornerstone of family policy 

for nearly half a century. The Scandinavian country was one of 

the first to adopt the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, and it now offers universal child care to all families 

with children from ages 1–12. Subsidized in part by national 

and municipal taxes, out-of-pocket costs for families are capped 

according to income level. A two-parent Swedish family with two 

children spends an average of 4% of their annual net household 

income on child care costs—while a U.S. family with two parents 

and two children spends four times as much for child care: 16% 

of their annual net household income. Sweden’s subsidized 

child care is just one component in a suite of family-centric 

government benefits, including a child allowance that increases 

with the number of children, and generous paid parental leave.

4

Protesters target the Nestlé factory in Nairobi, 

Kenya, over its single-use plastic packaging.

Sweden has one of the most advanced 

preschool programs in the world. 

July 2020 marked the 35th anniversary of the car-free 

streets initiative in Bogotá, Colombia. 

Right: Two Mosuo women, Naju Dorma and Lacuo 

Dorma, from the village of Luoshui, China.

PHOTOS ABOVE:  MELANIE STETSON FREEMAN/THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR/GETTY IMAGES,  
YASUYOSHI  CHIBA/AFP/GETTY IMAGES,  JUANCHO TORRES/ANADOLU AGENCY VIA GETTY IMAGES 

RIGHT:  KAROLIN KLÜPPEL 
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Grandmothers in Charge

The Mosuo, who live in the Chinese 

Himalayas, are a matriarchal 

society. Women are the heads of 

families: They carry on the family 

name, make financial decisions for 

their intergenerational household, 

and inherit property. Men live with 

their maternal relatives, and play 

a significant role in childrearing 

and household duties. The Western 

concept of marriage does not exist. 

When a woman reaches maturity, 

she is free to take a male lover—or 

several. If pregnancy results, the 

child is raised in their mother’s 

household, and there is no stigma 

around bearing children from 

several men.  

7

MORE ON THE MOSUO 

GRANDMOTHERS:

YESMAGAZINE.ORG/MOSUO
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Healthy Mothers 

In the final years of the Soviet Union, Belarus struggled socially 

and economically, and the health of its citizens suffered. This 

was particularly true for pregnant women, who experienced a 

maternal mortality rate of 33 out of every 100,000 live births in 

1990. By 2017, Belarus boasted the lowest maternal mortality 

rate in the world—just 2 maternal deaths for every 100,000 live 

births. (Italy, Norway, and Poland have the same mortality rate.) 

Beginning in 2005, the government launched several initiatives 

to improve maternal health, including building health care 

facilities in rural areas, deploying nearly 2,700 OB-GYNs, and 

providing stipends for pregnant women to see a health care 

provider during their first trimester. 

Public-Private Universal Health Insurance

In Australia, a decade-long legislative battle over access to health 

care resulted in a public-private health insurance system that is 

broadly regarded as one of the best in the Western world. The 

publicly funded program, known as Medicare, subsidizes public 

hospitals, and covers medical care—including mental health 

and pregnancy care—for all Australians. New Zealand citizens, 

as well as permanent residents of either country, are eligible 

to enroll in the program. Those subsidies come from a federal 

income tax, in addition to local levies. Out-of-pocket prescription 

drug costs under Medicare are capped at $39.50 AUD ($28 

USD) per prescription, with lower costs available to low-income 

residents. Private insurance is also available, and provides 

coverage for services not covered by Medicare. The government 

sets income thresholds to determine which taxpayers are eligible 

for a rebate on their health insurance costs, and which are 

required to buy private insurance or pay a fine. 

Serious About Education

Since the end of the Korean War, South Korea has made drastic 

investments in its education system, taking it from a nation 

where 80% of the population was illiterate in 1945, to now 

boasting one of the highest educational attainment levels in the 

world. In 2019, nearly 70% of Koreans ages 25-34 have a post-

secondary education (compared with barely 50% of Americans 

in the same age range). The federal Ministry of Education 

oversees primary, secondary, and post-secondary schools 

nationwide; primary and secondary school is universally 

available, and the national high school graduation rate is 95%. 

Korean students—of all ages—consistently earn some of the 

highest test scores worldwide in math, science, and reading. 

Teachers in South Korea are well-paid, among the most 

educated in the world, highly regarded in society, and have 

exceedingly low attrition rates.

8

10

South Korean students take an exam under coronavirus measures. 

Right: Meals, fresh fruit, and other food are distributed every 

Friday at an open air restaurant in central Belo Horizonte, Brazil. 

A mural in Melbourne, Australia, depicts a 

health care worker with wings holding a globe.

A pregnant women parade in Minsk, Belarus. 

9
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People’s Right  
to Healthy Food 

Building off Brazil’s grassroots 

Movement for Ethics in Politics, Belo 

Horizonte enacted a municipal 

law in 1993 that established a 

universal right to food, creating a 

commission of government officials, 

farmers, labor leaders, and others. 

The commission was charged with 

a mandate to “increase access to 

healthy food for all as a measure 

of social justice.” Now, 26 years 

later, the city has effectively 

eliminated hunger among its 2.5 

million residents. Belo Horizonte’s 

food security system comprises 

20 interconnected programs 

that approach food security in 

different ways, including offering 

fixed, low-cost fresh and healthy 

food at “popular restaurants”; 

providing food directly to schools, 

daycare centers, clinics, nursing 

homes, shelters, and charitable 

organizations; and  connecting 

producers with consumers at 

farmers’ markets and stands. The 

entire program costs less than 2% of 

the city’s annual budget.  

11

MORE ON BELO HORIZONTE’S 

FOOD PROGRAM:

YESMAGAZINE.ORG/BELO 
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A Kichwa man participates in an ancient solstice celebration at 

the foot of the Imbabura Volcano in Ecuador. Villagers dance, 

drink, and sing for days, giving thanks for the harvest and 

underscoring their relationship to Mother Earth, Pachamama.

PHOTO BY PATRICIO REALPE/LATINCONTENT VIA GETTY IMAGES
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A Reset for 
Unprecedented Times

NATASHA CHASSAGNE

Buen Vivir is both a philosophy 
and a lived practice that puts Earth  

at the center of “the Good Life.”
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says. This is especially pertinent now, in 

the midst of current social and ecologi-

cal crises. The lessons from this Andean 

canton can be applied to help transform 

communities across the globe, at a time 

where that’s more necessary than ever. 

 

THE RESET    

We are currently living amid a plan-

etary climate emergency, a global pan-

demic, uprisings against state violence 

upon Black, Brown, and Indigenous 

peoples, and a failing economic system 

the world over. Pandemic lockdowns 

have forced major lifestyle changes: shift-

ing consumption habits, realizing how 

deeply connected we are to each other 

and the environment, and focusing more 

on the non-material aspects of life for 

strengthening our well-being. Never 

before in modern society have we had to 

redesign our lives with such speed and 

magnitude: how we live them, how we 

connect with one another, and what and 

how we consume.  

This is precisely where Buen Vivir 

comes in.  

Buen Vivir represents a combination 

of respect and reciprocity, community, 

solidarity and harmony. The idea is 

far from novel. While it originates in 

the Indigenous philosophy of sumak 

kawsay, its current conception goes 

beyond Indigenous interpretations of 

community and environment to include 

progressive politics, contemporary aca-

demic research, and the experiences of 

non-Indigenous communities. 

This foundation is supported by three 

main pillars: The first is social, evoking 

equity, solidarity, and rights. The second 

is material, emphasizing the human 

capacity for work, health, and educa-

tion, as opposed to the accumulation of 

wealth. The third is spiritual, referring 

to the idea of transcendence through 

nature rather than religion. Buen Vivir is 

present in the Indigenous communities 

in the Andes where it originated, and has 

since been adopted to varying degrees in 

communities across Latin America.

In Western capitalist society, we 

tend to ignore the highly dependent 

relationship we have with the Earth in 

favor of continuous economic growth 

and wealth accumulation. Nature 

becomes a resource to exploit, instead 

of a relationship to nurture. In con-

trast, Buen Vivir centers on the collec-

tive well-being of both the environment 

and community, which can help soci-

eties effectively address crises like 

climate change and future pandem-

ics. For Cotacacheños, this plays out in 

daily life through the way they approach 

their role in and responsibility to the 

natural environment.  

Zambrano explains, “For us Indig-

enous people to have Buen Vivir, Mother 

Earth has to be in good health.” Zam-

brano lives in close proximity to min-

ing operations and shares how their mas-

sive environmental destruction is 

disrupting fragile ecosystems: the con-

tamination of land and water as well as 

deforestation. “Our Pachamama is sick,” 

she says, and that has direct repercus-

sions on Zambrano’s ability to produce 

food for her community. Her corn har-

vests, for example, have been declining 

in recent years. Pointing to the cascading 

impacts from mining, Zambrano says, 

“All of this has changed our climate.” 

Part of the problem is that the min-

ing, according to Cotacacheños, creates 

a divide between society and nature. 

“We are part of this whole ecosys-

tem,” says local government official 

Leandro Garcia. “We do not want to 

exclude ourselves.” It is with that mind-

set that Cotacachi Canton became the 

first “ecological canton” in South Amer-

ica, as declared by a municipal ordinance 

in 2000. 

“This idea came from the grassroots,” 

says Felipe Lopez, the head of a local 

environmental organization. “We con-

vinced the local government [to declare 

an ecological canton].” The declaration is 

an environmental policy born from 

social mobilization, like the mining 

resistance in Cotacachi. The goal is 

to promote environmental awareness 

among the people who live there, and 

protect the cultural and environmental 

wealth of the region by banning any 

economic activity that contaminates 

M
aria Zambrano* lives in the 

highlands of Ecuador’s Cotaca-

chi Canton, home to two of the 

world’s 36 internationally recognized 

biodiversity hotspots. It is also home to 

a people fiercely committed to their own 

social and environmental well-being. 

Zambrano is an Indigenous Ecuadorian 

of the Kichwa people. Sitting at a café in 

Cotacachi, the seamstress is dressed in 

a black wrap-around skirt and a tradi-

tional embroidered white shirt, on which 

she’s done all the embroidery. The color-

ful stitching, she explains, is symbolic 

of her land, depictions of the connec-

tion between humans and Pachamama, 

which she uses to refer to Mother Earth. 

Pachamama, she says, is at the heart of 

everything she does. 

Zambrano and other Kichwa who 

inhabit the cloud forest in this moun-

tainous region of the Andes, know that if 

their environment is destroyed, it will 

profoundly impact their ability to thrive. 

And so they are embroiled in an ongo-

ing fight to protect it. Cotacacheños are 

guided by what they call Buen Vivir in 

Spanish, or sumak kawsay in the Kichwa 

language, which loosely translates as 

“the Good Life.” It is for them both a 

philosophy and a lived practice.

A direct and critical response to West-

ern ideas of sustainable development, 

Buen Vivir is about respecting the rights 

and responsibilities of communities to 

protect and promote their own social 

and environmental well-being by driv-

ing grassroots change. Cotacache-

ños have been engaged in resistance 

against large-scale mining operations in 

the region for more than three decades 

in the name of Buen Vivir, because the 

destructive nature of mining is in con-

flict with their vision of environmental 

reciprocity.

Local Indigenous community leader 

David Torres explains, “Buen Vivir signi-

fies first and foremost protecting our 

environment, more than anything.” 

There is a strong sense of connection 

to each other and the natural envi-

ronment that is missing from main-

stream global political ideas about 

sustainability and well-being, Torres 
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the natural environment—including 

mining—across the approximately 1,700 

square kilometers (650 square miles) of 

the canton.  

In honoring this approach, local 

communities in the canton are creat-

ing sustainable economic alterna-

tives like community-based ecotourism, 

local renewable energy, and small-scale 

organic and regenerative agriculture that 

respect the role nature plays in society 

here. Few other ecological cantons, 

counties, or cities exist around the world, 

and definitions vary. But China is fully 

embracing the concept, and has seen 

a proliferation of eco-cities and eco-

counties since it established a national 

program in 2003.  

In 2008, in a direct challenge to the 

Western neoliberal agenda, grassroots 

movements for social and environmental 

justice resulted in changes to both the 

Ecuadorian and Bolivian constitutions 

to include specific references to Buen 

Vivir. While this was due in large part to 

mobilization led by Indigenous organi-

zations across Ecuador in their long-

standing struggle for sumak kawsay, 

Cotacacheños say that the politicization 

of Buen Vivir has become more of an 

empty slogan than a credit to its original 

principles.

To counter the commodification of 

the concept, Cotacacheños have helped 

build explicit descriptions and practices 

that can help define what it is (and 

“There are many intangible things that a government 
can’t really give you: peace with yourself, peace with 

communities, peace with your environment.”

Above: The Cotacachi Valley below the 

Imbabura Volcano. Right: Kichwa families 

share a meal in May 2020 after negotiating 

heritage land boundaries. The Kichwa who 

inhabit this region of the Andes understand 

their stewardship of the environment is 

central to their well-being.

PHOTOS BY IAN MCALLISTER/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO
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isn’t). Beyond the Andean philosophical 

outlook, Buen Vivir has a pragmatic side 

that is applicable in any cultural context.

 

THE PATH TO WELL-BEING 

The philosophy of Buen Vivir is, by 

definition, utopian—the pursuit of 

the sublime. It is what many who are 

searching for alternative approaches 

to Western-style sustainable develop-

ment imagine when they think about a 

world free of social and environmental 

injustices. But, the path toward that uto-

pia is a nuanced version called Vivir Bien, 

which means living well, or ally kaw-

say in Kichwa. Both Buen Vivir and Vivir 

Bien are based on the same ideas and 

principles, only the former is aspira-

tional, while the latter is rooted in behav-

ioral change. 

Vivir Bien is about the daily actions, 

decisions, and choices we make for 

ourselves, our families, and our com-

munities. This may include environ-

mental education, participation in 

local decision-making, and changing 

behaviors that hamper Earth’s regenera-

tive capacity. And unlike the universal 

guidelines and benchmarks that define 

sustainable development, that action is 

tailored to local experience and circum-

stances. Each community has its own 

unique history, geography, culture, and 

needs, so its application of Vivir Bien, 

too, will be unique. David Sanchez, an 

Indigenous community leader, says, 

for example, that his community in the 

foothills of Cotacachi has been undertak-

ing reforestation of the land previously 

cleared by the Ecuadorian government.  

While aspects of the philosophy are 

critical of Western systems and norms, 

many Western communities already 

incorporate some principles of Vivir 

Bien. In recent years, in Western coun-

tries we have seen an orientation toward 

communal well-being through greater 

involvement in community centers, 

community activities and gardens, and 

neighborhood assistance programs. 

Fostering a cultural sharing such as a 

language exchange and community mul-

ticultural events not only strengthens 

solidarity, but also helps build commu-

nity capacity. 

So, too, with politics. Participation 

in public decision-making is as much 

a right as a responsibility, and a truly par-

ticipatory democracy is vital to creating 

real change, like the Cotacachi Ecological 

Canton Ordinance. 

Reducing the use of fossil fuels and 

using natural resources on an as-needed 

basis have powerful positive impacts. 

Focusing on economic activities that 

work within the limits of the environ-

ment results in a “degrowth” of socially 

and environmentally damaging sec-

tors of the economy. Shifting toward 

a conscious consumerism through a 

Social and Solidarity Economy (made up 

of local small businesses, cooperatives, 

associations, and fair trade groups), 

moves us away from global market 

capitalism. 

Such behavioral changes in daily life 

are a demonstration of the possibility of 

achieving social and environmental well-

being within the confines of a Western 

capitalist society, rather than an attack 

against it. 

RE-EVALUATING NEEDS 

In these times of social and ecological 

crisis, we have had to re-evaluate what it 

is we really need for well-being to flour-

ish. It involves dismantling Western ide-

als of well-being and their entanglement 

with economic growth and consump-

tion. As Lopez says, “Economic wealth 

is just one type of wealth, and it’s not 

the most important wealth for achiev-

ing Buen Vivir. Social wealth is very 

important, [as is] cultural and environ-

mental wealth.” It’s about how we value 

things.

Buen Vivir focuses on holistic 

factors to understand a communi-

ty’s needs, such as family, good health, a 

healthy environment, leisure time, com-

munity, equity, solidarity, identity, and 

respect. Connection with others is a big 

part of meeting these needs. Communi-

ties in the Ecuadorian Andes participate 

in communal work and knowledge shar-

ing—called minga in Kichwa—to help 

address the needs of all, including the 

environment. The Citizens’ Minga for 

Environmental Education, for example, 

brings together 30 residents including 

community leaders and members, and 

council members to manage their local 

environment and address issues like 

water quality and biodiversity conserva-

tion at the community level.  

“Minga work and democratic living 

teaches us that we live by doing things 

for others,” Garcia says, contrasting it 

with our increasingly urbanizing world 

and big cities, where familiarity and 

mutual aid are often absent today. “The 

theme of solidarity is being lost.” 

The year 2020 has highlighted 

that we have undervalued the critical, 

yet nonmaterial, needs of human-

ity that Buen Vivir emphasizes. As 

Lopez explains, “There are many intangi-

ble things that a government can’t really 

give you: peace with yourself, peace with 

communities, peace with your environ-

ment.” He says, “If you’re living this idea 

of Buen Vivir, you’re aware that your 

actions will disturb that [sense of peace, 

so] you’re much less likely to take what 

you don’t need.”  

We are at a critical crossroads in 

society. Buen Vivir offers an opportunity 

to nurture our relationships with fam-

ily, friends, our communities, and the 

natural world through a communal and 

nature-oriented mindset. On a practical 

level, it helps us evaluate what really mat-

ters through daily actions and choices 

that consider the impacts on both the 

environment and those around us. 

“People say, ‘Yes, I’m very happy,’ but 

that could change tomorrow,” Lopez says. 

“If the underlying spiritual and social 

and psychological bases are not strong 

enough, they’ll change.” y  

*This story is based on a research project of a 

political nature. Therefore, pseudonyms are 

used to protect the participants’ identities. 

Interviews were conducted in Spanish and 

translated into English. People shown in these 

images were not a part of the research.

Natasha Chassagne, Ph.D., is a writer and 

researcher on sustainability and well-

being. Twitter: @DrNChassagne  
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Dear Reader, 

I am writing this letter to you three weeks before Elec-

tion Day. I don’t know the outcome, but you do. From 

where I sit, even if the ultimate electoral outcome puts 

us on a path toward restoring our democracy, it’s likely 

to be a messy, even frightening, process. 

As important as this election is, it is but one part of a 

much bigger story of a great unraveling of everything we 

have come to know as normal. 

This unraveling is accelerated by climate chaos, a worldwide racial reckoning, 

and global pandemic. And it’s not just here in the United States. People around 

the world are clinging to the manipulative lies of narcissists in power. All this 

further divides us and stalls our transition to a just and sustainable way of life. 

The shock and speed of this unraveling can feel debilitating. Everything is 

being tested—our beliefs, our history, our cultural stories, our dreams, and 

certainly our resolve. Worst of all, we know that despite our efforts to hold civil 

society together, the suffering is likely to get worse as culture wars rage and 

climate chaos bears down. 

But we cannot look away. Within the unraveling is also what many call the 

Great Turning. In a recent essay, author and Buddhist scholar Joanna Macy 

described this as “the central adventure of our time: the transition to a life-

sustaining society. The magnitude and scope of this transition—which is well 

underway when we know where to look—is comparable to the agricultural revo-

lution some ten thousand years ago and the industrial revolution a few centuries 

back.” 

Macy goes on to describe the Great Turning not as a door we get to step 

through, but as an ongoing process that requires a commitment to doing the 

work that connects us. In doing so we build the solidarity, trust, motivation, and 

skills needed to make our way through the mess so that we can one day rebuild. 

We must build stamina. Take breaks, restore, connect with those people and 

places that keep us sane. But then return and engage. 

My children are fans of stories that allow you to choose your own adventure. 

This is our collective story. Either we choose to stand by and watch civilization’s 

collapse, or we choose to connect and build anew together. I choose the latter. 

YES! tells those kinds of stories. They connect us to each other and remind 

us we are not alone—stories of how people are not just surviving the unraveling 

but building a new life-sustaining society.  

With love,

 

P.S.: Finding and sharing these stories—in print, online, and radio—takes 

resources. If you are fortunate to have the means, please consider joining our 

Founders’ Circle. Thank you!

This Is Our Collective Story

LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Christine Hanna
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Why I Give

K A T H L E E N  M A C F E R R A N

M E N O M O N I E ,  W I S C O N S I N

Kathleen Macferran is a certified trainer with the Center 

for Nonviolent Communication. She works internationally, 

helping communities and organizations strengthen 

communication and transform conflict.

What are your passions?

I’m passionate about helping organizations work col-

laboratively to create environments in which everyone 

thrives. I’m especially focused on the justice system and 

transforming conflict in ways that bring about reparation 

and restoration. 

We need our prisons to be houses of healing, not places 

of punishment. We need a system in which people have 

the support they need at the first signs of conflict to 

restore relationships and meet people’s underlying needs. 

We can create this! Communities have generations of 

wisdom and skills from many traditions to reduce con-

flict and repair relationships when harm has been done. 

We can help communities engage compassionately with 

conflict and find justice through shared understanding 

and responsibility, and mutually agreed upon action.

What have you seen in your international 
work that the U.S. can learn from?

What I see in most countries I visit is the understanding 

that we are all interdependent, and that solutions that 

benefit the few also benefit the many. For example, 

if one person is sick, we are all potentially at risk. So 

developing health care systems where everyone has 

access to care benefits everyone. I hope the U.S. can 

move in that direction. 

Why do you support YES! as a member 
of the Founders’ Circle?

YES! gives me practical ideas. It inspires me and gives 

me hope. It reframes what is possible. And it makes 

visible our interdependence, which is key to our 

survival. Honestly, supporting YES! is one of the most 

effective ways I can use my resources to promote the 

world I want.

I hope you’ll join me!

Please join me 
 in the YES! Founders’ Circle.

Invest in YES! with $500 or more (or $42 a month) 

and you’ll receive your print and digital subscrip-

tion free. You’ll also get 10 free gift subscriptions, 

extra magazine copies, and full access to the digital 

archives. Call Camille Gomez at 206-842-5009 ext. 

203, or email cgomez@yesmagazine.org.

Contact Camille Gomez  

at 206-842-5009 ext. 203 

JOIN THE YES! 

FOUNDERS’ CIRCLE 

WITH A GIFT 

OF $500 OR MORE

Want 10 Free 

Gift Subscriptions 

To Give?
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BOOKS+FILMS+AUDIO

Illustrations by Fran Murphy

Begin Again by Eddie S. Glaude Jr. (Crown, 2020), uses the 
writer James Baldwin’s life and later works to illuminate those 
precedents and suggest a way forward in spite of them. Glaude 
refers to our current situation as the “after times,” akin to the 
periods of White betrayal and Black disillusionment that followed 
both Reconstruction and the civil rights movement. He looks to 
Baldwin for lessons on how to respond to the after times without 
succumbing to despair, and on how to keep faith that all of us 
(including White people) can be better. 

Begin Again is a sermon that uses Baldwin’s words as its 
sacred text. Don’t worry if, like me, you aren’t particularly well 
versed in Baldwin. Glaude, who has a Ph.D. in religion, per-
forms exegesis right on the page, grounding lengthy excerpts 
from Baldwin’s later works, like No Name in the Street, as well 
as unpublished manuscripts, interviews, and correspondence in 
historical context, which makes the book easy to follow.

Glaude, a superb educator, starts by explaining “the lie … a 
broad and powerful architecture of false assumptions” that pro-
tects America’s core paradox: In a country founded on ideals of 
freedom and equality, White people’s lives matter more than any-
one else’s. The lie is a malevolent deity that continuously adapts to 
prioritize Whiteness. Glaude toggles between Baldwin’s timeline 
and our own, revealing the lie’s many insidious aspects. 

Some were entirely new to me. I knew nothing about the 
Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, which 
helped militarize local police departments and was a response to 
“white fear over the perceived threat of black violence”—a threat 
personified by armed Black Panthers who had recently occupied 
the California legislature. (I couldn’t help but think of White 
people who did something similar in Michigan in 2020 because 
they were asked to wear masks—with zero repercussions.) Begin 
Again even revealed my complicity in the lie. For example, I will-
ingly bought into the triumphalist narrative that Obama’s presi-
dency was the culmination of the civil rights and Black freedom 
movements. According to Glaude, both movements collapsed.

Glaude—like Baldwin—is most concerned with bearing 
witness and disrupting the lie, all the while keeping faith that 

“UNPRECEDENTED” IN RECENT YEARS has become 

sloppy shorthand for “that which White 

America did not see coming.” Trump’s 2016 

presidential win. Inequalities exposed by the 

pandemic. Black Lives Matter uprisings. “The 

times” in which we live. White people seem 

to have a limitless capacity to be surprised by 

things that history reveals have all manner of 

precedent.
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America can be better. We must embrace 
radical honesty, individually and col-
lectively, and examine how the lie has led 
us to our current after times. 

I was there for that for the first few 
chapters. Then I started to feel resentful 
that Glaude was talking to me—and not 
specifically to the White liberals that he 
and Baldwin confess their disillusion-
ment with. Black Americans have always 
told the truth about the lie, even when 
we have internalized racism or were 
simply unaware of buried historical 
facts. From the scars on the backs of the 
enslaved to the results of our DNA tests, 
even our bodies have told the truth of 
White violence against us. 

In these post-Obama, post-George-
Floyd, mid-pandemic “after times,” Black 
people continue to tell the truth. And 
we are exhausted and traumatized by 
it. On social media, we bear witness to 
discrimination and brutality practically 
in real time.

“We must tell the truth till we can no 
longer bear it,” Baldwin said in a speech 
at Howard University. But what happens 
when we can no longer bear it? When is 
it White Americans’ turn to pick up that 
cross? 

Begin Again doesn’t answer those 
questions, but it does depict the personal 
toll the witness-bearing and truth-telling 
took on Baldwin: rage, attempted sui-
cide, substance use. Baldwin doggedly 
clung to his vision of a “New Jerusalem,” 
and it cost him dearly. Glaude gleans 
inspiration from this unswerving devo-
tion. But I struggle with my mental 
health, and I found Baldwin’s later life to 
be a cautionary tale. 

At some point uncovering and retell-
ing violence against Black people over 
and over again just feels like a masochis-
tic deep dive into collective trauma, and 
I am careful about crossing that line. So 
when, in chapter six, Glaude discusses a 
series of brutal murders that took place 

in Mississippi—one subject of a docu-
mentary that followed Baldwin and his 
brother, David, on a tour of the South—I 
skimmed the pages rather than let the 
tortured images penetrate. 

Baldwin made space to process his after 
times by becoming a “transatlantic com-
muter,” who split his time between three 
of the world’s most beautiful and cultur-
ally significant cities: New York, Paris, 
and Istanbul. Even those who are “armed 
with American passports” and, like Bald-
win and me, enjoy the immense privilege 
of living outside of the United States are 
unlikely to find that it affords the same 
distance as it did in Baldwin’s day. Social 
media keeps you tethered to the reality of 
American racism, and every country has 
its own persecuted minorities. Before you 
Blaxit, know that your expat community 
is more likely to be composed of interna-
tional corporate execs and even a Trump 
supporter or two than the intellectual 
and creative cadre that helped Baldwin 
process and cope with America’s sins. Of 
course, most Black Americans can’t just 
move overseas, especially not now. I felt 
Glaude’s prescription for them to create 
distance from racism by leaning into love 
and family fell a little short.

Begin Again opened with Bald-
win, Glaude, and me all in a similar 
headspace, grappling with “profound 
disillusionment.” As the book unfolded, 
I began to see Baldwin as America’s 
prophet, despised in his own land by 
the end, with his vision of New Jerusa-
lem lighting him from within. Glaude 
emerged as a more pastoral figure, rally-
ing a wayward flock back to the path of 
moral courage. I remained as cynical and 
disillusioned as I was on page one.

Though he agrees with a defining 
message in Baldwin’s later works that 
we should no longer invest ourselves 
in “saving the souls of white people,” 
Glaude does not condemn White people 
or admonish them to save themselves. He 

never answers his own question: “What 
do you do when this glimmer of hope 
fades, and you are left with the belief that 
white people will never change—that 
the country, no matter what we do, will 
remain basically the same?” 

I wanted more fire and brimstone. 
Glaude calls all Americans to tell the truth 
and imagine a better America. But I’m 
unwilling to continue mining our violent 
history for more evidence of a truth that I 
hold to be self-evident: In America, White 
lives matter more than mine does. So 
when Glaude writes, “a moral reckoning 
is upon us, and we have to decide, once 
and for all, whether or not we will truly be 
a multiracial democracy,” I can’t help but 
think so-called White allies are the ones 
who need to decide. 

To make these after times different 
from the ones Baldwin lived through, 
White people need to reimagine their 
Whiteness and their wokeness and how 
they perform both. Now that would be 

unprecedented. y 

Ruth Terry is a Black/Puerto Rican freelancer based 

in Istanbul who covers the intersections of race, 

identity, culture, and travel. Twitter: @Ruth_Terry 

Begin Again: James Baldwin’s 
America and Its Urgent 
Lessons for Our Own

EddiE S. GlaudE Jr. 
Crown, 2020
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“We must tell the truth till we can no longer bear 
it,” Baldwin said in a speech at Howard University. 
But what happens when we can no longer bear it?
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What is the solution? For Loeks, it’s 
making the spaces of private lawns or 
public areas more diverse and productive 
(not in the market sense but in that of 
trophic ecology). In a way, this sounds 
like a no-brainer. We should just make 
it happen. But it doesn’t look so easy if 
you take a step back and consider our 
culture, habits, and ways of thinking 
about our surroundings. Everywhere 
one looks, there are the same yards and 
the same greenspaces. Indeed, the leap 
from the kingdom of grass to what Loeks 
calls edible landscapes cannot be done 
without the assistance of something like 
a jetpack. Loeks’ vision demands the 
extensive transformation of our relation-
ship not only with our cities but also 
with nature. 

We often see nature and culture as 
distinct domains. The designed environ-
ment is the product of human culture. 
What is outside of it is nature, which is 
generated and regenerated by the unme-
diated and long-evolved interconnections 
of wild-living things. The two defining 
aims of Loeks’ new book, The Edible 
Ecosystem Solution (New Society, 2020), 
are the dispersal of ecological knowledge 
and closing the divide between culture 
and nature.    

What Loeks means by “edible land-
scape” basically comes down to this: 
In the wild, there are plants within an 
ecosystem (or between them, in “edge 
environments” or “ecotones”) that have 
formed companionships, or guilds—one 
plant is good at supporting soil struc-
ture, another provides support above 
ground, another keeps water in the soil, 
and so on. A classic of plant companion-
ship is that of corn, beans, and squash, 
also known as the “three sisters”—the 
corn offers beans a stalk for climbing, 
the beans fix nitrogen in the soil with 
the assistance of bacteria, and squash 
reduces evapotranspiration. There are 
different guilds for different ecosystems. 
The first part of Loeks’ book presents 
this ecological background with the pur-
pose of setting up a transition from the 
wild to the city, from nature to culture.

Loeks proposes that these kinds of 
companionships can be mimicked 
where we now have lawns, greenspaces, 
brownspaces (just dirt), and even gray-
spaces (paved areas). This mimicry is 

ZACH LOEKS IS A FARMER, EDUCATOR, AND URBANIST BASED IN 

CANADA. He hates lawns, and with good reason. The grass 

that dominates much of our designed environments (yards, 

medians, parks) is useless and consumes an obscene amount of 

resources. We have a billion-dollar industry devoted to making 

grass one place look the same as grass everywhere else. In the 

United States, this monotonous appearance demands lots of 

water (a stunning 9 billion gallons a day), fertilizer (90 million 

pounds a year), and pesticides (75 million pounds a year). Loeks 

is right to see in the lawn so much that is wrong with the way 

we live and plan our cities, suburbs, and farms.

Edible City
Charles Mudede
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The Edible Ecosystem 
Solution: Growing 

Biodiversity in Your 
Backyard and Beyond   

ZaCH lOEKS
New Society Publishers, 2020

the point where culture meets nature. By 
selecting a guild that will thrive in your 
region, you can set into motion what 
nature does on its own, which, writes 
Loeks, is to increase plant and animal 
complexity and diversity. The thing a 
lawn does, according to this view, is to 
underdevelop nature. A lawn locks an 
ecosystem in its infancy. It never grows 
up. 

Loeks  writes: “Our modern landscape 
is in a stagnation of succession; we 
spend a lot of money and energy fighting 
the natural phenomena of ecological suc-
cession, which provides us with benefits. 
... Land planning that includes space for 
maturing our land use as evolving eco-
systems will enjoy various benefits such 
as carbon capture, genetic resources, and 
water purification.” 

For sure, ecological succession is not 
a concept that’s free of controversy. The 
idea that nature, if left alone, will com-
plexify is hotly debated among ecologists. 
But what cannot be contested in our 
period of rapid anthropogenic change 
is that this business of cutting grass, 
feeding grass, and protecting the look of 
grass with all kinds of chemicals, some 
of which are carcinogenic, looks like a 
dead end.

You can’t eat grass, and even if you 
could, it would not be one of the things 
you regularly eat. The diet of modern 
humans is as monotonous as our lawns. 
We eat the same kinds of vegetables and 
meats, day in and day out. But during 
much of our evolution, we were supreme 
generalists. Our bodies are made to eat 
lots of different things in ecosystems 
that are rich with plant species and 
bugs—though the latter are not in Loeks’ 
purview. We can restore some of these 

long-lost alimentary habits by spread-
ing all over our designed environment 
guilds that have fruit trees as an anchor 
and produce a variety of nuts, herbs, and 
berries. And it is here that Loeks distin-
guishes his approach from that of urban 
gardening. 

Edible landscapes are somewhere 
between Sarah Bergmann’s Pollina-
tor Pathway and Marcus Henderson’s 
spontaneous urban gardens. A Pollinator 
Pathway is indirectly related to food pro-
duction and is design-orientated. Its goal 
is the long-term structural and aesthetic 
transformation of an urban environ-
ment by connecting it with stretches of 
wildness. 

The spontaneous urban garden, which 
scientist and urbanist Henderson drew 
attention to this summer in CHOP, 
Seattle’s autonomous zone, is more 
immediate. It transforms available city 
spaces into sites of food production that 
can be realized within a season. Loeks’ 
edible landscapes do both. And that’s not 
by any means easy to do. 

As The Edible Ecosystem Solution 
makes evident with its abundance of 
drawings, pictures, and details that, 
though written clearly, are often techni-
cal, designing edible landscapes takes 
time and requires the accumulation and 
implementation of a great deal of local, 
regional, and global knowledge. One 
must be informed about which plants 
work with other plants and will grow 
where you live. There is the sun to think 
about, there are other yards to think 
about, and there is the micro-climate of 
the neighborhood to think about. What 
nature does without thought, you must 
do with carefully considered calculations 
and lots of research. The mimicry of a 

What nature does without thought, you must do 
with carefully considered calculations and lots 

of research. The mimicry of a natural and edible 
ecosystem requires a lot of culture. 

CULTURE SHIFT

natural and edible ecosystem requires a 
lot of culture. 

The name Loeks uses for those who 
plant companion species in a yard or 
greenspace in a city, suburb, or urban 
farm is not “gardeners” but “stew-
ards.” What this designation implies 
is not planning and planting to reap 
the rewards of edible companions in a 
season or two, but instead getting things 
started for an edible ecosystem city, a 
mode of urbanism that is not too far in 

the future. y 

Charles Mudede is a Zimbabwean-born cultural 

critic, urbanist, filmmaker, and lecturer. He is 
senior staff writer of The Stranger and teaches 

at Cornish College. Twitter: @mudede
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INSPIRATION

The Far Woods

ART BY NINA MONTENEGRO
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Rights and Justice: 
Disability Advocates 

Blazing Trails 

Luticha Andre Doucette

She emerged in her 20s as a trail-

blazing rights advocate, a trajectory 

she describes in her memoir, Being 

Heumann: An Unrepentant Memoir 

of a Disability Rights Activist (Beacon, 

2020). Heumann and others fought for 

the IDEA, Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, in the 1970s. Yet in the 

1980s, the California school system was 

still intent on institutionalizing me. 

My mother, unaware of the federal law 

that guaranteed my right to education, 

fought for me to be included in school. 

The school board had told her I should 

be institutionalized, but that was out of 

the question. Like Judy’s parents, mine 

understood how people in positions of 

authority abuse their power. My mother 

was born and raised in Jim Crow New 

Orleans, where racial difference was 

often a matter of life or death. 

At around age 4 or 5, I had to take a 

competency exam, solely because I used 

a wheelchair. One of the tests was two 

boxes: one empty, one with an Ernie doll 

inside of it. The examiner asked, “Luti-

cha, which box is empty?” According to 

my mother, I sat pensively looking at 

the boxes, reached for the Ernie doll and 

pulled it close to me, pointed to its box 

and said very matter-of-factly, “That one.” 

I refused to give back the doll. 

Hearing this story brought Heumann 

to tears. Her passion is for the education 

CULTURE SHIFT

of children. “I do not believe you can 

litigate changes in attitude. It is not a 

requirement that we disabled be liked, 

but that laws like IDEA allow us to be 

included and give us access to the same 

opportunities as anyone else.” According 

to Heumann, the fact is that this country 

does not value access to quality educa-

tion, especially for disabled children. 

This gives rise to disabled Black children, 

like me, being particularly disadvantaged 

and further marginalized. Heumann 

referenced the school to prison pipeline 

in which Black and Brown children have 

higher rates of incarceration, disciplinary 

measures, and detention rates than their 

White peers, rates that are even greater 

for disabled Black and Brown children. 

These barriers persist decades after 

IDEA. Heumann said she sees lack of 

enforcement on top of ableist attitudes 

as the root of the problem. I added that 

structural racism—redlining as well as 

racist attitudes—are additional com-

pounding factors. Heumann described 

visiting an urban school where children 

were in a dilapidated building with little 

to no access to books. “How can any 

child thrive in such an environment? 

Your parents understood this.”

Indeed, fighting for my right to educa-

tion was a constant battle as I became an 

adult. 

Just as there are still barriers to educa-

tion, access to the built environment is 

CELEBRATED DISABILITY RIGHTS ACTIVIST JUDY HEUMANN APPEARED on 

our Zoom call wearing large black glasses, in her power chair.  

“I like to get to know people that I’m talking to,” she said, after 

briskly asking about my disability, my education, what I like. 

We’re both plant people. 

What was surprising was that Heumann and I had so many 

similar experiences, despite differences of race, age, and religious 

background. The public education system was not interested 

in providing either of us with a quality education. After years 

of schooling where she was undervalued and even pushed out 

of sight because she was a quadriplegic child in a wheelchair, 

Heumann fought for a college degree. 
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not applicable. The so-called justice 

system is not just and was not built for 

or intended to work for those who are 

Black and Brown. Heumann nodded 

at this clarification and said that she 

understood, as her parents were Jewish 

immigrants and the thought of litigation 

or lawyers was foreign to them, too. But 

the movement for disabled rights was 

born out of looking at other movements, 

like the civil rights movement. “Rosa 

Parks sat on a bus, but nobody ques-

tioned whether you as a Black woman 

who is disabled could get on that bus. 

Those were the things that we were 

fighting for.”

Fundamentally, Heumann believes 

that laws like ADA and IDEA are sound 

and is wary of amendments that could 

undermine them. When asked what 

was missing, she said the movement 

is young and needs an intersectional 

lens. That the lives and experiences of 

disabled people are more than just the 

ADA, IDEA, or even Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, that Heu-

mann fought for through direct action. 

She says she admires Black Lives Mat-

ter because they seem so rooted in who 

they are, and says the disability move-

ment still needs to find its collective 

voice, move toward a collective future, 

and understand itself on a level that goes 

deeper than changing any law or creating 

new pieces of legislation. 

Disability justice advocates like myself 

are the “second wave” of the movement: 

one that emphasizes that a rights-based/

litigation strategy is not appropriate for 

all people or situations and that it is 

imperative that all aspects of a disabled 

bodymind are included. We are more 

than our disabilities. 

Heumann nodded emphatically as I 

shared these core principles of disability 

justice described by Sins Invalid, a cul-

tural project that challenges paradigms 

of what is “beautiful” or “normal.” We 

need to build on past achievements, 

expand our ideas of the possible, and 

move toward a shared vision of the 

future—with disabled people at the fore-

front of the push toward justice. y 

Luticha Andre Doucette is a business owner, 

author, changemaker, fencer, and proud cat mom.

still an issue, especially in urban areas. 

I was only a child in 1990 when the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, the 

statute outlawing discrimination based on 

disability, was passed as the result of advo-

cacy by Heumann and her generation of 

activists. Like any child, I was curious and 

ignorant of such things, so I asked my 

mother what “ADA” meant. Her response 

was brusque, her usual tone when I asked 

what seemed like impossible questions. 

“Forget about that. That’s not for you, 

that’s for white people.” 

Heumann seemed to be a bit taken 

aback by this. For clarity, from my 

mother’s perspective, litigation was 

ILLUSTRATION BY FRAN MURPHY/ YES!  MAGAZINE

 “Rosa Parks sat on a bus, but 
nobody questioned whether 
you as a Black woman who is 

disabled could get on that bus. 
Those were the things that we 

were fighting for.”
 

Being Heumann:  
An Unrepentant Memoir of 
a Disability Rights Activist   

JudiTH HEuMaNN
Beacon Press, 2020
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FOOD WASTE
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