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University of Toronto entrepreneurs have secured 
more than $1.5 billion in investment and created 
more than 500 startup companies over the past 
decade. Our research strengths in areas such as 
health sciences, AI and information technology 
converge to launch game-changing startups that 
transform lives in Canada and around the world.

Explore innovation at U of T:
uoft.me/thisistheplace

THE PLACE 
TO INNOVATE

PLUS  A note about the coronavirus pandemic and this issue of University of Toronto Magazine, p. 9

CAN WE SPEAK HONESTLY?

14
FINDING  
A WAY IN

How do you talk  
about a family  

shattered by trauma?
By Brenda Wastasecoot

20
TAKING A 

STAND FOR  
THE TRUTH

As these 11 alumni 
demonstrate, it takes 
courage to speak up  

for what you believe in 
Portraits by  

Luis Mora 

30
IS THERE A 

FIX FOR FAKE 
NEWS?

Technology gave rise to 
the current problems, 
but technology alone 

won’t solve them
By Kurt Kleiner

36
THE TRUTH 

SAVED MY LIFE
A misleading picture 
led to Tahmid Khan’s 

wrongful imprisonment. 
His friends and  

family — and U of T — 
helped free him
By Tahmid Khan

40
WHOSE 

STORIES DO 
 WE TELL?

The Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography 

records lives from 
history. Who is included 

is up for debate
By Brent Ledger

THE TRUTH ISSUE

I
n
 2
0
1
6
,
 t
h
e
n
–
U
 o
f
 T
 s
t
u
d
e
n
t
 T
a
h
m
i
d
 K
h
a
n
 w
a
s
 h
e
l
d
 h
o
s
t
a
g
e
 i
n
 a
n
  

a
t
t
a
c
k
 i
n
 D
h
a
k
a
,
 B
a
n
g
l
a
d
e
s
h
.
 N
o
w
 a
n
 a
l
u
m
,
 h
e
 s
h
a
r
e
s
 h
i
s
 s
t
o
r
y
 o
n
 p
.
 3
6

CONTENTS
VOLUME 47, NO. 02

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
 B

Y 
G

E
N

E
V

IÈ
V

E
 C

A
R

O
N



14  SPRING 2020  THE TRUTH ISSUE

FINDING A WAY IN How do you talk about a family     shattered by trauma?

The author’s parents,  
Harold and Maria Wastasecoot
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BY BRENDA WASTASECOOT

Photography by Della Rollins

How do you talk about a family     shattered by trauma?

Brenda Wastasecoot is the youngest of 11 chil-
dren born to Maria and Harold Wastasecoot 
in the Flats, an Indigenous village near Chur-
chill, Manitoba. She did not attend a residen-
tial school, but she witnessed the changes in 
her siblings, who all did, when they returned 
home every summer. Her stories from the past 
show, with art and memory maps, what hap-
pened in a Cree girl’s home in the 1960s when 
Canada’s Indian education policies inten-
tionally fractured Indigenous families and 
communities. This article is an excerpt from 
her U of T doctoral thesis.

O N LY T WO  O F M Y S I B L I N G S  have told me bits and 
pieces of what their life was like at residen-
tial school. The school officials would not 
allow my sister to attend my late brother 
Horace’s funeral. She cried about this once. 
She said they told her, “You didn’t know him 
well enough.” They had attended the Mackay 
School in Dauphin, Manitoba. My brother 
Walter told me he often felt he had to pro-
tect our younger brother, Frank. The weight 
of this responsibility for his baby brother 
affected him right up to the day of Frank’s 
death three years ago, and still does.

Early in my career, I taught a course at 
Assiniboine Community College in Bran-
don, Manitoba. The Brandon Indian Resi-
dential School, located on the north hill of 
the city, had been torn down; it rested in a 
pile of rubble. I went to these ruins on sev-
eral occasions – once with a group of stu-
dents from the course. At that time, I took 
a small piece of concrete and did a sharing 
circle with them as a way to open up this 
part of our shared past as Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people and to begin voic-
ing our thoughts and feelings about the 
history of residential schools. At the end of 
that course, the students and I returned to 
the site, where they placed offerings for the 
spirits of the children buried there: home-
made bread, jam and a wooden plaque 
engraved with words of love. Each of the 
students spoke as they presented their gift 
as a way to honour those children left there, 
whose spirits still linger near that place. We 
said a prayer together and walked away. 

There are not enough words to express 
the emotions felt when all of your sisters 
and brothers are survivors of these institu-
tions. There are no words – only bits and 
pieces of pain. I went to the ruins with a 
purpose. In looking back at my history and 
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Why was this door so important to me? 
I talk about the finding of this steel door 
because it illustrates how my family con-
tinues to struggle with the past. It shows 
how I have tried to grasp their residential 
school experience so that I could begin to 
understand what happened to my brothers 
and sisters. 

trying to understand what happened to my family, 
I walked and climbed the massive pile of rubble 
with hopes of finding some answers to my ques-
tion: How does this connect to my own story?

On one visit to the leftover heap of the Brandon 
school, I found a steel door.  It called to me, “Try 
opening this door!” I photographed it. My daugh-
ter and I tried to lift it. It was too heavy. I had 
hoped we could stand it up so I could see how tall 
it was. Would it tower over a child’s head? Could 
a small hand open this steel door? 

Once back to the house I showed the photos to 
my niece and her husband. They both said, “Let’s 
go get it!” My niece, who is an artist, wanted to see 
what she could do with it as an installation piece. 
The feeling of excitement overtook us; we got into 
the truck and sped to the old residential school 
site. The sky began to darken; clouds started to 
gather and move in the direction of the steel door. 
We had to hurry to avoid the storm. As we got 
closer to the site, the wind gained momentum, as 
if it too wanted to lift the door for us, and open its 
hidden secrets. To the rest of Canada, it may be a 
piece of rubble – a piece of history thrown away 
and forgotten – but to us, it was a way in.

The thought of whether it would still be there 
did come to me, but then I wondered, who would 
take it? Who would be interested in a door that was 
more than 120 years old? Only an artist would want 
it – an artist who would never forget the suffering 
of generations of her people. I climbed back up the 
heap of history and led my niece and her husband 
to the door. We all stood around it for a moment, 
looking at it as if it would start speaking right there 
on the spot, telling us what so many children have 
gone to their graves not saying. But no, it would 
not speak so readily. It would need to be studied 
for many years to come by scholars like me.

We each grabbed a corner trying to lift it from 
its place; it would not be taken easily. My niece’s husband 
grabbed the door handle and raised it up a few inches, enough 
to drag it toward the vehicle. I took a hold of the other side 
of the door handle. My niece pulled it along. Just then I could 
feel the raindrops hit my face, my hands; tears began to roll 
down from the sky. We got the steel door and all together 
lifted it into the back of the truck, securing it down for the 
drive back into town. 

My parents, who loved their children, lost control of them. 
They were forced into submission by laws enacted by  
Canada to prevent their cohesion and closeness as a family 

WHEN I  BEGAN LOOKING BACK  at this time in my past, 
I received a dream about a white man sneak-
ing children out of my house. In the dream, 
I am a child, standing in a darkened room, 
in a house from long ago. In the darkened 
room, I can see there are people passed out 
on the floor. As I try to reach the door to get 
out, one man on the floor tries to grab my 
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leg. Quickly I jump back, out of his reach. I 
try to escape again, and the same thing hap-
pens. I become overwhelmed with fear and 
feeling vulnerable and unsure how to get 
around him. I imagine the inevitable will 
happen once again – rape, that is. Then a 
white man appears and he is holding a small 
child in one arm. I think she is his daughter. 
Very quickly, he steps across all the bodies 
with such excellent footing and precise tim-
ing that he is able to traverse safely to the 
door without waking anyone. I am aware 
that the people on the floor are hurt and 
would not be there otherwise, so with a 
sense of compassion, but also a feeling of 
dread, I try my best again to get across to the 
door safely, but again the drunken man tries 
to grab me. I ask the white man to take me 
on one of his feet, and he does while holding 
the other child. On his foot, I am able to get 
across to the door and then out of the house. 
That is how I escaped this situation.

As I often do, I wonder what message is 
in this dream. I wonder for the years that 
follow. Then it finally comes to me; the 
dream is about the white man stealing the 
children from those who have become inca-
pacitated. My parents became incapaci-
tated by alcohol. This became their strategy 
of escaping an impossible situation. It 
could have been why they were not at the 
train station when my siblings were leaving 
for residential school; they were in the bar 
again. With Canada’s laws in place to 
uphold the assimilation policies, parents 
were powerless to rescue their children.

The nightmare also alludes to my feeling 
overwhelmed and trapped. As an Indige-
nous scholar, I often feel like I have no sup-
porting arguments. I need the assistance of 

the more learned or advanced researchers of this vast indus-
trial complex called Education. Scholar Kathleen Absolon very 
cleverly provides this “leg to stand on” in her petals of meth-
odology. She writes: “Enacting re-search that is of Indigenous 
ways means that Indigenous re-searchers work to advance 
Indigenous perspectives, world-views and methods in all areas 
of education, searching and scholarship.” This is why I have 
chosen to do autoethnography; I want to add my Indigenous 
perspective, so that others who may follow can have a “com-
panion” as they write their life story.

An Elder thought this dream was about how I had to navi-
gate through trauma. Traversing trauma is about finding a 
clear path out, placing your feet carefully to not create more 
damage, but to free oneself from the wreckage. As a child, I 
did not understand the difficult situation my siblings were 
placed in. I think about my siblings and how they had to leave 
me there in a community devastated by alcoholism and vio-
lence. I realize now that it was never their choice to leave me 
there. Families were torn apart. My brothers and sisters had 
to leave their baby sister, their parents, their cousins, aunts 
and uncles. To this day, we have not spoken about this time. 
If I could, I would tell them that it was not their fault. They 
did what they had to do under those conditions. I do not blame 
them for what happened to me, nor do I blame my parents. 
This is something that Canada did to us.

The white man has stepped everywhere across this land 
without seeing the people and how they have been injured or 
incapacitated by his exploits. They have also taken our chil-
dren and removed them from their communities for genera-
tions until they are no longer connected to their family and 
community. In the dream, I ask him if I can step on only one 
of his feet. What does this say about me? How have I used the 

Prof. Brenda  
Wastasecoot: 
“I have used 

education as a 
tool for my own 

survival” 

The steel door Brenda Wastasecoot found at the  
remains of the Brandon Indian Residential School  

in Manitoba. “It called to me”

As a young girl 
in northern  

Manitoba, the 
author (left), 
watches her 

mother’s cousin 
sew a pair of 

boots,  
or mukluks
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white man’s systems for my own survival? I would have to say 
I used the systems of education but only on one of his feet. 
With this foothold I am not completely taken by his ideas of 
“civilization” or “progress” and have only used education as 
a tool for my survival as an Indigenous woman, as an Ininu 
Iskwew. I have freed myself and continue to walk in the path 
of my ancestors who have survived many hardships. I am 
walking out of that house of tragic events.

I bring in this dream of “trying to reach the door” because 
this is where it all began in our history together. We were sup-
posed to be travelling along in our own canoe and boat, with-
out interfering with each other’s lives. But the white man 
could not keep to himself, he had to have more: more land, 
more gold, more fur – more of everything that existed here on 
Turtle Island. He learned that by taking and removing our 
children we could not sustain our future. By attacking the very 
centre and heart of our people, our social fabric would weaken 
and fray – our lives shat-
tered by this removal of 
our purposes in life. We 
lost our direction. This 
is what happened to my 
family. My parents, who 
loved their children, lost 
control of them. They 
were forced into sub-
mission by laws enacted 

by Canada to prevent their cohesion and 
closeness as a family. With Canada’s inter-
ference in their lives as parents, they were 
left with a “wait and see” approach to par-
enting. Where would their youngest and 
last child go to school? They didn’t know, 
they could only hope they could keep me 
with them at home. ■

Brenda Wastasecoot is a Toronto-based 
writer, poet and storyteller teaching  
at the Centre for Indigenous Studies at  
U of T. She is a member of the York Factory 
Cree Nation.

The author  
created a  

“memory map” 
of her lived 

experience of 
the Flats, an 
Indigenous  
village in 
northern 
Manitoba

Brenda 
Wastasecoot’s 

childhood  
home in the 
Flats in 1968 P
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Taking a 
Stand

AS THESE ALUMNI  
HAVE DISCOVERED,  

IT TAKES COURAGE TO  
SPEAK UP FOR WHAT  

YOU BELIEVE IN 

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y Luis Mora

T E X T  B Y 

Stacey Gibson and Scott Anderson

hese 11 grads pursue the truth in important and different ways. 
Some have criticized government policy, others have pushed 
for changes at their workplace or questioned a prevailing view. 

They may not always have won people to their perspective, but they 
epitomize the expression, “You will never lose if you fight for the truth.”

THE TRUTH-TELLERS

T
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“There is a tendency to think that 
because we mean well, we will do 
well. But how we define ‘meaning 
well’ is influenced by what we 
understand to be true – and this 
is shaped by our experiences, our 
social circles, our work and, cru-
cially, whom we listen to.

Decision-makers need to appre-
ciate how public policy will affect 
different communities and indi-
viduals. We can do this through a 
willingness to listen to as many 
different voices as we can – from 
the broadest possible spectrum of 
society. Only then can we get the 
full ‘truth’ of the potential impact 
of our decisions.”

1.

The Policy-Maker

Mary Anne Chambers  
(BA 1988 UTSC) served in 

the Legislative Assembly of 
Ontario from 2003 to 2007. 

She supports the Imani 
Academic Mentorship Program 

at UTSC, which aims to  
inspire Black students in 
grades 7 to 12 to pursue  

post-secondary education. 

“The real 
downside of 

privilege is that 
we get a narrow 

view of life”
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uch, if not almost all, of 
what we now call Canada is 
actually not Canada because 

the original nations on this land 
never gave up the right to govern 
themselves. This is not the truth that 
most Canadians have been taught, 
and it’s not the truth that most Cana-
dians believe. But it’s a universal 
truth for Indigenous Peoples here 
on Turtle Island in 2020. Acknowl-
edgment and understanding of this 
is the key to moving past it. It will 
require a fundamental rethink and 
reimagining of what Canada is as 
a country. 

Canada is not the air; it’s not a con-
stant. It is not beyond our will to have 
it be something different. We’ve seen 
a huge shift – even in the last five 
years – in what is being taught in 
schools about Indigenous Peoples. I 
think this is already having a very 
real effect and will have an even 
greater effect in the future. The situ-
ation is still not perfect. But recent 
signs of solidarity with Indigenous 
Peoples are incredibly encouraging. 
It makes me imagine that Canada 
could one day look a lot like what my 
ancestors envisioned.”

What “truth” do you 
feel you most need 
to communicate to 
Torontonians right now?
We all have a 
responsibility to protect 
ourselves, our friends, 
our families and our 
communities from the 
spread of COVID-19. 
Toronto still has the 
opportunity to slow this 
virus spread, but we need 
to work together. We all 
need to practice physical 
distancing and stay home 
if you can and only leave 
if you have to. People 
returning from travel 
from anywhere outside 
of Canada, including the 
United States, need to 
stay home, even if they 
don’t have symptoms 
of illness. Staying home 
not only protects you 
from this virus spread, 
it also protects our 
city’s most vulnerable 

residents: people who are 
elderly and those with a 
chronic health condition. 
Evidence shows these 
groups are more likely  
to be severely affected  
by COVID-19.

How do you combat 
misinformation  
about the pandemic?
We provide credible, 
up-to-date, evidence-
based information to 
the public as facts. This 
ensures that people are 
aware of the changing 
environment and of the 
latest recommendations 
from local, provincial, 
and federal governments 
and health officials. 
Toronto Public Health 
is constantly updating 
its website, doing daily 
media briefings and 
responding to the public 
through its hotline  
and on social media. 

2.

The Medical Officer

3.

The Storyteller

Jesse Wente (BA 1996 Innis),  
who is a member of the Serpent 
River First Nation, talked to us 
about the recent Wet’suwet’en 

protests and the truth of 
Indigenous Peoples’ experience 
in Canada. He is the executive 

director of the Indigenous  
Screen Office in Toronto, 

which supports and develops 
Indigenous storytellers.

“M

In recent weeks, many Torontonians  
have become familiar with Dr. Eileen de Villa 

(MHSc 1994, MD 1998), the city’s medical 
officer of health, who is holding daily public 
briefings about the pandemic. She answered 

the questions below in late March.
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few years ago, there were sev-
eral  racist incidents at Dalhousie 
University directed at Black and 

Muslim students. Cooper and other faculty 
members brought the issue to the president, 
who launched an official investigation into 
anti-Black racism at the institution. A major 
focus was the school’s founder, Lord Dalhou-
sie. “The university was gearing up to com-
memorate its bicentenary, yet its founder was 
fundamentally anti-Black,” says Cooper, who 
led the scholarly probe. “We needed to look 
back in order to move forward.”

As a historian, Cooper already knew a lot 
about the Black experience in Atlantic Can-
ada, but a deep dive into archival documents 
yielded disturbing truths. Dalhousie had tried 
to deport Black refugees from the War of 
1812 to the tropical colonies, even though the 
British Crown had promised a place for them 
in Nova Scotia. Dalhousie saw Nova Scotia 
as a white person’s colony, so he cut the ref-
ugees’ rations by more than half – starving 
them, essentially, so they would leave. “It was 
a horror story,” says Cooper. 

Cooper’s three-year investigation culmi-
nated in recommendations to create a more 
diverse and inclusive campus. For her, the 
experience also highlighted, yet again, the 
importance of looking at a historical epi-
sode from different points of view to create 
a fuller version of the “truth.”

4.

The Historian

A

Afua Cooper (BA 1986 New College, 
MA 1991, PhD 2000) is a professor  

at Dalhousie University who specializes 
in African Canadian Studies.
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“If casting directors 
hire somebody  

with a disability to 
play a role they are 
good for instead of 

it having to be about 
the fact that they’re 

in a wheelchair,  
then that breaks 

down stigma.  
It shows: Look, 
we’re everyday 

people and we live 
our lives and we  
fall in love. Just 

because we move 
around differently 
doesn’t make us  

less capable.”

What is 
#BreakTheSilence?
In 2014, we invited 
women to share their 
stories about how their 
rights were violated 
during maternity care. 
There were thousands 
of stories all over social 
media and traditional 
media in Croatia.

Then, in 2018, a 
member of parliament 
stood up in the house 
and told her story 
of being tied to a 
gynecological table 
and having a surgical 
miscarriage procedure 
without anesthetics.  
The minister of health 
said to her, ‘This  
doesn’t happen in our 
hospitals’ – like she was 
lying. It reignited our 
campaign, focusing on 
one facet of disrespect 
and harmful practice 
in maternity care: 
painful procedures done 
without anesthetics. 

Why aren’t doctors 
using anesthetics?
The problem is the  
belief that women can, 
and should, tolerate 
pain: If you’re a good 
mother, you can handle 
it during childbirth.  
This is a problem  
in many countries.  
We need to rewrite  
that cultural wiring. 

Why is this campaign 
important?
Women are realizing 
there is an innate power 
in these stories – and  
it’s not just women; 
it’s any marginalized 
group that doesn’t have 
a chance to speak or 
change things because 
they’re not in power. 
Just saying these things 
is very important. Now, 
if doctors make excuses 
about why they don’t 
want to give anesthetics, 
women are not 
accepting that anymore. 

5.

The Actor

6.

The Advocate

George Alevizos  
(BA 2019 UTM) has acted 
in episodes of Star Trek: 

Discovery and a recent theatre 
production of A Few Good 
Men, and guest-starred on 

Hudson & Rex. He is also part 
of Holland Bloorview Kids 

Rehabilitation Hospital’s Dear 
Everybody Campaign, which 
focuses on ending stigma for 

young people with disabilities.
Daniela Drandic (BA 2003 UTM) is head of the 
reproductive rights program at RODA (Parents 
in Action), Croatia’s largest parent advocacy 

group. Drandic advocates for respectful  
and safe maternity care. Below she talks about 

the group’s #BreakTheSilence campaign.
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How do you get people to  
focus on important “truths,” 
such as climate change?
The narrative around this issue  
is “crisis,” which has mostly failed 
to move the public into action. 
For me, the most effective way  
to empower others to act is to tell 
a story about solutions – about 
the world we want and about  
the people creating that world. 

What tactics do you use?
Every environmental organization 
I know starts with independent 
evidence to show that an injustice 
is happening. But simply sharing 
this truth isn’t enough anymore. 
It’s how you communicate which 
drives people to act – from  
online petitions to student strikes. 
This is the art of campaigning. 

How do you counter narratives 
that obscure the truth?
One of our most dominant 
narratives tells us that happiness 
equals wealth. But this doesn’t 
serve us when it leads to damaging 
the environment beyond repair. 
I consider an activist to be a 
storyteller who disarms these 
destructive narratives. I try 
to show that we are not in 
competition with each other for 
the planet’s resources, and that  
we can live in a low-impact  
society that still meets our needs.

8.

The Environmentalist

Emily Hunter (BA 2011 UTSC) 
is an environmental activist and  
storyteller. She is the director 
and producer of Activism 2.0,  

a short documentary, 
and author of the book  
The Next Eco-Warriors.

Pastoral
Wildroses, horsetails, wind’s cobwebs over water: 
summers here since I first learned to swim. 
The poplars across the bay shimmer and sway,
reflections creasing under the weather 
like molten glass. To think that mirror once meant 
both to wonder and look back—the way 
I’ve stared into a funhouse pane and seen my mixed face 
split then doubled. 
 North, the rocks are choked with millwort. 
South, starlings rustle through the cedars:
brought by a man who spent his life importing 
every bird in Shakespeare. New worlds 
forever measured by the Old. For every measure, 
an equal and opposite erasure. How, over the fire, 
the family friend said, Jap, not Japanese.

7.

The Poet

Michael Prior’s maternal grandparents,  
who were Japanese-Canadian, were subject to 

internment in British Columbia during the Second 
World War. Their families’ properties were seized and 

liquidated to help pay for the construction of internment 
camps. They were cut off from many opportunities 

because of their race. This episode looms large in his 
family mythology, says Prior (MA 2015), and, along with 
the emotional terrain of his own mixed-race identity, 

inspired his new book of poetry, Burning Province 
(McClelland & Stewart). “The sort of truth that poems 

tell is not the truth of information but the truth  
of experience,” says Prior. “They ask complicated 

questions in beautiful and memorable ways.”

EXCERPTED FROM BURNING PROVINCE BY MICHAEL PRIOR. COPYRIGHT © 2020 MICHAEL PRIOR. 
PUBLISHED BY MCCLELLAND & STEWART, A DIVISION OF PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE CANADA 
LIMITED. REPRODUCED BY ARRANGEMENT WITH THE PUBLISHER. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
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hen Dr. Riam Shammaa 
– a U of T lecturer and 
sports medicine physi-

cian – was a medical resident in 
Quebec, he began lifting weights 
at a local gym. He soon learned 
what his medical training had not 
taught him: many of the gym-go-
ers were knee-deep in the use of 
steroids and other hormonal sub-
stances to boost muscle growth. 

He realized that much of this 
cosmetic doping was tied to the 
desire to emulate the “fake fitness” 
stars portrayed on social media: 
looking fit was trumping being fit. 

Shammaa reveals the danger-
ous truths about the fake-fitness 
industry in his new book, Looks 
C an Kill:  A D octor’s  Journey 
through Steroids, Addiction and 
Online Fitness Culture. A few 
hallmarks of steroid use: Cardiac 
arrest, kidney failure and psycho-
logical issues, such as paranoia, 
rage and suicidal tendencies. 
“For that beautiful Instagram pic-
ture, there are six months of hor-
mone and medication abuse, 
including insulin, thyroid hor-
mones and steroids,” says Sham-
maa, who also did a fellowship in 
medicine at U of T.

His book includes medical 
guidelines for recognizing and 
treating cosmetic doping because, 

9.

The Sports Doctor

he says, it is vital that doctors – as 
well as parents, coaches and oth-
ers – start connecting the dots 
before it is too late to save a life. 

Shammaa also wants to put an 
end to the stigma surrounding 
steroid users. Like any addiction 

W

or body-image issue, this is a men-
tal health concern, he says, and 
the people who are experiencing 
it are vulnerable: They do not 
want to admit weakness, when 
they are trying so desperately to 
appear strong. 

Dr. Riam Shammaa’s new book, 
Looks Can Kill: A Doctor’s 
Journey through Steroids, 

Addiction and Online Fitness 
Culture, reveals the ugly  

truths behind fake fitness 
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“The choices we make now, and 
in the next few years, do matter”

and-day difference. 
There is the future where 
there are significant 
impacts, but we can 
adapt to them, prepare 
for them and build 
resilience so that when 
they come we’re ready. 
Or there is the future 
where the changes 
overwhelm us far beyond 
our capacity to adapt. 

So in that sense, it is 
very much not too late. 
But if we decide it’s too 
late and we do nothing, 
we will ensure our 
failure. The choices  
we make now, and  
in the next few years,  
do matter.”

10.

The Scientist

Climate scientist Katharine Hayhoe  
(BSc 1994 Victoria) is the director of the 
Climate Science Center at Texas Tech 

University. She was recently named one of  
the United Nations Champions of the Earth.  
One of the most frequent questions people  
ask her is “Is it too late to save the Earth?”  

Below, she answers. 

“T

“It’s a privilege to be able to tell 
stories about people, but it comes 
with a responsibility to be accu-
rate. What helps me sleep at night 
is knowing I’ve vetted a story with 
all of the evidence available to me.” 

We need investigative journal-
ism to get to the truth. But to be 
meaningful, and to resonate with 
an audience, investigative journal-
ism needs to do more than just find 
out what happened. It needs to 
hold people in power to account.

In a ‘post-truth’ world, journal-
ism grounds us. It reminds us that 
there actually is such a thing as an 
objective truth.”

11.

The Journalist

Habiba Nosheen  
(BA 2005 New College)  

is an Emmy Award–winning 
investigative journalist  

whose production company, 
Akelo Media, specializes  
in documentary films for  

a global audience. In 2013,  
she directed the film  

Outlawed in Pakistan,  
about a Pakistani  

teenager’s attempt to bring  
to justice the four men  

she accused of raping her. 

he answer is yes 
and no. It’s kind 
of like we’ve 

been smoking a pack  
of cigarettes every day 
for decades. We don’t 
have emphysema, we 
don’t have lung cancer 
and we’re not dead.  
But the time to stop  
is as soon as possible. 

It’s the same with 
climate change. I study 
the difference between 
the future where we 
continue to depend 
on fossil fuels versus 
the future where we 
transition to clean 
energy. And I can tell 
you there is a night- 
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Technology gave rise to 
the current problems, 
but technology alone 

won’t solve them

BY KURT KLEINER
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I N  T H E 
W E E K S 
L E A D I N G  
U P  T O  T H E 
F E D E R A L 
E L E C T I O N ,
Canadian Facebook users saw some astonishing news 
pop up in their feeds: Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
had paid millions of dollars to an accuser to hush up 
allegations of sexual misconduct. There was just one 
problem with the story: it wasn’t true. According to 
a joint investigation by Buzzfeed News and the 
Toronto Star, it was one of a number of dubious sto-
ries on Canadian politics that the Buffalo Chronicle, 
a U.S. website, paid Facebook to circulate.

It’s not clear how much impact the stories had on 
voters – after all, Trudeau won re-election, despite 
the very real blackface scandal. But the incident 
added to the sense of disorientation and distrust 
elicited by the modern information ecosystem. In a 
world of Twitter bots, deepfake videos and disinfor-
mation campaigns run by foreign governments, how 
do we know what’s real and what’s not? And how 
much does it matter?

“We used to have trusted gatekeepers,” says 
Jeffrey Dvorkin, the director of the journalism pro-
gram at U of T Scarborough. “But the Internet has 
made the gate disappear. There’s no longer a gate, 
and there’s no longer a fence. It’s like we’re out on 
the bald prairie, without any kind of informational 
or intellectual support.”

Dvorkin is one of a number of researchers at  
U of T concerned with how we get information in 
the evolving online world. Taken together, their 
findings suggest that things are both better and 
worse than they might seem, and their work points 
the way to how we might be able to make sense of 
the complexities of understanding the world 
through the Internet.

Two recent scandals raised public awareness of the 
threats posed by new media. In the first, investiga-
tions by American intelligence agencies showed that 
networks of fake social media accounts linked to Rus-
sia conducted a co-ordinated effort to promote Don-
ald Trump and vilify Hillary Clinton during the 2016 
U.S. presidential campaign. In a separate scandal, a 
British private consulting company called Cambridge 
Analytica harvested personal information from Face-
book users in order to target them with political ads.

In response to concerns such as these, social media 
platforms have instituted some reforms. Facebook 
introduced an effort to crack down on false content 
by using third-party fact-checkers and by allowing 
users to flag potentially problematic posts. Twitter 
removed millions of “bot” accounts – automated 
accounts that can be used to amplify a particular mes-
sage. It now also refuses all political advertising. And 
in the wake of COVID-19 misinformation, social media 
platforms have announced that they are co-operating 
with each other to weed out falsehoods and actively 
promote authoritative sources.

In Canada, with its relatively short election cycles 
and less polarized electorate, the issue with election 
interference, at least, seems less urgent than in the 
United States. The Public Policy Forum in Ottawa and 
the Max Bell School of Public Policy at McGill Univer-
sity in Montreal started the Digital Democracy Project 
in 2018 to study the media ecosystem just before and 
during the most recent Canadian federal election. 
Peter Loewen, a University of Toronto professor of 
political science, is in charge of survey analysis for 
the project. He says the best news is that there was 
very little disinformation – that is, intentionally fake 
news – circulating during the election. The Buffalo 
Chronicle stories were concerning but not typical.

75% 
of Internet users 

in two dozen 
countries say 
social media 
companies 

contribute to 
their distrust 

in the Internet. 
Cybercriminals 

were the leading 
source of 

distrust, at 81%.

86% 
say they have  
fallen for fake 
news at least 

once.

Source: 2019  
Cigi-Ipsos  

Global Survey on 
Internet Security  

and Trust
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“If you look at the totality of false things that 
would appear in credible news outlets, the vast 
majority of them are coming from political parties, 
and not from anybody else,” Loewen says. “But that 
doesn’t mean that people aren’t misinformed. The 
argument we make is that there is, in fact, a fair 
amount of misinformation in Canadian politics.... 
But a lot of misinformation is attributable just to 
what people are reading in normal news.”

Rather than retreating into partisan “echo cham-
bers,” where they only hear information that con-
firms their views, the majority of Canadians con-
sume news from the same traditional news sources. 
“Basically, everybody in Canada is consuming some 
of their news from the CBC, and from the big national 
broadcasters and the big national papers,” says Loe-
wen. “It’s not that we’re in silos.” 

Oddly, and unfortunately, people who consumed 
the most news during the election, regardless of the 
source, were also the most misinformed when asked 
factual questions such as the size of the federal defi-
cit or whether Canada was on track to lower carbon 
dioxide emissions.

It seems paradoxical. But Loewen points out that 
even an accurate story from a mainstream news 
source rarely consists only of verifiable facts. It will 

also necessarily report the views and assertions of 
a number of sources, such as politicians and polit-
ical parties, who may provide misleading or false 
information. Combine this with the tendency of 
people to seek out and remember information that 
confirms their views, and it explains why taking in 
more information might actually lead to being more 
misinformed.

And although everyone might be consuming news 
from the same sources, the facts and stories they 

As a novel coronavirus 
began to make its way 
around the world earlier 
this year, disinformation 
campaigns were not far 
behind. Just as North 
Americans were being  
told to stay at home to 
prevent its spread, the 
European Union was 
warning of a co-ordinated 
disinformation campaign 
by official Russian sources 
designed to spread fear 
and confusion. Chief 
among the false claims: 
COVID-19 was the result  
of a biological warfare 
agent manufactured by 
Western countries. 

The campaign added 
to and amplified 
misinformation swirling 
around the world as 
people tried to make  
sense of the new threat.  
In March, the Guardian 
and other news outlets 
quoted from a leaked 
report by a European 
Union team that monitors 
disinformation campaigns. 
“Pro-Kremlin media outlets 
have been prominent in 
spreading disinformation 
about the coronavirus, 
with the aim to aggravate 
the health crisis in western 

countries by undermining 
public trust in national 
healthcare systems,”  
the Guardian quotes  
the report as saying.

Kerry Bowman, who 
teaches bioethics and 
global health at U of T, 
fears people may be more 
likely to believe false 
claims at a time of crisis, 
adding to their sense of 
alarm. “Because they’re 
already anxious they’re 
more likely to jump on the 
misinformation,” he says. 
“The fundamental public 
health principle we need 
to stick to right now is that 
we have to have the trust 
of the public. Information 
has to be clear and 
accurate.” —Kurt Kleiner

C O V I D - 1 9 
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tend to share with other users aren’t the same. The 
most partisan social media users were much more 
likely to share stories from the mainstream media 
that were in line with their own political beliefs.

Finally, although Canadians are not becoming more 
extreme in their beliefs, they are becoming more 
“affectively polarized.” In other words, they are more 
likely to see people with different political beliefs in 
a negative emotional light. “We have problems, but 
our democracy is working pretty well,” Loewen says.

For Alexei Abrahams, the picture is more problem-
atic. Abrahams is a post-doctoral researcher at the 
Citizen Lab at the Munk School of Global Affairs and 
Public Policy. He is especially interested in social 
media in the Middle East and North Africa. There, 
governments have responded to the openness of 
social media by finding ways to use it to manipulate 
and misinform their own citizens and those of other 
countries. “It’s a case of data poisoning,” Abrahams 
says. “You don’t know what to believe.”

Social media gained importance in the region 
during the so-called “Arab Spring,” a string of popu-
lar protests between 2010 and 2013 that were orga-
nized in part through Twitter and Facebook. Social 
media is an especially important outlet for public 
expression in the region because most of the coun-
tries are authoritarian, leaving few other outlets for 
civic engagement, Abrahams says.

But since the Arab Spring, governments in the 
region have made increasing efforts to manipulate 
social media. One example is through the use of 
hashtags on Twitter, such as #Tahrir_Square or 
#Iraq_Rises_Up, which are used to label and organize 
content. They provide a way to engage in a conver-
sation, and also give an indication of what issues are 
important to people and where they stand on them. 
However, they are also vulnerable to manipulation.

For instance, in the ongoing diplomatic crisis 
between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, one Saudi demand 
was that Qatar shut down the Al-Jazeera news 
agency. On Twitter, a hashtag translating as “We 
demand the closing of the channel of pigs” quickly 
trended. But researchers discovered that 70 per cent 

of the Twitter accounts using the hashtag were part 
of a co-ordinated network – either automated bots 
or human-operated accounts that had been set up 
primarily to promote that hashtag.

Likewise, #Get_out_Tamim! trended in Qatar, 
apparently aimed at Qatar’s ruler, Tamim bin Hamad 
Al Thani. But closer examination showed that it was 
being promoted by a network that included Saudi 
influencers and Saudi-controlled bots. In other 
instances, popular hashtags are flooded with non-
sense tweets, making them unusable.

Efforts like these have made it difficult to tell what 
people in the region are really thinking. Even worse, 
these efforts make it hard for people living in the 
region to trust what they read on social media – and 
discourage them from using social platforms to get 
politically involved, since it’s never clear what’s real 
and what isn’t. Although social media started as a 
“liberation technology” in the region, it is increas-
ingly used as a tool of repression, Abrahams says. 
“Now it’s a means by which authoritarianism will 
reassert itself. It’s a means by which human beings 
will be dominated, rather than liberated.”

Abrahams says it’s difficult to come up with tech-
nical fixes for social media’s vulnerability to manip-
ulation. “Algorithmically, how are you going to stop 
political influence? How do you distinguish malign 
influence from a user expressing an opinion?” he 
asks. One fix that could work is for social media plat-
forms to spread the influence around. Twitter and 

Percentage 
of Americans 
who trust the 
information 

they get from:

82% 
Local news

77%
Friends and 

family

76% 
National news

34% 
Social media

*Source: Pew  
Research Center

“WE HAVE TO DEVELOP 
MECHANISMS THAT ALLOW US TO 

REJECT CERTAIN FORMS OF 
INFORMATION BECAUSE THEY ARE 

DAMAGING TO OUR CULTURE. 
HOW DO WE MANAGE THAT?”
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other sites tend to be dominated by relatively few 
users who get the majority of shares, likes and 
retweets. Sometimes this is because of their positions 
as politicians or celebrities. But it’s often simply a 
network effect. A user gets a small initial advantage 
for some reason, more people follow him or her, and 
the increased popularity leads to even more popu-
larity in a case of “the rich get richer.”

For authoritarian regimes trying to influence 
social media, these influencers can become targets 
– people who can be persuaded or intimidated into 
following the government line. Social platforms 
could instead help level the playing field algorith-
mically, making sure that tweets from lower-profile 
users are more likely to be seen, so that conversa-
tions aren’t automatically dominated by already 
influential users.

For his part, Dvorkin says that we need to work 
out new ways to help users cope with the trans-
formed information landscape. “I don’t want to 
imply that we should go back to the way it was before 
1990. Because we can’t uninvent the technology. But 
we have to develop some mechanisms – whether 
they are legal or cultural or whether it’s civic-mind-
edness – that allow us to reject certain forms of infor-
mation because they are damaging to our culture. 

How do we manage that? How do we help the public 
do some information triage?” Dvorkin thinks there 
is probably a role for government, in partnership 
with legitimate media organizations, to play a role 
in vetting information.

And what of social media companies themselves? 
They have argued that they are not ultimately 
responsible for the speech that happens on their 
platforms. But Vincent Wong, the William C. Graham 
Research Associate at U of T’s International Human 
Rights Program in the Faculty of Law, says there is a 
growing consensus that social media platforms 
should be held accountable for misinformation on 
their platforms – even if how to do so isn’t clear. The 
platforms have so many users, and carry so many 
messages, that the logistics of monitoring everything 
is daunting. Combine that with worries about how 
to judge what content should be allowed and what 
content should be censored, and it is a difficult prob-
lem that will take time to work out, he says. 

In the meantime, Prof. Peter Loewen thinks we 
should all take a moment of pause before we click 
“share” on a story that may confirm our political 
views but is of questionable credibility. “I think, gen-
erally, that people should try to be less and not more 
political,” he says. ■

Facebook 
CEO Mark 

Zuckerberg says 
the company 

employs 35,000 
people to 

“review online 
content and 
implement 

security 
measures.”

He says 
Facebook also 
suspends more 
than one million 
fake accounts 

every day, 
usually “within 

minutes of 
signing up.”
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A picture that circulated in the aftermath of a terrorist attack led to my  
wrongful imprisonment. My friends and family – and U of T – helped free me
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By Tahmid Khan, 
as told to  
Rahul Kalvapalle

Photograph by Geneviève Caron
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would open fire at the sight of a potential attacker. That’s why 
they gave the gun to me – the bearded, brown guy in his 20s. 
After several minutes, one of the terrorists stepped onto the 
roof. We stood there, exchanging words, when a tourist in a 
nearby building snapped that photo.

The three of us returned to the dining area. A whole night 
of pleading and negotiating with the attackers seemed to work 
when a few hours later they let some of us go. Security forces 
then stormed the restaurant, killed the terrorists and rescued 
the other surviving hostages.

By this point, the police had seen the photos. For me, this 
was a case of “out of the frying pan, into the fire.” I survived 
the hostage situation only to find myself taken into police 
custody as a suspect in the attack. In the days that followed, 
the photos were all over the news. On social media, people 
called me a terrorist. Some TV commentators lied, saying they 
had damning information about me. 

Why did people say these unfounded things? It’s impossible 
to know for certain, but I have a theory. I’m fortunate to come 
from a well-off family. The majority of the terrorists were from 

A photo nearly destroyed my life. Google my 
name and it’s one of the first images you’ll see. 
It shows me standing on the roof of the Holey 
Artisan Bakery in Dhaka the morning of one of 
the worst terrorist attacks ever to occur in Ban-
gladesh. I’m the guy in the black tee, holding a 
gun. I’m talking to two men, including a terror-
ist. There appears to be a smile on my face. 

It’s not a good look. But there’s so much 
more to that photo than meets the eye. 

Unfortunately, though, people tend to arrive 
at conclusions based on limited knowledge. 
Worse, they cling to their beliefs despite plenty 
of evidence to the contrary. What happened to 
looking beyond first impressions and digging 
deeper to discover the truth?

A lack of concern for the truth has serious 
consequences. For me, they were personal – 
and harrowing.

I WAS IN MY THIRD YEAR AT U OF T, studying global health, 
when I landed a four-month internship with UNICEF in 
Nepal. I was very excited.

The internship was to begin shortly after the Islamic festival 
Eid. At my parents’ suggestion, I decided to spend Eid with 
the family in Dhaka before heading to Nepal. On the evening 
of the day I landed, I went out to meet two of my friends. We 
gathered at Holey Artisan Bakery and ordered ice cream; we 
didn’t plan to stay long.

Suddenly, we heard what sounded like fireworks. I turned 
and saw a group of men storm the dining area. They were 
firing machine-guns. It was louder than you can imagine. The 
sound haunts me to this day. 

The terrorists killed several people – foreigners and others 
they identified as non-Muslim – and held the rest of us hos-
tage overnight. Early the next morning, they ordered me and 
another hostage, a Briton of Bangladeshi heritage, up onto 
the roof. They sent out the other hostage first. Then they 
forced me to hold an unloaded gun and sent me out after him.

I believe the terrorists were using me to see if security forces 

IN JULY 2016, TAHMID KHAN WAS 
VISITING BANGLADESH WHEN A 
HORRIFYING SERIES OF EVENTS LED  
TO HIS ARREST AND IMPRISONMENT 
FOR A CRIME HE DID NOT COMMIT. 
HERE, HE WRITES ABOUT HIS ORDEAL.

The picture seen around the world: Attackers gave Tahmid Khan an unloaded gun and 
forced him to stand on the roof of the Holey Artisan Bakery. “I believe the terrorists 
were using me to see if security forces would open fire,” he says
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affluent backgrounds, too. For many observers, this superfi-
cial similarity provided enough of a reason to label me a ter-
rorist as well. They portrayed me as a rich kid who had lost 
his way and fallen in with extremists.

Others questioned my body language that morning on the 
roof. Why would I be talking to the terrorist rather than  
cowering in fear? Why wasn’t I too petrified to move? The 
answer is I did what I needed to do to survive. This meant 
trying to talk my way out of trouble. I tried to convince the 
terrorist that his crew didn’t need to hold us hostage. I told 
him they wouldn’t win a shootout with security forces and 
that their best course of action was to let us go. 

As he and I talked, he randomly asked me if I played video 
games – specifically, first-person shooter games. It was such 
a bizarre question in that moment that I cracked the faintest 
of half-smiles. Not because I was relaxed, but because I felt 
bemused, confused, nervous and tired.

I found out later that for most of the time I was up on the 
roof, a police sniper’s laser sight had been trained on the back 
of my head. 

I WAS SUPPOSED TO SPEND PART of my summer enjoying 
a life-changing experience in Nepal. Instead, I spent those 
months languishing in police custody, remand and prison. 

Outside, a battle of narratives was under-
way. I have to thank my friends and family 
for using social media to debunk the false-
hoods about me, particularly via the #Free-
Tahmid campaign. I found out about that 
during an interrogation session, when I 
glanced over at the investigator’s phone as 
he combed Facebook for posts about me. It 
gave me strength and courage during that 
dark and lonely period.

I had a lot of time to reflect on my life to 
that point. I had struggled as a U of T stu-
dent. Even though I was passionate about 
public health and climate change, and was 
determined to use my education to make a 
difference, the academic demands were 
overwhelming. I felt faceless in the sea of 
students, and, as a commuter student, I felt 
isolated from campus life.

I didn’t think the university would notice my absence. But 
I was wrong.

U of T president Meric Gertler wrote a letter to then-Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs Stéphane Dion assuring that I was a 
student “in good standing,” and stating that U of T was pre-
pared to assist in efforts to secure my access to a lawyer and 
consular services, and to advocate for my rights.

The letter was read out in court. I had to suppress a smile 
because I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be described 
as a student “in good standing.” Only later did I learn that 
“good standing” means you haven’t been suspended, you’re 
not on probation and you have a cumulative grade point aver-
age of at least 1.5! 

But I was deeply moved that U of T was willing to speak up 
for my rights when my innocence had not yet been proven. I 
had been involved in a major international terrorist attack, 
and U of T came to my defence. I realized that the university 
wasn’t only about academic achievement and competition. 
It was willing to take a stand for what was just.

I believe President Gertler’s letter contributed to my acquit-
tal. When U of T speaks up for you, it means something.

AFTER MY RELEASE, ALL I WANTED was to enjoy a quiet, 
normal life. I was fortunate that, for my first semester back, 
St. Michael’s College gave me the chance to live on campus. 
The Centre for International Experience offered me a job. I 
received a lot of support from Student Life, the Office of the 
Vice-Provost for Students, the Registrar’s Office and my 
department: human biology. I was feeling better about my 
life at U of T. But for a long time, I didn’t speak publicly about 
everything that had happened to me. 

Then, in February 2019 – more than two years after I 
regained my freedom – I decided to tell my story in a TEDx 
Talk at U of T Scarborough. Many news outlets in Bangladesh 
as well as North America covered my presentation. However, 
the ones that had spread despicable lies about me in the wake 
of the attack conveniently neglected to give it any attention. 

I guess some people have a hard time 
accepting they are wrong. Others continue 
to spread lies to this day, especially behind 
the veil of online anonymity. On YouTube, 
for example, in the comments on my TEDx 
Talk, they still call me a terrorist – despite 
my acquittal and all the evidence to the 
contrary.

Thankfully, social media can also help 
propagate the truth and counter false nar-
ratives. This doesn’t repair all the damage, 
though. Those who spread dangerous false-
hoods are rarely punished, while people on 
the right side of the truth suffer. (I can’t 
speak comfortably about everyone involved 
in my ordeal because my family still lives 
in Dhaka. They’ve been through enough.)

What I’ve taken away from this traumatic 
experience is that the truth is always worth fighting for – even 
if there’s no guarantee of a fair outcome. The pursuit of truth 
is as important as the outcome, because it gives you direction. 
In seeking truth, you’re forced to dig deeper, consider differ-
ent possibilities and understand the fuller context. 

I feel like everyone should know this, but I am not sure 
everyone does. It’s worth repeating. The truth is important. 
It can be a matter of life or death. My story proves that. ■

Last June, Tahmid Khan earned a BSc in human biology, with 
a specialization in global health, from U of T. He is planning to 
launch a speaker series about public health, combining his aca-
demic interests with an appreciation for civic dialogue. He plans 
to attend graduate school at Columbia University in New York.

“I WAS DEEPLY 
MOVED THAT 
U OF T WAS 
WILLING TO 
SPEAK UP FOR 
MY RIGHTS 
WHEN MY 
INNOCENCE 
HAD NOT YET 
BEEN PROVEN”
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WHOSE STORIES  
DO WE TELL?

The Dictionary of Canadian Biography  
aims to record noteworthy lives from  

“all points of view.” Six decades into its mission,  
what that means is still up for debate

By Brent Ledger

Illustrations by Nazario Graziano/Colagene.com
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DCB editors are amending Sir John A. Macdonald’s biography to draw a more holistic picture of his beliefs
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an age when George Orwell’s worst fears seem to be realized, 
and facts are routinely reworked to fit the politics of the 
moment, the Dictionary of Canadian Biography stands as a 
bulwark of truth. Having documented the lives of nearly 9,000 
prominent, influential and just plain colourful characters from 
Canadian history, the 61-year-old, bilingual reference work 
is, in a sense, the anti-fake-news factory. It pursues the facts 
with dogged diligence, although always with a keen feel for 
the twists and turns of historical “truth.” 

The DCB – a collaboration between the University of Toronto 
and Laval University in Quebec – follows a strict process to 
ensure what it publishes is accurate. It starts with articles 
based largely (and sometimes entirely) on primary sources 
– the diaries, letters and other documents on which all good 
historical analysis is built – and continues at DCB headquar-
ters on the 14th floor of Robarts Library, where the articles are 
subjected to rigorous fact-checking. Working with footnotes 
and documents supplied by the contributor, a manuscript 
editor tries to track every fact and quotation back to its source. 

Sometimes it’s just not possible to get everything tidied away. 
In the case of a man known as Canada’s unofficial national 
executioner, the editors had to check his claim to having done 
hundreds of executions. The late executioner didn’t make any 
kind of research easy. He worked under a pseudonym, was 
vague about his life details and didn’t even tell his wife his true 
occupation. (He claimed to be a travelling salesman.) In the 
end, the editors couldn’t say more about his deadly abilities 
than that he “may have performed as many as 550 to 600 exe-
cutions” over the course of his decades-long career.

Editors spend little time on details of questionable impor-
tance, such as the name of a subject’s high school, but they’ll 
go to great lengths to locate vital statistics such as a birthdate. 
If Ancestry.ca doesn’t deliver, they might request documents 
from abroad or, in rare instances, pay a visit to an archive. “We 
pride ourselves on being authoritative,” says Chris Pennington, 
one of two manuscript editors at the dictionary’s Toronto 
office. “That’s probably the defining characteristic of the DCB.” 

The irony of all this attention to accuracy is that the DCB is 
always chasing its own tail. Many people think of history as a 
series of immutable facts, memorized, recorded and ordered, 
then venerated forever after as immutable truth. Whereas, in 
fact, it is occasionally closer to fiction than we’d like to admit 
– a creature of interpretation, conditioned by the assumptions 
of the writer and the time and place in which it was written. 
Nowhere is this more the case than with events from the dis-
tant past, where more times than not the documentation is 
missing or shaky and interpretation reigns supreme. As a 
result, the DCB’s mission is as much about shedding new light 
on history as preserving it: adding biographies, adjusting tone, 
righting historiographical injustices.

Sometimes it’s a matter of filling in the blanks, as in the case 
of the legendary explorer Sir John Franklin, where so much 
new material has been uncovered since his biography was first 
published in 1988 that an entirely new biography had to be 
commissioned.

Sometimes it’s a matter of redressing a historiographical 
imbalance, as in the case of a 19th-century writer named James 
McCarroll. An Irishman, he came to Canada in 1831 and 
became a popular writer and journalist, not to mention a key 
figure in the Fenian movement. He didn’t make the first cut 
of the DCB because for decades there didn’t seem to be enough 
material to support an article. About a year ago, however, a 
retired Trent University professor published a biographical 
book about McCarroll and now the DCB has commissioned 
an article. “We have to be careful,” says David A. Wilson, the 
DCB’s general editor. “We can’t do it with everybody but there 
are some people who are just too important to omit.”

Who’s important is of course the key question, and it’s here, 
in its role as gatekeeper, that the DCB probably has the greatest 
effect on the nation’s history. Like many reference works, the 
DCB favours the powerful and the famous. Indeed, one of the 
few surefire ways to get a coveted “category one” biography, 
worth 8,000 words or more, is to be prime minister. Influential 
intellectuals fare almost as well; Donald Creighton (BA 1925 
Victoria) and Northrop Frye (BA 1933 Victoria) weigh in at 
more than 7,500 words each.

At the same time, and from its inception in 1959, the DCB 
has always tried to capture as broad a cross-section of Cana-
dian society as possible. James Nicholson, the businessman 
whose bequest launched the dictionary, specified that the 
biographies should be of “those whose lives are noteworthy 
from all points of view.” So we have a Hamilton, Ontario, 
schoolgirl who was one of the first Canadian victims of the 
Second World War, a Newfoundland hunter who was caught 
in a sealing disaster and an Indigenous boy who died running 
away from a residential school in the 1930s. Not only are these 
lives interesting in themselves, they illuminate larger issues 
in history by focusing on the texture of everyday life. “We have 
the power structures,” says Wilson, “but we try to get beneath 
the power structures as well.” 

Women were excluded from power for decades and are still 
under-represented in the DCB, accounting for only about six 
per cent of the total lives. But Wilson says they’re trying to 
redress the imbalance, which is especially acute in the earlier 
volumes. (It slightly diminishes with time so that in volume 15, 

IN
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which covers people who died in the 1920s, articles about 
women account for 15 per cent of the total.) “We’re always on 
the lookout for women who have left good primary sources 
and whose careers illustrate something about Canada or have 
made a major mark in a field,” says Wilson. 

Historical interests and interpretations constantly shift. An 
interesting case is Sir John A. Macdonald. At 19,000-plus 
words, the original Macdonald biography is probably the lon-
gest and most in-depth of any in the DCB. But it was commis-
sioned some 30 years ago, and, although very full in the con-
text of its time, it says nothing about Macdonald’s contentious 
beliefs or policies on such topics as the treatment of Indige-
nous Peoples or Chinese immigration. “This is unacceptable,” 
says Wilson. So they’ve decided to amend the biography, add-
ing supplementary sections, written by different scholars, on 
those topics.

Trickier to address is the problem of outdated language and 
assumptions. In its early years, says Wilson, the DCB had a 
reputation as being on the cutting edge of Indigenous histo-
riography. It profiled dozens of Indigenous people from the 
16th century and beyond and, what was more unusual for the 
time (the 1960s and 1970s), it used their Indigenous names 
as well as their English or Anglicized ones. (Today, there are 
more than 250 Indigenous biographies in the DCB.) But at the 
same time, some of these biographies carried colonialist 
assumptions and offensive language: words such as “savage” 
and “squaw,” for example.

What to do? Reinterpreting the past is always difficult and 
especially so in the case of the DCB, where the biographies 

themselves are part of the historiography of the country. As 
problematic as the terms are, changing them might mislead 
future readers as to the widely held values of the time in which 
they were used. The DCB’s solution was to remove or replace 
the offending words – unless they were part of a direct, histor-
ical quotation – and to add a note acknowledging the change 
and supplying a link to the original document, so that anyone 
wishing to observe the state of historiography or social atti-
tudes in earlier decades can do so. Simply obliterating a biog-
raphy that contains objectionable words would be Orwellian, 
says Wilson, whereas highlighting the change shows how a 
biography can or will evolve over time.

It could be years before we see how much the biographies 
evolve. The editors are proceeding chronologically, decade by 
decade, tackling subjects by the year of their death, and after 
60-plus years of work they’ve only now just reached the end 
of the 1930s. Wilson would like to double the rate of produc-
tion to about 100 new biographies a year, and perhaps finish 
the 1940s in eight years, but even so, it will be several decades 
before they reach today’s “present” and by then, of course, 
there will be new perspectives and attitudes to consider. 

Of one thing you can be sure: the past will still be there, rig-
orously proofed and buttressed by evidence – though it may 
look a little different. A biography is the story of someone’s 
life, their personality and their relationship to broader currents 
in Canadian history, says Wilson. “Of course, there will be inter-
pretation, and there’ll be arguments that must be supported 
by the evidence. But nothing is definitive and never will be. 
History is not written in stone; it will constantly change.” ■

Women are under-represented in the DCB. “We’re always on the lookout for women whose careers illustrate something  
about Canada or have made a major mark in a field,” says editor David Wilson
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