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 Like many other students, I attended the “A Night 
for Uganda” fundraising event on the 12th of February. This 
event was organised by The Spinoza Foundation and Enactus 
UBCO, and was geared toward raising money to purchase goats 
in their Goats Livelihood project for children who have been 
battling HIV/AIDS or whose families have been affected by 
the disease in Uganda. The initial goal was to raise $10,000 
CAD to provide families with 200 goats. I interviewed the 
Spinoza Foundation’s founder, Ugandan and former UBCO 
Student Spinoza Okuku, to gain more insight into this initia-
tive. The following is a recount of our conversation together.
 The Spinoza Foundation began as a Non-Prof-
it Organization (NGO) when Spinoza was still a student at 
UBCO. Coming from a middle-class Ugandan family, Spi-
noza was very grateful for the opportunities he got from be-
ing able to gain an international award to attend UBCO, and 
he wanted to share what he perceives as a blessing with oth-
er people who have not been as blessed at home and to re-
member where he came from. A principle that he lives by is:

“Whenever you have something more than other 
people, it’s actually a test for you to see how 

much you are ready to let go of for others that 
are less privileged than you are.”

 
 He went back home every year to Uganda, a step 
he found instrumental to remind him where he is from, as 
he says that coming to Canada and having the privilege of a 
scholarship shields you from certain realities that he thought 
was necessary to keep cognizant of. He went to different 
schools to speak with different students before the Founda-
tion was registered as an NGO. Although financially limited, 
he wanted to give back what he could, which was experienc-
es, lessons, and learnt material from courses in Management. 
 It is through seeing this work that Spinoza had been 
doing that a fundamental collaborator, the UBCO Chapter of 
Enactus, at that point led by Shiven Khera and supervised by 
Dr. Eric Li, approached him in 2020 about the possibility of 
doing a project in Uganda. Enactus club students at UBCO were 
key to the operation of this project, as they provided guidance, 
monetary support, consultation, network, and other sources of 
income. In terms of the financial support, they were the ini-
tial group to provide a considerable amount of funding to the 
project. These students, who were working with Spinoza from 
the very beginning, were very invested in making a difference 
in the lives of the children living with HIV/AIDS in Uganda. 
 Collectively, they decided to work with kids with HIV/
AIDS because of the many layers of vulnerability they are ex-
posed to. This includes stories of non-consent, the stigma of tak-
ing medicine, especially in public and semi-private environments 

at school dorms, impoverishment, and those who are orphaned 
or living with extended family. The anti-retroviral medication 
needed to treat HIV/AIDS requires good nutrition. Many who 
don’t have access to adequate food are at risk of organ damage. 
 Through hearing all these stories and having many 
meetings with the children and their caretakers, it was found 
that they were interested in the pastoral farming of goats to 
support them economically and sustainably. Spinoza made it 
a point to work with pre-existing structures that were already 
helping the children. This includes government-run clinics 
and hospitals that give free medicine. Through this, they can 
identify those with low CD4 counts, which indicate the ther-
apy is not working or there is poor nutrition, and those pa-
tients’ vulnerability would be checked. Then they work with 
parasocial workers who were already working with the com-
munity to visit the children and address their needs. When 
the children receive the goats, it is these parasocial workers 
that check on how the children have been caring for them. 
 This intimate work with pre-existing institutions is 
just one way in which Spinoza would differentiate his work 
from other humanitarian organisations in the region. He com-
pleted his MPhil of Development Studies at the University of 
Cambridge in 2020 and it has helped him to understand the in-
hibitors to development, especially as a person from a region 
in Uganda that has experienced conflict. War attracted many 
NGOs, which are a source of employment for many people, but 
the organisations had very little impact. Despite large amounts 
of money being brought into the region, it is unaccounted for. A 
lot of money is spent on transport, travel, accommodation etc, 
which the Spinoza Foundation specifically tries to limit in the 
foundation. One example he gave was the need to take pictures 
about the progress made. Initially he wanted to buy a camera, 
but instead diverted the funds to be used more directly for the 
children instead as he could use his phone. Though a compar-
atively small cost to what other NGOs put out, the Spinoza 
asserts that every cost should be directly related to the project 
at hand in a meaningful way to achieve the maximum impact. 

“I want to give [The Spinoza Foundation] this 
vision that it can achieve differently. That it 

can realise what some of the NGOs haven’t. It’s 
about making sure every cent is accounted for. 

And that those people know and understand 
they are also important stakeholders”

 A major focus for Spinoza was agency. Many hu-
manitarian organisations and NGOs that work in the Global 
South work with the assumption and promote the image that 
these people are helpless and without choice and need salva-
tion from people in developed countries. The Spinoza Foun-
dation, contrastingly, believes that the people do have agency 
and choice, and this is clear in their approaches to the com-
munity. Children and community members are stakeholders in 
the rearing and care of these goats. They are trained to care for 
these animals and are responsible for the sale of milk and the 
growth of their farm. They have full knowledge of where the 
funding and the goats come from and are empowered to make 
their own responsible decisions financially moving forward. 

“People want to assist themselves more than 
those that want to assist them. If you put them 

at the centre, you make them agents of their 
own change. They are able to realise things you 

can’t realise for them.”

 Dignity is important to give to people who are vulner-
able. NGOs are very comfortable using and exploiting the imag-
es of children’s faces on their promotional imagery and market-
ing materials, many times without consent. Spinoza made a very 
conscious decision to exclude images of children, and especial-
ly their faces in promotional material. Any images used were 
blurred out to protect the interests of the children. The priority 
was to protect their dignity, privacy and protect against the use 
of their face on the internet for any other purpose. He took this 
position a step further by noting he did not even believe parents 
had the right to consent to the children’s faces being used in this 
way. During the event, the speakers and visible faces were that 
of parasocial workers who work with the families and children.

“If we lose a few dollars for not showing their 
faces, that is money we are willing to lose. Chil-
dren in Canada seem to be very protected in ad-
vertisements, but there seems to be reluctance 

to do this for African and Black children.”

 This initiative also has long-term goals. The work 
being done with the community is never fixed. For example, 
the foundation has supported two children going back to school 
by covering tuition costs for one year since 2021. One child 
just wanted to go to school to become a doctor. The goat farm-
ing is also an avenue to provide children with the means to 
continue with their education. Spinoza also hopes to set up a 
farm to sustainably source the goats so that transportation and 
purchasing costs would be lowered, and therefore that fund-
ing can be diverted elsewhere to help communities in need. 
 A critique to this project may be that giving the 
children the goats does not get rid of the initial issue of them 
contracting HIV/AIDS in the first place. In response to this, 
Spinoza said his foundation hopes to and has already started 
working on looking into more intervention methods, counsel-
ling, and outreach in the community. In his visits to schools, 
he also speaks to students generally about safe sex and pre-
ventive measures. However, this does not mean that those who 
have already been affected do not deserve to be supported. 

“While we are protecting, we should also be 
able to empower those who need it”

 During A Night for Uganda, many different artists 
with a variety of backgrounds donated their time and talent to 
perform throughout what became a 4-hour event, whilst attend-
ees donated monetarily. Spinoza, a poet himself, has always seen 
artists as able to educate, entertain and support different causes. 
It was also a chance to promote persons in the arts who have 
been largely side-lined due to the onset of the ongoing pandem-
ic. If you attended, you might have noticed a huge sense of com-
munity fostered amongst the artists. This is because these are all 
persons Spinoza had a personal relationship with, who heeded 
his request to perform. The artists consisted of musicians, sing-
ers, and poets, many of whom are a part of our campus com-
munity, and each person or group performed multiple pieces.
 A Night for Uganda was very successful. In an email 
sent out to the attendees, The Spinoza Foundation and Enactus 
UBCO saw over 60 people attend the event. So far, $8000 has 
been raised from the fundraiser event. If you or someone you 
know would like to support, the Eventbrite link is still live, and 
the donation option is found under “details”. Sixty-three chil-
dren already have goats from last year and the Spinoza Founda-
tion and Enactus UBCO would love to reach out to 200 more. 

More information about the Goat Livelihood project can be obtained by emailing 
thespinozafoundation@gmail.com or the event organizers Mohana (mohanarambe2018@gmail.com) 

or Spinoza  (spinozaokuku@gmail.com)

A REFLECTION ON THE SPINOZA 
FOUNDATION’S A NIGHT FOR UGANDA

WORDS BY LUZ-MARINA ROBERTS IMAGES PROVIDED BY SPINOZA OKUKU
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 A few weeks ago, I was standing at the bus stop with 
a friend when a man with a swastika tattoo walked by. It seemed 
as though he deliberately flashed it to my face when he turned 
back to look at me before continuing on.
 I immediately felt a palpable sense of hostility direct-
ed at me as a person of colour. Canada is the land of progress 
where everybody belongs right? This wasn’t supposed to hap-
pen to me. This event sparked a curiosity within me beneath 
the waves of discomfort about the Canadian identity and the 
dichotomies within it.
 The Freedom Convoy was a natural starting point for 
my investigation. Many of the supporters came out with fiery 
passion for the Canadian identity and the love and freedom 
therein, but also seemed to show a chilling disregard for many 
of the most vulnerable.
 An analysis of the voices speaking out on the convoy 
revealed a complicated dynamic at work.  In order to break into 
this unfamiliar world, I had to also break the chamber of ideas 
and feelings within which I was comfortable existing.
 I needed to get to the heart of what movements are 
made of: the people who support them. I am extraordinarily 
grateful to have spoken with my guest, Darrel, who was willing 
to share his perspective as a supporter of the convoy. 

Brandon: 
Can you tell me a little about yourself?
Darrell:  
I work on the railroad; I’ve worked there for 15 years and I have 
a family and three kids. One of them’s actually going to college 
in Halifax. I’ve been working a lot lately.

Brandon:
Could you describe the average person who supports the Con-
voy in your own terms to break away from popular 
misrepresentations?
Darrell:
 There’s so many different types of people. I know a 
lot of the people I work with are and I imagine blue collar work-
ers are generally more supportive.
 Beyond that, I think it’s just something like freedom 
that just unites people. The feeling of being proud to be a Cana-
dian just brings people together.  A lot of people have suffered 
from this pandemic and there is a sentiment that a lot of it was 
not necessary. 
 There are some things that have been done wrong. A 
lot of people just want their voice to be heard. This was one of 
those things where it was something that was waiting to erupt. 

This was the catalyst that was going to wake up 
the sleeping giant, because people in Canada, 
we have a culture of being polite and not mak-

ing a fuss in our communities.

 [The Freedom Convoy] really inspired many to see 
that they were not alone.  Many Canadians were thinking the 
same way but were unable to voice their concerns from fear of 
being marginalized. With the Convoy, our voice has been able 
to be represented through this movement.

Brandon:
To what extent do you endorse the freedom convoy on a per-
sonal level? 
Darrell:
 One of the reasons why it really touches my heart so 
closely is because I had a personal incident with this in my job. 
 I almost lost my job because I didn’t want to take 
the shots for personal health reasons and for religious reasons, 
too. It was mostly for religious reasons. I wrote two religious 
exemptions to my company. They denied both and sent me a 
generic response.

Brandon:
Do you sense that something about the Canadian identity is at 
stake with the mask and vaccine mandates?
Darrell: 
 I think there’s various things at stake.
 I do think there is something at stake with the mask 
and the mandates. Canadian culture has always been a free-
dom culture. People move here for our freedom, and individual 
rights. Individual rights are extremely important. 
 I heard this one quote that I like: “the most oppressed 
minority is the individual.” Nowadays, we have identity politics 
and it’s like the oppressed versus the oppressor.
 The one thing that gets sacrificed always is the indi-
vidual. 
 I think that individual rights and liberties are some of 
the Canadian values that we are losing. I think a lot of that does 
go along with the vaccine mandates and the masked mandates 

and stuff because you lose those individual rights.
 In my Canadian beliefs, I want you to be able to think 
differently than me. I want people to be able to think differently, 
because that’s the mark that we live in a free society. I don’t 
think that a lot of the government’s responses to the truckers 
have reflected this part of the identity.
 When the Prime Minister says those things about un-
acceptable views, I think that’s something that’s not a Canadian 
value.

Brandon:
 To be fair, I think some of the heavy-handedness in 
shutting down alternative narratives is because even if certain 
individuals in the convoy are coming out and saying that we 
have evidence that “this is not necessary,” we still have to oper-
ate on our tried-and-true empirical processes of knowing.
 We can’t rely on what a few individuals say. We have 
to look at the aggregate opinion from experts which suggests 
that the best path has been a systematic de-escalation of mask 
mandates.
Darrell:
 I think that a lot of people don’t see it the same way as 
the status quo. 
 I think that’s why you see a lot of the blue-collar peo-
ple that are not in academia that are involved in this. 
 They’re not so attached to that kind of like having 
most of the scientists on board and stuff.
 It’s almost like our senses or something.  
 It’s like, we feel like there’s something wrong and its 
overreach.

It’s kind of like fighting against a scientific 
dictatorship. 

 We have health officials that are out here, making 
edicts and stuff, right, and telling us how we’re going to live our 
lives for the next few weeks. When we’ve voted the politicians 
and not the health ministers in. it’s like bypassing our legislative 
and our democratic processes.

Brandon:
 In a release on the official Freedom Convoy Facebook 
page, some of the main organizers of the Freedom convoy stat-
ed their two goals- terminate vaccine passports and end contact 
tracing and covid vaccine mandates.
 I am skeptical of whether their actions and objectives 
reflect the attitude of altruism and benevolence that the group 
portrays publicly when you consider the people that would be 
affected by these actions. For example, the number of people 
living with loved ones with medical disabilities or those who 
have medical disabilities that compromise their immune re-
sponse.

Do you see this as a contradiction? You spoke 
of intuition before but there are a number of 

people who live in a viral tyranny that threatens 
their lives for whom intuition is not enough.

Darrell:
 I think it is an inherent contradiction but I don’t think 
the Convoy was meant to be this totally altruistic thing. 
 It also is one of those things where it’s so hard to get 
to the bottom of it because there’s valid points on both sides that 
I can see. 
 I think a lot of people for the first year or whatever 
were first like, sure yeah, let’s flatten the curve. People were 
reasonable, but I think it’s just gotten to the point where people 
have lost their jobs. You know, their children, their teenagers are 
having mental health problems.
 And you know, so it’s like at what point is the cure 
[worse than the disease?] I know that scientists really believe in 
this. I think there’s something to be said for intuition.

We all have God-given reasoning and logical 
faculties, right? We can’t just keep relying on 

experts all the time.

 We went too far down the scientific dictatorship road 
and this is the balancing act, this is the backlash. 
 My heart goes out to the people that are worried about 
this. I wish I could tell them there’s nothing to worry about be-
cause I really don’t feel there is. Everyone has their own way of 
looking at this and I’m not the one who knows everything about 
everything. 
 For the people who are worried about their own free-
doms though, I feel that that is what the people in the convoy 
feel like has happened to them for the past two years. So, it has 
a double side to it, right?

 It’s also one of those things where there’s people that 
are immune-compromised and live with people that are immu-
no-compromised that are not afraid of COVID and like they 
don’t wear masks and they don’t get sick.
 They don’t care, so it’s like a personal responsibility 
thing. How far do you want to go down this rabbit trail? Do you 
want to live in fear?

Brandon:
 What is your reaction to the dangerous elements that 
have hopped on to this movement for freedom? 
 For example, Tamara Lich, who until recently had a 
role in the Maverick separatist party that wants the Indepen-
dence of Alberta and other provinces of Western Canada and 
was recently caught up in the GoFundMe debacle for her finan-
cial backing of the movement.
 Another is Benjamin Dichter, who is a former bud-
ding politician and podcast producer who has been sued for 
allegedly spreading Islamophobic smears. He was warning pro-
testors of political Islamists in government. 
 Some of the more alarming parties reported on were 
individuals sporting confederate flags and flags bearing the 
symbol of the Nazi party.
Darrell:
 I don’t know if I can put too much credit to these Nazi 
allegations especially since I looked at the live stream footage. 
There’s like Sikh truckers, there’s black people. There are na-
tives. There’s every minority, every race. There are pride flags. 
It’s almost laughable to me to even think that they would be able 
to tag it like that.

It’s just Canadians.

 I think it turned into something much bigger than 
identity politics when we found out how many Canadians actu-
ally are ready for freedom.
 I haven’t heard of Benjamin Dichter or political Is-
lamism. As far as what you said about the Separatist parties, a 
lot of the western provinces have always been like that. I see 
the Convoy as more of a plea from like a place of love for the 
Canadian identity.
 There may be some bad actors, but, I don’t think gen-
erally that’s the vibe of it. 

It wasn’t a hate fest.

Brandon:
 I don’t think that everybody involved in the convoy is 
a racist, but in my view, the hegemonic relationships and out-
comes connected to this protest should be observed for their 
consequences rather than the specific group membership of the 
individuals who protest in the first place. 

You can be part of a marginalized group and 
caught in behaviours and ideologies that con-

tribute to the suffering of others like you.

 For example, people who live with disabilities or peo-
ple in marginal communities, have to live in a society in which 
they are marginalized all the time. Not just in the last two years. 
So, it doesn’t matter whether or not members of their group 
support the Convoy, it doesn’t vindicate them if their actions 
contribute to their group’s continued subordination.
Darrell:
 I understand what you mean. However, I always find 
it heartening when there are certain people. It’s like they’re mar-
ginalized in a way because they have the disability and my heart 
goes out to them. 
 But it’s always nice to see when people have that kind 
of mindset where it’s like, I’m not gonna let it get me down. I 
think it’s a Canadian virtue: that sort of courage. The deck can 
be stacked against you, but you also have personal responsibili-
ty and I like this balanced approach at it because I think it’s true.

Brandon:
 I can’t help but feel that with the conversation on the 
Convoy, there are more pressing virtues at stake like compas-
sion, don’t you think?
Darrell: 
 Perhaps, but I don’t think you can sacrifice liberty be-
cause it can get too ideological too quickly. I think there may be 
some people that are always going to get hurt.

Brandon:
 What do you want people to know about the Freedom 
Convoy and those who support it?
Darrell: 
 They’re just normal people like me and you.

WORDS BY BRANDON KOO

CONVOY 
CONVERSATION

features
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 Shiven Vinod Khera, Sagar Singh, and Brandon Cai-
za started a company called Linkbase. These entrepreneurs are 
all students in their last year at the brink of graduating here at 
UBCO.
 I recently sat down with two UBCO students to learn 
more about a new company they’re starting. It’s an exciting 
time and a huge success story for all UBCO students who are 
trying to make it in the world of business and entrepreneurship.

The Phoenix: “What was your company recently valued at?”

Sagar: “Currently our company is valued at $5.6 million CAD. 
We have an investor who truly believes in the vision and where 
we’re trying to go in the future and how we’re trying to scale 
the business.”

The Phoenix: “Tell me a bit about the company.”

Shiven: “Linkbase is an IoT (Internet of Things) company spe-
cializing in connecting everyday devices to the cloud and mak-
ing them smart. The company aims to leverage its IoT platform, 
firmware, and extensive cloud infrastructure capabilities to help 
small and medium-sized companies to co-create cloud-connect-
ed smart devices.”

The Phoenix: “How does that work in action?”

Shiven: “Imagine some part of a building is not being utilized, 
but it’s still being heated. If a sensor is able to sense that this part 
of the building is not being utilized, then you could communi-
cate directly via the cloud to a smart valve to not send extra heat 
to that room.”
The Phoenix: “How can Linkbase benefit the environment?”

Shiven: “Right now it’s very hard for the industry to become 
greener because it’s expensive. We’re trying to change the game 
and create a platform so every building can become greener.”

The Phoenix: “A lot of UBCO students want to start their own 
company. What advice would you give to them?”

Shiven: “Get involved in campus. The only way you start a 
company is to find your business people. You find your team.”

The Phoenix: “So it’s about relationships?”

Shiven: “Exactly. If you have an idea, let it out. Go to a quick 
pitch competition. Super simple three minute pitch, you learn a 
lot. And you hear from other people who have similar interests.”

The Phoenix: “Where can students do that?” 

Shiven: “There’s a bunch of opportunities. UBCO actually has 
an incubator of its own called: e@UBCO and in fact the quick 
pitch final was just recently. They have pitch competitions go-
ing on throughout the year and they have a whole program. You 
can go be a part of that. Then talk to your professors. Visit them 
in office hours, especially if you’re in the business faculty. Also 
value the presentations you do in business classes. You really 
learn where there are opportunities and how to problem solve. 
Participating in that component of class is very very crucial. 
Network, talk to professors, and go to events like e@UBCO 
quick pitch.”

Sagar: “As a student you have access to the huge pool of re-
sources the university has. So building off of Shiven’s point, 
involving yourself on campus is one of the biggest things. 
Building your network is about having a bunch of assets. Your 
network is your net worth and value. And people say that’s cli-
che but it’s the truth. The people you work with make up the 
team you have to grow and develop your company. Visualize 
your company like a boat; these are the people who you’re 
choosing to steer it. Once you build your network you can start 
solving problems that are out there. At the end of the day, you’re 
solving a ‘pain point’ for people, so do a lot of research about 

what problem needs solving. These brass knuckle details are the 
most overlooked aspects. Research, get involved, and validate 
your ideas.” 

The Phoenix: What are your goals for the future with Link-
base? Let’s take a look 5 years from now, what’s the vision?

Sagar: “You know what… Five years from now we’re really 
seeing ourselves as a multinational company. With the amount 
of Marriotts and Holiday Inns all over the world, that’s basi-
cally the target market in itself. And when I think of scalability 
within five years, we’ll be able to get there. I’ve said a lot of 
audacious things before. Right now we’re at this $5.6 million 
dollar evaluation, but I could see us getting way higher than that 
even to $100 million and then exceeding $100 million even in 
a few years.”

The Phoenix: “Thank you both and I wish you the best of luck!”

WORDS BY SAM GRINNELL

 Over time, the establishment of media guidelines, 
which direct journalists and publishers how to speak about dif-
ferent subject matters, have become widespread. In response to 
sensationalized reporting on suicide, traditional media sources, 
such as newspapers, several organizations have developed se-
ries of guidelines that dictate how media should report on and 
speak about suicide, though they are not always followed. But 
in the rapidly evolving world of social media, things are quickly 
muddled.
 At UBCO, 4th year Psychology student Soumyaa 
Subramanium is investigating the use of media guidelines on 
suicide under the direction of Dr. Carolyn Szostak, an Associate 
Professor in the Department of Psychology. Earlier in her de-
gree, Soumyaa took a leap on her interest in research by reach-
ing out to professors across the department. In connecting with 
Dr. Szostak, she has been able to explore her research interests, 
first through volunteering in work related to climate change, and 
now through her work on how suicide is reported in the media.
 The guidelines for exactly how to report on suicide 
vary slightly but in general are well established. The expressed 
goal of most guidelines is to stop sensationalistic reporting and 
ensure responsible conversations. They cover much of what 
media creates including language use (“died by suicide” is pre-
ferred to “committed”), what images to use with an article, and 
specifics on the content of an article (such as avoiding speculat-
ing on cause and not including detailed information on a death), 
and proper headlines. Most guidelines also recommend media 
sources include additional resources on suicide within an arti-
cle, such as links to mental health resources. 
 In her Undergraduate Research Award winning work, 
Soumyaa set out to investigate how social media sites – like 
the Daily Mail and Buzzfeed, which rely heavily on sharing 
their content through Facebook and Twitter – differ in how 
they follow the guidelines when compared to traditional me-
dia. First, she compiled a set of guidelines from five to eight 

different agencies, such as the World Health Organization and 
the Canadian Psychological Association, and then with the help 
of an assistant analyzed different articles from 5 social media 
sites. Notably, sharing content and reader interaction, the inte-
gral component of social media, was not covered by the media 
guidelines.
 In evaluating the different sites, Soumyaa says 
“there wasn’t a lot of consistency in compliancy.” While the 
Daily Mail failed to follow the guidelines to a much greater ex-
tent than other sites, the results varied. 

 Even within a single site, some guide-
lines would be followed in one article, while 

being completely ignored in another. 

 Particularly, she says some sites closely followed 
the recommendations for language but continued to speculate 
heavily on the death. And some articles, even when closely fol-
lowing the guidelines, failed to provide additional mental health 
resource links.
 Soumyaa says an important aspect of her work is how 
the conversation around suicide manifested in the sites’ social 
channels. “Despite the websites saying the comments were 
moderated, we still saw quite disparaging comments towards 
the individual that died,” she says, and while compassionate 
conversations were common, negative stigma-driven conversa-
tions were rampant. 
 Given that suicide remains an overly taboo topic 
around the world, it’s pushing these media guidelines for social 
media that could make a difference. Better use of the guidelines 
“could allow for more readers to understand about suicide in 
itself and allow them to interact… [guideline compliance] could 
result in more responsible reporting of suicide and, as a result, 
readers can be better informed,” Soumyaa says. 

If we can expand the use of 
responsible reporting into social 
media and reader interactions, 
collaboration between mental 
health experts and journalists 

could heavily reduce the stigma 
surrounding suicide, something 

that would be beneficial for everyone involved.

 A key facet of this work in the future is for research-
ers to investigate how the use and non-use of media guidelines 
affects readers, which is exactly where Soumyaa’s work is 
headed. In her honours project, she’s investigating the effects of 
articles concerning suicide on readers and on social stigma, and 
better elicit exactly why these guidelines are useful.
 Going forward, Soumyaa says it’s educating people, 
particularly journalists, about these kinds of findings that can 
help drive improvements in the way we talk about suicide: “I 
think that having this conversation and more of an interaction 
between mental health experts, guideline creators, and journal-
ists, will help everyone understand why it’s important to comply 
with these guidelines… I think that’s what we’re missing here, 
the why part of why it’s important to follow these guidelines, 
we need to create this conversation between journalists and the 
guidelines.” Given the enormous readership for these social me-
dia websites, the opportunities for proliferating stigma if poor 
reporting continues are huge, but so are the opportunities for 
education.

$5.6 Million Evaluation for UBCO 
Students’ Company Linkbase

How Should Social Media 
Talk About Suicide?

Psychology Student Soumyaa Subramanium is 
Researching Their Compliance with Media Guidelines

WORDS BY JONATHAN VAN ELSLANDER
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 For the fifth installment of this series I had the oppor-
tunity to interview Kai Rogers. Kai is a Director at Large for the 
SUO. He is in his fourth year, majoring in Management. Kai 
will be graduating this semester. 
 
What do you do as a Director at Large?
 
 Within the Student Union Organization (SUO), I’m 
the chair of the Oversight Committee. It’s our job to do perfor-
mance reviews of all of our executive directors and make sure 
that they’re doing the jobs students elected them to do. 

 My approach has always been that I don’t want to be 
the bad guy. I believe that the Oversight Committee can be a 
force for good within the union, not in the sense of, hey, you’re 
doing this wrong, but in the sense of here’s where we see how 
you can improve; here’s how you can make your year even 
more successful; here’s how you can do even more good for 
students. It is a committee where we can have frank discussions 
that lead to even more improvements for students. 

 I’ve worked in the past two years to change a lot of 
our policy, especially with some of the working remote stuff. 
We added some of those policies to make sure that when you’re 
working remotely you’re doing it properly. 

 I’ve been working closely with our food bank, the 
Pantry. We were running out of space and were using the theater 
to store food. Of course, that’s not a long term solution. So, we 
discussed possible solutions and negotiated with UBC. The uni-
versity was nice enough to grant us a big space inside. Now we 
have a dedicated space to store food long term for the Pantry. 
 And then, I try to be in the office at least two or three 
times a week, if not more. If I’m down there for class, which is 
four days a week, I’m almost always in the office just talking to 
our staff and seeing how things are. I often man the front desk 
when we have a shortage. I don’t get paid for it, but I really 
enjoy interacting with students. 

 I’ve worked heavily on the accessibility side of things 
this year to advocate for changes to our disability policies on 
our campus with the university. Back in October, I was down 
in Vancouver presenting to the Board of Governors– which in-
cludes the Chancellor Steven Point, Santa Ono, and all the head 
honchos– on how we can work together to improve the DRC.

 Because of the presentation, UBC is implementing an 
accessibility advocacy committee to address physical concerns 
on campus. We’re looking at having that committee co-chaired 
by a UBC employee upper level management and a student 
union representative to make sure that 
we get the student perspective as much 
as possible. I’m going to be there for at 
least the first meeting where we set up 
what exactly our mandate is and how 
we’re going to achieve it. The purpose 
of that committee is in response to direct 
student feedback. 
 
How do you balance work, academic, 
and social life? 

 I am busy. I have my class 
schedule, and then I try to set everything 
up with deadlines. In between those 
deadlines it’s like, well okay, I got ahead 
on this one, I can delay this one, let’s 
go to trivia night at the Well. So, that’s 
kind of how I do it. I can’t juggle, but 
this very much feels like a circus act in 
terms of managing all the things I need 
to do. 

What are your work-related goals?
 
 My biggest thing is, and it’s a buzzword: Everybody 
says in the elections this year that it’s about creating connec-
tions and working with people. But, saying that and putting it 
into practice are two very different things. In an elected orga-
nization with a new board every year, it’s very easy to be inef-
ficient. So trying to keep us on track and moving in the right 
direction, not getting off topic, and not getting sidetracked was a 
huge thing for me. I only accomplished all that I did by working 
with other people. With everything I did, I tried to understand 
the other person’s perspective, even if they disagreed with me. 
Half the time I went with their idea because it was better than 
mine. 

 My whole goal was to keep the Student Union on 
track for our one mission, the one thing we have to do which 
is service students that we represent. We have 13,000 members. 
Everybody pays us fees. That’s in the back of our minds every 
single day when we go to work, and when we’re talking about 
budgets and initiatives and what we’re going to focus on. All 
of it comes down to managing the promises that we make to 
students to ensure that we’re not promising things that we can’t 
do, and that the things that we promise that we are able to do, 
we actually do them and that we’re not just hanging around col-
lecting a paycheck.
 
Is working for the SUO what you expected?
 
 I really didn’t know because what I knew about the 
SUO was what the average student knows about the SUO: not 
a whole lot. So, I went into it with a very open mind of  I’m 
here to learn. So, I was asking as many questions relevant to my 
position and gaining as much information as I could about the 
Union so that I could then make informed decisions when the 
time came.

 It was a lot of work. It was not necessarily fun at the 
beginning. But, I would say it was worth it, and the life lessons 
I’ve learned from working in the Union have forever shaped my 
career path. 

I’ve just been accepted to law school and I attribute a lot of that 
to my time at the Union in working on the Oversight Committee 
and working on the Policy Committee and advocating for stu-
dents and realizing, hey, I enjoy this stuff; I’m pretty good at it. 
 
Is there anything you would like to add?
 
 I am also the director of the public speaking club. 

My friend and I have turned a club 
that hadn’t been active in two or three 
years to now the most popular club in 
the Management Student Association 
(MSA). The whole point of the club is 
to increase people’s confidence so that 
when they go to that job interview or 
when they do that class presentation 
they aren’t nervous.
 
 That’s another one of those things 
where it takes up a fair amount of my 
time, but I enjoy seeing people’s skills 
improve and hosting events that people 
want to come out to and creating an-
other good community on campus for 
people because that’s my whole thing. 
I know that if I was in their situation, I 
would want there to be communities on 
campus where I feel welcome and here 
is an opportunity for me to go out and 
actively create that community rather 
than hope that someone just does it. 

student-staff series
KAI ROGERS

WORDS BY MADELINE GROVE
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 Today has been a relatively quiet day in the dining hall, 
thanks to all the students who have returned home for Reading 
Week. And well, I immensely appreciate it, as it makes my job as 
a cashier at Pritchard a lot easier. Fewer tables to clean, amazing! 
Even my boss has let me leave an hour early; it’s surprisingly 
quiet. While I talk a little with a woman from Venezuela who 
started working that same day, and we share jokes in our mother 
tongue, my boss decides not to be so lovely, forbidding us to 
speak Spanish. According to her, my new friend needs to learn 
English, so that is the only language we must communicate with 
now.
 I’m a bit dumbfounded at the order, not really know-
ing how to react. Fortunately, my shift ends right then, so all I 
do is grab my stuff and leave. As I walk back to my residence, I 
keep the thought in my head. Regardless of how right or wrong 
that act may have been, I find myself thinking something differ-
ent: not only my boss has underestimated Spanish, but myself 
as well on many occasions. For instance, when I speak with my 
Guatemalan friend, most of the words that we exchange are in 
English. All the books I read, the movies I watch, and the music 
I listen to are in English. When I talk to my parents, sometimes 
I have to translate in my head what I want to say. Even more, at 
this very moment, you are reading this essay in English. And, 
the most heinous act, in my opinion, is that I have written words 
in English in my personal notebook, full of my most personal 

writings and sonnets of extreme depression.
 Who am I to complain about my boss belittling Span-
ish when I do it too? What kind of Mexican or Latinx am I to 
let another language dominate my life? What will I be in four 
years if I am like this now? Is it possible to lose my Latinity? Am 
I being “Canadizied”?
 From my point of view, each Latinx lives with a du-
ality intertwined with their soul. Product of colonization, and 
the mixture of all the cultures of the world running through our 
veins. And even more, we have learned to see that as a new iden-
tity. We live like martyrs, partying in the shadow of our corrupt 
governments. Reggaeton, boleros, and capoeira keep us alive 
and active with adrenaline pumping, regardless of our social 
situation. The fear of going out into the streets and suffocating 
ourselves with their insecurity gives us something to fight for ev-
ery day, convincing us that everything will be better tomorrow. 
That is the “Latinity”, the ability to fight with that weight on our 
shoulders every day of our lives and find the beauty in it.
 However, when a Latinx leaves the mother country 
searching for a new one and ends up in a place like Canada, 
where everything seems to work, and cars do stop to let you pass, 
this duality that represented them so much begins to crumble. 
There is nothing to fight for; everything is much simpler. The 
only daily problem is that the hours of sunshine are few. The par-
ties may not be so good, but deep down, you know that nothing 

terrible will happen to you if you drink a little too much. You 
start to relax when you go out on the street, public transport is 
safer, and although the food is not as tasty as the one at home, it 
is much healthier. This leads me to think, is the Latinity good or 
bad?
 There are many Latinxs whose dream is to escape 
from Latin America. I used to be against those people, firmly 
believing that the brave thing was to stay and fight for changes 
in our countries instead of running away. However, I can under-
stand these people at night, in my room with a heater, a bath-
room, and where I know that no one will break-in at night. The 
darkness helps me reflect on how, at the end of it all, we just want 
to live happily, in a place where we feel safe and secure. Is this a 
lot to ask for?
 I must learn to appreciate Latin America without be-
ing a martyr for it. Enjoy the songs, festivals, customs, and tra-
ditions, and stop romanticizing insecurity, corruption, and bad 
times. I will reconnect more with Spanish, which allows me to 
communicate with most of my Latinx siblings, and which I will 
continue to speak at my job. Greatly appreciate the Canadian 
culture, which always accepts me with open arms (at least, al-
most always). I will find a new beauty, this time in the exchange 
of cultures and all that these entail.
 Simply letting the Latinity run through my veins 
again, but without its poison this time.

BOOK SCAVENGER 
HUNT ON CAMPUS!

 UBCO Library interns and resident Book Fairies 
Jacklyn Awotwi-Pratt and Azzah Farras are hiding a number 
of incredible books celebrating Indigenous writers and Black 
History Month around campus until the end of March. Stu-
dents who find a book from the book fairies––as verified by 
a book fairy sticker––will be able to read it before leaving it 
for another student to enjoy! Once 
a book is hidden, a hint is posted 
on the UBCO Library’s Instagram 
account. If you find a book, you 
can tag @ubcolibrary and #UB-
COBookFairies to have your photo 
shared!

THE LATINITY IN MY VEINS

WORDS BY XIMENA GORDILLO CRUZ

 Many people often recommend not checking your cell 
phone right after waking up. However, it is a bad habit that I 
have not been able to correct, at least not until now. Usually, it’s 
not something that affects the rest of my day much; I will prob-
ably just look at some memes and respond to messages that I 
received in the middle of the night. However, today is different. 
Very different.
 And it is that I find many stories and posts on Insta-
gram about an alleged Russian invasion of
Ukraine. There is everything from advice on what to do if you 
are not part of any of these countries to brief Spanish and En-
glish explanations on what has happened in the last few hours 
between the two nations. I find out many things; this is not the 
first Russian invasion of Ukraine, and many Russians are actual-
ly against Putin’s decisions. And suddenly, I find out something 
else.
 One of the bombed cities is the hometown of my dear 
friend, Iván.
 I met Iván in Tanzania when we studied together at 
an international boarding school. He is still, to this day, one of 
the smartest and brightest people I have ever met. International 
competitions, a Ted Talk, and numerous academic scholarships 
confirm it. However, what made our friendship so special was 
the possibility of being stupid together. We used to go for walks 
together after sunset, always sitting on the same bench, where 
suddenly we became the last two people on this planet. The 
darkness helped to make us vulnerable, and our conversations 
brought out our inner children, those who were really scared 
about the future, those who feared not being loved, and who 
laughed at the silliest things. When it was just the two of us, we 
could act as we wanted without fear of being judged and indeed 
be seen for who we are, rather than the image society had of us. 
Well, I think it goes without saying that the friendship between 
Iván and I was and still is quite unique.
 To this day, Iván is still studying his last year of high 
school at the boarding school, but for my part, my life has 
changed a lot. After graduating last year, I went back to my 
homeland, Mexico, for a few months. And a little later, I head-
ed off into the unknown again, this time to begin my studies at 
UBC Okanagan in Canada. I still talk a lot with Ivan, and little 

by little, I saw that he started to publish fears that Ukraine was 
going to be invaded by Russia. Today, these fears have become a 
sad reality.
 I tried to go on with my day, as usual. However, this 
time it was impossible. Yes, every day, we are bombarded with 
thousands of news that have made us immune to them. Read 
thousands of posts about the same facts; they will stop affect-
ing you after some hours. The invasion may worry you, but the 
thousands of kilometers that separate you from it are so com-
fortable that it prevents your body from having cold feet. How-
ever, this time it was different for me. I know, love, and miss Iván 
very much, which makes me worry about his well-being and his 
loved ones. It gets to the point where I still haven’t dared to ask 
him about his family and friends’ welfare because I’m afraid of 
the answer. However, with all the pain in my heart, it pains me 
to accept that if Iván had never crossed my life, this news would 
not have affected me so much.
 Why is it that, when we are somehow connected to 
some tragedy, we can’t help but feel worried
about it? However, our heart does not devote a single beat to it 
when something seems far away.
 That leads me to think that a part of our human con-
dition is the subjectivity of empathy. Unless something affects 
us personally, we will not do anything to change it. I see it with 
people who decide to upload memes about the invasion, some-
thing that, being a hundred percent honest, I probably would 
have done too if I was outside the conflict. The connection I have 
with Iván forces me to worry, to feel helpless, and to try to do ev-
erything in my power to help. Hence this essay is born, in which, 
most attentively, I come to ask you for help. Something as simple 
as getting rid of the subjectivity of empathy and worrying about 
an invasion that seems distant, but no less evil for that. Research, 
find reliable sources, donate to the Ukrainian army. In all my 
research, it turns out that an increase in the use of nuclear ener-
gy in Europe would limit Russia’s power (since most of Europe 
pretty much depends on Russia’s natural gas), and therefore it 
would be weakened. However, I invite you to follow this inves-
tigation for yourself to reach firm conclusions. That’s all I am 
asking you, please.
 For me, for the Ukrainians, and for Iván.

The Subjectivity of 
Empathy

JOIN THE 
CULTURAL STUDIES 

COURSE UNION 
AT MISSION CREEK!

 
 The Cultural Studies Course Union is welcoming 
students and staff from all faculties to join them at Mission 
Creek Regional Park for a 2.5 km walk and reflection on 
place, positionality, and relationships to the land on March 
25th from 2-4pm PDT. Snacks and beverages will be pro-
vided and attendees are encouraged to bring water and dress 
appropriately for the weather conditions. Accessible alter-
natives are also available. For more information, follow the 
Cultural Studies Course Union on Instagram at @ubco_cul-
turalstudies!
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Photos by Angel G., @angelgohes on Instagram! 
Also checkout the @ubcowild wildlife society on Instagram!

 Though people are fonder of sum-
mer, winter is a great time to be out in na-
ture. When forest understories are easier to 
see through and tracks remain obvious in the 
snow, it is a great time to look for wildlife. If 
you’re feeling the late winter doldrums, get 
out and keep an eye out for some beautiful 
animals. In celebration of World Wildlife Day 
here’s a short and non-exhaustive list of wild-
life you can see in the Okanagan and Southern 
B.C. this time of year.

 Birds! Birding, it’s so hot right now. 
The great part about birding is that birds are 
everywhere! Even in the middle of the city 
where the concrete might overwhelm you, you 
can still find some real beauties. Here’s a small 
smattering of my favourites you can see in 
Southern B.C. in the winter and early spring:

Black-capped Chickadee: 
 Of the several species of Chicka-
dee’s that famously brave Canadian winters, 
this one is usually the most common. Look for 
its adorable black hat and listen for its classic 
“Cheeeese-burger” call. 
	 Where	 to	 find	 them:	 Just about 
anywhere. Fond of bird feeders through the 
winter. (Pictured to the right)

Red-breasted Nuthatch:
 Along with Chickadees, Nuthatches 
are one of our most common winter birds, and 

SO YOU WANT TO SEE SOME WINTER WILDLIFE?
WORDS BY JONATHAN VAN ELSLANDER

certainly one of the most active. They can be 
seen hopping back and forth, up and down, on 
tree trunks, where they’re often upside-down 
looking for insects in the bark.
	 Where	to	find	them: In urban yards 
and at feeders. (Pictured to the left)

American Dipper:
 A contender for my favourite bird, 
American Dippers are the only aquatic song-
bird in North America. Yes, you read that right, 
these little friends swim (for food!). They also 
are famous for their namesake dance moves, a 
little “dip” up and down.
	 Where	 to	 find	 them: In rocky 
streams with fast running water. They often 
nest under waterfalls and bridges.

Northern Goshawk:
 Northern Goshawks are beautiful 
white and grey hawks that require healthy 
wild forest for habitat. Be careful not to get 
too close, as these hawks are known to defend 
their territory aggressively. Due to forest loss, 
the Coastal subspecies is listed as Threatened 
by the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada.
	 Where	to	find	them:	In dense, large 
tracts of forest throughout British Columbia.

California Quail:
 A contender for silliest looking local 
birds, California Quail have an odd little “top-

knot” of feathers hanging off their forehead. In 
the same order as chickens and turkeys, they are 
capable of short, speedy bursts of flight.
	 Where	to	find	them:	Just about any-
where in the Kelowna area. Be careful not to hit 
one when biking to campus on the rail trail!

 Mammals! It’s less likely you’ll see a 
wide range of mammals than birds, but it’s al-
ways rewarding when you do. Contrary to what 
you might think, winter is usually the best time 
to spot mammals and signs of them, as the lack 
of vegetation brings them slightly out of hiding.

Mule deer and Whitetail deer:
 Did you know there are actually 2 
species of deer in southern B.C.? Whitetail Deer 
are more common and can be identified by their 
obvious flashing white tails when jumping away. 
The larger Mule Deer are more threatened by hu-
man development and thus less common in urban 
areas.
	 Where	to	find	them:	It’s likely you’ll 
see both species close to town in the winter, but 
mule deer are more enigmatic.

Coyotes:
 No, that’s not a dog running alongside 
the Glenmore or John Hindle Drive, it’s a coyote! 
All over the Okanagan (and North America) coy-
otes can be seen prancing through fields. They’re 
known to be clever and often are found as trick-
sters in North American Indigenous stories.
	 Where	 to	 find	 them: Alongside the 
Okanagan’s farm land. (Pictured below)

Mountain Goats and Bighorn Sheep:
 Both of these species can be spotted 
if you’re lucky through southern B.C. Bighorn 

Sheep, which have shorter, darker fur and 
larger, curved, horns (duh), are more com-
mon in dry, low elevation places (like the 
Okanagan). Mountain Goats, with their 
shaggy, white winter coats and short horns, 
are usually found in higher elevations such 
as near Revelstoke and Golden.
	 Where	 to	 find	 them: On the 
highway! Both of these species can be close 
to roads in the winter where they like to lick 
road salt. Always drive the speed limit!

Pine Marten (aka the American 
Marten): 
 Probably the most adorable spe-
cies on this list, pine marten are medium 
sized weasels. They feed on small mam-
mals and are usually easier to spot in the 
winter when they’re making a ruckus in the 
quiet, white landscape.
	 Where	to	find	them:	In the for-
est! It’s not uncommon to see a pine marten 
on a forested snowshoe hike.

Wolverines:
 While wolverines are weasels, 
these notoriously angry animals are not ex-
actly cute. Wolverines have a reputation for 
fighting off much larger predators for food, 
and are notoriously active, able to hike 
much longer and faster than any person 
could.
	 Where	 to	 find	 them: High in 
the mountains, far from civilization. Don’t 
count on seeing one, they’re famously 
cryptic; if you do catch a glimpse, consid-
er yourself very lucky and be sure to report 
your sighting to the environmental group 
Wolverine Watch!



Do you have work you want published? Interested in advertising?
email management@thephoenixnews.com to inquire!
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ASA is going out in style! 
We invite you to our last event of the 

year. Bring your friends and come join 
us for a night filled with performances, 

prizes, and a festive feast!

 Tickets will be sold at UNC first floor on 
March 21-25 (11am - 2pm). Make sure to 

grab your tickets before they’re sold out!

 Since I was about twelve, I’ve 
annoyed everyone in my life by making 
a very big deal about how much I love lit-
erature. I correct people’s grammar with 
a little too much glee. I have a mug with 
Jane Austen’s head on it. And, one day, 
I’m going to go back to high school as 
a teacher to hurl Shakespearean insults 

around and get paid for it. But this semester, it only took about 
an hour of a cultural studies class for me to realize that all of the 
classic literature I learned to love as a teenager has a common 
theme: it’s all written by, for, and about straight white men (and 
sometimes women). 

Only people like me can find themselves easily 
in the classics, and those classics carry disturb-

ing colonial undertones that most of Western 
society and education blissfully ignore. 

 My idea of “good literature” up to this point really 
just meant “white, Western and colonial literature,” and I’m 
coming to terms with the fact that my beloved classics need 

some serious interrogation. 
 All through my high school education, I was sur-
rounded by the idea that the only literature that would get me 
taken seriously by grownups was ‘classic’ literature by dead 
white people. As a kid, I realized pretty quickly that I had to 
push aside my fantasy novels with magic and fairies and the 
twelve-year-old version of romance, and replace them with old 
fuddy-duddies writing about British politics (looking at you, 
George Elliot). My experience of losing my childhood favou-
rites, though, is pretty uninteresting when compared with the 
literary experiences of others. Kenyan author Ngũgĩ wa Thi-
ong’o, for example, describes an incredibly destructive intro-
duction to the so-called classics through his experience of at-
tending a colonist-run, English-language school in Kenya. He 
was forced to abandon stories from his own childhood in favour 
of English literature, and of this he says, “Jim Hawkins, Oliver 
Twist, Tom Brown—not Hare, Leopard, and Lion—were now 
my daily companions.” Ngũgĩ was being told that his stories 
were worthless because of the culture they came from, and that 
he had to read white literature to be considered intelligent and 
capable of success. My abandonment of Percy Jackson pales in 
comparison.

Western literature sits on a pedestal as the only 
literature worth reading and writing, and it’s 
easy for Western people to be okay with that, 

because it fits us. 

 I always saw myself represented in what I was read-
ing, and I always had authors to idolize. I was just like Hermione 
in Harry Potter and Elinor in Sense and Sensibility, and I was 
going to be Virginia Woolf or Suzanne Collins. I was incredibly 

Books by Dead 
White Guys

It’s Time to Re-evaluate the Classics
WORDS BY MAREN MCINTOSH

WORDS BY MADY S

UNTITLED STUDENT SUBMISSION
 Throughout these last two years, people have strug-
gled through many difficult things they have never faced pre-
viously. Historically segregated people have been pushed even 
further outside the bounds of society because of the pandemic. 
My Indigenous family has suffered like I have never seen be-
fore. 
 Nellie was the name of my biological grandmother. 
There are a million things I wish I could ask her but will never 
get the chance to. The government abused her in more ways 
than one could count. My dad was born during the infamous 
60’s Scoop and was subsequently taken from his mother purely 
on the basis that she was “native” and therefore was not ac-
knowledged by the government as a capable mother. One can 
only imagine the mental health implications of having a child 
stolen. After a difficult life, she died relatively young, during the 
same week that my dad found out who she was. 
 As an Indigenous woman in my 20’s, I have had 
an extraordinarily difficult time reconnecting with my culture 
since my dad was displaced at birth from his mother and our 
people. This was my dad’s foundation for inherent distrust in 
the government and healthcare system. This is why when the 
government says jump, we hesitate. It is so incredibly easy to 
label people these days. When you call my family “antivaxx-
ers”, you never ask why we distrust the government in the first 
place.  Did I lose you yet? 
 My best friend is also Indigenous. Her grandmother 
was in residential school, and during this time, doctors were ex-
perimenting on the children. She was a victim of vaccine trials, 
where she was forcefully injected with a polio vaccine that left 
her paralyzed for months. Try to tell me she is selfish for not 
getting this shot. 
 Though I would never attempt to speak on behalf of 
all Indigenous people, it is important to consider the systems of 
abuse that have led many Indigenous people to fear the health-
care systems that have historically used us as guinea pigs and 

ripped apart our families. There is a reason that POC statistical-
ly have lower vaccination rates. Ask yourselves why you are so 
heavily supporting a government that has historically abused 
POC and CONTINUES to do so. Through segregating the un-
vaccinated, the government has largely driven the wedge even 
further between our trust in them. Many have lost their jobs, 
businesses, and ability to provide for their family. It’s not about 
not being able to sit down in a restaurant. It’s about our friends 
and families turning their backs on us, it’s about our jobs being 
threatened and taken away, it’s about our little brothers getting 
ready for hockey by themselves and not having anyone to cheer 
them on in the arena. It’s about losing access to support systems, 
it’s about getting moved to the bottom of a surgery waitlist, it’s 
about not being able to make friends anymore. In Manitoba, In-
digenous mothers faced 5k fines for defying lockdown rules to 
get groceries for their children. Unvaccinated Indigenous peo-
ple have been barred from attending their ceremonies, and are 
turned away from clinics. They were some of the first to receive 
shots during the initial rollout, and yet many of their houses do 
not have clean water. The government has shown us what their 
priorities are. This is not right. 
 The hate for the unvaccinated has penetrated every 
aspect of my life. During the first week of school, my profes-
sor condemned unvaccinated people and said that they “should 
stay the hell away from the rest of us.” I sat under a tree for a 
very long time that day and contemplated dropping out. Second 
semester, I had a prof call unvaccinated people a word that I 
cannot repeat. Though I had done everything within my means 
to “do my part” in the last couple of years, the school will still 
see me as a disease. My peers will write me off as soon as they 
find out about my vaccine status. My professors will use their 
authority to call people like me scum to a class of 200+ people. 
All because of a shot that wouldn’t stop me from transmitting 
anyway. 

 The final thing I would like to address is the man-
date protests downtown. After reading the last article about the 
protests, I was disappointed to see it was utterly untrue. The 
narrative that this is some sort of “white supremacy” rally is 
very disturbing. If it was, why would I, as an indigenous per-
son, continually put myself in danger by attending such a thing? 
Why would the lovely black man who attends every weekend, 
standing on the road and waving his flag with a big smile on his 
face attend such a thing? Why would the group of Indigenous 
ladies who are there every Saturday, like clockwork, attend such 
a thing? Why would the Japanese biologist who was eating the 
free cookies, attend such a thing? The tales of these protestors 
using their children as shields, or calling all of them racist is ab-
horrent. It is an extreme disservice to the POC who attend these 
protests to write all of them off as supremacists. How can one 
speak out for POC’s rights while simultaneously invalidating 
those who do not agree with oneself. 
 The only time I have ever felt threatened at the pro-
test, is when a group of counter protestors across the street were 
yelling horrible things at us, trying to incite violence while the 
speaker was doing a prayer. I am not Christian, I align myself 
with natural spirituality similar to my ancestors, but I know bet-
ter than to hurl slurs and cuss words at a group of people doing 
a prayer. A counter protestor was holding a sign that same day 
that said “Darwin, please hurry up and do your thing,” suggest-
ing not only that they believed we would die, but HOPED that 
we would. It’s horrible. Everyone has seemed to forget that they 
are just people. We are all people deserving of respect for our 
bodily choices. Are there racists at the protests? I’m sure! Just 
like there are racists at Walmart, or a Church, or a busy street. 
But to lump a group of people under one label is lazy and gross. 
 Not once during this entire time have I shamed some-
one about their personal choice. In 20 years time I can be proud 
of the way I treated people. If we replaced labels with open con-
versation, and judgement with critical thinking, I know things 
would be a lot better for everyone. I am tired of the divisiveness. 
I know I am not the only one. Understand that I will never judge 
you for what you have done regarding your own health, and I 
forgive your judgements of mine.

privileged to have those role models, but it never occurred to 
me that they exclusively looked like me. Nigerian writer and 
activist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie describes the idea of a sin-
gle story as the dominant narrative we receive about something 
that dictates our impressions and expectations for that thing. I 
had a single story of literature. A single story I could always find 
myself and my stories in. Anyone who didn’t grow up with my 
privilege heard the same single story, but while I was included 
in that story, they were excluded. Adichie makes the single sto-
ry’s damage startlingly clear when she explains, “All I had read 
were books in which characters were foreign …I did not know 
that people like me could exist in literature.” Similarly, Ngũgĩ 
describes the impact of his stories being erased in favour of En-
glish literature. In his words, “language and literature were tak-
ing us further and further from ourselves to other selves, from 
our world to other worlds”. 
 The glorified position of Western literature muzzles 
non-Western people and cultures. It invalidates the stories, the 
lives, the loves of anyone who doesn’t fit into the White West-
ern Box. Because of that inequality, literature has lost so much 
richness, and so too has every young reader being told right 
now that they have to put down the books they love and grit 
their teeth through Grapes of Wrath. But the silver lining is this: 
it is not so difficult to change what we are reading. It is not so 
difficult to put the dead white authors back on the shelf and turn 
the first page of something that hasn’t yet seen the spotlight. 

We are young, we are learners, and we are 
headstrong. We have the power to make change, 
and we can make that change simply by picking 

up a new book. 


