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Executive Summary 
 
The massive oil sands developments currently unfolding in northeast Alberta are yielding complicated 
energy and economic paybacks as well as presenting many social, economic, political and 
environmental risks and costs. How should society analyze, interact and respond to these enormous 
developments? How can we discern whether the implicated actors are being responsible, or determine 
whether governments have historically, and are currently, playing appropriate public justice roles? In 
other words, how can we develop stewardly, equitable, and just policy responses and action-plans in 
response to the oil sands boom?  
 
This speech explores the dominant modernist ‘approach to analysis’ currently used to understand most 
aspects of the tar sands boom. It argues that this approach obscures the deep-running, competing 
ideologies that currently fill-in the content of the state’s and government’s role. A public justice 
approach to the government’s role—conducted within a penetrating, integral approach to analysis—
can offer new and liberating insights into the oil sands boom. This speech sketches out these 
approaches and briefly illustrates them with examples drawn from the tar sands. A public justice 
approach, the speech concludes, inspires action steps that free us from our society’s ethos of 
powerlessness, offers practical and concrete changes, avoids merely imposing technical adjustments on 
an over-all troublesome set of developments, opens up greater space for public debate, and re-orients 
the current approach to the oil sands. 
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Opening 

A member of Citizens for Public Justice (CPJ) recently bumped into me and asked: “So what do 
you think the oil sands boom is all about?” 

A year before that, Prime Minister Stephen Harper addressing British investors interested in the 
tar sands, said: “They have recognized Canada’s emergence as a global energy powerhouse – the 
emerging ‘energy superpower’ our government intends to build.” The oil sands developments are “an 
enterprise of epic proportions, akin to the building of the pyramids or China’s Great Wall. Only 
bigger.”1 

I hesitated answering the CPJ supporter. Who can claim to be able to explain the contemporary 
version of building Egypt’s pyramids or the Great Wall of China? And that in a three minute 
conversation?  

Then CPJ called me to ask whether I would give the AGM speech on “a public justice 
approach to the oil sands boom.”  I said I’d need more than three minutes….  They said I could have 
30…  I should have held out for 90 minutes! 

Seriously, it is critical that Canadians wrestle with the best way of handling this matter. This 
speech tackles the “awesome” and simultaneously “awful” drama of the oil sands developments. It 
combines this electrifying topic with the somewhat more abstract, perhaps less-exciting, but vitally 
important subject of “which approach should we use to analyze the state’s role in the oil sands?”  
 

Why the tar sands?  
The tar sands development boom is so large, complex, and threatens such wide-ranging impacts 

and problems that it simply begs for, even demands, analysis!  It’s like an icon of our times.2 In the oil 
sands we see an astonishing ‘re-presentation’ of the sweeping challenges and problems faced by 
contemporary globalized culture, e.g. climate change, resource depletion, wasteful lifestyles, 
technological mastery, human migration, economic globalization, and so much more. 

I should note, the terms tar sands and oil sands are ideologically loaded words today. The 
material extracted, of course, is technically neither oil nor tar but rather bitumen. In order to leave 
openness to “hearing and engaging” arguments and evidence from all corners, and not to prematurely 
shut down badly needed dialogue, I use the terms interchangeably. 
 

What is a public justice approach? 
A public justice approach, as I understand it, deals first and foremost with discerning the 

appropriate role of state and government3 in various life situations. In the case of the oil sands, a public 
justice analysis could be done of the historical roles the state has played in these developments. Or, we 
could also reflect on what the state and government ought to be doing today in the tar sands 
developments. This complex task lies at the heart of CPJ’s mission to shape “key public policy debates 
through research and analysis, publishing and public dialogue. CPJ encourages citizens, leaders in 
society and governments to support policies and practices which reflect God’s call for love, justice and 
stewardship.”4 

Gaining clarity on the government’s public justice role on issues such as alleviating poverty, 
welcoming refugees, or the oil sands boom is not at all straightforward. In fact, it is very difficult to 
grasp the public justice approach unless we also understand something of both the larger worldview as 
well as the approach to analysis out of which it grows. 
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First, the public justice approach is rooted in the larger Christian worldview flowing from the 
biblical narrative concerning God’s good creation, the human fall into sin, the resulting twisting of 
cultural unfolding in history, the good news of redemption in Jesus, and the expectant hope for the 
renewal of all things at his return. This vision CPJ shares with its members, drawn from many diverse 
denominations, communities, and traditions.  

Second, the larger approach to analysis, in the context of which we discern a public justice 
view of the state’s role, requires careful explanation. Generically, an approach to analysis concerns 
“the possible plans to be carried out—the journeys to be undertaken—so that an understanding of 
phenomena can be obtained.”5 Within any overall approach, a variety of different methods might be 
profitably used—experimental designs, sampling procedures, historical analysis, ethnographic study, 
measuring instruments, statistical treatment of data—depending on whether they advance the research 
journey and produce results. 

Before jumping into the oil sands, metaphorically speaking, I want to underline that an 
approach to analysis is a journey of investigation, not a tool, formula, recipe, nor a mechanical method. 
If it were a tool, any rational, educated person could simply pick it up and use it to examine policy 
problems and device solutions. Any approach CAN be understood and treated this way, of course, and 
indeed some are, but I think they ought not to be.  I think it is more accurate to see an approach to 
analysis as the schooling of our vision and understanding of the world, so we can holistically observe, 
examine, and act within it. The activity of discerning a public justice approach to the state and 
government’s role, therefore, requires not only proficiency in observation and analysis but a well 
developed worldview and great deal of discernment, intuition and imagination.6 Developing and using 
an approach to analysis is best done, therefore, within an active community of faith and public 
reflection. 
 

What I plan to do 
So, in this speech I will: (1) give a brief overview of the oil sands developments; (2) explain 

what I understand by the modernist approach to analysis that currently dominates the study of the tar 
sands, note its strengths and weaknesses, and point out what this approach counsels the state to do in 
the tar sands developments; and (3) outline a more comprehensive and holist approach to analysis that 
over the years has contributed to CPJ’s public justice understanding of the state’s role.  
 
 
Overview of the oil sands development: [section corresponds to power point presentation] 
 The oil sands ‘deposits,’ seen from the limited angle of a ‘natural resource,’ are indeed 
impressive. Due to recent technological developments and rapidly increasing oil prices, the tar sands 
have been catapulted to the forefront of Canadian participation in globalized economic life and 
heralded as the engine of progress in our nation. 
 To begin with, the oil sands is a naturally occurring phenomena, made up of a mixture of 
bitumen—a very thick, sticky (viscous) form of petroleum—and mixed with sand, water and clay 
residue. The grains of sand are coated by water and a layer of bitumen. 

There are “1.7 to 2.5 trillion barrels of oil” in oil sands deposits.7 Alberta‘s Energy Resources 
Conservation Board (ERCB), estimates that “Alberta has the second largest petroleum reserves in the 
world, second only to Saudi Arabia.”8 Currently, 175 billion barrels of bitumen are deemed 
recoverable. Alberta’s Department of Energy estimates this accounts for 15% of the world reserves!9 

This is “the largest known hydrocarbon deposit ever discovered,” Hugh McCullum notes. The 
estimate that 175 billion barrels are recoverable “is based on using existing technologies. Using newer 
technologies, as much as 2.5 trillion barrels of oil might be recovered—but the costs would be 
enormous.”10  

http://www.slideshare.net/cpj/excavating-the-alberta-oil-sands-with-public-justice?src=embed
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Currently industry recovers around 1.1 million barrels of bitumen each day, (about one-third of 
the province's total crude oil production) and this is expected to rise to 2.7 million barrels a day by 
2015. 
 Some contend that “Alberta’s oil sand deposits contain resources that could supply Canada’s 
energy needs for more than 475 years, or total world needs for up to 15 years!”11 

The enormity of the geography and ecology that will be affected by this industrial operation is 
also difficult to grasp. It involves about 140,200 square kilometres of north-eastern Alberta.  If you 
want to know what this means, Alberta Energy reports that this is “an area larger than the state of 
Florida, an area twice the size of New Brunswick, more than four and half times the size of Vancouver 
Island, and 26 times larger than Prince Edward Island.”12 In comparative perspective, this represents an 
area greater than the entire country of Honduras (112,088 sq. km.).13 

The deposits are buried at varying depths beneath the earth's surface. Mostly, they are covered 
by muskeg, sandstone, and shale, and the boreal forest. Industrial and government operators now refer 
to this, in ‘natural resource’ extraction language, as the ‘overburden.’ Once this is removed, the tar 
sands need to be dug out and processed. Alberta Energy says: “Bitumen makes up about 10-12 per cent 
of the actual oil sands found in Alberta. The remainder is 80-85 per cent mineral matter – including 
sand and clays – and 4-6 per cent water.”14 
 This gives us a bit of a grip on the magnitude of the bitumen deposit. 
 

Extraction through open pit mining 
Open pit mining is the preferred method of extraction for the 19% of the overall oil sands 

reserve that is close to the surface. The ‘truck and shovel mining’ method is used to move the resource 
to a point where it is turned into a liquid slurry and sent through pipelines to nearby extraction plants.  
To grasp the degree and extent of disturbance this requires, we note two facts: 

o “Oil sands producers move enough overburden and oil sands every two days to fill Toronto’s 
Skydome or New York’s Yankee Stadium.”15 

o “About two tonnes of oil sands must be dug up, moved and processed to produce one barrel of 
oil.”16  
 
Extraction, processing and end-products 
A hot water extraction technique is used to separate bitumen from oil sands.17 “Roughly 75 per 

cent of the bitumen can be recovered from sand; processed sand has to be returned to the pit and the 
site reclaimed.”18 

The next step, the upgrading process, involves splitting or cracking the large bitumen molecules 
into smaller fragments—by adding hydrogen (hydro-cracking) or removing carbon (coking)—this 
creates smaller hydrocarbon molecules, which are easier to transport and process. 

The resulting product is then piped to refineries and transformed into a variety of final products. 
Significantly, about 70% of the oil sands are used to produce transportation fuels—gasoline, diesel, 
and jet fuel.19 These end-products are then shipped to various markets. 

Once an area has been open pit mined, the oil sands companies are supposed to reclaim the 
disturbed land and return it to predisturbance or similar conditions.  The massive tailings ponds, which 
we explore later, are far more difficult problem. No workable solution has yet been discovered. The 
second largest dam in the world holds back just one of these tailings ponds in the Fort McMurray area. 
 
 Alternative methods of extraction  

For the 81% of oil sands reserves that are too deep to be open pit mined—deeper than 75 
metres—other processes are being developed and used to extract the bitumen. The leading processes at 
the moment are in situ steam operations (“in situ” is Latin for “in place”). Currently, the most popular 
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of these processes is Steam-Assisted Gravity Drainage (SAGD). It “involves horizontal wells–one 
above the other–that are drilled into an oil sands deposit. Steam is injected into the upper wellbore, 
heating the deposit and allowing the bitumen to drain into the lower well, where it is then pumped to 
surface.”20  The sand and other residue, of course, are left below the surface.  
 
 Economic impacts of the oil sands boom 

The economic magnitude of the oil sands operations mirrors its physical and technological 
magnitude described above. The numbers are amazing on all fronts.  In 2006, Alberta GDP was $183 
billion, with a year-over-year GDP growth rate of 6.6 %.  The Alberta unemployment rate, as of March 
2008, was 3.4 %.  And, the CPI Inflation Rate, as of January 2008, was 3.5 %.21  In 2004, Alberta’s 
GDP per capita was $58,394, which was 45 per cent above the Canadian average of $40,351, and 40% 
above second place Ontario.22  A long list of economic challenges and problems could be added here, 
of course, if time permitted.  

The economic spin-offs of the tar sands are felt throughout Alberta, much of Canada, and ripple 
around the world. According to the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (2008 report): 

Over the last 10 years, oil sands investment far surpassed earlier projections. The CERI study 
assumes $100 billion in investment over the 2000-2020 period, a level that is generally 
consistent with CAPP’s forecasts. From 1997 to 2006, total oil sands investment was $59 
billion and CAPP forecasts a further $80 billion of investment by 2010.23 

Some now refer to Canada as an “Energy Superpower.”  Others are beginning to refer to the high flying 
Canadian dollar as a “petro-dollar.” 

Meanwhile, a variety of other practices and processes embed and surround the oil sands 
developments. These ought also to be examined in order to adequately understand this phenomenon. 
Today, for example, humanity is engaged in a massive world-wide race to secure control and use of the 
last easy-to-obtain resources on the globe, e.g. water, oil, land, minerals, fish, land, & air.  This race is 
largely organized around countries and corporations. These entities have structured themselves together 
in political alliances, international trade arrangements, and market structures. Sometimes they 
forcefully include and at other times forcefully exclude various aspects of the lives of most every state 
and people on the earth.  
 
 
Implications of using the dominant “modernist approach” to analysis 

Imagine the CPJ Board decided to tackle the oil sands and chose to use the modernist approach 
to analyze the oil sands. What ‘topics’ would it lead CPJ to tackle in the oil sands?  And, related to the 
basic theme of this speech, what guidance would it give CPJ on advising the state on its role in 
addressing these developments? 
 

The mainstream modernist approach 
During my sabbatical research of the tar sands during 2007-2008, I discovered a large number 

of studies on a wide variety of aspects of the developments, conducted by corporations, think tanks, 
government departments, NGOs, consultants, and academic scholars. Many are interesting and helpful, 
and I have learned a great deal from them. They study God’s world and have discovered many 
insights.24 

When these studies are taken in aggregate, however, they produce a troublesome pattern—few 
seem to tackle the ‘essence’25 of the oil sands boom. Many use what I will refer to as the modernist 
approach to social science, or often described as the “naturalism-empiricism-positivism tradition.”26 
This widely used approach recommends we undertake a “journey of investigation” that disaggregates 
or splits up the phenomena studied into disciplinary, sub-disciplinary, and/or interest-group elements. 
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Academics, for example, are directed by this approach to focus on problems within their disciplinary or 
sub-disciplinary expertise27—water issues, labour shortages, housing and rental problems, GHG 
emissions, tailings ponds reclamation, infrastructure shortages, governance issues, or other focused 
problems. Policy institute researchers are urged to select problems in their issue area or interest group 
mandate—environmental, economic, labour market, energy policy, etc.28 

The modernist approach imagines this narrowing of focus is acceptable for most studies 
because it assumes the accumulating fragmented insights will automatically cohere into a unified body 
of knowledge that accurately portrays, even predicts, events in the larger oil sands development picture. 
This resulting body of knowledge helps us technically “unlock the secrets of nature” and enables major 
increases in “human health and wealth.”29 

When oil companies, government regulators, and even critics rely exclusively on the 
fragmented knowledge produced by this approach to identify problems and devise solutions, however, 
real troubles start. Solutions devised for problems defined this way can tend to take on the character of 
technical adjustments to the overall process of exploiting the oil sands. While many narrowing 
approaches can provide useful information and knowledge, relying too heavily on this approach may 
lead us to fail to address these narrower dimensions in the context of the larger dynamics and deeper 
influences driving the whole set of developments. Consequently, many technical adjustment solutions 
end up tackling symptoms only and, in some cases, paradoxically make these worse. Sometimes 
technical adjustments developed on the basis of fragmented knowledge may even end up creating new, 
more-perplexing problems. This is the outcome, I believe, of the erroneous assumption that fragmented 
knowledge simply and accurately adds up to extensive and comprehensive knowledge of the whole.  In 
fact, I argue, the modernist approach can end up obscuring the essence of the oil sands developments! 
 

What would the modernist approach recommend CPJ do? 
If CPJ were to tackle the oil sands development boom, what would the modernist approach lead 

the CPJ board to focus on?  I briefly explore two options this approach might recommend and explore 
one example illustrating each option. 

 
A) Disciplinary Focus: e.g. toxic tailings ponds 
One line of investigation that a modernist approach recommends is to identify a topic within a 

disciplinary, or sub-disciplinary focus, e.g. as an economist, ecologist, or chemist, and tackle it. After 
all, focused disciplinary research contributes to the construction of the great edifice of theory and 
overall knowledge of the world.  

Let’s take the example of chemists and the problem of toxic tailings ponds. The modernist 
approach encourages an expert analysis of the properties of the toxic tailings ponds; in fact, chemists 
have done important work on this for many years.  The toxic tailings ponds cover more than 80 square 
kilometres now, and pose incredible risks. They contain water, bitumen residue, heavy metals, and 
clay. No one has yet figured out how to clean them up.  

In order to develop reliable ‘scientific’ understanding, chemists quite properly focus on 
narrower problems like toxins or the settling of suspended particles in tailings ponds. The hope is that 
the resulting scientific expertise can be used to develop technical solutions which companies can use to 
adjust the oil sands production and extraction processes, and thereby solve the problems of the tailings 
ponds.  

Simon Dyer of the Pembina Institute observes, however, 
What the companies hope to do is to slowly separate some of the fine suspended material and 
incorporate that into reclaimed dry landscapes. And then, the most watery fine matured tailings, 
at the end of the mine life, pump those into a deep pit and top them off with fresh water and 
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walk away. It’s never been proven and it’s a real risky process and I think it could have long 
term ramifications for Albertans.30 
So, where has the narrow focus of the modernist approach led us in everyday practice? After 30 

years, we are still not sure how to practically make the toxins and suspended particles settle faster. Yet, 
we continue to rush ahead in exploiting the tar sands and new open pit mines are being allowed to join 
in. So far, the scientific results have led technical experts to suggest increasing the volume of tailings 
ponds, building higher dams, adopting measures to prevent toxins from leaching into the nearby 
Athabasca River, and continuing research for a lasting technical solution. This problem has grown to 
the point where the second largest dam in the world now sits just north of Fort McMurray holding back 
one of Syncrude’s tailing ponds.  We now live with the paradox that scientists have developed 
knowledge that simultaneously enables us to develop this state of affairs, to identify the huge risks it 
poses, and to promise that eventually science will discover timely and cost-effective solutions. Narrow 
specialized scientific ‘expertise’31 seems to have let us down practically. It fails to encourage us to ask, 
however, whether the overall situation indicates that perhaps the real solution for toxic tailings ponds 
lies in quite another direction.  

 
What should government do? 

 If CPJ were to use this approach to analysis, furthermore, it would not be given much direction 
on what to advise governments. If current provincial and federal track records on dealing with tailing 
ponds are a reliable indicator, the modernist approach simply seems to endorse existing government 
measures, e.g. do more studies, continue to regulate limits on environmental impacts, set more 
conditions on storage, require noise cannons to frighten off migrating birds, enact measures to keep 
toxins from leaching into waterways [fisheries]. Bottom line, government should continue to allow 
current oil sands developments to proceed apace, make their technical adjustments along the way, and 
fervently wait and hope for the market, science, and technology to provide a silver-bullet solution for 
all emerging problems.  While this contains some helpful elements, perhaps, it is not exactly a ringing 
prophetic critique of the essence of the oil sands boom. Nor is it a helpful public justice approach to 
guide government action on tailings ponds or on re-directing the overall tar sands development boom. 
 

B) Issue-Oriented Focus: e.g. using clean natural gas to produce dirty bitumen 
 A second line of advice the modernist approach might give CPJ would be to focus on a key 
issue in the oil sands developments.  We are all familiar with, and probably have practiced, issue-
oriented activism and problem-solving.  I know I have.  I have grown to appreciate, however, some 
serious problems and shortcomings with this approach. 

At first glance, the issue-oriented approach may seem attractive to think tanks, NGOs, and 
others. It allows them to choose from a wide range of issue options, to pick a manageable issue, to keep 
their actions practical (not slipping into theoretical never-never land), and to tackle something that 
actually offers a chance of success!  I for one, would love to focus on health issues of down-stream 
aboriginal communities; or the issues of water usage, shortages and management; or Fort McMurray 
infrastructure deficits; or the issue of greenhouse gas emissions; or the issue of Alberta failing to 
economically diversify and increasingly slipping into a single-industry economy; the issue list goes on 
and on. These issues all deserve serious attention, but does an issue-oriented approach to tackling them 
really work? 

The modernist approach to issues follows a similar path of analysis as discussed above. It 
narrows the focus of analysis to an isolated issue, identifies one or more problems in that context, and 
then develops technical adjustment solutions to remedy the problem.   

Let’s briefly examine how the issue-oriented approach to problem-identification, analysis, and 
policy advocacy works in the case of the issue of using clean natural gas to produce dirty bitumen. 
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Studies show that in some cases up to 25 calories of natural gas are burned to produce 100 calories of 
synthetic crude oil.32 If present forecasts for oil sands development occur, and production hits 5 million 
barrels per day, the natural gas used to extract the bitumen will be sufficient to heat every home in 
Canada!  The trouble is that this rate of consumption will rapidly deplete Canada’s natural gas reserves.  
Furthermore, analysts have shown that “producing a barrel of synthetic crude oil from the tar sands 
releases up to three times more greenhouse gas pollution than conventional oil.”33 We are burning 
clean fuel to produce dirty fuel. 

Industry, government and scholars are busy studying and tackling this issue. Some of the 
technical solutions that are now seriously being proposed include: 

1) Build the Mackenzie Valley pipeline from the NWT—something CPJ supporters should 
recognize—and continue to use natural gas to extract bitumen. After all, petroleum yields a 
better form of transportation fuel than natural gas, more easily and safely stored in our vehicles, 
e.g. gasoline, diesel, and jet fuel. 

2) Build nuclear reactors to produce electricity and/or to fire hot steam into the bitumen bearing 
sands, and so bypass the requirement to use clean natural gas in these processes. 

3) Develop and implement new processes that strip flammable synthetic gas out of the bitumen 
and use it as a replacement for burning natural gas.34  
Each of these solutions shows promise, and clearly, some are superior to others. But none 

ultimately eliminates the high rate of energy use in the bitumen extraction process. A few actually 
introduce new and more risky processes into the oil sands. Tackling “issues” in a fragmented way can 
yield some technical solutions and even some partial improvements, but ultimately many of these 
solutions only seem to adjust what is considered otherwise to be an acceptable overall oil sands 
development process. This issue-oriented approach fails to ask fundamental questions about the larger 
picture, the over-all direction of current oil sands developments, our society’s wasteful patterns of 
energy-use, and about our ‘way of life’ built around the requirement for endless economic growth.  
 

What should government do? 
 Once again, if CPJ adopted this modernist approach to analyzing issues in the oil sands, would 
it help determine what policy advice it should give to government? The Alberta Government responded 
to the issue of natural gas use in the tar sands when it surfaced several years ago, for example, by 
limiting drilling close to natural gas reserves near the oil sands. The government has shown no real 
leadership, however, on the serious public-interest questions related to each of the technical solutions 
listed above. It prefers instead to let the market decide whether more money can be made building the 
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, nuclear reactors, or by adopting new technologies. Whether the agents 
active in the market take into account the public interest or not in developing these alternatives does not 
seem to influence the government’s approach.  The government failure to engage this question of 
public interest means, in effect, that it is following the modernist approach of dealing only with isolated 
aspects and effects of the oil sands. 
 
 
What then defines the content of the state’s role? 

The modernist ‘approach to analysis’—with its narrowed focus, constricted problem definition, 
and style of solution that technically adjusts a given reality—fails to give any content to the state and 
government’s role in the questions it analyzes. So, what then determines the state’s role? 

Something bigger is occurring. The fragmented knowledge products produced by the modernist 
approach to analysis are easily misused by powerful societal actors, e.g. transnational corporations, 
governments, interest groups, unions, think tanks, and others. The vacuum concerning the state’s role 
that is left in the wake of modernist analyses—which are typically fragmentary, non-comprehensive, 
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and focused on the surface level—is easily filled in by ideologies. The state’s role is ideologically re-
defined to suit the interests of powerful players. To adequately capture and account for this, we need to 
adopt an approach to analysis that not only examines the larger everyday reality of the oil sands, but 
also analyzes and addresses the deeper beliefs and ideologies at work in oil sands actors and related 
structures.  

Three families of ideologies—each brought to life by a fundamental obsession with one or 
another overriding goal—propose a range of views on the state’s role.35 These ideologies are all being 
used to set the tone and direction of policy debates over the oil sands.  I briefly set out each of these 
three ideological families. 
  
 1) Defining the state’s role as a reflex of an obsession with economic growth 

The most popular family of ideologies operating in society today has been gradually developed 
out of a recurring obsession with material prosperity, believed to be achieved through economic growth 
driven by market competition. Proponents of this ideology have long agreed on the proposition that the 
market is key to achieving material plenty and human happiness.  They hotly debate how much state 
involvement is required to ensure economic growth, while agreeing that the government’s role should 
be determined by the goal of economic growth. 

On one end of the [so-called] spectrum,36 classical liberalism [or economic capitalism] has 
stood firm on the point that the market must be left free, laissez faire, with only a minimal role for a 
night-watchman state. Governments should maintain law and order in the oil sands, define and protect 
private property, set up basic services and infrastructure, enforce essential standards and regulations, 
and otherwise allow the market to determine what will further happen. 

Premier Ed Stelmach famously argued, for example, that the government should provide 
necessary services for the province and industry to flourish and the market will eventually control 
itself. “There's no such thing as touching the brake,” he said. “The economy, growth – that will sort 
itself out. We just want to make sure that we're globally competitive.”37 At another point, when 
“[a]sked about the call for a moratorium [on oil sands development], [the Premier] instead warned of 
the consequences of a ‘total shutdown.’ If that’s what they’re asking for, he said, ‘you devastate 
Alberta's economy, you devastate Canada’s economy, you put at risk hundreds of billions of dollars of 
investment, and there won’t be one social program that’s going to be alive, anywhere.’”38 

Further down the spectrum of ideologies in this family are those advocating an incrementally 
larger role for the state in the oil sands, e.g. former Premier Peter Lougheed and current mayor of Fort 
McMurray Melissa Blake.39 Both want economic growth but argue that the government has to 
“slowdown” oil sands development. Lougheed, for example, “blamed the former premier Ralph Klein 
for the runaway development,” and further argued, “‘They should have never allowed so many of these 
projects to go ahead at the same time.’”40 

Further down this ideological spectrum are reform liberals and social democrats who argue that 
frequent market failures occur in the oil sands boom e.g. high rental rates, drug abuse, GHG increases, 
infrastructure shortages, inequitable income distributions, etc. They argue the state must act to correct 
these market flaws and some even ask government to plan elements of the tar sands developments. 
Government should ensure stable and predictable economic growth, plan for sustainable use of the 
resource, and guarantee equitable distribution of the ever-growing economic pie. 

This family of ideologies includes a wide variety of, often conflicting, variations on the state’s 
role in the market. While some of these ideological definitions of the state’s role are superior to others, 
they seem to share and accept our society’s obsession with economic growth. They do not conduct, or 
even entertain the need for, a fundamental critique of the goal of human happiness achieved through 
increased material prosperity and continued economic growth. They merely, and often ferociously, 
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quarrel over how much government action is required to ensure the market achieves this tacitly agreed-
upon goal.  

A public justice approach to the state’s role, which we are currently exploring, simply must get 
deeper than this myopic fixation with economic growth and material prosperity. While we can learn 
from these ideologies, we need to look elsewhere for a non-ideological mode of defining the state’s 
role. 
 
 2) Defining the state’s role as a reflex of an obsession with national flourishing & security 

A second family of ideologies affecting the state’s role in the oil sands grows out of a nation’s 
periodic obsession with national flourishing and national security. Notably, proponents of the positions 
within this family of ideologies can comfortably fuse it with one, or even several, of the positions in the 
first family of ideologies. 

On one end of the spectrum of ideologies in this family is internationalism. While there are 
many variations, internationalists tend to argue that human flourishing best occurs when the world is 
structured with the proper international institutions—e.g. international organizations like the United 
Nations, collective security pacts, human rights charters, international law, and free trade agreements.  
As correct global institutions are gradually constructed, the innate goodness of humans will surface, 
people will flourish, the economy will grow, and global peace will occur.  In this ideology, the oil 
sands would be seen as an important energy source for meeting world needs and ensuring human 
prosperity world-wide. One version of internationalism used by some members of the oil industry, 
promotes rapid development of the resource and selling it to anyone worldwide willing to pay since 
that eventually yields the happy outcome of increased global economic prosperity, development of 
impoverished states, and the spread of liberal democracies world-wide. 

On the other side of the spectrum, nationalism argues that the world is in actual fact divided 
between states that fundamentally operate according to power, national-interest and realism. The only 
reliable basis for national flourishing in this type of world is to strengthen one’s state power, grow a 
strong national economy, and increase the state’s military strength. We see this ideology at work, for 
example, in the US invasion of Iraq and the American obsession with energy and national security. 
American interest in the Canadian oil sands seems to be driven by this form type of nationalism. 

Ironically, a somewhat different version of economic nationalism seems to be at play in various 
Canadian opponents of current oil sands developments. The Parkland Institute,41 for example, argues 
that trans-national oil companies plan to send unrefined bitumen products extracted from the Canadian 
oil sands directly to the USA for upgrading, refining and production of end-products. This serves the 
American economy and military machine, they argue, but ignores Canada’s national interests. Canada 
loses the major benefits arising from investment in upgrading and refining, as well as related jobs and 
other economic spin offs. Canada is vulnerable because it has failed to develop a national energy 
policy.42 These are valid and important concerns. Economic nationalists propose the Alberta and 
Canadian governments adopt regulations and policies that require oil companies to upgrade and refine 
bitumen in Canada. This would ensure economic spin-offs stay in the country and provide wealth and 
prosperity at home, increase our tax base, and enable us to finance other important social and 
environmental solutions.   

While each of the above ideologies contains valid insights, both nationalists and 
internationalists continue to accept the belief that increased economic growth is foundational for 
progress. They do not adequately question our materialist, consumerist and wasteful way of life, our 
obsession with constant economic growth, the ability of creation to absorb our massive interventions, 
or the possibility that our state might go badly amuck. I am arguing that a public justice approach 
would acknowledge the concern for national flourishing as well as international integration, but reserve 
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the ability to discern when our thinking about the state’s role is degenerating into an ideology driven by 
an obsession with one or another goal. 
 
 3) Defining the state’s role as a reflex of an obsession with human mastery 

A third family of ideologies has grown out of situations where society believes progress can be 
guaranteed by increasing human knowledge and concurrent mastery of nature. Disagreement within 
this family focuses on whether this progress is best achieved by harnessing the knowledge and action 
of free autonomous individuals or by technologically applying scientific expertise? The state’s role 
turns out quite different in each case.  In the former, the state ought to be structured democratically to 
respond to and channel the knowledge of many free autonomous individuals, politically expressed as 
their demands and wishes. In the latter, the state should be structured as an administrative apparatus 
that objectively applies the latest and best scientific expertise. 

The ideology at one end of this spectrum we will call democratic pluralism. This ideology 
argues that society is composed of autonomous individuals who choose and value as they will.43 These 
individuals voluntarily form interest groups to lobby and persuade government to serve their interests.  
Since individuals have many and changing interests, pluralists argue, they participate in a wide variety 
of different and shifting interest groups in accordance with their evolving interests.  Government 
actions and policies are virtually automatic products of these interest group pressures and competition. 
Government reacts to the demands of the multiple interest groups, and as a good broker, produces an 
appropriate policy compromise. According to this pluralist theory, public interest policies emerge 
spontaneously and mechanically from the private interest competition of individuals and their groups. 

Democratic pluralism assumes that whatever the majority of free autonomous individuals 
democratically desire and demand ought to become the agenda of government.44 This is sometimes 
accompanied by the somewhat utopian anticipation that democratic practice will automatically and 
dramatically improve the world.45 The fragmented and isolated knowledge-products of modernist 
social science seamlessly feed into this individualistic interest group process. Each interest group—
armed with specialized and fragmentary expert knowledge supporting its interests—inputs into the 
government brokerage process and consequently will have its interests accommodated in emerging 
public policy compromises which together reflect the ‘public interest.’  In the end, however, majority 
power determines the contour’s of the state’s role in the oil sands. 

On the other end of the spectrum of ideologies in this family, is technicism implemented 
through an ‘administrative state.’  Proponents of technicism square off against the democratic 
pluralists. They argue that science produces the highest forms of expertise about nature and thus 
governments should not, first of all, listen to the demands of individuals and interest groups because 
they may be acting based on limited, biased, or flawed knowledge. Instead, government should 
structure its bureaucracy as an administrative state containing, or able to access, the leading scientific 
knowledge on problems. Technicism, like democratic pluralism, assumes and flourishes on the 
fragmented knowledge-products of modernist social science. Describing the ‘administrative state,’ 
Robert B. Gibson states, “the world should permit the appropriate experts, armed with the suitable 
methodologies, to define the problems correctly, to identify the appropriate response options, and to 
reach the rational conclusions.”46  The administrative state, propelled by the ideology of technicism, 
will resort to undemocratic policies if this promises to expertly solve issues and problems and thereby 
promotes human mastery and progress. 

Both democracy and science can be valuable means for serving society, but each can be 
distorted when inspired by an obsession with securing the goal of progress through human mastery. 
This produces twisting ideologies, one arguing that this goal is best achieved through free autonomous 
individuals competing in democracy, and the other through the application of scientific expertise in an 
administrative state. Clearly a troubling inner tension lives at the core of these positions.47 
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Consequently, the content of the state’s role swings dramatically between mechanically implementing 
the democratic desires of autonomous individuals and administratively imposing policies based on the 
latest scientific expertise. Both assume a mechanistic understanding of state and politics and both 
depend on the fragmented knowledge-products of the modernist approach to analysis.  A public justice 
approach to the state’s role needs to integrate both democratic accountability and knowledge as well as 
utilize appropriate scientific expertise without becoming obsessed with either and allowing them to 
degenerate into ideologies. 

Ironically, both the [so-called] ideological left and right—as defined in our first family of 
ideologies above—may end up adopting either democratic pluralism or technicism.48 In other words, 
this last set of polarized ideologies may cut directly across either of the other two families of 
ideologies. Classical liberals intent on freeing the market as much as possible, for example, may square 
off against compatriots over whether oil sands issues should be decided through democratic, 
consultative and participatory means or through the technocratic administration of scientific expertise. 
We see the same tendencies in social democracy. Furthermore, a single government may even use both 
models simultaneously, in spite of internal tensions. In Alberta, for example, the Conservative 
Government simultaneously supports democratic pluralism as well as administrative state approaches, 
e.g. using interest group [stakeholder] consultations to resolve conflicts, while simultaneously relying 
on the scientific expertise of its bureaucracy—and/or that within corporate bureaucracies—to impose 
technical adjustment solutions on other risky but equally controversial problems. 

To further complicate matters, developing a public justice understanding of the state’s role also 
needs to learn from and confront various newer ideologies that now challenge these three families, e.g. 
feminist,49 post-modern,50 environmentalist, traditional conservative, refurbished neo-Marxist,51 and 
other approaches.  These newer ideologies are playing a role in setting the tone and direction of oil 
sands policy debates. While indeed some proponents of these ideologies want a deeper, more holistic 
approach to analysis, and indeed sometimes offer very helpful challenges to modernist science, too 
often these ideologies also fail to challenge the assumptions of progress and economic growth.52 

 
The need for a deeper approach to analysis  
We started this section of the speech by asking: since the modernist ‘approach to analysis’ fails 

to give content to the state’s role in the oil sands, what actually determines this role? We discovered a 
vast array of ideologies competing to shape public discourse on and practice of government action and 
policy. We can and ought to learn from these ideological discussions over the state’s role. But we are 
left with the dilemma—think back to the two problems we explored above, e.g. toxic tailing ponds and 
burning depleting natural gas to retrieve bitumen—what should be the state’s role in the oil sands? 
Should we draw this role from democratic pluralism or technicism? Should the content of the state’s 
role be dictated by internationalism or nationalism? Will we be better off with a classical liberal, 
reform liberal, social democratic or some other view of the state’s role? To make our way through the 
forest of competing ideologies that struggle to shape policy, we will need an approach to analysis that 
gets at these deeper dynamics and realities. To properly discern and define the state’s role, we will need 
to conduct a more extensive and holist analysis than that offered by the modernist approach.  

Clearly, a key feature of this approach to analysis will need to be an ability to understand the 
nature of ideology,53 since it is the vast cloud of polarized ideological families that seem to cloud our 
understanding of the state’s role. We have already noted, in the above discussions, that an obsession 
with progress and economic growth seems to be critical to each. J. R. McNeill, in his powerful study of 
20th century environmental history Something New Under the Sun, describes this as a “growth fetish.” 
He identifies the economists who promised to deliver this “holy grail” as “high priests” (335). His 
allusions to spirituality and religion are not accidental. The pursuit of economic growth became a 
salvific, meaning-giving activity for societies around the globe. McNeill notes, “Capitalists, 
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nationalists—indeed almost everyone, communists included—worshipped at this same altar because 
economic growth disguised a multitude of sins” (334). “Economic growth became the indispensable 
ideology of the state nearly everywhere” (335). 

Furthermore, another feature of this approach to analysis will need to address the seamless 
fitting together of modernist fragmented knowledge with the ideologies. It turns out that the modernist 
approach—although it purports to be a neutral, rational, & scientific—fails to adequately explore 
deeper ideological levels because it is itself rooted in the soil that gave birth to these ideologies. The 
mainstream ideologies we examined above, as well as the modernist approach to analysis, are equally 
rooted in the Enlightenment faith in progress. This faith holds that humans can rationally understand 
nature through science, that technology can use this knowledge to master and exploit nature, and 
thereby spur economic growth, increase material prosperity, and ultimately guarantee human 
happiness. 

This returns us to the central drift of this speech. In order to discern the state’s public justice 
role in the oil sands, policy groups inspired by the Christian faith, like CPJ, need to develop appropriate 
in-depth ‘approaches to analysis’ that escape fragmentation, narrow technical adjustment solutions, and 
avoid co-optation by dominant ideological definitions of the state’s role.  CPJ has done some 
pioneering work in this regard. 
 
 
Building blocks for an alternative, integral approach to analysis 

First, a brief word on what I mean by ‘integral approach to analysis.’ I mean a journey or path 
of analysis that presumes meaning and knowledge are discovered not only in segmented parts but also 
in interconnections, relationships, communities, and wholes. The unity we experience in everyday life 
reflects the integral interrelationship of creaturely life. Over its 45 year history, Citizens for Public 
Justice has sometimes used variations on an integral approach, along with other researchers and policy 
institutes, and initially referred to this as the ‘peel an onion approach.’ This approach is described in an 
early article by John Olthuis54 and used in various projects by Gerald Vandezande, Kathy Vandergrift, 
Harry Kits, and many others. [See Appendix B: “Significant contributors to this public justice 
approach.”]  The time remaining tonight allows for only a brief outline of the key components that this 
approach generally involves.  
 
1. An integral approach to analysis should reject the splintering of life central to the modernist 

approach and instead allow a rigorous, in-depth analysis of everyday reality. 
o This means starting with reality and not allowing our analysis to be side tracked into idealist 

constructions of reality, whether ideological, scientific abstractions, or even abstracted 
rationalistic principles. 

 
o The approach needs to find a way of respecting the interconnectedness of life in the real world. 

 
o Analysis needs to deal with the deeper dynamics and dimensions at work within the interwoven 

fabric of life. 
  

2. This approach needs an alternate way of focusing policy analysis and action. 
o We need to avoid the problems (discussed above) with a narrowing approach based on a 

disciplinary or issue-oriented slice of life. 
 
o We also need to avoid picking an issue based on how ‘moral’ we think it is. The moral 

approach tends precisely to hide the deeper questions that require direct analysis and attention. 
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This shows up in an artificial left–right polarization of issues, frequently found in Christian 
policy communities. 

 
Organizations, periodicals, and spokespersons tending towards the so-called left, for example, 

tend to identify environmental issues, income distribution questions, tight housing markets and high 
rents, treatment of foreign workers, distribution of benefits of oil boom, connection of oil to 
American militarism, as the moral issues and thus requiring government action.  In contrast, those 
on the so-called right focus on other issues, for example, the breakdown of workers’ families, 
increased drug usage, immoral lifestyles in work camps, religious freedom in unions, etc. as the 
truly moral issues that require government action. Of course, these issues all do have moral 
dimensions. And fortunately, there has been somewhat of a closing gap between these artificially 
divided Christian camps of moral issues, e.g. on genetic engineering, end of life issues, climate 
change, etc. A public justice approach does not premise government action on whether or not an 
issue is moral, but on whether or not the problem properly fits within the government’s and state’s 
mandate and task. 

 
o A larger policy institute research program can be focused by using the idea of crystallization 

points. 
 
A crystallization point is the place at which a wide range of significant issues, interests and 

practices practically concentrate in a radiating set of real-life practises, processes and institutions. A 
crystallization point is a real-life event or process that organically involves consideration of a wide 
variety of disciplinary concerns, issues, and dynamics. Citizens for Public Justice used the proposed 
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline in the 1970’s, for example, as the crystallization point for focusing its 
work on the otherwise unmanageably large research and action project related to our overly 
consumptive way of life, denied aboriginal rights, and increasing environmental damage.55 

In spite of the danger of mixing metaphors, another way of conceptualizing a crystallization 
point is to imagine everyday life as a fishing net lying on the floor. The vast network of persons, 
institutions and organizations constituting this life is interwoven into a fine mesh of relationships. 
This reality cannot be easily or meaningfully divided up for independent analysis if it is to retain its 
essential characteristic of an interlinking and dynamic reality. To avoid picking a slivered issue, 
discipline, or applying a fragmenting approach, therefore, we can think of the process of selecting a 
research focus as picking up one point in the net on the floor and pulling it up. Doing so drags all 
relationships and entities up around a cone, allowing us to examine them closer, without losing 
sight of the multiple interconnections and functions around this focal point. Selecting an 
appropriate a crystallization point allows increased sensitivity and openness to the ways that the 
problems plaguing contemporary society are deeply interconnected and interrelated. It helps us 
honour the integrality of life and creation, so that neither contemporary problems nor the proposed 
solutions and their consequences, can be compartmentalized in a single zone of life or captured in a 
single discipline. 

 
o Paradoxes can serve to focus our research further within a particular crystallization point or 

real-life event. 
 
As we proceed in our research journey, how can we focus further without ending up in the old 

traps of disciplinary isolation, fragmented knowledge, or limited issue-oriented approaches? One 
method is to focus our pursuit of knowledge on the paradoxes56 emerging from the everyday 
reality under examination. The affirmation of the goodness of God’s creation suggests that the 
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dictory results? 

emergence of irresolvable paradoxes or contradictions in cultural and political life signal some 
element of brokenness. A paradox presents an opening that invites us to investigate what is going
on at the deeper levels of structures and beliefs within our culture. What is producing these 
paradoxical and contra

 
3. An integral approach to analysis needs to excavate deeply into the structures and beliefs 

underlying the ‘paradoxes’ 
o To my knowledge, Bernard Zylstra and Bob Goudzwaard first urged CPJ and others to examine 

two depth-levels underlying everyday realities.57 They identified two crucial depth levels, the 
deep running structures and institutions of society and the underlying beliefs and/or ideological 
commitments that direct and guide a way of life. 

 
o Depth level I – Underlying structural architecture 

This first depth-level analysis in our research journey would prod for and examine key 
structural features of the everyday landscape of society and ask how they might account for the 
paradoxes and contradictions that are found in surface developments and processes. At this first 
depth-level of research, we consider the roles and functions of central actors, agencies and 
institutions of society and how they facilitate and further the way of life we observe. How are they 
interrelated and patterned together? What structural patterns give momentum and inertia to the 
everyday practices, policies and paradoxes that surround the policy problems we investigate?  

In the tar sands developments, a variety of structures emerge, including those related to 
globalization, trans-national corporations, international global finance and investment, local, 
national and international government policy, union and labour institutions, and so forth. The 
structure of the state and its actual operation during the recent royalty debate in Alberta, for 
example, shows a pattern suggesting that the political system seems to suffer far too broad exposure 
to the power politics of corporate pressure, a feature that allows powerful actors to ‘bully’ 
Government and Opposition [political parties], as well as the general public, into behaving meekly 
on question of increasing royalty rates. (A royalty is the return the crown receives as owner of the 
resource from companies extracting the petroleum resources).  

A second example of the importance of structural analysis concerns the corporate use of the 
advertising industry and media to generate “artificial needs” within us—e.g. for bigger houses, 
faster cars, more consumer products and services, exotic vacations, and so on. Much of the pressure 
for new transportation fuels is linked to the production and growth of these types of artificial needs. 
We face the ironic reality today, for example, that “nearly 90 per cent of research and development 
dollars are spent on creating technologies that serve the wealthiest 10 per cent of the world’s 
population.”58 Think, for example, that $100 billion in investment is predicted in the oil sands over 
the next decade—for transport fuels driving a wasteful and often excessive way of life often based 
on artificial wants—while no investment money is available to meet the genuine needs of many 
Honduran villagers for clean potable water, an absolutely basic human need.59 These and many 
similar phenomena related to the oil sands boom are rooted in structural features of our society.  It 
is far more profitable for corporations to generate artificial ‘needs’ in the affluent, and then satiate 
them, than to provide for existing genuine needs of poor and marginalized people at home and 
abroad.  

These examples show how current structural arrangements promote, reward and perpetuate 
certain life choices and patterns, whether they are responsible and healthy or twisted and harmful. 
An integral approach to analysis must, therefore, include a stage in the research journey that lays 
bare the key underlying structural architecture and dynamics. 
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o Depth level II – Underlying beliefs and commitments 
An in-depth structural analysis is still not sufficient, however, to adequately explain the 

dynamic, drive, and direction taken by these structures as well as surface events and paradoxes. To 
understand these, therefore, we need to dig even deeper and discern the direction – the vision, 
beliefs, and commitments–underlying these structures and overall way of life. We need to carefully 
examine and properly understand the way that key convictions and beliefs provide inner coherence, 
dynamic thrust, and overall direction to cultural developments. (This level relates to the above 
discussion of ideologies.) 

This involves employing techniques to detect the beliefs actually operating within everyday life. 
Bob Goudzwaard has developed a way of doing this with his distinctive understanding of ideology 
and idolatry.60 Briefly put, he argues that when people become obsessed with achieving their goals, 
they tend to indiscriminately justify the uncontrolled use of means—e.g. market, technology, 
science, the state, or otherwise—to achieve these goals. This indiscriminate use of means requires 
us to give birth to an ideology, or perhaps more properly understood as some sort of a pseudo-
religion, that serves to justify and remove restrictions from the means. The birth of ideology begins 
deep within the human heart, but unfolds in narratives or stories that we use to give meaning and 
justification to our actions and pursuits. Ideologies can be defined, therefore, as the words we 
weave together to justify lifting the normative requirements off of the means we have chosen to 
attain the goals which we obsessively pursue.61 

The effect of ideology, understood in this way, is to give permission, or forbid, using the state 
in certain ways in the oil sands developments. We already noted the wide array of ideologies that 
are shaping the state’s role in arguments over in the oil sands. This depth-level focus on 
convictions, beliefs and ideology touches on concerns that are systematically excluded from the 
modernist approach to analysis, examined above. Christians engaged in analysis ought to avoid 
allowing obsessive and distorting ideologies to distort their policy research and overall agenda. The 
integral approach to analysis described here deliberately places these depth-level concerns back at 
the centre of our journey of analysis. Failing to include them in our analyses means we will likely 
remain at the mercy of contending ideologies to generate our understanding of the state’s role and 
thus, our policy prescriptions. By ‘de-ideologizing’ our analyses, therefore, we open up possibilities 
for forging a public justice approach to the state’s role in the oil sands.  

 
4. Devising genuinely healing solutions 

By overcoming shortcomings in the modernist approach, this integral approach to analysis 
invites us to think differently about our reactions and responses to massive developments like the oil 
sands. Let me briefly outline 3 characteristics of the type of actions steps this approach might yield. I 
conclude by reflecting on what this implies for discerning the state’s role in the oil sands. 
  

o Stop focusing on technical adjustment steps and start devising re-orienting steps62 
A serious problem resulting from the fragmenting knowledge produced by the modernist 

approach—whether in a disciplinary or issue-oriented mode—is that it encourages the development 
of technical adjustment solutions, without addressing the larger social-political-economic systems 
and pictures. The integral approach sketched above suggests a different outcome is possible. The 
problems facing our contemporary culture are deeply rooted in structures, beliefs and a way of life. 
By using this approach, we could devise and propose action steps that not only change isolated 
practices through technical adjustments, but action steps that propose specific changes that include 
greater potential to influence the overall direction of the oil sands and society. Such reorienting 
action steps can awaken hope in a society by exposing the deeper problems behind the paradoxes 
related to technocratic adjustment solutions. These action steps embed an invitation to re-orient our 
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approaches to development and our overarching way of life. This can help us “retrieve the capacity 
to participate in turning these major predicaments around.”63 Action steps need to defuse the 
ideological spirals driving us to deadlock and collapse [note the combined, cross-cutting ideologies 
analyzed above] and open up space for responding to the Holy Spirit’s leading. Action steps ought 
to be designed to solve one problem while being careful to positively affect, rather than aggravating 
and deepening, other problems in the tar sands. Finally, action steps should be surrounded by a 
broad-based public discussion and debate, involving all major societal actors, aimed at developing 
common or at least overlapping understandings of problems, ideologies, and consensus around new 
directions and action steps. 

 
o Creation-wide repentance 

A second feature of the action steps promoted by an integral approach to analysis is that it 
includes a call to repentance and conversion, not just for personal sins but for sins spanning our 
communal economic, social, cultural and environmental life. This sort of response has sometimes 
been a feature of various church traditions. The World Alliance of Reformed Churches, for 
example, calls for broad communal confession in its “Processus Confessionis,” a process of 
progressive recognition, education and confession in its member denominations. Churches were 
called to participate in repentance and conversion as an essential part of their response to world-
wide economic injustice and ecological destruction.64 This is a biblical practice that Christians are 
well equipped to bring to public discussions. A similar intention is found in the Evangelical 
churches’ Micah Challenge approach to the UN Millennium Development Goals.65 The Canadian 
Conference of Catholic Bishops also suggests a similar response to environmental problems, when 
it states: 

Pope John Paul II reminded us that the crisis is not only ecological, but moral and spiritual. A 
moral crisis must be met with conversion, which is a change in perspective, attitudes and 
behaviour. Essentially, this conversion is aimed at the ruptures we have created with nature, 
with our neighbour and with God. It has to focus on re-establishing a relationship, that is, 
creating a climate of reconciliation.66 

 
o Recognize all norms must be answered simultaneously 

A third feature of the action steps promoted by an integral approach to analysis is that it 
recognizes the scriptural picture of creation in which God calls human image bearers to observe 
norms and values as the “way” to walk in shalom in creation—i.e. love, justice, equity, solidarity, 
stewardship, peace and so on. These norms should not be treated ideologically as afterthoughts in 
our lives and thought, but recognized as starting points for renewing our way of life. In light of 
threatening contemporary challenges churches should consider, with Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “what is 
the will of God at this moment of our lives?” 67 Responding to developments like the oil sands 
means we need to rediscover God’s life-giving, creation-wide invitation to live in covenant with 
him. Whatever our vocations in life, therefore, we need to be busy discerning how best to answer 
God’s multi-normative callings in creation simultaneously.68 As persons and organizations, we 
cannot simply choose to answer one or two norms, e.g. efficiency or effectiveness, and expect other 
agents, institutions, or structures to be responsible for the rest, e.g. equity, justice, peace, or 
avoidance of waste. Bob Goudzwaard elaborates on this point: 

…fundamental deviation from the principle of a ‘simultaneous realization of norms’—which 
presupposes the simultaneous validity of legal, ethical, and economic standards for every 
human action and act—has contributed to a pattern in which the opportunities of a free human 
choice have increasingly crumbled and weakened.  When the norms of ethics and economics 
are not applied simultaneously in society, they also no longer need to be applied by the same 
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persons or agencies in society. Thus it is not only possible but very efficient and natural to let 
the risk-taking entrepreneurs be occupied with only technological and economic affairs, while 
other institutions are held responsible for matters of a moral, social, ethical, or juridical nature. 
Such tasks can readily be delegated to institutions such as the government, churches, or private 
charities.69 
In the development of the tar sands, for example, some corporations have willingly realized the 

norms of efficiency and effectiveness but side-stepped many other norms. This has led to 
behaviours and practices that produce environmental destruction, social breakdown, and economic 
infrastructure deficits. These are then relegated to the government, NGOs, unions, or churches to 
solve. Norms are guidelines for healthy living in creation and should never be selectively played off 
against each other in this fashion.  An integral approach to analysis attempts to respect this feature 
of life and therefore tries to combine multiple norms within an integrated policy approach. This will 
also require developing more interwoven approaches to bureaucratic structures and management. 

 
o Recognize diverse centres of responsibility 

Closely linked to the calling to answer multiple norms simultaneously is the need to be fully 
aware of the diverse societal locations in which we act. We need to ask, therefore, what are the 
central tasks and mandates of the institutions, associations or relationships in which we are acting, 
functioning, or addressing? How do their distinctive tasks colour how we answer multiple norms in 
the current context? States, schools, corporations, media, banks, and unions serve different 
functions which inevitably shade how they realize all norms simultaneously. It is critical, therefore, 
to discern in our time and place what the distinctive functions of each institution and association are 
in contemporary society.70  More recently, CPJ has referred to these diverse centres of 
responsibility as ‘circles of society.’71 In Roman Catholic social thought, the reality that society is 
far more than a ‘composite of individuals’ or a ‘whole with parts’ has been addressed with the idea 
of subsidiarity.72 

 
5. Discerning an appropriate public justice role for state and government 

At the outset of this speech, I argued that in order to grasp a public justice approach, as with 
virtually any approach, we need to understand both the larger worldview as well as the approach to 
analysis out of which it grows. I also reminded us not to think of an ‘approach’ as a tool, cookie-
cutter, or blue print. It always involves broad, world-view discernment and judgement.  I use the 
remaining moments to offer some suggestive illustrations of how the approach to analysis sketched 
above might influence and shape a distinctive public justice understanding of the government and 
state’s role. First, let me mention a few preliminary cautions. 

 
o Avoid prophetic critiques that address the state only from the outside  

Certainly, public justice requires prophetic critique of injustices in society. But it must also 
intrinsically address and serve the requirements of those holding political office in government and 
the state—elected or administrative—and propose concrete options and action steps for them to 
consider. 

 
o Avoid importing existing ideological views of the state’s role 

James A. Skillen correctly argues that too often Christians have failed to develop “a philosophy 
of the political community that clarifies the responsibilities of government in relation to the 
responsibilities that belong to all the other institutions, organizations, and relationships of human 
society. What we need is a Christian public philosophy that connects directly to office holding, 
policy formulation, and governing.”73   



 

Excavating the Oil Sands with a “Public Justice Approach”  Page 20 
 

 
o Discern the basic outlines of the state’s role 

Bob Goudzwaard74 draws from the historic public justice tradition to offer the following 
flexible, principled but non-ideological, view of the state’s public justice role. Although written to 
address US welfare policy, I frame it here to address oil sands examples. Goudzwaard argues that 
the state’s public justice mandate includes the following four dimensions. 

 
1. Public arbitration involves “intervening between groups or institutions in society.” Not all 

societal interactions automatically concern government, nor do all collision of interests in 
society concern government. But when “a misuse of power takes place that threatens the life-
possibilities of a weaker group” (78), the resulting collision of interests becomes a government 
and state concern. 

  
o In the tar sands developments, for example, the collision of interests between the health, water, 

hunting and other concerns of aboriginal communities living near or downstream of massive oil 
sands operations run by powerful trans-national corporations badly need government 
involvement in order to be justly addressed. 

 
2. Public provision involves acting on critical unmet needs in society. Again, this is not 

automatically government’s task. The government should act on welfare policy, Goudzwaard 
states, “in the name of public justice, if there is a lack of something crucial to the public 
welfare, for instance elementary schooling, the maintenance of peace in the streets, the removal 
of garbage, the availability of primary health care. If such things are not supplied privately 
and/or they are not accessible to the poor, then the government is obligated to step in, just to be 
a shield for the poor in the name of justice.” He continues, “Public provision also means that 
government is entitled to obligate all citizens to contribute proportionately to social insurance 
so that all citizens have access to the necessary financial means to cope with personal and 
family emergencies” (78-9). 

 
o In the tar sands developments, for example, there is a critical shortage of low-income housing in 

many overheated local markets and rental rates have outstripped the ability of many to pay. The 
enablement and/or provision of low-cost housing is a critical concern of government in this 
situation. In a preventative mode, a key concern of government should be to encourage mass 
transit in cities that would reduce transportation fuel use, and thereby reduce pressure for 
developing the oil sands. 

 
3. Public regard involves government attending to the key problems arising in society. 

Goudzwaard writes, “governments cannot solve all the problems of society. Most activities of 
life are not, certainly not in the first place, the responsibility of government nor the product of 
its motion. They are rather the domain of families, friends, farmers, artists, educators, 
entrepreneurs, employees, and more. But it can happen that some essential tasks are not 
institutionalized, or that society has so degenerated that persons and various institutions are 
unable or unwilling to fulfill their respective and diverse responsibilities” (79). 

 
o In the tar sands developments, for example, corporations considering the development of the oil 

sands have not considered the full social and environmental impacts, and their associated 
responsibilities. They have not responsibly included full-cost accounting for the many impacts 
into their operations and have narrowly focused only on the efficiency and effectiveness of their 
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bitumen extraction processes. Government should have acted forcefully, and should now 
urgently act, to ensure these actors take on their full social, environmental, and economic 
responsibility and so achieve the common good.  If this is not possible in the current situation, 
development of the oil sands should have been, and should now be, slowed down. 

 
4. Concern for the direction of society as a whole involves government scanning for, and 

initiating public discussions and public action on, the broad-ranging issues concerning the 
overall direction of society. This can occur when some actors, or even society as a whole, 
become so obsessed with “private material interests that there is a concrete and explicit denial 
of original human callings and mandates… e.g. to take care of all human and natural resources, 
can spoil and misuse those resources…”  Goudzwaard continues, “in such cases, government 
must act to ensure, as far as that is in its power, the fulfillment of responsibilities.” Again, this 
does not mean government ought to control all private lives and organizations. Rather, when 
“gross dereliction of responsibilities damages the entire commonwealth, government may never 
idly stand by when this happens. It must act to defend and preserve the commonwealth” (79). 

 
o In the tar sands developments, for example, the overall constellation of problems and issues 

arising from, and related to, the tar sands developments has led respected citizens to raise 
serious concerns about the overall direction of society and for some to advocate placing a 
moratorium on new leases, a freeze on permits for new mines and some SAGD operations, and 
to open up serious society-wide discussion on whether and where we ought to go with the 
overall oil sands developments. Government urgently must show concern for the overall 
direction of society and its commonwealth. Of course, this assumes we are busy appropriately 
analyzing and reflecting on these larger questions. 

 
Conclusion 

The tar sands developments confront us all with daunting problems, complex challenges, and 
tangled issues. Each of us, in our various roles and offices, can begin indirectly, and sometimes 
directly, to tackle these problems and concerns. But we are often overcome by feelings of paralysis and 
flounder in a sense of powerlessness and inaction. St. Augustine encourages us to walk the way of 
hope: 

 
"Hope has two beautiful daughters. 

Their names are Anger and Courage; 
anger at the way things are, 

and courage to see that they do not remain the way they are." 
 
I pray biblically inspired hope continues to urge CPJ and Christians worldwide to develop and use 
comprehensive, integral approaches to analyzing problems, and to discerning government’s public 
justice role in these issues, including the ‘awesome and awful’ tar sands boom. 
 
 
 
 
 
I would like to thank Citizens for Public Justice for their generous grant in support of my sabbatical research on 
public justice and the tar sands developments. Special thanks to Andrew Lee and James Vriend for their diligent 
and helpful research assistance in this project.
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Appendix A: Some criteria for selecting and evaluating approaches 
 

Here are a few criteria I have used to assess various approaches to analysis. Is the approach 
suitable to the subject matter under study, that is, does it open the subject matter up to greater 
understanding?75 Does it have the capacity to clarify the truth about the reality under study, that is, to 
conduct truthful analysis that discloses serviceable insight—including exposing irresponsibility, 
misdeed, exploitation, injustice, power imbalances, corruption, misuse of position, evil and 
oppression—“even if some social groups, governments or business people don't like these 
outcomes”?76 Does the approach help liberate us from false dilemmas, contradictions, traps, tensions, 
paradoxes, e.g. moralistic agenda exclusions of left and right, dualisms of grace and nature, the social 
action and evangelism tension, theory vs. practice, thinking vs. doing, etc.? Does it lead us into active 
and concrete service of our neighbours, including political service?  Does the approach help clarify the 
roles of different civil society, corporate and other actors in tackling these interwoven problems? 
Furthermore, does it help identify the appropriate public justice roles for the state and government, 
and not improperly derail us from legitimate political action into other concerns, such as evangelism, 
church growth, or theology, as legitimate as these actions may be? Finally, does it encourage us to be 
“good” political neighbours, both by being good at politics and by governing for our neighbours’ 
good? 
 
 

Appendix B: Significant contributors to this public justice approach 
 
Significant contributors to this public justice approach, either directly or indirectly, include 

among the many that could be mentioned, Groen Van Prinsterer (1801-1876)77 and founder of the first 
Christian Democratic Party in Europe and one-time Prime Minister of the Netherlands, Abraham 
Kuyper (1837-1920).78 Other scholarly contributors include philosophers Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-
1977)79 and D.H. Th. Vollenhoven (1892-1978),80 Bob Goudzwaard,81 Bernard Zylstra,82 Egbert 
Schuurman,83 Nicolas Wolterstorff,84 and Albert Wolters.85 Policy activists contributing to this 
approach include Canadian founders of Citizens for Public Justice, John A. Olthuis86 and Gerald 
Vandezande,87 the founder of the Centre for Public Justice in Washington, James Skillen,88 and the 
political party research institutes of the combined Catholic and protestant Christian Democratic 
Appeal89 and the smaller Christian Union90 in the Netherlands. Also see a number of speeches and 
articles by former Executive Director Harry Kits,91 and former staff Paul Marshall,92 and former staff 
and board member Kathy Vandergrift.93 Jonathan Chaplin has ably sketched out a public justice 
perspective on the nature of the state’s role,94 David Koyzis offers a helpful comparison and analysis of 
reformed and Roman Catholic political approaches,95 and also see the summary of Catholic social 
teachings.96  This is not an exhaustive list. What I have presented in this speech is a brief version of my 
understanding and distillation of this approach to analysis—and the concurrent public justice approach 
that emerges from it—as I have learned it from theoreticians and policy activists using this approach. 
Of course, none of the above shares any responsibility for errors or shortcomings in this presentation. 
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