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Hopefully the horror caused by 

BPôs Deepwater Horizon well 

in the Gulf of Mexico will teach 

some lasting lessons about the 

real costs of the worldôs addic-

tion to oil.  As Tom Friedman 

of the New York Times wrote 

recently of the crisis, ñA disas-

ter is an inexcusable thing to 

waste.ò1 

 

Here I consider two of those possible lessons. The first 

arises from attempts to exonerate whatôs happening in 

northern Albertaôs oil sands with a comparison to the 

Deepwater Horizon fiasco. Doesnôt the massive oil 

spill in the Gulf of Mexico make the oil sands look 

good by comparison? 

 

Actually it doesnôt, for even if it is true that develop-

ment of the oil sands would not do as much harm as 

the current catastrophe in the Gulf, it does not follow 

that oil sands projects are ethically acceptable.  

 

Ethical analysis of whether, how and at what pace the 

oil sands should be developed entails careful consid-

eration of a broad range of factors.  For example, is it 
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appropriate to burn relatively clean natural gas to 

produce dirty synthetic crude?  Or, can a develop-

ment strategy which imperils the Mackenzie River, 

part of a globally significant watershed, be justifi-

able?  Some less well-known factors are also critical.  

A recent article in the Calgary Herald reported that 

ñAir quality tests show oilsands companies breached 

Albertaôs air pollution targets more in 2009 than in 

previous years.ò2 

 

Instead of the careful consideration needed, we too 

often get either PR-speak ï the oil sands industry is 

not failing to protect people and the environment, it 

is failing to communicate effectively the good job it 

is doing in protecting people and the environment ï 

or simply fallacious thinking such as the comparison 

with the Gulf spill.   

 

A quick word on the comparative damage:  it isnôt at 

all clear that the harm caused by the gushing Gulf 

well will be greater than the cumulative impact of 

the oil sands.  It is too early to tell exactly how hor-

rific the total mess in the Gulf, and anyway some 

risk analysts consider the oil sands ña óland-basedô 

version of the gulf disaster.ò3 

1 Thomas L. Friedman ñMalia for President,ò New York Times, May 28, 2010.   

2 Karen Kleiss ñOilsands polluting air at record levels: report,ò Calgary Herald,         
  May 27, 2010. 
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Think about it:  a project which leads to the extinc-

tion of ten species is worse than one that leads to the 

extinction of five, but that doesnôt mean the extinc-

tion of five is OK.  There are gradations of bad ï to 

be sure ï but all are still bad. 

 

Sometimes we are faced with only bad alternatives, 

and then we have to choose the least damaging from 

them. But note: our first ethical obligation is to 

avoid ending up in such a dilemma.  The developed 

and developing economies have missed many oppor-

tunities to avoid succumbing to an oil addiction and 

then, once hooked, they have missed more opportu-

nities to kick the habit. Now is not the time to dwell 

on opportunities already missed but to inquire, à la 

Friedman, how we can react to the catastrophe in the 

Gulf now so as finally ñto break our addiction to 

oil.ò 

 

The second of the lessons we might take from Deep-

water Horizon is that when faced with criticism the 

response ñwe are trying our bestò or ñwe are doing 

all we canò just doesnôt cut the mustard.  BP may or 

may not be doing all it can to stop the flow of oil 

from the ruptured well, but even if it is, its best ef-

forts may not be good enough.   
 

And it is right for the American government to take 

ultimate responsibility for the disaster, because gov-

ernment is supposed to regulate so as to protect the 

public interest.   
 

Hopefully the company and its partners are on the fi-

nancial hook for the entire clean up, but the ethical 

buck truly does stop with the elected officials who 

permitted industry to take such a cavalier approach.   
 

So too with the oil sands:  best efforts are not good 

enough.  For example, either the level of water con-

sumption or air pollution emitted by oil sands opera-

tions is acceptable or it is not. It simply doesnôt matter 

that companies may be doing the best they can, if the 

result is still unacceptable.  There is a standard which 

must be met, and when it is not the authorities acting 

to protect us should prohibit the activity.    

 

Learning from Deepwater Horizon so as to reform our 

behaviour at home requires that we reason clearly, as I 

have suggested, and also that in the process we not 

miss the ethical heart of the issue.   

 

Friedman credits Obamaôs eleven-year-old daughter 

Malia with the requisite moral clarity when she asked 

her father recently ñDid you plug the hole yet, 

Daddy?ò Friedman notes: ñKids get it. They ask:  Why 

would we want to stay dependent on an energy source 

that could destroy so many birds, fish, beaches and 

ecosystems before the next generation has a chance to 

enjoy them?  Why arenôt we doing more to create 

clean power and energy efficiency when so many oth-

ers, even China, are doing so?ò    

 

Vis-à-vis the oil sands the parallel is this:  Why are we 

destroying the earth (committing ñecocideò as one 

writer puts it) before we have even begun to explore 

the many more benign alternatives and thus before we 

know such a hazardous course actually needs to be 

pursued?  Surely ethical leadership would be guided 

by the principle ñoil sands if necessary, but not neces-

sarily oil sands.ò 
 

Janet Keeping 

 President 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

As always, the Foundation encourages constructive feedback.  

 

The fundamental question is this: ñIf BP doesn't 

know how to cut off the well, why are they drilling 

on the bottom of the ocean in the first place?ò4  It is 

governmentôs job to ensure that before they drill, 

they know how to cut off the well.  Period. 

3 Matthew O. Berger ñOil Sands Riskier than Gulf Spill, Say Investor Groups,ò  
  http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=51463, June 1, 2010. 

4 Ian Brown ñGulf oil spill runs a pipeline to our collective unconscious,ò Globe  
  and Mail, May 28, 2010.   
 
 

 

 

*Above: Alberta oil sands. Photo Credit: www.ethicalconsumer.org  
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Unfortunately, this biased portrait of Zuma also tends 

to caricature the people who voted for him ï in the 

millions ï as muted, backward and thoughtless.  Ac-

cording to Mark Hunter,2 many of his supporters do 

not fit this stereotype. Zumaôs political success has 

much to do with his contrast to his predecessor, Thabo 

Mbeki.  While Mbeki was regarded as aloof, authori-

tarian and  contrarian ï the ultimate British-educated, 

pipe-smoking Davos man ï Zuma is a man of the peo-

ple, under-educated, self-educated ï a natural hero for 

South Africaôs impoverished masses.  Even Nelson 

Mandela cannot claim the mantle of ñthe peopleò in 

the same way.  Part of Zumaôs connectedness to eve-

ryday people is the embrace of a ñmulti-cultural tradi-

tionalism.ò   

 

Hunter claims that even women supported the polyga-

mous Zuma in considerable numbers because he repre-

sents a ñgentlemanlyò throwback to a time where 

women had status, respect and played a vital role in 

social reproduction.  Hunter argues that neo-liberal 

economics has rendered the African family obsolete. 

The numbers validate this perspective. By Motherôs 

Day 2010, more than half of South African families 

were headed by single, (mainly poor) women in their 

early twenties.  The birth of these children does not 

cause their marginalization but severely restricts their 

capacity to advance and reinforces an already dire cir-

cumstance.   

One lesson of the Holocaust is 

that the capacity of institutions ï 

for example, law and the courts 

ï to uphold human dignity and 

rights is tenuous at best.  We are 

never secure. As Bernard 

Schlink1 puts it, we daily tread 

on thin ice.    

 

This is certainly apparent in 

South Africa which has under-

gone massive transition from authoritarianism to de-

mocracy. The cultural identity of South Africa is far 

from resolved, and it is on this fluctuating stage that 

Jacob Zuma, the countryôs fourth democratically 

elected president, performs. 

 

Zuma enjoys the unfortunate status of being the 

most caricatured of contemporary global leaders.  

Heôs an easy target.  There is his rape trial, a judgeôs 

comment about his ñgenerally corrupt relationshipò 

with his financial advisor, his advice that showering 

after sex with an HIV-positive person protects you 

from infection, and his fifth polygamous marriage 

and the birth, with yet another woman, of his twenti-

eth child.     

 

But the caricature is problematic. For one thing, it 

distracts attention from the repugnant behaviour of 

political leadership elsewhere:  of what significance 

is Stephen Harperôs rejection of the rights of poor 

African women to abortion when there is Zuma to 

make fun of?   

 

The caricature also obscures the failure of his gov-

ernment to resolve systemic disparities ï between 

rich and poor, men and women.  The degradation of 

South African women and their continued subordi-

nation would not be ended by Zuma outlawing po-

lygamy, although that would be a good thing, be-

cause that degradation and subordination are the sys-

temic outcome of other factors.   

 

Letter from South Africa: On Thin Ice ð Jacob Zuma, polygamy and leadership 
By Melissa Levin 

1 Bernard Schlink, Guilt about the Past (Toronto: Anansi, 2010). 2 Mark Hunter  ñBeneath the óZunamiô: Jacob Zuma and the Gendered Politics of   
  Social Reproduction in South Africaò http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~mhunter/ 

  Hunter_zumafinal.pdf, 2010. 

South African President Jacob Zuma. Photo Credit: www.news.ann24.com  
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The constitutional guarantees for women are amongst 

the most progressive in the world and South Africa 

boasts one of the most representative parliaments and 

provincial legislatures across the globe.  However, it 

is also home to some of the worst rape statistics and 

levels of violence against women that would often be 

associated with countries at war.   

 

The chasm between constitutional guarantees and in-

stitutional capacity, as well as the gulf between stated 

values and lived realities, remains wide under Zumaôs 

watch.  What this means is that South African women 

continue to tread daily on worryingly thin ice. 

 
Melissa Levin  

Ph.D. Candidate, University of Toronto 

Sheldon Chumir Foundation Media Fellow 2005-06 

 

Polygamy will be addressed at   

the Foundationôs 2010 Symposium. See back for details. 

Zumaôs polygamous marriages offer a symbolic in-

clusion for women.  This may sound bizarre to Cana-

dians and other Westerners but it is explicable.  Being 

one of several wives provides an anchor in the unset-

tled and stormy waters of massive change.  From this 

point of view, Zumaôs polygamy can be read as a re-

sponse to the challenges faced by a shattered system 

of social organization.  

 

Zuma himself sees his polygamy as reinforcing main-

stream African culture.  The facts, however, suggest 

otherwise.  In their study of polygamy, Delius and 

Glaser3 conclude that, while the practice was rela-

tively widespread in African cultures, it remained a 

ñminority activityò preserved for wealthy men. In this 

sense, polygamy represents a general malaise of ac-

cumulation and excess ï the decadence of the rich 

and privileged.   

 

A worthwhile result of Zumaôs polygamy has been 

the impossibility now in South Africa to disentangle 

the public and private domains.  What goes on behind 

closed doors is subject to intense public scrutiny, not 

because it is salacious, but because it speaks to the 

burgeoning identity of the nation.  This offers the op-

portunity for a more emancipatory politics to emerge.   

 

It has long been a call of feminists that the private 

and the public are inseparable, that the manner in 

which the household is structured is directly impli-

cated in the public marginalization of women.  By 

(inadvertently) rendering them inseparable, Zuma 

offers at least an opening for engagement.   

 

Important too is that Zuma presides over the African 

National Congress (ANC), a party that says it seeks 

the creation of a non-sexist society.  So he must be 

judged according to the way in which state policy and 

his own politics encourage the evolution of such a 

state.  At once, South Africa has some of the best cre-

dentials and some of the worst when it comes to 

womenôs place in society.   

 

 

3 Peter Delius and Clive Glaser, ñThe Myths of Polygamy: A History of Extra- 
  marital and Multipartnership Sex in South Africaò South African Historical  

  Journal 50, 2004 p84-114. 

 Jacob Zuma with three of his five wives. Photo Credit: EPA 


