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Abstract
This thesis is an ethnography of Grande Prairie, an oil and gas community in the Peace Region of
north-western Alberta. Drawing on 21 months of fieldwork, the cultural values of workers in the
oil and gas industry are explored, along with how they navigate and understand their roles within
that industry. It is found that the views held by such workers are heavily influenced by the nature
of the exchange relationships that peripheral communities enter into with oil and gas companies,
relationships that simultaneously support the community and embolden the scale and scope of
industry activity. As such, notions of masculinity, gender, work, place, economics, and history
co-mingle and contribute to the assembling of a series of masculine cultural value systems,
including those that: encourage residents who profit from working in the industry to reinvest
their time and money into the community; validate and maintain belief in the value, necessity,
and enduring need for the goods, services, and jobs that result from oil and gas exploration in
Alberta and Canada; imagine and summon peripheral and frontier communities as masculine
spaces of economic, metaphoric, and social opportunity; and support and perpetuate traditional
understandings of sexuality, manhood, gender, and femininity in working and community life.
While those in Grande Prairie who resist normative gender and masculinity find support in a
localized arts scene, other groups in the Peace Region, such as First Nations peoples and religious
communities concerned with the social and environmental impacts of industry activity, lack
similar support. Ultimately, these groups express their dissatisfaction with the industry through
protest and subversion, but as with those who work within oil and gas, are largely powerless to
avoid its impacts.
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Chapter 1

“It’s like that whole story, you have two wolves inside you, fighting, at all times. Oil
patch people feed the wrong wolf, the one that will never be satisfied. That’s
Alberta”.
- Anne, 28

1.0 – Preamble

It is early, and very cold, on a November Sunday morning in northern Alberta. At least the cab
of this huge diesel truck is warm, and I remembered to bring boots, mitts, a toque, and lunch.
Stealing a look over at the driver, Terry, he catches me staring, and flashes a crooked grin. In
the seats behind us, wrapped from head-to-toe in snow gear, his twin sons, aged 8, alternate
between dozing off and loud outbursts of excitement. I arrived here only a week earlier, and
somehow convinced this lone acquaintance that I should be allowed to tag along, to participate
in an outing filled with the promises of rounding up wild horses and hunting for elk.
Fourteen hours later, and Terry is driving up into my cul-de-sac. I dreamily thank him for
everything, and he shows me that crooked grin again. The day’s adventures play in my mind
like children in a park: winding our way around backroads, through the woods, and finding wild
horses, then actually lassoing one, and delivering it to a family who had recently suffered the
loss of their own horse. Hunting for elk in heavy timber, and seeing deer, wolves, and other
wildlife. Meeting Terry’s jovial wife, and eating an enormous turkey dinner, while watching
their sons play video games at hyper speed (and sound). I find myself feeling incredibly grateful
to these people, who hardly know me, for their hospitality, their quiet humour, and their simple
ability to defuse my culture shock.
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In the next 21 months, I will meet many people like Terry, people who work in the oil
and gas industry, and whose beliefs in the power of capitalism and in our unquenchable thirst
for consumption drive the quest for new frontiers of resource exploration. I will observe deeply
rooted displays of masculinity and gender inequality. I will come to know the seductive power
of earning an eye-wateringly high salary, and learn how the oil and gas industry impacts the
communities it operates within. I will witness ways in which oil and gas workers practice and
justify the consumption that hallmarks their lives. I will observe people in a community seek to
help their own, and study the forms and meaning that such help takes. I will see the best and
worst that a resource-extraction community has to offer, and it will leave me deeply conflicted.
I will be present during the contentious present times of a northerly town, while its uncertain
future, which includes a struggle to retain the best and brightest citizens despite collapsing oil
prices, lurks nearby. And I will try to document, interview, research, interrogate, and analyze
everything that I experience here. At times I will be overwhelmed with wonder; at others, I will
be bitterly repulsed by this place and the people in it. In the end, I will have gathered a clearer
picture of a Canadian community in thrall to the oil and gas industry, and how it understands
itself within that thrall. It will have been the hardest, and the most meaningful, two years of my
life.

1.1 – Studying Oil and Gas in Alberta

This thesis is an ethnographic examination of Grande Prairie (hereafter, GP), a northern
Canadian hub city that is supported and sustained through natural resource extraction. It
shows that this city, and many of its neighbouring communities, have entered into reciprocal
relationships with the oil and gas industry, ones that support and perpetuate masculine and
3

gendered cultural understandings. Here, hard, physical work for financial gain is prioritized,
and men and women are simultaneously placed into tightly bounded categories. While it can
be ‘good’ to be a man in such a community, especially a working-class white one, such rigid
categories are not universally appealing, and this thesis finds that workers often leverage their
earnings with a plan to leave the industry and pursue other interests. With the oil and gas
industry being both a significant employer and contributor to Canada’s economy, continued
exploration of the normative cultural underpinnings of extractive resource communities is
needed. For all the uncertainty that accompanies life in the shadow of oil and gas, such
communities are diverse and complex, and residents are thoughtful about their economic
positionality. Their words, stories, and experiences are integral parts of the fabric of the social
narrative of working and living in an oil and gas community.
Research was conducted between October 2012 and May 2014, a period when oil prices
reached well over $100 per barrel. During those 21 months, high oil pricing rendered my
community of study a significant draw for job seekers. By December, 2014, six months after
leaving the field, the price of oil had dropped to approximately $60 per barrel, and job
opportunities had lessened significantly. By September, 2016, oil prices were holding steadily
at around $50 per barrel, and the oil and gas sector across Alberta was experiencing deep
layoffs and cutbacks. The province has weathered the changeability of an oil-driven economy
before, but this particular recession appears poised to last a considerable length of time.
The above qualifiers are laid out early in the thesis because my study represents a
snapshot of a resource community with an overheated economy, one that has subsequently
cooled, and which may heat up again. Resource communities reside in the shadow of booms
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and busts, and the bulk of my fieldwork took place near the end of a significant boom. The
interviews, observations, and findings speak to that reality, while acknowledging the potential
for rapid reversal of economic fortune. This extreme changeability of existence in an extractive
resource community – from high wages and indiscriminate consumption to unemployment and
crushing debt - provides a powerful incentive to study it. However, ethnographic study of
resource communities is layered with difficulty: cycles of rapid economic reversal and social
upheaval are normalized, and the attitudes displayed by residents during an up cycle often brim
with confidence, hope, and entitlement, while those shown during times when jobs are scarce
and earning opportunities few can be fearful, bitter, and dejected. The researcher, as a
perpetual outsider, can quickly shift from an object of interest or placation to one of intense
scrutiny and hostility. Admittedly, research within a community where the potential reversal of
fortune is high can be exciting. The other side of this excitement is that the same research can
also be exhausting, but the stories, experiences, and interactions that were shared between
myself and participants could not have been accessed without a long period of immersive study
in the host community.
In examining an oil and gas community, this thesis explores categories that are
meaningful to those who labour in oil and gas, including community, gender, work, and history.
Because the views explored are those of working-class white men (and a few working-class
white women), these categories are framed and apprehended in particular masculine and
‘common-sense’ (a la Geertz, 1975) ways. Dunk’s (1991) work focused on working-class males
in Northern Ontario is instructive, in that it illuminates the particular ways of being that are
usual to labourers. He writes, “The working class is neither essentially good nor essentially bad;
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it is a complex social grouping which contains many positive features and some less admirable
qualities” (1991: 4). Oil and gas workers share this kind of complexity, and theirs is further
complicated by a spirit that celebrates the industry as one that is inherently productive and
beneficial to Albertans, Canadians, and the larger world. Turning a critical eye to the oil and gas
industry is an intricate undertaking, one made more so when the project is an ethnographic
exploration of workers within that industry. Oil has many specificities: it is a product, an
outcome, a political entity, one with geopolitical consequences, as well as a resource and a
means of political and social leverage. It also exists as desire, a feature pivotal to the capitalist
vision: oil is thick with possibility, and especially possibility that can be rendered into profit.
Within this confluence of factors, oil and gas workers are proud of the work they do,
understanding themselves to be major contributors to Canada’s economy. Like Dunk’s (1991)
‘Boys’, oil and gas workers “do actively attempt to fill the experience of work with meaning”
(1991: 66), and a major factor in doing this is to understand their work as enabling Canadians –
and the rest of the world - to access the gasoline necessary to power cars, trucks, commercial
vehicles, and ATVs, as well as the other goods and services enabled by petroleum extraction.
Their own enthusiastic consumption of these products and services, and especially gasoline,
resonates with cultural values that support the promotion of the oil and gas industry, and which
extend into consumer branding, lifestyle choices, and class identification.
Within this celebration of living and dead resources, oil and gas workers conceive of
their labour as productive but not in the Marxist sense of generating surplus value. Rather, oil
and gas work is understood as productive in that it produces tangible outcomes, realized
through the extraction of raw petroleum and minerals, requiring forms of physical labour.
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Instead of being thought of as exploitive, these things are sources of pride to the workers.
Unlike intellectual work, such as knowledge generation, oil and gas work is work of the body,
and for oil and gas labourers, this is a key distinction, and an admirable one. Such ‘productive’
work is both a goal and an ideal for the industry, because it is predicated on locating large
reserves of raw oil and gas, and is highly reliant on a massive combination of technology and
labour to achieve successful extraction. As a result, workers are inculcated into a labour
process whereby the economic rewards for their labours are substantial, but rather than being
understood as inherently exploitive, workers believe themselves to have both choice and
agency within this process (for more on worker agency, see Chapter 3, Section 3.3).
Before moving on to the review of oil and gas literature, it is appropriate to briefly
comment on the issue of homogeneity in an oil and gas community. As readers of this
dissertation will discover, many of the participants, despite holding or espousing particular
views about community homogeneity or the homosociality of working cohorts, do not neatly fit
into popular stereotypes and categories usual for oil and gas workers. As well, their
assumptions about the nature of community, masculinity, gender, and work can be at once
complex and simplistic. It is not the intent of this thesis to comprehensively explore the
degrees of diversity usual to a community such as GP, but this is not to say that diversity
remained unencountered; indeed, I explore the category at a number of intervals throughout
these pages. However, the bulk of focus is trained on the lives and attitudes of workers and
residents of GP that are intimately connected with the impacts and connections of the oil and
gas industry, and as a group, these are people who share many similarities, and who
predominantly fall under the categories of working-class and white. It is to be noted that GP
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was and is home to a growing population of African groups, but that these are not wellrepresented in oil and gas work for a host of reasons, including religious and familial value
systems that are largely incompatible with the demands of such jobs. Some of these same
reasons also apply to groups of temporary foreign workers (TFWs), and to GP’s largest
immigrant group (during my fieldwork, at any rate), people originating from the Philippines.
Clearly, GP is not a monolithic entity, but representations of diversity are diluted when focusing
on a specific category of worker and community resident, and this must be considered in the
larger context of an investigation into such entities.

1.1.2 – Oil and Gas Literature
Canadian oil extraction, production, use and discard has a lively and controversial history, and
one that has been well documented. The Canadian journalist Peter Foster (1979; 1983; 1985)
authored a series of books that chronicled and explored backroom deals, billion-dollar buyouts,
and the ‘old boy’ cronyism that undergirded the business side of Alberta’s oil and gas
development in the 1970s and 1980s. In tapping into the volatile interplay between industry
dealmakers based in Alberta, he helped bring to light how decisions made in boardrooms in
Calgary impacted the rest of the country. Sociologist JD House (1980) explored the culture of
‘oilmen’ in Calgary, and found it to be based around the notion of free enterprise. He argued
that this was a convenient myth, one propped up by a kind of Durkheimian logic, wherein the
proliferation of an idealized past and present functions to unite and encourage solidarity
among members of the particular social group. As my research will show, such idealized logics
continue to be valued and to operate in Alberta’s oil and gas communities.
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Historians such as Chastko (2004), have explored the complex political and financial
jockeying that took place in leading up to the development of Alberta’s oil sands resources,
while Gow (2005) has provided a comprehensive review of the evolution of Canadian oil well
drilling equipment and techniques. Breen (1993) delivers a detailed account of the political and
financial machinations in advance of the province of Alberta installing an early energy and
resources regulatory body in 1938, named the Petroleum and Natural Gas Conservation Board,
and the resultant challenges and successes it faced through the 1950s.
There are also richly detailed accounts from insiders, those who lived their lives in
service to the project of Canadian oil and gas, as workers and wives. These include GarstadRosenau (1997), Hotchkiss (2009), Hunter (1995), Jones (1995) Kerr (1986; 1991; 1994; 1998),
Nielsen (2012) and Sawatsky (2009). These works span a spectrum of lives, encounters,
ideologies, successes and failures, fed by the shared notion of contributing to a project that was
larger than any one person or place: a contribution to the building of Canada into an
industrialized country that was respected on a world stage.
Journalists have also made important contributions to these literatures. Earle Gray
(1970; 1982; 2000) assembled a history of Canada’s ‘oil patch’ (‘oil patch’ is a colloquial catchall phrase for the oil and gas industry) from its early beginnings in Ontario through the
discoveries of gas in Southern Alberta, and into the era of oil sands; contributed a portrait of
Francis Murray Patrick McMahon, an entrepreneur responsible for the creation of the first
natural gas pipeline to Canada’s west coast; and detailed a four decades-long history of the
policies and evolution of the National Energy Board. Nikiforuk’s (2002) incisive biography on
Weibo Ludwig, the acerbic Dutch-Christian pastor who moved his family to an isolated
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community in northern Alberta and there ran afoul of the oil and gas industry, provides keen
insight into the heart and mind of a controversial opponent of the industry.
Well into the 21st century, the oil and gas industry continues to attract attention, and
with it, the critical views of today’s journalists, authors, and public. In 2013, Canadian variety
magazine The Walrus published an interest piece about life in Fort McMurray, the community
which serves as the primary base for Alberta’s oil sands activity. In it, author Taras Grescoe
offered a bleak portrait of a community occupied by “a depressingly large population of
desperately lonely guys blowing ridiculously fat paycheques on steroids, tattoos, monster
trucks, and peelers [nude dancers]” (Grescoe, 2013). Public reaction in Canada to the proposed
Enbridge Northern Gateway pipeline spawned more than 130 protests in November of 2013
alone, according to the Huffington Post (‘Enbridge Northern Gateway Protest Rallies Held
Across BC’, 2013). In a May 2013 piece, Christopher F. Schuetze noted that Canadian oil was
increasingly considered ‘dirty’ by EU regulators and policy makers (‘Is Canada’s Oil Too Dirty for
Europe?’, 2013). The proposed Keystone XL oil pipeline, which is to originate in Alberta and
terminate in Texas, passing through Nebraska and Illinois, has encountered vociferous
opposition, and by July of 2016, had its own Wiki entry with over 190 references. In late 2015,
sitting US president Barrack Obama cancelled the building of Keystone XL (Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation, 2015), but then-Republican nominee, Donald Trump, argued for the
project to be revitalized (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 2016). As of mid-2017, the
pipeline project had been greenlighted by the Trump government, but continued to face
criticism and protests (The Guardian, 2017). Despite controversial press, negative stereotypes,
and market vacillations, the oil and gas industry has long been a prime draw for workers
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seeking top wages (see, for example, Huffington Post, 2013; The Globe and Mail, 2014).
Whether it is able to remain so, especially given that the impacts of the 2014 economic
downturn are being felt through 2017, is yet to be seen.
My own relationship and interest with the oil and gas industry has a long history. The
rural farming community in Saskatchewan where I was raised was a hotbed for oil production,
and crews of men and equipment were a common sight. Through repeated contact with
workers and crews, I grew fascinated by the stories of hardy people, toiling in harsh conditions,
determined to succeed. Our farm was located near the Alberta border, which increased
opportunities to interact with industry personnel, view equipment installations, and observe oil
well drilling projects. After completing high school, and needing to save money to attend
university, I found employment with a fluid transfer company. I returned to this job for the
next several summers, becoming conversant in the language and bodily practices of
transporting oil and the service industries usual to it. Relocating to Calgary brought
opportunities to work in hydraulics, repairing or troubleshooting equipment specific to drilling
and oilfield processes. While not working directly in the oil and gas sector at that time, my
interest continued to deepen.
Through taking evening courses at the University of Calgary, I earned a BA in
anthropology, and encouraged by faculty, enrolled in a Master’s program. I spent three months
researching on an oil well drilling rig in southern Alberta, and learned much about
consumption, safety, and social mobility, as viewed through the lenses of drilling rig workers.
Wanting to undertake a concentrated research project, I applied for doctoral studies in
anthropology, hoping to undertake field research in northern Canada, along the Beaufort Sea,
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an important and contested region for oil and gas extraction. The remoteness of the site
proved too challenging in terms of my own time and resources, so I decided instead to focus on
a north-western region in Alberta, home to GP, an acknowledged oil and gas hub city. I moved
across the country and lived in that city for nearly two years, assembling a broader
understanding of the social networks, values, and frameworks of a host of communities
supported by resource extraction.
Moving beyond the Canadian stage, the literature, perspectives, and theoretical
orientations on oil and gas are legion. Oil has many specificities, and its deep global
interconnections are usefully explored through the lens of political economy. Anthropologists,
economists, political theorists, and others have done much work in this vein, from Fernando
Coronil’s (1997) historical exploration of Venezuela’s petroeconomy, Timothy Mitchell’s (2011)
consideration of the tenuous frameworks of economies built upon the assumption that access
to oil will remain unending, through to Ariweriokuma’s (2008) examination of African countries
that increasingly contribute oil and gas to global markets, while negotiating their own futures in
developing economic frontiers. While this thesis does not take an explicit political economic
point of view, the analysis and historical exploration it contains are not unrelated. Beyond
simply existing as an extractive resource or an economic commodity, we can understand oil, as
a category, to be truly global, occupying political, social, historical, economic, intellectual, and
developmental spaces. The focus here is on a community in northern Alberta, but those
specificities of oil as an idea, an entity, a dream, and a nightmare reach across space and time,
implicating Albertans, Canadians, and the world.
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1.2 – Exploring Gender and Masculinity in Oil and Gas Work

Studying a ‘boom town’ offers a rich canvas for observing and engaging with performative
masculinity, notions of gender, and how work and social roles are navigated and enforced. That
the oil and gas industry can appear to outsiders as monolithic and indifferent of gender and
ethnic diversity is not a coincidence. Rather, it has been built on the labour ideals of workingclass masculinity and its attendant values and orientation. Conservative political beliefs,
traditional expectations of sex and gender roles, and the heroism and celebration of the male
body as a vector for physical accomplishment are usual throughout the GP region, and the
larger industry.
As this thesis shows, female participants struggled to establish themselves as equals or
superiors among their male co-workers. Diversity continues to be problematic for an industry
that does not easily admit (nor much want to) women or minorities into its cultural value
categories, and without such diversity, challenges to the dominant cultural value systems are
rarely sustained or effective. If the oil and gas industry is understood to value practicality,
‘common sense’, and homogeneity, then factors such as gender and ethnic diversity, which do
not easily submit to tightly-bounded categorization, introduce uncertainty and tension into a
system predicated on simplicity through sameness. The value systems of oil and gas only
respect difference in so far as it contributes to innovative thinking in terms of solving on-the-job
problems and leveraging personal worth. Other expressions of difference are inherently
problematic, even threatening, to the dominant cultural structures that undergird the way the
work is perceived of, performed, and promoted.
The turbulent history of the oil and gas industry in Alberta, its rough and tumble
developing years, and the aggressive plays for resources and profits that characterize it have all
13

contributed to a climate that broadly promotes masculinity and stresses adherence to tightlyconscripted working roles. Peering beneath these masculine surfaces, it is useful to consider
the potential web of connections in what is physically produced at the sites of oil and gas – the
raw, extractive resources, in various forms – acting upon those who produce it. If we, as Malm
(2016) has done in the introduction to his book, Fossil Capital, consider just the proliferation
and impact of the automobile, it becomes clear that the worker is enmeshed in a significant
chain of consequences: “Cars, to begin with, run on fossil energy… The choice to travel in them
rather than trams or buses or on bicycles is conditioned by a vast infrastructure of oil terminals,
petroleum refineries, asphalt plants, road networks, gasoline stations – not to speak of the film
industry, the lobbying groups, the billboards” (2016: 7). For workers in oil and gas, the act of
producing petroleum is one of many processes nested within a hive of activity that both
supports and reifies the industry’s dominant values.
Ferry (2011), in her ground-breaking work on mining for precious minerals in Mexico
and their subsequent sale to collectors in Arizona, notes that “… Men and women make
themselves not only through their relations to each other but also through their relations to the
things they produce and consume” (2011: 916). She finds that for those who labour in the
mines, almost always men, “gendered objects” are produced alongside the physical specimens,
which then act back upon the miners, rendering them “gendered subjects”. The mine is then “a
site that brings together processes of human labor, embodied and sensory experience, and the
organization of social networks in the making of gendered subjectivity” (2011: 915). So too, the
production of oil and gas acts back upon those who are enmeshed within it, both reifying that
which is culturally and socially acceptable and delineating where the boundaries of such
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acceptability should lie. In this, the sites of oil and gas are potent places of meaning making,
shaping the actions of men and women, and acting and reacting to both physical and socially
produced phenomena.
If there are implications for the performance of masculinity within the relationships
between producer and produced, then, as Ferry (2011) notes, there are also implications for
certain of Marx’s assumptions regarding workers and labour alienation. She muses, wondering
if “talking about the creative relationships that producers have with their products would mean
saying that producers are not really alienated from their labor and its products in the way that
Marx described” (2011: 940). A further, unsettling implication looms, which Ferry then names,
specifically that given the preceding, it could “mean saying that these workers are not really
being exploited” (2011: Ibid). But, of course, there is exploitation in the labour of Mexican
miners, as there is among Canadian workers in oil and gas, albeit expressed in different ways.
As the sites of oil and gas work shape meaning, so too shaped are the physical and social
bodies of those who perform the work of extracting oil and gas. The body is integral to labour
work, and oil and gas work demands that bodies labour in specific ways, for specific intervals,
shaping how those bodies perform tasks, and informing those bodies in terms of the
expectations of relationship to their work. Timothy Morton has argued that there exists no
such thing as “the” body – a container beyond the touch of categories – but rather that bodies
can be thought of as “site[s] of revised aesthetics” (2007: 106). While there is utility in the
former, it is not for the reasons that Morton would hold to be evident: oil and gas workers are
intimately aware of their own bodies as fallible. As the vassals of the construction of a nature
that is predicated on rewarding work, pursuit, and mechanization, they are complicit in the
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remaking of the aesthetic of their work into a form that suits the goals of late modern
capitalism: heavily productive, mechanized, unrelenting, and unquestioning. This all has
inscriptive consequences, and while the body may be a container, as the hypermasculine forms
of several research participants can attest, it is hardly untouched.
Those who perform this work engage in a variant of ethopolitics (Rose, 2000), in this
case a technologized self-surveilling citizenship, one in which members guide and sanction each
other. Particular to the ethopolitics of oil and gas work is a membership whose essence is
based on exchanges of capital value, and one which ensures substantive effort towards that
end each from the other. As such, workers, when faced with potentially difficult or unsettling
decisions related to the environmental and social impacts of the projects being undertaken, are
encouraged to focus heavily on the technologization of their occupations, and to concern
themselves with production numbers and targets. In this way, there is an emotional removal or
‘flatness’ – an idealized form of masculine expression, to be sure - that accompanies work
projects, one further assuaged through the opportunity to earn a prodigious salary. Successful
immersion within the cultural value system of the oil and gas industry requires a buy-in of the
two factors noted above, and the cultural framework of the industry is supported through
significant economic incentivization and the maintenance of a strong culture of emotional
distance, presented in a guise that values hard work, stoicism, and the performance and
maintenance of traditional expressions of working-class North American masculinity. As the
industry promotes masculinity as both a type of pre-requisite for the work, and encourages the
ongoing maintenance and development of it throughout the job cycle, workers are keenly
incentivized to measure up to the particular masculine standards.
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And so, in any analysis of those who work in oil and gas, and of a community that
supplies and supports its projects, gender and masculinity must be considered. The expressions
of these categories are necessarily performative, and oil and gas has particular value systems
that shape the ways masculinity and gender ‘are done’. The labour work force of oil and gas is
largely built from the ranks of conservative, working-class white males, and the admiration and
mythologization of lone wolf and hypermasculine characters resonates strongly with this group,
as do traditional understandings of gender roles and of work suitable for men and women.
Through the perpetuation and maintaining such traditional categories of work, masculinity, and
gender, the oil and gas industry suffers from a narrowness of vision. If wishing as an industry to
continue to operate freely, it must regenerate significant public good will, and have the blessing
of the community to act. It would follow then, that diversifying the ranks of workers, creating
more inclusive, supportive work spaces that value the ideas of women and minorities, and
instituting policies of increasing transparency when engaging with the public would go far in
revamping the industry’s reputation. However, any of these changes would require a
remarkable transformation of oil and gas culture, one that attracts and values workers that
perform tightly-bounded emotional and physical actions. It remains to be seen if the industry is
willing to undertake such reforms, but based on my research and experience with oil and gas, it
is more likely to continue on in what is so often a highly masculine, opaque and confrontational
manner.

1.3 – Understanding Canada through a Lens of Oil and Gas

In examining oil and gas exploration in a community such as GP, larger implications for Canada
emerge. This thesis contributes to a broader understanding of those implications. Through
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interacting with and exploring the lives of those who live and labour in oil and gas, the
intersections between work and community, and why what happens in places such as GP
matters for the rest of the country, can be better apprehended. That oil and gas work
continues to be both an economic engine of the country and enduringly controversial does not
imply, however, that understandings of it must be relegated to a simple binary. Rather, the
complexity of the relationships between the industry and Canadians reaches across
socioeconomic, political, social, and provincial boundaries: Canadians are heavily reliant on oil
and gas, benefitting from its production in terms of job and wealth creation, and through the
products, services, and items that it begets. A future absent of oil and gas in Canada is difficult
to envision, and doubly so for Albertans, where the industry is intimately connected to the
economy, history, and working and political identity of the province.
In Alberta, the downturn in oil and gas pricing that began in mid-2014 has led to
significant cutbacks in job creation and public spending. It has also meant a sharp rise in
outmigration, and corresponding rises in unemployment figures and political cynicism. Three
years later, a scan of oil-industry publications reveals the uncertainty and turmoil that analysts
are tracking, but signs of changing attitudes or of questioning the sustainability of continued
large-scale production are in scant evidence. In June, 2017, JuneWarren-Nickle’s Energy Group
(JWN), an industry consortium which publishes both Daily Oil Bulletin and Oilweek, released a
special report on the production and economic outlook for oil sands production in Alberta. The
report details the uncertain climate for oil sands profitability and stability, noting that costs
must decrease in order for companies to continue to be competitive: “Dramatic changes are
required in capital and operating costs as well as greenhouse gas emissions in order to enable
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oil sands projects to compete for new investment dollars with other shorter-cycle global plays
like U.S. shale oil” (JWN Energy, 2017: 45).
The report also suggests that a substantial part of the drive to reduce operating costs
will be found in further technologization of procedures and production sites (p. 61-70). While
there are numerous references to a continued drive to reduce greenhouse gases and emissions,
no mention of harnessing innovative and technological capabilities to move away from carbonbased exploration is made. In fact, at the outset of the report, author Deborah Jaremko, JWN
Oilsands Editorial Lead, writes:
“While the world is undergoing a transition to lower carbon energy sources,
projections are that demand for fossil fuels and specifically oil will continue for
decades into the future. Analysts with McKinsey & Company recently forecast that
by 2030 oil producers around the world will need to add 35 million bbls/d [barrels
per day] of new production capacity to meet demand. The question is what role
Canada’s oilsands will play in that growth”.
(JWN Energy, 2017: 45)
Her words echo a common view in the Canadian oil and gas industry, that it would do well to
focus on best benefitting from the projections, rather than mimicking global trends in moving
away from traditional energy sources. This narrowness of view is well-established in Alberta,
and has undergirded much of the history of oil and gas development in the province. Rather
than conceptualizing the economic slowdown as an opportunity for rethinking attitudes and
approaches to carbon-based resource exploration, the industry instead continues to participate
in a race to the bottom. The perpetuation of a ‘business as usual’ attitude will be a welcome
one for provinces rich in oil and gas, but in terms of the rest of Canada, it is likely that the public
and political discord aimed at the industry will continue to grow.
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1.3.1 – Attracting New Employees?
In a recent survey, Ernest & Young (EY) sampled respondents aged 16-19 (known as Generation
Z) and Millennials aged 20-35, so as to gauge attitudes toward the attractiveness of careers in
oil and gas. The survey found “62% of Generation Z respondents consider a career in oil and
gas unappealing. A surprising 39% ranked it as ‘very unappealing’, compared with just 4% of
young respondents who said it was ‘very appealing’” (EY, 2017: 1). Among Millennials,
respondents were moderately more interested in the industry: “45% ranked industry careers as
appealing versus 44% unappealing, and 11% were unsure” (Ibid). The report also noted that,
“The results disintegrate further when we delve into more detail”, and “Perhaps most
concerning, more than two out of every three teens believe the oil and gas industry causes
problems rather than solves them. And teens and millennials are far less likely than older
consumers to agree that oil and gas are ‘good for society’” (Ibid). Similarly, a recent article in
Oil Price speculated as to reasons why Millennials are uninterested in oil and gas work,
concluding that many young, career-minded people view the energy industry as lacking in
innovation, stability, and environmental transparency (OilPrice.com, 2017). To date, the
effectiveness of industry strategies designed to accommodate a new class of worker in
Millennials remains questionable, and it is likely that for those young people who grow up
outside the immediate sphere of oil and gas activity, or who have environmental or
sustainability concerns, work within the industry would be less attractive still.
In Alberta, mainstream media has regularly focused on the duration and impacts of the
current economic recession, the possibility of an eventual rebound, and the degree to which
such a rebound is tied to the fortunes of oil and gas. Chris Nelson, in an October, 2016 opinion
piece written for the Calgary Herald, in considering what sort of future Alberta could have
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without a significant energy infrastructure, asks, “But what if oil doesn’t come back? What if
we can’t rely on royalties to keep taxes low and spending high? What if we have to knuckle
down and really work at finding ways to keep enjoying a high standard of living? Do we have
what it takes?” (Calgary Herald, 2016). His speculations echo the economic and future
concerns of many Alberta residents, most especially those who are employed in oil and gas,
either directly or indirectly, and those who can recall a dark time when Alberta was not known
as an economic powerhouse.
A 2016 article by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation reflects some of the findings
made public in the EY report. In the piece, two groups are interviewed: business owners whose
services are reliant on oil and gas activity and young people examining various career options.
Not surprisingly, the business owners interviewed were supportive of the industry, but young
people entering the job market out of high school or university were less certain. Within the
article, a national survey is referenced, one that was conducted in February of 2016 with a
sample size of over 2000, and which found that young people have significant concerns about
the longevity and environmental impacts of oil and gas, and that they recognize that the
economy and environmental awareness share linkages (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation,
2016). That such attitudes have reached the ears of those on job sites and field offices in
communities such as GP is certain, but thus far, the industry has shown itself to be more
concerned with attracting new talent through time-tested means, rather than opening up
discussions around revamping practices and planning exit strategies.
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1.3.2 – Small Towns and Vulnerability
As labour and material providers to the projects oil and gas, communities such as GP can act as
a significant barometer for the health of the oil and gas industry in Alberta. During both boom
and bust cycles, head offices in Calgary closely monitor industry trends, changes in pricing and
cost, and analyze insider gossip and speculation. Reactions to these are then issued, and are
quickly reflected in the field operations of communities such as GP: with a marked drop in
pricing for oil or gas, new projects may suddenly be halted, workers laid off, and operations
suspended, indefinitely. Conversely, when prices rise, new bids are made, capital and expertise
is poured into new projects, and field personnel are in demand, driving operations forward at a
high rate of speed – the preferred state of activity within the industry. However, the
operational state of the oil and gas industry in Alberta appears only to exist in two extremes,
those being near inactivity or approaching mania. This is well-illustrated in my experience in revisiting GP briefly in the winter of 2016, nearly two years into a protracted economic downturn.
At that time, with oil prices hovering around the $50-per-barrel mark, the equipment yards of
oil and gas companies that line the main access roads to the city were crowded with unneeded
machinery. Two years prior, with oil nearer to $100-per-barrel, these same yards were
conspicuously vacant, indicating that all useable machinery was in service (for more on the
return to GP, see Chapter 6).
During this brief visit, I caught up with a participant, one with many years of experience
working internationally. I learned that he believed this ‘on/off’ reactivity to changes in oil
prices to be particularly Canadian in manifestation. During a conversation, he indicated that
“the oil patch doesn’t work like this in other countries, the curve isn’t so steep or sharp”
(personal communication, 2013). Knowing this man’s working background, I understood that
22

he had spent time (many years, in fact) working in Middle Eastern countries, where the
regulatory controls for oil production and export differ from Canadian ones. It is possible he did
not appreciate this fact to a significant degree, which is suggestive of the narrowness of
expertise: one can be acknowledged as experienced and well-traversed in an occupation and
yet remain unaware of larger factors that substantially impact that occupation. Similarly, Karen
Ho, in her 2009 ethnographic study of workers on Wall Street, also noted that for her
participants, “… the construction of booms and busts are simply conflated with ‘the market’
and are not understood as arising from particular workplace models, corporate culture, and
organizational values of Wall Street financial institutions… or the specific and personal
experiences of those who work for them” (2009: 10-11). Ho’s observation had implications for
this thesis, as my own participants were often framed as experts in the cultural material and
practices being investigated. However, expertise does not necessarily mean awareness, and I
discovered throughout the research that it is erroneous to assume that a person working in the
oil and gas industry is more broadly knowledgeable about geopolitical factors that impact it
than someone who does not.
Beyond market downturns, with the industry struggling to find ways to both broaden its
appeal and attract new generations of workers, the communities that house and provide labour
to the projects of oil and gas are increasingly vulnerable. GP, as a northerly city in Alberta,
cannot continue to be a viable destination, one that attracts and retains working talent,
families, and retirees, unless it has a strong and flourishing economy. As this thesis explores,
opportunity in GP is largely tied to labour-related economic possibilities, heavily enabled by oil
and gas exploration (and, it must be said, a well-established and forward-thinking local forestry
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industry). As a result, a crucial issue is that the region’s heavy reliance on resources that are
either non-renewable or slow-to-renew will signal difficulties for the growth and sustainability
of GP in the long term. If the trend of fewer young people entering the industry continues, GP
will languish, as nearby communities without significant natural resources to draw upon have
already done. Without a significant economic draw to the region, migration will slow and then
decrease, and local young people will be likely to move to larger centers, those with more
expansive working, social, and life opportunities. Due to its economic diversification, including
forestry, ranching, and agriculture, GP is reasonably well-positioned to withstand a prolonged
oil and gas downturn, but it is unlikely to see a return to the halcyon days of high oil prices,
which attracted people, ideas, and capital to the region, and served to keep them there.
Canada can appear a country that is post-industrial, one where the famed mines of
Ontario and staggering coal production in British Columbia is a historical whisper. However,
Canada is not truly post-industrial: it is actually engaged in a type of modern industrialism, one
that includes forestry, fishing, and nuclear power, and oil and gas exploration accounts for a
large portion of this type. The simple fact is that for most Canadians – those who increasingly
live in large, urban centers – industrialism is not frequently evident in daily life, beyond the
ever-changing cityscapes wrought by incessant construction. Where it is evident is in
peripheral communities, and in Alberta, that means places adjacent to hub centers such as Fort
McMurray, Lloydminster, and GP. Already at the behest of geographic removal, these
peripheral communities experience a slow withering, and with the ongoing economic recession
in the province, the impact of industrial decline is felt all the more acutely. Life in such
communities is effectively, as noted by Fortun (2012), a type of “late industrialism, a historical
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period characterized by degraded infrastructure, exhausted paradigms…” (2012: 460). As
young people elect to relocate to larger centers that offer greater social, education, and
working options, these small towns and cities effectively vanish. This trend has a long
trajectory in Canada, as the country has been transformed from a largely rural population to a
metropolitan one (see, for example, Lucas, 1971, on the instability of single-industry Canadian
communities in the 1960s). The history of small communities has often been created and
supported through industrial occurrences, and oil and gas is likely to be the last one of those to
impact communities in northern Alberta.
While the impacts of declining populations in small towns in northern Alberta were
evident during the research period, agricultural and ranching communities north of GP
appeared more cautious about courting the oil and gas industry as a means of revitalizing. I
frequently traveled to meet participants for interviews, and was able to observe a number of
communities that had ceased to thrive, and that were seeking assistance in planning for the
future. Through my involvement with Grande Prairie Regional College (hereafter, GPRC), which
included being taken on as the College’s first Visiting Scholar, I collaborated with a number of
municipalities and counties to plan community rejuvenation projects. Interestingly, these
projects were tied to agriculture and animal husbandry – none were related to oil and gas. For
many of the people involved in the planning phases of these projects, the oil and gas industry
was less than attractive: the boom and bust cycles, in addition to concerns about the
environmental and agricultural impact of extraction, led to reluctance to partner with
extraction companies, or to outright refusal and protest. In the case of a community councilor
who agreed to be interviewed, the oil and gas industry was likened to a virus that came into
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communities, sapped the resources, and then moved on. This councilor lived and worked in a
small town north of GP, and was nervous for the future of the town itself, and the area it
occupied in the larger Peace Region. As she remarked, “You can’t keep them [the oil and gas
industry] out forever”. For a number of communities, far from being an answer to various
problems of succession, the oil and gas industry was unwelcome, and understood to be
disruptive and polluting.
Regardless of views that support or decry the industry, those that lived in these small
communities were aware of their precariousness, and the attitudes they displayed were mostly
sober and realistic. As one participant, who grew up in a community that had tried a number of
revitalizations strategies, remarked, “People just want some measure of control, ya know? They
wanna feel like they have some power, some say in how the community changes, for better and
worse” (personal communication, 2014). As these peripheral communities dwindle, their
younger populations seek opportunity elsewhere, which then means that centers such as
Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, and Montreal must absorb the new migrants. It also means that
over time, those who leave are less likely to return to the communities of origin to raise
children or reaffirm their roots. These communities are already at a low ebb, and those that
refuse the economic promises of the oil and gas industry may slide into decline sooner than
those that do not. However, the ongoing slump in oil and gas fortunes also means that
communities closely tied to the industry are not faring well, and their own futures are highly
uncertain. This suggests that there is a choice in terms of how these communities erode, but
that the erosion itself may not be halted.
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Despite such a potentially bleak future, the same spirit that permeates the oil and gas
industry, what could be named a ‘can do’ attitude, embracing of challenge, is also evident in the
smaller communities in the GP area. Simply living in the area requires a spirit of fortitude, as
winters are long, summers short, and the lifestyle is an isolated one – unlikely to attract
newcomers and young people, or encourage those raised in the region to stay on. Oil and gas
work certainly provides income and stability to these communities, but recall that the Peace
Region is also heavily active in farming, ranching, and timber, which provides economic
alternatives should the price of oil and gas decline. Throughout the research, I remained
optimistic that nearby small communities would find ways to weather changes in the oil and
gas industry, but ultimately that their peripherality was engendering a continual, slow decline.
The irony implied, of course, is that entering into partnerships with oil and gas could both
encourage community growth and enrichen local entrepreneurs, but simultaneously bring
environmental and social problems to the fore. As noted above, a number of these small
communities had decided to forgo oil partnerships and focus on community rejuvenation based
around their skill sets. They were determined and were developing useful resources and
strategies. This rejection of the potential economic advantages of oil and gas was notable not
only for being unusual, but also for signaling that these communities wished to pursue their
own agenda, in their own way. They were taking control of the situation, and preferred to band
together and pool their own resources, rather than depending on outside assistance with a
number of contingencies. Despite a future without assurances, these communities were
determined to make attempts at improvement, and that kind of agency is both usual and
necessary when dwelling in the periphery.
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1.4 – The Richness of Working-Class Life

In examining the working and social lives of GP residents, this thesis shows them to have
significant complexity and depth, which operate in concert with and beyond the economic
opportunities usual to the region. The study of working-class life is well-documented in the
academy, and many social scientists have contributed to the canon. A significant British
tradition of working-class studies exists, and includes the work of pioneering scholars such as
Hoggart (1958), Thompson (1963), and Williams (1958, 1961), and later Willis (1977). While
their collective output made a strong case for the value in studying working-class life in Britain
and documented and analyzed various expressions of it, the current climate for examining
working-class culture in North America is markedly different: modern industrialism in North
American society has its own patterns and rhythms, and the categories of analysis must reflect
this reality. Compared to the coal and smelting industries of 1950’s Britain, the oil and gas
industry in Alberta is less homogenous, and is (slowly) admitting diversity.
The study of industrial professions from an anthropological and sociological point of
view reached a zenith a few decades ago, but there has been a modest resurgence of interest
(see, for instance Austen et al, 2006; Ferry, 2005; Higgins, 2005; and Tubb, 2015). No doubt
some of that interest has resulted from the massive shift in how industrial labour processes are
currently enacted. Also, wide-spread economic uncertainty, evolving displays and
interpretations of masculinity, and an increasing interest in the impacts of culture on
businesses and organizations must play a part in this renewal.
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1.4.1- Work and Bodies
The Marxist philosopher André Gorz wrote a thoughtful book about the transition from
industrial-to-post-industrial socialism, proffering nine themes for politically-leftist engagement.
Gorz is instructive in terms of grappling with ideas about work and economics, and writes that
‘work’ is understood as “an imposition, a heterodetermined, heteronomous activity, perceived
by those who ‘have it’ or are ‘looking for it’ as a nondescript sale of time” (1997: 1). He also
notes that the words ‘work’ and ‘job’ are essentially interchangeable, and that any sort of
‘work’ nearly always implies that a form of payment will be expected. In this way, to work is to
be commanded, but also, to always be both seeking and attaining. The relationships between
‘workers’ and ‘work’ are necessarily elaborate, and a desire to investigate them constitutes a
significant impetus for undertaking this study.
In exploring the working complexity of an extractive resource hub such as GP, one can
see Gorz’s definition at play within the ethos of both oil and gas labour work and in those who
populate it. For those who labour, ‘work’ is a central tenet of being: it is both a focus and a
pressure, a pursuit and a submission, and for those who live and labour in the larger Peace
Region, work is an encompassing category that supersedes family, social obligations, and
leisure pursuits but which also enables a material-rich lifestyle out of reach for the average
working wage-earner. This is no simple binary, however, as the expectations of the job are
beyond the simple trading of labour for a wage. The work of oil and gas work requires human
removal, the taking of people and bodies out of social environments and placing them into
working ones. The tradeoff for such removal is compensation and attainment, but the bargain
is potentially Faustian, in that a labourer offers bodily effort for a salary, but oil and gas
companies understand that in purchasing such labour, they also can access and demand the
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labourer’s time outside the job, and any intellectual property or creative innovations generated
while on the job. Working for an oil and gas company requires a total submission of body and
mind from the worker.
Sustained physical effort is usual to a working body. Much like what boxers undergo in
the “theater of bruising” explored by Wacquant (2004: 4), such a body is both shaped and
reshaped by its activity, through patterns of repetition and tension. For those who work in oil
and gas, the activities and demands of physical labour have evolved, but there remains a high
priority placed on physical competence, skill, and ability. As a result, there are found normative
types of bodies on job sites and work spaces in oil and gas, and they are overwhelmingly male
and stoic, and especially when younger, muscular. In earlier oil and gas history, the built-up
nature of such bodies was frequently due to the physical repetition of the job performed, and
was largely functional – the demands of the work required stamina and strength, to be called
upon regularly in all weathers. These are bodies that Bourdieu (1978) understood as
‘instrumental’, in that they are navigated as instruments of necessity, and accordingly must be
kept best able to respond to their key use, i.e., ready for a long working day and able to shift
heavy loads.
However, Bourdieu also noted that such bodies are not simply instrumentally oriented,
and among the bodies of modern oil and gas workers, especially among those who labour on
drilling rigs, are often found examples that are muscular beyond functionality. An aesthetic
that is focused around an enlarged, visible muscularity has emerged, and in some cases,
become highly valued among younger men who work in the industry. This enhanced physicality
has roots in the functional capabilities of workers from the recent historical past, but its current
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representation is closely tied to the dominant types of performative masculinity usual to the GP
region. As such, the muscularized body is both a sign of capability and one of status: practically,
it indicates that the possessor of such a body can successfully navigate heavy, physical work,
thus fulfilling the value expectation of masculinity with the job and community. Less practically
but more socially, such a body also demonstrates that the possessor has both the discipline to
spend copious amounts of time building it up, and the financial wherewithal to access private
trainers, specialized gym equipment, nutritional supplements, and so on. In this way, the highly
muscularized body of a labourer (who does not necessarily require such a body to function
effectively at work) contravenes Bourdieu’s understanding of how bodies fit into social strata.
It is worth noting that Bourdieu was interested in how bodies were trained and
separated across social classes, and that his analysis did not consider the potential economic
mobility of extremely well-paid labourers. In accounting for a body aesthetic that has moved
beyond function to a significant expression of visible muscularity, it is tempting to consider such
bodies as highly symbolic, contained groupings, operating at the behest of larger market forces.
And while analysis that follows such a course is certainly viable, there are further factors to
consider. For instance, Shilling (1991) cautions against the reduction of the body to sets of
categories. In his words, “[i]t is necessary to see the body as more than just a construction of
discourses” (1991: 663), implying that lived experience, what he terms “the phenomenology of
the body” (1991: 664), lies beyond categories and discourse. It should be noted that even
though a mesomorphic body is not a requisite for working in oil and gas, it resonates at a
cultural level as being conversant with understandings and expectations of physical masculinity,
capability, and endurance. In this sense, this type of body is an idealized version of both how
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the industry views itself, and how the industry constructs itself, so as to appear independent,
capable, and self-sufficient - all things valued in oil and gas. The working bodies of oil and gas
labourers intermingle functionality and aesthetics in culturally-acceptable ways, and localized
sensibilities of these things result in the production of a unique hybrid: the muscular worker
who embodies an ideal that is not actually necessary, but which is laden with (highly rewarding)
symbolic capital.

1.4.2 – There is More to GP than Work
While trading one’s labour for a salary and building a hyper-aesthetic body are major pursuits,
life in an oil and gas community has other features. We can understand time passed at field
and job sites as representing a different category of being than does time spent ‘in town’: time
in town is usually ‘off the clock’, and so the transition can be made from working to not
working, thus opening the door for other pursuits, hobbies, and interests. As is discussed in
Chapter 4, GP’s values regarding generosity, high rates of volunteerism, and the willingness of
the community to support local causes and activities both draws people in and provides depth
to the city. As is shown in Chapter 5, the dynamism of the local arts scene and its positive
contributions to people and culture serves to provide an anchor for creatives and those seeking
community beyond the usual working and leisure categories. These alternatives to work exist
because people have made GP their home, and their community, and they have invested into it.
While it is true that many residents have been drawn to the area due to economic
opportunities, those who simply passed through, as well as those who have stayed, have all
contributed in some way, and left an imprint on the community.
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The result of all those contributions – the money, the volunteerism, the organization of
groups, clubs, charities, and guilds – is manifested in a community that appears much deeper
than it is wide. Rather than simply existing as a feeder for industry, it is a vibrant, complex,
socially-integrated regional hub with many generations of residents. As a northern destination,
GP has the educational, intellectual, governmental, and social centers of a much large city and
community. That it is located some 450 kilometers north-west of Edmonton does not mean it is
a backwater, devoid of innovation or imagination. As is discussed throughout this thesis, GP at
the time of research was a hotbed for talent, ideas, and entrepreneurialism, drawing people,
companies, and groups from all over the country and beyond. It is a place that can embody
engagement and agility, and one that bowls over stereotypes about the sleepy, laid-back
orientation of northern or peripheral communities.

1.5 – Chapter Summary and Overview of Chapters to Follow

This introductory chapter has a number of aims. Key to these are to: outline the rationale for
querying the oil and gas industry in Alberta; provide an overview of the author’s previous
experience in studying oil and gas workers in Alberta; situate the research in terms of the
gender and masculinity frameworks employed; introduce into discussion a number of
implications of oil and gas development in Canada and for Canadians; sketch out the particular
vulnerability of small towns and small-town ways of living in modern Canadian society; suggest
that a richness and vibrancy accompanies working-life, and that such richness is often
experienced through the transformational power of physical work; and acknowledge that GP
must be understood as comprising more than a simple ‘oil and gas town’.
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In Chapter 2, the discussion will first focus on Canada’s oil and gas history, and include
an exploration of modern methods and styles of extracting oil and gas, specifically the use of
drilling rigs, offshore platforms, bitumen retrieval from the Athabasca oil (tar) sands, and the
employment of hydraulic fracturing. Second, the organization of the industry will be discussed,
along with career options and trajectories, including usual salaries and compensation, and will
include an overview of how prominently oil and gas businesses feature in communities in
Alberta. Third, rationale is provided for choosing the community of GP as a base for the field
research, including a description of the site and its history. Fourth and finally, the research
design is outlined, and includes a discussion on the difficulties associated with recruiting
participants for an oil and gas study, and the various methods employed to increase success.
In Chapter 3, the scope and shape of the oil and gas industry is theorized from a number
of vantage points. First explored is the performance of masculinity integral to oil and gas work,
where physical ways of knowing and being are valued and reinforced among workers. Second,
the broader oil and gas industry is envisaged as a form of frontier, a peripheral destination that
is at once full of economic promise and opportunities for the transformation of people, roles,
and power. Third, how the oil and gas industry – and by extension its workers – understand
nature is examined, which includes a discussion of how the rise of Western rational thought has
influenced the ideological shape of the present-day industry. Fourth, the choices faced by
skilled workers in GP are examined, including those of passing through the usual channels of
labouring for a particular oil and gas company as a career versus leveraging and mustering
capital and connections in order to build a small business and compete directly with the
industry. Finally, the work and life choices of those who labour remotely, away from the city,

34

and those who labour in GP, as ‘town workers’, are probed. It is found that there exists a
significant dichotomy between these two groups, and that the choices and value systems that
characterize the them are largely incompatible.
In Chapter 4, the cultural makeup of GP is explored. The chapter begins with an
examination of resource extraction communities, and proposes three cultural components that
are pivotal to life in GP. In the second section, the first of the three cultural components are
considered, this being the value of generosity, in which residents of GP understand ‘good
citizenship’ to be reflective of a willingness to volunteer, practice philanthropy, and support
community initiatives. In the third section, GP’s fixation with money, and how it understands
the concept of ‘economic freedom’ to be inherently tied to the accumulation to capital, is
scrutinized. In the fourth and final section, the last key cultural component of GP is assessed,
that of living through the sudden boom and bust cycles of the oil and gas industry. It is found
that workers retain an unshakeable belief in the power of the industry to endure financial and
geopolitical shakeups, a belief connected to the necessity of oil and gas in the modern world,
the importance of Alberta’s contribution to Canada’s economic standing, and the ongoing
exchange relationships forged between communities like GP and the oil and gas industry.
In Chapter 5, the complexity of GP as a community is considered. In this consideration,
it is found that despite the stereotypes that surround resource extraction communities, there
are a number of persons and groups in and around GP who fall beyond the usual spectrum of
support for the projects of oil and gas, and who practice various forms of resistance. In the
second section of the chapter, the expectation of sex roles is examined, as experienced and
understood through the lenses of three female participants. What is found is that expectations
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relating to sex roles in GP, and the categories of what men ‘do’ in work and in social life versus
what women are expected to do in these same settings, are inflexible. The lived experiences of
female participants demonstrate their frustration and commitment to pushing against such
expectations, and the trials and successes of doing so. In the third section, the role of the local
arts community is discussed, along with its importance as a gathering point for those who seek
creative and permissive outlets as an alternative to the dominant work and social narratives of
GP. My own experience as a member of a musical group is also explored, and framed as a
creative response to the alienation of daily working life. In the final section of Chapter 5, the
resistance history and activities of two groups, Trickle Creek Farm and Horse Lake First Nations,
are outlined and discussed. It is suggested that although such groups can try to position
themselves against or away from the impacts and influences of the projects of oil and gas, they
cannot entirely escape or avoid them.
Chapter 6, the final chapter of this thesis, opens with an exploration of my experience in
revisiting GP nearly two years after the research had been completed, and well into a
prolonged economic downturn in Alberta. This downturn had also significantly impacted the
GP region, and local businesses and attitudes were struggling to cope with the ‘new normal’.
The second section of the chapter grapples with the implications of the research and its
findings, and explores the troubling relationship that Canadians have with oil and gas. The final
section, the outro, offers a brief reflection on an event that is symbolic of life in an oil and gas
town.
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Chapter 2

2.0 – The Canadian Oil and Gas Industry

Industry comprises a significant portion of Canada’s economy. According to Natural Resources
Canada, the country’s natural resource sectors (including mining for minerals and coal,
quarrying, forestry, and oil and gas extraction) account for approximately sixteen percent of the
country’s Gross Domestic Product, and over 800,000 jobs (Natural Resources Canada, 2017).
Resource extraction is well established, and according to the Canadian Association of Petroleum
Producers (hereafter, CAPP) oil and gas exploration occurs in 12 of 13 provinces and territories
(CAPP, 2014). According to British Petroleum’s Statistical World Review of Energy, Canada is a
world-class oil and gas producer, ranking 6th on their list. Proven reserves include 173.9 billion
barrels of oil, 70 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and 6.58 billion tonnes of coal (British
Petroleum, 2013).
Demand for produced oil and gas is considerable in Canada: petroleum-based fuels
power vehicles, and natural gas products heat homes and water tanks, and fuel large
appliances. Canadians spend significant amounts of time driving, and the number of vehicles in
active service reflect this reality: in 2015, there were more than 33 million motor vehicles
registered (Statistics Canada, 2015). Canada’s northern latitude and long, freezing winters
make it necessary for residences and indoor work spaces to be continuously heated. According
to a 2015 report by Natural Resources Canada, nearly 50 percent of Canadian homes are
heated by natural gas, and nearly 65 percent used natural gas to heat water (NRC, 2015). In
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2006, the sales totals for refined energy products by Canadian customers reached 100 billion
liters (GOC-NRC, 2014).
In addition to domestic demand, Canada is a major oil exporter, with approximately
two-thirds of annual production sent outside of the country. According to the National Energy
Board’s estimates (2013), Canada exported an average of 2.5 million barrels of oil per day. The
majority of this unrefined oil was shipped to US customers through a series of pipelines, such as
those operated by Enbridge (see CAPP, 2015, for a comprehensive pipeline map).
The Canadian oil and gas industry employs both onshore (land-based) and offshore
(water-based) exploration and drilling. Canada’s offshore exploration history began in
Newfoundland, with the drilling of early test wells in the 1950’s (see Section 2.1 of this
chapter). While offshore exploration was initially slow to develop, companies such as Dome,
Esso, Imperial, and Sun undertook northern projects along the Beaufort Sea beginning in the
early 1970s. The Beaufort Regional Environmental Assessment (2012), a northern regional
research initiative, notes that production projects from 1972 until 2005 totaled 92. More
recently, Atlantic Canada has hosted a number of established and long-term offshore projects,
including Hibernia, Terra Nova, and White Rose. A fourth project, Hebron, commenced late in
2017 (CAPP, 2017).
Onshore production is of two basic types, those being extraction through the use of
drilling rigs or the digging up of oil sands for bitumen collection. The bulk of modern onshore
production is focused around the prairie provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba;
however, exploration of north-eastern British Columbia continues to increase. Regarding the
use of drilling rigs, exploration is limited by factors such as freezing and thawing of access roads
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and the ecological ramifications of operating in sensitive areas with heavy equipment. Oil
sands exploration, such as those in the Athabascan region, which includes Suncor’s operations
at Fort McMurray, are pursued year-round. Despite the magnitude of oil sands operations,
drilling rigs remain an integral part of Canada’s exploration strategy, and during a busy season
(typically from November until May), the number of active drilling rigs is typically in the several
hundreds (CAODC, 2016).

2.1 – Early History

Crude oil and bitumen have been known to First Nations people in Western Canada for several
centuries. As early as 1714, Hudson’s Bay traders encountered First Nations peoples who
regularly used oil that had seeped to the surface as a sealant on their canoes (Energy BC, 2016).
In 1717, the Cree Chief, Waupisoo, on a mission at the behest of English commander James
Knight, brought samples of bitumen collected from the banks of the Athabasca River (Kelsey,
1993). Later that century, fur trader and soldier Peter Pond mapped waterways in the
Athabasca region, while the explorer Sir Alexander Mackenzie traversed the Peace River and
founded Fort Chipewyan, near Fort McMurray (Canadian Encyclopedia, 2016). Both noted
significant accumulations of surface oil and bitumen at various intervals along the banks of the
Athabasca River.
While Alberta is typically considered the nexus of oil and gas extraction in Canada, the
commercial beginnings of onshore oil and gas exploration in Canada are rooted in the provinces
of Ontario and New Brunswick. Oil Springs, in the Township of Enniskillen, Ontario, was the site
of the first well in the country, dating to 1858. An asphalt producer named James Miller
Williams purchased land near Black Creek, and when digging a water well, struck oil. His
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discovery triggered a small boom in the area, and over the next three years, nearly 400 wells
were drilled in surrounding areas (Canada Cool, 2015). Further east, natural gas was discovered
in Stoney Creek, NB, in 1859, and the resulting exploration field was productive for nearly 80
years (New Brunswick Museum, 2015).
While initial discoveries were focused in central and Eastern Canada, by the late 1880s,
‘wildcatters’ (persons who searched for oil and gas outside of established production areas)
were combing the prairies, seeking lucrative finds. As it happened, natural gas was discovered
at Langevin, AB, although not by prospectors or an energy company. Langevin (later named
Carlstadt, and then Alderson) was a small village near Medicine Hat, and unremarkable except
for being located on a railway line. In 1883, the Canadian Pacific Railway drilled a well nearby,
hoping to access a pool of fresh water. Instead, they struck natural gas (Petroleum History
Society, 2014). Another well drilled less than a year later also yielded natural gas close to the
surface, heralding the arrival of the gas industry in Alberta.
Two decades later, in 1902, the first successful commercial oil well in Western Canada
was drilled at what is now Waterton Lakes National Park, in Southern Alberta. The Lineham
Discovery Well # 1, named for its operator and speculator, John Lineham, struck oil at
approximately 300 meters, and produced a few hundred barrels of oil per day for a period of
nearly two years (Parks Canada, 2009). Despite initial success, the well was not a reliable
producer, and speculators made moves toward the central regions of the province.
By 1914, central Alberta was an established hotbed of oil and gas activity, fueled by the
discoveries at Turner Valley, a modest ranching town about 70 kilometers south-west of
Calgary. Previously, in January of 1913, a company named Calgary Petroleum Products,
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managed by A.W. ‘Archie’ Dingman, had begun drilling. It was not until May 14, 1914, that the
first well, named Dingman #1, ‘came in’. When a well ‘comes in’, there is sudden influx of oil
and gas into the hole being drilled, and at Dingman #1, this happened with a roar. An equally
successful Dingman #2 followed closely behind, and launched Alberta’s first commercially
successful oilfield, one that remains active and productive in the present (Government of
Alberta, 2014). The successes at Turner Valley birthed numerous companies and ventures, and
prospecting for oil and gas sharply increased throughout the War years.
However, another find as significant as the one at Turner Valley remained elusive until
1947, when oil was struck at Leduc, a small town south of Edmonton. Imperial Oil, one of
Canada’s premier and longest-running oil companies, was struggling to locate a new field,
having drilled dozens of wells in Alberta and Saskatchewan. In 1946, in a last-ditch attempt, the
company proposed a number of exploratory wells. The reasoning was that if the wells came up
‘dry’ - no oil – or simply didn’t produce enough to make them commercially viable, Imperial
would be done with exploration in Alberta.
The first site to be drilled was in a farmer’s field, about 50 kilometers south of
Edmonton, and it was named Leduc #1. Drilling began in November of 1946, and the well was
officially ‘brought in’ on February 13th of 1947, complete with a local politician opening a valve
to let the oil flow (Collections Canada, 2002). It was an auspicious beginning, and Leduc #2 was
drilled soon afterwards. Importantly, Imperial had drilled deep into the Western Canadian
Sedimentary Basin, a geologic formation that has proven to be the richest in oil and gas in
Alberta (Alberta Geological Survey, 2012), and into a section of reef that came to be known as
the Leduc Formation. Beyond that, the quality of oil found in Leduc was high, and it was easy to
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recover. Leduc #1 remained in continuous production until early 1974, and the geologic field it
is situated in became an important gas reservoir by 1989 (Brune and Sweeny, 2013). The
discoveries at Leduc helped to solidify Canada’s position as a major oil producer.
Further oil and gas exploration and finds followed in short succession, in places like
Woodbend, Redwater, Stettler, and Wizard Lake. Exploration activity bordered on frantic, and
another pivotal discovery came in 1953, at Drayton Valley, a small farming and timber
community approximately 130 kilometers south-west of Edmonton. Mobil One, an American
company, struck oil on February 23rd, 1953 (Town of Drayton Valley, 2014). The resulting field
became known as Pembina, and it was to become the largest producer in Canada (CPSG, 1984).
The impact on Drayton Valley was immediate and overwhelming: the local population grew
from about 75 to over 2000 people in a single year. In a sign of the excitement over the find,
more than 70 oil and gas companies established a new presence in the area (Town of Drayton
Valley, 2014).
The wealth of discoveries triggered substantial work migrations to the province of
Alberta, with southern destinations including Medicine Hat and Lethbridge, and northern ones
like GP, Fort McMurray, and beyond. Anchoring both the waves of industry and migration were
the larger cities of Edmonton and Calgary. The history of Edmonton and Calgary has been one
of rivals: both were competing fiercely (and continue to do so) for the distinction of being home
central for Western energy operations (see Avenue Edmonton, 2014, for recent mayoral
perspectives on this history). Over time, Edmonton has come to be viewed as the operations
centre – the ‘feet on the ground’ headquarters of Western energy ambitions – and Calgary,
with its cluster of downtown high-rise buildings, the southern base for the executive offices of
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oil and gas companies. Perhaps surprisingly, Edmonton, with its progressive politics and
multiculturalism platforms has been a largely blue-collar destination, while Calgary, whose
image was fashioned by settlers – cowboys, ranchers, farmers - from the United States, evinces
a brand of smooth urbanity and white-collar reassurance (see Zoeller, 2016, for a thorough
discussion on inter-city tensions). Local dynamics aside, both cities have established
themselves as gateways for oil and gas operations in Alberta.

2.2 – Modern Context: Conventional Oil, Offshore, Oil (Tar) Sands, and Hydraulic
Fracturing

Canada’s modern oil and gas industry is highly technologized. In its infancy, locating oil and gas
reservoirs and then producing them was largely the result of trial and error (arguably, mostly
error), and was reliant on simple equipment, labour and ingenuity. As the industry developed,
exploration equipment and means grew more sophisticated. For example, early drilling rigs
were constructed of wood, and featured a series of pulleys, rope, and chains for driving the
boring tools into the ground. Modern drilling rigs feature advanced steel construction,
computer systems, and are heavily-reliant on hydraulic lifts, rendering the equipment much less
pervious to fires or explosions, and enabling it to withstand heavier loads, which increases the
depth of drilling capabilities. Simultaneously, geologic exploration was evolving, and cutting-

edge techniques enable companies to more accurately read stratigraphic zones and uncover
pockets of raw petroleum.
By the mid-20th century, industry notions of accessible production sites were also
changing. Fueled by technological and geological advances and increasing demand and
profitability, previously inaccessible physical landscapes became more suitable for oil and gas
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exploration. Prior to 1950 in Canada, oil and gas had been accessed in the conventional way:
through the use of a land-based drilling rig. As the industry developed, projects became larger,
costlier, and more experimental, requiring new techniques to meet broader exploration goals.
Sections 2.2.1 – 2.2.4 of this chapter examine four methods of exploration: first, conventional
oil and gas procurement utilizing drilling rigs. Second, the mid-1960s offshore platform
exploration for oil off the coast of Newfoundland. Third, the development of the Athabasca oil
sands near Fort McMurray. And finally, the increasing use of hydraulic fracturing for both
exploration and stimulation of wells and fields that are past their production prime.

2.2.1 - Conventional Oil and Gas Drilling
Since the early years of commercial oil and gas exploration, the most ubiquitous piece of
equipment in use has been the drilling rig. The function of a rig is relatively simple: it acts as
boring machine, penetrating the Earth’s surface and drilling vertically (although modern rigs
also have diagonal and horizontal drilling capabilities) through layers of rock to reach pockets of
oil and gas. Over time, drilling rigs have evolved from simple wooden structures that utilized
horse and human power, to hydraulically-driven, highly-technologized tools capable of reaching
depths of 5000 meters or more (a modern drilling rig usual to Alberta can be seen in Figure 1.0,
below). Each rig is staffed by a group of personnel, arranged hierarchically according to job
specialization. The junior most of these is the leasehand, followed by roughneck (also known as
floorhand), motorhand, derrickhand, and, atop the hierarchy, the driller. Rig work is
dangerous, repetitious, and highly lucrative in a busy season (for more on wages for drilling
workers, see this chapter, section 2.3).
The majority of research participants in this study were not employed on drilling rigs,
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although a number of them had worked on such rigs previously. The GP region has been a
hotbed for drilling rig activity for several decades up to and including the research period
between 2012-2014. Although I had hoped to be able to access another rig for the doctoral
research, little progress was made, and eventually the idea was abandoned. I instead focused
on interviewing, observing, and job shadowing participants in various other work roles in the
industry. As a result, drilling rig work is only briefly backgrounded in this thesis (for a more
detailed description of a drilling rig and its employees, see Houser, 2010).

Figure 1.0 – View of a drilling rig in early evening (Houser, 2008)

2.2.2 - Newfoundland’s Hibernia Field
Fusco (2007) notes that during the 1960s Newfoundland was considered a potential source of
offshore oil and gas. However, there was little interest in developing its potential, given the
availability of land-based fields. The political machinations between various Arab states, the
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USA, and Israel, which resulted in the 1973 ‘oil crisis’ (see Mitchell, 2011) impacted Canadian
attitudes towards oil production and procurement. By 1979, the Hibernia field had been
established, one that continues to be a significant producer at the time of writing (2017).
Newfoundland’s sudden ability to prospect and produce significant quantities of oil and gas
were a boon to a province with chronic low employment rates and a stagnant economy. The
province’s premier through the 1970s, Frank Moores, advocated for provincial control over
economic and development resources, a stance that resonated with many of his successors,
including the popular (and polarizing) Danny Williams. Newfoundland now has a wellestablished program of offshore oil and gas production, one that is likely to continue as long as
there is a demand for hydrocarbons and it profitable to seek them (see Figure 1.1 for a photo of
the offshore drilling operation).

Figure 1.1 – Hibernia offshore drilling platform (courtesy of energy-pedia.com)
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2.2.3 - The Athabasca Oil (Tar) Sands
The Athabascan oil sands are named for the Athabasca River, a large body of water in northeastern Alberta that bisects the deposits of bitumen, a sticky, tar-like substance. Defined as the
“naturally occurring mixture of sand, clay or other minerals, water and bitumen” (Alberta
Energy, 2015), the oil sands deposits are vast. The Calgary-based Pembina Institute reports that
the area accessible for surface extraction is “an area about the size of Florida that covers 20% of
the province” (2009), and CAPP has estimated the size of reserves at 134 billion barrels (CAPP,
2015), or roughly 78 percent of all of Canada’s proven reserves.
Long known to First Nations and Metis peoples in the area, European fur traders noted
the sticky, dark sands of the river’s banks in the 1700s (Hein, 2000). Early attempts at
separating the bitumen from the sand were unsuccessful, but the potential of the region was
obvious. Prospectors were essentially hoping to find ‘easy oil’ – petroleum that was mixed with
sand, laying on the subsurface, without the need for drilling to procure it. By 1921, a
researcher from the University of Alberta, Dr. Karl Clark, had devised a hot water separation
strategy, and obtained a patent for it (Canadian Petroleum Hall of Fame, 2016; Chastko, 2004).
Reclaiming the bitumen was not easy, and no one strategy was widely successful, but these
attempts were sufficient to encourage further development of strategies.
By the early 1950s, Alberta geologists and prospectors were keen to commercially
develop the oil sands, despite the difficulty of removing the useable bitumen from the
sandstone deposits that it naturally occurs within. Once bitumen is recovered, through the
application of high pressure steam and chemicals, the remaining sandstone must be cleaned
and returned to its place of origin. This is an expensive, time consuming, and laborious process
– but the sheer volume of available bitumen encouraged development. An early champion was
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the Montreal-based Sun Company, an offshoot of a United States parent company of the same
name. Sun Company (later Suncor), famous for its ‘Sunoco’ brand of gasoline products,
undertook systemic evaluations of the oil sands with a view to commercial production (Suncor,
2015). By 1953, Sun Company had acquired leases and patents for test exploration in the
Athabasca region, near Fort McMurray. A decade later, with backing from the United States,
Sun Company, invested nearly $250 million into a Fort McMurray-based project named the
Great Canadian Oil Sands. Plants for processing the bitumen and cleaning the sands were
envisioned, and the building projects began in 1964 (see Figure 1.2 for a view of modern Suncor
operations). The construction would run late into 1967, when the project was completed “5
days ahead of schedule” (Suncor, 2015). On hand for the grand opening was then Alberta
Premier, Ernest Manning. In an address to those gathered, he famously opined, “This is a redletter day, not only for Canada but for all North America. No other event in Canada's centennial
year is more important or significant” (Sweeny, 2010: 100).
In the years following 1967, oil sands development in northern Alberta has grown
exponentially under Suncor’s direction. Hundreds of millions of barrels of oil have been
manufactured from the bitumen removed from the Athabasca oil sands. Economic spinoffs
have induced a massive migration to the Fort McMurray area for over 40 years, as well as major
influxes to the cities of Edmonton and Calgary. Significant oil sands development further
established Alberta as a petroleum-producing powerhouse, leading to public pronouncements
of success, such as Calgary’s controversial 2003 slogan, ‘Heart of the new West’ (Alberta
Venture, 2011). Accompanying these achievements is a long list of concerns, which are well
documented in scientific and social science literatures. Of particular consequence are
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environmental impacts (see, for example, Charpentier et al, 2009; Kelly et al, 2009; Kurek et al,
2013); problems of corruption (Carter, 2016; Shrivastava and Stefanick, 2012; Smandych and
Kueneman, 2010); lack of transparency, accountability and sustainability (Bocking, 2011;
Nikiforuk, 2010); and ongoing controversy surrounding the consideration and inclusion of First
Nations input on oil sands development (Huseman and Short, 2012; Preston, 2013; Taylor and
Friedel, 2011). While the above feature in oil sands operations, they can also be understood to
be reflective of issues that pervade the larger culture of the industry itself.

Figure 1.2 – Suncor Plant at Fort McMurray (courtesy of Work Above Aerial Photography)

2.2.4 - Hydraulic Fracturing
Hydraulic fracturing, or ‘fracking’, is an increasingly utilized oil and gas exploration technique
(see Figure 1.3 for a simple graphic). The Canadian Society for Unconventional Resources
(CSUR) defines fracking as “the process of transmitting pressure by fluid or gas to create cracks
or to open existing cracks in hydrocarbon bearing rocks underground” (CSUR, 2012).
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Figure 1.3 – Shale gas extraction graphic (courtesy of OilFinity)

The Petroleum Services Association of Canada (2015) adds to the definition:
In hydraulic fracturing, fluids are injected at pressures that exceed the natural
stresses on the rock and cause it to crack, or fracture. Creating these fractures in
hydrocarbon-bearing rock layers deep underground is not enough to allow oil and
gas to flow into the wellbore.
Once the fractured reservoir rock is held open with fluid pressure, proppant, usually
sand or ceramics, is introduced into the fluid to prop open the fractures. After the
hydraulic fracturing process, the fracturing fluids are recovered and the fractures
remain held open by proppant. The hydrocarbons trapped inside the rocks can now
flow more easily through the cracks to the wellbore.
The Government of Alberta categorizes fracking as “the opening up of fractures in the [rock]
formation to make gas flow more freely… done to increase or initiate commercial production
and is conducted in a controlled manner” (Alberta Energy, 2015). They add, “Fracturing is a
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standard technique to enhance hydrocarbon recovery that has been used in Alberta’s oil and
gas industry for many years” (Ibid).
Fracking was employed on a small-scale in the United States as early as 1865, when a
veteran of the American Civil War, one Colonel Edward A. L. Roberts, applied for a patent for an
“exploding torpedo” (Oilprice.com, 2015). The patented device consisted of an actual torpedo,
immersed in an iron case filled with gunpowder, which would be lowered into the wellbore and
then detonated by fuse. The resulting explosion would perforate the walls of the wellbore,
increasing oil and water production substantially. Several decades would pass before fracking
technology improved, and the technique has only been used commercially in Canada since the
early 1950s. By the mid-1970s, fracking had entered into regular use in the Canadian energy
industry, especially in the Peace River region. The Pembina field of central Alberta was an early
test bed for the technique, and success there influenced the spread of fracking throughout gasheavy exploration sites in southern parts of the province. As easily accessible oil and gas
deposits diminished, fracking enabled the industry to reinvigorate expended production fields,
and to explore new ones not previously viable, such as the sustained retrieval of shale gases
(see CAPP, 2015, for an overview).
Drilling a new well that will be ‘fracked’ requires much technical planning, equipment,
and labour support. Field operations begin by erecting a drilling rig and beginning to bore a
vertical hole in the ground, approximately 30 - 60 centimeters in diameter. The hole is known
as a wellbore, and it is through this wellbore that all activities related to the drilling,
completion, and maintenance of the well will occur. Once the depth of the wellbore is below
the level of any potable groundwater, drilling stops, and the drilling equipment (known as the
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drill string) is removed from the hole. Lengths of steel pipe, called casing, are then inserted
partway into the wellbore to ensure that the hole does not collapse and does not allow any
matter to leak out into adjacent rock layers or water aquifers. A further seal is added in the
form of cement pumped at high pressure into the space between the rock formations and the
casing, which, when dry, fixes the casing solidly in place (for a diagram, see Figure 1.4).
Drilling then resumes and continues to a predetermined vertical depth, calculated by
petroleum engineers and geologists, which varies from approximately 2000–6000 meters.
Once the desired depth is reached (also known as ‘True Vertical Depth’, or TVD), the remaining
vertical portion of the well can be cased and cemented. When drilling recommences, the drill
string ‘kicks off’ (deviates from the initial vertical plane) and begins to move horizontally, at
distances of several hundred meters to over a kilometer. Once the terminus is reached, the
horizontal section of the well is also cased and cemented. The well is now ready for
perforation, which takes placed in the horizontal section of the casing. Perforation is achieved
using specialized discharge tools that deliver a series of controlled detonations, puncturing the
steel casing at pre-determined intervals. The perforated casing is now ready for fracking fluid
to be pumped through it, which, under extreme pressure, will be forced into the overlaying and
underlying rock layers, causing pockets to split open and release oil and gas. Constant pressure
is maintained inside the well bore, which assists released oil and gas, along with fracking fluid
and rock particles, in rising to the surface.
Despite its increasingly common use, fracking remains highly contentious. Potential
environmental effects include the triggering small earthquakes (see the New York Times, 2016,
for an Alberta-based example), polluting water aquifers, and difficulties surrounding the safe
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retrieval and disposal of waste water and chemicals. In Alberta, government oversight for
energy exploration, including the use of fracking, is provided by the Alberta Energy Regulator
(AER). The AER requires energy companies to be licensed to operate and to uphold established
protocols when fracking, including well depth, forbidding the use of certain types of chemicals
during fracking, and ensuring water sources do not become contaminated. The AER also
collaborates with Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) to
“ensure responsible resource development” (ESRD, 2016). Notwithstanding formal regulation
and oversight, fracking remains controversial and its long-term future is not assured.

Figure 1.4 – Casing and borehole diagram (courtesy of Tri-Can Well Services)

The steady growth of interest in studying fracking and its impacts since the late 2000s
coincides with the scaling-up of oil and gas projects. Fracking a single well can use a
tremendous amount of fresh water, somewhere between 2 and 9 million gallons (Manitoba
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Water Caucus, 2014), a large percentage of which becomes so contaminated that it cannot be
returned to the water table. According to CAPP (2015), Alberta fracked 3,396 wells in 2014,
which required the use of approximately 12 million cubic meters of water. Such consumption
raises significant questions about the sustainability of the practice, about who has rights to
water, who governs those rights, and how are they enforced. Questions such as these have
provoked a wide range of academic interest and a growing body of literature. These include
observations and critiques from environmental and legal scholars (Cricco-Lizza, 2012; Wiseman,
2009); theologists (Peppard, 2012); policy analysts (Davis, 2012); health practitioners (Lauver,
2012; Merkel, et al, 2012); science and technology studies (Kinchy, et al, 2014); anthropologists
(de Rijke, 2013; Drew University, 2012; Paladino and Simonelli, 2013; Poole and Hudgins, 2014;
Willow and Wylie, 2014); and sociologists (Hannigan, 2014; Ladd, 2014; Matz and Renfrew,
2015; Theodori, 2009). As concern continues to grow over the safety and sustainability of
fracking practices, long-term environmental impacts, the question of who profits from the
activity, and how communities are to respond to this type of oil and gas development, this body
of literatures will only increase in scope and breadth.

2.3 – Industry Organization

To better comprehend the oil and gas industry, it is necessary to understand how it is
organized. It is useful to envision the industry as a horizontal chain, with three key links, which
are termed upstream, midstream, and downstream. The upstream sector encompasses field
operations – the actual exploration and production of natural oil and gas resources. This
includes seeking new fields of exploration, undertaking seismic and geologic surveys to

54

determine the exact location of the resource (and the potential quantity), the drilling of test
wells, and the eventual operation of these wells to produce oil and gas.
The midstream sector refers to all the operations and processes usual to transporting oil
and gas from sites of production. Transportation of the raw resources can occur by tanker
truck, by railway, by ship, and by pipeline (which is commonly utilized in Alberta). Natural
Resources Canada (2017) notes that there are approximately 415,000 kilometers of pipeline in
the province, through which both oil and gas flow. As of 2013, Alberta also had four major
pipelines (known as large diameter transmission lines), which send product to British Columbia,
Central and Eastern Canada, and to the United States (Frasier Institute, 2013).
Movement of oil and gas with tanker trucks and by rail has also been common in
Alberta. Increasing public concern over the safety of high-volume pipelines had seen rail
transport loads steadily grow since 2010. However, the derailing of a Montreal, Maine &
Atlantic Railway (MMA) train carrying oil at Lac-Mégantic, QC on July 6, 2013, which produced
fiery explosions and resulted in forty-seven fatalities (CTV News, 2013), produced a marked
slowdown on rail-load carrying across the country. Federal and provincial investigations into
the accident in Quebec took place for thirteen months, and the ensuing report issued by the
Transportation Safety Board of Canada (TSB) identified sixteen risk findings and made five
recommendations “aimed at addressing systemic safety issues” (Transportation Safety Board of
Canada, 2014) for railways transporting oil. The TSB concluded that the fatal accident was a
result of multiple factors, and publically stated that they would be monitoring the compliance
of the new safety recommendations. At the time of writing (2017), it remains unclear if the
TSB’s recommendations have been widely adopted (see The Star, 2016 for more). Meanwhile,
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the community of Lac-Mégantic remains permanently impacted by the disaster (Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation, 2016).
The downstream sector is where the refining of raw petroleum products, including oil
and natural gas, occur. The Petroleum Services Association of Canada (PSAC) includes “oil
refineries, petrochemical plants, petroleum products distributors, retail outlets and natural gas
distribution companies” in this sector (Petroleum Services Association of Canada, 2015). In
addition to refining raw oil and gas, downstream operations also include the production of
pharmaceuticals, pesticides for garden and agricultural applications, synthetic rubbers, plastic
composites used in manufacturing in petroleum-based products besides fuels, including
antifreeze for vehicles, and asphalt, used mainly for road construction.
Downstream operations have also evolved to include the marketing and delivery of
these resource products directly to consumers. A common example is natural gas: the
downstream sector refines and delivers it to customers, while also offering additional products
and services that attract new users. In some cases, large oil and gas producers also operate
their own refineries or upgraders (a conversion plant that turns low quality oil into a lighter
synthetic product). As an example, Husky Energy, one of Canada’s largest energy companies,
owns and operates a number of industrial concerns, including an asphalt refinery in Alberta, an
oil upgrader in Saskatchewan, oil refineries in Saskatchewan and British Columbia, and various
ethanol plants in Manitoba and Saskatchewan (Husky Energy, 2015). The wide footprint of
downstream activities in Canada highlights the cross-national importance and impact of the oil
and gas industry.
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2.4 – Careers and Compensation

The Canadian oil and gas industry is complex and expansive, and there are a multitude of job
options within it, ranging from entry-level field-based work, to the management of multiple
billion-dollar companies. For those with labour backgrounds, and seeking physical challenge
and high salaries, it is usual to enter through the upstream sector, working in field operations
such as on drilling or service rigs. Field workers often labour on shift-work, are well
remunerated, and can ascend to field or service management positions. Those with trade
certification or technical training may compete with established companies and organizations
by incorporating their own business in the exploration and services sectors. Persons trained in
technical fields such as engineering, physics or geology, are valuable within all sectors of
industry, and may divide working time between field projects and a corporate office.
For those who labour in the oil patch, the standard working shift is 12 hours in length.
Drilling rigs and service companies regularly undertake these shifts day in and out, and arrange
major equipment moves, over long distances, and in all terrain and weather conditions. For
some workers in oil and gas, it is usual to have daytime and nighttime working shifts during a
rotation (number of days worked, followed by time off). For example, if the rotation is 21 days,
the crew begins with a week’s worth of day shifts, then has a 24-hour ‘turnaround’ (off-shift),
followed with a week’s worth of night shifts. The crew would then have seven days off work,
marking a complete rotation. Significant rates of compensation attract workers to the job:
during a busy season, a junior employee on a drilling rig can gross $80,000, with the same
position on a service rig paying around $60,000. Moving up the hierarchy, top-tier rig
employees can earn $130,000 per year or more (the recommended wage schedule for 2015 put
drillers at an hourly rate of $46.80. Assuming an 84-hour work week, a driller could earn over
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$11,000 per month – see the Canadian Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors, 2015 for
more). Other skilled labourers, such as tradespeople, can earn significantly more.
For many workers, the duration of oil and gas employment is variable and without
guarantees, and for those who are not tradespeople, no union representation currently exists.
There are, however, a number of oversight groups and associations that shape the industry
landscape and culture – and influence pay rates. The most prominent of these is the Canadian
Association of Oilwell Drilling Contractors (CAODC). Founded in 1949, the CAODC identifies
itself as “the unified voice of the Canadian drilling and service rig industry, and promotes safer
and more efficient operations through advocacy, communications and needed products and
services” (CAODC, 2015). The CAODC is governed by a board of directors comprised of
prominent figures in the oil and gas industry in Canada. The association is heavily involved with
worker training, from equipment operation through the promotion of safe work practices, and
continuous skills-based certification and upgrading. The CAODC also offers educational
scholarships to employees of its membership, regularly hosts media campaigns and radio
events, and keeps a running tally of drilling and service rigs working in Canada by week, month,
and quarter. It also publishes and promotes a yearly drilling and service rig wage schedule,
which has become the de facto industry standard for rates of hourly compensation for rig
employees. To the best of my knowledge, no such association exists for any other sector of the
oil and gas industry. The only other representation of this kind would be found in the local
union charters for various tradespeople. Unskilled labourers outside of a drilling or service rig
context have no access to such programs or support, unless they come directly from within the
company of employ.
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The CAODC, while decidedly not a union, does resemble one: it advocates on behalf of
workers and its membership; it provides education and scholastic support to industry; and it
issues reports and promotes public outreach. The information found on its website, in reports,
and in media campaigns conjures an organization that seeks to “Act in the best interests of its
member companies, their employees and the industry”, and “To be the leading advocate for
the Canadian petroleum service industry” (CADOC, 2016). While research participants often did
not agree with the mission statements and values promoted by the CAODC, they acknowledged
the power of the organization in its bid to transform the image of oil and gas workers from a
collection of largely negative stereotypes into one of highly-trained, well paid professionals.

2.4.1 - Alberta Communities & Oil and Gas Businesses
Statistics Canada places oil and gas work in the ‘Natural Resources’ sector, and this category
includes forestry, fishing, mining, and quarrying. In 2014, of the 372,600 Canadians working in
this natural resource sector, 47.9% of those were in the province of Alberta (Statistics Canada,
2015). That same year, CAPP alleged that the number of people who work in the Canadian oil
and gas industry alone was approximately 550,000 (CAPP, 2014) 1. The Provincial Government
of Alberta indicates that in 2014, approximately 121,500 people were employed in mining or
the oil and gas industry, and that one in every 16 jobs in Alberta was in service to the energy
industry (Alberta Energy, 2014).

1

It is important to remember that CAPP takes account of those who work in service to the industry, if not directly
in it, while federal statistics do not.
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The number of oil and gas-related businesses registered in Alberta is significant, and
listservs and public Web pages reflect this. According to Manta (www.manta.com), an online
business directory and discussion forum, which catalogues and provides links to registered
businesses in North America, as of February 2015, there were over 7,700 energy-related
businesses registered in the province of Alberta. 1,109 of those were in the ‘Oil and gas field
exploration services’ category, while 3,933 were registered in the ‘Oil and gas field services’
category.
Detailed exploration of Manta’s resources showed that over 380 communities in Alberta
hosted oil and gas-related businesses. The city of Edmonton was home to 459 of these, while
Calgary recorded a robust 2,630. Red Deer, an industrial sector town located halfway between
Edmonton and Calgary, showed 310. Historical oil and gas communities such as Drayton Valley
(151), Medicine Hat (150), and Rocky Mountain House (109) reflect their heritage through the
significant number of local energy-focused ventures. In 2015, more than 20 communities in
Alberta were home to 50 or more oil and gas-related businesses, and more than 80 had at least
10 such businesses. These numbers help to demonstrate the degree to which the oil and gas
economy is entrenched in Alberta.
In considering the sheer number of oil and gas businesses and companies active in
Alberta communities, a question suggests itself: what is the nature of the relationships these
communities have with the industry? As was learned in GP, the framework for these
relationships is known as social license, the permission that communities have granted the oil
and gas industry to pursue their extractive regimens (the concept of social license is introduced
here, so as to illuminate one of the key inner workings of an oil and gas town. For a more
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comprehensive treatment of the concept, see Chapter 4). This license is predicated on
exchange relationships, one in which the host community agrees to support the activities of the
particular company in question, both in terms of socially accepting it presence and through
providing labour, while the extraction company then employs members of the community and
provides economic and corporate support for local events and traditions. In this way, the
extractive company is perceived as a benefactor for the community, and the residents of the
community pledge their support by choosing to work for the company and defending its
activities to outsiders or others who may be critical. Without social license, oil and gas
companies could not operate in the long-term in small communities, so citizens and
representatives of active companies are highly attuned to the subtleties of these exchange
relationships.

2.5 – Research Background & Choosing a Site

During Master’s fieldwork, I spent three months spent researching the work crews on a drilling
rig in 2008. At that time, ‘safety’ was a popular byword in industrial work, and especially in the
oil patch. I had intended to base the research around learning about the existence (or nonexistence) of safety cultures on drilling rigs. As I learned, questions about safety were not well
received, by either those who worked on, supervised, or serviced the drilling rig. For a time, I
was unsure how to proceed, but realized the need to ask questions that resonated with
research participants. These tended to be focused on such things as the ‘oil patch lifestyle’
(money, recreational vehicles, partying), the importance and controversy of their work, and
where they saw themselves in Alberta’s (and Canada’s) social hierarchies.
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In time, I did learn much about safety, and its history in the drilling sector, but without
explicitly interrogating it. Instead, I earned the trust of my participants by spending many hours
with them, and assisting wherever possible with daily work. I came to understand that in the
1990s, oil companies with poor safety records were pressed by provincial regulatory agencies
to adopt more stringent operating policies. The intent was to improve safety and performance
records, thus reducing lost time work accidents and worker injury payouts. Over the next
decade, these policies became refined and adopted by most oil and gas companies operating in
Canada. Less compliant companies (referred to as ‘pirates’) continue to operate on the margins
of industry, but is it increasingly difficult to remain employed in the oil and gas sector with poor
safety performance records.
I discovered that the word ‘safety’ carried an inherent tension within it because for
drilling rig workers, it represented a disconnect between theory and practice. In Alberta, safety
protocols are often developed in executive suites in Calgary, and then drafted into voluminous
field policy manuals. Field operators receive these manuals, and are expected to comply with
their contents. At times, situations fall outside the dictates of the manual, and so workers alter
or bypass procedures, something I witnessed regularly on drilling sites. I also noticed
procedures being sidestepped or ignored out of sheer pique at how ridiculous they appeared to
workers on the ground, but more often this occurred when a rule or set of rules was physically
or logistically impossible to follow (see Houser, 2010, for more).
The doctoral research that forms the basis for this thesis was informed by my Master’s
experience, in particular as regards questions about the value of the communities oil and gas
workers reside in, what roles masculinity and gender play in the work, and how workers
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understand their relationships to the industry and the forces that govern it. The framework for
the doctoral research was broadened to include many other types of oil and gas workers
beyond those found on drilling rigs. My sense was that in order to seek a wider group of
participants, it was critical to reside in an established oil and gas community and base the
research there. In searching for a suitable field site, a number of towns and cities in Alberta
were researched, including Edmonton, Fort McMurray, Grande Cache, Lethbridge, and
Medicine Hat, and one in Saskatchewan, being Estevan. Fort McMurray seemed an obvious
choice, so I made a brief preliminary survey of the city. A number of factors encountered in
that short visit caused me to consider other sites more seriously. As an example, finding
acceptable housing posed a financial hurdle, as a one-bedroom apartment could easily cost
$2000 per month or more. Further, casual interactions with people around the city were not
encouraging. Fort McMurray boasts large numbers of migrant and seasonal workers, those
who often live elsewhere and leave the area when not on the job, and this ongoing liminality
has impacted the social landscape of the city. Given its international infamy surrounding oil
sands operations, highly-visible environmental shortcomings, and fragmented sense of
community (see, for example, Dorow & O’Shaughnessy, 2013; Ruddell, 2011; Taylor, et al
2007), there was a detectable wariness on the part of area residents. Those approached were
clearly uninterested in being further scrutinized by a curious outsider. Based on this
experience, and armed with the knowledge that locating research participants within the oil
and gas sector is challenging, I chose to consider other sites.
Following the Fort McMurray visit, a list of potential alternatives emerged. I decided
against Estevan, choosing instead to focus on Alberta-based industry. Edmonton’s large
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physical size removed it from serious consideration, with only approximately 18 months of
research time available. Having previously spent time in Medicine Hat and Lethbridge during
the Master’s fieldwork ruled them both out. Grande Cache, a former coal mining town, was too
small and remote for my purposes, so the only viable choice left on the list was GP, which was
not a last or undesirable choice in any way; in fact, it was the logical first or second choice. All
other towns and cities were weighted against it and Fort McMurray. GP kept emerging as the
most viable option, so the city of approximately 60,000 people, with considerable oil and gas,
timber, agriculture and ranching histories, became my home and research base from late
October of 2012 until the end of July, 2014. Located approximately 450 kilometers northwest
of Edmonton, in the Peace Region, the city incorporated in 1914, and celebrated its centennial
anniversary in 2014, drawing tens of thousands of visitors from all over the region (City of
Grande Prairie, 2014). It is a known hub centre in the area for work and recreation, regularly
drawing day trippers, shoppers, hunters, and recreationalists from all over northern Alberta,
British Columbia, the Territories and beyond. Importantly, GP is located in the heart of
Alberta’s Peace Region, and has an active oil and gas footprint larger than South Korea
(AlbertaCanada, 2014). It is part of a community that has attracted workers, investors, and
entrepreneurs, as well as hustlers and thrill seekers from across Canada, and internationally. By
making that community my research base, opportunities arose to explore related social
networks as they connected across working, living, and social mores.
Preliminary research showed that GP was home to hundreds of small and medium size
enterprises, with oil and gas extraction and services, leisure, and shopping accounting for the
bulk of these (Manta, 2014). It also boasted a young population: in 2011, the median age was
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30.3 years, well below the Alberta average of 36.5 (Statistics Canada, 2011). Most notably,
2012 estimated household earnings were some of the highest in the country, at $126,877, with
the 2014 unemployment rate hovering at 4.7 percent (City of GP, 2014). The city has endured
crime rate spikes over the past decade, mostly related to drunk driving, vehicular theft, and
drug trafficking (In 2010, Maclean’s magazine ranked GP as the seventh most crime-ridden city
in Canada). On paper, the city seemed to have much in common with Fort McMurray, minus
the massive work migrations.
Although I lived in GP, my fieldwork took place across the Peace Region (see Figure 1.5),
an area with a wealth of First Nations, trapper, trader, agricultural, and settler history. Sonamed for its proximity to the Peace River (Leppard, 1935), this vast parkland region occupies
the north-western corner of the province, and spans an area of 390,000 km2, making it larger
than Norway. The Peace Region sprawls from northwestern Alberta into British Columbia, and
meeting with research participants meant routinely traveling hours by vehicle, including driving
west to Fort St John, BC; south to Fox Creek, AB; north to Peace River, AB; and east to Slave
Lake, AB. In the early stages of research, a willingness to cover long distances, in all weather
conditions, was crucial to meeting up with participants. Doing so connected me with many
people that would have been missed if research activities had been limited to GP proper and
nearby surrounding areas (for a map of Alberta, see Figure 1.6).
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Figure 1.5 – Map of Alberta’s Peace Region
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Figure 1.6 – Map of Alberta (courtesy of www.maps.com)

2.5.1 – Site Description and History
As noted in the section previous, GP is a northern Alberta community, and as determined by
the 2016 Canadian Census, the 7th largest city in Alberta (Statistics Canada, 2016). The city is
surrounded by large tracts of prairie and mixed farmland to the west, north, and east, and to
the south lie vast arboreal forests, which support the timber industry in the region (See Figure
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1.7 for a photograph of the city, facing south). Being the largest center in the Peace Region, GP
has evolved into a hub for commerce, employment, and tourism. Primary industries include
forestry, oil and gas, and agriculture, and the cultural makeup up of the city reflects this
working heritage: businesses open early and close late, to accommodate the unpredictable
schedules of workers and travelers. Entering the city by vehicle from any direction yields
roadways dotted with restaurants, gas bars, and hotels. Employment signs and banners
seeking skilled workers and tradespersons are frequently posted on major in-bound roads,
further evidence of GP’s reliance on labour economies. In further homage to a culture of shift
work, 24-hour convenience food and gas bar offerings are numerous, and the access ways to
them are large, to accommodate the oversized vehicles that are usual to the area.
Roadways in GP are notoriously variable, given that they have been constructed on the
unconsolidated terrain usual to the area, which locals refer to as ‘muskeg’. In winter times, it is
usual for cracks, impressions, and potholes to open up on major roads, and to expand
throughout the season. By the time the snow has melted, they can be of significant size, and
are referred to humorously by residents. For example, one participant, when describing a city
landmark, made reference to a “crater that you could lose a Civic [small car] in”. As a result,
roads in the area are often patchwork, and continuously under construction.
Seasonally, the climate in the Peace Region is highly varied. Winters are long and
arduous, with much snowfall and cold temperatures. By comparison, spring and summer are
short and warm, with high humidity and frequent wind gusts. GP’s northerly latitude restricts
the amount of sunlight hours available in winter time, and amplifies it during spring and
summer months (See Figure 1.8). It is not unusual for twilight to fall after midnight during the
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months of July and August, offering residents the opportunity to extend participation in
outdoor activities. As such, locals are active in many outdoor activities, including camping,
recreational sports, canoeing, hunting, boating and river rafting, and driving off-road vehicles.

Figure 1.7 – City of GP at dusk (courtesy of CBC)

Figure 1.8 – GP sunset in spring (Houser, 2014)
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Although designated a village in 1914, the history of GP begins much earlier. Originally
the hunting territory of a number of First Nations peoples, including the Dane-Zaa (or Beaver),
Cree, and Iroquois, by the 19th century, the plains region north of GP had become increasingly a
destination for homesteaders and agriculturalists (Leonard, 2005). A fledgling town site sprang
up in the early 20th century, and by 1919, GP had received designation as a town. By 1958, it
had achieved city status (City of GP, 2017), and had a population of around 7,600. The oil and
gas discoveries at Leduc ten years earlier had spurred interest in exploring the Peace Region,
and as a result, the GP grew dramatically in size. The 1974 opening of a Proctor and Gamble
paper and pulp mill near the city triggered a significant population boom in GP (Pulp & Paper
Canada, 2003), as did the 1977 discovery of the Elmworth deep basin gas field (City of GP,
2017). The crash of oil prices in the early 1980s saw GP resized as residents left for other job
opportunities, but another population boom occurred in 2006-2007, due again to excitement
over rising oil and gas prices. In recent years, GP has continued to attract new residents at
rates higher than the Canadian average: census data from 2016 shows that GP’s population
grew 12.8% between 2011 and 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2017), despite the economic downturn
that has been plaguing Alberta since mid-2014.
Demographically, the city of GP is a mixed Anglo-European community, with English
spoken as the primary language by nearly all residents. According to the 2016 Census, of the
61,380 residents accounted, 61,100 spoke English, with 4130 speaking French (Statistics
Canada, 2017). The third most spoken language in GP, Tagalog, showed 2,595 speakers (Ibid,
2017). Prior to 1981, GP experienced low immigration rates, with spikes from 2006-2010 and
2010-2016. However, the majority of GP residents – 46,405 of the 61,340 accounted - identify
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as third-generation or more in terms of their status as Canadian, with 42,885 identifying as
being of European origin, specifically, English, Scottish, Irish, German, and French, in that order
(Ibid, 2017). Filipinos are the most visible minority in GP, numbering 3,105 in the 2016 Census
(Ibid, 2017), and accounted for a large percentage of the workers represented in the food
service and hospitality industries usual to GP 2.

2.6 - Research Design

The research that forms the basis for this doctoral thesis grapples with questions of how gender
and masculinity are understood and performed in the ebb and flow of working and social life in
an Alberta oil and gas community. Tugging at these threads proved challenging, and
throughout the research and the subsequent writing, my own notions of anthropology,
specifically what the discipline can offer and how it is performed, were both contested and
reinforced. If anthropologists, trained to problematize, employ what Heggenhougen has
termed a “Yes, but…” (1993: 282) approach to learning and inquiry, then it is fair to say that for
many oil and gas workers, the framework for inquiry would manifest in a statement, rather
than a question: “Get it done, no matter what”. For the oil and gas industry, expeditious
outcomes are highly valued, and researching among outcome-oriented people and cultures can
test one’s ability to practice nuance and consideration.
Good anthropology, though, is methodical, and attenuated to scales of difference. My
own understanding of the practice of anthropology places the focus around observing, being
with, and asking about people, places, and ideology, and then attempting to make clear the

2

As noted in the introduction, GP demonstrates ethnic and migrant diversity, but such diversity is significantly less
represented in oil and gas work.
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why of it all. And, if necessary, to offer an informed justification of practices or actions that
appear unusual out of context. It stands to reason, however, that some people, places, and
ideologies are not easily justifiable, and in such cases, the anthropologist must be willing to
draw inferences and reach conclusions that do not provide neat resolution. In this, the
anthropologist is more likely to be what Lynd termed, “a constructive troublemaker” (1939:
189). As this thesis makes clear, residents of oil and gas communities have a vested interest in
the prosperity that the industry can bring. This also means there exists a willingness to query
the intent of outsiders who appear questioning or critical of the industry. As is shown in later
chapters, considerations of environmental, social, and other issues that extractive resource
work can raise are not automatic on the part of the industry and those who labour within it.
Those who question the benevolence of the industry are likely have their masculinity
questioned, or simply be disregarded as extremist or politically radical. The industry is broadly
intolerant of criticism, and inculcates this intolerance into its workers, which can complicate
undertaking social research that asks difficult questions of participants.
Prior to beginning field research in GP, beyond one casual acquaintance, I had no
previous contacts. Preliminary research into a number of drilling and service companies
headquartered in GP yielded a considerable pool of potential contacts, and I was confident in
my abilities to meet and attract participants. As it happened, my lone acquaintance proved
well connected, and was instrumental in assisting me in finding local employment, providing
insider oil and gas gossip, and suggesting interesting people to interview. One of his early
remarks, “You are in the right place, man, the right place for what you wanna do” often rang
true, and I remain indebted to him and his family.
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In designing and planning my research project, three key components needed to be
accounted for: the type of methods to be used in collecting data; the type and quantity of
research participants desired; and the reasonable duration of field study. As my research was
expected to encompass a number of sites, actors, and interests, ethnographic methods such as
participant observation, interviewing, and job shadowing could prove useful in eliciting rich and
comprehensive data. Previous research had demonstrated that the above methods worked
well among drilling rig workers, and having learned that much of what happens on a job site,
for example, is loaded with symbolic meaning, employing participant observation and job
shadowing would be integral in decoding such meaning, while being unobtrusive. As
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, ethnography does not announce itself to research
participants, but its power lies in the careful and systematic analysis of seemingly mundane
occurrences. Tanya Murray Li takes this notion further when she writes “Ethnographic research
obliges the ethnographer to confront the gap between the chaotic ‘common sense’ of lived
realities and the schemes he or she must apply in making sense of them. It disrupts the
ethnographer’s prior categories and assumptions, exposing uncharted territory where familiar
categories don’t hold” (2014: 5). Many times, during the writing of this thesis, her concise
words rang true, and they served as both a challenge and warning.
Good ethnographic interviewing seeks to elucidate participants’ understandings of how
they live and navigate their particular worlds (Seidman, 2006; Van Manen, 1990). While many
researchers overestimate the number of interviews they can expect to conduct, I was at pains
to be realistic. With a proposed research timeline of 18 months, a goal was to achieve 50
formal interviews. In order for an interview to meet the criteria of ‘formal’, it had to be pre-
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arranged, audio-captured, and be organized around a rubric of specific questions. As it
happened, I was able to arrange formal interviews with 22 persons, 7 women and 15 men.
Eight of these participants agreed to follow-up interviews, on as many as three separate
occasions, and a number of interview ‘sessions’ exceeded three hours in length. For all formal
interviews, the question rubric, which totaled 15 initially and evolved to 21, was administered,
and it was usual that interviews deviated significantly from pre-selected topics. It was also
usual that those interviewed had a particular agenda or focus, and pains were taken to both
capture the spirit of their words and practice “the art of hearing data” (Rubin and Rubin, 2012).
Additionally, 13 semi-formal interviews were conducted. These were not audiocaptured or organized around a standardized question rubric. I took comprehensive written
notes during these interviews, however, and sought clarification from a number of interviewees
at later dates regarding questions or assumptions that resulted from the original interaction.
One of these interviewees eventually agreed to a formal session, and became a key participant
in the later stages of the research. By that time, we had developed very good rapport, and he
was instrumental in filling in historical timelines and connecting me with other persons in the
community who had both worked in and been familiar with oil and gas for many years. Not to
be discounted were the dozens of smaller, less regimented interviews, chats, and conversations
had in coffee shops, at the grocery store, on the job, and in bars, cafes, and company vehicles.
The substance of these interactions was often focused around the more mundane occurrences
of working in oil and gas, which offered many opportunities to understand how participants
understood these experiences.
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Previous research with drilling rig workers had led me to understand that the oil and gas
industry can be suspicious of outsiders. I theorized that finding employment within it would
improve access. Prior to being employed in the industry, early recruitment strategies were met
with very limited success. Obtaining employment with a local electrical company was a
significant breakthrough, and overnight, access to trades workers increased exponentially, and
added depth and scope to the research. Being able to accompany co-workers to remote job
sites, attend company meetings, and participate in setting up a new equipment shop brought
richness and direction to the research. An unexpected bonus emerged from my lack of formal
work skills: as a new employee without trades certification, I was actively mentored by coworkers and managers. This had the effect of exposing me to multiple teaching and
demonstration styles, along with accompanying worker ideologies. This made for particularly
rich job shadowing, and as I was expected to ask questions, enabling the combining of research
with learning new work skills.
Unlike the Master’s work, which was largely confined to the action of the drilling rig on a
particular work site, the doctoral research was necessarily multi-sited. Choosing to seek
participants from all sectors within oil and gas is to situate oneself on constantly shifting
terrain, and it was often a struggle to make the necessary code switches from chatting with a
field worker while knee-deep in mud, to conducting a formal interview with a company
manager hours later. As well, having multiple sites meant regular travel was necessary, in all
weather conditions. Driving for two hours during a winter blizzard only to experience a lastminute interview cancellation or a failure on the part of the interviewee to turn up entirely was
markedly frustrating and maddeningly usual. The fact of the matter is that the study of an oil
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and gas community is a considerable test of one’s ability to ‘do good anthropology’. There can
be found many qualities and characteristics worthy of admiration in an oil and gas community,
but also encountered are the practice and promotion of highly-gendered, dogmatic, and noninclusive forms of industrial capitalism. Given this, there is value in exploring the ideologies,
actions, and understandings of a community for which the perpetuation of oil and gas ideals –
those values, attitudes, and expectations that yoke people together in their labour pursuits –
are necessary. The preceding should best be discussed in bright light, regardless of the
researcher’s own sensitivities towards co-workers, those with whom he shared meals, and
those who formally participated in the study.
In understanding that natural resource extraction is a key component of Canada’s
economy, it can be assumed that there are economic, social, and political impacts felt far from
the sites of production. In ways, GP can be viewed as a living case study, one in which
economics, migration, and work commingle and offer up larger insights into Canada’s economic
development and history, the gender and masculinity values that both prop up and
problematize the oil and gas industry, and the vibrancy and alienation of rural community life.
Places such as GP exist as centers that both provide the labour necessary for extractive
resource work, and simultaneously act as the destination for such work. Workers themselves
are expendable resources, in that they trade their labour for an opportunity to earn a large
salary, complicit in the fact that they can also be used up, like the oil and gas they seek deep in
the ground. The work and the resulting lifestyle has many costs, including social, human, and
environmental.
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It is the contradictions of life usual to GP that are at the root of its complexity. The
undercurrent of oil and gas that runs through the region, drawing people in, overworking and
overleveraging them, only to crush them in times of market upheaval stands in marked contrast
with a community that prides itself on inclusiveness, entrepreneurialism, and community
development. The existence and maintenance of such differing ideologies within a relatively
intimate space adds to GP’s electricity as a place, one where narratives are complicated by both
internal and external factors, and where people can rise from modest beginnings to the upper
echelons of the working class, only to return to humble beginnings during the next bust cycle.
This balance of tensions, a complicated and varied history, and the impressions left on the
region by those who live, work, and pass through it all conspire to render GP a community that
is vibrant, complex, and disquieting.
Adding to this complexity, many residents of GP understand there to be an inherent
societal need for oil and gas, and an equally powerful incentive for Alberta to provide for such
need. It is little wonder that oil and gas workers are highly supportive and protective of their
livelihoods: Alberta’s economy is largely based on extractive resources, and without the
considerable wealth generated by oil and gas revenues, the province risks a return to the
humble pre-oil years, when it was a relative backwater, agricultural in orientation, and lacking
in political clout. The province’s particular economic history, its relatively sudden success as an
energy provider, and its working-class sensibilities have all fed a culture that is at best reactive,
innovative, and accessible, and at worst, small-minded, nepotistic, and politically narrow. All
these things have implications for Canada.
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2.6.1 - Locating Participants
Much of this thesis is focused on examining the working and social lives of residents of GP, to
demonstrate that such lives are imbued with complexity, contrast, and, at times, contradiction.
Throughout the chapters that follow, a host of ideals that act to support, sustain, and render
impervious to criticism the projects of oil and gas that are usual to the GP region are explored.
Included are those which encourage GP residents and workers to promote tightly-bounded and
conservative gender roles and masculinity expectations; to carry out acts of random and
purposeful generosity; to perpetuate the understanding that earning large salaries leads to
forms of ‘freedom’; to instill a firm belief in the ability of oil and gas exploration to endure; to
nurture the notion that the projects of oil and gas are a major contributor to Canada’s
economic stability and world prestige; to endorse oil and gas work as an opportunity to
negotiate or write one’s own economic and social history; and to embolden workers in
leveraging their labour in an favorable job market. It is hoped that through exploring these
ideals, a clearer view of how GP sees and sustains itself, and how it copes with the more
challenging aspects of life in a resource extraction community, has emerged.
In interrogating masculinity, gender, work, and life in a northern Alberta oil and gas
community, it could be assumed that race and ethnicity would also be categories of
examination. In fact, this thesis and the research that comprises it do not explicitly focus on
these categories, and the reason for this exclusion has to do with demographics: the ethnic
makeup of GP is relatively homogenous, as is shown in Chapter 2, Section 2.5, and this
homogeneity is even more focused where oil and gas workers are concerned. In fact, the only
participant in the research that was not identifiably Caucasian had originated from Algeria,
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while one other participant hailed from Quebec and identified as a Francophone. These two
persons constitute the sum of ethnic diversity among research participants in this study.
This homogeneity extended to the employment I held with an electrical company:
during my 9-month tenure, the branch that employed me, and which had a few dozen
employees, hired one mechanic who originated from Senegal, and another who had come from
Mexico. Neither employee fitted well into the existing company culture, and within a few
months, the mechanic from Senegal took a job with a different company, relocating to a larger
city. In speaking with research participants about their own experiences with diversity and
ethnicity, it appears that the particular demands of labour work in the oil and gas industry can
heavily influence the ethnic composition of a work force: oil and gas work demands much of an
employee, and these demands reach far beyond simply ‘being on the clock’. For those whom
family or religious priorities supersede job obligations, oil and gas work is a poor fit. Given the
high rates of remuneration for the work, it is also likely that those who do not fit well into the
cultural categories usual to the oil and gas industry can quickly be replaced by those who can or
do. This thesis acknowledges this point, but is focused on the interplay of gender and
masculinity in work and social life in GP, so as to better pull at the layers of complexity that
drive and support the industry, while attracting and recruiting men and women that can be
profitably molded by its culture.
A good deal has been written about accessing hard-to-reach research populations
(Abrams, 2010; Atkinson and Flint, 2011; Faugier and Sargeant, 1997; and Levine et al, 2011),
and the focus has typically been oriented to marginalized populations that suffer from chronic
violence, economic depression, and health care crises. I contend that oil and gas workers
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should be included under the umbrella of ‘hard-to-research’ populations, but for different
reasons: they are generally not economically deprived but advantaged, and although crime and
drug activity occur within resource-based communities (see Parkins and Angell, 2010; Ruddell,
2001; and Ruddell et al, 2014), this does not necessarily make them difficult to access. Oil and
gas workers can and do experience social marginalization, but their earning capability offers
them outlets, in the form of hobbies, pursuits, and leisure, that other labourers can never
realize.
Oil and gas workers are difficult to access for two significant reasons, those being that
they are often suspicious of outside interest in their work and working lives, and that the work
they do is encoded in a type of performative masculinity that prioritizes ‘doing’ the job over
talking about it. Faced with this and other obstacles that barred access, it was necessary to
develop a three-pronged approach to attracting participants: making use of ‘cold calling’;
posting on local social media and physical message boards; and building my local social capital
through volunteering and involvement in community affairs. This multi-tiered approach did not
yield immediate results, but eventually led to networks that significantly impacted the research
and experience of living in an oil and gas community.
Early on in the research, it was useful to assemble a list of names of companies that
were well established in GP. Initial attempts to recruit participants were undertaken through
cold calling such companies, which meant phoning unknown persons or arriving unannounced
at a place of business. This method was largely unsuccessful, as companies construct
safeguards that are difficult to pass through without accreditation. As I usually had no
appointment of particular name to pass along, the cold-call often ended abruptly. Deciding to
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take a more aggressive approach, I decided to try appearing in person at a company. However,
without an appointment, this strategy was no more successful than making phone calls: my lack
of contacts was a considerable barrier, and interested outsiders were not easily admitted.
Without a concrete reason for making an appointment, such as a job interview, a meeting, or a
sales pitch, receiving one was unlikely. This proved doubly so if the word ‘research’ was
mentioned, especially outside of a natural sciences context. As I learned, the word ‘research’
conjured notions of undercover journalists or spies in the employ of competing companies (as
relayed by a participant in 2013).
Trying to fail forward, I drafted a telephone and email message that ran as follows:
Good morning, [Name], my name is Dan Houser, and I am a graduate student who is
doing a year-long research project focused on oil and gas work in the Peace Region. I
am wondering if it is possible to schedule a brief meeting with you, to discuss the goals
of my project, and if [Company] would like to be involved. I can be reached at [my
local cell number]. Thank you, [Name], and I look forward to hearing back from you
soon.
Over time, the draft was modified to include names of persons I knew, and the language was
made less timid - assertiveness being a quality much admired in the oil and gas industry. As my
local reputation established and expanded, it became usual to dispense with a formal opener
and simply ask if a certain person would be able to meet briefly at a convenient time.
Furthermore, my affiliation with GPRC as its first Visiting Scholar conferred considerable local
legitimacy with companies and entrepreneurs. My own university, far away in another
province, could well have been on a different continent in terms of its importance to my
research participants; it simply was not local enough to have any significance.
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After a few months of living in GP, the usefulness of local social media suggested itself.
In relocating from Toronto, I had used the web-based classified service, Kijiji (www.kijiji.ca), to
find accommodations. I had been overwhelmed with responses to my advertisement, leading
to the hypothesis that web-based classifieds were well-utilized in GP. This assumption proved
correct, and in particular, Kijiji, is very popular in GP. It is both an on-line service for buying and
selling, and a meeting place for soliciting volunteers, offering rideshares, promoting community
outreach groups, and viewing local and area cultural events and happenings. It also fits well
with GP’s sense of adventure and spontaneity. In time, Kijiji became a part of my own social
backdrop, being used to find new accommodations, join volunteer groups, search out likeminded musicians, and generally catch up on local gossip.
Realizing the potential to reach a wide local audience, I placed a concise recruitment
notice on Kijiji, complete with a photograph of oil well pumpjack at sunset, a scene that would
be familiar to the people who could contribute to the study (see Figure 1.9). The language of
the advertisement was carefully chosen: it need to sound enthusiastic, but the tone kept light.
It must also assure potential participants that any meeting would be brief, and could be
arranged around their own schedule. As it happened, the first response came in within 5 days,
which led to the first formal interview of an oil and gas industry worker. Over the next 12
months, I posted regular notices on Kijiji, and it proved to be an effective way to gain access
groups of workers through snowball sampling, as they then connected me to others, building a
pool of networks and resources.
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Work in the Oil and Gas Industry?
I want to talk to you!

I am an anthropology student interested in the stories and experiences of people who work in
the Alberta oil patch. We can meet at a time and place of your choice, and I will ask you some
questions about what you do, how long you’ve been doing it, and what your career path looks
like. These questions only take about 30 minutes, but if you have more to say, I am happy to hear
it.
For more information, please contact:

Figure 1.9 – Kijiji recruitment notice (Houser 2013)

Dan Houser
Phone: [Redacted]
Email: [Redacted]

Modest success was also realized in posting recruitment notices in grocery stores and
hardware shops. Additionally, these notices were placed on the GPRC campus, which resulted
in a number of interviews and referrals. Given that the College offers both academic and trades
training, there was ample opportunity to interact with students who were actively working in
the oil and gas industry. These interactions often led to interviews, and in some cases, job
shadowing (see below for more on this). Furthermore, many students at GPRC come from
families that work in the industry, and success in targeting that population for research was
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assisted by my regular presence on campus, teaching guest lectures, and having access to a
private office space for interviews. Overall, student participants were less suspicious of my
research, and in some cases, offered support for the topic of study. Their views also
contributed integrally to my understanding of GP’s place as both an oil and gas producer and as
a community.
In addition to cold calling and posting on social media to access participants, applying to
volunteer with a local learning council yielded another subset of participants. Having previous
experience as an adult English language tutor, I was able to assist a number of educationally
disadvantaged adult learners during the time in GP. Learning with them was both personally
rewarding and an excellent way to connect with educators, civil servants, and community
outreach groups. Being affiliated with the learning council meant it was permissible to attend
monthly meetings, where I could mingle with local artists and mental health activists, as well as
long-time local volunteers and charity representatives. While volunteering did not directly yield
as many participants as other strategies, it did connect me with residents and social groups in a
myriad of ways, including local government officials, mental health workers, outreach
coordinators, and historians. As a result, a more nuanced understanding of the views and
values of civil and social actors in an oil and gas community was discerned.
As mentioned above, being able to job shadow participants, and eventually co-workers
in my job with the electrical company, added significantly to the depth and width of the
research. I noted a tendency among participants to want me to witness and participate in their
labours, rather than to simply describe them to me. This was a way of both communicating and
experiencing the work they performed in a fashion that was understood to be superior to
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description. In one instance, on a hot summer’s day, far from paved roads and deep into the
timber, myself and a co-worker sweated and struggled with repairing a machine. While keeping
an eye out for bears in the area, he remarked, “See, ya gotta experience this, ya can’t just talk
about it, means nuthin’”. It was during this type of job shadowing that I came to understand
that for many workers in the GP region, experience was the greatest teacher and the litmus test
of capability. Being able to demonstrate one’s working worth is far more important than simply
talking about it, and such ideals are in line with masculinist assumptions that are explored
throughout this thesis: they inform the kinds of work that men do, how they understand such
work, and how they perform it. Without being able to job shadow, it would have been much
more difficult to access this deep stream of gendered, experiential learning that is offered up
while on the job.
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Chapter 3

3.0 – Masculine Agency in Oil and Gas Work

Oil and gas work, as Miller (2004) observed, is a masculine enterprise, “not only in the historical
and contemporary demographic composition of its employees, but in its assumptions, values
and everyday practices” (2004: 48). Within this enterprise, performances of masculinity play
out in multiple sites. One site of particular interest to this thesis is the act of manual labour, a
common feature of oil and gas work. All of the research participants who were currently
working in or had worked in oil and gas had spent time in labour positions. Labour work has its
own sensibilities and values, and generates notions of what it means to work and who should
do what kinds of work. These notions are powerful, and can serve as ways to characterize and
reinforce class distinctions. Dunk (1991) discovered that for ‘the Boys’, working-class males in
small-town northern Ontario, work was less a meaningful pursuit than one in which time is
marked off by doing as little as possible or in having fun, especially at the expense of bosses or
supervisors (1991: 140-147). Here, work is understood as a simple activity that enables men to
earn money such that they can pursue hobbies, namely playing softball, gathering at a local bar,
or hunting and fishing. For ‘the Boys’, life is best apprehended through sets of lenses that
support the importance of their interests and understandings. Since they rarely have the
opportunity to overcome their working-class status, ‘common-sense’ approaches to the world
are favoured. These include being suspicious of strangers, keeping conservative politics, having
traditional heterosexual relationships, and valuing practical knowledge that demonstrates
‘hands-on’ experience (Ibid.: 132-160). For many who labour manually, lived experience and
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physical knowledge of the job trumps other ways of knowing, and this is especially true for oil
and gas work.
Many forms of labour work, including jobs in the oil and gas industry, are predominantly
male in their demographics and as such, are often sites of concentrated enactment of
masculinity. During a three-year stint as a female carpenter among mostly white men, Paap’s
(1998) gender and sexuality were constantly called into question, as was her rationale choosing
to perform such work. Her male co-workers understood women to be physically incapable of
doing the job well, and it was commonly believed only a certain ‘kind’ of woman would want a
job as a carpenter, such as “a bitch, a dyke, or a whore” (1998: 82). Her male co-workers,
including supervisors, assigned her demeaning nicknames, and routinely made crude, racist, or
inappropriate remarks to her and around her. Despite their coarse behaviour, Paap’s coworkers frequently complained that the freedom to properly express themselves was
constrained by company policies pertaining to harassment or discrimination (Ibid.: 95-107),
making what Carroll (2011) categorized as “appeals to injury or claims to disproportionate
representation that figure prominently in late twentieth-century discourses about the plight of
white manhood in American culture” (2011: 1). In this, they failed to recognize the privileges
that gender and masculinity can confer on white males. As Kimmel has pointed out, “White
men of all classes benefit from a system based on racial and gender inequality” (2011: xii),
including ones who perform labour and understand themselves to be disadvantaged or
victimized by nebulous societal structures.
Also usual to labour work are disconnects between the lived realities of those who
perform the work and those who oversee it. Finn (1998) found that in the mining communities
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of Butte, Montana and Chuquicamata, Chile, men who worked in mines were resentful of “big
shots” (1998: 120-123), office administrators and executives, and of former co-workers who
had taken jobs as managers. Feeding this alienation was sense of direct connection to the work
of mining: the male miner is a romantic figure, mythologized as valiant and brave, whose body
is locked in struggle against the Earth. The binary opposite of the miner is the mining company,
which, blinded by self-interest, fails to recognize the worth of its workers, and instead uses up
their bodies and communities, only to halt operations and relocate when the resources are
depleted. The enduring evidence of the mining operations, empty towns and fractured
topography, serves as a physical reminder to those left behind of the greed of the company,
and how it exploited generations of men as workers and women as caretakers of their sons and
husbands (Ibid.: 127-140).
To write meaningfully about masculine enterprises, ‘masculinity’ in various forms must
be confronted. I encountered a particular style of it during my previous research on drilling
rigs, where workers valued being stoic, competent and comfortable with mechanical
equipment, and were derisive of physical weakness. In the broader project of oil and gas,
masculinity is slippery. Connell’s (2005) writing on hegemonic masculinity, the idealized
dominant male masculinity that seeks to exercise control over females and lesser males, is
instructive. The organization of oil and gas work at the labour level is often hierarchical, and
encourages the emergence of an archetypal masculinity, one rigorously physical, independent,
authoritative, and decisive, resulting in a sort of hypermasculinity (Mosher and Sirkan, 1984,
propose a ‘macho personality constellation’, which encourages similar values). This emergence
is itself a space for the development of hegemonic masculinity, which is ultimately about the
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suppression or overpowering of femininity with its binary opposite: dominance. Masculinity, by
definition, becomes the absence of femininity. Since not all workers can achieve the archetype
– if anyone can, as Grant (1996) has suggested – there must exist multiple ‘types’ of
masculinities that workers can call upon or draw into play as necessary.
Through interviews, job shadowing, and employment with a GP-based company that
routinely contracted to the oil and gas industry, I learned that work hierarchies heavily
influenced the expression of masculinity. As an example, those who managed field crews from
the electrical company where I was employed shared certain traits: they were all large, tall
white males; they were extremely confident and assertive; and they all lead by example and
expected their crews to work as diligently as their leaders. Displaying both physical and ‘clever’
competence are masculine values in oil and gas work, and are desirable at all levels of job
hierarchy within the industry. Those who rise to leadership roles in the work crews, shops, and
plants have most often moved up through the ranks as field employees – they have a long
conversance with the culture, work, and expectations of the industry. They must then embody
the above values – competence, confidence, physicality – and embody them with greater clarity
than those they lead. There is little room for a field manager to have an ‘off’ day; they must be
willing and able to exemplify the type of masculinity usual to the job in order to maintain their
position and status.
So too, masculinity can transgress its own formulations. Filteau’s (2014) research
among drilling rig employees explored attitudes and understandings of what was meant “to be
a socially dominant man in today’s oilfield” (2014: 398). On the job sites visited, it was found
that workers were actively engaged in renegotiating the dominant masculinity of their
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occupational culture, inverting the old categories of “rugged, self-sufficient and self-made”
(Courtnay, 2006: 156), and breaking apart the existing hegemonic structures. Previous work
values had been focused around toughness, physical strength, and the ability to endure, but the
industry’s institution of rigid safety protocols has undermined traditional hegemonic
expressions of masculinity. Filteau observed that this had led some workers to adopt the
mantle of safety as a masculinist enterprise, thereby constructing a new dominant masculinity
category: that of the safe and cooperative worker, who leads by (safe) example, and actively
disciplines those that do not conform to the new standard. This new standard places emphasis
on team spirit, consensus building, positive relationships between workers, and encourages
asking for help with any task, a substantial renegotiation of the previously dominant
masculinity. As one of Filteau’s participants indicated, “There’s no such thing as a manly man
anymore” (Ibid.: 408).
An exploration of masculinity must also include women. Halberstam (1998) questions
what it means to be masculine, and for whom it is ‘proper’ to be or to act masculine. He
suggests traditional views of masculinity have been heavily symbolized by middle class, white
male bodies, despite women and minorities continually renegotiating the category (1998: 1-43).
In explicitly rejecting the traditional construction of masculinity as the province of white males,
a space is opened for exploring alternate forms of masculinity, moving beyond simple physical
performance. Although Halberstam’s work hinges on the notion of considering masculinity
without men, it has value here: work sites in oil and gas are largely homosocial places, where
stereotypes and proscriptions surrounding physical capability, individuality, and quickwittedness are deeply rooted. Halberstam reminds us to look beyond the obvious
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performances of masculinity, and recognize that there are likely to exist those that are deeply
transgressive, even within a largely male-dominated workscape. More comprehensive
understandings of masculinity can emerge when the traditional categories are deconstructed
and the normativity of masculinities examined where they are situated.
Women are subjected to male-dominated work paradigms in many industries, and those
who choose careers in oil face similar prospects. Miller (2004) interviewed over twenty women
working as oil industry professionals in Calgary, and discovered that not only were there few
women in positions of authority, but that they were expected to submit to an inherently
paternalistic work system (2004: 50-55). Women who successfully navigated career politics
found that simply mirroring usual male behavior was not enough, and that there were
seemingly different sets of rules for men and women in the job (Ibid.: 67-69). Despite various
forms of success as professionals in the oil industry, the women in Miller’s study were all
subjected to a masculinizing work system, one that rigidly enforced a code of traditional gender
rules and roles. A variant of such a system is usual to work culture in the GP region, and it
further masculinizes those working within the industry, while simultaneously feminizing those
who do not.
The scope of oil and gas work enables multiple performative masculinities (Butler, 1993;
Grant, 1996), which have emerged from a broader sense of what it means to be masculine in
work. For workers in the GP region, masculinity must be navigated, both in work performance
and in-group membership. They must both demonstrate particular masculine qualities while
working, qualities subject to constant negotiation dependent on whom they are interacting
with on the job site (administrators, contractors, co-workers), and also show that the ways they
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think about, perform, and portray their particular masculinity serves to define their
positionality in the larger physical and social worlds. The interplay of performance and
navigation is complex, and successful workers are well attuned to this interplay.
The remainder of this chapter is assembled into four sections that discuss and grapple
with structures and ideas that both encourage and prop-up the types of masculinities usual to
the project of oil and gas work. The first of these focuses on notions of peripherality and
‘frontierness’. The community of GP as a frontier – a destination that is physically removed
from a mainstream, urban centre and one that exists both as a physical and imagined boundary
of place – is integral to the construction and maintenance of this arena. Within that space are
narratives that heroize individuality, stoicism, and entrepreneurial innovation, all resonant in
the masculine culture of GP. Tall tales, stories, myths, and legends, based around
demonstrations of strength, drinking prowess, violence, and debauchery laid the frameworks
for masculine norms, and while there are those who resist the dominant discourses (see
Chapter 5, Section 5.3), there are more still who acquiesce and support them. Still, the
complexity of frontier life admits many views.
The second section is concerned with the perpetuation of actions that intimate human
dominance over a physical nature, one enacted through the work of extracting petroleum. The
oil and gas industry’s historical actions and attitudes toward the Earth are analogous of a
container. A container can be understood as a hollow repository, in which valuable things can
be stored, and in the project of oil and gas procurement, these valuables come in the form of
extractive resources, trapped in the Earth. A trash container is one filled with the refuse and
debris of life and living, and the projects of oil and gas often reduce the Earth from receptacle
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to dumping or hiding place for unwanted material generated by the work of procuring
hydrocarbons. Exploration companies use both depth and scale to conceal the extent of their
activities inside the Earth, underneath its surface. This cavalier enactment of domination aligns
with frontierist masculine values, ones that prioritize human triumph over nature, through the
of pitting machines against the Earth, in search of hidden resources.
The third section discusses how the perpetuation of the ‘self-made man’ is dependent
on a job market that favours employees over employers, one where the availability of work far
outstrips available workers. Such a situation enables and encourages labourers to become their
own bosses, which implies that a shift in class mobility is possible, all while reinforcing and
reifying masculine narratives of industrial work and the places where it is performed. The high
concentration of choices for would-be workers also has other implications, including
negotiating the meaning of company loyalty, self-advantage, and motivations, all of which are
understood to be closely linked to market fluctuations. These workers then redirect influence
back at the market, as expressed through expectations of salary, working hours, and ‘perks’,
incentives offered by companies to keep ‘good’ employees. The ability to choose whom to
work for, and when, and to expect a high degree of job mobility, is a substantial component of
masculinity in the GP region, and it is wielded expertly by trades workers and oil and gas
employees.
The final section focuses on how the high concentration of jobs available in the oil and
gas industry in the GP region has contributed to a disconnect between those who work ‘in the
field’ and those who ‘sit in town’. Values and sensibilities regarding work, leisure, and job
satisfaction are noticeably different among these two groups, and often at tension. Those who
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labour in oil and gas typically disparage those who do not, and question the ability of the other
to perform physically demanding work and to provide for their families. Town workers are seen
by oil and gas workers to be unable to perform the requirements that typify GP’s particular
style of masculinity. Those same town workers justify their choices by questioning the
necessity of such large salaries, and instead advocate spending more time with their families,
often questioning the intellect or morality of those who labour in oil and gas. Both groups
understand their choices to be the ‘right’ ones, and neither is convinced that the cost/benefit
analysis of the other is correct, or much worthy of respect.
The confluence of the above factors has resulted in types of performative masculinity
that are inescapable in the GP region. They have permeated the social, recreational, and
aesthetic landscapes of the area, and are evident in the vehicles that people drive, the clothing
they put on, and the conversations they have with each other. Such embeddedness sends
strong messages about gender and masculinity, and one of those messages is that it is good to
be a man in the GP region, especially a white one, employed in the oil and gas industry – public
markers of status and capability. However, they are also ones of possibility, and of
vulnerability, as the most recent economic downturn in Alberta has keenly demonstrated. It
remains to be seen if there will be significant renegotiations of what it means to be masculine
in the oil and gas industry, and who will perform that masculinity (and for whom), and how it
will be managed.

3.1 – Oil and Gas as a Frontier

“Frontiers are not just edges; they are particular kinds of edges where the expansive
nature of extraction comes into its own… Frontiers create wildness so that some –
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and not others – may reap its rewards. Frontiers are deregulated because they arise
in the interstitial spaces made by collaborations among legitimate and illegitimate
partners… They confuse the boundaries of law and theft, governance and violence,
use and destruction… and thus enable extravagant new economies of profit – as well
as loss”
(Tsing, 2005: 27)
In examining the values and motivations of those who work in oil and gas in GP, it emerged that
notions of GP as a ‘frontier’ needed to be interrogated: as participants spoke about enjoying an
“outdoor lifestyle”, “good quality of life”, and “community”, the implication that GP was
somehow mythical as a destination arose. Certainly, it was a place that could provide the
qualities above, chiefly through hard work and economic reward, but there remained the
suggestion that it was also a place where much more could happen, a place that represented a
frontier in the province, economically and imaginatively. What, exactly, is a frontier? Is it a
place? Is it a time? Is it an ‘it’? The malleability of the concept suggests that ‘a frontier’ can be
understood as all those things, and more (or less). ‘Frontier’ is a fraught word, fraught because
while frontiers can be destinations and sites, they can also be remembrances and evocations.
As Tsing notes, “A frontier is an edge of space and time: a zone of not yet” (2005: 28). The
implication, then, is that they are both socially and physically constituted, and perceived
publically and personally. Frontiers can be gendered, places where “a man could be a real man,
the rugged individual he was meant to be before civilization sapped his energy and threatened
his masculinity” (Cronon, 1995: 76). The sites of oil and gas are frontiers of their own, and offer
many opportunities for men to be ‘real’ and ‘rugged’, and for men to develop and negotiate
masculine expectations. Frontiers encourage the enacting and performing of being ‘a real
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man’, under a gaze wherein stoic, individualist expressions of masculinity are encouraged,
promoted, and shaped.
A frontier can be a place of prosperity and hope, and also generate despair and
alienation. Frontiers can be multiplicitous – technological, social, economic, medical, physical,
temporal, and on. Frontiers can be both full and empty – full of the stuff and waste of lived
lives and yet devoid, conjured in terms of a terra nullius or far-off place. Frontiers entice
people, encourage movement, inspire the drawing of lines on maps, signify colonialism, conjure
meanings of nature, and challenge individuality. Ideas about and of frontiers are necessarily
complex, changeable, and filled with movement and meaning.
In conceiving of GP as ‘destination and frontier’, it is useful to trace the arc of its
production back towards potential sources. The emblematic romance of a vast, untamed
frontier has social and historical cachet in GP, as conjured by the words of Turner, who
famously characterized American boundaries as “the outer edge of the wave - the meeting
point between savagery and civilization” (1920: 3). He credited this site of cultural collision
with “the promotion of democracy”, manifested through how “the frontier is productive of
individualism” (Ibid.: 30). In his seminal thesis, Turner argued that the frontier added
measurably to the character of its people. The following section is worth quoting at length
here:
“… [It is] to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics. That
coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical,
inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material
things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous
energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that
buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom”
(Ibid.: 37)
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Turner was not alone among Western writers that passionately championed the
challenges and opportunities represented by physical frontiers. Contemporary others, such as
Curzon (1907), Fawcett (1918), Holdich (1918), Jones (1945) and Whittemore Boggs (1940),
explored the political geography of these peripheries, and of the inherent difficulties of
demarcating boundaries, accounting for human migration, and organizing sufficient legal
enforcement. Many decades later, the ideas these geographers and scholars proposed are still
at play in the GP region, an area with its own complex history of people and doings, and where
the enormity of industrial ambition can appear limitless. The projects of oil and gas, forestry,
and large-scale agriculture and ranching have physically imprinted the terrain, bending the
landscape to the will and vision of those who labour there. Work sites have literally been
‘civilized’, in all attendant forms. Such civilization would not have been possible without the
exuberant application of the kind of effort and inventiveness that Turner so admired. A similar
admiration for the scope, scale, and sheer determination of the project of oil and gas is deeply
rooted in the GP region.
As the work of Turner and his contemporaries show, much of the power of the frontier
lies in its being imagined and idealized. Cronon (1995) understood the frontier as a “national
myth” that took root in American values systems. He further notes that frontiers can symbolize
a distrust of progress, exhibiting “ambivalence, if not downright hostility, of modernity and all
that it represented” (1995: 76). The irony here is that in idealizing the frontier as a place where
nature exists beyond modern human influence, it is simultaneously destroyed, as “the place
where we are is the place where nature is not” (Ibid.: 79). That the views of Tsing, Turner, and
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Cronon do not align, is no tragedy, but rather, speaks to the vastness and exploratory qualities
of frontiers as concepts, places, and ideas.
The oil and gas industry itself is a frontier, one that invokes the specter of Turner, and
communities such as GP are micro-representations of it. If oil and gas exploration is
understood as a continuous endeavour, one that is always seeking, always finding, and one that
is predicated on the ‘next’ discovery, the excitement of which helps to keep the entire
enterprise aloft, then it is truly a frontier, and one that exists perpetually. It has been fed,
nurtured, and magnified by an industry possessed of a ‘big strike/big play’ mentality, one that
fosters a relentlessly competitive spirit, and which richly rewards those who have outmaneuvered, outworked, and outwitted competitors. The hunt for oil and gas is the
manifestation of capitalistic vibrancy, and it is deeply ingrained in Alberta’s social fabric, history,
and identity.
Public exposure to the industry often comes through media sources, presented in tidy
snapshots of success and failures, which introduce buzzwords into the lexicon, such as “Arctic
sovereignty” or “energy security”. Energy companies also seek to project their own narratives
into public consciousness, fashioning (and refashioning) their corporate images to best
advantage. For example, in a 2012 campaign undertaken by Cenovus Energy, a major player in
Alberta’s oil sands, messages assuring Canadians that responsible resource development was a
first priority were packaged in slick television advertisements broadcast to prime-time
audiences. Five years later, the Cenovus message remained largely the same: “… To be a
responsible developer of one of Canada’s most important resources – the oil sands”, achievable
with “fresh, progressive thinking”, and the ability to “minimize our impact on the environment
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while producing energy resources the world needs” (Cenovus Energy, 2017). A reading of the
mission statements of other large resource companies active in Canada, such as Husky Energy,
Suncor, or Encana, yields similar language and ideals.
In spite of frequent coverage in news and popular media streams focused on the
industry, and energy companies enacting their own forms of damage control and proselytism,
the processes of oil and gas are opaque to those not directly involved with them. An enduring
reason for this lack of transparency has to do with peripherality, both in terms of the
geographic locales that oil and gas work is enacted within, and in terms of a sociallyconstructed frontier. The physical terrain where the work of exploiting natural resources takes
place is mostly removed from view, remote and difficult to access, often being performed in
rural locales under cover of trees, or far out to sea. Drilling rigs are not often seen in Toronto or
Vancouver – the work of resource extraction is done ‘elsewhere’. Rooted in these peripheries,
the project of oil and gas work itself can appear anachronistic: mechanistic, large-scale
enterprise plagued by stereotypes, public reaction, and costly missteps. Such an endeavour
seems out of place when considered from the vantage point of a large metropolitan centre. In
late modern Western society, there is a sense that it would be better to be less reliant on such
industry, or at least moving away from it. So too, physical distance diminishes oil and gas’s
vividness, and as a result, the industry is popularly invoked as damaging, corrupt, and polluting
or merely unevolved and quaint.
Yet, beyond these spaces and dialogues, ones where much of Canada assumes itself to
be post-frontier, actual frontiers continue to exist and emerge, as sites where workers migrate
to earn large salaries, and simultaneously imagine and reimagine their own individuality, place,
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and history. As Ingold has written, “Human beings do not construct the world in a certain way
by virtue of what they are, but by virtue of their own conceptions of the possibilities of being”
(2000: 177) [emphasis mine]. In this way, migrants to an economic frontier enjoy considerable
latitude in making the category over in their own image. There are dominant structures that
remain in place, but the category of frontier itself is largely fluid, to be determined by those
who seek it, and who then inscribe their own sensibilities onto it, which the next wave of new
arrivals then discover and themselves inflect. The frontier is both being perpetuated and
constantly being made over, resisting categorization, and instead existing as “a traveling theory,
a foreign form requiring translation” (Tsing, 2005: 31).
Comingling in this potent space are the resource extraction corporations themselves,
and they too rewrite the physical history of the sites they exploit, inscribing their presence onto
the lives and into the cultural mores of those who live and work in the shadow of the industry.
The extent of these physical, geographic, geologic, and social impacts is not inherently obvious
to those removed from these spaces and this demonstrates a dual failure: (1) on the part of
government and the public to hold resource companies accountable; and (2) as an indication of
the degree to which the industry controls public messaging and downplays the negative
outcomes of large-scale oil and gas development.
While ‘the frontier’ has for too long been conjured and cast as a highly Western and
individualized phenomena, anthropologists and others are troubling the traditional narratives.
Rodseth and Parker (2005: 4) point to the “burgeoning research on borders, diasporas, and
contact zones – those ‘transnational fields’ in which peoples, commodities, and cultural ideas
tend to mingle and recombine”. These spaces and places of action and transformation have
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attracted the interest of scholars such as Appadurai (1996), Donnan and Wilson (1999), Hannerz
(1996), and Wolf (1982), who have rethought the range and patterns of the making of frontiers.
Others, such as Anderson (1991), Sahlins (1989), and White (1991) have grappled with the
politics of identity at the borders of communities, explored the impact of imagination on the
formation of communities, local, social and national, and discussed the need for mediation
between parties who share an uneasy occupation of these contested spaces. Their work
increases the texture of our understanding of frontiers, adding layers to the scholastic
framework from which others can further explore the boundaries of boundaries.
As notions of frontiers, boundaries, and borders become more multi-dimensional, so
too must the acknowledgement of the complexities and impacts of multiple actors with
competing interests that operate within and around them. Michel Agier reminds us that “a
long moment of uncertainty has settled on the world. Precarious life lasts longer and people
grow used to it” (2016: 6). For him, a ‘border’ is a both a destination and an inescapable
present reality: movement implies the crossing of thresholds, the disturbing of lines that dictate
place and not-place. As a result, the view available from a ‘border’ is not the view from the
‘center’, and those who imagine borders as places of possibility and freedom, and then travel to
or through them, are transformed. Their view has been altered through and by movement, and
the world is consequentially different in the aftermath. This realization, that borders and
margins are always moving, further complicates migrant perspectives of place, being, and
history.
Beyond being places where economic, personal and social opportunities are imagined to
exist, frontiers have short social histories, for they are constantly being reimagined. In also

101

being what Tsing has termed “a space of desire” (2005: 32), what is possible in frontiers is
continually negotiated. The frontier that GP invokes is simultaneously economic and physical: a
site where a broad set of expectations about work, living, and relationships can be enacted, but
also a place, one of space, trees, rivers, and hills, far from metropolitan life elsewhere in
Alberta. The physical and social distance of GP from the mainstream encourages malleable
expectations of life and work. As such, citizens and new arrivals invoke varying degrees of
informal negotiation with community frameworks, and with the people, personalities and
activities usual to the place.
While Agier’s work focuses on the ramifications of borders and liminality for migrant
diasporas, there are also implications for those who work in oil and gas. Life is precarious in
frontier towns, places where citizens are exposed to the dominant norms and then cycled
through channels of integration, intended to instill those norms or inspire the would-be citizen
to seek refuge elsewhere. In thinking through this processual cycle, I was reminded of listening
to a co-worker describe performing a count and physical inspection of his livestock. As he told
it, animals were herded from holding pens into a narrow chute, one which would eventually
hold them fast, where they could be inspected, and given the necessary injections. Leaving the
pens, the animals were guided down a corridor, which branched into a ‘Y’ shape, and those that
needed inoculations were forced to the right, while those that did not were pushed to the left.
The norming processes that new arrivals to frontier towns undergo are similar. Like Schütz’s
stranger, the person seeking to “be permanently accepted or at least tolerated” (1944: 499), a
citizen must ‘fit’ within sets of work and community expectations, and that fit will be socially
pressured and tested. Those that are receptive or predisposed to the dominant narratives
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integrate into the community successfully, while those who are unable or unwilling to do so are
‘selected out’, pressured to leave their working and social groups through sanctioning,
harassment, lack of mobility, job demotion, and other means. Despite the appeal of an
economic frontier, there are still considerable barriers to citizenship.
Simultaneously, those who seek out frontiers must navigate expectations of femininity
and masculinity. Frontiers enable and support masculine expression, and as this dissertation
explores, working and social life in GP is highly masculinized. The oil and gas frontier
formulates and encourages particular expressions of masculinity, ones which shape the ways
workers appear, act, and communicate. Notions of the ‘wildness’ of the frontier and the
opportunity to negotiate different ways of being also influence these expressions, and the
promise of adventure, of the kind that involves physical effort, heroism, and the celebration of
man’s triumph over nature, powerfully link masculinity with frontier desire and possibility.
These features both attract people to an oil and gas town such as GP, and serve to repel them.

3.2 – Conceiving of Nature

The relationships that the project of oil and gas have with nature are complex and far reaching.
The act of exploration is centered around locating and retrieving valuable natural resources,
many of which are difficult to access. The companies that seek for these resources mobilize
capital, expertise, teams of workers, highly technologized equipment, and machines capable of
radical geographic alteration (as captured by the images of Burtynski, 2009). Moore (2012)
reminds us that “financialization has environmental consequences” (2012: 32), and that the
“relations of power, labor, and capital move through, not around, nature” (Ibid.: 31). Support
for such an assertion can be found in the oil and gas industry’s attitudes to its work, which
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include two concurrent understandings of nature. The first of these concerns the construction
of a physical nature, often understood as ‘landscape’ or ‘the environment’, a place imbued with
real and symbolic value (Greider and Garkovich, 1994). This physical nature is apprehended
both as a place that is constituted by the work performed there and as a repository of valuable
resources which are obscured from view – they must be sought. It can only be, in Muir’s words,
“the great fresh, unblighted, unredeemed wilderness” (1979: 317), and its physical presence
provides the necessary starting point for resource exploration.
Undergirding the continuing quest for oil and gas are three explicit assumptions
regarding a physical nature. The first of these has to do with the “inactivity” of the site of
exploration, where “the landscape itself appears inert: ready to be dismembered and packaged
for export” (Tsing 2005: 29). The second is that the resources of the Earth are available as ‘free
goods’, what Peet notes to be “of no value other than that given by the economy” (1992: 48).
The third is that the Earth has a seemingly unlimited capacity for absorbing and offsetting the
impact of intense industrial activity. These assumptions contrast with what biophysical systems
show to be true, chiefly that “society is part of a world where physical factors are often
important and sometimes dominant, where some things are physically impossible, and where
people have limited (albeit still considerable) freedom to choose their futures” (Ibid.: 49). The
drive for profit while looking to global markets and economic trends for information has seen
the oil and gas industry, at best, ignore or rationalize away the problematizing of these
assumptions. More often, it has actively engaged in campaigns to discredit critics and criticism
and denied the impacts of its projects on people, places, and economies.
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A socially-constructed nature springs from what must be the empty space of a physical
nature: the envisioning of the act of resource exploration conjures a social nature, and brings it
into being. This social nature can be understood as the setting in which the culture of the oil
and gas industry operates and interacts, and how it reacts and solicits reactions from workers
and outsiders (not unlike the ‘social environment’ discussed by Barnett and Casper, 2001).
Both of these natures are ‘real’, in that they are “socialized… reorganized… [and] made into a
material manifestation of social structure” (Busch, 1989: 7). They are also real in that they
engender consequences, physically, to workers, visitors, and personnel, and socially, in that
they can become sites of contest, protest, and disruption. The relationship between the
physical and social natures of the oil and gas industry are inherently uneasy, but one cannot be
withdrawn from the other.
While being predicated on exploiting extractive resources, ones reducible to ownership,
units of measurement, capital allocations, and, ultimately, profit, conceptions of ‘nature’ do not
remain untroubled within the industry. However, the form of its work and relationship with a
physical nature has a particular dynamic, one in which human endeavour is the active
component and the Earth itself, the object of this activity, is (ideally) passive. This ‘relationship’
is predicated on domination, the mastery of physical environments by human entities. Within
this domination ideology, it is assumed that large-scale industrial activity has, at most, nebulous
impacts on the Earth, and that such impacts can be recalled through the application of creative
scientific enterprise, or simply hidden from view. Strong critiques of these notions have been
issued from many quarters, and especially from environmental philosophy (see, for example
Attfield, 1994; Callicott, 1979; Elliot, 1997; Hargrove, 1996; Sober, 1986; and Turner, 1994).
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However, the products and services enabled by the development of natural resources are of
such value as to encourage ongoing and increasing exploitation. Physical and environmental
disruption is not in itself consequential to the oil and gas industry and attitudes that challenge
this position are understood as emanating from special interest groups and people with
agendas disrespectful of capitalism.
The possible origins of an ideology that views the Earth as an unending, seemingly selfreplenishing and healing resource container expressly available to meet human desire are
numerous. In this construction, the annals of Western thought, including interpretations of
biblical scriptures, are not innocent. In the book of Genesis, Adam and Eve are exhorted to “be
fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28, KJV). This phrase
neatly invokes a dualistic nature, at once passively Cartesian, requiring the firm hand of human
stewards, and positively Hegelian, dependent on the power of man’s creativity to bring it into
being (Passmore, 1995). Environmental activists, such as Foreman (1998), have pointed to the
arrogance of humanism, and its prioritizing of human reason and individuality over that of all
other animals. For some feminist scholars, dominating nature has close parallels with the
domination of women by men, with both histories being deeply rooted in a toxic patriarchy
(Warren, 1990). Within philosophy, witnessing the human failure to find and extend
community with nature evokes a tragic version of the Hegelian master-slave dialectic (Brennan,
2007). All these scholars have recognized that the gulf that stands between humans and nature
is of our own making.
Another answer may be found exploring the works of Heidegger, specifically in
apprehending the notion of ‘being’ and its uneasy relationship with technology. Such is our
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innate desire for technologicalism, writes George (2015), that “transforming what is natural
into artefact or resource is one of the significant ways in which humans of all ages and places
have related to their world” (2015: 51). This fetishism of technology profoundly unsettled
Heidegger, who warned of the impending descent of humanity, in the form of a “transition to
the technologized animal” (Contributions to Philosophy: 78). The unchecked being, in its
modern Western manifestation, demands “the arrangement that places all objects and stuffs in
a form for humans that suffices to securely establish human domination over the whole earth
and even what lies beyond this planet” (Principle of Reason: 124). The interweaving of
technological fetishism and the divine right to subdue offers a powerful impetus to realize the
subjugation and exploitation of a physical nature.
In 17th century Europe, ideas were proliferating about what nature was, how it was
represented, and how humans were to interact with it. A considerable influence on the
evolving interest in nature resulted from the work of the English philosopher and author, Sir
Francis Bacon. A giant among scholars and scientists, the vision of scientific discovery he
articulated was firmly guided by Christian principles. For Bacon, dominating nature was not
only in line with scientific progression, it was a religious imperative to “let the human race
recover that right over nature which belongs to it by divine bequest, and let power be given it”
(1997: 108). In man’s conquering of nature, the true splendor of divinity could be realized.
That the roots of Bacon’s ideas about the natural world can be witnessed in the culture of the
modern oil and gas industry says much about their impact: the modern industry is heavily
scientific, promotive of technological innovation, and predicated on an assumption of the Earth
as a bountiful and complicit provider. The continued domination of nature may be more
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problematized than it was in Bacon’s day some 400 years ago, but the projects of oil and gas
continue to grow and multiply. They serve as a significant reminder that in the clash between
industrially-realized human endeavour and ecology, a global thirst for oil and gas far outstrips
concern or consideration for nature.

3.3 – The ‘Self-Made Man’ and “Being your own boss”

“All the people that I know that have piles and piles of money… Every one of ‘em…
were the boots on the ground. I could name literally a dozen or more, and we’re
talking multi-millionaire, big time assets, experience, all the resume that goes along
with it and whatever, and they usually come from the ground up.”
-Jason, contractor (2013)

Chief in attracting workers and migrants to the GP region are opportunities to realize
economic gains, through labouring in resource-intensive industries such as forestry,
agriculture, and most frequently, oil and gas. The usual trajectory for workers is to
experiment with different sectors within the industry to determine best-fit. Those who
are ambitious often undertake trades training or leverage job experience to start their
own companies or work as a for-hire contractor. When the industry is in a boom cycle,
the opportunities to go into business for oneself multiply rapidly, and jobs for the
company-minded are also plentiful. These jobs and opportunities can vanish just as
quickly simply due to fluctuations in the global resource markets, with the effects
becoming more marked during a protracted economic downturn (as witnessed repeatedly
in Alberta).
Despite a prevailing attitude that workers in the GP region enjoy strong agency,
the choices they make in terms of their engagement with the oil and gas industry are
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laden with conditions. Each of the dominant work streams – that of employee or
contractor – are accompanied by sets of costs and benefits, which the would-be worker
must navigate skilfully in order to be best advantaged economically. Even then, larger
structural and market factors can have considerable impact on those choices, such that
what seemed liked solid reasoning and planning one year may be shown to be ill-advised
the next. This section will focus on exploring the point-of-view of both employees and
employers, and how those sets of cost and benefit are apprehended. The discussion will
be informed by information gained through interviews and while working in the electrical
company, and from other research participants who spoke about their experiences
working with particular companies or in starting their own.
Job mobility is a prime value for oil and gas workers in the GP region, and a
willingness to change companies without attempting to work out differences of opinion
or solve job conflicts was normative. The reactivity of workers often mimicked the larger
ebbs and flows of the industry, and this significantly impacted the expectations and
attitudes of the companies that were active in the region. Brian, a 45-year old field
technology specialist with many years of experience, indicated that his current company
strove to reduce his autonomy. He described a work scenario requiring him to wait in the
company shop until being called to a job out in the field, “No work until they say so”. This
sort of liminal experience could last for days, but is considered a standard feature of the
industry, jokingly referred to as ‘hurry up and wait’.
While waiting, there was little for Brian and his field co-workers to do, but the
company had to pay them for being in the shop (albeit at a lower rate), so a tense
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dynamic would emerge: the employees wanted to be in the field, away from the
surveiling eye of managers, and receiving their usual wage. Meanwhile, the company
administrators would grow upset because the workforce was still being remunerated but
not performing its duties. At such times, it was usual for managers to make disparaging
remarks to the employees, or to imply that the lack of field work was somehow a worker
fault. For their part, Brian and his co-workers would resist the characterization, and then
accuse the administrators of not planning the jobs properly, or make jokes about their
perceived inability to actually manage. The tension in the employer/employee
relationship remained close to the surface, maintained by the fact that the shop-field
scenario often repeated itself. Workers understood their bosses as wanting to
micromanage every facet of the job, and seeking to find ways to undercut employees’
abilities to earn their wages. Managers, then, understood their employees as selfabsorbed, disrespectful, and lacking loyalty, likely to leave the company at the first sign of
trouble or opportunity elsewhere. Brian summed this relationship: “Like, they know
everybody is lookin’ for a better job, I mean everybody, and so they treat you like dirt
while you’re around, don’t expect ya to stay, so why be nice?”
Ho (2009) notes that for Wall Street employees, job instability is a given, and that the
inherent risks that newcomers face are ‘worth it’ in terms of opportunities to earn large sums
of money. In this way, Wall Street jobs are better understood as “financial relationships”. Ho’s
participants were convinced that Wall Street was uninterested in employees beyond their
ability to furnish new clients, cut deals, and keep the firms making money and growing. All
other considerations were either dismissed as irrelevant to the situation at hand or simply
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implied that workers should clearly be aware as to what to expect when engaging with ‘The
Street’. Similarly, companies in the GP region had recognized that workers could be
empowered by market volatility, and developed strategies to best accommodate this volatility.
Participants referred to this, broadly, as ‘company culture’, and it was agreed to be a major
factor in considering an employer. The electrical company that employed me was oriented to
hiring the best available staff, with the hope that workers would view themselves and the
company as engaged in mutually beneficial and reciprocal relationships. If it was obvious that a
potential employee was highly self-interested, efforts would be made to find another
candidate, but in the event of a labour shortage, the company would have to take such workers
as could be found. Adding to this dynamic were high rates of job turnover during busy times –
something witnessed frequently at my own company. My immediate manager was displeased
with ongoing employee reactivity, but acknowledged that “you can’t make everyone happy”
and that “people are always gonna do what they want”. Like Wall Street workers, oil and gas
employees are economically privileged, and a high degree of self-interest was to be expected.
Other companies employed a more austere approach to labour relations, letting it
be known that they too could focus strictly on self-interest. Participants described work
experiences with companies where they were viewed with suspicion, repeatedly told that
they were not particularly valuable, and often begrudged the equipment and other
necessities of their job, being made to justify need, use, loss, and replacement. In a
number of these instances, the companies in question were large and well-established.
Participants were unsure if the size of the company was directly related to their negative
experiences, but a number of them noted that within the larger companies, the
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expectation of worker turnover was higher, and the disconnect between employees and
managers more noticeable. Participants understood the culture of the larger companies
to prioritize profits over people, being predicated on the expectation that even with a
volatile labour pool, the sheer number of workers drawn to the region would ensure
continued operation.
It was not unusual for both employees and employers to be cynical about their
respective relationships. Employers viewed their employees as motivated only by
economics and self-interest, ready to move “down the street” as soon as frictions came
up in the work place or available work diminished. From the employee perspective,
employers were overbearing, micro-managing, mired in company inertia, and unwilling to
properly compensate their workers for going above and beyond job duties. Jeremy, a
field technician, described a situation in which he and a co-worker developed a technique
for performing a critical field procedure. This technique could have both saved the
company money, in terms of time spent on the job and labour resources, and added to its
prestige in the industry. He and his partner chose not to share the technique with the
company, and instead left to start their own, which focused on the implementation and
utilisation of the technique. When asked why he did not share this information with his
former employer, Jeremy indicated that since it had been conceived during a working
shift, the technique would then be owned by the company. As an employee, he was
unlikely to benefit in any way from sharing this information – no financial remuneration
or job promotion. In fact, he was certain he would not have received as much as a simple
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‘thank-you’: “So why would I share this, ya know, when they’re just gonna take it, make
more money with it, and I get nothin’? It don’t make sense”.
Jeremy’s framing of his experience echoes the cynicism that participants
expressed. For workers, the values and priorities of companies are highly vague, only
discernible as tight-fisted and oriented toward disadvantaging those that worked for
them. For companies, employees are unpredictable, self-interested, and requiring of
supervision. There are, of course, those on either side that navigate conflicts and
tensions more easily and reasonably, but they appear comparatively rare. Most often,
the relationships between employers and employees mimic the reactive nature of the
industry itself, constantly false-starting and drawing back, surging forward, and then
stopping suddenly. The wide gulf between the two entities is as yet impossible to bridge.

3.3.1 – Company Man or Contractor
Two common trajectories for oil and gas work in northern Alberta are those of employee
of a company or working as a self-employed contractor. In the GP region, it is usual for
new recruits to the oil and gas industry to work for a few years in a variety of job
capacities, both for the experience and to see if a particular sector of the industry suits.
As an example, Ted began in oil and gas by working on a service rig, and after a year,
made the move to a drilling rig. Two years later, he decided to become a well operator,
which lead to a position in a gas processing plant. At that point, Ted had a number of
options in front of him: he could continue being an employee of a company and steadily
build his seniority, following a traditional model of employment. Alternately, he could
begin an apprenticeship in the skilled trades and become a self-employed contractor,
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which could bring about greater earning potential and work specialization, but which also
introduced new risks, such as locating clients and bearing the cost of buying equipment.
Ted eventually chose the latter path, and through his years of working in the region for
different oil and gas companies, had the requisite skill set and contact list to start his own
company and compete directly with former employers. The route Ted chose was one
often taken by skilled labourers and tradespeople in the GP area, especially during boom
times, when jobs and work are at a surplus. His rationalization was simple: “I wanna be
my own boss”.
Small companies and contractors have to find their niche in providing services for the oil
and gas industry. For example, a locally-based production company with six employees is
unlikely to be able to compete against an established world-class producer, such as Husky
Energy; this company simply has more resources, capital, and a larger workforce at its behest,
ensuring that it can outbid, outmaneuver, and outwork the smaller operation. The sheer span
of the industry, however, often yields opportunities for smaller, more reactive operators to
exist.
In the GP region, prime opportunities for small operations lie in the service sectors, in
providing reparation, maintenance, and support to the oil and gas industry. My employment
with an electrical company necessitated regular contact with both short- and long-term
employees and contractors. In that company, the focus was providing industrial electrical
services, but in purchasing a local HVAC company (heating, venting and air conditioning),
management hoped to increase capabilities and grow the business. On both the electrical and
HVAC sides, the bulk of employees were tradespeople, and enjoyed good levels of pay and
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respect as skilled labourers (for more on trades, see this chapter, Section 3.3.2). Despite this,
skilled workers were apt to change companies if they sensed an advantage elsewhere, but less
inclined to start their own competing business. In the 9 months that I was with the company, at
least four tradesmen left to work for competitors, and others followed after my employment
had finished.
A few months after leaving the company, in a chance conversation with a former coworker, I learned that one of the senior HVAC tradespeople, a man named Ed, had “gone out on
his own”. Given his specialization in the GP region, the move to offer services independent of a
parent company or employer was not unusual. In Ed’s case, a number of start-up costs for such
a business existed, including procuring a service vehicle, equipment, and insurance. I asked my
former co-worker what sort of capital outlay this would require, and he indicated that a new
truck suitable for the job would cost around $75,000, and that new was preferable to used,
given that “you never know how that thing has been treated”. Regardless, the vehicle would
then need to be outfitted with an aluminum canopy, one that would sit in the box or on the
deck. A new canopy, with adequate shelving, paint, tool chests, and logos could easily cost
$20,000. This same canopy would have to be filled with tools and equipment, some of which
Ed already possessed. My former co-worker assumed that a further investment of around
$5000 would cover the necessary tools and incidental equipment. Still required would be
business insurance, and any associated marketing costs, such that an aspiring small services
business owner in the GP region could expect an initial capital outlay of around $100,000 to
‘open the doors’. Granted, this degree of cost is significantly less than launching a full-fledged
services company, and so the financial risk was perceived as comparatively small. There also
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existed the belief that if the business venture failed, the demand for experienced tradespeople
was such that a person such as Ed would simply go back to working for a former employer or a
chief competitor – a relatively secure fallback plan.
Other sectors within oil and gas also showed room for small-scale enterprise. Bill, a 25year old transport driver with a large company, had been moving fracking fluid in the GP region
for nearly two years. His aspiration was to purchase a transport truck, and lease it on with the
same company. Over lunch one day, he said, “After a few years of that, I can start my own
company, you know, a few trucks and guys workin’ in the fuckin’ trees”. Bill was resolute in
that working for a company was not his life’s ambition. In fact, he only did it so that he could
learn “the ins and outs of ownership” so as to be better equipped when starting his own
operation. He looked forward to the future: “Sure, it’ll be a pain in the ass, runnin’ all them
trucks and stuff, but I wanna be my own boss. Lottsa people want that. I can do that here in
the next coupla years”. For Bill, working within a transport company was a necessary step
toward becoming an independent operator, and he was intent on mining the resources of the
company he worked for – their equipment, client roster, and services offered – in order to
benefit himself at a later time.
For other entrepreneurs, the variety of sectors in the oil and gas industry provided
opportunities to better position themselves as contractors. This was the case for Tim and Tina,
a late-20s couple with small children, who owned a company that provided pipefitting services.
Prior to obtaining journeyman qualifications for the trade, Tim had been planning to work in
another capacity within the industry:
“[It began with] Me welding, and starting a welding apprenticeship, ‘cause I welded
in high school, and I thought that’s what I wanted, ‘cause I was good at it, and welders
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make lots of money. But, I, ah, got out and seen what each of them did, like out in
the field, ‘cause I’d been in the shop the whole time, and I was like ‘Okay, welder’s
under a compressor, welding in the mud, looks uncomfortable, and that guy’s sittin’
in a truck looking at drawings and doing drawings, and telling those guys what to do’…
welder, pipefitter, I think I’ll go this way. I got outta welding right then, and got into
pipefitting”.

In six years of providing contractor services, their company had grown, and in the previous two
years, Tina had acted as the accountant. In asking them about how they viewed opportunities
in the industry, Tim noted that new recruits often tried out different types of oil and gas work
to discover where their natural inclinations lie: “People go try service rigs, or they go fracking… I
tried to sell cars at one point, didn’t really like it, trying to swindle people [laughter]”.
For his partner Tina, a Francophone who relocated from Quebec, the GP region had
seemed like a place where she could realize her aspirations to “have a man-type job”, one
which could provide physical and mental challenges that she had been unable to find in her
home province. For a few years, she worked alongside Tim, assisting him in the field and with
shop projects. Unfortunately, she had been unable to receive her own technical training, as “I
keep getting pregnant, so I am unsure what I am gonna do next, because it’s hard, you know, to
do that kinda work and have children… maybe when my kids kinda start school, I will get back
to it, ‘cause I really like it, you know, I get some muscle”. When I asked what drew her to work
in the oil and gas industry, Tina pointed to her dislike of conventionality:
“Well, I don't like working, you know, like 8 to 5, I really get bored of that. So, you
can, I don't like that. I like work outside, I like, ah, I like [to] work with men, you know,
I don’t like woman. I like them, so it’s just… We [her and Tim] do a lot of driving, a lot
of traveling, and we see some, like there’s so much to see, experience, to do… We
are paid big bucks sometimes, to do nuuthin’, and when we’re together, it’s pretty
awesome”
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Both Tim and Tina identified as “very ambitious” and planned to continue working in the
GP region for the long term, as there was “no reason to leave… Most everybody around here
works in it [oil and gas], lots of perks”. I stayed in contact with Tim for about 18 months, and in
that time his business continued to grow, as did his family. He had no plans to return to being
an employee with a company, and was looking towards expanding operations, possibly taking
on some employees and buying another service vehicle to meet the demanding workload. For
Tim, being a contractor provided the right blend of opportunity, prestige, and profit, and when
last we spoke, he continued to be optimistic about the endurance of the industry. For Tina, the
promise of economic remuneration, combined with physical work, had encouraged her to
relocate to Alberta. While she acknowledged that motherhood was her primary focus at the
time, she was insistent that she would find her way back to the oil and gas industry later, either
as with her own training, working alongside Tim, or entirely on her own, in a self-directed
manner.

3.3.2 - Trades Work and Education
Workers with skilled trades certification are well represented in Alberta’s oil and gas industry.
Employment with the electrical company regularly exposed me to tradespeople, and enabled
the gaining of insight into the relationships between trades work and the industry. Trades in
Canada are formalized, and it is usual to hold certification in the jurisdiction of training. In the
early 1950s, there were no formal policies that assisted tradespeople in seeking work in
provinces other than that where they had been certified. With government incentive, and after
the First National Conference on Apprenticeship in Trades and Industries held in 1952, The
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Interprovincial Red Seal Program was created. It sought to “help harmonize training and
certification requirements across Canada” (Red Seal Program, 2014). Today, this program is
known simply as ‘Red Seal’, and is considered the working standard for tradespeople across the
country.
Trades training features combined periods of classroom and on-the-job experience.
Typically, trainees begin the 4-year process as apprentices, and move through the ranks at
regular intervals. It is usual to be mentored throughout the process, and apprentices are
required to accumulate a predetermined number of hours of work in each stage of training.
Once that stage is reached, they are permitted (and encouraged) to write the requisite exams
to prove their capabilities, and then continue to the next level. Each year of successful training
is accompanied with a raise in pay, and the end goal is to achieve Journeyman certification
(known as ‘your ticket’, in trades parlance).
Throughout trades training, there are significant periods of classroom study required. It
was rare for the tradespeople I interviewed and worked with to speak positively of the
scholastic component. For most, it was simply a necessary step in achieving a necessary
certification. For many tradespeople, and indeed, most participants, secondary education was
useful only if it led directly to job security or financial gain. In this way, trade certification
qualified, but years of university training did not. It was usual to be chafed by participants and
co-workers about my “useless” education, and at times I was the object of obvious pity.
Extended scholastic training was unusual to my participants, and ill-suited to meet their
expectations of its purpose.
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Several months into the research, an electrician named Dean joined the work cohort at
the electrical company. Dean was alleged to have a Master’s degree in electrical engineering
and his presence was well received by other staff. In fact, in addition to his trades certification,
he possessed a 1-year diploma in electrical engineering. Curious as to why his training was so
well respected, we were able to discuss it at some length. Dean believed his training enabled
him to function at a higher level of capability, in an occupation that views itself as inherently
useful and productive. As an electrician, he routinely navigated complex systems of wiring,
switches, breakers, and computers, all of which played key roles in keeping oil and gas projects
moving forward. By contrast, pursuing “highly theoretical” scholastic training had demarcated
me as less useful, especially as this training guaranteed no tangible economic benefit. This in
itself was hardly surprising: the value systems of the oil and gas industry prioritize technical and
practical knowledge and demonstrable skill, employed to maximum financial benefit. The
respect that Dean commanded came not only from his considerable aptitude as an electrician,
but because he elected to take further technical training that added to his job capabilities. The
divide between ‘useful’ and ‘useless’ types of education was supported by GP’s social value
systems, in which useful education was categorized as that which engendered substantive
economic gains or prestige. Educational pursuits which did not directly lead to either were
viewed as undesirable, and more often, as “a complete waste of time”.
This reactivity to what could be understood as a useful/useless dichotomy regarding
education is worth examining. Arnot (2004) has argued that Willis’s sociological classic,
Learning to Labor (1977), pulled back the curtains on identity construction, revealing that the
mechanisms of its creation were impacted by ‘the lads’, effectively demonstrating how
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masculinity is built into and shaped by educational systems. Like ‘the lads’, many tradespeople
are working class white men, who do not typically enjoy middle class advantages. Trades work
is often physically laborious, prioritizes the construction and production of tangible goods and
outcomes, and represents a high-water mark of economic achievement for the labourer class.
Willis’s insights on how ‘the lads’ understood their relationality to the dominant education
structures (and then reacted to them) are useful in exploring the priorities and values of the
tradespeople I worked with and interviewed. Co-workers frequently reported that they had
been drawn to trades work because it offered both stability and financial reward, and because
the work itself appealed, offering opportunities to “work with my hands”, and reproducing a
shared understanding that tradespeople provide tangible societal services.
Also like ‘the lads’, many tradespeople shared the belief that ‘school’ (an umbrella
category for education and scholastic training) is not a good fit for them, for reasons ranging
from a lack of interest, to an inability to pay for it, to feeling that they were simply not capable
of meeting the requirements. Some participants recounted negative early experiences with
high school and education, while others were simply dismissive of it. Their reasons and
rationales differed, but they were united in their rejection of what could be considered the
traditional route to middle class affluence and respectability.
However, GP tradespeople differ from Willis’s ‘lads’ in a fundamental way: ‘The lads’
rejection of education is total. They disdain high school, as well as the teachers who they
perceive as trying to constrain their ability to ‘have a laff’, and mock fellow students who
conform to scholastic rules and rhythms (1977: 11-49). By contrast, labour workers in GP
practice a more nuanced form of education rejection and selection. They recognize that in
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order to achieve the highest salaries available to labourers, they must pass through trades
training, which includes practical and classroom components. That they mock or are dismissive
of scholastic training that does not directly correlate to an increase in earning ability shows that
they understand the usefulness of education from an economic cost-benefits standpoint. While
‘the lads’ of Willis’s study were effectively reproducing the category of working class in Britain,
tradespeople in GP are actively constructing a new category for labourers, one in which
particular types of education are leveraged for earning potential, while creating a space for
workers to continue to reject middle-class admiration for post-secondary schooling.
Emerging from this selective rejection of middle class ascension and the perceived
values that accompany it, is a singular dilemma: the desire to simultaneously occupy two
radically different social worlds. In GP, tradespeople seek out the economic advantages of the
middle-class, but are protective of and actively retain the characteristics of the labour class that
strongly resonate with them, such as traditional gender roles, conservative social values, and a
host of performative masculinities. The especially savvy leverage their skills and connections in
pursuit of a salary that is comparable with that of a white-collar professional, while adhering to
and perpetuating social and working values that are conversant with labourer sensibilities.
Desiring to employ their considerable resources to improve both their own lives and those of
their offspring (including, perhaps ironically, educational opportunities), all the while remaining
firmly fixed in the social webs of the labour class, was not viewed as a contradiction. Rather, it
was simply understood as the masterful manipulation of economic opportunity that sprung
from a ‘free’ market, leveraged against those who typically controlled the flows of capital.
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Actively being manipulated within these economic flows was social capital, a vital and
finite resource in the oil and gas industry. Tradespeople well understood the usefulness of
connections and networks, and the more entrepreneurial among them, those who were selfemployed or had started their own companies, wielded social capital differently than did those
who laboured as employees. The self-interest demonstrated by tradespeople employed at the
electrical company was accompanied by flexible attitudes towards such networks. If social
capital can be understood as “the operation of a social process, where non-cooperative action
would lead to a reduction in information and resource flows” (Anderson and Jack, 2002: 195),
then a willingness to contravene networks and existing relationships in order to profit is
unusual. And yet, a number of employees within the electrical company acted entirely out of
immediate self-interest, making little effort to enhance or maintain connections either within
the company that employed them or with those that utilized their services. They had
effectively gone ‘job blind’, convinced that in an over-heated economy, the demand for their
services was such that they could decide whom to work for, and when. They were unable or
unwilling to employ traditional strategies of ingratiation or relationship-building.
Such short-term thinking is not without precedent in the oil and gas industry. In
Schmidt’s (1989) exploration of two of Canada’s early oil and gas entrepreneurs, Albert Parker
“Tiny” Phillips and William Randall “Frosty” Martin, the unique personality and skill sets needed
to succeed in the industry inevitably led to a form of elitism: “We jumped from place to place
like foxes, to wherever we could get the most money. There weren’t too many of our breed
then and we could afford to be snooty” (1989: 52). It is important to note that tradesworkers
are the elites among labourers, and command both high salaries and working-class respect.
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Those salaries are pushed even higher when the work is within an oil and gas context, and a
regular pattern of boom and bust cycles has influenced the development of both an entitled
attitude toward work options and one that places priority on satisfying a sliding scale of
individual wants and needs.
Tradespeople who were employees in the oil and gas industry and who prioritized shortterm gain and job mobility hindered their own ability to endure a downturn. If, as Anderson
and Jack suggest, social capital is predicated on the assumption that “networks of relationships
constitute a valuable resource for the conduct of affairs” (2002: 195), those who did little to
develop them would then have few job options outside of the industry. The all-important
relationships “have a crucial role to play in the success of individuals”, such that “economic
exchanges are influenced by a level of trust and familiarity between economic agents” (Ibid.:
195). Employing a strategy of short-term gain worked against tradespeople, rendering them
vulnerable in times of industry downturn, and prejudicing former and future employers against
them. Whether they were unaware of contravening what social capital they had built up, or
simply were unconcerned about it due to high demand for their services is perhaps a theme for
future investigation.

3.4 – Job Dichotomies: Working in the Field versus Working in Town

Those who worked in field positions within the oil and gas industry in the GP region and those
who had jobs based in the city itself were often divided by their choices. Framing an
exploration of these boundaries and the crossing of them through the lenses of three
participants, it will be shown that the sensibilities that inform the work choices people make in
oil and gas communities are both subtle and complex, and necessarily adaptive. For Anne, an
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experienced medic transitioning from being stationed on-site to a job in town, the move was
fraught. Her host of changes included a significant salary decrease, a destabilization of
purpose, and a sudden re-entry into social worlds with radically different rhythms and
expectations. Peter, a former industrial fire responder who two years prior had returned to the
local college to study, made a conscious choice to switch to a town-based working life. It was a
move which he viewed as positive and as a sign of his own personal maturity. Lastly, Erik, an IT
professional, had never worked in oil and gas, despite having friends and family members with
many years of experience within the industry. His choices were keenly influenced by a life-long
proximity to the industry, which had positioned him to witness the changeable fortunes of a
boom and bust economy, and the resulting impacts on people and businesses in town. Through
examining the insights and experiences of these participants, a more comprehensive
understanding of the contrasts that define those who work afield and those who remain in
town will emerge.
A connection with Anne was made possible through a local message board
advertisement, and an interview was arranged at a local coffee shop. She arrived in a large,
colourful truck, bearing a bumper sticker that read ‘Fuck you, I bought it’. When asked about
this message, she indicated that it was usual in GP for girlfriends and wives of oil and gas
employees to drive their partners’ vehicles, it being widely-assumed that men paid for goods,
and women then displayed them. Anne did not subscribe to this popular view, and as an
independent, business-minded woman, operating in a highly gendered and socially
conservative community, enjoyed educating anyone who encountered her (quite conspicuous)
vehicle as to how it had been obtained.
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Anne was able to articulate and analyze local wisdom regarding an ‘us vs. them’ polarity,
and she spoke thoughtfully during interviews. As noted, Anne was transitioning from fulltime
work in the field to an office-based business in GP. Her transformation from ‘field worker’ to
‘town worker’ was not yet complete, and during an early interview, she made mention of her
disbelief at becoming “one of these people” (indicating those who were in the coffee shop, and
presumably, working in town). Anne’s habitus was being disrupted, and she was undergoing a
powerful period of adjustment, one that included financial, social, and personal factors. In
discussing the challenges of moving from field work to town work, her new economic reality
was a primary concern:
“We get paid a shitload for doing very little, and people in town make much less
[money]… which is a serious reality check when you come from oil patch wages down
to what is an average salary working outside the ‘patch”.

She was also acclimating to an accelerated pace, having been a “glorified TV watcher” and
“really expensive insurance policy” while in the field, to managing multiple people, clients, and
a fleet of vehicles.
When asked how she was coping, Anne was already speaking about her years in the
field in the past tense. She indicated that “[being a medic is] Not a career, it is a job… You age
ten years in the span that most people age five, you age fast in the ‘patch”. She was
intentionally introducing distance between herself and her former profession, in an attempt to
ease the transition from a particular set of social, financial, and personal realities into new,
considerably different ones. The tactic of distancing herself from the recent past as a means of
easing the present was a strategy that ‘made sense’: Anne had spent years prioritizing her

126

working life over that of romantic relationships, marriage, and family. The prospect of suddenly
renegotiating those choices was overwhelming, and introducing psychological distance or a
form of historical revisionism could help her to move ahead and away from a career than had
been all-consuming.
Notwithstanding the apprehension that her new life had introduced, Anne’s decision to
leave the field position had been a strategic one. She was seeking to add balance to her
existence, and was lonely, acknowledging that it was “impossible” to sustain the working hours
and job demands while searching for meaningful social or romantic connections outside of the
job. In discussing how the pressures of industry work impacted relationships, she raised the
issue of high rates of infidelity and materialism:
“[Working in oil and gas] Destroys a lot of people, a lot of families, and I wouldn’t
recommend having a family while working in the ‘patch. Everyone goes in thinking,
‘We can handle this, we can handle this’… I tell the women, you know, he’s gonna
cheat. You have to accept that. Women don’t understand the life style. It’s like
military wives… You either have a wife that loves you for your money, or doesn’t love
you at all. Trying to find someone who loves you for who you are, it just doesn’t
happen [in GP]”.

Anne’s response sounds cynical, but when weighed against the backdrop of a community
where relationships often fail and marriages do not last, it was less so. GP is a key destination
for a young and ambitious working population, whose resulting salaries afford them the ability
to consume conspicuously. These factors contribute to generating an air of excitement about
the town, and when the oil and gas industry experiences a boom, the ‘me first’ attitudes
evident among tradespeople and contractors were equally featured in romantic relationships
and friendships. Anne’s views were formed around these community realities, where people

127

have developed an ‘easy come, easy go’ attitude, and where a laissez-faire outlook is common
and even expected.
Eventually, the degree of sacrifice Anne had made in her work and social life was
weighed against the financial remuneration available, and found wanting. At the time of our
interviews (2013), she had been working for eight years, and purchased her first home at the
age of 22. She elected to not attend a university or college, had no children, and was not in a
steady relationship. Through being active in social media, she had connected with former high
school classmates who were finishing post-secondary degrees, having children and purchasing
starter homes. Viewing their successes through her own set of changing lenses had encouraged
Anne to think more critically about her years of work in the oil and gas industry:
“What do I have to show for it? A half-paid off house, a newer vehicle, and nobody…
It’s like that whole story, you have two wolves inside you, fighting, at all times. Oil
patch people feed the wrong wolf, the one that will never be satisfied. That’s
Alberta”.

It is important to note that Anne’s views on relationships, economics and the social mores
of GP did not make her an outlier. Her insights into the social rhythms and sensibilities of
GP were astute, and attitudes and views similar to hers were usual to participants, coworkers, and friends in the GP region. However, she was unusual in her ability to
articulate the cause and effect of living in a community that prioritized economic gain
over all else, and in her willingness to critique the structures that were in place enabling
the perpetuation of such a system.
Further along in his transition out of the oil and gas industry was Peter, who had
left the field two years previously and returned to town, working and studying there. He
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was resolute in his decision to leave the industry, despite having to hold a series of lowpaying jobs to continue studies (including, much to his amusement, piloting an icecleaning machine at a local arena). The transition to lower-paying work had been aided
by the fact that he had begun his working career in these sorts of jobs years earlier.
While still a teen, Peter left a job in a hardware store after being encouraged to apply to a
safety service company by an existing employee visiting the store. Word-of-mouth
recruitment has been and continues to be a staple of the oil and gas industry, especially
during a boom time. This process is often simple: in Peter’s case, he was approached by a
stranger and asked how much money he made per hour. He responded with a figure, and
the recruiter indicated he could make much more with the new company, encouraging
him to seek an interview. Curious, Peter connected with the company, and was
interviewed, a process which he categorized as “quick, and they hired me pretty quickly”.
The actual hourly rate of pay was lower than that of his town job, but the number of
hours on offer, plus benefits and company vehicle, made the offer attractive. This job
marked the beginning of his decade-long stint working in the oil and gas industry.
In time, the life of constant disruption, one in which the demands of the job were
required to be prioritized over all else, pushed Peter to a breaking point. He relayed an
experience where he and another person had been called to a remote well site to be on
hand in the event of a fire. The company dispatch coordinator indicated that the duration
of the job was likely to be “four or five hours, nothin’ to worry about”:
“Left the shop at 8 am, got there at 10 am, road bans were on, so I had to be there
early, started displacing at one in the afternoon, at one in the morning, I went and
said, ‘Hey, do you mind if me and my partner here have naps, you know, he’ll sleep
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and I’ll be up watching stuff and then we’ll switch and dadada’… So, I let him sleep,
he’s quite new, he was quite new, I let him sleep for an hour and a half, so it’s like
2:30 in the morning, I’ve been up since seven, and working since eight, uhm, I go to
sleep at 2:30, I swear I closed my eyes for thirty seconds, and all of a sudden there’s
banging on the door, and there’s a huge fireball just outside of the truck, like I opened
the door and it was like I was at a furnace. So, I get the pump engaged, and we put
out this fire, and so, the whole flare stack is ruined, the propane line coming off the
manifold is gone, so they had a tiger torch that they lit and taped to the flare stack,
as a pilot light. Wonderful, this is safe, uhm, and then the consultant, no safety
meeting, no stopping work, no saying ‘Ok guys, this is what happened, this what we
did wrong, ok let’s get back to work’, it was just like ‘Let’s keep going’, nothing
happened. Ok, that’s great, so about half an hour later, it’s on fire again… So that
was interesting, still no safety meeting, no incident reports of any kind, paahhh [in
disgust]. It’s insane, twice more this thing lights on fire, and I’ve been phoning the
office, ‘Hey, do you have any relief?’ ‘No’. Greeaattt. So, the next morning, at like ten
in the morning, somebody finally gets out there, ‘cause I wasn’t gonna drive that truck
back there, I was exhausted. I coulda maybe done it, but I coulda maybe killed
somebody. So, I think I got back home at like, two in the afternoon. That’s stupid, so
stupid”.
The experience Peter relayed was not unusual to his job, and the toll it took, plus
pressures to work in unsafe or unpredictable situations, led him to decide to leave the industry
and attend college to train in another profession. In moving on from oil industry work, he
acknowledged that it both enabled and forced him to make different choices (“good for the
short-term, not good for the long-term”). The irony of being employed by a safety company
that tacitly condoned being on the job for 60+ hours in a single shift was not lost on Peter, and
such occurrences outweighed the financial rewards promised by the work. A growing fear that
he could seriously injure or kill himself and others while being exhausted at work was a major
factor in deciding to leave the industry. Opportunities to pursue hobbies, relationships, and
meaningfully engage with the larger world were another major factor, and the possibility of a
return to “normal life” was too great to ignore.
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Anne and Peter’s experiences differed significantly from that of Erik, who worked in a
town-based technical job. Despite having friends and family who worked in the industry, Erik
did not, and in ways, he embodied the thoughtful resister – educated, engaged, socially
progressive, and critical of materialistic pursuits. Initially, he made efforts to help recruit
participants, including members of his family, and we became friends. At some point, I made a
conscious decision to not include him more formally in the research, for strictly selfish reasons:
his friendship was (and is) valuable, and I did not want it to be reducible to participation in an
ethnographic study. Erik was more of a confidant, someone comfortable engaging with deeper
meanings and semiotics about life in a resource economy and how that shapes and colours
social worlds. In this way, despite not being represented as a formal participant, his ideas and
interpretations were frequently consulted, and his willingness to explore any subject over our
regular beer-and-chicken-wing sessions brought me a great deal of comfort, as well as
challenge.
Erik was also one of few people I met during the research that was actually local to GP,
and like Anne, was a keen observer of its reputation and intrigues, although with less
weathered lenses. He was by turns bemused by the oil and gas history of GP, and critical of it.
During one of our “bullshit sessions”, he sheepishly admitted that his father, Bill, was the likely
originator of a ubiquitous vehicle aesthetic of the GP region, that of the 4x4 truck on tall tires.
Before relaying the history of this enduring aesthetic, a few words on the symbolic power of
vehicles in the GP region are in order. In traveling in the city of GP and the regions near to it,
the 4x4 truck is nearly ubiquitous: it is the vehicle of choice for both companies and private
owners, and it is usual for each group to physically demarcate their vehicles in some fashion,
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whether it be through paint scheme and graphics, or aftermarket parts and accessories. The
resulting vehicles are highly visible and stylized, providing indicators about the value systems of
those who choose to drive and present them. For many field workers in oil and gas, large,
expensive trucks are not only a means of transportation, but of relaxation and recreation, and
serve as tangible symbols of their hard work and resultant economic success. In some cases, a
truck can actually become a de facto home, complete with entertainment/dining space and
bedroom. Whatever the aesthetic vision, the ownership of a truck is an important part of the
social identity and norms of the GP region.
To return to Erik’s anecdote: in the 1970’s, his father, Bill had thought to install tall tires
on his truck to make water crossings easier during spring breakup, a time when the GP region is
wet and susceptible to flooding. The idea worked well, and other local people began to
emulate it. Large tires eventually become a standard part of the vehicle aesthetic of the region,
and over time, the tires grew taller and wider. Trucks, too changed: they were modified to
appear even larger, and made more powerful. In service to a burgeoning form of vehicular
expression, an entire sub-economy was built up in the region around accessorizing the rolling
behemoths, offering a near-endless litany of modifications providing the cost could be met.
The more extreme expressions of such vehicles are known, somewhat derisively, as ‘rig rockets’
(see Figure 2.0 for an example), owing to be being extremely powerful and highly popular
among young men who do the work of drilling for oil and gas.
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Figure 2.0 – 4x4 truck usual to GP (courtesy of pinterest.com)

The disinterest that Erik demonstrated toward working in the oil and gas industry
resulted not from a lack of opportunity but because he prioritized job and family stability. He
also preferred to do work that was both intellectually and personally challenging. This was
evident in his career in local IT, which yielded a humble salary and high levels of work-related
pressure. Long-term career prospects were modest, and any movement Erik would experience
within in would be lateral. There were frequent opportunities to offer his services as a
technical consultant, but such a move would have had consequences for his family life, of which
he was openly protective. That he remained unmoved by potential financial rewards was
suggestive in a town where such rewards are a key draw.
There were also ethical dimensions to his choices. Erik did not weigh the costs of largescale industrial exploration lightly, and his perspectives on human endeavour and achievement
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had been both influenced and tempered by having lived alongside several cycles of GP’s
‘fortune-or-failure’ resource economy. He was critical of modern natural resource
development, and noted that Alberta’s history of low corporate taxation for the purposes of
attracting business investment and development had contributed to a climate of distrust
between resource companies, local and provincial governments, and the citizens of GP. Erik
wanted sustainable business and development models for his city and region, in which he (and
fellow citizens) could raise children safely and productively, and where those children could
have a similar future. He recognized that the boom and bust cycles of the oil and gas industry
were influenced by a host of factors, but pointed to a lack of local infrastructure to assist in
softening the bottom of such cycles. He also questioned the unchanging attitudes of those who
had lived through a number of these patterns, but who either could not conceive of ways to
change the rhythms of the fallout or contributed little to building the capacity of the
community to manage them. For Erik, living and working in GP entailed a host of
responsibilities, the foremost being to live as an engaged citizen – politically, communally, and
intellectually. Through this, he was best able to pursue the kinds of changes he wanted to see
in his city. His desire for an orderly, productive, safe, and thoughtful community drove his
decisions to work in town, and his choice to actively push against the stereotypes of life in a
northerly resource community.

3.5 – Chapter conclusion

The interplay of the three large categories explored in this chapter – masculinity, the frontier of
oil and gas, and nature – is tremendously powerful. Within the GP context, these categories are
packed with a wealth of history, working-class values, and idealized characteristics regarding
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how labour is to be performed, and the oil and gas industry seeks to utilize the power of these
categories to its best advantage. In attracting and build its workforce, the industry understands
there will always be found those who are willing to engage in controversial, potentially
dangerous labour work for high salaries, as well as those who are attracted to peripheral places
and opportunities. Add to this the potency of masculinity, with its performative expressions
and the rewarding of working class, (mostly) white males, along with the enduring appeal of
men triumphing over nature, and it becomes clearer still as to why the industry has for so long
had a masculine orientation.
The oil and gas industry must also leverage masculine values and worth in order to
engage an effective workforce – one that is by degrees both pliant enough to be made useful to
the industry – and simultaneously able to perpetuate the image of the sturdy, lone-wolf male,
toiling for both the good of self and of the nation. In this way, the industry enters into what
could be understood as a ‘masculine bargain’, one in which beyond workers simply being
rewarded for their abilities, they are indoctrinated in the culture of the oil and gas industry, and
encouraged to perpetuate its values among each other, and in their non-working peer groups.
As this dissertation explores, many of these values are inflected with masculine expectations,
and those expectations then shape relationships, attitudes towards community, and personal
sense of worth.
An important component of the masculine bargain can be found in the notion of a
frontier. Frontiers encourage imagination: they enable the possibility of being, and of things
that can be dreamed and then achieved. Within such imagination can be conjured a world for
men who understand themselves to be undervalued in modern society, and who may be angry
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at so being undervalued. The frontier is a place of solace for such men, and may be
apprehended as a sort of Xanadu for the disenfranchised or socially alienated among them.
The oil and gas industry has effectively harnessed the call of the frontier, and used it to attract
workers and to demonstrate success narratives. The industry knows that the power of the
frontier is potentially transformative: because it is a place of imagination, the industry can
heavily influence what the physical and social realities of the frontier might be; it has the
opportunity to formulate the frontier as a scape that well serves its industrial profit motive.
Meanwhile, the frontier continues to resonate as a destination for those who seek to reorient
or renegotiate their lives. In this, such persons are already primed for being made over in the
image of the industry. As long as frontiers remain profitable zones of interest to the oil and gas
industry, they will also remain fertile grounds for the recruitment, perpetuation, and
inculcation of masculinity.
Also connected to the masculine bargain is nature, an entity that for the purposes of oil
and gas work, exists to be plundered. Oil and gas exploration is enormously impactful on
physical terrain, and the sheer scale of operations is both a sign and symbol of industrial
purpose. Men, in tandem with machines, prod the Earth, forcing it to give up its concealed
goods, inviting phallic analogies, but there is more at play here than simply that: oil and gas
work does not so much represent a form of triumph over nature as it does the calculated
domination of it, an effect that reinforces the masculine orientations of this work and the
values that accompany it. This domination positions the oil and gas industry as arbiters of the
Earth’s resources, permitted to conceive and enact massively transformative industrial
programs, despite pushbacks from people, groups, and governments. This is masculine
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expression taken to an extreme: a systematic overwhelming of the very planet on which we
live, while the source of any protests aimed at this expression are simultaneously feminized and
othered. Meanwhile, nature endures, at least for the present.
Both connected to the three preceding categories, and influenced by them, are notions
of working worth in the GP region. Self-made men feature prominently in the mythos and
culture of oil and gas, those who achieved success with their ‘boots on the ground’. Their
success is often credited to sheer resilience and innovation, and is the sweeter for those who
forge a path as contractors. The usual career trajectory of trading your labour for a wage is not
inherently problematized in the oil and gas industry, but those workers who are able to
summon the capital and connections needed to directly compete with established companies
represent the pinnacle of achievement in working-class masculinity.
These are the labour kings, and the gulf between them and those workers who reject oil
patch sensibilities and values and instead seek a more stable, town-based working life, is vast.
That these groups have little in common is not so noteworthy, but each is oriented to a radically
different way of being in what is effectively a small community, and one that does not offer the
anonymity and urban cover of metropolitan living. In this, they are often required to interact,
and each is dismissive of the other, convinced that their particular value system is the correct
one. This tension serves to reinforce the importance of the choices made by each of these two
groups, contributing to the maintenance of a wide social gap between them, which adds to the
polarity that characterizes life in GP.
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Chapter 4

4.0 - Key Cultural Components of GP

As described in the previous chapter, GP has a reputation for attracting workers, and then
affording them the opportunity to develop or improve technical trades and oil and gas-related
skill sets that can be employed all over the world. In conversations and interviews, company
managers and long-time residents frequently indicated that GP has acted as a training ground
for the best and brightest in the oil and gas industry, but so often failed to retain them in the
longer term. When asked why, participants drew parallels between the northern and isolated
nature of their community and its reputation as a temporary pass-over for ambitious and
technically-minded workers. They also pointed to a history of booms and busts in the region,
and to a resulting volatile labour pool a high degree of mobility for workers. Their anecdotal
experiences are supported in a host of literatures, including economics and rural sociology,
which posit that many oil and gas-based towns and cities see a high number of migrant workers
and ensuing rates of job loss and turnover during boom and bust periods (see, for example,
Ferguson, 2014; Fernando and Cooley, 2016; Jacobsen and Parker, 2014; and Tunstall, 2014).
Many of these same participants also noted that extractive resource communities enjoy
dubious reputations, ones often rooted in a public understanding of oil and gas exploration as
actively damaging to the environment and disruptive of the natural order of the Earth and its
geographic arrangements. England and Brown (2004), in exploring the socially irreconcilable
narratives of farming and resource extraction, note that rural North American agricultural
practices are often viewed favourably, as a form of stewardship, a “peaceful coexistence”
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(2004: 317) between humans and the physical terrain they cultivate. By contrast, resource
extraction activities are thought to be chaotic and disorderly, frequently “characterized by
ethnic complexities, labor disputes, liquor, prostitutes, riotous living, and booms and busts”
(Ibid.) It is useful to note that GP has a considerable history of agricultural activity, as well as
ranching and animal husbandry, and practitioners have clashed with companies and
municipalities over oil and gas development, and in some cases, been openly hostile and
organized in their protest of it (with the Ludwig/Boonstra family at Trickle Creek being the most
prominent of these figures; see Chapter 5, Section 5.3.1 for more). In others, ranchers have
profited significantly through collecting compensation payments from oil and gas exploration
that has taken place on grazing land leased from the crown (Alberta Farmer Express, 2015),
which has served to cloud the issue regarding the utility and acceptability of oil and gas
exploration in agricultural communities. Participants generally indicated that there had to be a
balance struck between agricultural and oil and gas activities, but no one was certain what that
balance could be or how to achieve it.
Spikes in the prices of oil and gas significantly drive job opportunities and worker
migration into resource extraction communities. This meant it was not uncommon for longerterm GP residents to witness a cyclical influx and then exodus of workers. Jacobsen and Parker
(2014), in their exploration of US boom towns, suggest that while communities and residents
experience short-term economic and employment benefits during a resource extraction
explosion, the fallout that accompanies the bust portion of the cycle reduces their economic
and social positionality to below what it had been prior to the occurrence of a boom.
Participants, in recounting their own struggles and triumphs or those of friends and family,
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noted that they were closely aligned with the cyclical nature of resource booms and busts, and
spoke meaningfully of the disillusionment, fear, and dread that accompanied the loss of
earnings, employment, mobility, and personal expression. As Bill, a field operator with nearly
30 years of experience relayed, the positive expression of these states is inexorably hinged on
the oil and gas industry “being busy, and stayin’ that way”.
Over a long enough time period, it was assumed that the best talent would seek
opportunity elsewhere when the local oil and gas economy was in a state of ebb (personal
communication, 2013), and there exists ample anecdotal evidence to bear out such an
assumption. However, Winkler, et al (2011) suggest that despite a historical record of
migration from resource communities to larger, urban centres, a trend that favours relocating
to rural areas has been growing, once characterized by an appreciation of and for “… the
natural environment for amenity qualities, including scenic views, recreational opportunities,
wildlife habitat, and rural culture” (2011: 349). An interest in such ‘amenities’ clearly resonated
with a number of participants, and served to raise questions about what was understood to be
a largely one-way flow of talent. GP’s northerly location means that it experiences long
winters, marked with cold weather and heavy snowfall, so outdoor recreational activities such
as snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, and ice fishing are widely popular. Geographically, the
Peace Region is heavily-timbered, which makes it attractive for hunters of elk, moose, deer, and
a variety of types of fowl. Mild weather and long sunshine hours during summer months
enable social and recreational activities to be undertaken until late into the evening, and
naturally rustic and scenic terrain, proximal to lakes, rivers, and mountains, make the region a
popular recreation, travel, and camping destination.
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Beyond this, in the nearly two years I passed there, GP had an intangible quality to it
that people were aware of: a distinct thrum, as if living on the pulse of something exciting. I
spoke often with co-workers, roommates, and participants about this intangible quality, and
most agreed it could be felt, but was difficult to name. Some accounted for it as the ‘vibe’ that
exists in a remote community filled with job opportunities and young people. Others, perhaps
more cynically, believed it to be the simple hum of commerce, the economic thread that
connected (or ensnared) the community and its citizens. Whatever the ‘it’ was, I too was soon
swept up, to the degree that an old friend made the journey to GP to experience this
unaccountable energy for herself.
There are also downsides to being in a community that seethes with economic energy,
and two in particular were recurring. Rampant job opportunity in GP during the time of
fieldwork (2012-2014) meant that workers sought to opportunize themselves explicitly, and
traditional job values such as employee loyalty or company support were constantly being
redefined in terms of “what’s best for me” (personal communication, 2013). Another potential
downside lay in GP’s raison d’etre: people lived to work, and often defined themselves through
what they had accomplished and experienced by working. While this can make for interesting
research, a long period of time spent in a community so focused on defining itself through work
and earning ability can be exhausting for those who do not self-identify in the same manner. By
the time I left the field in July of 2014, a saturation point had been reached, and I needed a
change of locale. Interestingly, the economic climate in GP began to alter drastically in the fall
of 2014, as the oil and gas industry entered a protracted period of decline, one that has
continued during the writing of this thesis. Curious about the potential value of a comparative
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view, I made a brief trip back to GP in March of 2016, and my experience was a markedly
different one than during the boom months that accompanied my initial arrival in 2012. This
experience was mentioned in brief in the introduction of the thesis and is further explored in
Chapter 6.
In wrestling with the meanings and implications of why people come to a place like GP
and what induces them to stay, three themes recurred. I utilize the following sections of this
chapter to discuss of them, and how they relate to remaining in GP in the ‘long-term’. Here, I
acknowledge that the category of ‘long-term’ is both an ambiguous one and difficult to place a
particular numerical value on. Several interview respondents, in recalling the temporal periods
they lived and worked in GP, were surprised at how much time had passed, and issued
comments such as “Where has all the time gone”, or “I only planned to be here for a year… But
it’s been 20”. While participants generally agreed that several years could constitute a “long
time”, there was no consensus in terms of how many years actually meant ‘long-term’; rather,
time was understood and expressed through markers of what had happened or been
accomplished, and sometimes via sensational occurrences, such as ongoing interest with Weibo
Ludwig, and the anti-oil and gas activities of the communal group at Trickle Creek Compound in
the 1990s (for more on this, see Chapter 5, Section 5.3.1). In the majority of instances, job
changes, economic variations, and family dynamics were employed to measure and locate
lengthy passages of time, and to both give account of and pay tribute to being in a community
in the ‘long-term’.
In preface to discussion, each of these themes are framed within the local and larger
consequences of working life in and around GP. They have been derived from hours of
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interviews, conversations, job shadowing, chatting, and socializing with residents and
participants. It is likely that links or similarities to aspects of life in oil and gas towns all over
Alberta, and indeed, across Canada, could be recognized, both as qualities of small-community
living, and as features of industrial economies and the communities that house them. These
three themes are (in order of exploration):
1. The value of generosity. GP residents are proud of and promote themselves as ‘good
citizens’, active in charity and volunteerism, community support activities, and
neighbourhood associations and groups.
2. Fixation with money/pursuit/acquisition. This was locally understood as economic
‘freedom’. Many research participants understood GP as an economic destination, one
that could improve their fortunes and enable a material lifestyle.
3. An enduring belief in oil and gas. The notion of ‘the end of oil’ was largely
unthinkable for participants, co-workers, and residents of GP. History, narrative, and
desire have all conspired to entrench the oil narrative deeply into the social psyche of
residents of oil and gas towns, and GP exemplifies these attitudes and understandings.

4.1 – The Value of Generosity

Prior to a discussion of community-based generosity, it would be fruitful to lay out a working
definition as to what is meant by ‘community’, in and around a place such as GP. Notions of
community invariably give rise to questions that seek to explore it, to speak to its
making/unmaking, or to disturb conventional understandings of what the thing ‘is’, making it a
difficult concept, as it can be both full of meaning and utterly devoid of it. Scholars across
disciplines have written meaningfully and movingly on community, and especially so in the
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sociological literatures (see, for example, Bauman, 2011; Creed, 2006; De Genova, 2005; Elliot,
2010; Herbert, 2005; Murphy, 2007; and Rose, 1996), all the while failing to establish exactly
what community is and what it means to the people who inhabit them. My own attempts to
wrestle with notions of community are littered throughout this thesis, but for the purposes of
establishing a reasonable baseline, this useful definition of community comes from the
sociologist Amitai Etzioni (1997), who wrote:
“Community is defined by two characteristics: first, a web of affect-laden
relationships among a group of individuals, relationships that often crisscross and
reinforce one another (rather than merely one-on-one or chainlike individual
relationships), and second, a measure of commitment to a set of shared values,
norms and meaning, and a shared history and identity – in short, to a particular
culture”
(1997: 127)
The web that Etzioni so clearly describes was evident in the relationships that I shared with
participants, co-workers, and friends in GP. As strangers, initially, we gathered around shared
interests, and bonds grew out of spending time together. We assessed the values and pursuits
of each other, and then decided whether to continue those relationships, and how to shape
and influence them. In short, we were community-building, creating meaning and connections,
as were thousands of other people all around us, with their own social groups, values, and
involvements.
Participants understood that they were part of some form of community in significant
ways, even if they did not express this explicitly. This understanding was linked to longstanding community initiatives or ideologies that had captured the hearts and minds of
residents. One of these resonated especially strongly throughout the GP region, in what I have
termed a ‘culture of generosity’. Through interactions with townspeople, participants, co144

workers, and new friends, I became aware of it as a financially-and-temporally-focused form of
community-building, enacted in a variety of public theatres. This culture of generosity was
manifest in a number of community initiatives usual to GP, including corporate and community
philanthropy, volunteerism, and donation and fundraising drives, but was localized in particular
ways, through a shared language and interpretation of these activities and their outcomes
anchored in value systems that ‘make sense’ in the GP region.
My early understanding of how deeply rooted GP’s community sense of obligation could
be was initially awakened through day-to-day research activities. Accessing communities and
groups that lay beyond research participants, I was able to meet with members of local
outreach organizations, city councillors and planners, emergency services administrators, and
educators. Interactions with them often included suggestions to attend and participate in local
events that were focused around charitable activities, intended no doubt to both bolster my
connection to the community and to encourage participation in these events.
It is critical to keep in mind that life in a resource-extraction dependent community is
routinely work-focused, often to the exclusion of social activities. Despite considerable
demands on the time of GP citizens, there existed significant opportunities to fill non-working
hours with philanthropic endeavours, such as through fundraising for community associations,
volunteering with mental health outreach groups, or promoting awareness of the need for
youth literacy and education. As my own awareness of the social hints that encouraged ‘good’
citizens in GP to actively partake of such opportunities matured, I also began to seek them out,
and incorporate them into my own life there. While work is always going to be a major focus
for resource extraction community residents, GP’s social values place pressure on residents to
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engage in philanthropic activities outside of working hours, even if that meant reducing time
available for other activities, such as socializing in bars, participating in recreational sports, or
relaxing at home with family. Clearly, not every GP resident could or would answer the call to
engage in community-minded activities and events, but in my experience, a large proportion of
them did, and were vocal advocates for the perpetuation and propagation of the values that
encouraged such endeavours, as well as the events and causes themselves.
Attempting to discover to what degree GP was a natural ‘booster’ community, and what
impact the corporate philanthropy (also known as corporate social responsibility, or CSR)
practiced by the oil and gas companies had in influencing the boosterism, was largely
unsuccessful. One participant joked that this was a “chicken or the egg kinda question”, all the
while reassuring me that northerly communities “stick together” and “take care of each other,
long before oil came around”. In further discussion with this participant, he alluded to settler
and pioneer history in northern Alberta, indicating that people in the GP region had developed
a sense of community obligation due to the harshness and remoteness of the environment, and
the need to work together to build and maintain their livelihoods and communities – what he
termed “pioneer spirit”. While I accepted his rationale for believing his community to have the
interests of its residents at heart, a question remained: if we accept that the impacts of
corporations on communities can range from the tangible to largely hidden, what can be
inferred about the degrees of influence a community has on the corporate organizations that
operate within it?
Business and management literatures focused on corporate social responsibility (known
as CSR) have increased dramatically since the early 2000s, and yield a cornucopia of views on
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the rules, expectations, and pitfalls for corporations and communities that enter into
partnerships (see, for example, Cadbury, 2006; Crane et al, 2008; Crowther and Aras, 2008;
Escobar and Vredenburg, 2011; McWilliams and Siegel, 2000; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001).
McWilliams et al (2005) define CSR as “situations where the firm goes beyond compliance and
engages in actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm
and that which is required by law” (2005: 3). In GP, evidence of such actions by companies
active in the area were legion, ranging from the sponsoring of local cultural events to the
spearheading of community improvement initiatives. The degree to which this corporate
‘support’ was a usual and accepted component of the backdrop to life in GP is illustrated in the
following example. In the winter of 2013, a roommate invited me to attend a junior-league
hockey game, which pitted the local team against one from another major oil and gas
community. Arriving to the arena, the (literal) signs of corporate activity were inescapable:
huge, illuminated billboards proclaimed the partnership between the arena and a major oil and
gas company. Inside, as we lined up to purchase beverages, glossy slogans and advertisements
pledging responsible exploration by resource companies to the region were in evidence on
every wall. Sitting in the bleachers, the commentator for the game announced that the
evening’s action was made possible by a host of sponsors, most of which were oil and gas
companies headquartered in the province. Corporate logos were also embedded in the arena
ice itself, ensuring that the eyes of the spectators fell on them no matter when their attention
was directed toward the sporting action. The event was an encapsulation of corporate
branding and messaging, with the lines demarcating the city of GP and the company
benefactors purposely blurred.
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After attending the game, I was left to wonder how the local culture of GP had (if at all)
shaped the form and function of CSR that was in evidence. Marquis, et al (2007) discuss the
impact that metropolitan communities can exert on the ‘corporate social action’ (or CSA) of
companies headquartered in said communities. They suggest that correlation between a
company’s social license to act and its financial security is inconclusive, believing that such
practices are largely shaped by geological location and the host community’s ability to influence
and shape the legitimacy of corporate activities. The authors also note that large companies
often fail to account for the degree of connectedness between local residents and their
networks, and are thus unable to apprehend how these community pressures can come to bear
on CSA. Du and Vieira (2012), in their examination of the corporate social responsibility
mandates employed by resource extraction companies, laid bare the public distrust and
cynicism that often accompanies controversial industrial sectors. They acknowledge that such
companies need community legitimacy and social licence to operate, and suggest that focused
attention to public reaction and perceived reputation is required. Without expressly saying so,
the intimation is that sensitivity to public perception is no longer optional.
My own sense is that the community of GP and the oil and gas companies that operate
within it share a complex relationship, one that comingles social memory and change, but
which ultimately remains underappreciated by either side. It is reasonable to assume that GP’s
settler, agricultural, and forestry history has rendered the area less dependent on oil and gas
resources than other northerly communities lacking such economic diversification. However,
the oil and gas industry has been active in and round GP since the 1970s, and social memory is
variable: many of my research participants were unfamiliar with a GP “before oil”, and indeed,
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could not conceive of it. This is unsurprising, given that in presenting itself as a fast-paced,
industrial destination, GP is a site potent with ambition and meaning, one “propelled by
change” (Nora, 1989: 8). Residents under the age of 50 would simply be unaware of a past and
present that was not heavily linked to the fortunes of oil and gas.
The sheer draw of the oil and gas industry to the GP region is breathtaking. Companies
who staked their claims early helped to build the area’s reputation as a training ground for
innovative, hard workers. As the industry grew and proliferated, demand for labour power and
specialized technical skills increased dramatically, and incentivization multiplied through the
money to be made, job opportunities to be had, and the chance for self-expression and
performance in a peripheral location. All these things have also influenced social memory. If
two or three generations of workers are familiar with a GP that has tangibly prospered through
the economic promises of oil and gas, such prosperity has, in effect, ‘always been’. Recall the
notion of the pioneer spirit, one of building critical networks and relations with neighbors and
community members, so as to yoke the strength of the membership and succeed against a
harsh physical environment. This ethos has been latched onto and capitalized upon by the
corporations that operate in the GP region: they seek social license through the exchanging of
money and community-building in ways that resonate with GP’s nostalgic social values,
understanding that the summoning of an idealized, settler past, struggling against the odds, is
well received in northern Alberta. Given the protracted recession still buffeting the province at
the time of writing, it remains to be seen if continuing to invoke such an ideal can still summon
a legitimate symbolic power in GP, while the same corporations that have deftly wielded it
continue to cut work force numbers and disburse their oil and gas holdings in the region.
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4.1.1 – The Good Citizen: Make Money and Turn It Back into The Community
Median household incomes for GP are some of the highest in Canada. While many residents
use their earning power to achieve consumer desires and personal ends, a significant
proportion of them also choose to invest money and time back into the community that
enabled them to succeed. One of the ways this can be seen most readily is through
volunteerism. Statistics Canada (2010) noted that 55 percent of Albertans over the age of 15
were involved in volunteer activities, a significantly higher proportion than the national average
of 47 percent. The community of GP also features high rates of volunteerism, as noted by a
Vital Signs report, which found that 56.5 percent of city residents over the age of 15 identified
as volunteers (Community Foundation of Northwestern Alberta, 2013). In August of 2016, The
GP Volunteer Services Bureau website showed 76 registered volunteer organizations, with
corporate sponsors including companies such as Encana, Aquaterra, and Weyerhaeuser
(Volunteer GP, 2016). Additionally, GP is home to a Rotary club with over 300 members, which
distributes hundreds of thousands of dollars to local projects and associations in the form of
scholarships and bursaries (GP Rotary, 2016). Successful local business owners, entrepreneurs,
and investors were routinely found among the memberships of such clubs and associations.
Through a referral by another participant, I met with Tracey, a woman in her late 20s,
with close ties to GP’s arts and culture scene. In conversation with her, I learned that funding
for local artists and creative ventures was frequently subsidized by community donors. We
shared anecdotes about how people in GP built community through volunteering and
donations, and speculated that in a place such as GP, one that is geographically and
intellectually peripheral, local volunteerism and cash donations added substance and enabled
meaning-making within it. Through contributing to the building of something tangible, be it a
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dance studio or a hockey arena, and by offering their time, skills, or financial resources,
residents were actively pushing against this peripherality, and creating community.
I was to learn that the participation of men and women in the activities of charity and
volunteerism were often gendered: men were most frequently away working, and as such,
contributed money to the community. Women, who most often were at home with children or
who worked at what was characterized as a ‘supplemental’ job, donated their time and
expertise. As I was to learn through exploring the arts community in GP, much of the creative
programming, and its inception and management, was the domain of women (for more on this,
see Chapter 5, Section 5.2). In GP, this was a ‘natural’ outcome, as men were busy with the
‘real’ work of extracting oil and gas, and women were at home, sometimes with part-time jobs,
and raising children and building community through outreaches, activities programs, and
fundraising. The gendered expectations of men and women in GP shaped the very structure of
how volunteering, donating, and contributing to community is ‘done’.
After connecting with Tracey, my interest in exploring donor culture in the city was
aroused, and through a fortunate observation, I stumbled upon a key indicator. In meeting a
participant for an interview, I arrived early to a bustling coffee shop. Standing in line near the
cash register, I noticed a small, clear plastic donation box, of the kind found in convenience
stores, gas stations, and other retail places of business. In my previous experience, it had been
usual for these boxes to be nearly empty, only containing a few random coins. The box at this
particular shop was packed with bills, in denominations up to $50 (that were visible). There
could have been hundreds of dollars inside it, and people continued to add yet more money as
they paid for their food and drinks.
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Over the next few months, I took note of the contents of these donation boxes
wherever they could be found. Without exception, all over the city of GP, the boxes were filled
with cash, and displays of financial generosity were not confined to them alone. During the
Christmas holiday season, Salvation Army volunteers rang bells for donations inside grocery
stores, their red buckets heavy with the weight of contributions. Collection plates for families
in need were passed around at sporting events, and returned overflowing with coins and bills.
Boys and Girls clubs, knocking on doors in quiet cul-de-sacs, selling baked goods, expected to
sell out on every block. Athletes looking for financial backing to make trips to international
competitions were featured on local radio stations, and the canvassing campaigns would run
several times an hour, until the funding goal was met, which often occurred within a few days.
These activities shone a light onto a component of how GP society understood the
utility of money, and how it could be wielded in what was perceived as socially useful ways. In
time, I observed that charitable activities in GP had two visible streams: one largely for those
who had money to contribute but limited time to offer; the other for those who had time
available, but little money. Where a person could fit into these streams added complexity to
GP’s social dynamics, as each stream had its own particular system of reward and
reinforcement, but again, these streams were highly gendered, with wealthy men often making
financial contributions in lieu of their time, and women offering their time instead of money.
For those who contributed their time to community causes, the investment was often
deeply personal. One of my participants, Jan, an artist and mental health practitioner,
passionately advocated for at-risk persons in GP. She acted as a mentor, den mother, and
community police officer, and assumed the lead in whatever capacity was necessary to provide
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relief, humanity, and dignity to struggling and at-risk citizens. She firmly pushed against
discrimination, encouraged hope, and refused to be content in a community that was so often
fractured by economic opportunities, and where those at the bottom of the social ladder are
misunderstood, mistrusted, and undervalued. People like Jan worked to build community
because they believe that people should all have opportunities, and that they are worthy of
being supported. She remained uninterested in accolades or awards, despite being highly
respected by social and civic entities in the community. Jan’s ‘reward’ was to be an impetus for
social and policy change in GP, and that reward was not highly formalized, and did not involve
public displays or dinner ceremonies.
By contrast, it was usual for regular or large donors, investors, and prominent
community supporters to receive effusive and public praise, awards, and to enjoy high levels of
social good will and capital. This could include having one’s name announced overhead at local
hockey games, or being commemorated in sculptures erected in parks, bearing inscriptions of
gratitude. While anonymous donors certainly did exist, there were fewer of them, and fewer
still were the physical tributes to them, which speaks to expectations within the donor culture
that has developed in GP: there are those who do not seek tribute for their contributions, but
formal recognition, especially public, remains a significant motivator for ensuring large
donations of time and money.
In dwelling on the features of being a donor in GP, it is pertinent to ask what else could
be happening in these transactions, beyond a simple desire to engage community and, in some
respect, to be recognized for it. In her exploration of the contentious nature of community,
Dorow (2013) builds upon Rose’s (2001) concept of ‘ethopolitics’, defining it as “a set of
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governing strategies that act on the ethical dimension of human life, fostering the self-managed
engagement of individuals in their collective destiny” (pp. 57-58). For Dorow, these governing
strategies can be seen acting within the relationships that workers have with a place like Fort
McMurray, long considered an economic destination only, and less one in which to put down
filial roots. In response to the risk of citizens living as perpetual economic tourists faced by that
community, Dorow argues that three forms of neoliberal community investment are
encouraged: the first of these being “investing at home” (pp. 65-68), followed by “investing by
‘giving back’” (pp. 68-70), and finally “investing in capacities” (pp. 71-73). While all three of
Dorow’s categories are worthy of examination, the notion of ‘giving back’ to community is
particularly pertinent for a discussion on volunteerism in GP.
As Dorow explains, the Alberta community of Fort McMurray encourages a form of
neoliberal “giving back” among its citizens, a catch-all term that encompasses volunteerism,
capacity building, and local expertise, formalized in a manner that resonates with what Rose
(2000) has termed “ethical citizenship” (p. 1398). While Fort McMurray and GP demonstrate
different histories and population demographics, they have in common a highly developed
petroeconomy, and are both destinations for immigrants and Canadian migrants, mostly male
and under the age of 30, seeking high-paying jobs in the oil and gas industry. GP’s volunteer
network is highly sophisticated, and prides itself on including successful local entrepreneurs,
visionaries, and investors within its ranks, a tangible demonstration of the power of ethical
citizenry, as those whose success has been enabled by the “general condition of opportunity”
(Dorow, 2013: 68), now find themselves obligated to remit a form of payment, usually offered
up in terms of time - a precious commodity in the oil and gas industry – or money, which tends
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to be more readily available but the giving of which is governed by a number of factors,
including timing, amount, distribution by an appropriate agent, and reception. All of these
factors must be met and must then unfold in a fashion consistent with GP’s dominant social
values.
My own experience volunteering in GP offered lessons on not only community, but on
masculinity and the social expectations placed on citizens who seek some form of assistance.
After a few months of research, I connected with a learning council, and offered my services as
a tutor. I was taken on board, and during the next 16 months, worked with a number of
students. One particular person, a man in his late 20s named Ben, became a regular, long-term
student. Ben had little formal education, and struggled with reading and writing. Despite this,
he was determined to become a welder, and needed to pass second-year Journeyman
examinations, which included practical and written components. Further obstacles included
Ben’s lack self-confidence, and the fact that he had a naturally cautious disposition, which
singled him out among the ranks of the confident, jocular men in his cohort. I learned there
were resources on offer for disadvantaged learners through the Journeyman program, but he
did not want to “bother” the administrators, and, as Ben later admitted, was apprehensive
about being singled out for being “different in a bad way” (personal communication, 2013).
Over time, he articulated the root of the issue to me: asking for help sent a negative message to
both instructors and fellow students in the Journeyman program, and would only make him the
butt of further jokes and disrespect. It was informally understood that it was better to have
failed in silence than to have been perceived as needing any sort of accommodation – an
attitude that is not out of place in many sites where masculinity and physical labour are
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performed. Ben accepted this as an inescapable reality of his situation, something I failed
miserably to do.
As our relationship developed, Ben felt more comfortable confiding his program-based
worries to me, but never accepted any of my offers to intercede on his behalf with program
administrators. Happily, our marathon weekend sessions led to improvement. His speech grew
more confident, and his reading progressed several grade levels in as many weeks. The litmus
test was passing his second-year examinations, which he did easily. This felt like an intense
victory for both of us, and we continued to work together for the next 12 months, and through
his third-year examinations. Ben’s considerable progression as a student encouraged his
confidence to blossom, and shortly after completed his third-year training, he was offered and
accepted a job in another province. He and his family made the move shortly afterwards, and
as of 2016, had remained there.
I admit being pleased that Ben was able to succeed, but also wondered how those
without his combination of drive and family support may have fared. Ben recognized that he
needed help, and so reached out to the learning council. This act alone marked him as unusual
in the highly masculinized working culture usual to the region. Addis and Mahalik (2003) tell us
that “men are often characterized as unwilling to ask for help when they experience problems
in living” (2003: 5). Studies abound showing that men, when compared with women,
frequently avoid seeking assistance for life difficulties, including medical issues (Gijsbers Van
Wijk, et al, 1992; Griffiths, 1992; Jackson, 1991; Neighbors & Howard, 1987; Rafuse, 1993);
psychiatric treatment (Gove, 1984; Gove & Tudor, 1973; Greenley & Mechanic, 1976; Howard &
Orlinsky, 1972; Vessey & Howard, 1993); and substance abuse (McKay et al, 1996, Thom, 1986).
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In this way, Ben’s intention and action in contacting the council and seeking a private language
tutor could be interpreted as an act of subtle subversion, a recognition that the system he was
expected to flounder within was inherently unfair and wrongheaded. Another possibility may
be that Ben sought to address his need in the most private way possible, one that took him far
away from the prying eyes and cutting humour of his classmates. We did not reach a level of
intimacy in our relationship that permitted exploration of Ben’s deeper rationales, and so my
intuitions regarding his motives remain speculative.
Further lessons were to follow through my volunteering channel, and one particular
instance neatly encapsulated the nature of GP’s particular version of ethical citizenship. Late
into the first winter of tutoring with the council, I received a phone call about meeting with a
potential new student, named Roch, who had an exceptional backstory. Arriving to the council
intake office, I met a friendly young man, who paced nervously, and often looked out the
window toward his dog, tied up outside. After an introduction, an administrator asked Roch to
“tell his story”, which ran thus: he had been born in Montreal, and his mother had died when
he was a pre-adolescent. His father’s health was also fragile, and by the time Roch reached
early adolescence, he was absent from school, and caring for his dying father. He actively hid
from scholastic and city authorities, and when his father finally passed away a few years later,
Roch was effectively homeless. Uncomfortable at the prospect of being consigned to state
care, he lived on the streets in Montreal for a time, and eventually fell into nomadism. At the
time of our meeting, Roch was in his mid-20s, and had traversed Canada from coast-to-coast
several times. News of work opportunities encouraged him to stop over for the winter in GP,
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but his fractured education and socialization meant that he struggled with reading, writing, and
communicating in culturally appropriate ways.
As we spoke, it became apparent that Roch had often sought to integrate into a
community, seeking to find reprieve from the life of the road. Over time, he had developed
expectations about the shape and substance of “support” that could be accessed in what would
always be a temporary community for him. In hearing him speak to this, part of my attention
was focused on the intake administrator’s reaction, and another part on what I knew to be true
about masculine values in GP: that hard work, individualism, and overcoming difficult situations
was normative for men, and expected. Roch’s ideas of what constituted usual and reasonable
support networks – subsidized housing, meal plans, work placements, and so on – were
incongruent with these established masculine values. I was not surprised when the
administrator responded negatively, indicating that newcomers to the community who utilized
support services were expected to start their new lives, ones that included holding down a job,
and demonstrating social worth through being “a good citizen”. For my part, I attempted to
mediate the rapidly eroding meeting, but was not effective, and anticipated that Roch’s stay in
GP would neither be long nor pleasant.
As it happened, I only met with Roch once more, about two weeks later. During our
brief encounter, we mostly spoke about what he perceived as the difficulties of becoming a GP
citizen. He was frustrated by the fact that in order to qualify for a subsidized living space, he
had to log long hours at a tedious job, and that his dog was neither welcome in the apartment
or at the workplace. He was also required to frequently check in with a social services liaison,
and his relaxed attitude towards time and work commitments was a source of considerable
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friction in that relationship. Roch was ultimately not prepared for the social expectations of
citizenship in GP. Indeed, they were both more difficult and less interesting than life on the
road, and shortly after our last interaction, a Council administrator advised that he had left
town abruptly, and with no warning. It was hardly surprising, and I could imagine Roch
vanishing back into the network of roadways that had nurtured him for so long.
These experiences with the Learning Council also offered insight into cultural values in
GP, including demonstrating how practicality, responsibility, and a ‘take-charge’ attitude were
admired and expected from volunteers. I met and worked with a number of learners during
that 16-month period, and instruction on the part of the Council in terms of what lessons
should consist of, how they were to be structured, and how progress was to be marked was
minimal. I came to understand that it was simply assumed I would have the learner’s best
interests in mind, and that any achievement would leave them better off than previously.
Curiosity led to formulating potential reasons for the Council’s ‘arm’s length’ approach to
learning, such as wondering if it could be attributed to the fact that as a highly educated tutor
with previous experience, I was simply a rare sort of volunteer in that community. Or, perhaps
this was an organization that took an inherently practical view of education and volunteers,
offering a large degree of autonomy in services with the inherent expectation for performance
placed on the individual. The development of such an organizational culture would have been
in line with the general social values of the region, but as I was unable to research it to any
degree, my thoughts here remain conjectural.
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4.2 – Fixated with Money: The Pursuit of Economic ‘Freedom’

Economic gain, or as some participants termed it “economic freedom”, is a significant
component of personal achievement in GP. The salaries that oil and gas workers command
enable lifestyle and opportunity choices that would be unavailable to those who earned less.
With economic gain being a standard by which success is measured, new recruits to oil and gas
frequently assimilate the values of prioritizing making money and then enjoying the fruits of
their labours through forms of consumption (see Houser, 2010 for more). Some workers are
content to luxuriate in their profits, while others leverage their economic opportunities to
create larger ones, to advance their careers, or become owners and business operators
themselves.
The remainder of this section will explore and discuss the working and economic
experiences of four male participants, all of whom had logged significant time in the oil and gas
industry, and who provided critical and reflective answers to interview questions. Two of
these, Thomas and Vince, were fellow co-workers at the electrical company, while I met Peter
though another participant, and Jason at a community event. With the exception of Vince, who
migrated from Ontario, all of the men discussed here were local to GP. Each recognized that
the work opportunities in the region could finance a particular lifestyle or help to provide
access to other industries, and all processed and attempted to realize those opportunities in
different ways.
Thomas, a trade-certified electrician, used the money earned from his day job primarily
to finance the expansion of his family farm. Along with his father, he aspired to add to their
farm land holdings in the GP area, the cost of which is significant. At the time of research
(2012-2014), a survey of local real estate websites offering farm-suitable property for sale
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showed that the cost per acre could reach as high as $20,000 CDN (Ovlix, 2016). As a young
farmer is unlikely to possess the capital and credit rating to purchase the several-hundred-toseveral-thousand acres of farm land desired, expanding a farming operation can be extremely
slow. Thomas regularly worked more than 60 hours per week on electrical projects in the oil
and gas industry, and in a good year would earn a gross salary of $200,000 or more. Because oil
patch work is busiest from November through April, when the ground is frozen, he was able to
assist with farming in the spring and summer months while working fewer hours for the
electrical company. In the winter months, his father oversaw farm activities, while Thomas’s
significant earnings enabled planning land and equipment acquisitions. His certification as a
tradesperson offered other options: if work in oil and gas was intermittent, his skill set would
be valuable to commercial contractors based in GP or in nearby centers. This meant that he
could choose how to divide his time between both pursuits to best suit his interests and pursue
his farming aspirations.
Peter, a 29-year old from the Peace Region, viewed oil and gas work as a means to
leverage himself into a better life and career. He entered the oil and gas stream looking for
adventure, and over a decade spent in the industry, found more of it than he had thought
possible. After working several years as an oil and gas fire responder and then a manager,
Peter decided to leave the industry and enter post-secondary studies. During an interview, I
asked him if the long hours, time away from family, and uncertainties of working in the oil
patch had been worth the financial gain:
“Yeah, it is. ‘Cause, when you’re young and single, go away, stay in camp, it’s great.
Keeps ya out of trouble, for one thing, ‘cause ya can’t drink and do stupid stuff, for
one thing. Well, ya can, but’s pretty risky. You make lots of money, so that when you
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are home, you can go and blow it on whatever you want, doesn’t matter, but then
you get into a relationship, maybe, or you get tired of being gone all the time, you
want a life, so you go work in the office, and you spend more time at home, and make
less money, but, depending on the kind of person you are, it’s probably worth it… It’s
so worth it. If I hadn’t done it, man, I wouldn’t be coming back to school right now
and getting an education, I would still be staying in camps and driving fire trucks all
over northern Alberta and B.C… So, it’s definitely worth it”.

Peter clearly enjoyed the challenges of his work and the feeling of satisfaction that
accompanied solving complex field problems, but the years of isolation, lack of work stability,
and unpredictable nature of the industry wore him down. His decision to return to school was
both influenced and enabled by oil and gas work: he now had the money to pay for postsecondary training, and the desire to apply his capabilities in a different setting. During another
interview, Peter indicated his intention to use his work ethic and problem-solving intuition to
launch a new career, one that was peripheral to oil and gas. In planning to stay in the GP area
and set up a business based around his new occupation, Peter demonstrated the utility of
economic choices available to those who work in the oil and gas industry – he was, in essence,
mapping out a new economic future, one enabled and supported by years of labour in the oil
and gas industry.
An electrician co-worker named Vince had relocated to Alberta, seeking work in oil and
gas specifically to pursue financial gain and kick start his stalled career. He had recently
purchased a rental property near Toronto, and wanted to marry his fiancé in the near future.
After nearly seven years of working electrical jobs in Ontario, he came to the conclusion that
without a significant salary boost, he was not going to be able to achieve certain short-term

162

goals. In an interview, when asked why he chose Alberta, Vince emphasized the practical
considerations of the move:
“[on working in Ontario] There’s a few different styles, for my trade, anyway. You’re
either workin’ for the little guy, whose, you know, under paid n’ overworked, or
you’re with the union, and your job would be, ah, either with maintenance or with a
municipality. And that’s really all there is… Everyone’s on a budget, it’s a hustle and
bustle, it’s the true rat race, really is, and you’re doin’ small projects, tighter
deadlines, and it’s not like here [Alberta] where people are a lot more laid back”
“[on coming to Alberta] Ah, just the opportunity, really. It basically boiled down to
looking at the long term. I mean, you can get so much further ahead when you come
out here, there’s not enough people and a lot of positions, right? So for me, I
would’ve, in Ontario, and this is the way it is in any industry, generally, you have to
wait for your turn [emphasis his] to move up. It’s not based on reward, per se, like it
is here. Whereas if you’re aggressive out here, you move up fast. There, not so much,
you have to wait for the guy above ya to retire”
For Vince, working in the GP area was temporary, and undertaken with specific goals
and outcomes in mind. By relocating to Alberta and working diligently in the field for a few
years, he was able to rise to the head of an electrical field crew, an achievement which would
have taken much longer at home in Ontario. During that time, the wages he received were
significantly higher than back home, and he also enjoyed the increased prestige that
accompanied his position as a manager. Ultimately, Vince was able to return to Ontario with an
expanded resume, which would also pay dividends at home, through increasing his appeal to
employers and presumably leading to increased remuneration, owing to his leadership
experience in Alberta. In recognizing the opportunity in a busy oil and gas industry, Vince
effectively sidestepped the traditional work cycle of an electrician in his home province, and
simultaneously benefitted himself monetarily and experientially.
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Several months into the research, at a community event, I was introduced to a man in
his early 30s named Jason. Jason had significant family roots in the GP area, and he had worked
in a variety of roles across oil and gas sectors. When we met, he was freelancing as a technical
consultant, specializing in troubleshooting and solving problems related to any aspect of the
equipment, operations, and technological processes of drilling for oil and gas. Jason agreed to
participate in my research, and was interviewed a number of times, providing a wealth of
industry information and gossip. As his capabilities grew, job demands often took him to
international work sites, and his business was continually expanding. Despite his relatively
young age, Jason was extremely experienced in the industry, and well known for being a quick
thinker and capable problem solver. He also had trained with a number of high profile industry
figures, who through dint of their acumen and ingenuity, had become wealthy persons of
influence in the region.
During our discussions, Jason spoke frankly about his experiences and connections in
the industry, including making the decision to leave working with a company where his steady
rise within it was nearly assured, to go out “on his own” and try to succeed as a private
consultant. According to him, this decision was somewhat forced, as he had become embroiled
in a contentious legal dispute over ownership of technologies with his former employer,
technologies that he had been instrumental in spearheading and developing, as well as pressing
into service. Despite such a setback, Jason’s ‘get-it-done’ attitude, and a willingness to problem
solve, along with his extensive contact list, ensured that his name would be both familiar and
attractive to potential clients. Prior to striking out on his own, Jason’s vision for leveraging a
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non-traditional career out of his knowledge and connections was focused on building a career
that provided him with personal advantages and challenges:
“The moment that I announced it publically, I started gettin’ phone calls. It’s always
been ‘Come do this, come do that’, problem is, I have always had a vision for what I
wanna do, and it’s lofty because it involves getting paid for your expertise only, and
man is that ever hard… I was married to a Kiwi, still technically am, and my vision was,
you know, when I didn’t feel like being in Grande Prairie because the weather was
unbearable, or something pissed me off, I could go to New Zealand for 6 months at a
time… The whole point of that dream though, is that I’m, still doing things, it wasn’t
about me walkin’ away from work, it was about me still being able to be involved in
things that I believed in… that’s like, everyone’s dream, uhm… if you love your work,
you’ll never work a day in your life”
The four men above all earned large salaries, and each of them leveraged those salaries
in order to pass through the oil and gas industry and into occupations and lifestyles that they
considered preferable. For Thomas, the electrician-cum-farmer, his specialized sets of trade
skills enabled a sizeable earning potential, one he utilised for the building of a larger farming
operation. Thomas’s economic plan was based around efficiency and temporality: he
purposefully worked long hours during the winter months, when farming obligations were less
consuming. He also recognized that as an electrician in the oil and gas industry, he would only
be able to sustain such intense physical output for a limited number of seasons, and so had
decided to “make hay while the sun shines” – to be productive while conditions were most
profitable and his body most able to endure. This productivity was supported by a longer-term
vision, one in which he and his father could continually assess the size and success of their
farming operation. As the farm developed, Thomas could take on a larger role there, and
lessen his time in the oil and gas industry, thereby neatly applying his abilities to the local
labour opportunities in order to realize his dream of becoming a full-time farmer.
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Unlike Thomas, Peter spent a number of years enjoying the fruits of his labours without
a particular direction or plan. However, he grew restless and disillusioned with the demands of
this role, and realized that his earning capabilities could engender a life change: in this case,
entering a post-secondary education program that would retrain and reskill him. Besides
providing a portal to a new working life, one not tied to or dependent on the oil and gas
industry, Peter’s life change also offered the promise of job mobility. Even though he planned
to operate a business in the GP region, he very much saw his new working venture as buildable
and operable elsewhere, which he viewed as a tremendous source of personal freedom.
Although Peter reached a saturation point with the industry, he indicated that the experiences
had and skill sets acquired were worth the frustration of the job. Whether he would have felt
this way if the work did not pay so well is unlikely, but in choosing to (eventually) use the
substantial wages earned to fund a life and job change, Peter was able to capitalize on his oil
and gas trajectory and realize a plan.
Of the four men, Vince had the most well-defined plan for his time in Alberta. He was
able to adhere to a strict timeline goal and realize his aspirations of returning to Ontario with a
healthy bank account and managerial experience. This took substantial discipline, planning,
and follow-through on Vince’s part (at one point, he had slept on a fold-out bed in the hallway
of a house for several months), but without the significant economic boost he received by
relocating to Alberta to work in the oil and gas industry, achieving his goals would have taken
many years longer. That he was able to follow through with his plan, and not become mired in
the work and social scenes of GP for a much longer period of time also speaks to his resolve.
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For Vince, the move to GP was always going to be a temporary one, effected expressly to
improve his financial fortunes and advance his career trajectory.
Jason’s version of economic freedom was one in which he had the power of choice: to
discriminate between the sorts of jobs he would take on as a technical specialist, and those he
would pass over, and to have the capital to choose not to work at all, if it suited him. In this, he
had less of Thomas’s particular plan for leveraging his worth, and his goals were not as defined
as those of Vince, who followed a tightly constructed roadmap toward success. However, Jason
was highly ambitious, and had the connections, the intuition, and the industriousness to both
market and make himself indispensable to a select group of clients. In following up with him in
the spring of 2016, I learned that he had left GP, and relocated to the United States several
months earlier, taking a job with a flourishing industrial company, where he could further his
skill set and continue to challenge himself. It was a typical move for Jason: he anticipated the
lengthy economic downturn, and utilised his connection networks and innate charisma to land
a job interview. Once he was actually able to meet the hiring committee, being hired was
essentially assured. For people like Jason, GP offered entrée to economic advantage, and if
properly cultivated and wielded, this advantage could yield huge dividends all over the world.

4.2.1 - Trapped
The lure of economic enrichment is a powerful motivator, and the oil and gas industry offers a
myriad of options for achieving it. New entrants typically work long hours as labourers, and
with time and perseverance, may rise to managing people, equipment, and companies. Those
with entrepreneurial vision often identify a particular need and decide to create a business or
industrial service from the ground up. Still others take use their trades training as an entrée
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into the oil and gas industry. Those with post-secondary schooling in geology, business, or
management can rise high and command requisite salaries and prestige.
Despite the promises of economic success, however, significant downsides also exist,
and research participants were keenly aware of them. For Karen, a field manager in the
scaffolding trade for a GP-based company that worked all around the region, navigating job
demands while maintaining a presence in her family was incredibly demanding. Meeting for an
interview early one winter morning, over a heaping plate of pancakes and syrup, she offered
this insight:
“If you wanna have a family, and you wanna have relationships and friends and a life,
don’t even go into it [the oil and gas industry]. It’s good money, but you trade
everything else to get it. I do it ‘cuz I had no choice. But if I had to do it again, I would
look really hard for an alternative… Very realistically, I’ll have lots of money at the
end of this, but I won’t have a boyfriend or a husband or a family, my kids are mad at
me most of the time ‘cuz I’m never there… they don’t get to be kids ‘cuz I’m gone,
and at the end, when they get pissed off enough, and they leave and everyone else
leaves, I’ll have lots of money but that’ll be it, so…”

Karen spoke at length about her background, which involved growing up in a strict
religious family in Northern Alberta, and how her tumultuous teen years – including having her
first child at sixteen – made it difficult for her to remain in the small community. Having been
raised on a farm and acclimated to hard, physical work, the oil and gas industry was a viable
option. She acknowledged that the curve could be steep for women, and was aware that
sexual favours may be offered and exchanged for advancement. She, did not, however, selfcharacterize as a “pretty girl”, as “They [men] see us as more like one of the boys, we’re not in
the bathroom doin’ our makeup at work”. For Karen, employing a hard-boiled persona and a
willingness to work unceasingly, often faster and more proficiently than her male counterparts,
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was directly attributed to her being successful in the oil patch, a success, as she alluded to
above, most often measured in earning capability. Such success had obvious costs, which she
regularly experienced, but the familial and social price of her achievements had not dissuaded
her from working in the industry.
25-year old Darren had migrated to GP from British Columbia, hoping to improve his
financial fortunes. After a number of years on drilling and service rigs, he turned to emergency
services work, and was hoping to become a paramedic. One of my early interviews, Darren
wanted to speak about his experiences at length, so he and I regularly met up over beers and
burgers. We frequently discussed the reactive nature of oil and gas work, and how it involved
being ‘on call’ – waiting to be summoned to a job. Darren’s comments illustrate a common
frustration related to the uncertain nature of the oil and gas industry, and how for workers, the
job is often reducible to ‘hurry up and wait’:
“I’m in limbo, it’s not on call, but it is on call, you don’t get paid to be on call. It sucks
man, it sucks so much… that is one thing I can say that people don’t understand… a
lot of people say ‘Hey, how long do you have off’, well my days off are like, ‘Hey, guess
what, this job’s done, we don’t have another job, we’ll call when the next job comes
up’… You don’t know how many jobs there are or how close you are to working… You
can only work 24 days [per month] and then you have to be switched out, but you
don’t wanna tell people too much, ‘cause you might have a contract that you don’t
wanna give up… You’re all doin’ the exact same job, too, so you don’t ever wanna talk
about wage either (laughs)… very delicate.”

Both Karen and Darren had several years of experience working in the oil and gas
industry, and had been attracted to the work for its economic reward. As they learned, though,
there were a number of hidden costs that accompany earning such a large wage, and each
spoke thoughtfully about the personal sacrifices necessary in order to keep their respective
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jobs. In Karen’s case, her work choices actively alienated her immediate family, and job
demands made it nearly impossible to keep social appointments or nurture relationships with
her children or romantic partners. She acknowledged that her future was one that was likely to
be lonely, and was clearly of two minds about the costs of her work, but remained ultimately
unwilling to leave the industry. Without explicitly saying so, I sensed Karen hoped that through
working hard and saving money, she could make up for lost years at a later time, using wealth
to ingratiate herself to family members. Other participants spoke openly about calling on their
economic ability to purchase gifts, take trips, or arrange parties as a replacement for time lost
being involved and present in the lives of loved ones and friends, but the success of this
strategy was questionable. As one of my co-workers noted, “Ya can’t buy love, can’t hardly
even buy respect” (personal communication, 2013).
For Darren, moving to the GP region and working in oil and gas initially represented a
break from a predictable and unfulfilling life in British Columbia. Having been able to work in a
number of different sectors across the oil and gas industry meant that after a period of settling
out, he was able to pinpoint where he wanted his career path to lead. An increasing
dissatisfaction with hours of down-time as an on-site medic had influenced his decision to
become a fully-qualified paramedic, and to then leverage his skill sets into finding a job that
offered more stability and less waiting. However, Darren was caught up in a web of
circumstance and decision-making: he could not afford to quit his job to undertake full-time
training to become a paramedic, and so was completing the training part-time, on his days off
from work. This had the effect of significantly increasing the timeline for completion, which
was a source of frustration and discouragement to him. A further tension came in the form of
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the unknown, in this case, the likelihood of actually completing the training and successfully
gaining a job as a paramedic.
At the time that he was participating in the research, Darren rented a large, wellfurnished apartment that was rarely lived in, owned a $60,000+ sports car that was infrequently
driven, and spent much of his time away from work drinking in local bars, hoping to connect
with people and brush aside the pressure and loneliness of his job and life situation. He was
effectively trapped by the tensions between his ambition and his choices, and was unwilling or
unable to commit to a single course of action. This inherent struggle impacted him immensely
and seemed to manifest in a consuming need to connect meaningfully with people.
Unfortunately, his work schedule and access to community provided limited options for social
outings, and his pattern of seeking them out in bars and restaurants often involved heavy
drinking – which did little to quell feelings of unease or to assist in making a conscious decision
to commit to a course of action. Darren was stuck in a negative loop, one in which he made
enough money to consider other options, but not enough to be able to fully commit to them.
His unhealthy relationship with the oil and gas industry held him fast, a significant irony, given
that he had viewed it as both an economic accelerator and an opportunity to widen his career
path.

4.3 – Weathering the Up and Down Cycles of Oil and Gas

Despite the impacts of a protracted recession, residents in the GP region expected to weather
economic trials and continue to evolve the local economy and region in creative and innovative
ways. This attitude is in part informed by recent history: the bottom of the boom n’ bust cycle
has been experienced by GP residents a number of times previously, and as recently as the
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recession period of 2008-2010. Beyond simple historical familiarity, however, there are a
number of key aspects that contribute to and assist in reinforcing and reproducing residents’
belief in yet another boom, and the remainder of this section will be devoted to their
discussion. These aspects are, firstly, the notion that the oil and gas industry will continue to
exist, through dint of its sheer size and ubiquity. Secondly, that GP residents understand
themselves to live in an oil-dependent world, one in which the utilisation of oil and its products
and by-products is firmly entrenched. Thirdly, the perception that as an oil and gas producer,
the GP region not only contributes to provincial and federal economic engines, but actively
renegotiates complex political and historical narratives with regard to Alberta’s positionality
within Canada. Finally, and relatedly, there is the question of GP’s resource-based economic
productivity as an integral part of a provincial and national provision scheme, through which
royalty and transfer payments are levied, and from which other provinces, with fewer desirable
natural resources to exploit, benefit from Alberta’s significant income tax base.

4.3.1 – Belief: The Oil and Gas Industry Will Always Exist
As has been noted, the price of oil hovered around $100 per barrel during the research period.
Since that time, prices dropped to well under $30 per barrel in early 2016, prompting
international interest (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2016). By early 2017, prices had been
relatively stable near or at the $50-per-barrel mark. An emerging reality of the ongoing low
price for a barrel of oil is that the industry must learn how to be profitable with lower pricing
structures. According to a recent industry report, a primary concern for oil and gas companies
lies in cutting costs and continuing to effect progressive environmental policies, viewed as
critical to ensuring continued social licence to operate (Swart and Otremba, 2017). This could
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mean significant changes to the business of procuring, refining, and exporting oil and gas,
including where companies operate, in what capacity, and for how long. Since late 2014, there
has been a period of profound uncertainty in the global oil and gas markets, and like many
other oil-producing nations, Canada is at the behest of these forces and rearrangements. Much
of this thesis was written while living in Calgary, which had an unemployment rate of 10.3% by
November of 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2017). Being able to regularly view the empty floors of
the downtown high-rise home offices of oil and gas corporations was a sobering reminder of
the scale of change that can occur in a short span of time. At times, the contrast between the
two worlds I had been straddling was breathtaking: since leaving the field, ongoing economic
disorder in Alberta has devastated the province, resulting in massive job cuts, scores of workers
relocating, and a provincial unemployment rate of 8.5% (Alberta Government, 2016). Recalling
the unbridled activity of GP’s red-hot economy during a boom period oil seemed fantastic, as if
a radically different set of realities had simply been imagined.
Despite the unpredictable outlook in the province of Alberta, the narrative of an
enduring oil and gas industry has continued to resonate with GP residents and citizens because
they have afforded it social licence to act and propagate, and willed it to continue. The source
of this social license is two-fold: firstly, it was initially brought about by the high levels of
remuneration that oil and gas companies offered in return for access to the community’s
physical and social resources and their complicity in procuring, distributing, and exporting oil
and gas. High wages and bountiful employment had the effect of linking the interests of the
community – things like quality of life, employment, and the ability to attract and retain
residents – directly to those of the corporations that act there: access to resources, a
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supportive population, and permissive regulations. The complexity of these relationships
increased over time, and the host community became acclimated to, even defensive of, the
actions and ideologies of the corporations. In the event that certain companies sought to make
the host community a base for operations, the relationship was further solidified, generating
expectation on the part of the community that this relationship would carry on in perpetuity. It
was then in the best interest of the community to grant such companies social license, and this
has reinforced the industry’s ability to endure.
Secondly, it is in step with the view that markets are inherently competitive and that
such competition is an extension of a Hobbesian understanding of nature and the struggle to
live. That the capriciousness of oil and gas fortunes has failed to unsettle deeply held beliefs in
the enduring power of the industry among GP-region residents has transpired, in part, because
of the cycle of booms and busts that have recurred regularly since the early 1970s (Alberta
Centennial History Society, 2006) and which have become normalized as part of the market
rhythm. A research participant named Trevor, who worked as a field well operator discussed
this idea during an interview:
“Every single big corporation has its own interest. They have the want and the need
to ensure that they continue to thrive. And that’s nature, actually, that’s as close to
nature as the economy will ever get. But at the same time, a lot of people say ‘Oh,
we shouldn’t fall victim to our base instincts, we should be a little more intelligent’.
Base instincts, though… that is the way it goes”
Trevor was not the only participant to make allusions to concepts like ‘nature’ or ‘the
natural order of things’ in terms of understanding the machinations of market economies.
While it is unlikely that the average GP resident is conversant in all the economic factors
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usual to market structures, participants and co-workers exhibited a comprehensive
understanding of the direct connection between industry and decades of prosperity in
their community, and how tenuous that correlation could be, in the flux of global market
forces.
Further, GP residents were aware of historical examples of towns and
communities that had tied their economic fortunes to the industrialism of railways,
mines, steel, or vehicle factories, of the sort immortalized in the works of Dennis, et al
(1974), Dunk (1991), Lucas (2008), and Willis (1982). They also understood that when
those industries faltered and declined, so too did the communities that had been yoked
to them, but this did not have the effect of lessening their belief in the staying power of
oil and gas. Why could this be? I contend that the tenacity of the belief that the oil and
gas industry will endure has been shaped and formed over the decades of interaction by
industry with the people, place, and history of GP. What other options do residents have
except to offer support for the industry when it is experiencing a downturn? With so
many either actively employed by the industry, or having family members and friends
working within it, or in some way connected or reliant upon it, there is little choice but to
vociferously defend it – taking care not to bite the hand that feeds. While this history
does not render the industry impervious to criticism (see Chapter 5, Section 5.3 for more
on resisters and outliers), it does serve to temper negative reactions to industry, and
forms a significant part of the working identity of those who have been caught up within
its mechanisms. Willis (1982) noted that for working-class boys in 1970s England, the
paths to success lay in choosing labour work, and actively pushing against the
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directionality of their educational curriculum. In GP, the normative path for men to
succeed has been similar: dispensing with public school education as quickly as possible
and instead investing their labour into the oil and gas industry, thereby earning high
salaries.
The question needing to be asked is, “To what degree is this actually a choice?”,
given the alternative. If people wish to remain in the community, success most often
means being employed in the industry, a “buy-in” that is now two or three generations
old, and firmly rooted in the psyche, ideologies, and identity of GP residents. To resist
that buy in is to set oneself up in opposition to the dominant employment scheme in the
region, an act that has gender, economic, social, and political ramifications. Such a
refusal is as near an act to treason as can be made in a resource extraction community – it
categorizes the resister as an outlier, and a failure (See Chapter 5 for a discussion of ‘town
workers’). Given this, and that GP has a strong local culture of support for industry forged
through exchange relationships, the continued existence of a firm belief that the industry
will prevail is unsurprising.

4.3.2 – Life in an Oil-Dependent World
“Oil and gas, it’s not gonna die down, if you think about it, look around you’re always
gonna see cars on the road, there’s always gonna be that need for petroleum, the
need for those fossil fuels, the petroleum industry is never gonna die, unless they
start making [fuel] out of water”
- Billy, transport driver
“I think it’s here for a long time, you know, I mean, there’ll be jobs here for quite a
while, you know, in the industry. I think it’s still something for poor people to do for
quite a while, I think. Be it good or bad, I don’t know”
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-Tim, field operator
“Build the pipelines, export it to the Asian countries. Gas is gonna go up, and we’re
gonna be busy every day. Whereas oil, people say ‘Oh, it’s the end of oil’, well, we’re
just gonna switch to gas… There’s such a huge market for oil in North America, we
don’t have any left over to send overseas… Once we open up to Asian markets, it will
change the world, I don’t care what anybody says, way too much money involved, it’s
gonna go through, and it’s good for Canada’s economy as well”
- Darren, EMT (Emergency medical technician)

As noted in the introduction of this thesis, Canada is an oil-dependent society. From fueling the
vehicles consumers drive, to comprising integral parts of desirable products, to providing the
energy needed to heat and cool the homes, buildings, and places people congregate, oil and
gas, in many forms, are inescapable. Oil has been absorbed into the fabric of Canadian life to
such a degree that its penetration is nearly total. To consciously remove oneself from the
sphere of oil and gas would require drastic steps, possibly involving relocating to a remote area
and surviving hand-to-mouth.
This degree of oil proliferation was well understood by participants who had years of
experience in the industry, and it often formed a central basis for their understanding of how
oil and gas had become necessary. Jerry, a seasoned local entrepreneur with over 30 years of
experience and who had made a name for himself as an overseas well containment specialist
(focusing on controlling well fires and explosions) remained optimistic that demand for
hydrocarbons would continue “for at least 50 years” (personal communication, 2013). He was
also convinced that a desire for gas in emerging major markets would more than make up for
lack of US-based demand. Jerry strongly believed that Canada had been myopic in not courting
other international clients sooner. Rather than just following the example of the United States,
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he was convinced that Canada should have been leading the charge into new frontiers “all over
the world”.
Other participants understood oil and gas opportunities to be global as well, but in
different ways than Jerry. For a time, I struggled to find the words to communicate this, but
eventually realized that part of why many participants, co-workers, friends, and residents
understood oil and gas to be so usual to regular life came directly from the fact that it is so
usual to life in and around GP: one is literally immersed in the burning of hydrocarbons and
fossil fuels, from the exhaust streams of trucks in town, to the roar of large engines on job sites,
to the ever-visible gas flare stacks dotting the landscape. The smell of fuel burning, of the
grease of engines and equipment, and the din created by the cacophony of machines is
inescapable.
To be in an oil and gas town is to confront a type of revelry in the consumption of that
which is produced. For GP residents, outdoor hobbies were often focused around cars,
motorcycles, snowmobiles, and ATVs, as well as boats and RVs. The streets were often
crowded with new and modified vehicles, and those who chose to walk or ride bicycles in town
took their lives into their own hands, making themselves active targets of derision, scorn, and
disrespect – why would anyone walk if they could drive? The very act of choosing not to drive
could itself have unintended consequences, as was revealed during an evening of drinking with
a roommate. One of my roommates, Tyler, let it be known that he viewed people who rode
bicycles as being unsupportive of the local oil and gas industry. That he believed such people
were unlikely to work in oil and gas and to have originated from somewhere besides GP was
not in itself remarkable; what was remarkable was the conflation of a choice with an act of
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subversion: that people who chose to ride bicycles were enacting political statements as much
as making transportation choices. Tyler understood “bicycle riders” to be the sort of people
who would maintain a left-wing agenda, be generally unsupportive of industrial activity, and
actively seek to limit the ability of people such as himself to earn an “honest living”. Ultimately,
Tyler felt threatened by a choice that ran counter to the dominant social narratives in GP, and
reacted with a form of local protectionism, i.e., support for industry. Views like Tyler’s were not
unusual among GP residents, and for many who lived and worked there, actions and opinions
that did not ultimately support industry were understood as inherently against it.
At first blush, Tyler’s ‘for us or against us’ binary appears simplistic. However, there is
more at play here than seemingly appears, and a comparison is illustrative. In a recent paper
(2017), geographer Laura Pitkanen details the history of contaminated housing sites in a
community in southern Ontario. A number of home owners received notice that their
properties demonstrated higher-than-normal levels of radioactivity. A significant stigma arose,
such that the resale value of homes, and even the attractiveness of entire neighborhoods, was
compromised. Homeowners wishing to sell and seek guarantees of safe residence endured a
gauntlet of responses, delays, and excuses. Faced with diminishing home value, some would-be
sellers chose not to disclose the results of the testing or to simply not pursue the matter
further. As Pitkanen writes, “Silence is thus a means to protect property values from the stigma
of waste” (2017: 1542). Tyler, too, is enacting a form of protection, but rather than viewing the
oil and gas industry as waste-making or as itself stigmatic, he had chosen to support its
presence in GP because it enabled him to earn a good deal of money and enjoy an enviable
lifestyle. Those who did not share his positive views of the industry, and made such views
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public, were perceived as a danger to the economic order that had come to be usual to the
region. Tyler’s reaction speaks to a fear that the broadcasting of negative opinions or the
enacting forms of protests against the oil and gas industry would inevitably lead to its choosing
to uproot from the community and go elsewhere, leaving behind a crumbling infrastructure and
effectively closing off the economic dreams and hopes of a community enrichened through
taking a permissive tone with the industry.
Given the views held by Jerry and Tyler, it would be fruitful to further explore the
attitudes of participants who understood the modern world to be in a permanent relationship
with oil and gas. Darren, the EMT quoted at the onset of this section, had his perspective
shaped through years of viewing the oil and gas industry from a distance, from a neighboring
province. He then spent several more years working in the industry, in a variety of capacities,
before settling on his job as an emergency services responder. For Darren, a perceived desire
for oil and gas emanating from regions outside of Canada was the necessary proof of universal
human need and reliance, and the economic windfall that could accompany the feeding of such
desire would then act as a key incentive to install the necessary business frameworks.
The intersubjectivities of oil and gas are tremendously complex, and it is unlikely that
Darren (or many other participants, for that matter) could possibly account for all the
frameworks - cultural, social, and economic - that would be necessary for Canada’s increased
entrée as a global gas provider. Regardless, Darren held particular views, shaped by his
experience and understanding, and his words and attitude demonstrated an enthusiasm for the
translocation of a particular set of capitalist sensibilities into new spaces, regardless of the
resultant difficulties or incompatibilities. That he was not unique among participants in
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understanding the embeddedness of oil and gas in GP society as a series of economic and
capitalist linkages tells us something about the larger views of those who have linked economic
salvation to that industry: these relationships hinge on a logic that prioritizes a nearly spiritual
fervor for financial gain, encouraging adherents to ‘spread the word’ through missions of their
own, cloaked in the promises of economic salvation. Relatedly, in the early days of the Trump
presidency, the longstanding and controversial proposal to build the Keystone XL pipeline was
approved (Financial Post, 2017), a move that could prove impactful in reinforcing participants’
firmly held beliefs about the growth and endurance of the industry.
Critiquing ideas about capital and value usual in a peripheral, reactive, extractive
resource economy is not without risk. As Ferguson has written, “Critical analysts of society are like generals - always at risk of, as they say, ‘fighting the last war.’ Once the work of critique is
done, we often look up to find that the struggles now are elsewhere, the dangers have
changed. A new analysis is required” (2005: 377). The breathtaking economic reformulation
that has taken place in Alberta since mid-2014 exemplifies Ferguson’s warning. The time spent
in writing this thesis, after nearly two years of immersion into a heated-up community and job
market, where hope, ambition, and arrogance ran high in equal measure, has also offered its
own lessons. Writing about the halcyon days of an oil and gas community during a protracted
economic downturn requires a particular agility, as the narratives of two very different worlds
compete for the writer’s attention. The values and attitudes of GP residents toward the
monolithic nature of the oil and gas industry invite questions and complications. The particular
logics that govern their social and physical worlds need to be further troubled, but for now,
they remain firmly in place, important to those that hold them. Until those logics are more
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comprehensively queried, it is unlikely that beliefs related to continued longevity of the oil and
gas will be much changed.

4.3.3 – Reluctantly Contributing to ‘The Nation’?
In grappling with Alberta’s positionality within Canada, it is important to acknowledge the
impact of the province’s historical trajectory on its ideological development. The geographic
area that came to be known as Alberta had traditionally been occupied by a broad range of First
Nations peoples, including the Blackfoot, Blood, Cree, Gros Vente, Peigan, and Sikisika
(Dempsey, 1979). Prior to the 19th century, immigration to the province had been extremely
limited. A confluence of events, including the Canadian government’s pursuit of treaty-making
in the 1870s, the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885, plus sweeping
immigration reform policies championed by Clifford Sifton, then Canada’s Minister of the
Interior, were expected to bring many new immigrants into Alberta (The Canadian
Encyclopedia, 2017). As it happened, another decade passed before immigrants arrived in
significant numbers, but the flow continued steadily until the outbreak of the First World War
(Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21, 2017).
In 1905, Alberta officially became a Canadian province, and under the direction of its
first premier, Alexander Cameron Rutherford, sought increased independence from the central
government in Ontario. Unlike all the other provinces, Alberta was not granted land or
resource autonomy – control of which was to remain in the hands of the federal government
(Brennan, 1992). Unsurprisingly, this decision was not well received in the new province, and
Alberta’s politicians waged a protracted and bitter campaign to gain control over what they
viewed to be provincial resources. This was formally achieved in 1930, but as Harvey Locke,
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writing for Literary Review of Canada magazine (2014) notes, a tangible distrust of government
oversight and regulation has persisted in the social fabric of the province to the present day.
The lingering effects of this historical distrust were also evident in the comments and
anecdotes of participants. In an interview with Jess, an EMT who co-ordinated a busy familyowned mobile medical services business, I mentioned that my University was located in
Ontario. She responded by alluding to one of Alberta’s most enduring points of contention with
the federal government, the issue of provincial equalization payments:
“It made me laugh, when they came, ah, when the people are like, ya know, ‘We’re a
have not’, Ontario says we [Alberta] have to share our oil things, I’m like, ‘You’re
ridiculous’, you honestly think that’s gonna fly? We may not have the vote, but we
will branch off and join America prior to givin’ you fuckers money (laughs)… we know
that once it’s [voting] hit Manitoba, you guys [Ontario] know who’s won the election,
you know, you’re just gonna pretend that we’re involved. You guys [Ontario] are like
Park Place in Monopoly, eh, and we’re the guys on the other side of the ‘Go’, we’re
twenty-five bucks to you… What if we just traded Quebec for Alaska and called it a
day (laughs)? An’ then everybody’s like ‘Well, Quebec doesn’t really want to
separate’, and we’re like (smiles) ‘Commmme onnnnn’, right, we know, we work with
you Frenchies, we know what you say, you guys hate us”
Such protectionist comments were not unusual among participants. Alberta has long
viewed itself as an independent, innovative, and individualistic place, and one with a healthy
suspicion of any perceived attempts by external powers to police development, politics, or
municipal affairs. It is also important to note that since the 1960s, Alberta has been a
significant employer of Canadians from across the country, and during boom years in the mid1990s to early 2000s, was something of a “second promised land” for large numbers of
Canadian economic migrants (Hiller, 2009). This sustained migration has not been lost on the
province’s residents, politicians, and captains of industry, and has contributed to the building of
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an expectation that Alberta is a prime work destination for those whose own provinces cannot
offer the same economic advantages. This same economic destination also generates
significant levels of provincial and federal tax, owing to comparatively high levels of income.
The fact that Alberta has not received equalization payments since 1963 (Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation, 2016) has done little to defuse hard feelings toward the federal
government, or to diminish the Canadian East/West dichotomy.
Even though Alberta enjoys a reputation as an employment destination for Canadian
(and international) citizens, the view from the inside is not always positive. In asking Jess to
clarify her comments, she indicated that for most people, “the grass is always greener”
elsewhere:
“We sit there and go, ‘Ontario has it so much easier than us’, you know, they can just
count on everyone else to do everything for them and they just get to reap the
rewards. And you guys [people in Ontario] are going ‘Fuck those fuckers have so
much fuckin’ money’, yeah, we spend it as fast as it comes in, we’re as broke as you
guys are over there. We just don’t show you that, right. We’re the, we’re like, we’re
the Stepford province: everything looks perfect from the outside.”
Jess’s words could be a cautionary tale for would-be newcomers to Alberta, seeking their
economic fortunes. Her analogy of the province being like the characters from a popular film,
one where people live what appear to be perfect, effortless lives, is telling: Alberta has
constructed an image for itself as a collection of rough and tumble, rugged individuals, standing
tall among an assemblage of provinces that lack the wherewithal to succeed on their own.
Further, Albertans have adopted this moniker, and it resonates deeply at home, but fails to
achieve the same level of reverence in other parts of the country, suggesting the existence of a
disconnect between how Albertans think of themselves, and how others think of Alberta. As

184

Jess’s comments illustrate, that disconnect can be highly contentious where the sharing of
resources and resource wealth with the rest of Canada is concerned.

4.3.4 – Provincial and National Provider
The oil and gas industry contributes significant amounts of money to the province of Alberta by
way of royalty payments, the fees paid by resource companies to the province for the rights to
access and develop natural resources on crown lands. Royalties are calculated based on two
major factors, those being the amount of oil and gas (and bitumen) being produced, and the
usual market prices in effect for those produced goods (Alberta Government, 2016). In terms
of dollar amounts, the revenue generated by these payments is appreciable: for 2015, the
Government of Alberta reported that natural gas and by-product royalties were $989 million,
with conventional oil adding $2.25 billion, and the oil sands contributing a further $5.01 billion,
for a total of approximately $8.28 billion (Alberta Energy, 2016). These totals are substantially
lower for the fiscal year of 2016 – at $2.41 billion – having been severely impacted by both the
protracted decline in market pricing and a drop in global demand for oil and gas.
As has been made clear, oil and gas production contributes significantly to Canada’s
economy. In 2016, Natural Resources Canada released a report entitled ’10 Key Facts on
Canada’s Natural Resources’. This report indicated that energy contributes approximately 7.3
percent to Canada’s Gross Domestic Product. For the year of 2015, investments of over $107
billion were made by resource companies, with the energy sector accounting for $90 billion of
that total. In the period of 2010-2014, natural resource sectors returned $27 billion to
government. Resource exports for 2015 were valued at $231 billion, and more than 400 major
resource construction projects are currently (2017) in the planning or construction phase,
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representing a 10-year cycle, with a total investment value of $691 billion, $598 billion of which
is derived from energy projects.
Like all provinces, Alberta receives money from the federal government in the form of
transfer payments. These payments are divided into four distinct programs, which include
categories for health care and social assistance. For the purposes of this section, the focus will
be trained on the Equalization program. Canada’s Department of Finance states that
“equalization enables less prosperous provincial governments to provide their residents with
public services that are reasonably comparable to those in other provinces, at reasonably
comparable levels of taxation” (Department of Finance Canada, 2016). Of the ten provinces
and three territories, Newfoundland & Labrador, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia
do not receive equalization payments.
For residents of GP, this was a particular sore spot. Participants and co-workers
understood that the federal government used tax money to equalize provinces fiscally, but took
exception to what they viewed as disproportionate amounts of tax paid by Albertans, which
was then used to prop up the economies of provinces that generated less wealth. An
accompanying view was built on the notion that the recipients of equalization payments were
somehow undeserving of them, especially those made to the province of Ontario. Part of this
understanding was rooted in the well-perpetuated East/West schism that features in Alberta’s
relationship with Ontario and the Federal government. By contrast, the Maritime provinces
were less openly disrespected (with perhaps the exception of Newfoundland), but still the
target of a kind of derisive pity. As an experienced gas compressor mechanic opined, “Poor
bastards. Any of them guys worth a shit are here, anyways”.
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Another aspect to be considered though, is that of a shared Canadian identity, and the
uneasy relationship that some residents of GP had with it. The idea of Canada as a united,
single entity, one that works toward common goals and assists those that cannot help
themselves was not one that resounded with the social values of a self-made community such
as GP. The same attributes that are admired in oil and gas work – stoicism, creativity,
inventiveness, individuality, and a capacity to endure - are also expressed in the social mores
shared by GP residents. People there work hard, play hard, and certainly help each other out,
but those same values gathered around self-sufficiency influence the sort of help that is
offered, and determines to whom it is offered. This ethnically homogenous, highlyindividualized sociality is not particularly accepting of difference. It does, however, offer
adherents neatly constructed ideological categories in which to place others. Ontario and
Quebec, for example, both frequent targets of provincialist anger in Alberta, are at once too far
away and not far enough away. They are ‘too far’ in the sense of their geographic location –
beyond the physical and social worlds of GP residents – and thus not worthy of consideration.
However, they are also ‘too near’, in the sense that federal mandates are issued from Ontario, a
place often viewed by GP residents as being in collusion with nebulous forces in Quebec, which
have the effect of constraining, imposing, or in any other way restricting the activities of
Albertans, chiefly, that of developing, producing, and exporting oil and gas.

4.4 - Chapter conclusion

The relationships that GP has entered into with the oil and gas industry are predicated on
mutual benefit. These benefits are realized through industry investment into the community,
through supporting social endeavors, and in the creation of jobs and work that are highly
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profitable. The community of GP responds to these inputs by propping up the industry through
localized support for its projects and by providing labour for the projects of oil and gas. In
agreeing to play host to the activities of oil and gas, people in GP also agree to shoulder the
potential burden of their outcomes, be those financial, environmental, social, or, most likely, a
combination of all three. The industry is reliant on GP to both legitimize its presence in the
region, and to provide unquestioning support for its projects, and so the industry is selfinterested in contributing to making GP an attractive place in which to base its operations.
However, stable ‘community’ is not easily achieved in remote, frontier locales where
workers are drawn into jobs that are predicated on a boom and bust cycle. As a result, values
that promote the reinvesting of one’s economic gains or the volunteering of one’s free time
have arisen as a means of ensuring that the community remains viable. During an up cycle,
when workers, residents, and entrepreneurs are realizing significant profits, the resulting
philanthropy and volunteerism pumped back into GP acts as a form of ‘storing up’: filling the
shelves in anticipation of leaner times. Community schemes, outreach strategies, and building
projects grind to a halt during a down cycle, so the community is highly dependent on the
generosity and effort of hard-working ‘Good Citizens’ when the oil and gas industry is
experiencing a busy period.
Understandably, not all residents appreciate the features (or social rules) of such a
community. As has been explored previously in this chapter, some seek to advantage
themselves monetarily in the short term, or to increase their skill sets in order to affect a job
transfer elsewhere, rather than investing into the community with a view to become part of it.
Taking this further, these are people who would be understood in GP as ‘bad citizens’, ones

188

indifferent to local expectations of community generosity or who actively refuse to participate
in it. If we allow that expectations of ‘good citizenship’ includes investing money or time back
into the community, then the expectations for those who live and operate beyond this category
are effectively lessened. Typically, to earn a lot of money in GP is to invite the attention of
other residents and of the larger social community. At that point, it is only a matter of time
until one is drawn into the web of generosity that is expected from those who profit by living
and working there. To demur would constitute a major social breach, a refusal of the social
contract of the region. However, such expectations of philanthropy within GP are most
explicitly aimed at those who earn large amounts of money. An irony here then, is that the
grandest expectations of community support are placed on those who can best afford it: a sort
of redistribution scheme with echoes of socialism, an ideology that oil and gas companies – and
their employees – would be highly unlikely to endorse.
Beyond the development of local practices and sensibilities, it is in the best interests of
both residents of GP and the oil and gas industry to work together for a stable and productive
community: this desire undergirds GP residents’ support for oil and gas, and coupled to the
strong belief in Alberta’s contribution to Canada’s greater economic good, reifies the
importance of the oil and gas industry in the area. GP as a community, and as a working
destination, is shown to be hospitable to the industry and supportive of those who work within
it, and thus the cycle can continue to be perpetuated. Ultimately, GP and the oil and gas
industry have developed extremely close linkages, ones rooted in history and mutual benefit,
and ones that will support both parties through a protracted economic downturn.
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Chapter 5
5.0: Beyond the Stereotypes

This chapter explores examples of resistance and difference. The experiences of the people
and groups examined here can be understood through what Darts (2004) has termed
“ideological struggles within the realm of the everyday” (2004: 315). Within the GP region were
numerous people and groups not represented by the usual values and norms. The
hypervisibility of stereotypical performances of masculinity, including traditional gender
expectations and conspicuous consumption, often concealed the lives and actions of those who
chose not to be, or who wished not to be, part of the dominant frameworks that support the
projects of oil and gas. It is these people and groups that are discussed in this chapter, and
whose resistance can be understood as occupying a spectrum, one that ranged from quiet
refusal of overarching norms, through community-supported expressions of rejection, to
physical resistance and violent action.
Through exploring the experiences of these people and groups, it will be shown that the
GP region is a place suffused with complexity. In it, acts of resistance are similarly complex, and
this is especially evident for women, for whom simply residing there requires navigating a host
of deeply entrenched gendered expectations. Ong, et al (2011), in researching the
representation of women of colour in STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics)
fields, note that they face a double bind, where gender and ethnicity coalesce and impact the
ways women experience work. Those women who chose jobs in the oil and gas industry also
faced a complex double-bind: the need to shed their femininity while working, and then having
to take it back up in their personal and social lives. In managing those expectations, the women
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featured here enacted their resistance skillfully, frequently turning expectation back against the
issuer. Despite their efforts, the seemingly simple act of claiming a space in which to be
productive, competent, and respected often remained elusive.
Providing respite from gender-bound proscriptions of life in the region was a flourishing
local arts scene. It offered support, space, and connectivity, and brought together expressive
people from all over the region. Within this community, creativity was celebrated as anathema
to normative understandings of how time, money, and energy was to be expended. Beyond
encouraging creativity and expression, the artistic community also provided a social network
for the proliferation of ideas and trends. I include a glimpse into my own participation in this
community as part of the analysis, and show how the seemingly simple act of seeking out likeminded people to form a musical project can trigger a host of resistive practices and ideas.
For some residents of the region, life in the shadow of the oil and gas industry took a
darker form. The members of Trickle Creek farm, near Hythe, Alberta, are infamous in Western
Canada, as was their patriarch and spiritual leader, Wiebo Ludwig. Intent on living a selfsustaining and remote life, the group was thrust into an acrimonious relationship with the oil
and gas industry when gas exploration began to take place near them. Their responses to the
intrusion, including allegations of mischief, endangerment, and vandalism, led to the
prosecution and subsequent imprisonment of Ludwig. Social sympathy for the plight of the
group evaporated late one night in June of 1999 when a teenage girl named Karman Willis was
shot and killed while in a vehicle that was joyriding on Trickle Creek property. Members of
Trickle Creek admitted no responsibility in the shooting, and Ludwig issued comments about
the local teens involved that angered residents of surrounding communities. Labeled both an
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eco-warrior and an eco-terrorist, Ludwig appeared to enjoy courting controversy, taunting
investigators and delivering sounds bites formed from biblical scriptures. Years after his death,
the legacy of his history, and that of Trickle Creek itself, remains controversial in the region.
While the promise of economic enrichment can be attractive, it can also divide
communities, including those of First Nations people. Urquhart (2010) reminds us that
Indigenous views of development of oil and gas resources are highly variable: “To imagine a
consensus… is to conjure an illusion, a myth” (2010: 2). This variation was evident in the
divisions among members of Horse Lake First Nations (hereafter, HLFN), some of whom were
struggling to assert their traditional power, while others sought to invest in the power of oil and
gas development. Unlike the membership of Trickle Creek, which unilaterally rejected any form
of oil and gas development on or near their property, various First Peoples in the GP region
entered into partnerships with oil and gas corporations, brokering deals for land access, and
bargaining for job and wealth creation. A Chief at HLFN was intent on benefitting from
exploration, and his pro-oil and pro-business policies were actively enriching certain members
of the band while simultaneously alienating others. Those not within the inner circle, including
some Elders, were afraid to critique the Band council for fear of being sanctioned. Also at issue
was the weathering of traditional teaching and ways of knowing for younger members of the
Band. Attrition, fear, and the promise of economic reward were key factors in creating
divisions, pitting youth against elder members, and the drive to modernize – promoted as best
realized through economic and capital gain – seemed to be unavoidable.
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5.1 – Sex in Oil and Gas?

As has been shown throughout this thesis, the work of oil and gas is highly gendered, which is
reflected in the hetero-normative sensibilities of the GP region. Within these sensibilities, it is
understood that men and women have different work and social suitability, and that attitudes,
behaviours, and actions are tightly governed by the categories of ‘male’ or ‘female’. Gender is
also understood to be, if not the same as biological sex, for the most part interchangeable with
it. In a culture that values and reinforces masculine performance, and which prizes and
rewards displays of masculinity, the category of ‘feminine’ is constructed as one of opposites,
and also tightly rule-bound. Not surprisingly, any indication or demonstration of femininity is
only suitable for women. The categories admitted little variation, and for the most part, were
not porous.
The normative understandings of sex and gender in the GP region make it usual for men
to work in well-paid labour jobs, while women are most often employed in retail or services
that cater to customers and clients in town, rather than out in the field. A notable exception
can be found in the emergency and medic services stream, where it is usual for those with
training in first aid and life support to pass their work shifts at a field site. Localized
understandings of gender and sex still accompany this work, as the job of being a medic is
considered “good for women”, or, less commonly, suitable for men thought to be feminine (a
male medic participant endured endless charges of ‘gayness’ by field personnel for choosing
work that contravened normative understandings of jobs suitable for men).
Prioritizing conventional roles for men and women is also reflected in the usual cultural
displays. Restaurants, bars, and clubs are most frequently staffed by attractive young women,
clad provocatively. Women are also heavily featured as front-line hotel staff, customer service
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representatives, and receptionists for professional services. Local radio programs feature
advertisements that cater to gendered understandings of work and sociality. A particularly
notable one was in job recruitment, and featured a gruff-voiced man who promised high rates
of remuneration, job challenges, and unlimited working hours for potential employees. The
caveat was that applicants needed to possess demonstrable work experience, and that
experience was of a certain type, immediately discernible by the phrase (and tone) uttered by
the man as the ad concluded: “If all you’ve ever done was play with your joystick, this job ain’t
for you”. The message was instantly clear, but with bifurcated meaning: the job being offered
was for ‘real’ men, and real men were not to be found at home playing video games. The
sexual play on words further solidifies the advertisement as grounded in working-class male
sensibilities, ones where a male demonstrating job incompetence equates to being a ‘jerkoff’.
I commented on this advertisement to a group of co-workers who had all heard it, and
they agreed that it was both clever in its use of double entendre, and typical of recruitment
campaigns for industry work. One co-worker indicated that he appreciated the “no bullshit”
message, and thought that it would help the hiring company to “weed out the kinda guys that
no one wants”. Another co-worker, despite liking the presentation, was less sure of its efficacy,
questioning how well people really listen: “Everybody wants a job, right? So, they are gonna
apply everywhere, and if it’s busy, they are gonna get hired, even by this company who is tryin’
to be clever. That shit doesn’t matter when you need bodies”. During fieldwork, a number of
advertisements similar to this one featured on local radio stations.
While sex and gender expectations broadly impact men doing the work of oil and gas,
they impact women at every juncture. The focus of this section is with the work choices of
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three different women in the GP area. It explores how stringent gender and sex expectations
impacted those choices and how they navigated dominant expectations in creative and
empowered ways. Mary, who worked in town, found herself constantly battling traditional
roles and expectations. In response, she chose to stage her own forms of quiet revolt. The two
others, Anne and Marnie, both worked either directly in the oil and gas industry or alongside it,
and each of them acknowledged, and then consciously (and publically) rejected sexist,
chauvinist, and patriarchal components of the culture. These three women shared in common
an ever-present burden of social judgment about their work choices, belief systems, and the
way they presented themselves to larger GP society. Each of them constructed particular
means and methods of responding to and navigating these social obstacles, and each sought to
advantage herself within them.

5.1.1 – The Weight of Traditional Roles
The weight of normative sex and gender roles and expectations of women in the GP region is
considerable. Female participants were acutely aware of these expectations – expectations of
the sort that Foucault recognized as “banal… but the fact that they’re banal doesn’t mean they
don't exist” (1982: 779), and such widely-spread banality had consequences. They spoke
movingly about finding ways to empower themselves within the social confines. Often
however, simply navigating the markedly different rules sets for men and women required the
bulk of their energy. This was the experience for Mary, a 30-year old employed in an office.
She was born in GP, and then moved to Ontario as a young girl. When her parents divorced,
she returned to the GP area with her mother, and lived in a small town for a time. Her home
life quickly deteriorated, so Mary was placed in foster care for a period of years. At the age of
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16, she quit high school to work, and moved in with a boyfriend. It was a fractious time, and
one in which she was growing increasingly aware of the lack of local opportunities available,
and how limited a future in the area might be. Mary soon realized that a fundamental problem
was that she was essentially powerless, so “instead of running from the system, I started
working the system”.
‘Working the system’ for Mary meant living in subsidized housing, while holding a job
and attending high school. She navigated a series of low-paying jobs and failed relationships,
and at the age of 18, found work at a local casino. Patrons who had success at gambling often
tipped well, so Mary’s financial fortunes improved for a time. However, she struggled with her
day-to-day responsibilities as a recipient of government subsidies, increasingly immersing
herself in drinking and partying. Leaving the casino, she returned to high school and completed
Grade 12. She was interested in becoming a social worker, “having been a part of that system
myself”, but ultimately found herself drawn to marketing. When we met, she had been
working with a community-based civic group and captaining their social media and outreach
efforts, a role that was developing and seemed likely to continue for the long term. This job
had introduced a measure of stability for her and her 8-year old son, and she was looking
forward to future opportunities.
For years, Mary had struggled to find a place for herself professionally and personally in
the tightly-constructed frameworks of GP’s relationship rubric. Within the dynamics of how
romantic relationships ‘are done’, assumptions of cheating or being cheated upon were
inherent. Mary had dated a number of men who worked in the industry, and the unpredictable
nature of the work meant that they were often called away on short notice, and gone for
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indeterminate periods of time. The expectation was that Mary would put her social life on hold
during those times, and withdraw from friends and outings, especially those involving other
men. Any perceived failure to adhere to these expectations could result in severe
consequences. Here, Mary discusses the realities of a previous relationship, one in which she
was aware of her own tenuous positionality as a fetish object subject to discipline:
“If I go to the shop, I wasn’t allowed to talk to any of the guys in the shop. Uhm, very
few of them would talk to me. I had been in the shop, I had played in the shop, like,
when nobody else was there, I had watched them [inaudible], and relay systems, and
all that wonderful jazz, but I was very much a doll, a trophy, and I knew it. Even when
we went to a Christmas party, one of my mother’s cousins had married a guy who
was already working there, and they’re older, she recognized me right off the bat,
and started chatting with me, telling me how she owned a company here in town and
the whole 9 yards. I got punished, severely [laughs], and I’m like ‘she was family’,
right, ‘she was female’ [laughs]. I mean, she was family, like, c’mon”.

Mary’s treatment at the hands of her boyfriend demonstrates a host of assumptions
that undergirded their relationship, and chiefly, that she was reducible from human to
compliant, attractive object, a remaking that has many roots, including Biblical ones. As
Nussbaum (1999) notes, “Objectification entails making into a thing… something that is really
not a thing” (1999: 218). Heflick, et al (2011) found that a focus on women’s physical
appearance served to erode belief in their competencies and trustworthiness, effectively
rendering them ‘less human’. Mary understood that she was a sort of trophy to be displayed,
but she struggled with being remade into a desirable object, one her current boyfriend tried to
coach and correct into behaving and presenting in a manner he found appropriate. Despite the
draconian restrictions placed on Mary’s conduct, the same standards did not apply to her
boyfriend, which was a constant source of friction. Over time, the relationship moved through
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emotional abuse and trust issues, and into dangerous, physical altercations. At that point, Mary
withdrew, and took her then 2-year old son, relocating to a small town outside of GP.
Mary also found the heavy emphasis on traditional values in the GP region burdensome,
and made references to how distasteful they were:
D: Can you tell me a little bit more about the traditional values, what do you
mean by ‘traditional values’?
M: The redneck values. Uhm, men get to party, drink, hunt, fish, do the manual
labour around the house, woman’s in the house, cooking, cleaning, having
kids, raising kids, not allowed to work, yeah.
D: Is there a lot of that here?
M: Yes. I was supposed to apparently have been married off and pregnant
by the time I was 18 [laughs]… My cousins are rude, ignorant, see women
as objects, my brother is the same way… I lived with one of my cousins for
about 6 months, and I watched the girls come and go, like they were
prostitutes. It was horrible… and living with him you got degraded and they
see this as okay. You’re a woman, so you’re lesser.

The impacts of these normative attitudes towards sex and gender further communicated to
Mary that as a woman she was only fit to be objectified and restricted. Unfortunately, this was
not an unusual experience for women living in the region. Wives and partners of co-workers,
friends, and acquaintances acknowledged the persistent double-standards governing what men
and women did, how they did it, and who they did it with. Having lived in other communities,
ones where presumptions about the roles men and women occupy were more negotiable,
added perspective to Mary’s views. This provided her with a comparative framework, one
which showed the degree to which understandings of gender and sex were informed locally.
However, her broader framework was also a source of frustration, as she knew that “things
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aren’t like this everywhere”, but a host of factors, including family and job opportunities,
conspired to keep her in the region.
Although she worked outside the oil and gas industry, Mary knew well that GP’s gender
and sex-based expectations were further complicated by the industry’s working requirements,
especially the necessity of standing by to be sent to the field and being on the job for uncertain
periods of time. This reactivity contributed significantly to men and women building their own
lives and pursuits largely apart from each other. Those who were in relationships would then
have to navigate the particular expectations and ideals of their partners when coming into
contact. These periods of contact – days off, holidays, or work stoppages - were often short or
of unpredictable duration, and the work of relating and questioning what people understood to
be true of women and men was not a priority. This cycle was difficult to break: men typically
earned the highest salaries, and were regularly away from their families, leaving women to
attend to children and all domestic duties. For these reasons, the arc of ‘traditional values’ was
normative to GP. As long as the archetype remained functional, there was little need to
generate an alternative value system to address the unique needs and rhythms of such a
community.
Despite the discord, Mary had not suffered traditional expectations silently. Beyond
creating a healthy home life for her young son, her reactions to GP’s gendered way of life were
characterized by a steady firmness in her refusals. By the time she began participating in the
research, she refused to date men who worked in the oil and gas industry, knowing well the
expectations they were likely to have. She also refused to be made to feel that she was
somehow a lesser person, simply for being a woman. And, she refused to accept GP’s
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expectations of how she should act, where she should work, and what sort of education she
should have. For Mary, the result of these refusals was a life that was “lonely, at times, and
hard”, and one that required a tremendous amount of energy and willingness to see through. It
was also a kind of life wherein she could provide an alternative example to her son, to his
friends, and to their parents. Mary also brought her refusals into the workplace, and actively
influenced co-workers and their clients. I spent time at her place of work, and her style of
engagement was not aggressive but confident. She was not a confrontational person, but was
firm, resolute, and formidable. She had decided to enact a quiet refusal of GP’s dominant
gendered values, and this refusal was present in all aspects of her life.

5.1.2 – Negotiating Gendered Expectations
There is a substantial literature on the experience of sexual segregation at work, especially as it
relates to women (see, for example, Acker, 1990; Hartmann, 1976; Lennon, 1987; Siltanen,
1994; Wharton and Baron, 1991). In the GP region, women who want to work in roles that fall
outside the norms of gender acceptability – and labouring in oil and gas does – can expect their
competence to be continuously challenged. In attempting to succeed in the largely male space
of oil and gas work, women will experience being “ridiculed… they’re bullied, they have to
prove themselves ten times more than a guy does” (as relayed to me by the female partner of a
participant, 2013). For female participants who worked in industry, it was usual to endure
harassment, stereotypes, unwanted sexual advances, disrespect, and uncomfortable social and
physical realities. A common strategy for combating such an oppressive work environment was
to adopt an aggressively masculine persona and direct it towards male co-workers. Female
participants often framed their successes in terms of being able to “give it back” to their co200

workers, and “refusing to put up with the bullshit”. To better understand their experiences, I
draw on the day-to-day work encounters of two women who held field manager positions.
Through actively seeking to reduce their femininity – which simultaneously reduced
perceptions of incompetence - and by performing as masculine – loud, tough, aggressive – they
were able to win the compliance (and sometimes respect) of their male co-workers and
subordinates. Additionally, female participants had to manage all this within a work system
where some of the women present adopted an “emphasized femininity” (Connell, 1987),
playing to the ‘natural’ hierarchies that separate men and women.
Marnie, a 29-year old woman, supervised a construction company in the region. She
was a ticketed tradesperson, and had worked her way up the ranks over several years, from
entry-level to managing a field crew as a foreman. Marnie quickly learned that in order to
command respect from her mostly-male crew, she needed to act in ways that mimicked the
masculine power structures they found usual:
“[It’s the] young guys, that don’t like takin’ orders from girls that give you a hard time.
They don’t like that you are above them in the pecking order, and they take it as
almost, like, a personal blow that you’re ordering them around. I’ve had words with
many, many, many guys… I have a big mouth. And I yell, and I swear [laughs]. You
have to just do it right off the bat, ‘cause if you let them get away with it once, then
pretty soon all of them get on your case, and I learned that the first time… I learned
that you just have to not let them get away with it. And you can tell when it’s just
because you’re a girl. So, you just can’t let ‘em. You have to put your foot down right
away, just if you don’t, it won’t stop, so. I don’t have any problems with that, because
I’m kind of a bitch, so [laughs]… You just have to know when to use it, that’s all. But
if you’re not a person who can stick up for yourself when you need to, then you’re
not gonna make it out here as a girl. You just won’t; they’ll just kill you [laughs]. They’ll
just run you down so bad that you’ll just quit”.
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Marnie’s ability to meet her male co-worker’s jibes and return them in part contributed to her
success as a manager. Another contributor was the frequent deployment of anger, an emotion
understood to encourage male workers to submit and produce. Marnie was expert in wielding
anger, and used it as both a tool for broadcasting her expectations to the work crew, and as a
means of overriding those who questioned her authority. Through deftly summoning and
employing anger, she commanded respect, and established dominance.
Invoking anger - or intimating the appearance and wielding of it – assisted Marnie in
navigating a masculine work world, and possibly contributed to co-workers grudgingly
accepting her as an honorary man. In an exploration of the complexly ritualized interactions of
men and women in the US Navy, Höpfl (2003) notes that “women introduce ambivalence into
the workplace and in military life this is not an inconsequential observation” (2003: 27). This
same ambivalence unsettles the masculinity of the oil and gas world, and as Höpfl has written
elsewhere, “the satisfactions which men derive from work appear to make them more
susceptible to the construction of particular frames of organizational behavior” (2000: 86).
Marnie’s very presence in this largely-male space was disruptive to such behaviour, and her
willingness to stay within it and stake a claim of expertise was difficult for her male co-workers
to parse. In becoming ‘angry’, she effected a masculine trait, that of making herself ‘like a
man’. As an act of resistance, affecting anger could seem like a failing, but it was not: Marnie
was able to command a crew, and demanded to be respected within the working sphere. Her
status as an honorary man was simply that – honorary – but the achievement of it was far from
simple. That she had children and tried to provide them with a stable and safe home life meant
that she had to finely divide home and working life. Given the rarity of women occupying her
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position in the industry, Marnie’s resistance is all the more significant for its endurance and its
success in demanding job respect from co-workers and underlings.
Anne developed her own method for navigating a masculine working world, that of the
friend with a sharp tongue. Her sarcastic style of speaking was exercised to great effect among
the mostly male working cohorts, marking her as someone “not to be fucked with”:
“There’s a lot of women that come out there, and in their first coupla months… you
don’t come out there dressed like a tramp in camp, with your makeup on, you just
don’t. Your best bet is to be one of the guys. Not a guy, but one of them, someone
they can go to and talk to, and, they’re all gonna try to sleep with you… but it gets
better”

Unlike Jones (1995), a camp cook in Alberta’s oil patch in the 1970s who arrived at her first job
dressed as if attending an evening ball, Anne never displayed her femininity on the job, a
conscious decision on her part. She did, however, make strenuous efforts to be both ‘like the
guys’ and to establish that she was a professional, one dedicated to her job and not seeking
casual romantic adventure. In this way, Anne confronted gendered expectations of how
women are anticipated to act and be in the oil and gas industry. Through her employment of
caustic humour and demonstrable willingness to be helpful and friendly to her co-workers, she
was also able to construct a “no bullshit” persona, one that helped her to guard against
unwanted advances, but that also worked as a way to win a sort of grudging acceptance to a
largely homosocial group.
Anne’s employment of humour was both a survival strategy and a means of group
ingratiation. Oil patch humour often reframes or juxtaposes gender and sex understandings in
masculine ways, so it is unusual for women to deftly navigate the complex interplays of
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gendered joke-telling. As Hay (2000) points out, humour “reinforces solidarity between the two
jokers, while marking a social boundary between them and other participants” (2000: 710).
However, Anne was able to leverage her quick-witted humour as an entrance point for
establishing relationships with her co-workers, and for building solidarity. She was also able to
employ it as a means of sanctioning or shaming them if they acted inappropriately towards her
or others.
Unlike some of the other women who spoke about their experiences in the oil and gas
industry, Anne did not believe that women could actually achieve equal status. She
encountered the gendered expectations of oil and gas jobs and work as inherently skewed
towards favouring men and male bodies. I asked her expressly if expectations for women were
as transparent as they are for men:
D: As a woman, do you have to be better at the work to be considered average?
Compared to a man, say?
A: Well, that’s the thing, though. Like, you can slack off, and they’re like ‘Oh, she’s
just a woman’, right?
D: Right.
A: So, you have it both ways, right, it’s kind of a double standard. If you work harder
than the men, it’s just ‘Oh, she’s overtrying’, and if you work less than a man, it’s ‘Oh,
she’s a woman’, you know, ‘She can’t really lift that’ or ‘She can’t really do that”.

Anne had witnessed a number of women who were new to working in the industry fall back on
gendered expectations of their abilities, especially if the work was physically difficult, or if they
sensed that they could leverage their femininity as a means of achieving favour. Neither Anne
nor Marnie respected women who adopted these tactics, and for a number of reasons. Marnie
was especially scornful of women who tried to use their femininity to leverage their worth. In
her view, such tactics actively contributed to the perpetuation of the ‘weak woman’ stereotype,
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while simultaneously undercutting the efforts of those – such as herself - who strove to erode
gender barriers through the demonstration of aptitude and competence. In this, she was
confronting what Pyke (1996) has called “an essential gender order”, one in which “notions of
masculinity and femininity – and men’s greater resources, status, and power relative to women
– are seen as natural and inevitable” (1996: 529). Adherence to the dominant norms and
expectations by other women effectively undermined Marnie’s efforts, and this type of
complicity roused her anger.
Anne’s criticism had more nuance, as she recognized that for some women, overt
sexuality was a time-tested tactic, deployed out of self-interest and desire for preservation.
Still, the actions of other women had also impacted her negatively, in that she came up against
the same gendered expectations as did Marnie and had to actively work to break them back
down. Unlike Marnie, she didn’t hold women who adhered to traditional expectations in low
esteem; she simply acknowledged that they were likely to be a fixture of working life in oil and
gas and focused her energies on making her own path to success.
Both Marnie and Anne self-identified as “bitches”, a quality they understood to be
valuable for navigating a masculine working world, and each had adopted masculinizing traits
and methods of problem-solving in order to facilitate their positions among their male coworkers. In her experience working in construction among mostly male crews, Paap (2006)
encountered the “Bitch-Dyke-Whore taxonomy”, a label presented as a category of belonging,
but which actually served to protect the considerable privilege that male construction labourers
enjoyed. Paap notes that on construction sites, “women were portrayed as sexual and political
outsiders, their work abilities ranked a distant second in importance to their marked social
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status. These beliefs meaningfully influenced the culture of the workplace. Not surprisingly,
they tended both to reflect and reproduce the male dominance of the industry” (2006: 80).
Rather than waiting for a label to be placed on them, Marnie and Anne were forthright about
being ‘bitches’. As women in male spaces, they were permanent outsiders, and through the act
of being ‘bitches’ – determined women who are neither demonstrably gay nor seeking to
leverage their sexuality into a better job situation - Marnie and Anne were able to win (a little)
room for themselves to exist. Through being ‘bitchy’, they were also able to lay a claim to the
work they were doing: ‘bitches’ can be productive, because they often “have something to
prove” (ibid.: 90), while ‘dykes’ and ‘whores’ are alternately incomprehensible or figures of
inherent disrespect.
The experiences of women such as Anne and Marnie took place within a dense fog of
gendered expectations, job roles, financial goals, relationships, competitiveness, and struggles
of self. The endurance necessary to continue along such an arduous path suggested a
particular question: was it worth the effort? I asked this of Marnie, and she paused before
replying, “I’m not sure. I don’t know”. Her conflict was palpable. However, at that time, the
lure of financial remuneration was winning out, and a busy field season that promised a salary
in excess of $160,000 was a temporary antidote to deeper questions about the costs of this
work. By contrast, when asked the same question, Anne responded with a historical narrative
that focused on enduring:
“I’ve gone through ups and downs, my whole life. We went from having, you know,
my dad was making $200,000 a year and that was back in, what, 1990s, so that’s over
$400,000 now, that’s a huge chunk of change, to being completely broke on
Christmas Day… We were $500,000 in debt because my mother was an oilfield wife,
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she spent it as fast as it came in [laughs]… Our family has gone through it all, and I’ve
done that, too… And we’re gonna keep doing it”.

Both of these women were clear-sighted about the expectation and the trials of labouring in
the oil and gas industry. They recognized the inherent financial advantages that could be
realized, and the mountain of challenges that accompanied such opportunity. That they had
both continued to work in the industry for a number of years speaks to their aptitude and
motivation. It also says a great deal about how we find value in work and how we perform it,
and how that performance involves sets of micro-negotiations that are influenced by factors
such as compensation, norms, and expectations. In enacting their particular forms of
resistance, both Anne and Marnie had to find places where they could reasonably insert their
claims to knowledge and membership. Like the “intrepid risk takers” explored by Scott (1998),
both women realized that outright revolt against the dominant masculinist system that governs
the industry would have simply resulted in them being turned out, perhaps bodily. For that
reason, women who attempt to create their success in the oil and gas industry must do so
creatively, with an awareness of the interplays of masculinity, gender, and sex.

5.2 – Arts Community

There were many people in the GP region who chose to work outside the oil and gas industry,
as discussed in Chapter 3, Section 3.4. Among those who identified as town workers, there
could be seen to emerge a broadly knit group of resisters that consciously rejected the core
values of industry work, prioritizing their own pursuits and ideas of community. Not only was
this rejection made explicit through a refusal to practice usual patterns of consumption and
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through actively criticizing the industry, it was also present in the forms of community-building
projects that pushed against oil and gas ‘culture’. These included a thriving arts scene, which
encouraged local music and dance, mental health outreach and awareness programs, and a
wide variety of volunteer services focused on self-improvement. These activities, groups, and
endeavors formed a community-bounded project of resistance, one that rejected industry value
systems prioritizing consumption, risk, and overwork, and instead articulated the promotion of
inclusion, creativity, and support. The arts community was also an important place for the
contribution, voices, and ideas of women, for it was assumed that they would be more
comfortable within such spaces than would men.
GP is an established shopping hub and destination for people from all over northern
Alberta, as well as Eastern British Columbia and the Northwest Territories. This drawing power
has extended into its cultural community, one that boasts a vibrant arts and cultural scene,
including Indigenous artists, local musicians, and writers. Enmeshed within this community
were youth outreach groups, mental health organizations, and promotional entities, which
marketed local artists and musicians, and arranged spaces for them to display their work or
perform live shows. The local College provided theatre space for professional art and
entertainment activities, including dance rehearsals and performances, travelling music and
comedy appearances, and fundraisers arranged around talent showcases featuring local and
professional performers.
Beyond existing as creative contributions to the community, the artistic scenes in GP
provided places of belonging for those who found themselves outside the dominant social
narratives. As a result, these scenes were populated with young people, including students and
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town workers. These same scenes also provided spaces for community involvement for those
that the work of oil and gas often leaves behind: wives, girlfriends, children, and partners. It
was through the efforts and foresight of women living in the GP region that an artistic and
compassionate community flourished. This was evident in the programming of the local art
gallery, offering classes to stay-at-home moms, the state-of-the-art public library that held ESL
training for newcomers to the area, and in the student-oriented work training programs held in
multiple centers. The promotion of artistic and compassionate pursuits helped to humanize a
community that otherwise could appear austere, one largely predicated on trading labour
power for the opportunity to realize economic advantage.
Locating and exploring the artistic scenes of GP added dimension to my own
understanding of the community. During field research, I visited bars and clubs where live
music was promoted, and it was there that I began to see both that there existed a vibrant local
music scene, and that it was diverse in terms of styles, genres, and practitioners. Having grown
up in a musical home, and playing electric bass guitar from a young age, I decided to reach out
to local musicians, in the hopes of locating some like-minds to start or join a music project.
Placing an advertisement on the classifieds site ‘Kijiji’ led to contact with a drummer. After a
brief improvised ‘jam’ session in his home, it was evident that we shared some musical
chemistry, which inspired us to seek out other musicians. Another series of advertisements
posted on Kijiji over the course of a few months yielded our third, a person who could both sing
and play guitar. We shortly-after added a fourth member, but the developing dynamic did not
support this inclusion, and he left the group after a brief time. Within several weeks, ‘the band’
had a number of songs written, and after a period of approximately six months, we were

209

playing in local venues, promoting our material on various social media sites, and preparing to
record an album. My involvement in the group lasted a total of 15 months, and culminated in
the recording and mixing of an album of original songs, which was released cost-free on a music
services site. A final live show was scheduled for mid-June of 2014, and I permanently
withdrew from GP less than a month later.
That I was a member of a band is itself not especially notable, but the circumstances
surrounding its formation, and the working lives of the other members themselves, are relevant
to the discussion at hand. At the time of its inception, all the members of the group were
working in some facet of the oil and gas industry, including machinery maintenance, fluid
transport, and electrical services. This meant that not only were there significant demands on
each person’s time, there were also industry and seasonal factors that rendered work intervals
highly irregular. Other complications included family dynamics, volunteering obligations,
locating suitable rehearsal spaces, and attending to personal matters in other provinces.
Coordinating rehearsal and writing sessions so that all members could attend was a constant
trial. Despite these challenges, the camaraderie of sharing in the creative process of music
making far outshone any logistical impediments.
The formation and maintenance of a musical project during field research offered views
into completely different life worlds. My experiences as an ethnographer and as a creative
sometimes mashed together. The result, as Geertz (1995) wrote, was often “a matter of living
out your existence in two stories at once” (1995: 94). It was through this dynamic combination
of research and creative process, that the degree and scope of resistant activities that were
enacted by the arts community became illuminated. I began to see that my own involvement
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with the community could be understood as a form of stance or statement issued toward the
dominant norms. The possibilities of my involvement prejudicing my research or worse, the
views of participants, were concerning. In fact, I did not achieve any personal peace with this
issue, but instead decided to let events take the course they would, for better or for worse.
Over time, it became apparent that there were key three reasons that the forming of
and performing within a band were acts of resistance. The first of these has to do with the
economic costs associated with membership. What is meant by this is simply the financial
burden of procuring the equipment necessary to ‘make music’. As concerns hobbies in the
region, the dominant recreational outlets approved for men included hunting, fishing, and shop
craft, all which were assembled around motorized vehicles, including sports cars, trucks, ATVs
(all-terrain vehicles), snowmobiles, boats, and RVs (recreational vehicles). Interest in and
pursuit of hobbies based around motor vehicles engendered the need for substantial capital.
Those who drew high salaries were uniquely positioned to participate in such hobbies. By
contrast, the relatively low cost of assembling a few musical instruments and sound equipment
– all of which could be rented on a short-term basis from a local shop – ran counter to the
‘traditional’ non-work activities for men.
It is important to note here that the band did not take an overtly political stance: we
were not staunch advocates of anti-consumerism for example. Indeed, each of us recognized
that to a degree, consumption is and was an inescapability, and that the costs of living in a
resource-extraction community must be met in a number of ways. Rather, the band as an
entity came to embody an alternative to unchecked consumerism, one that existed at a
distance to what Morton (2007) describes as “the stuff-your-face logic of capitalism” (2007:
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116). In ways, it was an exercise in both discipline and moderation, a stripped-down response
to an environment that placed a high degree of value on profligate accumulation.
In choosing to pursue creative activities such as forming a band, we were effectively
rejecting what Holt and Thompson (2004) have termed “compensatory consumption”, that
being consumption intended to bolster any masculine shortcomings. While the drummer in our
band participated in some of these activities, each member also explicitly framed their
commitment to forming a musical group as a form of critique. The realization of this critique
was then the refusal of normative masculine expectations, and renegotiating both how men
ought to spend their money and the expected outcome of that investment: on music and
music-related items, with the result being artistic fellowship, instead of on motorized vehicles,
which would simply reinforce usual male activities and relationships.
Secondly, making music is an act of creativity, one that is, as Schütz (1951) reminds us,
based around the making of social relationships. Beyond volunteering, activities that do not
lead to a form of direct remuneration, or rather, whose benefits are intangible or not
immediately discernible, are neither highly valued nor encouraged within GP’s dominant social
structures. Creative expression not rooted in consumption is therefore mostly outside of the
dominant narratives, and its inherently subjective nature is not easily reconciled in such
narratives. Engaging the creative process was an especially powerful reaction to the normative
values of the region, ones that imply there are constraints on expression, and that there are
inherently ‘good’ forms of it, as much there are inherently ‘bad’ forms. If we understand that
there is a financial consideration that undergirds the normative value systems of oil and gas
workers, it is revealed how activities or expressions that are not similarly undergirded threaten
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the status quo. Artistic creativity, then, operates beyond GP’s usual masculine categories and
both challenges and resists being subsumed by the dominant norms.
Thirdly, making the commitment to being a member of a musical group is a significant
drain on the amount of non-working time that is available to those employed in oil and gas.
Time is a valuable commodity in the GP region, one that is counted, weighed, measured, spent,
and lost, and one that is inextricably tied to calculations of monetary value. The act of
committing one’s time to a pursuit that neither guarantees economic return nor a tangible
outcome is, within the scope of the normative value systems, an act of resistance. Such a
commitment indicates that the practitioner either embraces or explores a value system that is
at odds with those that are usual to the area. It is both a challenge to conceptions of how nonworking time is to be employed and what is to be done with and during that time. One
particular band member, who had an even more unpredictable schedule than the others,
explicitly prioritized carving out time for music, even if it meant sacrificing rest or eating. For
him, the time spent with band members was a way “to feel like a fucking human”, a sense of
being that his work schedule effectively removed.
My own involvement with musical projects has a long history, and each one has had
elements of apprenticeship: people to learn from, rhythms to be apprehended, social dynamics
to navigate, and challenges to overcome. The same was true of the band in GP, but the
apprenticeship component differed. That my mentors were the other band members should be
obvious, but there was a new cognitive element at work in the creativity, a move to
“deliberately bring the thinking to the surface” (Collins et al, 1991: 2). Our collective awareness
of the band existing as a noisy refusal was evident early on, and that awareness bolstered the
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project. The resulting apprenticeship was one based in difference, formed in the knowledge
that it was a paean to that which was unseemly or unusual. It had its own system of costs, and
was certainly not without challenges. However, the outcome of this apprenticeship was
realized not through financial remuneration, but instead as an opportunity to summon a
creative and vital connection between people, what Biehl-Missal (2013) understands as “an
aesthetic experience that is able to convey embodied and tacit forms of knowing in fuller,
richer, and potentially stimulating ways” (2013: 76). That the experience of being a member of
this band was enriching is beyond doubt, but more importantly was the depth of the
connection that it facilitated between myself, other band members, and ultimately, our cocommunitarians in the arts. This type of connection, one based around creative and emotional
affects, is at best, undervalued or ignored by large-scale industrial capitalism, and at worst,
actively eroded or dismantled, if not denied entirely.

5.3 – Other Resisters

Beyond the responses of women such as Mary, Anne, and Marnie, and removed from the folds
of the arts community, other GP-region residents resisted the dominant narratives that
supported and sustained the projects of oil and gas exploration. This resistance included tactics
such as questioning problematic aspects of the industry, including political, economic, and
environmental issues, through socially acceptable means such as ‘grumbling’ or ‘bitching’.
Other residents sought to distance themselves entirely from the industry, and to live as if it
simply did not exist, or was a monolithic thing that could somehow be avoided. Still others
took a more opportunistic view, reasoning that if interacting with the industry was unavoidable,
it was best to negotiate potential relationships with an eye to profiting, usually through
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prospects of wealth distribution and job creation, while refusing to be defined by their
positionality and proximity to the industry.
The responses and tactics of such people and groups featured components of what
could be termed ‘ordinary’ resistance and refusal. Like the “relatively powerless groups” Scott
witnessed (1985: 34), many of those living in the GP region operated within working-class
frameworks, and were only too aware of their lack of power when grappling with the immense
structures of oil and gas. As well, challenging the dominant features of a community in the
thrall of such a large industry engendered a host of risks. For those lacking the social capital or
influence to authorize policy or infrastructure changes, calculated forms of resistance and
refusal remained viable options. The degree of the resistance and refusal enacted, however,
ranged from outright hostility and violence to subtle contravention of normative rules and
expectations. Further complicating responses were the evolving relationships to industry that
could be seen developing among groups such as the aforementioned HLFN. In the flows of
capital, power and history, resistance and refusal can become sites that are at once complex
and multifaceted, and yet changeable and inconsistent.
This section explores two key assemblages in opposition of the industry. These are a
publically-withdrawn religious group and members belonging to HLFN. The relationships these
two groups had developed with oil and gas were often highly charged, and always complex –
components of history, economics, sociality, and community were all at play, influencing the
actions and reactions of the actors. For the residents of Trickle Creek, a religious sect residing
on a secluded farm north-west of GP, oil and gas development introduced massive disruption
into a purposely humble way of life. The attempts made to mitigate the impacts of
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development through legal channels were largely unsuccessful, leading members of the group
to undertake their own countermeasures, which included damaging oil and gas equipment,
rigging well locations with explosives, and blocking access to work sites. The resulting media
and community publicity in the GP region and beyond highlighted the mechanisms of
imbalance that characterize relations between land owners and energy companies,
mechanisms still in place today, and that continue to be questionable.
Within HLFN, contact with the oil and gas industry served to erect divisions among
members of the Band. Exploration companies offered attractive amounts of remuneration for
access to land holdings. Such monies could be used to improve living conditions on the reserve,
diversify HLFN’s economic interests, and generally increase the quality of life of residents – as
well as contribute to self-sufficiency. Additional potential benefits were job creation and
increased ties to industry, through the building of partnerships and work projects.
Considerable downsides included the difficulty of negotiating with corporations from unequal
positions of power; the uncertain long-term economic, social, and environmental impacts of oil
and gas exploration on Band lands; and the erosion of traditional authority through prioritizing
financial gain and material wealth.

5.3.1 – Trickle Creek Farm
The residents of Trickle Creek farm exemplify a group that moved beyond subtle or sociallyapproved forms of resistance, and into direct activism, through the incorporation of covert and
violent activities. The alleged activities of the members of Trickle Creek and the enduring
controversy of their patriarch, Wiebo Ludwig (for more on Ludwig, see Arsenault, 2012;
Guidotti, 2008; Joosse, 2017 and Nikiforuk, 2002), represent an extreme reaction to the oil and
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gas industry. Joosse (2017) characterized Ludwig as “Canada’s most prominent convicted
environmental saboteur” (2017: 54), while an editorial piece written by politician and
environmental activist Tooker Gomberg found him to be an “imperfect hero”, by degrees a
darling of the green environmental movement and simultaneously “a patriarchal diehard, a
fundamentalist, anti-gay – and arrogant” (Now Toronto, 2002). The sabotage campaigns carried
out by members of Trickle Creek were a direct reaction to what they perceived as an
illegitimate intrusion of oil and gas exploration. The resulting controversies captured the
attention of energy companies active in the region, local residents and workers, law
enforcement agencies, and the larger world for many years. Ludwig died in 2012, and it
remains unclear to what degree (if at all) his passing has changed the tenor or focus of those
who remain at the farm.
Trickle Creek’s origin story is uncomplicated. It was founded in 1985 by two religious
leaders from Ontario, Wiebo Ludwig and Richard Boonstra, who purchased land near Hythe,
Alberta. It was their intent to form a community in which to lead a socially withdrawn life, in
accordance with a particular Dutch Christian doctrine (as relayed to me by a senior member of
the community). The families relocated to northern Alberta, and worked to become selfsustaining, keeping animals, building their own efficient housing, and producing biodiesel to
power equipment. The fledgling community was propelled into notoriety through the 1990s
and 2000s, being at the epicenter of allegations of bombings, criminal mischief, destroying oil
and gas installations, and endangering working personnel. As noted above, Wiebo died in April
of 2012 of esophageal cancer, and his eldest son, Josh, assumed a leadership role in the
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community. Through introductions made by a scholar familiar to members of the group, an
opportunity to visit the farm was arranged.
I arrived at Trickle Creek on a cold, clear day in late February, 2013. Leaving my vehicle,
I was ushered into a dining hall, where lunch was being served. I dined with several men and
youths, and we were waited upon by women who hardly spoke, and who withdrew once the
meal began. During it, I was questioned at length about my (apparent lack of) religious beliefs,
and made to understand that it was unlikely that I could apprehend the purposes of the group,
or even the reasons for its existence. Richard Boonstra in particular was at pains to apprehend
the reason for my visit. After a time, the meal ended, and Josh led me on a far-ranging tour of
the farm, where I was shown the work and animal husbandry stations, and introduced to male
and female members of the group engaged in tasks that ranged from woodwork, to making
soap, to dentistry. The visit concluded in the late afternoon over a glass of home-made wine,
shared with Josh, and his mother, Mamie. Shortly prior to departing, I was presented with a
copy of ‘Wiebo’s War’, a 2011 documentary film directed by David York. The experiences of
that day left a deep impression, and I wrote a number of journal entries focused on it over the
next several days.
During the week that followed, I re-watched ‘Wiebo’s War’, having seen it once
previously. In the film, the residents of Trickle Creek are shown as retiring, religiously
observant people, hard-working and attempting to live a self-sustaining life in a sparsely
populated area. Unhappily, the land they own lies atop a large natural gas field, and, over time,
encounters with energy companies seeking to explore the field turn hostile. Resource
development coincides with livestock being born with health defects, children falling ill, and
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finally, the delivery of a still-born baby. Soon after, oil and gas well sites in Alberta and eastern
British Columbia begin to be vandalized, and suspicion falls on members of Trickle Creek.
Ludwig does little to dispel the rumors, and for a time, is viewed as a heroic, arch character,
waging an ecological battle with a much larger foe. Public good will dissipates quickly, though,
when a group of teens joyride through the farm late at night, and a rifle is discharged at the
vehicles, killing 16-year old Karman Willis. The members of Trickle Creek neither claim
innocence nor admit responsibility, and Ludwig’s condemnation of the teens and their parents
elicits wide-spread anger in the community. More legal troubles follow, and in 2000, Ludwig,
after being formally charged for sabotaging oil and gas well sites, is imprisoned for 19 months.
After serving the time and returning home, a period of relative quiet descends on the region. In
2011, it is discovered that Ludwig has esophageal cancer. He spends his final days in the
company of his family, building his own coffin, and reflecting on his life, giving a few interviews
with trusted journalists. On April 9th, 2012, he dies at home, and is interred above ground in a
secluded area on the farm.
This film frequently presents footage of members of Trickle Creek being subject to
intense police interest, manifested in midnight searches, random requests for statements, and
scare tactics. Throughout it all, they appear calm, in good spirits, and make light of the
situation, often through employing wry humour. Through my lens as a viewer, and as someone
who had recently visited the farm, I received the impression that through years of contact with
law enforcement and other legal entities, intrusion had been normalized, and reactions to it
had subsided. My own experience seemed orchestrated and controlled, in that what I was
shown at the farm, the information received, and those I had contact with, was pre-
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determined. The overall impression was that this group had become masterful in their
presentation and handling of messages, and compared to midnight search warrants executed
by armed police officers, my short visit was easily managed.
Despite not being certain as to what role Trickle Creek could play in my research and
subsequent analysis of oil and gas activities in the GP region, I hoped to continue to build an
association with its residents. Truthfully, I was conflicted about how this relationship could
evolve. Josh had been clear that he did not want Trickle Creek’s history used as a leveraging
point against the oil and gas industry, which was understandable, given their contentious
reputation. They had been through much, and perhaps did not wish to continue the “fight” at
that time. As it happened, there was no further development of the relationship, and for
reasons largely practical. In a follow-up phone call with Josh, I was informed that that “the
family” was uninterested in my further presence or contact with Trickle Creek. When asked
why, the answer was simple: I had nothing to offer them, and everything to gain for myself.
Unless I was willing to advocate on their behalf or make some other substantive contribution,
my curiosity was simply not worth their time.
In the week that followed this brief, final conversation with Josh, I was frustrated with
the outcome, believing that a good deal of time and resources had been used up for what
amounted to little more than a rural social call. Reflecting on the experience, my
understanding of it became better formed. The opportunity to spend time (short though it
was) with a polarizing group that stood in direct opposition to the dominant ideology and
economic engine of the GP region was significant: visiting Trickle Creek caused ripples in my
small social pond, where friends, colleagues, and research participants asked questions, issued
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indictments, and repeated myths about the farm, its history, and its polarizing leader. More
importantly, the Trickle Creek visit encouraged a broadening of my research explorations, and
provided further impetus to seek out other individuals and groups who problematized oil and
gas development.
The visit was also instructive on a personal level. I was raised in a rural, prairie
community, one that generally viewed outsiders with suspicion, and where self-reliance was
valued. The steely united front demonstrated by the Trickle Creek membership toward
combating what they understood as overt intrusion by a destructive entity was, in ways,
admirable, and seemed a ‘natural’ response to a caustic situation that offered few satisfying
legal outcomes. I could envision myself in similar straights, and reacting in similar fashion. I do
not condone the alleged activities of the group concerning the oil and gas industry, but viewed
from their vantage, such reactions were hardly surprising. I do not know if my ambivalence is a
particular danger of anthropology or even if it was something that emerged during a period of
fieldwork; perhaps it is just my own personal taint. However, many researchers come
uncomfortably close to situations that are both morally compelling and repulsive. As our own
instruments of measure, we strive for objectivity, acknowledging that it is always a pursuit and
never an achievement. That same pursuit is troubled by engaging with the material of our
study, that being the ebb and flow of human life, with all its various joys and troubles, rules and
contradictions. Trickle Creek revealed to me the weighty difficulty of briefly connecting with a
group of people who had a complicated history and then attempting to delineate where they
might fit into my broader understanding of the oil and gas industry. It also revealed the depth
of my privilege, in being able to simply quit the GP region when I no longer wanted to be there,
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a privilege that many of those represented in this research did not have. I tried to keep this
lesson in mind for the duration of my time in the region, and was glad that it came early on in
the research.

5.3.2 – Horse Lake First Nation (HLFN)
Oil and gas exploration has a multitude of impacts on First Nations groups, including disrupting
community (O’Rourke and Connolly, 2003; Parlee, 2015; Westman, 2013a), unsettling hunting
and ecological practices (Dana et al, 2009; Gregory and Trousdale, 2008; Nuttall, 2008), and
introducing detrimental environmental and health consequences (Huseman and Short, 2012;
Kryzanowski and McIntyre, 2011; Stephens et al, 2006; The Royal Society of Canada, 2010). The
scale of industrial intrusion, the intensity of its exploration, and the resulting environmental
and cultural disruption further victimizes First Nations peoples. Simultaneously, government
mandates encourage the pursuit of economic self-sufficiency, and First Nations groups are
often forced to choose between the continuation of government support and seeking
corporate partnerships to fund sustainability. This is manifested in “an increasing
companionship being established between corporations and First Nations, one that the
government supports and fosters”, such that “dependency of First Nations on government
programs is slowly shifted to a new dependency on corporate intervention” (Slowey, 2001:
272). First Nations people are effectively wedged between industry and government, and the
consequences of being allied with either side are significant.
When the projects of oil and gas collide with the lives of First Nations people, the
resulting relationships birth a series of tensions. Among these are competing conceptions of
community, and ideas about why it is meaningful and what it encompasses. In grappling with
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these ideas, Westman (2013b) presents a view of oil exploration through a lens of Cree and
Métis mythology. In this view, the industry is shown as obsessed with growth, and inherently
wasteful, neglecting the true meaning of ‘community’, in that “correlates such as landscape,
social organization, past or future people, nonhuman sentient beings, and spiritual
connections” remain unconsidered (2013b: 213). This lack of consideration extends into the
negotiations between community residents and company agents, where “the flat and
sometimes glib technical arguments” are presumed to outweigh those that come from the
“emotional, experiential” accounts of First Nations people who recount long histories of living
on, foraging within, and interacting with affected areas (Ibid.: 215). The two parties have
radically different ideas of what community is, what it encompasses, and how it is enacted.
This results in conflicting, and often incompatible, narratives between First Nations and those
who exploit natural resources on a commercial scale.
Such tensions are further complicated by the economic promises offered by oil and gas
development. As Nuttall notes:
“Renewed interest in developing the oil and gas resources of northern Canada
presents Aboriginal peoples with possible economic opportunities as well as
significant social and environmental risks. From Inuvik in the northern NWT to High
Level in northern Alberta, the Mackenzie Gas Project hearings have been filled with
rich testimony from Aboriginal people about both the memories and the present
realities of traditional hunting, fishing and trapping ways of life. People have spoken
powerfully and emotionally about being out on the land, but they have also expressed
their fears for the future of Aboriginal communities both with and without the oil and
gas industry. Stories of traditional life and testimony about the persistence of
Aboriginal culture also provide a discursive context for the expression of hopes for
the achievement of economic independence”.
(2008: 632)
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While the residents of Trickle Creek had clearly demarcated their opposition to oil and gas
exploration, the positions of a number of First Nations Bands in the GP region were murkier.
Large Bands, such as that of Sturgeon Lake Cree Nation and Sucker Creek First Nation, had
developed long-standing business relationships with oil and gas producers, and were witnessing
jobs and revenues generated. Others, like HLFN, were in the midst of a changing relationship to
the industry, one that increasingly favoured the economic enrichment that can accompany
exploration on Band territory.
Through a contact at GPRC, I was able to connect with two members of HLFN: Elaine, an
Elder, and Emily, who had recently returned to live in the Horse Lake community, and was being
mentored by Emily. These women agreed to speak to me about what they understood as a
significant shift in attitudes among band leaders regarding the economic opportunities of oil
and gas exploration. The money that oil and gas exploration offered in exchange for land
access is and was significant, and at the urging of a new chief, the Band council had entered
into partnerships with a series of resource companies. Concerned HLFN elders, who advocated
traditional ways of being and understanding the Earth, found themselves in opposition to Band
members more interested in benefitting financially. Within such a climate, dissenting voices
had been diminished, and the participants I interviewed were acutely concerned for the
education and cultural training of younger generations. A potential risk was that in the search
for meaning, young people would be encouraged to find it in materialism, rather than in
traditional ways and teachings. HLFN was undergoing a contentious shift in priorities, and the
promises of economic enrichment were difficult to resist.
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I arranged to visit HLFN for an interview, and interviewed Elaine and Emily conjointly,
and although they initially both displayed signs of nervousness in speaking with me, our “big
conversation” (Elaine’s categorization) became more frank and open as the interview
progressed. Both women were politically active on the reserve and deeply concerned with the
impact that oil and gas money was having on how the Band was making decisions. The financial
opportunities offered by oil and gas had divided the HLFN community, pitting younger people
against older, and demarcating hard boundaries between traditional ways of knowing and
those marketed as progressive and profitable.
The bulk of what Elaine shared centered around what she viewed as the increasing (and
alarming) influence of oil and gas exploration on her people and their territory. She advocated
a nuanced approach to ecological preservation and traditional use practices, but the incredible
revenues offered by oil and gas exploration groups had led to a shift in Band governance. In
Elaine’s view, the HLFN tribal council operated like a cabal of insiders: those loyal to the Chief
and his vision – in this case, profiting from oil and gas exploration on Band territory – reaped
economic and political rewards. Those who were opposed, or even questioning of the impacts
of development in the long-term, were frozen out.
During our session, I learned that Elaine had been reluctant to speak with me due to her
tenuous positionality within the Band. As an Elder, she had the authority to voice concerns or
raise questions regarding Band activities and decisions, but her views were increasingly
considered out of step with those of the younger members, and especially with those who
advocated oil and gas development. She worried about drawing too much attention to herself,
for fear of being even further marginalized by her community. An immediate concern was that
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she was growing older, and had few relatives on the reserve to rely upon. This fact meant that
she was increasingly careful about agitating or pushing back against the Band’s will. A number
of her fellow Elders were experiencing similar dilemmas, so it was difficult for them to present
their “true voices” to the Band. Instead, they had to frame criticisms and disagreement subtly,
and meet with interested outsiders like myself discreetly.
Much of Emily and Elaine’s frustration and concern resulted directly from the ways
contact with oil and gas exploration rearranged their physical and social community.
Unfortunately, the repatterning they were experiencing has not been unusual:
[For] “Aboriginal communities of northern Alberta, oil has been and remains a pivotal
factor in breaking down communities of humans and nonhumans as traditionally
conceived, and replacing them with a community that is unequal, atomistic, more
disconnected from its environment, and largely dependent or lumpenized”.
(Westman, 2013b: 213)
Adding to those frustrations were the cabal-like operations of the Band and its inner-circle
members: those loyal to the Chief and his vision for HLFN – profiting from oil and gas
exploration on Band territory – reaped economic and political rewards. Those who questioned
the wisdom of teaming up with industry, and recognized the need to “get past the idea that
partnerships focused on economic development will address the disadvantage faced by
communities” (Taylor and Friedel 2011: 832), were actively marginalized. Emily and Elaine
were experiencing persecution by their own membership, within their own community, and
struggled to balance their position within HLFN against what they understood as necessary
activism. Lamentably, their views were increasingly out of step with those of other HLFN
members, and they found themselves being marginalized and made objects of suspicion in the
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community.
In what began to feel like a pattern, shortly after the visit to HLFN, I received word
through my College contact that Elaine was not interested in speaking with me again. I was
unsurprised: she had seemed ill-at-ease throughout our entire history of contact, from my
attempts to arrange a suitable interview time, to determining a location, and rescheduling both
of those several times. She was clearly fearful of being viewed as critical of the new Chief’s
policies, and speaking to outsiders such as myself could have hardly helped. I remain grateful
to both Elaine and Emily for being willing to meet with me at all, when the risks for doing so
were considerable, and I was saddened that the voices of a passionate Elder, and her protégée,
were being neutered. I also thought of the future for HLFN, and the race to partner with
industry. What could the outcomes look like?
Taylor and Friedel (2011) warn that for First Nations people, the promises of privatepublic partnerships (known as 3Ps) rarely align with the outcomes. In exploring the history of
government policies aimed at Aboriginal relations, they note “the term ‘partnership’ connotes
equality, cooperation, and consensus”, but find that the “actual workings of partnerships are
anything but equal, and the effects include fragmentation, competition, and lack of overall
accountability” (2010: 815). Elaine and Emily had similar fears, especially as concerned the
increased focus on competitiveness and the resulting friction within the HLFN community. In
their view, the prioritization of economic gain, encouraged by government and corporate
agents, was eroding the value of traditional forms of knowledge in HLFN culture, aimed at
replacing it with a neoliberalized vision that was usual to the region. Within such a climate, the
few voices of marginalized insiders such as Elaine and Emily were unlikely to prevent this
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change.

5.4 – Chapter conclusion

This chapter discusses those for whom the dominant narratives and values of the oil and gas
industry do not resonate. To live in and around GP is to encounter the industry at every turn: in
the parking lots of grocery stores, in the classrooms of schools, and in restaurants and at
sporting events. Oil and gas is inescapable in the region, and each of the groups explored in
this chapter, women pushing against gendered expectations, the arts community in GP, the
residents of Trickle Creek, and the community of HLFN, were impacted widely by this
inescapability. Rather than being resigned to complicity (which is, arguably, easier to
accomplish), these groups formulated means of responding to the intrusion and the toxic
elements of the culture of the oil and gas industry. Women in GP are buffeted by sexist
expectations and assumptions, effectively locked into a ‘no-win’ game: they are challenged and
disrespected if choosing to work alongside men, and diminished if they undertake traditional
roles. For the arts community in GP, promoting creative ways of being was a significant
rejection of oil and gas culture, which values above all productivity and profit. Under Weibo
Ludwig’s stewardship at Trickle Creek, resistance eventually took the form of violence and
vandalism, rooted in the frustration of an inability to keep oil and gas development (and its
resultant impacts) off their land and out of residents’ lives. At HLFN, a vocal minority of Elders
were still willing to invoke traditional authority, and to speak truth to power, questioning the
wisdom of increased ties between the Band and the industry.
Mary, Marnie, and Anne shared common struggles, but each had her own approach to
dealing with and moving through them. Mary’s journey, from a broken home through a
228

tumultuous adolescence into an emergence as an empowered adult, is an inspiring one. During
research, I met and interviewed other women who had origin stories that shared similarities
with Mary’s experiences. These other women did not wish to go on record, and a few were
noticeably upset and frightened in revisiting their experiences through speaking with me. A
particular difference in Mary’s situation was that she also indicated feeling fear, but that it soon
transformed into anger, which over time, she was able to harness and direct in productive
ways. As she become more aware of the boundaries of her anger, she also gained clarity about
the gendered society she was living in, and was inspired to resist it, even as she raised her own
son within it. Mary’s awareness of her secondary status as a woman in GP had informed her
anger, and made it purposeful.
By comparison, Marnie and Anne’s resistance was more direct, working alongside and
commanding the labour of groups of men in the oil and gas industry. Anne’s ability to develop
hard-edged joking relationships with the men in her work crew was pivotal to her longevity in
working in the field. She was careful to keep these relationships superficial, and quick to
verbally discipline those who misunderstand the parameters. This is not to imply that she was
able to navigate the work and the expectations of gender easily, as her very presence in such a
homosocial workspace was unusual, and often elicited comments and attention. At best, she
could only ever be ‘like a man’, without actually achieving the status and acceptance of one.
Marnie, as a boss and manager, often faced challenges to her authority, ones that would
recur with any change of field staff, or even during slow working periods. Her tactic of
responding to any challenge with an exaggerated display of anger was largely effective, but had
the result of rendering her leadership monotone in character. Like Anne, she would never
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become a man, the standard unit of respect and value in oil and gas work, so her leadership
opportunities could never fully develop – she was stuck in a liminal space. Both she and Anne
were rejecting expectations of what it means to be a woman in GP, and exploding the local
categories for what women do, say, and think. As brave and admirable as this is, neither
Marnie nor Anne expected to experience the kind of working success that is essentially assured
for a man possessed of similar capabilities and drive. As a result of this reality, both Marnie and
Anne had developed a type of resigned cynicism about their work, and about themselves as
exemplars of women succeeding in the oil and gas industry. They were resisting the dominant
values of the GP region, but their struggles were unlikely to encourage many other women to
take on the same challenges.
In GP’s arts community, those who participated were often at odds with the dominant
masculine structures of the city, and the programs that catered to the wives and partners of oil
and gas workers were conceived, planned, and administrated by other women. There were
certainly men present, especially in the local music scene, but the relative dearth of them in
other arts areas is suggestive: viewed from an oil and gas worker perspective, men that have an
ongoing association with the creative community in GP are problematic. Their very
participation in the arts scenes means they have already failed as archetypes of masculinity,
and beyond that, they operate in close proximity to feminine worlds, ones in which feelings,
ideas, creativity, and expression are valued over capitalist logic and labour. Such men are
ideologically dangerous to others, especially those who have willingly entered into exchange
relationships with the oil and gas industry. As well, the various forms of resistance enacted by
the arts community are troubling to dominant narratives because they can be subtle, eschewing
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large machines and labour forces for verse, pianos, and paint. The observable response on the
part of industry to this sort of localized resistance has largely been to withdraw, and reinforce
the various masculine ideals that render creative expression unnecessary and uninteresting.
But still, creativity continued to grow, and the industry, ever mindful of fluctuations in public
good will and social license, would be sure to note any such growth.
The trials of the residents of Trickle Creek serve as a stark reminder of the power of the
oil and gas industry, a power that can overcome legal and moral appeals for exploration to
cease. The nature of the struggle of these residents against the industry has been valorized,
mythologized, and even made the subject of an artistic performance in a Toronto theatre (The
Globe and Mail, 2017). For a number of years, there was an observable public compassion for
their plight, empathy for their struggle, and admiration for their willingness to stand against an
intrusive industry. The shooting of Karman Willis, and Ludwig’s subsequent public comments,
effectively ended the public support, and recast the members of Trickle Creek as dangerous
extremists. The community has long since been vilified, and even though Ludwig himself has
been dead several years, the negative associations are not easily removed.
For those living in Trickle Creek, their positionality in the physical and social worlds of
Alberta has always been problematic: residents have agreed to and lived under a strict,
masculinist interpretation of biblical scriptures, governed by (what can appear) austere male
leadership. This way of life places men firmly above women in terms of power and decisionmaking, and reinforces an overarching gender narrative, one where men and women have
‘natural’ roles and expectations. Such beliefs place them effectively far outside mainstream
society, and indeed, they themselves sought to achieve this isolation, wishing nothing more
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than to live quietly, in humble religious reflection. Their struggle with the oil and gas industry
thrust them into a very public light, one that for several years, they navigated with aplomb.
That Trickle Creek residents had been understood to be withdrawn, religious fundamentalists
prior to these struggles mattered less as they came to be known as a group willing to stand up
to an entire industry. After the tragedy of Karman Willis, Trickle Creek was recast once again as
a dangerous outsider, an unwanted neighbor, and symbolic of home-grown eco-terrorism. For
all their desire to live apart from society, Trickle Creek residents were forced to engage with it,
and ultimately, the projects of oil and gas continue on. The controversial legacy of the
community endures in the Peace Region and elsewhere, but so do the symbols of the oil and
gas industry: oil and gas sites, wells, and flare stacks dot the landscape around Trickle Creek.
No one, seemingly, can forestall the industry indefinitely.
The unrest unfolding at HLFN was directly impacted by the outreach efforts of the oil
and gas industry: a new Chief, encouraged by the financial success of other Bands in the region,
sought to enrich his own Band through partnering in development schemes with the industry.
With Elders such as Elaine actively problematizing these partnerships, the new Chief took a
hard line, pitting the authority of Elders against the authority of the Band Council, and dividing
the community. This strategy played to the industry’s hand, as it well knows that a divided
community will soon fall, and a community that is economically struggling is unlikely to refuse
promises of economic enrichment, partnerships, and cooperation. The price of the resistance
of a small group of determined Elders and their protégées was social uncertainty, the potential
for being ostracized in their own community, and being labelled a ‘trouble maker’, certain to be
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excluded from any improvements that oil and gas money might bring to Band life. Despite this,
a vocal minority continued to question the wisdom of oil and gas partnerships.
Sadly, the appeals to traditional authority at HLFN are unlikely to have made little
difference. As has been written throughout this thesis, the impact and influence of the industry
in the GP area is inescapable: it is an ever-searching, ever-consuming, divide-and-conquer
approach to resource extraction. People, towns, and land are methodically digested, their
essences devoured, and then discarded as the industry moves on to its next frontier. This is not
to imply that resistance is somehow futile, that it is a thing simply destined to fail. Rather, the
resistance of the sort examined in this chapter pays homage to the strength and resilience of
the human spirit, and can be understood as a necessary attempt to trouble the structures and
assumptions of the oil and gas industry in a place where its presence is neither new or notable.
That the impacts of the industry remain – for now – assured is not to say that are to remain this
way in perpetuity. As larger dialogues encourage Canadians and the world to come to grips
with the present and future of oil and gas exploration, community-based resistance strategies
are sure to be part of the conversation.
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Chapter 6

6.0 – After the Bust: Revisiting GP

In the time since leaving the field (summer 2014), the economic and employment landscape of
GP has been altered. The ongoing economic recession in Alberta has also impacted the GP
region in significant ways. A Government of Alberta report indicated that in the first quarter of
2016, the average number of EI (employment insurance) recipients in GP had risen by 196%
(Government of Alberta, 2016). The report concluded that “most Alberta municipalities have
been impacted by the economic slowdown which resulted from falling oil and gas prices and
declining oil and gas investment. The hardest hit municipalities are generally those that are
heavily dependent on the oil and gas services sector” (2016: 7). Jackie Forrest, a reporter for
the Financial Post, visited GP in late 2015, and reported a 42% decline in drilling activity, based
on a year-by-year scale (‘Grande Prairie finds ways to innovate during downturn’, 2015). In
June of 2016, the Daily Herald Tribune, a GP-based newspaper, reported that economic woes in
the region had negatively impacted home sales: realtors estimated the number of houses sold
for the year at approximately 1500 units, echoing the recession years of 2009 and 2010 (‘It’s a
buyers’ market in Grande Prairie’, 2016). By contrast, 2014 saw nearly 3,000 homes sold in the
GP region (Ibid.) Late in 2016, the real estate market continued to heavily favour buyers over
sellers.
Because the landscape for working and living in GP had changed consequentially since
the summer of 2014, I thought it would be useful to revisit the community in late February of
2016. I travelled from Calgary, which lies about 725 kilometers south east, making the trip by
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car. The last sizeable town before reaching GP, Valleyview, sits at the foot of territory claimed
by the Sturgeon Lake Cree Nations. Previously, the divided highway terminated west of
Valleyview, becoming a two-way road for a stretch of some 20 kilometers, with a much-reduced
speed limit. This zone was infamous for instances of traffic bottlenecking, so it was pleasantly
surprising to discover the highway twinning project complete, and a 110 kilometer-per-hour
posted limit for the remainder of the drive to GP. That there was little traffic on the road was
particularly noteworthy: during fieldwork, this had been a very busy stretch of highway.
Arriving to the outskirts of GP, a familiar site came into view, that of an expansive
auction yard on the south side of the highway, filled with large equipment, including
earthmovers, trucks, and other industrial machines. A sign announced a major auction in the
next few weeks, and tuning into a local radio station soon yielded an advertisement for the
same auction, indicating that much of the equipment had come from the complete
disbursement of several industrial companies, including those focused on pipeline work.
Driving into the city, the overall level of traffic was modest, and the storage yards of drilling and
gas companies were crowded with rigs and other equipment, a sign of reduced field activity.
Hotel parking lots contained few vehicles, and the restaurant chosen for the evening’s meal,
once difficult to access, was essentially empty.
Time spent traversing the lengths of the city, as well as visiting some outlying
communities, proved illuminating. Traffic west-bound of GP was also sporadic, and the number
of large transport vehicles and drilling rig moves were few. In town, gas stations, coffee shops,
and stores remained open for business, but the usual line-ups and crush of customers were
absent. One morning, stopping into an old coffee haunt, I found myself the only customer in
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what had been a reliably busy spot. In speaking with the owner, I learned that the economic
downturn had resulted in a significant reduction in business, and she was clearly in survival
mode. I stayed for forty minutes, sipping coffee, and eating a breakfast sandwich, and no one
else visited the shop or used the drive-through services in that time. Two years prior, this
would have been unthinkable.
I arranged a lunch date with a former participant, and learned that he had lost his
industry job nearly a year prior, and was working three days a week in town. His wife was also
working, but their future was uncertain: at one point, prior to the downturn, they had planned
to relocate to Ontario. They were now contemplating selling their large home, and purchasing
a more modest one, banking the additional monies, and beginning the search for a new home
in Ontario. He was hesitant, though, as the market value of his current home had dropped, and
in order to sell it quickly, it would need to be priced much below market value, a trend that was
playing out online through advertisements of local goods for sale. Rental properties, highpriced and difficult to come by during my research period, were now plentiful and comparably
affordable. Rent incentives, such as a free month’s accommodation, low-cost damage deposits,
and willingness to accept pets and children, even smokers, featured regularly in the ads.
Monthly contracts were advertised in bold letters, a complete reversal from 2014,
demonstrating a shift from a renter-and-seller market to one favouring the rentee-and-buyer.
A friend who managed a kitchen in a popular restaurant noted that while the number of
diners had been tapering off since fall of 2015, the months of January and February of 2016
were particularly dismal. Another friend, an employee at the local College, expressed concern
with what he viewed as a growing tide of petty and violent crime being visited upon GP. A
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subsequent online search returned some bleak findings: Maclean’s magazine ranked GP as the
city with the most violent acts per population in Canada for 2015, as well as topping the list for
drug crimes (‘Canada’s most dangerous cities 2016: How safe is your city?’, 2016). In December
of 2015, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation noted that a sting operation on an acreage
near GP resulted in the recovery of more than 40 stolen vehicles and various tools and
equipment, with a reported value approaching one million dollars (Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation, 2015). According to the Daily Herald Tribune, the Edmonton RCMP indicated that
the number of vehicles stolen in 2013 was 266, with the number rising to 402 in 2014. That
number was 636 by July of 2015 (‘Rampant auto theft in GP: Stats’, 2015). Looking more
broadly at the province of Alberta, Statistics Canada (2016) published crime statistics showing
that the Police-reported Crime Severity Index (CSI), which accounts for Criminal Code incidents,
had been largely static between 1998 and 2005, trending downward in 2006 through 2013, and
then experiencing a sharp uptick in 2014, levelling off in 2015. The degree of relation between
GP’s increased crime and Alberta’s most recent economic downturn is speculative, but given
the significant layoffs, high levels of income earned previously, and increasing amounts of
household debt among all Canadians, a positive correlation can be assumed.

6.1 - So What?

The world has a troubled relationship with oil and gas, and Canadians are by no means immune
to such troubles. On the one hand, we are highly reliant on the goods, services, and products
that oil and gas exploration enable, from the vehicles we drive, to the computers we work on,
to the phones used to connect us with friends and family. On the other, there is growing
concern about the scale of impact of the projects of oil and gas, environmentally, socially, and
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economically. Petroleum extraction is often ‘ugly’, and uses up incredible amount of resources,
including fresh water, electricity, timber, animals, and humans. There are Canadians who
champion alternative energies, and would be pleased to see the oil and gas industry disappear.
Others remain highly protective of the industry and its infrastructures. Thus far, the foresight,
planning, and infrastructure necessary to make a significant shift away from carbon-based
energy forms has not yet been realized in Canada.
In Alberta, oil and gas is inseparable from the provincial economy and from the
province’s identity, with many people, businesses, groups, and governments reliant on the
revenues generated by the industry. So too, the federal government is dependent on oil and
gas exploration, for it generates incredible tax revenues. This all has implications for Canada
because a protracted downturn in the industry means job losses for oil and gas migrant workers
(and those in other petroleum-extracting provinces). It also means outmigration for
communities in oil-producing provinces, resulting in a decreased tax base for supporting and
maintaining local infrastructure. An overall decrease in tax revenues then has to be made up in
other ways, at all levels of government. These effects quickly spread beyond GP, out of Alberta,
and impact the rest of the country. One current example is Trans Canada’s recent (September
2017) decision to cancel the Energy East pipeline. Denis Coderre, then mayor of Montreal,
celebrated the stoppage (Montreal Gazette, 2017), while voices from prairie provinces and the
Maritimes bemoaned the loss of jobs and revenue generation. Oil and gas operations are
clearly contentious, and a scan of Canadian attitudes toward the industry will reveal a plethora
of views and opinions.
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How oil and gas is understood by Canadians, then, is important, and what takes place in
GP matters for the rest of the country. It needs to be understood that as a major employer in
Canada, work opportunities in oil and gas draw people, mostly men, from all over the country.
Living in a city like GP is to be immersed in cultural programming that promotes conservative
attitudes towards women, sexuality, and gender; to work in oil and gas means that same
programming is intensified. GP, then, is a place where particular values and ideologies that are
resonant with oil and gas work can be trialed and passed on. Outsiders relocate to
communities like GP and are exposed to such narratives, which may already be acceptable or
may require a period of indoctrination in order to determine goodness of fit. While inside the
host community, workers will have these ideas and values impressed upon them time and
again, and they are likely to be influenced by them. The loop might remain closed at that point,
an example of rural social indoctrination, but those ideas and values also travel, carried away by
workers who visit friends and family, and who relocate out of the community. They take on a
social life of their own, and even though the values and attitudes usual to oil and gas may not
be reflective of those common to cities such as Halifax or Montreal, they will always find
adherents among working-class people.
These ideas also travel with the oil and gas industry itself, which makes its bases in
communities such as GP, Fort McMurray, and Lloydminster, but the impact and reach of the
industry is country-wide. That impact is directly negotiated and influenced by a community like
GP, which actively helps to increase the social license that the oil and gas industry has to act. It
does so because of a lack of other meaningful choices: the industry acts as a support and an
anchor, and contributes economically to a place like GP; the investment is real, it is effective,
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and it is observable. In this way, communities across the country are essentially pitted against
each other, depending on their orientation toward or away from oil and gas, and those that
have oil and gas investment talk past those who do not. As well, the industry is masterful at
discounting Canadians’ protests or concerns regarding extraction, and a much-employed
rebuttal to such concerns has been to insinuate that the industry is increasingly transparent,
but that the public has failed in its obligation to be equally informed. This kind of rebuttal
resonates in a community such as GP, where residents imagine themselves to be
knowledgeable about the oil and gas industry simply because they work within it. As a result,
feelings of loyalty and support to the industry are actually strengthened. This is as far as the
industry has had to go with social licence: buying or generating acquiescence from peripheral
communities that are ground-zero for the actual extraction, and staving off protests that
originate in Toronto with legal-speak and convoluted corporate mandates, all the while
propagating conservative oil and gas values that pit the province of Alberta against the rest of
the country. And this is why what happens in GP matters for the entirety of Canada.
A particular reward of undertaking research in GP and the Peace Region has been to
explore the richness of small-town living. GP is certainly a worker’s destination, a place to write
or negotiate an economic and social present or future. But it is also more than that:
participants offered and shared diversity, intrigue, achievement, loss, and alienation. Spending
nearly two years being immersed in the Peace Region – living, working, researching,
volunteering, and socializing in it – showed me that oil and gas communities have depth. That
they often present simply as destinations for economic gain means that time and effort is
required to see below the surface, to apprehend the complexity, pull back the layers, and to let
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questions and observations incubate. In GP, I was able to simultaneously interact with its
people, its history, and its views of itself, as well as its visions of the future. It is a community
that features heavy investment by residents, and owing to its economic diversity, one that is
less likely to wither away as the economic downturn in Alberta continues. GP at once brims
with energy, inventiveness, talent, and ambition, and is simultaneously constrained by
geography, local value systems, and market forces. Within this duality, life there can be both
vivid and unpredictable.
The performance of gender and masculinity in GP offers insights into the culture of oil
and gas work, its value systems, and how it rewards and disciplines those labouring within it.
The workplace culture of oil and gas values physical expressions of masculine capability, and
makes valuable an muscularized body, which presents as both a fetish object and as symbolic of
how the industry views itself. Within this hypermasculine culture, the categories of sex and
gender are effectively interchangeable, and each is tightly bounded, permitting little movement
for the men and women that are placed into them. Behaviours, attitudes, physical displays, and
ways of communicating are proscribed, and favour men in both work and social settings. For
women in GP, navigating sex and gender is a continuous and daunting process. Despite such
austerity, women continue to demand respect and to aim for equal recognition of proficiency in
oil and gas work. Moving toward equality or significant diversity in oil and gas will be long and
difficult, but the journey has been started. GP could once again serve as a barometer for such
change.
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6.2 - Outro

We sit in the cab of a truck, somewhere off the Two Lakes Road, far from anyone, alone with the
tic-tic sounds of an engine cooling off, a bit of a breeze, and many hectares of rough timber and
broken ground. It has been a long day, and we are both tired, but happy and content each in
the company of the other. I take long drinks from a water bottle, and Terry gulps noisily from a
can of soda. As we sit, daylight slowly melting into twilight, a wolf appears. I see it first, and
thump Terry on the leg. His eyes widen, and his lips pull back in a grin. We watch it lope along
in a zig-zag fashion, a few hundred meters away, head continuously popping up, ears high. And
then, it is gone, vanishing into a thicket. Terry continues to grin, and we stay silent, each lost in
thought about the creature, and how fortunate we are to have seen one. The county offers a
bounty of a few hundred dollars for the ears of a timber wolf, but neither of us had even moved
in those few seconds.
Terry starts the truck, and the rough rattle of the diesel engine cuts into my reverie. We
slowly amble along the broken ground, and back up onto the access road. I keep thinking about
the story that Anne relayed in a recent interview, about the wolves inside us, each fighting to be
fed. I think of my time in GP, and how hard people work there, how much they hope for the
future, and how angry they can become when these things do not yield what is expected. And I
realize that the wolf is an allegory for what is valued in working life in GP, outwardly stoic,
moving through the atmosphere with confidence and purpose, but also at the behest of the
unknown. For the wolf, this is to constantly check the wind, scan the horizon, and listen intently.
For workers, it is to look for opportunity everywhere, and to make the move to a different job
situation at the first sign of trouble in the old one. It is to be reactive, always hunting, and
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placing yourself before everyone else. It is about pitting oneself against all else. And, it is often
to be alone.
My thoughts drift back to the truck, and Terry, as we move slowly onto the highway, and
speed up, returning to the city. The day in the bush has been instructive, and I am grateful.
Behind us, the trees and animals fade into the blackness. Just ahead, the city of GP looms, and
we are drawn to the lights.
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