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Abstract 

It is the purpose of this thesis to explore the influence of Canada’s natural environment and the 

meme of environmentalism on the adaptation of newcomers to Canada. To that end, the author 

has chosen an autoethnographic design whereby he delves into his personal story in an effort to 

bring the unquantifiable part of the story to the fore. Through this research design, the writer 

attempts to revisit his societal and cultural upbringing by going back in time and telling his 

story.  While recognizing that integrating into a new country engages social, cultural and 

economic factors, this autoethnography includes the natural environment and interactions with it 

as significant parts in a newcomer’s integration. Through revisiting his journey in becoming a 

new Canadian, the writer discusses and reflects on his early upbringing and cultural contexts as 

well as his prior perceptions of nature and describes the roles these played as influences on his 

adaptation to the new Canadian environment. 

Keywords:  Autoethnography, newcomers, integration, natural environment, East African 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Sense of place has been discussed so extensively in environmental disciplines that it may 

sound cliché to an environmentalist to point out that constant interactions with the immediate 

natural environment may instill personal care for the ecosystem’s well-being (Low & Altman, 

1992; Manzo & Devine-Wright, 2014; Raymond, Brown, & Weber, 2010; Vaske & Kobrin, 

2001). While appreciating this, glancing to the other side may invite us to wonder about people 

who have migrated away from their places of origin. According to study conducted by Parks 

Canada (2018), most newcomers (foreign born Canadians), a group that comprises a fifth of the 

country’s population, settle in urban areas and there is a growing general concern associated with 

urbanization that there are now fewer opportunities for citizens to keep in regular touch with 

natural environments (Nhat Hanh, 1993). Nevertheless, Choi and Liang (2000) assert that eco-

centric/biophilic individuals living in urban settings may attempt to bridge the gap between 

natural and built environments by participating in outdoor recreation activities as often as 

possible.  

Although participation in outdoor recreation activities has been shown to correlate with 

people’s behaviors and environmental attitudes (Cordell, Green & Betz, 2002), it has also been 

said to be linked to socio-economic variables given that there are often financial demands 

entailed in accessing natural places. Buijs, Elands, and Langers (2009), writing in, No Wilderness 

for Immigrants, state that besides the issue of socio-economic status, there are also cultural and 

ethnic differences when it comes to attachment to wild natural environments.  For instance, new 

immigrants arriving mainly from African and Arab countries have been described as having little 

or no attachment to the North American and European wilderness (White, Bowker, Askew, 
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Langner, Arnold & English, 2014). However, I have found that studies that involve people of 

African and Arab origin are mainly deductive in their approaches with data comprised from only 

quantitative designs. In my opinion, although studies that utilize structured questionnaires, 

responses to images, and statistical analysis can have merit, their findings could well be 

augmented by including the actual voices of the “subjects”. As a result, the data for claims 

concerning “a love of nature” or lack thereof, are largely constructed from the perspective of 

researchers who are predominantly members of the white middle class (Gress & Hall, 

2017).  Studies that have associated ethnicity with outdoor activities have been clear in defining 

groups that are alienated from natural settings. However, there seems to be a significant gap in 

research approaches that attend to what the research subjects might have to say about 

themselves, their perspectives of nature and outdoor activities. It is my view that there is a need 

for research that employs a qualitative design in endeavoring to examine the underlying reasons 

for the reported trends concerning how recent arrivals to Canada view nature and activities that 

occur in natural places. 

This thesis is an attempt to explore what roles Canada’s natural environment may play in 

making newcomers feel rooted and at home in their new settings. While my inquiry was 

informed by published claims that the human race has a biophilic tendency that needs to be 

reclaimed (Kellert & Wilson, 1995), and by reference to research that indicates that there are 

therapeutic benefits to be gained from connections to nature (Jordan, 2015), my focus is to re-

examine mainly my own experience as a new immigrant in regard to my relations with Canada’s 

natural environment. 

Because I have moved a few times between countries, willingly or otherwise, I can relate 

to the stories of many new immigrants. Whenever I was about to move, I felt my stress levels 
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rising as a result of a personal fear of the unknown and the surprises it might bring along. Once I 

had moved, I naturally looked for a place to stay and where to shop for my immediate needs. The 

question of where to find a new job and figuring out how to commute to my workplace, if I 

found one, followed immediately. Moreover, getting to know the neighborhood, the culture and 

the whole system of the new place took much of my attention. Given these realities, I did not pay 

comparable attention to acquainting myself with the fauna, flora and landscapes of a new 

environment. Getting to know the other beings with whom I shared the biosphere of the new 

place did not surface right away as a personal priority. I can say from experience that the plight 

of a new immigrant is a question of survival. As soon as one arrives in a new place, immediate 

survival needs ensue. Familiarising one’s self with the natural environment seems to be an extra 

or optional concern. Perhaps the closest I came to considering nature in my new country was 

when I followed the weather forecasts.  

Despite studies showing that nature has a positive and therapeutic effect on people’s 

spirits (Breton, 1990; Gentry, 1984; Greffrath, Du, Meyer, Strydom, & Ellis, 2012; Kelk, 1994; 

Marx, 1988), I have yet to encounter a newcomer who goes out into nature to remedy his or her 

displacement anxiety. About a dozen newcomers, who like me are from East Africa, have told 

me that coming to Canada largely meant dwelling in the middle of modern high-rise buildings, 

and that is where they initially lived-in rental apartments suited for their commutes.  Although 

they had been trying to assimilate to the artificial and built environment for years, they claimed 

they still did not feel at home in their new country.  

As a newcomer myself, in the first days after I arrived in Canada I became busy 

processing a wide range of new information and experiences that came in various formats and 

contexts. While some experiences and information were provided formally by resettlement 
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agencies, the larger part of my advice came informally from almost everybody who knew I was 

newly arrived. The chain of information helped me with tips on where to look for work, how to 

make myself marketable, and where to look for further information. All this was a support 

system meant to help me thrive economically. However, it did little to calm my unsettled 

feelings—feelings that arose not only from the pressure to meet basic survival needs, but also 

included some senses of guilt and shame. I will discuss these initial feelings in more detail later 

in this thesis. 

My feelings of detachment lingered for a while until I got a chance to get out of the urban 

noise and into the mountains. Sitting in the quiet of the wilderness, I was able to reflect on how I 

was part of the vast creation. It was as if I was regaining my spot in the ecosphere for I felt the 

conviction that I was where I was supposed to be. I said to myself, “It feels natural to be in the 

midst of nature. So, I am home.” However, it was after I went to the city of Victoria, capital of 

the province of British Columbia, and let loose of myself in the nearby thick woods that I 

rediscovered myself as an integral part of my surrounding. 

By taking an autoethnographic approach to exploring my experience as a newcomer, I 

believe my research will offer insights into the experiences of other people like myself, 

specifically, immigrants from East African countries. Like other immigrants from Arab and 

African countries, I observe and experience the ethnocentric world views within my cultural 

community in the sense that we adhere to our culture and traditions. An important part of this 

ethnocentrism is expressed through indoor social gatherings around food. Finding a community 

of the same culture as myself in a new land had a personally settling effect. However, in my 

community, where socializing is traditionally done over dinners and gatherings, outdoor activity 

is shelved. In developing this thesis, my goal has been to discuss how I negotiated between being 
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fully present in my cultural community while also embracing the other than human and unbuilt 

environments. 

Research Question and Objectives 

My main research question asked: As a new arrival how did I perceive my integration 

within the cultural mosaic of Canada and what role did natural environments play in terms of my 

overall integration? This question led me to ask a sub-question which was: How are descriptive 

terms such as ‘natural’, ‘wilderness’, and ‘wild’ defined and given meaning by experiences as a 

newcomer and whether the meanings I have assigned to these terms affects my choices of 

recreational and vocational activities. 

The objective of this research is to explore what roles Canada’s natural environments 

might play in potentially making a newcomer feel at home. To this end, I reflect on and examine 

my on-going personal experience of integration into my new country, Canada. By doing this, I 

hope to contribute a narrative of an immigrant who is eager to feel rooted and to be a productive 

citizen while continuing his contacts with his cultural community. My stride towards being an 

integral part of the ecosystem aims to go beyond being a consumer citizen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 12

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Overview and Delimitations 

The literature on environmental attitudes and behaviours is very large and diverse. Given 

the purposes of this thesis as outlined in Chapter 1, it was my intention to focus this literature 

review on research that specifically investigates the environmental attitudes of recent immigrants 

in comparison to the attitudes and behaviours of those born in the host country or region. 

However, in doing the research for this review I discovered that there are two major strands in 

research concerning the perceptions and experiences of newcomers to Canada in regard to 

natural places and environments. The first strand connects closely with theory and research that 

examines environmental attitudes in general and then explores more specifically the 

environmental attitudes and behaviours of newcomers and then focuses on how newcomers view 

natural places as found in parks or wilderness areas. The second strand focuses on assessing how 

natural places and experiences in natural environments can be made more accessible to 

newcomers.  The first research strand could also be described as asking whether newcomers 

view natural places and experiences as having potential for their own recreational activities while 

the second strand asks how natural settings such as parks and nature preserves and outdoor 

activities such as hiking or camping could be made more welcoming and attractive to 

newcomers. Research in the first strand is often conducted by university-based researchers while 

the second strand is largely developed as reports and recommendations made by managers or 

operators of outdoor recreation-oriented places and programs. Given my autoethnographic 

approach to this thesis I have focused on the personal meanings of my experiences. Thus, it has 

not been my goal to develop theoretical proposals or recommendations for policy and operations. 

For the purposes of this literature review I have selected examples that I consider to be 
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representative of the major themes that are evident in writings and research on cultural 

differences, especially among newcomers, in orientations to the nature and natural 

environments.  

Given the on-going changes in the structure of Canadian society and the official 

commitments of local, provincial and federal governments to multiculturalism and inclusion, it is 

interesting that research on environmental attitudes and behaviours of newcomers has not been 

more extensive. While some research and opinion articles focus on impacts of immigration on 

population growth, land use, and patterns of recreational activities and urban development, I 

have not emphasized these studies in this review. I have looked specifically for research 

examining the attitudes and behaviours of recent immigrants towards natural places and 

experiences in nature, especially in comparison to those born in Canada or long-term residents.   

An example of an article that focuses directly on a comparison of the environmental 

attitudes, concern, and behaviours of Native-Born and Foreign-Born U.S. residents was 

published in 2000 by Lori M. Hunter at the University of Colorado at Boulder. Hunter (2000) 

notes that while there has been research about socio-economic variations in environmental 

attitudes, immigrants to America remain a population that has been neglected in environmental 

opinion research. Hunter used data from the 1993 U.S. General Social Survey.  Her study 

included individuals who were living in the US at the time of her study and those who had 

originated from “contexts socially, environmentally, and economically distinct” from the general 

US population (p. 565). She adds, “Although socioeconomic variations in environmental 

attitudes exist, no work to-date has made use of national-level data to examine environmental 

attitudes from the perspective of the immigrant population” (p. 566).  Hunter’s research found 

that immigrants living in the US expressed attitudes toward environmental issues that were 
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similar to those of native-born residents. However, short-term immigrants in particular, when 

compared to native born residents, expressed significantly higher levels of concern with regard to 

environmental problems and were also more likely to engage in environmentally friendly 

behaviors.  

Hunter (2000) claims that environmental concern is the result of a complex process of 

socialization involving “family, friends, peers, and teachers as well as external forces such as 

media” (p. 567). However, her study did not explore how the processes of socialization affected 

the environmental attitudes and behaviors of a study group composed of new immigrants over 

time. Further, her research did not investigate the role of specific types of environmental 

experiences.  

More recent studies done in the Netherlands, the US, and Australia found that immigrants 

would rather go to parks in the city than to the wild or very natural places (Atchison, 1998; 

Bowker & Cordell, 2004; Buijs, Elands, & Langers, 2009). It is also important to note that there 

have been claims made that there is a visible “whiteness” in the environmental movement (Gress 

& Hall, 2017). Many minorities remain largely urbanized and as a consequence they are not only 

missing the possible advantages of experiences in natural or wilderness places, they are also 

losing the opportunity to make their voices heard in many environmental discussions and 

decisions.  There are also general studies on environmental attitudes and behaviours in which the 

research does not report on factors such as cultural and social upbringing or the political 

backgrounds of the participants. Very large-scale surveys may not ask questions about these 

factors, or collect only basic demographic data (age, gender) and focus directly on environment-

related behaviours. 
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Buijs, et al. (2009) did a study on the differences in attitudes toward landscapes between 

immigrants and Dutch natives. Their questionnaires included reactions to graphic images which 

fell into one of three categories: wilderness (nature as independent), functional (intensive 

agriculture), and inclusive (humans participating with natural places). Buijs, et al. claimed to 

have found that the immigrants mostly gravitated towards (inclusive) pictures of manicured 

vegetation rather than toward images showing untouched wild lands.  Buijs, et al. also cite a 

study by Johnson, et al. (1997) that found immigrants and African Americans in the US were less 

likely to visit natural reserves than their US-born white counterparts. Bujis, et al concluded from 

their research results that the Dutch natives were more eco-centric than the immigrants who, they 

claimed, were mainly anthropocentric because their responses indicated that they favored built or 

constructed environments and being in places that were inhabited. 

In a study of ethnic variation in environmental beliefs and behaviours, Bowker & Cordell 

(2004) used an instrument known as the ‘New Ecological Paradigm (NEP)’ to compare five 

ethnic groups (African Americans, U.S.-born Latinos, foreign-born Latinos, Asian Americans, 

and European Americans) in the U.S. The parameters used were related to behaviours such as 

environmental reading, household recycling, environmental group joining, and participation in 

nature-based outdoor recreation. The study’s authors found that African-Americans who had 

lived in the US for generations and foreign-born Latinos scored low on all the NEP factors. 

“Overall Asian American and U.S.-born Latino environmentalism was most similar to that of 

Whites while African American concerns and behavior were least similar to White 

environmentalism” (Bowker & Cordell, 2004, p. 158). It should be noted that the NEP 

instrument has recently been criticized in a meta-analysis of research that involved its use. The 

meta-analysis found that there were many different versions of the NEP questions, number of 
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items, and the number of points used to score the Likert Scale. The meta-analysis found that 

“environmentalist and white-collar respondents scored significantly higher on the NEP” than on 

national or regionally representative samples” (Hawcroft & Taciano, 2010, p. 153).  

It is reasonable to predict that newcomers (regardless of race) would not fare well if they 

were to respond to behavioural descriptions such as ‘environmental group joining’, 

“environmental reading” or ‘participation in nature-based outdoor recreation’ given that they are 

likely still striving to adapt to their new country and develop language fluency. The newcomers 

usually go through the first stage of negotiating with either all or none of the new culture before 

they begin to resolve the conflict of values and assimilate the new with the old that helps them 

into integration (Amiot et al., 2007). Of the 3513 participants in the Bowker and Cordell study, 

2995 were White, 248 Black, 169 U.S.-born Latino, 44 foreign-born Latino, and 57 Asian. 

Surprisingly, Bowker and Cordell only considered whether the Latino participants were U.S.-

born or not.  Other than the place of birth differentiation for the Latino participants, the 

researcher’s focus was mainly on ethnicity and its relation to the environment.  

Selecting college students from Missouri State University and Missouri Western State 

University as study participants, Hong Suk Choi and Yatin Liang (2000) also found differences 

in students’ perceptions of the wilderness. In their study, the researchers used a Wilderness 

Value Test, (WVT) developed by Clark and Kozacek (1997). The WVT assigns numerical 

values to 35 questions based on yes/no answers and determines whether the individual has 

biocentric, eco-centric or anthropocentric tendencies. The differences found by Choi and Liang 

not only depended on demography (e.g., gender, college rank, socio-economic status), but also 

on the number of visits to the wilderness.  According to their study, individuals can be either 

biocentric or anthropocentric depending on their social status. The authors claimed that those 
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who visited natural places more frequently tended to show a biocentric inclination and favored 

no human interference in the wild areas. They categorized the participants into three groups: 

anthropocentric, eco-centric and biocentric, based on their inclinations to give up their human 

possessions/comforts for the sake of the wild with the biocentric respondents being more willing 

to make sacrifices than the anthropocentric, and the eco-centric being placed in between the 

other two categories. However, their questionnaire did not include the option of leaving the 

wilderness untouched/unvisited as a parameter for pure biocentric tendency as might have been 

expected to be the case among certain purists.   

An interesting study by Hung (2003) reported on the differences in attitudes toward 

wilderness recreation in two different groups within the Chinese cultural community in 

Vancouver. Hung found that the Chinese who were more acculturated (what the study called, 

“High Mainstream Chinese”) made greater use of natural places in their recreational and leisure 

activities, made more visits to parks, travelled greater distances to access them, stayed longer and 

were attracted to more physically demanding outdoor activities than did participants who were 

less acculturated (called, “Low Mainstream Chinese”) who noted fear of wilderness 

environments, lack of awareness of opportunities and inadequate access to park information as 

obstacles. Hung also noted that there were some sub-cultural factors contributing to the 

differences between these two groups even though they were all Chinese. The study points out 

that it can be dangerous for a researcher to assume that all members of a common ethnic group 

will be similar in their responses to similar settings and experiences.  

In general, I found a lack of research on the question of how newcomers differed from 

long term residents or those born in place, in terms of their attitudes and behaviours toward the 

environment in general and especially in regard to their views of the potential importance of 
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natural or wilderness places for recreational or leisure activities.  Literature that does address 

these issues is mainly to be found in reports and surveys conducted by organizations concerned 

with parks, conservation of nature, or outdoor and leisure activities.  

There is a second strand in the literature on the attitudes of newcomers to Canada toward 

their experiences with natural places and that literature is generally supported by organizations 

and agencies such as Parks Canada, Alberta Parks, or the Canadian Parks and Wilderness 

Society. These reports demonstrate a growing awareness of the fact of ethnic, cultural and racial 

diversity among managers, tour guides, naturalists, and tourism agencies and show a concern 

about barriers that may impede the ability of newcomers to take advantage of Canada’s natural 

settings for their recreation and leisure activities. An excellent example of such a report is 

Pathways to Wellbeing: A Framework for Recreation in Canada (2015), the result of a joint 

initiative by the Interprovincial Sport and Recreation Council and the Canadian Parks and 

Recreation Association. The report makes recommendations in areas such as: Active Living, 

Inclusion and Access, Connecting People and Nature, and Supportive Environments (p. 3). For 

example, the section on Inclusion and Access addresses ways of increasing inclusion and access 

to recreation with particular attention to “populations that face constraints to participation” (p. 

22). Among the recommendations the report proposes that as a country, we “Develop and 

implement strategies and policies, which ensure that no families or individuals in Canada are 

denied access to public recreation opportunities as a result of economic disadvantage” and also 

notes that “acknowledging and valuing cultural, ethnic and racial diversity is vital to the 

prevention of prejudice and discrimination” (p. 22). The report includes specific 

recommendations to ensure gender equity and also clear recognition of indigenous peoples.  
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Alberta Parks, together with the Institute for Canadian Citizenship, has developed a 

computer application called CANOO, that “supports new citizens to discover Canadian culture 

and Alberta's provincial parks….” The CANOO application gives users Free Admission to a 

number of natural sites and attractions in Alberta, including the Rock Art Tour at Writing on 

Stone Provincial Park and admission to the Visitor Center at Dinosaur Provincial Park. Alberta 

Parks has also developed a program called “Nature as a Second Language,” which is a 

commitment to “an inclusion strategy to increase opportunities and to invite full participation of 

all Albertans in parks.” Guides to Provincial parks are printed in a number of languages 

including Arabic, Chinese, Punjabi and Tagalog. The Alberta Parks WWW site also provides 

extensive support and information for users (https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/about-

us/inclusion-accessibility/cultural-access-pass/).  

Statistics Canada (2011) has recently produced a colorful infographic that notes some 

important recent patterns in Canadians’ use of the outdoors. Included are statistics showing that 7 

in 10 Canadians participated in outdoor or wilderness activities, with 41% reporting that they 

were involved in at least 3 different activities. Of these activities, hiking and backpacking were 

the most popular (44%).  There are a number of other programs offered in a wide range of 

different outdoor settings that make particular note of the goal of increasing participation by 

newcomers. It is interesting that some of these programs even focus on experiencing the 

outdoors during the winter, a season that can be difficult for new arrivals (Paquette, 2019).  

Other programs, such as “Learn to Camp,” a program of Ontario Parks, focus on helping 

newcomers or novices develop the right equipment, clothing and basic skills needed to really 

enjoy being in the outdoors in a range of seasons and settings.  
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In spite of many promising initiatives and programs, based on this brief review 

of  literature that correlates race/ethnicity, culture and social status with environmental affiliation 

and integrating it with my personal life experience, I believe there is still a need for current 

research on whether those who have more opportunities to go to wilderness places develop a 

tendency to form a bond with these places. An example of the sort of research that will be useful 

to outdoor and environmental educators is a paper by Bustamante (2008) which looked 

specifically at the residential summer camp experiences among Canadian immigrants. There 

certainly are practical barriers to outdoor experiences and recreation for newcomers. These 

barriers could be obvious such as financial and language barriers or nuanced ones such as social 

and cultural impediments. Hopefully there will be greater awareness of these obstacles as more 

efforts are being made to lower the barriers for a wide range of newcomers. In general, however, 

newcomers are still not proportionally represented in outdoor recreational activities with 

immigrants in all ethnic groups representing approximately 21% of the population, based on the 

2011 census.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Research Design 

My approach, an autoethnography, a form of qualitative research, is part of a social 

constructionist research because in a sense it focuses on the world of experience as it is lived, felt 

and undergone by people interacting in social situations (Schwandt, 2007). Ellingson and Ellis 

(2008) view  autoethnography as “ a social constructionist approach that enables critical 

reflection on taken-for-granted aspects of society, groups, relationships, and the self” (p.448). 

They further describe it as a project that rejects the deep-rooted binary oppositions between the 

“self - other, subject-object, humanities-social science, process-product, personal-political, 

emotional-rational, passionately involved-neutral, evocative-analytic” (p.448). 

This thesis is my attempt to speak for those who have not had any input into the 

descriptions and definitions that have been made about them. According to Bochner and Ellis 

(2016), there is the goal of getting the readers to “see themselves” in the autoethnographer so 

they “transform private troubles into public plight, making it powerful, comforting, dangerous, 

and culturally essential” (p. 87). In reviewing the available literature, I have found reasons to 

believe that the stories of the participants I will represent in this thesis by telling my own story, 

have rarely been heard in the mainstream literature of environmental education (Bowker & 

Cordell, 2004). Following an autoethnographic approach, I intend to tell my story in the hope 

that it will “add an attuned note into the harmony of universal humanity” (personal 

communication H. Leighton, 2017). It is my belief that in the process of telling my story, I may 

enable a discussion of elements that have been ignored or overlooked. While I will attempt to 

analyse my journey, I believe the bigger part of my narration will be the evocative nature of the 

autoethnography itself in making room for my thoughts, emotions and insights. According to 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 22

Ellingson and Ellis (2008), “…evocative autoethnographers focus on narrative presentations that 

open up conversations and evoke emotional responses” (p. 445). The episodes of stories I will 

share will rely on the composition of narrative elements, including conflict-driven drama. 

In my experience, moving to a new environment and embracing everything the new place 

offers, including its biodiversity, entails a myriad of engagements. With physical displacement 

came biological, psychological, and cultural adjustments too. To examine these aspects, I needed 

to reflect on the stages of my adaptation (negotiation) in a new place. While reflecting on and 

questioning my own position, along with my values and cultural background, I will incorporate 

the stories of people whose background and experiences are similar to mine and whose stories 

will still be part of my story by either consolidating or bringing another dimension to my 

narrative. My deep conversations with compatriots were provocative as Trahar (2009) describes 

it, where the narrator checks the resonance of other stories with his or her own. A well-known 

autoethnographer, Carolyn Ellis (2004), defines it as "research, writing, story, and method that 

connect the autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political" (p. xix). 

Data Analysis 

Adhering to the autoethnographic method, the data I collect will come from myself as a 

participant and researcher (Ellis, 2008). I will collect my reflections from my journals. I will also 

look back into my communications, as in the emails I have written, and try to find out what they 

indicate that is relevant to the purpose of this research. But mostly, I will be searching for 

interpretations of my feelings and evolving memes. Although it is difficult to equate the effects 

of Canada’s natural environment on my whole being, I will attempt to shed some light on the 

role of nature in my integration journey. 
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Validity and Reliability 

This project will attempt to illuminate one part of a puzzle. Canada, being a welcoming 

country, receives newcomers from all corners of the globe. Although there is a certain 

commonality to being a newcomer to this vast, rich country, there is also undeniable diversity 

among newcomers. This study, however, will give an opportunity to a small segment of the 

newcomers to voice their sides of the story. When discussing integration, I have tried to be 

mindful not to confuse it with assimilation. Newcomers are not merely transformed by the 

transition into their new place. They also have a certain influence upon that new place and the 

society (Phillips, 2009), although my thesis lacks the data to see this part of the dynamic 

directly.   

Unlike the validity and reliability test in quantitative studies that focus on precision and 

procedures, this study accommodates the existence of multiple realities, and the researcher’s 

transparency and consistency with the narration (Noble & Smith, 2015).  

Why Autoethnography? 

Three years ago, when I got an admission letter from Royal Roads University, I was as 

excited as I was thrilled. The uplifting feeling came from getting a chance to further my 

education after a long process of recertifying my credentials in Canada. But then, it also meant 

learning new complex facts. This was a graduate study. The program I was planning to pursue 

had a somewhat intimidating, mouthful name: Master of Arts in Environmental Education and 

Communication. I was overwhelmed by the prospect that in the next two and half years, I would 

be equipped with the skills to effectively educate and communicate about the environment and 

its predicaments.  
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As the Moodle-based online learning environment for our pre-residency opened few 

months later, I got a glimpse of the first assignment. It instructed that I come to the campus with 

a graph of my ‘Ecological Tree’. This activity was based on Thomashow’s (1996) book, 

Ecological Identity. I was required to trace back what and who made me the person I had become 

- a curious individual on the new Environment. I felt this was a bit bizarre for an assignment with 

grade points. It was a year later that I realised my first assignment was to graph part of my 

autoethnography. I found it to be a rather overwhelming to try to graph my journey for it was 

affected by various factors. As a result, I opted for oversimplifying it by just scratching the 

surface of my story. However, as I progressed with my graduate studies, a great deal of the 

learning was done through reflection and introspection. 

The first few days of my first residency at Royal Roads University were a total culture 

shock, a shock that prompted me to reflect on and have an insight into how my culture had 

shaped me. The society I grew up in must have shaped my narrative, my identity and my life 

(Kehly, 1995). The more I thought about my behavior, the deeper I started reflecting on how my 

various social, cultural, and political settings had influenced the way I behave (Adams, Ellis, & 

Jones, 2015). 

Never had I imagined going to a Master’s program in quest of knowledge and coming 

back with a conviction to search/research myself. The program’s extensive readings and 

discussions were invoking questions that made me have deeper thoughts about myself.  Once 

convinced that autoethnography was the method I should utilize for my thesis, I found myself 

being tested by casual questions from a friend.  

“Since you are almost done with your courses, what is remaining?” 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 25

“I will be doing my thesis”, I answered, hesitant about telling him of the methodology I 

had chosen. 

“What are you writing about?” came the question I dreaded.  

Telling a friend that I was writing about myself sounded awkward. Instead of simplifying 

it, I opted to use the sort of jargon that I reasoned should be expected from graduate students. “I 

am doing an autoethnography.” 

My reply had the effect I anticipated. “What is autoethnography?”  

By telling my friend that I was doing research on myself, I had already revealed the 

method and the product of the thesis. I had to explain to him that I was going to write/research 

my personal lived experience and analyse its association with my cultural background (Ellis, 

2004; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011). Autoethnography is known for being both a research 

process and outcome as written narrative, or report (Chang, 2008).    

“Are you going to talk about your culture or your life experience?” my friend sounded 

confused. Ellis (2004) describes autoethnography as a form of ethnography and thus puts it as 

“part auto or self and part ethno or culture” (p.31) and “something different from both of them, 

greater than its parts” (p.32). 

My explanation went further stating that I would be looking inward while attempting to 

see my story in a larger context of culture (Denzin, 1997). I would be offering my narrative 

while trying to give a cultural explanation or context for it. I also pointed out that our identities 

are closely interconnected with our respective cultures, and social relationships (Boylorn & 

Orbe, 2013). In other words, as the self is the most basic unit of culture, talking about self can 

reflect on the person’s culture too (Hamdan, 2012).  
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My friend also wanted to know what data I would be using. Hoping that he was not 

judging me for self-obsessiveness, when I told him that the data would be my personal lived 

experience (van Manen, 1990). I reasoned that I would be avoiding the detached researcher 

scenario by merging myself in the data (Denshire, 2014). To achieve this, I would have to do a 

deep and careful self reflection, commonly known as a process of reflexivity (Adams, et al, 

2015). I also went on to point out that “reflexive auto-ethnographers, who are the participants 

and the researchers at the same time, use their senses, bodies, moments, feelings, and whole 

being” (Ellis, 2008, p. 50).  

The questions that followed from my friend as to the purpose of the study and what to 

expect as a result drove me to search for the answers for myself. Whenever I think of such 

questions, I sense the challenge of creating a narrative in contrast to a positivist tradition of 

research, where one looks for general truths that are external to the researcher’s biases or 

expectations. I continued to explain to him borrowing from Saldana’s (2018) keynote speech, 

entitled, Researcher, Analyze Thyself , that as my first step to becoming a qualitative researcher, 

I need to analyze myself before I attempt to say anything about others.  

Where could I look for verifiable truth that would be widely or generally accepted? I did 

not believe my truth could be empirically proven (Doloriert & Sambrook, 2011). For Anita 

Gibbs (2013), a story of a single individual is still a valid story. However, people might 

challenge it as being a once-in-a-blue-moon scenario. To compensate for that, Gibbs suggests 

doing extensive and thorough writing along with a rich literature review. 

While putting my autoethnography in “writing as a method of inquiry” (Richardson, 

2000, p. 293), I would not want to tell my ordinary story if it did not bring about a discussion of 

overlooked aspects of life. At the end of the discussion, I was looking for an understanding of the 
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social life of a newcomer like me and if I could provoke similar sentiments in different settings 

and invite people to reflect on their paths to integration.  

Moreover, I hoped for intellectual and emotional impact on the reader through the 

authenticity of my story. "Social life is messy, uncertain, and emotional. If our desire to research 

social life, then we must embrace a research method that, to the best of its/our ability, 

acknowledges and accommodates mess and chaos, uncertainty and emotion" (Adams et al, 2015, 

p.9). 

But then, why did I choose to do autoethnography from the other possible designs for my 

project? My thesis question tries to address what role the Canadian natural environment can play 

in the integration of newcomers like me. The first consideration was whether the 

autoethnographic design would enable me to address the question. As I kept thinking about the 

question I had raised, I came to the realisation that it can be answered from different 

perspectives. Talking about the natural environment and a newcomer’s integration in the absence 

of social, cultural, and economic realities seemed incomplete. With the multiple questions that 

could be raised and their permutations, how small should be my sample size be to get nuanced 

and detailed answers? According to Suter (2012), “To understand a complex phenomenon, you 

must consider the multiple ‘realities’ experienced by the participants themselves – the ‘insider’ 

perspectives” (p.344). Thus, I opted to seek answers for this complex question by looking into 

my own integration story and relying on literature I found.  

In their book, Critical Autoethnography (2013), Boylorn and Orbe describe the method of 

autoethnography as being “significant and useful when approaching issues of identity and 

personal experience with the explicit objective to resist unidimensional treatments of complex 

phenomenon” (p.16). I decided to focus on my journey in a qualitative way as a particular 
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experience rather than aiming at generalizations about a certain group of people (Adams, et al., 

2015). I would do so in the hope that when sharing my story, I would also be sharing my 

experience of trying to figure out what to do, how to do it, and drawing meaning from the new 

and old experience (Bochner & Ellis, 2016). 

I choose an autoethnographic approach to my thesis for the same reasons that 

necessitated the emergence of autoethnography as a methodology. Mine is not a goal of seeking 

universal truths pertaining to social relations. It is more about sense making (Adams, et al., 

2015). Also, echoing Denshire’s argument, I would say that the autoethnographic method makes 

the research world complete by allowing more vulnerability than certainty. As an alternative 

research method, the autoethnographic design will open for me a window of opportunity through 

which to see what I have been ignoring in myself and others (Denshire, 2014).  

Here I am echoing the words of a prominent thinker, Saldana (2018): “It seems 

appropriate, then, that qualitative researchers become not just reflexive about our own work, but 

even autoethnographic – introspective about our own investigative journeys;…why we’re doing 

what we do by exploring the phenomenon or culture of qualitative inquiry through a culture of 

one’s own experiences” (p.1).  

My current job as a bus driver in city transit is partly to blame for my obsession with an 

autoethnographic approach. As a driver I move around to different places that bring varied 

memories through their scenes and even scents. These various places compel me to reflect on the 

far and near past. The trips I make on my bus also remind me of life’s journey. I found driving a 

bus to be educative through its metaphoric connection to life’s journeys. When driving through 

the streets of Calgary, I see time and place moving in the same direction. It is a job that has 

helped me reflect, for example, that passing through a certain path is just a once in a lifetime 
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chance. The second trip is different on its own for its particular spatial and periodic setting. It 

came to my attention later (Leighton, 2019, personal communication) that this insight is also 

corroborated by Yi-Fu Tuan (1977), and Heraclitus (544 B.C.) who is attributed with saying, 

“No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same 

man.” 

Becoming a bus driver is one of the surprises life has handed me. But then, my life has 

been full of turns and twists. I come from a country where one’s life journey is completely out of 

one’s control. As a high school student, I had a strong interest in studying psychology, and I was 

dreaming of either taking psychiatry or clinical psychology. Instead, I was assigned to a biology 

department and graduated in biological science with few pedagogy courses. After a short stint as 

a teacher, I found myself becoming a journalist for some years before I was drafted to military 

national service for more than three years. Coming back to journalism then presented me with 

another surprise because a couple years more of writing my observations and my opinions ended 

my lawful stay in my country and my young family and I had to flee and start a new life in 

another African country.   

Living in Uganda for close to five years had its particular challenges and impacts. 

Moving to Canada from the equator towards the northern pole was another transition. When I 

arrived in Canada, I considered myself to be an experienced immigrant. I had moved through 

two countries, North and South Sudan, to reach Uganda. Thus, I assumed this should be easier 

and smoother. And true enough, it was easier and smoother. Nevertheless, it turned out to be a 

much longer journey than I had anticipated. Five years and counting, I am still learning to adapt.  

Despite my awareness that I still have a long way to go, newcomers who arrived here 

years before me tell me that I am adapting and adjusting fast. I have to reluctantly agree because 
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I find myself complaining less in comparison to my ‘compatriots’. There were times that I 

questioned whether I was clinging to an illusion to make myself feel at home and there were a 

few times that I felt lost and displaced. I have had my family as a stabilizing element from time 

to time when I lose my perspective.   

However, while many things have changed with my journey and career path, one thing 

has remained almost the same: nature did not change. But what do I mean by ‘nature’? I have 

found my paradigm of nature to be apparently different from that of some people who have been 

in Canada for generations. This called for another reflection as to why I see nature or the natural 

environment differently than my fellow Canadians. It is not surprising for my perspective to be 

different, because our upbringing, cultural, social, and political backgrounds contribute to our 

differences in narration (Boylorn et al., 2013). In the process of sharing my story, I will also 

incorporate analytic autoethnography as I am in constant search for answers as to why I do what 

I do. Thus, like Anderson’s (2010) description of analytic autoethnography, I will be analytically 

reflecting on the different episodes of my story, and dialogue with them. In other words, I will 

revisit my past, and try to get an explanation or a reason for what happened around my life. 
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Chapter 4: My Journey  

 The hour my family and I landed at the Calgary airport I felt the quietness. Everything 

around me seemed to have calmed down. Perhaps this was a projection of my internal feelings? I 

had already started enjoying a sense of relief. I had passed through five years of uncertainty. 

Now that I had brought my young family to a safer place, I convinced myself that I could relax 

and let the process take its course.  We had flown for more than ten hours – from the equator all 

the way to the northern hemisphere. But I did not feel I was moving away from home. I knew my 

sister, who sponsored me to move to Canada, along with her family, was waiting for us. She had 

been in the country for close to twenty years. The paper work took longer than we anticipated. I 

felt the kids getting impatient to get out of the room. We had not breathed outdoor air for about 

24 hours. Once we got to the outside, I realized the jacket I bought from Uganda was not good 

enough. It was in mid April. While greeting us I heard my sister say that she was happy for we 

arrived at a relatively warm day – inadvertently making me question my readiness for the 

climate.  

 As soon as we reached her home, friends and extended family members gave us a warm 

welcome. To my surprise, while I was appreciating their efforts, I failed to feel the warmth of the 

reception.  I could not help but glance to the outside through the large windows of the house to 

get a feeling of the neighbourhood. It was devoid of any passers-by. Our hosts from inside 

seemed to pretend to ignore that reality and tried to create their own world in the room. That was 

at least the impression I had then. It did not take long for dinner to be served. The table was full 

of traditional dishes from Ethiopia and Eritrea. That was another surprise. I was expecting local 

food. The traditional food as prepared in Calgary did not taste close to what I knew from back 

home. But these people seemed to vainly be trying to bring their country here into Canada.  
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Another disappointment came from the fact that I could not find a single person of an 

ethnicity other than Ethiopian and Eritrean among the group. Through the introductions of my 

sister and her husband, I kept meeting people from my country of origin. They all wanted to tell 

me about the city, the society, and what type of jobs were available for newcomers. Most of the 

pieces of information I was getting from these people were depressing. They sounded like 

outsiders who were a bit skeptical of the system. Slowly I realized that things would not be going 

smoothly. I would need to take the bull by the horns.  To be in a position to take initiative, I felt I 

needed to have a sense of belonging. I first had to feel at home. I did not want to share my 

disappointment with my hosts lest I sound ungrateful. The other acquaintances guessed that I 

might feel down in the beginning, but they assured me that as soon as I got a job, I would start 

liking the city. They said that was the trend. What I was looking forward to was different from 

the frames in which they wanted me to fit. I was looking for a feeling of belonging not only to 

the society, but also to the nature of Canada. I wanted to embrace the climate, savor the water, 

fully breath the air. I wanted to feel at home. I did not want to measure my integration by the size 

of the house I owned or the type of car I drove. I had already observed that the newcomers I met 

had become prisoners of the loans they had made to buy so much stuff. I sensed those material 

achievements were earned at the expense of getting time to settle and find their place in society. I 

did not want my life to be confined to the workplace and be compensated by materials that I 

would not even have time to appreciate. I needed time with my kids, and my wife also needed 

some support as she was taking courses for a position as an early childhood educator.   

 I also wondered if I would be able to have the feeling of rootedness without my secret 

yearning for approval by my community. The pressure from my community (of the same 

ethnicity or otherwise) might have influenced my decisions on how I spent my resources. Five 
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years down the road, when our kids had already become 15 and 16, my wife and I decided to buy 

a house. It would have been more feasible for us to stay in a rental accommodation and save 

money as the kids would be moving out in few years. I reluctantly accepted my wife’s reasoning 

that the kids needed to have a similar house to that of their peers. I had also justified to myself 

that it was good for our kids to see that hard work yields financial/status reward in this country. I 

still wonder whether we had a valid motive for our decision to get into a mortgage. I also suspect 

that owning a house with its land title may have given me a sense of comfort that now I have a 

stake in this land.  

 But let me return to the story of the days I arrived. As the days passed by, I got a pleasant 

surprise of meeting two childhood friends who had arrived in Calgary a few years before me. 

They had stable jobs and seemed to like the city. Sharing time with them gave me a sense of 

belonging to some extent. In the first few encounters, they took me to noisy bars filled with 

young people. But it was a few days later, when one of them suggested we go out of the city, that 

I got a glimpse of what was in store. One afternoon, we drove out of the city towards Cochrane, a 

town 18 km west of Calgary. As soon as we were on the outskirts of Calgary, seeing the fields 

and yonder into the mountains created a different feeling for me. It was as if the mountains were 

smiling at me. The wind seemed to have come all the way from where I grew up. It was summer 

then and I realized the sun was the same sun I knew from back home. The trip left a more 

positive impact than all the welcoming gestures I had received prior to that time. 

 Years later, I tried this experience on my best friend who came to visit me from the US. 

We were seeing each other for the first time after ten years. Weeks before his arrival he had 

forewarned me that he would be more interested in just spending time with my family and me. 

As he recounted to me, seeing places was not on his ‘bucket list’ because prior to this visit, he 
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had gone to London to visit his sisters, and there he felt that his sisters devoted too much of their 

quality time trying to impress him by showing him buildings and bridges. “Once you are in the 

Western world, all the structures seem similar”, he reasoned. He also told me that, rather than 

being amazed by the architecture, he was more impressed by the determination and the culture 

that established those buildings. 

 Thus, once he landed in Calgary, I did not bother to take him to places other than driving 

him around downtown Calgary, just to give him the feel of the city. Upon his wish, we focused 

on catching up by conversing, visiting friends and relatives, etc. Moreover, we were discouraged 

from going for a stroll by the untimely snow in October.  He had come for eight days. As the 

days went by and we started running out of talking points, I suggested we drive out of the city 

either to Chestermere or Cochrane. When he asked me the reason for the trip, I did not want him 

to decline like he did in my previous attempts so I told him of a special ice cream from 

Cochrane. When he reluctantly accepted, we headed out to Cochrane.  

 Nearing the town, as we were driving downhill, I was hoping he would experience the 

same feeling I had the first time I passed through this place. And to my amazement, “this feels 

like home!” he exclaimed. To my amazement, he even mentioned the same places I remembered 

the first time I passed through this place.  

It felt as if we were once again back to where we used to travel outside Asmara to 

villages in the southern part of the country. Seeing my friend’s transformation encouraged me to 

arrange another trip to Banff where we got a chance to do a bit of hiking and enjoy what the 

place had to offer.  It is now a few weeks since my friend has gone back to Washington, but he 

still says he will find time to visit Calgary again. And that is despite of an untimely snow and 

cold spell we had when he visited.  
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A Taste of Culture Shock 

I should have realized that I was living in a bubble. The only community I knew 

reminded me that I was still a newcomer. It felt like I was regarded as a toddler. Most of my 

interactions were with my family and members of the Ethio-Canadian or Eri-Canadian 

community. This continued for about two years. The first time I spent a day without speaking my 

native language in Canada was when I found myself among a friendly group who spoke 

exclusively English. It was during my first residency at Royal Roads University.  

I had stayed in Calgary and its surroundings for the whole time save a twelve days’ visit 

to a cousin in Toronto, who similarly had no close friends other than from the Eritrean 

community residing there. During these two years, I had few chances of acquainting myself with 

exclusively English- speaking people; but the times usually lasted from a few minutes to an hour 

or so, and I always went back to my household where I resumed my native language. Whenever I 

spoke English for long periods of time, I felt part of my inner mouth tingle. I needed to say 

something in my native language to ease this odd sensation. It was as if part of my inner mouth 

was being under-utilized while another part of it had been overworked.  

Flying to Victoria, BC, to get to the university where I would do my graduate studies, I 

was surprised to find the city to be bigger than I envisaged. On the other hand, Royal Roads 

University seemed to me smaller than I imagined, and I liked the homey feeling it brought me. 

Because the University offers short residencies and few students at a time, the place was largely 

devoid of human produced noise. I could hear birds singing and leaves rustling. The campus felt 

serene with its distinct architecture in the form of a castle, and its situation in the middle of a 

thick forest facing the ocean. As I stayed longer, I could see the beauty of the campus was also 
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augmented by manicured gardens that had names possibly depicting their respective styles (e.g. 

Italian and Japanese gardens).  

Coming to the residency was fully engaging. When my cohort were conveying ideas, I 

was being consumed with the way they spoke English and how all their conversations sounded to 

me like they were poems. I was amazed by the way they organized their ideas and expressed 

them with clarity and eloquence. The most difficult part of the language manifested itself when 

we were supposed to relax. I was still thinking in my language. If I were to speak, I had first to 

translate it and choose the right word from the possible synonyms and come up with a sentence. 

But it was supposed to be fun. To keep it “light hearted”, it had to come instantaneously. Jokes 

and small talk, the right expressions and what to reply right away, were a few of the challenges I 

had.   

Most of our classes were held outside of the buildings. We left our classrooms for the 

open field, mostly under a shade tree, but sometimes even under the scorching sun heat. It felt 

like going back to Africa, but in a completely different scenario. Long before I came to Canada, I 

had a remote attachment with the country. Many years before I even imagined I would one day 

be its citizen, Canada reached me through its generosity. I was filled with pride instead of 

anything else for being able to read “Gift of Canada” printed on sacs stuffed with wheat flour 

that was shipped to our land. I was an elementary school student then. In spite of our country’s 

siding with the Soviet block, doing well in English was considered as an avenue to success. (It 

was tens of years later that I realized the English I thought I learned needed a complete revamp.)  

When I asked why Canada, from the far north, was giving us that much aid, the 

explanation I was given varied depending on the teacher’s inclination or lack thereof towards the 

Communist idealism of the time. The Communists had a problem in admitting that a Western 
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nation could have any intention of doing good with no strings attached. Thus, their explanation 

went along the line that Canada had to get rid of its excess production so that the price of wheat 

would not go down. “If they did not donate their excess to us,” the cadres offered to explain, 

“they would have to dump it in the ocean.” 

Another explanation for this generosity came from people around me and it made more 

sense to me. Positive, kind and generous, predominantly white people from a land of abundance 

sent us food. This, in part, might have played a role in my perception of the white people as a 

well-meaning, kind, and rich people. As I grew older, I had to consciously educate myself to find 

my place amongst other ethnic groups and understand that we all have a similar struggle in 

relation to the environment.  

The intertwined relationship between humanitarian aid and human rights issues was not 

obvious to me when I was a kid. And it was much later, after Eritrea was separated from 

Ethiopia, that I became aware of the connection between humanity and universal human rights. 

When the rebel-leader-turned-dictator started to isolate our country from the rest of the world by 

inculcating nationalism, I started to see basic human rights violated. Simultaneously, he 

succeeded in avoiding humanitarian organizations and universal human-rights issues by 

campaigning against foreign aid organizations and feigning self-reliance.  

The food aid that was flowing from the Western world during my childhood made me 

think of the recurring drought in my country. Eritrea, then part of Ethiopia, lies in a region that is 

mostly dry and semi-arid land. Our ancestors kept telling us the vegetation was much denser in 

their youth. They also recounted that our rainy season was much wetter than the annual three 

months’ rain we were getting. These storytellers sounded to me as witnesses of climate change 

unfolding. In my primary school years, I was romantically attached to the scientific ideas I was 
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getting from school. They were more liberating than the explanations I was getting from folks 

around me. Pertaining to our drought, the idea that it was because of God’s wrath that He did not 

pour water from the skies did not sit well with me. I remember exercising my little knowledge on 

my grandmother. I told her that rainfall had its natural cycle and moisture from the ground was 

responsible for rain or lack of it rather than supply from the sky. She was unimpressed and raised 

the issue in the presence of my uncle who was young and educated. But he had no choice but to 

appease her, and thus he corrected me affirming that rain was a gift from God.  

Although I had learned at school that forests were important in keeping the homeostasis 

of the area, as well as in providing a habitat for diverse organisms, other stories about the forest 

dominated my impressions of them. According to what I heard, forests were the hideouts of 

bandits and rebels. Many frightening stories were associated with the dense vegetation that made 

me feel so grateful that I lived in a city where I could lock my door and feel safe. The bushes 

were even believed to be the dwelling place of Satan in the flesh.  Most of my cohort members at 

RRU were proudly sharing how attached they were to the outdoors. I could not fully comprehend 

what they meant by that. In fact, it took me a while to understand that being outside was equated 

to loving the environment. When they went further and expressed their love for the wilderness, 

they almost lost me.  

I did not have the chance to enjoy what was left of the wilderness in Eritrea, partly 

because it was ‘wild’ in every sense. It was not a place an unarmed human being could survive. 

The food chain had been so disrupted that the hyenas were starving so that they had to come to 

the villages and hunt the domesticated animals, and in rare cases human beings also became their 

prey. Our wilderness was a very scary place where, if the bandits spared you, either a predator 

could attack you, or snakes might bite you. It was not a place I would go for peace of mind. 
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Asmara, the city I grew up in, was mainly built by the Italians. It has few green spaces, and most 

of the residential areas previously occupied by the Italians, had their streets lined with trees. The 

downtown core was known for its bigger palm trees that not only gave beauty to the place, but 

also provided shade from the tropical sun.  

In Eritrea, we appreciated the sanctuary a room gave us. Staying inside was a luxury. We 

did not feel confined inside. We knew houses were protecting us from the strong sun and the 

wind that carried dust. And here I was at RRU with twenty-four people who longed for staying 

out of the confines of the four walls. What is there not to like about this beautiful area? 

Nevertheless, part of me felt as if leaving a room and getting outside was being disrespectful to a 

resource that had opened its classroom door to accommodate us. I thought I loved nature. In my 

childhood it meant the beauty of the sunset, or the scene of a clear sky in the night with either 

moon or stars shining. As absurd as it may sound, rain was my most favored part of nature. It not 

only cooled the atmosphere, but it also added beauty to the surroundings. Rain meant cleanliness, 

and greenery (regardless of however tiny the green plants grew). And above all, rain meant our 

existence – food! 

I also believed that for human beings to continue to exist we needed to use our resources 

sustainably. When I was still in Eritrea, I understood the significance of global warming, the 

negative effects of pollution, global concerns of overpopulation, etc. I also knew that as human 

beings start to interfere with wildlife, we start destroying the vegetation and the biodiversity in it. 

I thought it was a good approach to stay away from the trees and let them be what they are with 

all their diversity.   The place I came from is still dominated by agriculture. We cleared trees for 

cultivation, and we also chased away the wild predators to defend our domestic herds. It was a 

subsistence farming that could barely feed the farmers. I could hear from farmers in my extended 
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family that the recurring drought had discouraged the few potential investors from trying to 

modernise agriculture.   

It was much later, as I stayed with the RRU program, that I understood my perspective 

about the environment was inclined towards anthropocentrism. Perhaps Erazim Kohak’s term 

“ecological ethics” (1998) worldview was what I was trying to achieve. The different paradigm 

of looking at the environment as an entity deserving to exist on its own, and regarding the human 

being as just part of, or even a continuation of the other beings, changed my outlook towards my 

surroundings. Listening to my cohort prompted me to ask myself how I ended up in the program. 

I also went further and questioned if I belonged there. In a way it felt as if I had joined a sect. 

However, I started ignoring these feelings attributing them to the shock of joining a graduate 

program. I hoped each of us had that feeling. Most testified they were going through a similar 

stage. But I still wonder if mine was quite distinct.  

I must have had a certain attachment with the environment to choose to invest in an 

education that I was not sure would land me a job. My undergraduate studies were in biological 

science with credits that included chemistry courses that evaporated as they entered my brain, 

and pedagogic courses I enjoyed. After teaching biology in high school for a couple of years, I 

drifted to journalism and communication that eventually terminated my peaceful living in my 

country. Most newcomers may not have the opportunity to go to RRU. I reflect back on being a 

newcomer having just arrived in Canada. At the onset of Spring, the trees were devoid of their 

foliage. Calgary, the city where I landed, was reluctant to let go of winter for some more days. 

The streets were lonely and less welcoming. Whenever we got into hallways, I smelled a distinct 

odor that probably came from the wet carpets dampened from the remnants of mud that people 

trapped on their shoe soles. 
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It did not take long for me to be inundated with pieces of information. I admit I was not 

prepared for that type of orientation. Calgary was not my first point of immigration. I had lived 

in Uganda for nearly five years before getting resettled in Canada. My family and I had learned a 

few new things as they come; and there were not many mishaps as a result. We have a saying in 

my native language that roughly translates to a guest/newcomer is always a fool. Thus, laughing 

at ourselves for not knowing things the first time and learning from our experiences was 

somehow considered an amusement for the guest and the hosts. Not so in Canada. When I think 

about them in retrospect, the pieces of information were serious life lessons. I had to retrain 

myself in various respects, including how to walk! The snow that I used to see as ornamental in 

Christmas cards started to have more influence in my life. To slip and fall became a concern that 

had me changing the type of soles I wore and how I conducted my steps on the ground.  

We could as well have taken a formal education on how to settle and what to do with our 

daily lives. Because people are busy with their lives, fooling around due to lack of knowledge 

and hoping to learn from experience did not seem to make sense. Getting around the city was one 

of the first challenges I faced. Being dependent on technology and finding my way using a GPS 

did not appeal to me. It felt more liberating to get the layout of the city from a firsthand 

perspective. I wanted to have the big picture of the quadrants of the city and the communities in 

them. Getting there, however, entailed further serious studying and even more so when I decided 

to become a school bus driver.  

As I was looking for a job, I had to drive to different places in search of job fairs. I also 

had to go and meet people who would give me referrals or information about where I could get a 

job. In the course of doing this, I realized I was doing a lot of driving. Since I was driving that 

much in search of a job, I reasoned how about I looked for a driver’s job? I thought I was more 
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patient and more skillful than the many motorists who were cutting me off on the road. In the 

meantime, I was attending RRU and an assignment from our professor required us to be enrolled 

in a skill training program and analyse the process. This was an opportune time for me to 

incorporate my school bus driver training into my assignment. I am always indebted to my 

professor who helped me see the training through the eyes of academics and thus take it more 

seriously. Subsequently, I became not only a good school bus driver, but also eventually got 

hired in the city’s transit system at a time the economy was not doing well. According to our 

recruiters’ account, out of 1700 applicants, only 12 were selected for the job. Having stayed in 

the city for just two and half years, what more could I ask than a job that gave me a chance to 

know the city better and interact with its citizens? I enjoyed bus driving so much that eventually 

I got a chance of being an acting bus training officer.  

Becoming a trainer for driving a bus gave me an insight into the educational aspect of 

things I used to take for granted. It is when the trainees started to ask me where they were 

supposed to look to keep the bus centered in the lane, or when they were wondering what to look 

for in turning the vehicle around corners that I realised that things that come organically to me 

can be very hard to teach in a limited amount of time.  As I was learning to teach others the 

things I did not think needed learning, I reflected on what it must have looked like to newcomers 

to Eritrea. If I were to equip these new arrivals with information they required, what would I give 

them, and, how would I present it? Where would I start? Would I help a newcomer become self-

sufficient? And was self-sufficiency what was required in my country of origin? When I think 

about it, asking questions about things one was not sure of was part of our daily conversation 

openers. Not only was one checking on the ever-changing unpredictable situation but also 

acknowledging the people around them. It now seems to me that it was like communion created 
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from storytelling. The story tellers use the opportunity to create friendships with the listeners and 

the listeners also participate with other stories of their own.  

In Canada, I encountered more of a “you are supposed to know” tendency (albeit politely 

presented). Not knowing was shunned, as if to deduce unpreparedness or even untidiness on the 

part of the unknowing first timer. As I stayed longer, I became more sensitive to the things I 

missed, and I was also stressed out by things to which I was not previously exposed. I made 

myself believe that it was my responsibility to look for information rather than to wait for an 

opportunity to be informed. In part, this made me become overly conscious of otherwise trivial 

aspects of life. However, the more informed I became, the more empowered I felt. 

Perhaps the non-judgmental nature and the unstructured and undefined/freely defined 

dynamism of the natural world calmed me down from stressful societal restrictions. Sitting in the 

midst of other beings where all belong for who they are without any hierarchy may have helped 

me be on better terms with myself. The other challenge was where could I find nature. The first 

time I got an invitation for camping from a friend, I automatically declined giving him tons of 

excuses. From our prior discussions, I had the impression that his and my worldviews were 

different when it came to the ecosystem. He had asserted his belief that the environment is under 

man’s ownership bestowed to him by God. He advocated for the ownership of man over the 

environment rather than regarding the human just as an integral part of the environment.  I felt 

my friend had a similar stance with the majority of Europeans in the fifties, as explained by 

Kohak (2011), who regarded nature as a servant of man. As Kohak puts it, “mountains, forests, 

and inspirational sunsets...birds of the air, beasts of the field, forest, and stream, perhaps also 

domestic animals” that were collectively labelled as “nature” were assumed “to serve humans as 

a source of raw materials, possibly for recreation and ...to demonstrate our power and glory” 
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(p.18). The difference between his stance and any environmentalist or liberal ideals was clear. 

But he loved to travel, and from his perspective, to appreciate the Creator’s gift to man.  

Considering just the expenses, I wondered how camping was not considered as another 

form of consumerism. Or maybe it was. When my friend mentioned that getting the facilities was 

not that hard, I jokingly declined his offer stating that as a nature-loving person I did not need to 

run away from technology for a few days by using the technology of a truck and trailer. Coming 

from Africa, I always have a hard-time negotiating between technology and the natural 

environment. While acknowledging the environmental devastation that civilization has caused, I 

find myself conflicted to denounce civilization and technology all together. An obvious reason 

for this conflict is because I believe we have ways to protect the environment through 

technology. I also do not want to be pretentious about technology because I am here in Canada 

thanks to technology and industrialization.  

I may not be the only one who got the chance to appreciate nature while making use of 

advanced technology. Flying over the clouds to my second residency to Victoria, I started 

looking through the aircraft’s window. I was for a moment oblivious of my whereabouts. 

Ignoring the technology that enabled me to fly high up the sky, and forgetting how much 

pollution the airplane was emitting, I glanced out of the window and behold, I was literally above 

the clouds! I could see the clouds forming mountains – white beautiful mountains! Here in 

uncharted territory, I found myself admiring nature. While acknowledging I did not belong there, 

I still could sip in its beauty. I felt so small and at the same time big enough to own the 

atmosphere through my admiration.  As the plane neared its destination and started to lose 

altitude, I got a good view of the land far below. Another opportunity to absorb the beauty of the 
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land from above opened as wide as my sight allowed. I might have felt the same elation if I were 

above a desert, so long as I was flying above it. 

Was it the altitude that helped me appreciate the beauty of nature or was it my 

unrestricted view that created this attitude? Suddenly, I remembered the farmlands I was 

admiring belonged to their owners. Moreover, unlike the clouds above the earth, almost all of the 

earth’s surface, including its water bodies, was not without ownership. It is difficult for me to 

think of nature without any human factor involved.  Coming back to my lessons at RRU, I found 

the emphasis on place-based learning (PBL) to be a bit alienating. I understood it emanated from 

the European and North American designed curriculum (Smith, 2002). One of its foci that 

seemed to exclude me was the emphasis on loving wilderness. I struggled to consider the 

wilderness in this part of the world as purely wild after observing that it was fully monitored by 

humans. My other concern was considering the people coming from environmentally devastated 

areas, and thinking what do these people have to fall in love with? Especially when it is 

emphasized that love/care for the environment starts from childhood, it sounds as if PBL was 

excluding those who were displaced from their places of birth. 

Guilt and Shame 

I keep reminding myself that I have nothing to be ashamed of. But the feeling that goes 

beyond reason and logic perhaps comes from a feeling of guilt. Unfortunately, in my case, it is 

expressed in a feeling of shame. My guilt-consciousness is rooted in my upbringing; and it is not 

helped by my current immigrant status. I had to run away from my country. I could not change 

the political situation and thus resolved my problem by running away. I revisited this guilt when 

my cohort members at RRU were bravely talking about their participation in certain protests 

against logging, pipelines, etc. When they recounted how they stood against powerful 
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corporations and their own government, I reflected on what I did not dare to do to change the 

situation back in my country of origin. Perhaps I would never get a chance to witness my protest 

if I ever attempted one. More than a dozen journalists as well as senior government officials 

were arrested in 2001 and remain incommunicado to date. The reason was the senior officials 

claimed the president was becoming a tyrant, and the journalists from the private press did 

extensive interviews with the officials and gave the issue the coverage it deserved. 

Unfortunately, this heavy-handed measure of the dictator scared the remaining journalists. My 

consciousness still accuses me for being conformist. On the other hand, I also felt helpless and 

ineffective.  

There is one story that I have no pleasure sharing with people. It happened more than 

twenty years ago. I was working with a Trans-World radio programme on developmental and 

environmental issues. I sent my programmes from Asmara three months ahead in recorded CDs 

to the station in Swaziland. This time, I had to store my records for six months because I was 

being mobilized for a reserve national service task, yet undisclosed to me. The Eritrean 

government only gave the timeframe of one month. But we were used to the regime not sticking 

to its schedule and this one, it turned out, took 46 days. Our battalion travelled to the lowland 

part of the country where the climate is extremely hot and is thus inhabited by fewer people. This 

part, though as dry as the rest of the country, had seasonal rivers flowing from the highlands 

providing it with rich eroded soil and underground water. As a result there were spots that had 

grown dense with plants. My battalion got situated in a place where there was a dense growth of 

doum/doom palm trees (Hyphaene thebaica ). The first few days, we enjoyed the scenery, the 

shade and cool air from the trees. Then came the disclosure. Our job would be to clear the forest 

and prepare it for growing vegetables. 
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I could not voice my objection. However, a few days into the work, I got a chance to 

informally talk to the battalion commander when he was having a chit-chat moment with a group 

of us. Then I asked him why the government would destroy the few remaining plants?  He 

almost chastised me stating that feeding the military that defends the land was the most sacred 

duty. And he continued to tell the others about the yield that could be collected from the land. I 

collected my courage and told him that the land would be better off with the trees and the place 

would eventually dry, if used for agriculture. He just brushed me to the side stating the place was 

rich with underground water. The others in the group seemed to be annoyed by my fixation on 

the subject and started asking him how long the work would take. Later on, some of them told 

me that all they cared about was to get the job done and get back home. We were not there on 

our accord, they reasoned, so arguing about what should be done or not was fruitless. In a few 

weeks, we destroyed the trees that were sheltering us. Each tree was dug out from its roots and 

carried away. Every night, after the exhaustive and destructive work, I would listen to my 

program broadcasted from Trans-World radio. In the program I was teaching society to plant 

trees, fight against desertification, and here I was an agent destroying the environment. After 46 

days, we were let go back to our homes. I felt weak and ashamed. Few days later, I was 

hospitalized for I had contracted malaria. That was twenty years ago. I survived the malaria, but 

the frustration and helplessness still haunt me.     

I also feel the guilt of my ecological foot print. Every time I take a warm shower, let the 

water flow through my body giving me warmth and comfort, I sense  bits of shame. Whenever I 

am in a cozy place either in my car or inside my big house (that a bank trusted me to pay off the 

mortgage), I feel the guilt. Is this the life that all human beings are supposed to live? Am I 

overexploiting the present opportunity until every place becomes another Eritrea? If 
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globalization and universal human rights are to be practical, can the earth sustain what I am 

enjoying? I often imagine myself back in the situation I once was in, especially in my national 

service time, and doubt if I really deserve what I am getting. I sometimes feel uneasiness in the 

smooth life I have here. Remembering the people that I know who do not have a fraction of what 

I have here makes my guilty conscience even more excruciating.  

In my job as a bus driver, seeing prolonged idling always bothers me. In between 

services, when I see drivers let the engine run for more than five minutes I feel the urge to go to 

the driver and call them out. I have tried it perhaps a few times. The reaction I got was not very 

friendly. The city has an anti-idling policy that forbids idling for more than five minutes when 

the temperature is above -10 degree centigrade. I have witnessed drivers not bothering to shut off 

their engines for more than 20 minutes while they were at the driver’s seat looking on their 

phones. Whenever I decided to ask a driver to shut off the engine, I had to make excuses of 

either the noise or the smoke bothering me, or pretend I was saving them from getting caught by 

the supervisors. The main reason I am reluctant to boldly tell the other drivers why they should 

not idle, I suspected, comes from my guilty feeling of being a newcomer – that I had intruded 

other peoples’ territory and now I was acting as if I were ‘more Catholic than the Pope’. But I 

also suspect it may have come from lack of courage that has roots in the past. Or I could blame it 

on self-consciousness about my unassertive voice, or my accent that always reminds me that I do 

not belong in the crowd. However, I also understand that the atmosphere equally belongs to 

every citizen as it belongs to every organism. I am still working on taming my feelings through 

my conscious understanding of systems thinking that everything is interconnected. A great part 

of my consciousness is being constructed from my environmental education and communication 

studies.    
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Language and The Craving to be Heard 

I thought I had a comfortable conversational level of English. In the five years I stayed in 

Uganda, my English was getting me by without a significant problem. I opened an internet café 

where I interacted with customers throughout the day, helped customers open their email 

accounts, assisted them to become computer literate through basic software applications and 

internet browsing. Eventually, I grew my business to three internet cafés, hired and trained 

employees. In doing all this and living in a neighbourhood surrounded by locals, English, which 

was an official language in Uganda, was not an issue.  

Once I came to Canada, I started becoming conscious of my accent. It was more a matter 

of pronunciation than accent. I started losing my confidence as the people I talked to kept asking 

me to repeat myself. I had to select between words that I can pronounce properly before uttering 

them. And this made me more hesitant and exaggerated my already slow speaking. I was not 

helped by my soft-spoken nature and my vowels were (and still are) off mark. I found out that all 

along I had been trained incorrectly.  

Back in Eritrea, I did not have the chance of getting native English-speaking teachers in 

my primary education. To this day, I know that English continues to be taught by teachers whose 

primary language is not English and the teachers themselves had been taught by other non-native 

English-speaking teachers. With this trend, I guess the English language would have evolved 

into a different form had it not been for the growing popularity of Hollywood movies. Those 

who came for a visit or business to either Ethiopia or Eritrea, had to make an effort to get used to 

our pronunciations. When I was learning English phonics, I was given a reference of the seven 

vowel sounds we have in Tigrinya and Amharic. And our vowel sounds do not have variation in 

length. People may give them different lengths, but that would not change their meaning.   
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We knew our accent was different from that of native English speakers. But my 

schoolmates and I, like many people around us, chose to ignore the different foreign accents. We 

also reasoned that they did not have uniformity.  We were used to our ways of dialect that we 

considered as parts of our identities. I remember that when I was in junior high I tried to 

pronounce a few words with a British accent and I was ridiculed and outright discouraged for 

sounding pretentious. Here in Canada, the trait I was taught was pretentious is the rule of the day. 

Not only that, but I had also to supplement a trait of being a bit boisterous and assertive, a trait 

that used to be discouraged in my culture. I suspect my subdued voice is a result of social, 

political and cultural influences. In social gatherings, it was ethical to use a lower voice. Since 

childhood, adults had scolded us for speaking out loud. In the aspect of politics, the rulers did not 

want our voices heard both literally and figuratively. I must have learned to adapt to these styles 

as my only means of survival. 

When I ran away from the regime in Eritrea, I was stateless for about five years. Those 

years of uncertainty and the cognizance that I was at the mercy of my hosts must have dented my 

sense of security. There were times that riots broke in Uganda that made me terrified especially 

for my family’s lives. Because my kids’ and my wife’s appearance was distinct from that of the 

locals, I was often anxious lest they become victims of a hate crime. In Kampala, demonstrations 

were often diverted into grievances against foreigners and I can safely say that not a single day 

passed by that I was not reminded that I did not belong there.  

Whether it is an age thing, or is the result of particular experiences, I am becoming more 

reluctant to give my opinion right away. I vividly remember from years ago when a couple of my 

extended family members told me that I was much too talkative. I was about nine years old at the 

time. The period was significant for me since it was just a few months after the death of my 
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father. My father was a good listener and was very good at showing me that he was impressed by 

my stories. In the absence of my mother, (who I learned was married to another man and living 

farther than a thousand kilometers from where I was) it dawned on me that my stories did not 

matter much. In school, writing fictional short stories earned me the attention I claimed I 

deserved. Doing well in school was another avenue that helped me to be valued by my extended 

family. My belief in being empowered through knowledge and literature may have started when 

I was young. The first books I read were in Tigrinya and Amharic. I read anything that made it 

through the printing press. It felt then as if the elite adults were personally talking to me. I felt 

valued and respected. In the silence of the libraries, the soft sound that was coming through my 

ears sounded as if it represented civility.     

Coming to Canada, I felt people asserted their presence through their voices. As a matter 

of fact, I heard confidence or otherwise coming through different intonations. In a place where I 

had to re-establish myself, I appreciated the significance of a voice that embodied confidence 

and boldness. I believe I was coached into speaking the way I do now by numerous agents from 

agencies that were social, cultural, and political. Culturally, I was taught not to sound 

domineering through a loud and self-assured voice. I needed to leave room for others to be heard. 

Moreover, talking loudly also meant exposing yourself which could be a bold mistake. The 

lesson that was applied was that you needed to check your opinion with those who were close to 

you before declaring it to the mass. Figuratively too, I was used to my voice not being heard in 

the political arena. Not only did we not have a platform to voice our concerns, but also keeping 

one’s mouth shut from speaking against the leaders was a means of survival. I have quite a few 

acquaintances who went to jail for their opinions and still remain prisoners of conscience.   
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From Passive to Active Voice – The Rough Road to Assertiveness 

Not only did I need to have a more powerful voice, but also the way I presented my facts 

needed to be different. I learned to address the ownership of certain actions. This active voice 

form of presentation has helped me to develop a different paradigm in looking at things. Instead 

of sounding as an observer, I now give recognition to the actors ? from a perspective of 

responsibility and reward. Including myself in this arena, I believe, is helping me become more 

proactive. Let me try to clarify the change in expression I had to undergo by providing two 

examples of expressions in Tigrinya and Amharic. If I hit a door or a wall, in these two 

languages in rough translation I would say, “I was hit by the wall” or “A collision with a door 

happened to me.” Another example is if I am late, in these two languages I would say it: “the 

time passed by me”!  

As I was in the middle of writing about my native language, inclining to passivity, I heard 

my wife telling me that the curtain I was sitting nearby needed to be closed. Since she said it in 

our mutual native language, it did not sound awkward. By saying “let the curtain be blinded”, 

she was asking me to blind the curtain. This form of presentation in Tigrinya is softer than “close 

the curtain”.  On the other hand saying, “please close the curtain” in Tigrinya would sound a bit 

too much like begging rather than requesting. 

For its political reasons the Eritrean government also discourages acknowledging 

individual contributions. Unless it is the head of state or one of his powerful cliques, 

personalities are rarely quoted. The following news story randomly taken from a website of 

Ministry of Information of the government of Eritrea (Shabait.com) provide an idea of how the 

news is prepared for consumption. Whenever possible, writers opt for passive voice. 
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Asmara, 10 December 2018- At a meeting conducted with members on 8 December 
under the theme “Ensuring the Livelihoods of the Visually Impaired Families: the 
National Association of the Blind reported that effort is being exerted in 
cooperation with partners to improve the livelihoods of members. 

At the meeting in which representative of the European Union, representatives of 
partners as well as members of the association and their families took part, Mr. 
Gebremeskel Fesehaye, advisor of the association, indicated that the association 
has been initiating various income generating projects aimed at supporting the 
members and that there is a project “Ensure the Livelihoods of the Visually 
Impaired” for 2019 to rehabilitate hundred members of association. 

Pointing out that praiseworthy activities have been conducted to alleviate 
challenges of members, Mr. Gurja Tesfaselasie, head administration of the 
association, said that sustainable awareness campaigns have been conducted to 
avoid discrimination on the visually impaired citizens and as the result a number of 
members have been able to pursue their formal education and graduate with various 
professions. 

Commending the support they were provided by the Government and the public, 
the participants called for the projects being initiated to focus on groups instead of 
individual beneficiaries. 

The National Association of the Blind is non-governmental organization 
established in 1996. 

  

The proportion of passively worded sentences is evident here. Other than the 

officials that conduct/dictate the seminars, others are mentioned only in collective form 

without names.   

A War Child  

Even when I fondly reflect on my upbringing, to my amazement, my childhood was filled 

with conflicts and unrests. Early in my childhood, a military junta took power in Ethiopia while 

Eritrean rebels were fighting for “liberating” the country. Eritrea, which then was a province of 

Ethiopia, had been in a state of emergency since the earliest times that I could remember. That 

state was my normalcy. Curfews were the order of the day. I remember a long period of time in 

which a 6:30 p.m. to 5:30 a.m. curfew was enforced. Once inside our homes, we had only limited 
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options to either listen to the only national radio station or watch communist propaganda tv 

programs. As the two options were not appealing, we either did our school assignments or read. 

In the whole span of my childhood, youth and adolescence, exchanges of firearms 

including machine guns as well as heavy artilleries, grenades and landmine explosions were not 

uncommon. As kids, we were strictly instructed not to go far-off from our neighbourhood. When 

I was a young kid, I became used to playing close by my house and would run inside whenever I 

heard the sound of firearms. In my youth, choosing not to be confined to my neighbourhood, I 

resorted to getting to any available shelter nearby whenever exchange of firearms was heard. By 

the time I was reaching adolescence, the balance of power shifted, and the rebels were pushed 

further from Asmara. Subsequently, the curfew hours were relaxed. Going out of town to the 

countryside, however, remained restricted: requiring special passes till the Ethiopian government 

was eventually defeated by the Eritrean fighters. Going through this experience may have 

conditioned me into being more urbanized, but I have also become more appreciative of my 

freedom of movement now in Canada. 

Politics and a Culture of Patriarchy  

My society subsisted on an agrarian livelihood for hundreds of years. Norms and 

traditions were passed down from generation to generation. The elderly sounded as if they knew 

everything that was acceptable or not. Respecting elders was, and still remains, the core of our 

ethos.  The households were headed by fathers in a strictly a patriarchal system. In my early 

childhood days, households were defined by the bravery (or not) of their heads, the father. Credit 

or blame was directed to the father based on the performance of the family. In other words, the 

rating of the family was linked with the ego of the father. While there was a growing 

consciousness of gender equality, and women were getting into professional and vocational 
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levels, the symbolic position of the father as the head of the house stayed unchallenged for a long 

time.  

Even after the Eritrean Freedom Fighters defeated the Ethiopian regime and Eritrea 

became a sovereign country, the cultural hierarchy of the man’s place remained intact even 

though a third of the Freedom Fighters were women. The newly formed government was bold 

enough to remind the society that women had demonstrated their equality in the battlefield. As it 

was proven later, however, the new leaders of the government assumed the position of elders in 

the society and it was accepted for the head of the rebels to claim the place of the father in a 

family and run the country as if it were a household. Still today, many of his 

proponents/supporters believe that he knows what is best for the country, and it is none of the 

citizens’ business to ask about what he is doing.  

After coming to Canada and living here for more than five years now, I still feel I am at 

the mercy of powerful people. So, I try to be as inconspicuous as possible with my subdued 

voice and mixing in with the crowd. In other words, I am not comfortable bringing attention to 

myself.    

My Prior Camping Experience 

 As I have mentioned previously in this account, due to the continuous conflicts in my 

country as a youth my movement out of the city was limited and my friends and I had a rather 

urbanized life. Once Eritrea became a country, the government decreed a mandatory 18 months 

national service for people aged 18 – 40. Out of the 18 months, 6 months were set for military 

training. I decided to participate in the first round of the national service. It was full of surprises. 

The institutions were not ready when the President decided it should be launched. The Defence 

Minister at the time is believed to have resigned because of a disagreement with the 
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President.  Conscripts we were taken to a remote place called Sawa. We reached there after long 

bumpy journey loaded on trucks meant for goods. As soon as we reached our destination, we 

were told to build tents that would normally accommodate 5 people, and 10 conscripts were 

assigned to fit in each. The tents started wearing out as soon as they were hit by dust storms that 

preceded rain. The dust storms usually happened in the night during the time we were exhausted 

from training. If we did not wake up and hold the frames of the tents, the wind would take them 

away. Soon after the fight for cover against the dust wind, heavy rain would follow flooding the 

place and denying us a place to sleep the whole night. The next day, we had to cut trees to build 

shelters that were used as cafeterias. Moving from the temperate climate of the highland to this 

lowland was a challenge in itself. We had to endure a lot given the shortage of logistics and 

military commands. Although I try to shrug off the past negative camping experience I had in 

Eritrea, it triggers some unpleasant memories when I plan to go camping for several days. That 

was the feeling I had when I learned my second residency would include one week camping at 

Ucluelet. I will share my camping experience further as part of my Royal Roads experience later 

in this chapter.  

In Search of Work 

 After arriving in Canada, looking for a job was a concern that I could not afford to 

ignore. It was constantly challenging my ego. I started questioning whether I had what it takes to 

get a decent job. What qualifications did I have and what had I accomplished with them? I had to 

selectively reflect on my professional life, although it was difficult to view it separately from my 

overall life. My resume needed to be presented in such a way that it showed all my skills without 

being too wordy. Keeping it simple and appealing was one of the challenges. Then it had to be 

relevant to the Canadian context and it had to be constantly tweaked with every type of job I 
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would be applying. Additionally, people around me, as well as workers in resettlement agencies, 

informed me that even a good resume had a great chance of remaining unnoticed. Thus, the 

importance of networking came to the surface.  

 After an updated resume, I was also required to make connections to get a chance for an 

interview. Given an upbringing that regarded talking highly of one’s self as a taboo, I anticipated 

I would not fare well in interviews. However, because I was brand new to the system and the 

city, I did not have to worry about that yet, creating a network of people who could connect me 

to a real job was insurmountable at that time. I had a lot to learn. Going to job fairs and getting to 

places to meet acquaintances to refer me to other acquaintances, was so tasking it felt like a full-

time job.  

As I kept inquiring, I was informed that I needed Canadian work experience in order to 

get a job in the country. Some of my acquaintances advised me to start anywhere so that I could 

create a network as well as being able to demonstrate my skills. I decided to do some 

volunteering for some work experience and to get a Canadian educational certificate to show my 

qualification. One cold morning in December 2013, I got a knock at my door, and a community 

social worker stood there who was asking the residents to participate in our neighbourhood 

meeting. I gladly accepted the invitation, believing it would open up my horizons a bit farther. 

And true enough, as I conversed with the committee members of my neighbourhood community, 

they asked me if I would be willing to volunteer in helping a few young people in the community 

to prepare articles for the community’s monthly newsletter. I had the will and I had the time, 

although I was not sure if my past knowledge in journalism would be of any relevance. 

It was exciting to hold a meeting with eight junior high school students and develop a 

plan for producing articles that would appeal to the youth. I shared from my humble experience 
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in journalism to help them prepare their interview questions and to produce articles. To my 

amazement, they seemed to get more interested as I started telling them that news formats had an 

inverted triangle where we place the most important information first and then go to the details. 

As I worked with these amazing Grade 9 and 10 students I learned a lot from them as well. It 

was heartwarming to see these youth volunteers conduct interviews using their cellphones and 

come up with articles that were published in the newsletter. In the course of this volunteering, I 

created a decent network of acquaintances. It also boosted my confidence in believing I could be 

a productive member of the community.      

Ever since I arrived in Canada, communication has been a ubiquitous demand in my life. 

For its challenges and its merits, I constantly needed communication with my ecosystem, even 

more so than with my fellow humans. The more I needed it, the more I wanted to know about it. 

And thanks to the internet, I came across Royal Roads University that offered a program in 

Environmental Education and Communication. The program seemed a perfect fit for me. And off 

I started my graduate education that helped me to first communicate with myself and to 

effectively communicate with others, including the other than human beings. 

The RRU Effect 

 During my two summer residencies that each lasted three weeks, I found myself exposed 

to and interacting with the “outside world”. The interaction was so intense that at times I felt 

naked. I was without my old cultural supports. Not speaking my native language for an extended 

period of time also partly freed me from my old ways. Moreover, staying away from my family 

also helped me consider myself as an individual, rather than a husband or a father. And there I 

was facing the whole ecosystem. Although the campus and its society were so accommodating, I 

still found myself to be the odd one in the group. At least that was what I felt for a while. Later 
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however, after taking a course on worldviews, regarding myself as an ecosystem in its own right 

helped me to be self-sufficient while admiring the outside world. 

 As if the beauty of the campus and its surrounding was not enough, the program also 

arranged a trip to a botanical garden at the shore of the Pacific Ocean. The botanical garden was 

a spectacular place! I was dumbfounded from the start of the trip. There was a continuum of 

green scenery all the way to our destination. I dare say everything about the West Coast is full of 

beauty. Once we got out of the van, a question from our professor made me search hard for 

words. She asked me how I felt about the place. I wondered if I had words to express my feeling. 

I had not seen that stretch of densely grown trees in my life before. I wanted her to use her 

imagination to see how it would feel for someone who was seeing the place for the first time.  

The professor in her wouldn’t let this be my escape from replying. “I don’t know. Which 

one do you think is more pleasing? Seeing a [spectacular] place for the first time or doing it 

again?” I did not expect my statement would trigger a question to ponder. I thought I just stated 

the obvious. But in retrospect, I understand that my answer was not anywhere near matter-of-

fact. I may get a chance to visit the place some other time and love it more. It is likely that the 

first-time encounter has already created the attachment paving the way for more appreciation for 

next time. The surprise element may have passed, but the sense of wonder will go on.   

When we reached our destination, we all got out of the van and once again became all 

natural by walking to all the places we wanted to see. Walking down hill, turning, going up, 

again down, in between the trees, we reached the shore. The sound of the ocean with its distinct 

smell took me back to the Red Sea I so fondly remember. This one, however, was much milder 

in temperature. Reaching there in the morning hours enabled us to see some ocean species left in 

the pockets of holes as the tide went out. We stayed there until the tide started reversing and the 
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ocean started to reclaim the territory we had invaded. Back we went to our concrete dwellings 

but I would reckon with refreshed spirit. 

 One afternoon, as it was customary with our classes, we were in the open air about to 

wrap up when our professor, Dr. Elin Kelsey, encountered another colleague. She introduced us 

to this friendly professor as a PhD holder in interdisciplinary studies. She started telling us about 

ecopsychology. It was first time for me to hear about ecopsychology. Within this brief encounter, 

our guest professor started to passionately tell us about everything around us. Below is what I 

wrote in my journal right after this informal lecture. 

Do you have wild intelligence? How about earth consciousness? It is just acting your age 

in evolutionary measures. ‘We should act our age, we are more than 4.5 billion years old’, 

reminds our guest lecturer, Dr. Hilary Leighton. She compelled me into writing the following, 

I have been looking at them without realizing they too were seeing me! I don’t 
know what opinion they have about me. But I wish I had the language to 
communicate with trees. 

While in awe of the beauty of nature, I had ignored myself as part of the whole. 

Call it what you might, at the risk of being called crazy, let me tell you a revelation 
I got from eco-psychology. Right, it is called eco-psychology! Who said psychology 
was only for humans or the brain of human beings? Hilary doesn’t think so. Her 
words go along the line: 

The whole eco-system is in communication with us. It is like a tree talking to you. 
When you touch it, it is touching you back. Just as the ground is holding you up. 
They all are communicating to you, if you only can listen. Don’t just rely on your 
ears to hear the voices. If you can’t hear anything, just listen. 

I looked for a site where I could sit to write my reflections and my impressions. 
And I got a comfortable seat with a beautiful view. It did not take me long to 
realize the trees in front of me were showing me the splendor of the sun. Or could 
it be the sun sending me the message through the trees? The sun was beyond my 
horizon at the moment, but its rays were reaching the leaves of the trees around 
me. The pond in front of me too was reflecting the sun’s rays. There was a silence, 
but it also sounded like all the beings were singing in harmony. 
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All nature seemed to collaborate to make my life worthwhile. I looked at what I 
was sitting on. It was made up of a tree that once was as lively as the ones 
surrounding me. I intentionally ignored my human guilt that I would kill the other 
beings for my own comfort. I focused on the fact that I was just another organism 
adding riches to the biodiversity. I thought of poetry to express my feelings. But 
this place needed no poets. Nature is reading us the poems, if only we can listen. 
(Victoria, B.C. 2015). 

 
My first residency at RRU transformed my outlook in such a way that I started looking at 

nature differently. Because our first two residency courses emphasized the Anthropocene, I 

began considering nature as a fragile being that depended on my lifestyle. My understanding of 

nature as an entity beyond me changed. I used to look at nature as something alien, or a distant 

marvel of life. While that still holds true when I look at the stars and the moon, there is a great 

deal of nature that is closely associated with me and my lifestyle.  

 I was more excited than terrified in my second residency because I partly knew what to 

expect and what I could do about it. I also felt like reuniting with old friends. But there was still 

another surprise waiting: we were to spend the first week of our residency at a campsite in 

Ucluelet. I had no prior knowledge of the place. When I learned that we would be camping for a 

week, I was left with mixed feelings. I did not have fond memories of sleeping in tents and 

withstanding weather hazards. But I also hoped the new experience would repair my damaged 

experience of camping. 

 The one-week long camping not only helped me to mingle with nature and be in awe of 

it, but it also drew me closer to the history of the land, gave me an opportunity to hear from the 

indigenous people in the area. Becoming comfortable with my new cohort (I had taken a one 

year leave of absence, so I joined the 2016 class) took a much shorter time because I was less 

self-conscious this time around. While I was amazed that I could not spot another dark-skinned 

individual among the hundreds of campers, I did not feel I was out of place in any way. I felt we 
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humans were all there as strangers on one hand, and I was preoccupied with the idea of 

biodiversity that I did not care if I fit in.  

This experience of camping was completely different from what I had in Eritrea. Here, I 

did not have to endure scorching rays of the sun despite of its being summer. The campsite was 

in the shade of rain-forest trees, making it optimal to keep us warm with its mild breeze cooling 

down the summer heat. One could also get full sunshine by just walking few meters out of the 

woods into the shore. In the evenings, once done with our classes, we would sit on the sand 

facing the ocean. These were the moments for me to either discuss with my cohort or reminisce 

about my past before I went to my tent for a usually good night’s sleep. I felt I had nothing to 

worry about. And in the night, the sound of the tides from the ocean was lullabying me to 

sleep.  Generally, contrary to my experience with wilderness in Eritrea, in Ucluelet, I felt nature 

was accommodating us by giving us a wilderness that is comfortable to the organism we have 

become.  

While trying to learn about the environment during my studying in the Environmental 

Education and Communication program, I learned a lot from the environment. It seems to me 

that I set out as a human being to study what is out there in nature, and I came back converted 

into the natural being I went searching for. My aim was to know and name the organisms. 

However, I came to a revelation and a complete shift of paradigm once I let go of my human-

centered (anthropocentric) approach. It reminded me to revisit my old attitude stemming from 

my undergrad study of biology: grouping organisms based on their size, whether they are 

pathogens or otherwise, and so on. I had to correct myself in thinking and assuming we were 

studying the vast ecosystem so that we could manipulate it. I became convinced that finding my 
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place in the ecosystem and tending to it authentically as the rightful ecological being I am, 

should be my primary duty. 

During my stay in Victoria, my impression of the city being full of trees started to shift to 

the reversed perception. Instead of being amazed by how many trees the city grew in its land, I 

started to look at it like the forest allowing human dwellings in its rightful place. On the 

assumption that the city established itself in a forest, I also gave credit to the designers for letting 

the land keep part of itself intact. I wondered for a moment why my forefathers did not think of 

building houses inside the forests instead of clearing them? But then I reminded myself of 

agriculture and what it might have brought along with it - land ownership, dominance of one 

over the other, feudalism, and greed. 

In My Daily Routine 

 Driving is one of the routines I do from day to day. I drive for a living. Before driving in 

Calgary became my routine, I had to go through stages of transformation. I had driven in two 

countries for extended periods of time. Driving in Eritrea is similar to driving in Canada by its 

sheer semblance of driving on the right-hand side. When I moved to Uganda, the left-hand side 

traffic started to confuse me in my walking before I started driving. The way people passed me in 

the street was different from what I was used to in Eritrea. When I expected people coming in the 

opposite direction to pass me on the left side, they often went to my right side prompting some 

confusion. Likewise, driving in Kampala was a major diversion not only in the direction of flow 

and the setting of the vehicles, but also the way the traffic behaved. From the common sense 

dominated traffic laws in Asmara to almost no traffic laws in Kampala, I needed to adopt an 

aggressive driving habit if I were to move through the jammed traffic. If there were any traffic 

signs and right of way, they were ignored. Motorists did not care for pedestrians. It seemed as if 
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it was the pedestrians’ duty to clear the roads for the cars. Starting to drive in Canada, I had to 

refresh my habit of reading signs, orient myself to the right-hand traffic flow, and more 

importantly, look for pedestrians before they step into the crosswalk.  

 Driving a large vehicle, such as the city bus, has given me a chance to develop the 

mentality of seeing the big picture both literally and metaphorically. Sitting in an elevated seat 

gives me a bigger perspective that in turn enables me to read the general trend of the traffic. I can 

anticipate how the close-by traffic is going to behave by looking farther ahead. I also minimize 

surprises by scanning the road, checking the timing of traffic lights, etc. In the big picture, I see 

people eager to reach their destination. And I feel almost all of them detest the main object 

standing between them and their destinations: distance, but they blame it on traffic. Observing 

fast-moving vehicles and the misbehaving of their drivers makes me wonder how much some 

people are prepared to pay to cut time and space. Nevertheless, in this part of the world, I see 

people covering longer and longer distances in yet shorter and shorter period of time.  

 Thinking about movement and accessibility in Canada often takes me back to Eritrea’s 

roads and the limited movement we had there. I used to think the village my father was born was 

very far from Asmara. I had visited the village not more than a dozen times in my lifetime. Lack 

of accessibility was one of the reasons that limited my visit. I am always amazed when I remind 

myself that the village was only 25 kilometers from the city where I was residing. Here, that 

distance is less than my daily commute to work.  

 Bus driving has also provided me with another lens that I could look at the community 

and its dynamism. Customers get on and get off the bus with different attitudes and moods. Most 

of the customers are friendly. Some of them are friendlier when going home than going to work, 

or the other way round. Most of the time I take how customers behave as mainly a reflection of 
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their emotions. But there were times that I have taken things personally too, until I reminded 

myself to shrug it off and move on. I found the bus users to have a better temperaments than the 

other group I deal with in my job—the motorists.  Many of the motorists with which I share the 

road are easily irritated. They do not seem to like a large vehicle blocking their view. These 

motorists could have been any of my customers. But once they are inside that metal object, they 

start behaving differently. I always joke with my friends that cars bring about the gladiator 

behaviour in us all.  

 The irritation I cause to the cars with my bus is often reciprocated. I do not enjoy seeing 

many cars in the street. Part of my job is to hopefully remove these cars from the street by 

bringing their drivers inside my bus so they leave their cars at home. But when I see motorists, I 

see isolated persons each moving a large object to transport their sole bodies from place to place. 

The way they misbehave with one another is also another spectacle. I wonder if the irritation 

comes from loneliness or the need to be noticed? Compared to the cities I have been to in Africa, 

however, motorists in Calgary are much better behaved.   

As I move through the city, I get the chance to observe many attractions. Especially in 

summer, when the trees have reclaimed their leaves, I see beauty. The beauty also comes from 

people on their patios, in streets with their relaxed gaits, and I also see more cyclists. I reflect on 

the harmony people have with nature.  

When driving by a park, it looks more beautiful to me when I see people in it. With all 

the potential inconvenience pedestrians may pose to drivers, I admire a populated street more 

than a deserted one. In spite of the fact that we are in the Anthropocene era, I still believe we 

humans can be good for the environment. It is hard for me to admire nature without music, nor 
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without poetry. When I listen to beautiful songs, I envisage them in sync with the gorgeous side 

of nature. For all its flaws, I love humanity for its art, architecture, and all its creativity.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

 Going back through my years has helped me examine different sides of myself. While my 

cultural, social, and political experiences are similar to those of many people from my country of 

origin, the ways they have affected me are likely to be personally unique. I also have distinct 

behaviors pertaining to my inherent character and upbringing. The age at which I came to 

Canada is but one of the factors to consider. My marital status, how many children I have and 

how old they were when we arrived, my educational background, my worldviews, religious 

affiliation and other factors that I have not included directly in these reflections have contributed 

to the way I am settling in Canada too. However, bringing part of my story to the fore has helped 

me see how seemingly unrelated elements interplayed to shape my mindset.  

 As soon as I arrived in Canada I had to start my integration somewhere. My first contact 

was with the community of people with my own ethnicity who did what they could to help me 

transition into the new society. I also had considerable contacts with the larger urban community 

comprised of a mosaic of other ethnicities. Members of the larger community all came with their 

various social and cultural backgrounds, often welcomed me and were willing to help . However, 

compared to the experiences with my ethnic and the larger urban community , a third 

community, provided by nature, had fewer strings attached. Nevertheless, the three communities 

were not exclusive of each other.  

 I also have come to believe there is no clear gradient between newcomers. Some are more 

recent arrivals than others, but they all are becoming locals to the environment. I believe the first 

explorers, perhaps anywhere, arrived at a location or an ecosystem and developed an 

appreciation of it before making the place their home. They had to adapt to what the hosting 

environment was providing. Once a place is populated by humans, however, it is reduced to 
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become a possession (a country, a continent, etc.) of its human occupiers and its entirety is 

forgotten.   

 In reliving my story for this thesis, I could vividly see the difficulties I had faced in 

resettling in my new country. I was not cognizant of these potential difficulties before I started 

my migration. Thus, I will not be surprised if the difficulties I discuss resonate mainly with 

newcomers. There are a number of issues that I never thought were of any significance when I 

was living in my birthplace. For instance, I did not give too much attention to the significance of 

speaking or not speaking. I thought it was a matter of choice. I never congratulated myself for 

being able to express my ideas through speech. I believed human beings simply had languages at 

their disposal. There were other aspects of life that I used to take for granted like getting around, 

introducing yourself without giving any background history, being called by your name, 

expecting the sun at the same time in the morning, or ignoring the weather forecast. These 

everyday experiences became significant once they were replaced or gone. Migration seems to 

me like starting life all over again. This re-learning is more difficult because it entails the 

unlearning of the old habits as well. 

 By sharing my story, I may have shed some light on the challenges that newcomers may 

face in adapting to a new lifestyle before they even entertain engaging in outdoor activities. A 

month ago, I drove with a friend to Lake Louise and back to Banff for hiking. The time we spent 

driving was almost equivalent to the length of time we would have driven inside the city. But it 

took a lot of consideration to arrange to make the trip. Once we were at the different sites, I 

noticed we did not see a single person of Ethiopian or Eritrean origin. Perhaps the absence of 

other members of my ethnicity reflects that they may also have had unpleasant camping 

experiences like the one I described from my military time in Eritrea, experiences which 
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involved enduring State-imposed restrictions of movement for extended periods, and the absence 

of a human-friendly wilderness. I can also suggest that my feeling of belonging more may play a 

role in wanting to explore more, and explorations in turn, can inculcate further feelings of 

belonging.     

Being in constant contact with my ethnic community shows me that many of them have 

remained as ethnocentric as when they were living in Eritrea and in Ethiopia. They seem to live 

like I used to in Eritrea, where invitations had to be reciprocated. When visitations took place, 

they commenced comparisons of who had done better financially, professionally, or 

educationally. I found this cycle to be not only addictive but also to narrow one’s perspectives 

and make environmental awareness irrelevant. The few times I tried to initiate conversations 

about the environment during these social gatherings, my companions told me to stop spoiling 

the party. In my opinion, my culture has been formed around an emphasis on the community 

being safe from whatever the members consider to be alien. Wilderness and wild animals were 

treated like aliens in the basically agrarian societies in which I grew up. Whenever I see the 

reluctance by my peers to go out into nature, I wonder if this past attitude is still at play.  

Looking back at the culture and politics that I grew up tempts me to deduce that fear of 

wilderness is linked to the absence of free thinking.  Different rulers may have discouraged such 

thinking not only because it symbolised freedom and tolerance, but also it entailed 

accommodating diversity. Dictators generally do not tolerate anything that is not controlled (e.g. 

what is free or wild). The rebels who originally fought against tyranny went to our wild 

uncontrolled area. This alone was symbolic of wildness and resistance against control.  
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When Eritrea was still part of Ethiopia, there was a lesson in the curriculum that focused 

on the importance of looking after national parks and endangered species. I recall our teachers 

explaining that it was important to preserve our national parks mainly as tourist attractions. They 

taught us that Nyala Ibex (Tragelaphus buxtoni), a species unique to the country, needed to be 

protected because many tourists came to the country to have a peek at this distinctive wild 

animal. The need to control and exploit nature was blatant. 

For this thesis my main research question asked: As a new arrival how did I perceive my 

integration within the cultural mosaic of Canada and what role did natural environments play in 

terms of my overall integration? This question led me to ask a sub-question which was: How are 

descriptive terms such as ‘natural’, ‘wilderness’, and ‘wild’ defined and given meaning by 

experiences as a newcomer and whether the meanings I have assigned to these terms affects my 

choices of recreational and vocational activities. I would like to check to find if the snippets of 

my story as written in this thesis have answered these questions. 

Addressing the overarching question, by writing my story, have I shed light on my 

personal experience of integration with the social and cultural mosaic of Canada and how that 

has been affected by my experiences with natural environments? I have written extensively about 

my cultural and social experience as a newcomer and may, in part, have answered this question 

when I recounted how much easier it was for me to embrace and be embraced by the natural 

environments in comparison to the challenges of merging with existing social systems. Although 

I met a welcoming community and supportive individuals, I also brought along the culture of my 

upbringing with all its political and economic complications, which hindered me from easily 

fitting into the existing system. On the other hand, focusing, on and trying to be in sync with, the 

natural environments, gave me a sense of belonging with no need to mold myself to fit into the 
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different societies. Increasing my environmental awareness also boosted my understanding of my 

fellow human beings as part of nature’s diversity and wealth that I wanted to embrace.  

In telling my story, I can also provide my perspective of the attitudes of the people I came 

across. Those who invited me to go to the outskirts of the city mostly had stable, well-paying 

jobs and had the weekends for themselves. Their engagement was limited to driving to places 

and staying around quiet areas. However, I have another friend, who grew up in Ethiopia, who is 

currently unemployed, and he is more outdoor oriented than the others. I asked him what he 

expected to get from going to the natural environment, one afternoon as we were walking inside 

the Bird Sanctuary in Calgary. He simply told me it made him forget his worries. As we 

continued conversing, he told me he had some camping experience with his parents when he was 

young. He also recounted that he had a few chances of going for retreats with his church group. 

By growing up in Ethiopia he had better chances to moving from place to place and he was not 

forced into a military camp as was the case in Eritrea.   

Other than my unpleasant outdoor experience back in Eritrea, I see the lure of technology 

as denying us the chance to try outdoor activities with our kids. In my discussion with other new 

immigrant parents, I agree about how challenging it is to convince our kids to stop the screen 

time and do outdoor activities. Especially in recent years, the temptation did not come just from 

the TV set in the house but also from the cellphones to which they seem completely attached to. 

Instead of looking around, they keep glancing at their screens. If they ever go out to natural 

places, it is mainly to take ‘selfies’ and share them in social media.  Social media has become 

dominant in their lives to the extent of compromising family time. My kids’ adaptation to the 

country was faster than mine in terms of making local friends and mastering the language, but 

when it comes to embracing the whole ecosystem, they have yet to start the journey.   
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The second sub-question question that I posed for this thesis asked how descriptive terms 

such as ‘natural’, ‘wilderness’, and ‘wild’, are defined and given meaning by experiences as a 

newcomer and whether the meanings I have assigned to these terms affects my choices of 

recreational and vocational activities. I dare say these terms seem to be in the background for many 

new arrivals. During my first few months living in Calgary felt like being in the wilderness back 

in Eritrea. I had to constantly watch for something I might have missed. Otherwise, the stuff I 

failed to attend to might come and hunt me like a wild predator. Did I have any outstanding bills? 

Had I checked the due date for the different credit cards I was lured to get? Had I registered in all 

the agencies I needed to register? Had I missed a job fair, or an opportunity somewhere? And 

driving around, had I missed a turn or a posted sign? Concerns like this and many more kept me 

on the edge. On the other hand, later, when I got the chance of being in touch with the natural 

environment and I was able to reflect through an environmentally oriented paradigm, I developed 

a tendency to accept myself as a rightful citizen of the ecosphere. In turn, this realisation helped 

me to regain my confidence and become more sociable.  

I would say the friendly wilderness in Canada could be a good place to start being 

appreciative before a newcomer submerges themselves into the socio-economic and cultural 

adjustments. Few days after my arrival in Calgary, the Catholic Immigration Society in the city 

called us for orientation. While the information we got there was essential, the overwhelming 

tips given to me left me with the impression that I had a long journey to integrate. Some of the 

pieces of information could have waited. I wished instead they had arranged for us to take a 

couple of days excursion around the city and in the natural environment so that we could feel 

welcomed by the whole body of the land. Or alternately, weather permitting, I believe I would 

have felt more at ease if they had held the orientation out in a natural setting. This is just one way 
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that nature-based experiences could be introduced early on to newcomers to help them to 

appreciate exactly where they now are and to show them more of the whole system that will 

support them. Perhaps this would begin an appreciation of some of the natural beauty and other 

beings we share this home with and alleviate some of the stresses of the transition.  

My objective in this thesis has not been to replicate other studies. Rather, it is my hope to 

raise possible questions for further research. I am also aware that while discussing my story, I am 

still adding to my story, because the conclusions I can come up with will be part of my ongoing 

story. I cannot disengage myself from what has shaped me to be who I am. My reasoning and my 

memes, my cultural background and influences, are part of my story. I believe the way I tell my 

story in itself reflects my paradigm. Thus, when I am trying to be as objective as I can be, I am 

still reflecting the subject I have become, and hence I remain subjective. As to my integration, I 

believe I continue in my becoming a Canadian.     

  



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 74

References 

Adams, T.E., Ellis, C., Jones, H.J. (2015). Autoethnography: Understanding qualitative  

 research. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.   

Alberta Parks. (2019). 2019 Offerings. Canoo App. Retrieved from 

https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/about-us/inclusion-accessibility/cultural-access-pass/ 

Amiot, C. E., de la Sablonnière, R., Terry, D. J., & Smith, J. R. (2007). Integration of social

 identities in the self: Toward a cognitive-developmental model. Personality and Social

 Psychology Review, 11(4), 364–388. 

Anderson, L. (2010). Autoethnography as method. Qualitative Research, 10(4), 493–494. 

Atchison, J. (1998). The Australian dilemma: Landscape and wilderness, or resource base for 

population?  Journal of Canadian Studies, 33(2), 126–138.  

Bochner, A., Ellis, C., (2016). Evocative autoethnography: Writing lives and telling stories. New 

York: Routledge.  

Bowker, J. M., & Cordell, H. K. E. N. (2004). Ethnic variation in environmental belief  and 

behavior : An examination of the New Ecological Paradigm in a social psychological 

context. Environment and Behavior, 36(2), 157–186.  

Boylorn, R. M., & Orbe, M. P. (Eds.). (2013). Critical autoethnography: Intersecting cultural 

  identities in everyday life. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.    

Breton, R. (1990). Ethnic identity and equality: Varieties of experience in a Canadian city. 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Buijs, A. E., Elands, B. H. M., & Langers, F. (2009). No wilderness for immigrants: Cultural 

differences in images of nature and landscape preferences. Landscape and Urban 

Planning, 91(3), 113–123.  

Bustamante, K. (2008). Whose nature? Exploring the link between wilderness, belonging and 

residential summer camp use among Canadian immigrants. (Thesis) Ryerson University 

Digital Commons. 

Chang, H. (2008). Autoethnography as method. Walnut Creek CA: Left Coast Press.  



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 75

Choi, H., & Liang,Y. (2000). An exploratory study of wilderness perceptions among college 

students: Biocentric and anthropocentric perspectives. Journal of Unconventional Parks, 

Tourism & Recreation Research, 6(1), 21–25. 

Cordell, H.K, Green T.G. & Betz J.C. (2002). Recreation and the environment as cultural 

dimensions in contemporary American society, Leisure Sciences, 24(1), 13-41. 

Denshire, S. (2014). On auto-ethnography. Current Sociology Review, 62(6), 831–850.  

Doloriert, C, & Sambrook, S. (2009). Ethical confessions of the "I" of autoethnography: The 

student's dilemma. Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An 

International Journal, 4(1), 27–45. 

Doloriert, C, & Sambrook, S. (2011). Accommodating an autoethnographic PhD: The tale of the 

thesis, the viva voce and the traditional business school.  Journal of Contemporary  

Ethnography, 40(5), 582–615. 

Ellingson, L.L.,& Ellis, C. (2008). Autoethnography as constructionist project. In J.A. Holstein, & J.F.  

Gubrium (Eds.), Handbook of constructionist research (pp. 445–465). New York, NY: Guilford. 

Ellis, C. (2004). The ethnographic I: A methodological novel about autoethnography. Walnut  

Creek, CA: Alta Mira Press. 

Ellis, C. (2008). Autoethnography. In L. Given (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative 

research methods. (pp. 49–52). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.  

Ellis, C., Adams, T., & Bochner, A. (2011). Autoethnography: An overview. Historical Social Research, 

 36(4), 273–290. 

Gibbs, A. (2013). The power of one: Why auto-ethnography, solo service-user voice and 

reflective case study analysis are useful strategies for researching family-centred social 

work practice.   Retrieved from 

https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10523/7093/Gibbs%282013%29ThePowe

rofOne.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 76

Greffrath, G., Du, C., Meyer, P., Strydom, H., & Ellis, S. (2012). The symbolic uniqueness of 

wilderness participation. African Journal for Physical Health Education, Recreation and 

Dance (AJPHERD), 18(1), 20–38. 

Gress, S., & Hall, T. (2017). Diversity in the outdoors: National Outdoor Leadership School 

students’ attitudes about wilderness. Journal of Experiential Education, 40(2), 114–134.  

Hamdan, A. (2012). Autoethnography as a genre of qualitative research: A journey  inside 

out. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 11(5), 585-601. 

Hawcroft, L. & Taciano, L.M. (2010). The use (and abuse) of the new environmental paradigm 

scale over the past 30 years: A meta-analysis. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 

30(2), 143-158. 

Hunter, Lori M. (2000). A comparison of the environmental attitudes, concern, and behaviors of 

native-born and foreign-born US residents. Population and Environment, 21(6), 565-580. 

Interprovincial Sport and Recreation Council and Canadian Parks and Recreation Association. 

(2015). Pathways to Wellbeing. Retrieved from: lin.ca/national-recreation-framework and 

www.cpra.ca 

Johnson, C.Y., Horan, P.M., Pepper, W., (1997). Race, rural residence, and wildland visitation: 

Examining the influence of sociocultural meaning. Rural Sociology, 62(1), 89-100. 

Jordan, M. (2015). Nature and therapy: Understanding counselling and psychotherapy 

in outdoor spaces. New York: Routledge. 

Kehly, M.J. (1995). Self-narration, autobiography and identity construction, Gender & 

Education. 7(1), 23-31. 

Kelk, N. (1994). Camping and outdoor activities as psychological interventions, Australian 

Social work, 47(2), 37-42. 

Kellert, S.R., & Wilson, E.O. (1995). The biophilia hypothesis. Washington, DC: Island Press. 

Kohak, E. (2010). The green halo: A bird’s eyeview of ecological ethics, IL: Carus Publishing 

Company. 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 77

Low, M.S. & Altman, I. (1992), Place attachment: A conceptual inquiry. Human Behavior and 

Environment, 12, 1-12. 

Manzo L.C. & Devine-Wright P. (2014). Place attachment: Advances in theory, methods and 

applications. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Marx, J.D. (1988). An outdoor adventure counseling program for adolescents.  Social Work, 33, 

517-520. 

Noble, H., Smith, J. (2015). Issues of validity and reliability in qualitative research. Evidence  

 Based Nursing, 18(2), 34-35.  

Paquette, R. (2019). Learning to love the winter: Immersion for new Canadians. The National 

Capital Commission. (Retrieved from: http://ncc-ccn.gc.ca/blog/learning-love-canadian-

winter-immersion-new-canadians) 

Pathways to Wellbeing: A Framework for Recreation in Canada. (2015). 

Raymond, C.M., Brown, G. & Weber, D. (2010). The measurement of place attachment: 

personal, community, and environmental connections. Journal of Environmental 

Psychology, 30(4), 422-434. 

Richardson, L. (2000). Writing. A method of Inquiry. In N. Denzin, & Y. Lincoln, (Eds.). 

Handbook of qualitative research. (2nd ed.), (p. 937). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications. 

Saldana, J. (2018). Researcher, analyze thyself. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 

17, 1-7. 

Schwandt, T. (2007). Dictionary of qualitative inquiry. (3rd Ed). Thousand Oaks, CA:  SAGE 

Publications. 

 Smith, G. A. (2002). Place-Based Education: Learning to Be Where We are. Phi Delta Kappan, 

83(8), 584–594.  

Statistics Canada (2011). Immigration and Ethnocultural Diversity in Canada.  National 

Household Survey. (99), pp. 1–23. (Retrieved from: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs 

enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011001-eng.cfm#a3) 



 
ROLES OF NATURE & ENVIRONMENTAL EXPERIENCES IN INTEGRATING A NEWCOMER 

 78

Suter, W. N. (2012). Introduction to educational research: A critical thinking approach.  

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. doi: 10.4135/9781483384443 

Sykes, B. E. (2014). Transformative autoethnography: An examination of cultural identity and its 

implications for learners. Adult Learning, 25(1), 3-10. 

Thomashow, M. (1996). Ecological identity: Becoming a reflective environmentalist. 

Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Trahar, S. (2009). Beyond the story itself : Narrative inquiry and autoethnography in intercultural  

research in higher education. Qualitative Social Research, 10(1), 1–15. 

Tuan, Y-F (1977). Space and place. In P. Hubbard R. Kitchin & G. Valentine (Eds.), Key texts 

in human geography (pp. 53-60). London: SAGE Publications Ltd doi: 

10.4135/9781446213742.n7 

 Van Manen, M. (1990) Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive 

pedagogy. State University of New York Press, Albany. 

Vaske, J.J. & Kobrin, C.K. (2001), Place attachment and environmentally responsible behavior 

The Journal of Environmental Education, 32(4), 16-21. 

Vryan, K. (2006).  Expanding analytic autoethnography and enhancing its potential. Journal of 

 Contemporary Ethnography, 35(4), 405-409. 

White, E. M., Bowker, J. M., Askew, A. E., Langner, L. L., Arnold, J. R., & English, B. K. 

(2014). Federal outdoor recreation trends. Effects on Economic Opportunities. October 

2014, (1), 1–37. 

 

 


