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American anthropologist David Graeber, in their 2021 book
The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity, describe
the colonial process of dispossession as follows: “Colonial
appropriation of Indigenous lands often began with some
blanket assertion that foraging peoples really were living in a
State of Nature — which meant that they were deemed to be
part of the land but had no legal claims to own it. The entire
basis for dispossession, in turn, was premised on the idea that
the current inhabitants of those lands weren't really working
.. James Tully, an authority on Indigenous rights, spells out
the historical implications: land used for hunting and
gathering was considered vacant...”

The destructive force of colonization allowed for a massive
accumulation of wealth, property, and resources in the hands

of the European nation states and their businesses, like the

Hudson's Bay Company in British-controlled North America.
As traditional livelihoods were disrupted, Indigenous
communities were forced to increasingly rely on settler
institutions for work so that they could earn money to meet
their needs (via the purchase of commodities). This is a
similar process to what happened in Great Britain following
the enclosure of the commons.

We still see remnants of this system today where the
harmful impacts of industrial development — such as the
oilsands — have pushed many Indigenous Peoples to rely on
extractive industry jobs because there are few other options
available. Some people even consider these companies to be
benevolent for providing jobs without recognizing that we
are only reliant on industry jobs because colonization has
already destroyed other possible ways of living.

In the 2017 publication Whose Land Is It Anyway? A Manual
for Decolonization, Mohawk philosopher Taiaiake Alfred from
Kahnawake writes, “The essential harm of colonization is that
the living relationship between our people and our land has
been severed. By fraud, abuse, violence and sheer force of
numbers, white society has forced us into the situation of
being refugees and trespassers in our own homelands and
we are prevented from maintaining the physical, spiritual and
cultural relationships necessary for our continuation as
nations.”
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As you can hopefully see by now, enclosure allows a small
group of people to exploit both the land (ie, natural
resources) and human labour for private gain. Contemporary
capitalist society is enclosure taken to its logical conclusion,
with property rights granted to corporations for almost any
natural resource you can imagine (e.g., land, water, trees,
fossil fuels, minerals etc.). As a result, productivity and profit
growth have become the primary goal of human society
rather than satisfying human needs sustainably or equitably.

In Alberta, we can still see enclosure at work today as the
Government of Alberta continues to sell off our publicly held
land and resources for private gain. Under Alberta's Forests
Act, forest tenures give the right to harvest “Crown” timber to
private companies. In southern Alberta, corporate entities
known as irrigation districts own licences for nearly 70
percent of all the water allocated in the South Saskatchewan
River Basin. The McClelland Lake Wetland Complex in
northeast Alberta was off limits to oilsands mining in 1996,
but lobbying led to the sale of leases for bitumen reserves
beneath McClelland to an American company in 1998, despite
the existing protections. Privatization has played a key role in
all the environmental crises we currently face from
deforestation (via forest tenures), drought (via water licences),
and global warming (via fossil fuel leases). These are just a
few examples of how colonial governments continue to allow
private companies to profit from the destruction of Alberta's
ecosystems, while the rest of us suffer the consequences.

As | mentioned before this isn't just a case of greedy
businessmen. Our ancestors may not have considered the
long-term consequences of enclosure, but by permitting the
private ownership of natural resources they created an
exclusionary system that allows certain groups to profit at
the expense of others including the nonhuman world. As a
result of enclosure, profit growth is now the dominant driver
of human activities. The pursuit of wealth leads to a forest
valued for profit as timber, rather than as an ecosystem of
living organisms that sustains us.

Putting profits first prevents us from recognizing that our
ecosystems have real limits that we need to adhere to if we
want to have a sustainable future. If we are going to begin
addressing these environmental crises, we will need to
restore the commons and work towards repairing damage
that enclosure has caused. Only by restoring the commons
can we begin thinking about how to meet our needs
sustainably and equitably, rather than being at the mercy of
private interests and the ceaseless pursuit of profits. Our
future depends on the commons!



