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Educati onal insti tuti ons play an instrumental role in social and politi cal 
change, and are responsible for the environmental and social ethics of their 
insti tuti onal practi ces. The essays in this volume criti cally examine scholarly 
research practi ces in the age of the Anthropocene, and ask what accountability 
educators and researchers have in ‘righti ng’ their relati onship to the 
environment. The volume further calls att enti on to the geographical, fi nancial, 
legal and politi cal barriers that might limit scholarly dialogue by excluding 
researchers from parti cipati ng in traditi onal modes of scholarly conversati on.

As such, Right Research is a bold invitati on to the academic community 
to rigorous self-refl ecti on on what their research looks like, how it is 
conducted, and how it might be developed so as to increase accessibility and 
sustainability, and decrease carbon footprint. The volume follows a three-
part structure that bridges conceptual and practi cal concerns: the fi rst secti on 
challenges our assumpti ons about how sustainability is defi ned, measured 
and practi ced; the second secti on showcases arti st-researchers whose work 
engages with the impact of humans on our environment; while the third 
secti on investi gates how academic spaces can model eco-conscious behaviour.

This ti mely volume responds to an increased demand for environmentally 
sustainable research, and is outstanding not only in its interdisciplinarity, but its 
embrace of non-traditi onal formats, spanning academic arti cles, creati ve acts, 
personal refl ecti ons and dialogues. Right Research will be a valuable resource 
for educators and researchers interested in developing and hybridizing their 
scholarly communicati on formats in the face of the current climate crisis.
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Thoughts on an Unfinished Composition…

Scott Smallwood

As I consider the provocations offered—about climate change, 
sustainability, what it is we are sustaining and why it matters—I am in the 
midst of working on a new artwork that addresses these very questions 
by working sonically with data on climate change. The data I work with 
includes temperature changes over time, per country or per region; 
humidity changes; the frequency of catastrophic storms; deforestation 
and the loss of our planet’s lungs; the loss of ice in Greenland, the Arctic, 
Antarctica; our glacier inventory… and on the list goes.

When my partner and I first immigrated to Canada, one of the first 
things we did was visit the Athabasca glacier in Jasper National Park, 
nestled in the Rocky Mountains that follow the Alberta-British Columbia 
border. As we began our walk from the parking lot to the edge of the 
glacier, we noticed along the way a series of small signs—monuments 
really—with a simple year printed on each. We realized that these signs 
marked the edge of the glacier in that year, showing how far the glacier 
has receded over time. Upon realizing this, Jen and I each entered into 
a state of mourning, stepping away from each other to contemplate the 
glacier, hiding our silent tears from each other and the other people 
there. I recalled that I had come this way before when I was only three 
years old, with my parents, as part of a long road trip to Alaska. I don’t 
remember much about this trip, of course. But I thought about this as I 
searched for the sign that was closest to the year 1972.

With these memories front and center, I asked myself: should my 
new work be about glacier loss? Should it be Canada-specific? Should 
I insert myself into it—by engaging with aspects that are personally 
meaningful to me? I want people to feel these changes, to feel the loss, 
the disappearance and the continuing slide…
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Fig. 8  Athabasca Glacier, Canadian Rockies, Alberta, July 2012. Photograph by 
Scott Smallwood.

***

I grew up in the mountains of Colorado, and mountains have always been 
very special to me. I’m not a religious person, but I think of mountains 
as living things, as spirits. To my young eyes, they were the edges of my 
world, always snow-covered, even in the hottest of summers. Travelling 
through flat places like Kansas or the panhandle of Texas was a bizarre 
experience to my young brain, as the world seemed to go on forever. It 
was almost dizzying. 

Recently, when I was visiting my parents in Colorado, I found (in 
the garage) my grandmother’s dinner bell. It’s about thirty-five cm tall, 
and has a beautiful floral pattern etched into its bronze body. I picked 
it up and rang it. The sound of that bell startled me. I was immediately 
transported to my grandparents’ home in Stephenville, Texas, circa 1981 
or so.
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The bell hung on the wall separating the living room from the kitchen, 
and I recall annoying everyone by ringing it loudly before dinner. Even 
though it has been over thirty years since I’ve been in my grandparents’ 
home, I remember every room: the feel of the carpet on my feet, the 
tile of the kitchen floor, the smell of the garage where my cousin’s 
skateboard hung on the wall, the homemade ladder my grandpa made, 
the strange feeling of moist Texas dirt in my hands as I made mud pies 
in the backyard. 

On and on the memories flood in, all because of this bell. 
I made recordings then and there, and now they sit on my computer, 

playing through my studio speakers back in Edmonton, as I contemplate 
climate change and my family. My grandparents’ Texas oil money that 
helped put me through college. The mysterious pump jacks in their 
gentle up and down motions as far as the eye can see on the infinitely 
flat expanse of the panhandle of Texas as we drive from Colorado. Linda 
Ronstadt and John Denver on 8-tracks. 

‘Are we there yet?’ I keep asking my dad.

Fig. 9  My grandmother’s dinner bell, Buena Vista, Colorado, August 2018. 
Photograph by Scott Smallwood.
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***

I’m not a scientist, and as I pour over the climate change data I’ve 
gathered for this new work, I can’t understand much of what I’m seeing. 
I have to rely on people who can. What I do have are my senses. Other 
animals have different senses, different ways of measuring and knowing. 
If only we could harness the knowledge of our non-human companions. 
The octopus with its many tentacles. The birds and forest creatures who 
can predict a storm. The hummingbird who can somehow find its way 
across the world. The cat who somehow knows when a human is about 
to die.

What is it we want to sustain? To the best of our ability, and with 
the understanding that there are many layers of time and space in our 
universe that we will never be able to contemplate, the human project 
must be to sustain maximal joy, and minimal suffering. We need to own 
our planet, to be good stewards of it as a precious creation, whether 
given to us by gods, or spontaneously generated by some mysterious 
process. We must work with our non-human counterparts to make our 
time joyous, and for as many of us as possible. What else is there?

Time marches forward. Bells mark time and events. Data drifts, as 
the conditions they outline become unmoored and they float away into 
an unknowable future. As we drift, and try to understand the data and 
each other, perhaps we can turn the tide.


