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Abstract
In Brut: la ruée vers l’or noir (2015) and Le Club des miracles relatifs (2016), 
Nancy Huston contemplates the effect of  fracking on the landscapes 
and communities of  the Albertan tar sands of  her native Canada. 
Reflecting a current and increasingly urgent global preoccupation 
with the threat posed by the destruction of  the natural environment 
to the sustainability of  the Earth’s ecosystems, these ecotexts draw 
a link between the degradation of  the natural environment and 
the fracturing of  human identities and relations. Employing an 
ecofeminist and extractivist critical framework, this article examines 
Huston’s use of  both fictional and non-fictional writing in response 
to environmental destruction, the role fossil fuel extraction plays 
in this, and its social impacts. It concludes with a discussion of  
Huston’s ecoliterary project in view of  her oft-repeated stance on 
the inadequacy of  literature alone to respond to the current climate 
crisis.
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‘Je suis chez moi, et hors de moi.’
(Huston, ‘Alberta: l’horreur “merveilleuse”’)

Le Club des miracles relatifs (2016) is Nancy Huston’s second novel to 
be set in Canada since her initial ‘return’ to the country of  her birth 
in Plainsong (1993), published twenty years after relocating to France 
in 1973. While Danse noire (2013), published a further twenty years 
after Plainsong, is partially set in Canada, it is Quebec that features as 
a setting here alongside Ireland and Brazil and, ostensibly, not the 
anglophone Canada of  her birth.

An accompanying 2015 publication sheds light on the 
reasons for Huston’s most recent return to Canada, a literary return 
that was precipitated by a physical one. Written in the style of  the 
autobiographical essay that has characterised her non-fictional 
works, the 2015 publication recounts a visit made in April 2014 to 
the tar sands fracking sites of  her native province of  Alberta while 
also self-reflexively accounting for its own production: ‘Nausée et 
colère m’ont étranglée du matin au soir et, le dernier jour de notre 
séjour […], j’ai rédigé d’une seule traite le texte: ‘Alberta: l’horreur 
“merveilleuse”’ (Huston Brut, 46). The sense of  urgency with which 
Huston penned this reaction to her return to the landscapes of  her 
country of  birth is also borne out by its near-immediate publication 
in France’s Le Monde on 14 June 2014 and Canada’s Le Devoir on 17 
and 18 June 2014. Its subsequent compilation in Brut: la ruée vers l’or 
noir (2015), co-authored with four other authors and activists with 
ties to Canada, provides yet another iteration of  Huston’s career-
long propensity to multi-genre, collaborative publications.

The very fact of  the publication of  the novel following the 
initial publication of  the related essay testifies to the pressing need to 
formulate a multi-pronged political literary response to this deeply 
moving, even distressing, personal experience. Huston’s essay thus 
provides the historical context that is developed in fictional form 
in the novel, and read together, Brut and Le Club des miracles relatifs 
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provide a scathing condemnation of  the environmental and social 
impacts of  fracking in Alberta. Indeed – and as this article argues 
–, the full political potential of  Huston’s ecoliterary project relies 
on their being considered as two integral parts of  a wider political 
ecological project.

That Le Club des miracles relatifs, in fact, underwent a longer 
gestation than suggested by the timing of  her 2014 visit and its 2016 
publication is revealed by comments that Huston made in in 2010: 

Today, were I to undertake to write a second novel about 
Alberta – doing huge amounts of  research, setting the action, 
this time, around the artificial lakes created by the draining of  
the tar sands – great bowls of  toxic soup that are irremediably 
destroying the beauty of  my province, killing its birds, and 
inflicting irreversible damage on its human inhabitants, 
especially its First Nation inhabitants – well, it might bring 
me another literary prize, put a little more money in my bank 
account, maybe even hitch me up a notch in the Order of  
Canada, but it would do nothing at all to slow down that 
destruction and desecration. (Huston 2010)

As Huston contemplates writing a second novel about Alberta, she 
also reveals an already developed ecological conscience triggered, 
in part, by discovering the extent and impact of  oil extraction in 
the Albertan tar sands in the Parisian monthly, Le Monde diplomatique 
(Raoul 2010). The visceral shock of  reading, ‘dans l’incrédulité et 
avec des sueurs froides’ (Huston Brut, 44), of  the fracking operations 
in her native province anticipates the nausea and rage provoked by 
the 2014 visit which in turn compelled her literary engagement.

This article examines Huston’s multi-genre ecological literary 
response to her recent physical and literary return to Canada in light 
of  her stated misgivings about the efficacy of  literature to respond 
to the current climate crisis. In Huston’s first foray into a genre that 
Stéphanie Posthumus (2012) describes as undergoing a critical lag 
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in the francophone world, Huston draws on her deep familiarity 
with both the French and North American cultural contexts, and 
the francophone and anglophone literary traditions, to forge what 
are referred to here as ‘ecotexts’. Huston’s ecologically motivated 
writing goes beyond Jim Dwyer’s ‘ecofiction’, which he describes 
as ‘frequently less didactic and more nuanced than non-fiction’ 
and therefore ‘best suited to engaging people intellectually and 
emotionally, providing them a greater personal stake in the text itself ’ 
(2010, 7, original italics), and which is currently exemplified in the 
anglosphere by works such as Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour 
(2012) and Mireille Juchau’s The World Without Us (2015). By contrast, 
Huston’s ecotexts comprise both her innovative, immersive fiction 
and her engaging, personal non-fiction in a hybrid, collaborative and 
highly original approach to ecologically engaged writing that bridges 
the ‘imaginative’ world of  writing with the ‘real’ world of  political 
action.

Through an ecofeminist and extractivist theoretical 
framework that considers the dismantling of  patriarchy as necessary 
to ensuring the health and wellbeing of  the Earth and its human and 
non-human inhabitants, and examines the discourse surrounding 
the appropriation of  natural resources for human use and its 
environmental, economic, political and social impacts, by thinkers 
such as Vandana Shiva and Eduardo Gudynas, this article analyses 
the links that Huston draws between environmental degradation 
and fractured identities and communities. In the first section, it 
undertakes an analysis of  her lexical and narrative strategies for 
attaining readers’ intellectual and emotional engagement with the 
environmental impacts of  fracking in Canada’s tar sands. The second 
section then examines the fragmentation of  personal identities and 
social ties in this ecologically devasted environment. The conclusion 
argues for the need to consider Huston’s ecotexts as part of  a wider, 
ecological project in light of  her bleak view of  the inadequacy 
of  reading, writing and literature in the face of  environmental 
catastrophe.
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Writing Environmental Degradation
Huston has consistently tackled global issues in a stylistically diverse 
range of  both fictional and non-fictional texts and in this sense her 
recent ecotexts are no different. In Le Club des miracles relatifs, Huston 
tells the story of  Varian, set in the fictional mining town of  Luniville. 
The timing of  Varian’s arrival in Luniville in 2001 and account of  the 
seven years he spends there coincides with the twenty-first-century 
expansion of  oil extraction in Canada’s tar sands which attracted a 
multitude of  multinational mining companies and a transnational 
army of  workers in what Huston and her co-authors describe as 
a ‘black-gold rush’ in their sub-title to Brut. Published only weeks 
before an unprecedentedly massive wildfire broke out in Alberta 
on 1 May 2016 and in the wake of  the 2015 UN Climate Change 
Conference in Paris, Le Club des miracles relatifs offers an apocalyptic, 
cautionary narrative that reflects recent extreme weather events and 
echoes current global concern about the accelerating climate crisis. 
Le Club des miracles relatifs, then, is a far cry from the environmentalist 
texts studied by Kostkowska in her analysis of  ‘narratives [that] are 
not always explicitly or primarily environmental in theme, but carry 
out the ecological work at the narrative level’ (2013, 1). While much 
of  the ecological work is carried out at narrative level in this novel, 
Huston’s explicit focus on the landscapes and communities affected 
by fossil fuel extraction in a clearly defined time and place offers a 
searing critique of  current extractive practices.

 While the novel’s setting is fictional, the historical referents 
of  its place names clearly echo those featured in Huston’s essay 
in Brut: Fort McMurray becomes Luniville; Alberta becomes 
Terrebrute; Canada becomes OverNorth; and the USA becomes 
UnderSouth. The naming of  Saudi Arabia in the novel as ‘le 
monde du Malice’ parodies the views of  Huston’s acquaintances 
in Alberta who see the Middle Eastern state as the mastermind 
of  contemporary environmentalism, as stated in her essay: 
‘Plusieurs de mes connaissances ici qualifient les mises en garde 
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des environnementalistes d’“hystérie de masse” et les croient 
orchestrées par l’Arabie saoudite, soucieuse de préserver son 
monopole du marché de pétrole’ (Huston Brut, 51-2). In addition 
to fictional placenames, neologisms abound in a narrative that 
depicts a town (‘Luniville’) whose single-minded pursuit of  material 
gain is enshrined in a name derived from its currency (‘lunis’), a 
homophone of  the Canadian English slang term for the Canadian 
dollar (‘loonie’). Le Club des miracles relatifs thus fulfils a key criteria of  
dystopian literature in portraying an imagined, fictional world whose 
historical referentiality is nevertheless recognisable (Booker 1994), 
as also identified by Susan Ireland and Patrice Proulx’s description 
of  Luniville as a ‘transnational dystopia’ (2018).

Characteristic of  Huston’s fictional writing, Le Club des miracles 
relatifs is a plot-driven novel1: Varian goes to Luniville in search of  
his father after losing contact with him when economic migration 
– itself  the result of  human-induced environmental degradation – 
forces much of  the male population of  a fictional Newfoundland 
(‘l’Île Grise’) to head north in search of  employment in the tar sands 
mining boom. The story of  Varian’s search for his father becomes 
side-lined by that of  his detention and incarceration when he is 
accused of  involvement in a clandestine ‘eco-terrorist’ organisation, 
echoing a widespread and growing trend throughout the Americas 
of  the adoption of  a discourse of  ‘ecoterrorism’ as a rhetorical 
weapon by those with vested interests in the extraction of  fossil 
fuels (Buell 2009, 153).

Also typical of  Huston’s fictions, the novel features a highly 
complex narrative structure and a number of  highly original 
narrative voices. Adopting a retrospective narration, it begins with 
Varian’s arrest in Luniville by security forces, with subsequent 
chapters recounting his interrogation and torture in detention. 
A parallel narrative strand intermittently recounts episodes of  
Varian’s childhood and upbringing as an intellectually gifted but 
socially awkward child who is coddled by his mother and proves 
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a disappointment to his normatively masculine father. Switching 
between the second and third person, and between internal and 
external focalisation, the narration exerts a disorienting effect that 
mirrors Varian’s own perception of  the alienating world in which he 
lives, thus providing a fictional elaboration of  the distress evoked 
in Huston’s non-fictional account (in Brut) of  her own visit to the 
Albertan tar sands.

Varian’s disorienting and singular world view is further 
conveyed by his elaborate stratification of  society into a hierarchy 
of  dinosaur-like creatures, with the ‘tyrannosaures’ at the top of  
the pile: ‘Les tyrannosaures sont     les types qui dirigent les plus     
grosses compagnies d’ambroisie     surtout Daspletosaurus   torosus 
(AbsoBrut) et Gorgosaurus libratus (LibreMonde Noir)’ (Huston 
Club, 131). Next in the pecking order are the ‘pachycéphalosaures’ 
(bankers), the ‘hadrosaures’ (forces of  law and order) and the 
‘ankylosaures’ (politicians). At the bottom of  the pile are the 
‘enseignants employés commerçants fermiers médecins’, situated 
below the athletes, the film stars and the university professors 
and above the lowest rung of  the masses who ‘lavent les toilettes 
creusent des trous travaillent à la chaine font de l’art et mangent de 
la merde de mille et mille manières’ (Huston Club, 134), depicting 
a hierarchy of  occupations that also reflects a hierarchy of  values. 
The narration is further destabilised by Varian’s stilted, stumbling 
narrative voice, which is typographically represented by irregular 
gaps between words and a total lack of  punctuation, as seen in 
the above extracts. Varian also makes up, mixes up, and resignifies 
words, a key example being the use of  ‘ambroisie’ to refer to crude 
oil, a term that echoes the theological lexicon of  ‘dieu pétrole’ that 
features in Huston’s essay in Brut, and beyond Huston’s ecotexts, 
with what Eduardo Gudynas refers to as the ‘extractivist theology’ 
that drives a belief  in the benefits of  extractivisms such as fracking 
and that is at odds with the overwhelming evidence of  their negative 
environmental, social, economic and political impacts (2018, 74). 
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On his first day at work on the AbsoBrut mining site, Varian 
is given a guided tour of  the site in a chapter entitled ‘Virgile’, 
evoking Dante’s guide through purgatory and hell in the Divina 
Commedia, and by extension, the hellish nature of  the environment 
in which Varian finds himself. This analogy is further reinforced in 
the chapter itself  when his boss declares, in a speech reported by 
Varian: ‘Tu croyais sans doute   mon   jeune ami que l’enfer était 
un lieu     où on allait après la mort? Quelle naïveté!   Non il est ici 
même l’enfer! là sous nos yeux’ (Huston Club, 130). In her use of  the 
Virgilian mode, Huston borrows from an anglophone realist literary 
tradition that allegorised ‘the guided tour of  the underworld’ so as 
to ‘instill shock and compassion in insouciant middle-class readers’, 
employed by authors from Charles Dickens to Upton Sinclair 
(Buell 1998, 654). Yet rather than exposing dire social conditions 
in Dickensian urban centres, hell on earth is depicted in Le Club des 
miracles relatifs in the form of  Canada’s incremental deforestation, air 
pollution, contamination of  waterways, species extinction, and high 
levels of  ecotoxicity. The very same features are also documented 
in Brut by Huston and, more pointedly, by her co-author Melina 
Laboucan-Massimo, a Greenpeace campaigner and member of  the 
Lubicon Cree First Nation, who gives a first-hand account of  the 
physical and psychological impacts of  oil and gas extraction on 
the Lubicon Cree. The non-fiction publication thus substantiates 
the environmental degradation depicted in the novel, which might 
otherwise be read as a fanciful work of  ‘cli-fi’ so extreme is its 
depiction of  a hellish, toxic environment2.

Reinforcing the impacts on human health of  environmental 
degradation identified by Huston and Laboucan-Massimo in Brut 
is the novel’s description of  how Varian, employed as a nurse, and 
his boss, Dr Luka Romanyuk, treat the bodies of  the workers at 
the AbsoBrut ‘Centre de maintenance respiratoire’ for respiratory 
difficulties caused by the toxic substances released into the air by 
the hydraulic fracturation (fracking) process used to extract crude 
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oil from the tar sands. Symptoms proliferate to include nausea, 
vertigo, hallucinations, skin burns and impaired eyesight following 
a leak in the pipeline that carries the crude oil to refineries in 
UnderSouth, underlining the human as well as the environmental 
costs of  fracking. The very title of  Huston’s essay in Brut (‘Alberta : 
l’horreur “merveilleuse”’) finds an echo in the novel in Varian’s 
speech when he describes how ‘travaillant avec Luka jour après jour 
au CMR   on   a été     à la fois émerveillé     et     horrifié […] par la 
cruauté illimitée   de la cupidité humaine’ (Huston Club, 136, italics 
added).

Fractured Identities, Fragmented Communities
In this hellish environment, not only is nature stripped back to its 
economic worth, but people are also reduced to their transactional 
function. The ‘population fantôme’ of  tens of  thousands of  mostly 
(83%) male workers who are flown in from around the world to work 
on the mines and housed in the neighbouring work camps (Huston 
Brut, 48) are reduced, in Le Club des miracles relatifs, to bodies that 
‘mangent, dorment, respirent, souffrent et font de l’auto-assistance 
[se masturbent]’ (15). 

In this ecologically devastated natural environment, the land 
itself  is likened to an abused female body, a comparison between the 
exploitation of  land and female bodies that Silvia Federici (2004) also 
draws in historical terms as she traces the expropriation of  land and 
the denigration of  (largely proletarian and colonised) women that 
accompanied and enabled the expansion of  European capitalism in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Huston’s depiction of  ‘cette 
terre   massacrée   défigurée violée et horriblement éventrée’ (Huston 
Club, 131-32) not only echoes Federici’s findings in a contemporary 
context, it also revisits the colonial trope of  exploited land as a 
ravaged female body. The postcolonial ecofeminist critic Vandana 
Shiva revises this colonial simile when she posits the coincidence 
of  the exploitation of  the environment and the abuse of  the most 
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vulnerable in the sacking of  the Earth’s natural resources: ‘The 
resource-grab that is essential for “growth” creates a culture of  rape 
– rape of  the Earth, of  local self-reliant communities, of  women’. 
(Shiva 2014, xvi). 

The anthropocentric appropriation of  the Earth’s biodiversity 
as ‘resources’ available for economic exploitation that in turn leads 
to the abuse of  land, communities and women finds its expression 
in the exploitation and abuse of  women in Huston’s ecotexts where 
female characters, like their male counterparts, are reduced to the 
transactional value of  their bodies and their labour. However, unlike 
the male mine workers, employment for women in Luniville in the 
novel and in Fort McMurray in the essay is largely limited to roles 
in the service and care industries if  not to sex work, an industry 
that has boomed alongside the mining boom: ‘Comme partout 
où les hommes se trouvent en surnombre et seuls, les femmes 
économiquement désavantagées viennent à la rescousse: l’annuaire 
de Fort McMurray propose dix pages de services d’escorte; un site 
internet contient deux mille petites annonces d’hommes, précisant 
en quelques mots brutaux la prestation sexuelle désirée (Huston 
Brut, 50). The fictional text thus reflects its historical referent in 
its depiction of  the essentialised identities engendered in this 
environment, where individuals are expunged of  any spiritual 
or intellectual dimension and relationships between the genders 
are impoverished and frequently violent. This is foregrounded in 
the novel with the intercalation in the primary narrative of  the 
stories of  seven female characters who live in great precarity and 
vulnerability as a result of  poverty, disability, religious conservatism 
and/or racism. Hailing from all corners of  the world, from Ireland 
to China, and Lebanon to the US, they find themselves in Luniville 
as much drawn to its economic opportunities as displaced by 
violence, war, and economic hardship. Andrea, Farah, Eris, Deirdre, 
Eileen, Debbie and Marnie’s stories are set against a wider context 
of  gendered physical and sexual violence that is one of  the effects 
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of  the ‘absence de réelle communauté’ that Huston documents in 
Fort McMurray in her essay (Huston Brut, 49) and depicts in her 
portrayal of  Luniville in Le Club des miracles relatifs. The isolation 
and vulnerability resulting from this absence of  community is 
transposed in the novel in particularly heightened fashion in the case 
of  Eileen Wu, who is left to raise her son alone in an environment 
that offers no support, financial, emotional or otherwise, when 
she is widowed. From enjoying full subjectivity before migration 
from China, in Luniville she is reduced to a female body exposed to 
sexual exploitation and violence, as illustrated when, failing to find 
any other means of  earning a living or outlet for creative expression 
than pole-dancing, she is apparently strangled to death during her 
first engagement at a pole-dancing club. 

The characterisation of  Farah Chauvet further underscores 
the wider context of  gendered physical and sexual violence in 
Luniville. Having grown up in Miami after being exiled from Haiti 
as a child, Farah heads to Luniville to take up a job in a highly 
fortified women’s refuge when divorce and resulting economic 
precarity threaten her custody of  her daughter in Miami. The novel’s 
unflinching presentation of  the injuries of  the stream of  women 
who appear on the doorstep of  the refuge differs markedly in effect 
from the mention made, almost in passing in a dialogue with Naomi 
Klein in Brut, of  Huston’s visits to women’s refuges while in Fort 
McMurray (63). Striking in this dialogue is the juxtaposition between 
Huston’s mention of  these visits with her account of  her travelling 
companions’ quest to seek out art galleries in Fort McMurray. The 
only one they do find tellingly offers an exhibition of  embroidered 
quilts, where the nature-inspired motifs traditionally associated with 
this handcraft have been replaced with instruments of  nature’s 
destruction: trucks and excavators. Such mining machinery also 
finds its way into the novel where it has come to symbolise male 
power and virility and to replace the female body as the object of  
desire: ‘les camions, grus et autres engins des mines bitumineuses 
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sont en passe de devenir les symboles sacrés de la nouvelle virilité 
qui voit le jour en Alberta’ (Huston Brut, 53). Indeed, the calendar 
that adorns the wall of  the pole-dancing club where Eileen’s murder 
is implied to take place features one such truck, the suggestion 
being that the veneration of  extractivism and its paraphernalia – by 
both women and men as its depiction in embroidery, historically 
associated with women, and pin-up calendars, produced for male 
consumption, indicates – are not without fatal and far-reaching 
consequences. Much as Federici describes in early modern Europe, 
women’s bodies continue to constitute a primary site of  violence 
in twenty-first century Canada in the cumulative logic that drives 
the capitalist exploitation of  land, where the degradation of  women 
proves to be the necessary condition for capitalist expansion 
(2004, 13). Time and again in the communities depicted in both 
Brut and Le Club des miracles relatifs, the material and the mundane 
win out over the aesthetic and humanistic values that give meaning 
to human identities and relationships with violent consequences 
for individuals and the community as a whole, a phenomenon 
also observed by Shiva: ‘Economic systems influence culture and 
social values. An economics of  commodification creates a culture 
of  commodification, where everything has a price and nothing has 
value.’ (2014, xvii).

In the same dialogue with Klein, the Montreal-born author 
and activist at the forefront of  social justice movements since the 
1990s, Huston discusses her visit to Fort Chipewyan, an indigenous 
community in the Athabasca River delta located 300km downstream 
from Fort McMurray, an experience which inspires the story of  
Marnie in the novel’s penultimate chapter3. In both the dialogue and 
her own essay in Brut, Huston describes a region contaminated by 
the toxic waste that flows into the delta from the fracking operations 
upstream, poisoning both the natural environment and the human 
population. Illustrating the demise of  a self-sufficient traditional 
community subjected to the rise of  the extractive mono-economy, 
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Marnie thinks to herself: ‘Nous on décide de rien, on se contente 
de mourir. Ils ont le droit de foutre plein de mercure et d’arsenic 
dans les orignaux et les poissons qui habitent ce qu’ils appellent 
nos terres, de sorte qu’on attrape le cancer en mangeant nos 
propres bêtes.  (Huston Club, 372-3). Huston’s taxi-driver during 
her visit, an indigenous man who works for a cab company on his 
days off  from the mining company, finds his way into the novel in 
the form of  the taxi-driver who eyes Marnie up contemptuously 
as he drives her to the airport on her weekly flight to Luniville to 
take up the sex work through which she supports her incarcerated 
husband and three surviving children. Huston thus underlines 
the intersectional vulnerability of  indigenous women in Canada, 
caught in the cross-hairs of  racism and sexism, on which she has 
also focused in Plainsong and Danse noire4. As Shiva argues, one of  
the main insights of  ecofeminism is the necessary recognition of  
the interconnectedness of  all life on Earth that is key to solving 
social problems together with ecological problems (2014, 320). In 
an economic system founded on the patriarchal relations, inequality, 
and alienation inherent to colonialism, decolonising the North 
as well as the South is shown to be necessary in order to sustain 
indigenous peoples, their lands, and communities.

 The wider disenfranchisement of  the indigenous community 
is noted in the novel by Marnie, as she walks past the town’s brand 
new culture centre, emblazoned with the LibreMondeNoir oil 
company’s logo, as she reflects: ‘On n’avait pas besoin de centres 
culturels dans le temps […] le centre de notre culture était partout’ 
(Huston Club, 369). There is a stark contrast underlined, in both 
Le Club des miracles relatifs and in Brut, between the indigenous 
communities’ millenary environmental and cultural custodianship 
and the intensely transitory nature of  the region’s ‘shadow population’ 
of  workers who demonstrate little investment in the community 
and for whom the natural environment is merely the object of  
extraction. The political impact of  extractivism’s short-termism is 
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noted by Huston’s co-author in Brut, David Dufresne, whose text 
gives an account of  the research he conducted in Fort McMurray 
on the role oil extraction plays in local politics. Dufresne’s research 
reveals ‘le taux de participation aux élections le plus bas du pays’, 
with only 10% of  the population participating in the most recent 
municipal elections, leading him to conclude that ‘la démocratie ne 
s’y porte pas très bien’ (Dufresne Brut, 26; 27). By way of  illustrating 
the infiltration of  mining interests into the region’s democratic 
processes, he cites the mayor’s former employment at one of  the two 
major oil companies operating in Alberta and her husband’s current 
employment at the other, thus corroborating Gudynas’ findings that 
beyond its local environmental and social impacts, ‘extractivism has 
consequences for the rest of  the country, such as changes in public 
policies, in the functioning of  the economy, in the understanding 
of  justice and democracy or in the conception of  Nature.’ (2018, 
66). Such findings are also corroborated by Shiva when she states 
that the economic structures that enable the misappropriation of  
the Earth’s eco-systems ‘lead to the subversion of  democracy and 
the privatization of  the government’ (Shiva 2014, xvi), or as Huston 
succinctly puts it in Brut: ‘Les compagnies pétrolières possèdent la 
province, le pays, le monde.’ (57)

Conclusions
In the face of  the cautionary, apocalyptic vision laid out in Le Club 
des miracles relatifs and the urgent cry of  Brut, the question remains 
of  Huston’s apparently bleak view of  the power of  ecologically 
engaged literature to tackle the climate crisis, judging by her view 
that: ‘Literature is perfectly useless in dealing with things of  this 
nature’ (Huston 2010). Despite the clear political intent of  Huston’s 
Canadian ecotexts, she maintains that:

It’s always a mistake to think that literature can serve any 
‘purpose’ in the real world – That it can put an end to 
despoilments, for instance, or have the slightest effect on so-



Environmental Degradation and Fractured Identities

77

called white men’s ferocious appetite for profit and ̋ progress˝, 
their capacity to lie, betray, or break promises they’ve sworn 
to keep until the end of  time. (Huston 2010)

While ecocritic Jim Dwyer appears optimistic about 
ecofiction’s capacity to engage readers intellectually and emotionally 
in its imagined scenarios – and Le Club des miracles relatifs might 
certainly be said to achieve this – Huston is of  the view that 
intellectual and emotional engagement fall short of  the pressing 
need for concerted action on the urgent issues at hand. Huston’s 
ecologically engaged writing therefore goes beyond Dwyer’s 
ecofiction in its multi-pronged approach: in writing personal 
accounts, eyewitness testimonies and newspaper articles as well as 
fiction; and in publishing in major national newspapers (Le Monde, Le 
Devoir), with major French and Canadian literary publishers (Actes 
Sud, Leméac), and with smaller, independent publishers (Lux) in 
Canada, Huston demonstrates a drive to reach heterogeneous 
audiences, in different languages, and through a range of  media, 
in order to go beyond fiction’s empathetic function to also harness 
writing’s political, didactic and motivational potential.

If  Huston recognises literature’s power as a vital tool of  
humanity – and indeed, this might be considered the underlying 
argument of  Le Club des miracles relatifs, to which its enigmatic title 
alludes – she also sees its limitations :

Literature has its powers, it has its magic, it can help us live 
and make sense of  our lives, but Power per se unfolds on a 
totally different level, in a totally different arena. This means 
we sometimes have to make gestures of  a different nature, 
qua citizens. Qua writer, I have to face the fact that there’s not 
much I can do for my country. (Huston 2010)

Her collaboration with activists, journalists, photographers, 
filmmakers and other writers with ties to indigenous and non-
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indigenous Canada, the US and France, who also work in a 
range of  spheres and genres on both local and global platforms, 
demonstrates an attempt to participate in these other arenas of  
power that lie beyond the reach of  the written word. In addition 
to her ecoliterary project, her personal lifestyle choices (referred 
to in an interview with Eglė Kačkutė in 2019) and philanthropical 
efforts to counter the disenfranchisement of  indigenous Canadian 
women as a result of  territorial and cultural expropriation (in 
establishing the Awinita Fund in 2013)5 mark Huston out as what 
Pippa Marland refers to as a ‘writer activist’ (2013, 853), allowing 
her to bridge the ‘imaginative’ world of  writing and the ‘real’ world 
of  political action, and constitute an invitation to her readers to 
participate in collective, collaborative action which includes and 
goes beyond reading, writing and literature. Where, at its outset, this 
article highlighted the difference from the implicitly environmental 
texts studied by Kostkowska, at this point a parallel can be drawn 
between their ecofeminist praxis and that of  Huston, ‘first, in the 
narrative implementation of  ecofeminist principles, and second, 
in their impact on increasing readers’ ecological consciousness’ 
(Kostkowska 2013, 10). The environmental reflection and practices 
encouraged by both sets of  texts amount to a form of  activism that 
writing and reading has the potential to offer, ‘and are a practical 
consequence of  the ecofeminist critique that these texts perform.’ 
(Kostkowska 2013, 11)

As well as making a highly original and innovative 
contribution to an emerging contemporary genre of  éco-littérature in 
French6, facilitated by Huston’s unique positioning between France 
and North America and their respective cultures, languages, and 
literary traditions, the postcolonial ecofeminist politics of  Huston’s 
Canadian ecotexts also propose a path to going beyond the writing 
and reading of  ecologically engaged literature to the development 
of  wider collaborative actions between the underdeveloped and 
overdeveloped worlds in order to draw together the common goals 
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of  differently situated individuals and communities that would ensure 
the ongoing stewardship of  humanity’s common environment.

Universidad de Antioquia

_____
1 Given the strong plot-driven aspect of  this novel, this discussion aims to 
avoid giving away its dénouement.
2 Term coined by Dan Bloom, founder of  the ‘Cli-Fi Report Global’, that 
refers to cultural production ‘engaging with the local and global impact of  
man-made global warming’. See http://cli-fi.net/ [accessed 1 July 2019].
3 For an analysis of  this character, see Averis (2018).
4 For an analysis of  the intersection of  femininity and indigeneity in Danse 
noire, see Averis (2019).
5 See https://www.ecfoundation.org/blog/awinita-fund/ [accessed 27 
February 2020].
6 See Posthumus (2012) for a discussion and examples of  the genre.
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